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AM: Yuli Edelstein is the Israeli Minister of Health and Israel, as 

we just heard, is way ahead of any other country in the number of 

its citizens so far vaccinated. It bought large stocks of the Pfizer 

jab in exchange for acting, in effect, as the world’s guinea pig. 

When I spoke to him earlier I began with the news this week that 

Israel’s covid coordinator claimed the Pfizer vaccine is less 

effective than we thought, when in fact that is not what the data 

shows. So what’s the truth? 

YE: The truth of the matter is, Andrew, that we’re just in the 

beginning of the campaign. We unfortunately do see cases that 

after getting the first dose people get sick, get the coronavirus. At 

the same time there are some encouraging signs of less severe 

diseases, less people hospitalised after the first dose. So at this 

stage it’s very difficult to say. It’s not a clinical trial yet, it’s just 

our way pre-data, and we sincerely hope that we will have better 

information very soon. 

 

AM: We’re trying to get a glimpse of our own near future because  

you have vaccinated so many more people. What are you seeing 

in terms of hospitalisations and indeed infections so far in the 

vaccine programme? 

YE: We still have a very small number of those who we consider 

truly vaccinated, meaning a week after the second dose, according 

to Pfizer instructions. So we still can’t boast accurate data, we are 

collecting every piece of information, we hope to be able very 

soon to say that the number of those hospitalised goes down and 

one thing we’re closely following, there’s always been this 

situation that when you have a rise in people who are infected you 

have an immediate rise in hospitalised and severe cases. We hope 
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that this graphic, this slide will change a little bit, and then we’ll be 

able to talk about the influence of the vaccine.  

 

AM: But from your point of view it’s essential, therefore, that 

people get the second dose of the Pfizer vaccine on the schedule 

suggested by Pfizer? 

YE: As I’ve said, we have debates about it and we – very honest, 

we had debates about it in the Ministry and we decided to follow 

the instructions given by Pfizer. There were different opinions on 

that in Israel too, frankly, as we had very little information at that 

stage, as you just showed the viewers, the answers are still to 

come. So we decided to stick to the instructions we got from 

Pfizer. 

 

AM: In your view, how much of the population needs to be 

vaccinated before you can start releasing the restrictions and open 

up again? 

YE : We have nearly 28 per cent of the population under the age 

of 16; so from the population left we want to get to very high 

numbers, probably to 80 per cent, and then we’ll be able to talk 

about something that reminds herd immunity. We do have to keep 

in mind that those who are recovering, those who’ve recovered 

from covid are not being vaccinated. We consider that at this 

stage, at least, these could be immune. So probably the two 

figures combined, the high number of those vaccinated and those 

who already have the covid-19 disease, will give us a different 

situation in Israel and we’ll have to still think how we deal with the 

school system, with the children who can’t get the vaccine yet. 

 

AM: That’s really interesting. I’m trying to guess what our own 

future’s going to look like. And you talked about a spike in cases, 

is there any evidence at all that that is partly because of people 

who’ve had the vaccine relaxing too quickly, mingling too much? 

In other words, I’ve got the vaccine, I’m all right. Is there any 

evidence of that happening in Israel? 
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YE: Well, I wouldn’t call it evidence. Yes, there are cases like that 

and I do have to say that at every interview or every opportunity 

I’m trying to explain to people that they should be extremely 

careful after getting the first dose of the vaccine. I wouldn’t say 

that it’s like a change of the spirit in the country because of the 

vaccination. People can accept the fact that we have to go into a 

new lockdown. That was not easy but, you know, people see the 

numbers until they understand. But having said all that, I 

understand what you’re saying and we were all the time trying to 

explain that vaccination is not a panacea, we are very glad about 

this campaign, we are proud of it, we hope that we see the light 

at the end of the tunnel, but it doesn’t mean that the moment we 

get to, you name it, 50 or 60 per cent of the population vaccinated 

it will be the end of coronavirus. Corona is still with us and we’ll 

have to live with this reality for a long time.  

 

AM: Right. Now, the United Nations says it’s your legal obligation 

to make sure the Palestinian people under occupation have a swift 

and equitable access to covid-19 vaccines. Why aren’t you doing 

this? 

YE: As far as the vaccination is concerned, I think that it’s a Israeli 

obligation first and foremost to its citizens. They pay taxes for 

that, don’t they? But having said that, I do remember that it’s our 

interest – not our legal obligation – that it’s our interest to make 

sure that the Palestinians get the vaccine and they won’t have the 

covid-19 spreading.  

 

AM: I understand that, but the Palestinians have asked you for 

vaccines and you haven’t given them some, and under the Geneva 

Convention, the 4th Geneval Convention, Israel is required to do 

so. I can read it back. Article 56 says that Israel ‘must adopt and 

supply the prophylactic and preventative measures necessary to 

combat the spread of contagious diseases and epidemics in                  

cooperation with local authorities.’ Now, that means the vaccine. 

Why aren’t you giving them the vaccine? 
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YE: I would say that first of all we can also look into the so-called 

Oslo Agreements where it says loud and clear that Palestinians 

have to take care of their own health. 

 

AM: Again, I’m sorry to interrupt but the United Nations says that 

international law should supersede the Oslo Agreements on this. 

YE: If it is the responsibility of the Israeli Health Minister to take 

care of the Palestinians what exactly is the responsibility of the 

Palestinian Health Minister? To take care of the dolphins in the 

Mediterranean?  

 

AM: I’m so sorry. Let me put it to you that many of your own 

citizens also think you should be doing more. There was a petition 

by 200 rabbis which says: ‘Judaism teaches a moral imperative not 

to show indifference as our neighbour suffers but rather to 

mobilise and offer help in times of need.’ The rabbis are right 

aren’t they? 

YE: The rabbis are always right I guess, but I would definitely say 

that that is exactly why when the Palestinians turn to us in terms 

of health with their medical teams I authorised passing some 

vaccines to those medical teams who directly work with corona 

patients in the Palestinian authority, and as you can hear from this 

interview it’s not because I think that we have a legal obligation, 

it’s because I understand that there are doctors and nurses that 

they don’t get the vaccine at this stage. 

 

AM: Minister, thank you very much indeed for joining us this 

morning. 

(ends) 

 


