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Speaking at a tourism fair in London last monthobetthe scheduled Jerusalem gay pride march was e
place, Tourism Minister Isaac Herzog told the BRtLGBT news Web site Pinknews.co.uk: "Gays anbides
are welcome in Israel.”

Herzog spoke proudly of his support for fair hogdismws for the gay community when he was housingster.
These comments were cheered in Britain and scoedidav Israeli public relations.

But the tourism minister prides himself on beinchampion of gay rights in London only, far from tkeaeli
media. Back home, the Labor minister did not pupkstipport the right of assembly for LGBT peoplnkpews
reported: "Tourism minister shamed over Jerusalem F3ide."

As far as | know, Herzog did not condemn weeksialient protests against the planned gay pride dverd in
Israel - though some of that violence was fannedthgr government ministers.

This duality exemplifies how Israeli policymakersdaspokesmen try to have their cake and eat it,eojoying
a reputation as liberal advocates of human rigtitas appealing to dominant sentiments in EuropeNorth
America - without actually earning this reputation.

Before events surrounding the Jerusalem pride gathexposed the depth of homophobia among Israeli
lawmakers to the world (Deputy Prime Minister Elsiai compared the parade to a terror attack)el$rad
been generally perceived abroad as a progressiiety terms of inclusion and acceptance of LGi#bple.

FOR THE PAST 10 years the Israeli LGBT communitg kajoyed a growing visibility on the street andrie
media and won important legal battles in court. Tmain factors have contributed to internationalaiot of
Israel as a gay haven.

First, the striking comparison between Israel aaaeighbors leaves no doubt that gays are mudcértf in
Tel Aviv than in any other Middle Eastern city, mewnind the rural areas. The arrest of some 50 gaysboat
on the Nile a few years ago, for example, drewatitention of the Western media and led to vocaicgsim by
US congressmen directed at the Egyptian government.

Even if Arab countries are usually not perceivedt@mpions of human rights, when it comes to ggiytsi the
situation is particularly grave.

Stories about Palestinians persecuted for theiragxeferences who flee to Tel Aviv have made ihe
international media. Regrettably, though, the bediteiation of Israeli gays does not necessarfigcethe
condition of gay Palestinians seeking refuge. Sorake their living from prostitution, many encounter
difficulties applying for asylum in Israel.

SECONDLY, IN contrast to the US military, soldiean be openly gay in the IDF; in the army you ae n
asked, but you're welcome to tell. This makes e d symbol of inclusion of gays, and light yeansad of
America.

No wonder then that Eitan Fox and Gal Ochovski'siengossi and Jagger, a love story between two male
combat soldiers which embodies the striking etHab®Israeli army, has been screened repeatedisragli
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advocates on American campuses. This is exactlylb@el wishes to be portrayed in liberal universiwns
and Jewish communities: a progressive society wieea militarism is infused with groundbreaking eoroe.

The message is simple enough: An Israel that erabrgays, embraces all.

THE COMPARISON between the situation of gays imad$rand in other countries is effective also when
approaching the European Left. Europeans - whereighats are part of the mainstream - are uneasy @®ports
that Arab countries and Iran oppress gays.

In Spain for example, Prime Minister Jose Zapagesotialist government has institutionalized same-s
marriage despite the strong Catholic influencéngdountry.

However, Europe is not the primary target of orgatidons attempting to improve Israel's image. Anghay, it
is hard to believe that pro-Palestinian sentimeatsbe replaced by true affection for Israel justduse of the
poor human rights records of our neighbors.

In addition, the violence that preceded the Jeemsdtride march, forcing it to be held as a rallg inniversity
stadium, threatened to erase any positive impnesgieople might have regarding Israel's liberalishe
controversy, covered widely by the internationatiimgexposed the fragile situation of the LGBT caumity
once you look beyond Tel Aviv.

When Trade and Labor Minister Eli Yishai toltde New York Times: "If it was up to me, | would send the gay
community, who insisted on celebrating in Jerusatensodom and Gomorrah," he might have been spgadi
his constituency; but he simultaneously sabotagetkl's interests abroad. With ministers attackieg GBT
community, attempts by Israelis to point to achieeats on the gay front can look hypocritical.

I have personally faced the dilemma of how to grthe condition of Israeli gays to leftist politins abroad.
Despite Israel's difficult situation with the Eusam Left my election - an Israeli activist - as LIs&ordinator
for the international union of Socialist youth pesvhow beneficial progressive Israeli politics ban

Plainly, the fact that | represented an Israeltypdid not prevent me from being elected as LGB@rdmator of
the Socialist International.

Yet it would be disingenuous to pretend that prp4gasitions of my Meretz Party represents the Ilsrae
mainstream.

When | compare our situation with that of other demacies, | see reason for both pride and contegally,
we are in some respects ahead of the US. Yet oaiad politically the picture is very mixed, nat$ay grim,
with hatred of gays openly - sometimes violenthkpressed in some quarters, including in the Kniesse

This leaves me uneasy and saddened, ponderingrigedad we still need to traverse.

Thewriter is LGBT Coordinator of Young Meretz and of the International Union of Socialist Youth. Heisa
board member of the Aguda, the Israeli LGBT Association. His Web site is www.yoavsivan.org
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