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Conversion Therapy and Government Intervention in Israel 

In some sections of Israeli Society, the understanding that differing sexual orientations are not disorders requiring treatment has yet to take root.  This is reflected in the failure of the Israeli Parliament, the Knesset, to pass legislation that prohibits conversion therapy.  In light of the evidence of the damage that conversion therapies cause, particularly among youth who most need the protection of the State, the lack of government intervention to prohibit these treatments is tantamount to supporting them. 

 Most common is the use of some purported version of a behavioral approach that relies on psychological, behavioral or “spiritual-religious” interventions to eliminate the undesirable behavior and initiate the desired one.  In addition to individual therapy sessions, there are support groups and seminars aimed at creating more “manly” behaviors, touching and other exercises aimed at desexualizing physical contact between men are used.  Treated individuals are repeated told that homosexuality is wrong, a serious sin forbidden by religious law, and can be overcome.  Some therapists have had the persons they are treating watch heterosexual pornography and masturbate to it or coaxed them to go to sex therapists or prostitutes.  Other cases have been reported where individuals are told to wear a rubber band around their wrist and snap it every time they feel attracted to a man.
 There is increasing evidence as well of cases in which drugs are inappropriately prescribed to subdue the sex-drives of those whose sexual preferences have been deemed to be undesirable.  Individuals who studied in Ultra-Orthodox Yeshivas (seminaries) and were in some cases forced to take psychiatric drugs have come forward to tell their stories. 

The Israeli Ministry of Health took a stand against conversion therapy in 2014. It has since failed to seriously investigate or act against health professionals who perform conversion therapies. It remains the only official government agency to take any position on conversion therapy to date.
 The Ministry issued its statement following a position paper published by the Israel Psychological Association on conversion therapy in 2011.
  The Statement by the Ministry of Health was publicized as a warning citing that there was no evidence that conversion therapies worked and that these treatments may cause damage to the person treated. However, no position was taken regarding the legitimacy of attempting to alter an individual's sexual orientation. Unfortunately, in recent years the Ministry of Health has been in the hands of a minister from an Ultra-Orthodox religious party who seem to support gay conversion therapies and obviously initiate no action against them.

The problem is particularly acute in the religious sector of the population. Here therapists, and sometimes Mental Health treatment centers, that receive at least partial government funding, offer conversion therapies. Several non-profit groups do the same.
  One well-known organization offering treatment is Atzat Nefesh ("Soul Consulting"), established by a well-known Rabbi nearly 20 years ago.  It operates openly throughout the country with no restrictions. It is staffed by between 30 to 40 volunteers. “Treatments” are often performed by persons having no relevant qualifications in mental health services.  In recent years, a number of practitioners have relocated from the U.S. to Israel and have begun operating within religious communities here, this after several U.S. States criminalized conversion therapies. The notorious organization JONAH
 closed by court order in New Jersey after offering conversion therapies, moved its operation to Israel and is operating under the name "People Can Change". 

According to data collected by the Hod organization (an organization of religious LGBTQ persons), there are between 20-30 therapists in Israel who offer conversion therapy and 50 unauthorized persons who have no training doing so as well.  There is no body empowered in Israel to supervise or monitor treatments by these non-qualified individuals.
   Others from within the religious community report that there are hundreds of unqualified persons offering various forms of conversion therapy treatments.

As mentioned, to this date there is no official government policy regarding conversion therapies. No steps have been taken by the government to understand neither the scope of the problem nor the short or long-term consequences of these treatments.  Minors, in particular, in the full range of Israeli communities, from Jewish Ultra-Orthodox to Israeli Arab ones are left unprotected. It is non-government agencies that have taken a professional stand on the issue:  

At the beginning of 2019, the Israel Medical Association issued a paper that went several steps further. It bars doctors from performing conversion therapy or from referring patients to such treatment.  The Association can apply sanctions ranging from a reprimand to revoking membership in the organization.  The Medical Associations document asserted that “A comprehensive review of studies and position papers from other organizations showed an agreement that there is no place for any treatment based on the assumption that homosexuality is a disease or a disorder that requires treatment.”   Signatories to the position paper include the Israel Psychiatric Association, the Israeli Adolescent Medicine Society, the Israel Pediatric Association, the Society to Promote Health in the LGBTQ Community, the Israel Association of Family Physicians and the Israel Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Association.

Efforts to pass legislation that would set standards and force government agencies to take significant steps toward eliminating conversion therapy began in 2016.  Several Knesset members proposed a bill that would amend the criminal code with a ban on conversion therapy for minors. The bill demanded up to a year of imprisonment for anyone violating the law. The amendment did not pass in the Knesset.  Again, In November 2018 a proposed bill that would have forbidden conversion therapy for minors was rejected by the Knesset.

A significant backlash to the efforts to ban conversion therapies took place in July 2019, when the newly appointed interim Minister of Education Rabbi Rafi (Rafael) Peretz, voiced support for gay conversion therapy in a television interview.
  Peretz, the head of a small right-wing orthodox political party, presented views that unfortunately exist in the religious right in Israel. His position, backed by religious prohibitions, caused an uproar within wide circles of the public that strongly rejected it. Senior politicians from the ruling Likud party as well as from the opposition parties firmly condemned Peretz statements. Demands for the resignation of Peretz went unheeded. There are serious concerns regarding the repercussions of his statements, in particular within the education system which he heads. Disregarding the potential damage his position was likely to have, his defenders rallied behind the banner of the right to freedom of speech.  Those that support his views have had to date enough political leeway in the Knesset to prevent the passing of legislation that would put an end to conversion therapy.  Several days after his original statement in support of conversion therapy, and following intense pressure from the public, as well as from other politicians, Rabbi Rafi Peretz backtracked and issued a statement against conversion therapy.
   

LGBTQ organizations continue with renewed vigor to seek the approval of legislation that will prohibit conversion therapies: Legislation that will force the government into a proactive position in confronting and solving the problem and will provide significant civil and criminal penalties for those that practice or enable conversion therapies.    
� This report is submitted by the coalition of LGBTQ NGOs in Israel to the UN Independent expert on protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity. It was drafted by Mr. Robert Brack, a volunteer in the association for LGBTQ equality in Israel, and approved by the NGOs which take part in the LGBTQ coalition (see appendix). 
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