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How has Israel coped with COVID-19?
The whirlwind of the Coronavirus pandemic has fundamentally changed daily
lives in Israel, as it has around the world. Aside from the obvious medical
concerns, it has severely impacted the healthcare sector and ushered in an
era of economic uncertainty. As the lockdown begins to ease and we adjust
to the ‘new normal,’ what will that look like? With an unemployment rate in
Israel in April of more than 20% and challenges to whole sectors and supply
chains, where do businesses go from here? What are the most pressing
concerns? We caught up with Israel’s most prominent law firms to learn of
the challenges and issues affecting their clients.

Israel’s Swift Response
As the world wrestled with how to respond, in Israel, there was a swift and dramatic
response. With infections low and an exit strategy emerging, this has worked
somewhat, so far. In an April 13 article in Forbes magazine, Israel came top in a
poll looking at safety ranking, examining measures such as quarantine efficiency,
government management efficiency, monitoring and detection, and emergency
treatment readiness. Strict lockdowns, early action and technology have
undoubtedly played their part, with Israel leveraging its technological prowess –
not without controversy - to help keep the public safe by using technology to track
the cellphones of those who may have been infected, drawing on the country’s
expertise in machine learning and automation.
Law firms generally have agreed on the response. Mark Phillips, Partner at
Herzog Fox & Neeman (“HFN”) agrees: “On the whole, the sense here is that the
government response has been adequate and has been relatively successful in
limiting the potential spread of the virus.” “Israel was among the earliest countries
to respond, though not by wide testing and surveillance, but rather by limiting
international traveling and enforcing a country-wide stay-at-home policy that
apparently worked,” said Dr. David Tadmor, Co-Chairman and Managing Partner of
Tadmor Levy & Co.
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The Impact on Sectors
Nevertheless, there is the feeling that more could have been done. “While
I believe there is a consensus in Israel that the crisis was handled well from
the medical point of view, the economic crisis was poorly handled,” said Doni
Toledano is the Head of the M&A and Banking and Finance Departments
of Erdinast, Ben Nathan, Toledano & Co. (“EBN”). “The private sector and
particularly small and medium businesses are in distress due to regulatory
uncertainty, slow response of governmental agencies to changing conditions
and lack of a clear strategy regarding the reopening of the economy.”
Alon Pomeranc, Head of Litigation & Dispute Resolution department at
Lipa Meir & Co. agrees: “Even though the numbers of people infected with
COVID-19 and deaths in Israel are not high relative to other countries, I am not
sure the crisis was handled that well. I believe we could have done better and
concerned that there might be a severe economic impact.”
“Obviously the Corona restrictions have forced entire sectors to shut, ”HFN’s
Phillips added – “retail (other than food), tourism, airlines and entertainment
have been especially hard hit and this has had a knock on effect on other
sectors such as real estate. Other sectors have been affected far less - the
energy and infrastructure sectors are showing almost no effects at this stage
(and in fact several large scale infrastructure tenders have been announced
in the past few weeks) and the banking sector has continued to operate (at
least at the branch level) although interest rates have in some cases gone
up as a result of increased risk. What is hard to assess at this stage is the
intangible effect - how many companies have put off investments to generate
growth? How many hi-tech investments that would have happened have been
postponed or cancelled?”
Toledano points out: “At this stage, it appears that hi-tech sector, which is
a leading force in the Israeli economy, has not been significantly impacted.
Despite a slowdown in investments in early stage companies and cost
reduction steps undertaken across the board, most major hi-tech companies
continue to operate in full force and VC funds remain active in the market,
albeit in a more cautious manner and taking into account the potential to need
to support existing portfolio companies.”
In fact, in April, Israeli start-ups raised a record USD 8.3 billion in the first four
months of 2020, according to a report by IVC-ZAG, with Intel announcing in
May it has acquired Israel’s Moovit, a mobility-as-a-service (MaaS) solutions
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start-up, for approximately USD 900 million. As impressive as these
numbers are, the medium and long-term effects on the Israeli economy will,
to a large extent, depend on how quickly other markets recover and it will
be also interesting to see whether the Corona crisis will have any long-term
effect on Chinese investment in Israel.

Legal Advice Needed
For many businesses, especially small businesses, the past few months
have been a worrying tale of sink or swim. Many have sunk. Some may still
do so. All are looking for professional legal advice to guide them through
these choppy waters, especially employment and insolvency related advice.
Businesses are seeking the latest advice regarding legislation, government
programs, sick leave, business travel policy, and much more as they look to
reassure their own staff, protect their mental wellbeing, implement remote
working practices, and keep them informed of a fluid situation. "Clients
are definitely seeking advice about employment and labor law matters,
about taxes, about force majeure and frustration of contracts and about
insolvency and restructuring of debts. Our insolvency department has been
very busy," said Pomeranc.
“Our clients are most concerned during this uncertain period regarding
how to cut costs and for many of our clients, their workforce is their
largest expense and there are not many government programs available
to them,” added Simon Weintraub, a partner in Yigal Arnon’s International
Corporate Group and Co-head of the firm's China Practice and Oil & Gas
Practice. “Although many clients have taken advantage of the ability to
place employees on temporary leave allowing such employees to collect
unemployment insurance. This raises many questions for clients which
often require very detailed labor law analysis and assistance to help find
creative solutions. We are also seeing many of our clients ask questions
about insolvency law and how to legally act during uncertain times. We have
also been assisting banks and other creditors who have loaned funds during
better times but are now concerned about defaults and potential defaults.”
EBN’s Toledano adds: “Our Labor department was very busy due to
changing governmental orders and regulations concerning employment
and a huge wave of employees who were forced into leave of absence. Our
litigation department advised many clients concerned about frustration
of contracts, Material Adverse Effect issues and the like. Our Insolvency
department advised lenders and bond holders regarding the acceleration or
7

restructuring of debts as well as boards of debtors regarding mitigation of
directors’ personal liability risks, while our M&A department advised buyers
who continued with existing transactions, subject to necessary adjustments
due to crisis and buyers who showed an interest in distressed companies.”
As HFN’s Phillips adds: “The main concerns have indeed been HR related how to deal with employees, the rules about furloughing and unfortunately
in some cases dismissal in light of the pandemic. Other departments have
also been particularly busy - such as Capital Markets department, which
has been advising reporting companies on how to address the Corona
crisis in their reports, Tax group, which has been helping clients understand
new reporting and filing rules issued by the ITA during the crisis, and
the Competition & Antitrust team, which has been fielding questions
regarding new rules about cooperation between competitors issued by the
Competition Authority to deal with the crisis.”

COVID-19 Teams
With so many moving parts and multiple disciplines involved, it is fair to
say that law firms have seen no other challenge quite like this one. Tadmor
added: “From the outset we decided to become COVID-19 law experts.
We formed a designated Coronavirus team. They are the experts on
everything Corona related and know all there is to know about the new laws
and regulations, as well as the application of our existing body of law to this
unprecedented situation.”
Phillips noted: “We have been following all legislative and regulatory
developments extremely closely and we have dedicated Corona teams in
all relevant departments whose job it is to stay up to date with all new rules
and policies issued by the regulators.” Yigal Arnon’s Weintraub confirmed:
“Like many law firms around the world we are providing constant Covid-19
legal updates to our clients as well as to colleagues and contacts. We do
our best to provide such information both in Hebrew and in the English
language on a timely basis.”
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Clients expectations and demands
Confronted with such financial and existential challenges, have clients’
expectations and demands changed since the pandemic began? Yigal
Arnon’s Weintraub points out: “There is a feeling that demands from clients
are more urgent than ever, and, in some cases, even life and death matters.
This is particularly true for many of our start-up clients which are struggling
to survive and are looking for urgent assistance to stay afloat and avoid mass
layoffs. With respect to clients which are still actively involved in fundraising
there is a sense of extreme urgency because there is always a feeling that
the investor is minutes away from dropping out of the deal.”
In terms of the importance of soft skills and communication, there is a great
chance to reconnect and drive strong relationships and engagement, and
this has not gone unnoticed. Tadmor pointed out: "From a technology and
service point of view we were there from the get-go, so there really was
no issue. Interestingly, as a firm we function very well in the virtual space
and we continue to provide the same level of service, after all, there are no
business trips, no vacations, no going out to meetings, so availability is at its
peak.”
As Phillips says: “Not being able to meet with clients has also made our
work more difficult in some cases - although many of our clients are from
outside of Israel and so we are used to working with them on a non-face to
face basis. Current experience with remote meetings and communications
may make this one of the largest legacies of the crisis - perhaps meetings
will be the exception rather than the norm post-Corona.”
Communication has been the focus too at EBN. “We doubled the number
of internal meetings of our teams (being held online of course…) – at the
levels of management, partners and lawyers, to make sure there is a free
flow of information and exchange of ideas, and that our firm immediately
reacts to the current fast moving environment,” said Toledano.
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Traditional work practices changed forever?
There is the feeling that firms’ traditional working practices have changed
forever. Weintraub agrees. “We should expect far less face to face meetings
in the future and more video conferencing and also far less travel. Our office
has learned to adapt to rapidly changing realities and we have become very
nimble. Most importantly we have all learned to work remotely. I think this
is because of the prevalent use of Zoom and other video conferencing
software which has become the norm and therefore we are constantly
seeing our clients where as in the past it was usually over the phone and felt
less personal.”
Closely accompanying availability is speed of decision and efficiency. Phillips
adds: “What we have seen though - for obvious reasons - is that clients need
to take decisions far more quickly and with less consideration than was the
case previously. This means we need to make sure simple and clear advice
is given in far less time than would usually be required and in circumstances
of higher uncertainty.”
Furthermore, as Weintraub points out, “the nature of the work seems to
transcend pure legal advice and many of our clients are seeking our advice
in all areas including business judgment issues and there is also a feeling
that we are all in this together and clients seem to appreciate more when
we go the extra mile.”
As the race to find a vaccine gathers pace, clients in Israel can be sure that
their lawyers have their backs.
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