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Israeli news 
Behind the headlines 

Former Netanyahu aide's party overtakes Likud'with Russian vote 
By DINA KRAFT .. 

TEL AVIV (JTA) - Avigdor Lieberman, a 
stem-mannered immigrant from Moldova,.· 
has become the new face of the Israeli right. 
Lieberman's party, Yisrael Beiteinu, became 
the fourth-largest party in Israeli politics 
March 28, winning seats in the next Knesset 
from a strong base of Russian-speaking vot
crs as well as tens of thousands of veteran 
Israelis. 

"The party's values are becoming Israel's 
values, and this is just the beginning. I'm 
sure that next time we will be the governing 
party," Lieberman declared March 28, cele
brating at the Jerusalem hotel where his sup
porters had gathered. 

Those values Lieberman refers to include 
one of the pillars of his campaign: a snap 
answer to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict in 
the form of redrawing Israel's map so that 
many Israeli Arab towns and villages 
become part of the West Bank and large Jewish 
settlements can be annexed to Israel. The plan 
has been condemned, among others, by Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon when it was first suggest-
ed two years ago. . . 

Lieberman, whose party holds three seats 111 

the current Knesset, also campaigned on a social 
agenda that appealed to many in the Russian
speaking community, speaking of jobs and wel
fare and highlighting plans to fight crime. When 
Lieberman launched his campaign with the help 
of American political consultant Arthur 
Finklestein, he looked for ways to distinguish 

".,.",=.,;,.:,-,.".,...,"""'..---------'-, because it was his protege, Avigdor 
Lieberman, who, more than anyone 
else was the one who caused his , , . 
strength to dwindle," w~ote Avrram~ 
Golan, a commentator In the Israeli 
dailyHa'aretz on March 29. . '. " 

Yuri Stern, a member of Ylsrael 
Beiteinu, was pleased to see his party 
overtake Likud. "This means that the 
old politics and the old elites have 
failed. The new elite is the immi
grants we represent, and the techno
cratic public who, became fed up 
with the failed running of the coun-

, try;" he told reporters. 
Analysts say voters were drawn to 

Lieberman for different reasons. The 
Russian-speaking supporterS, which Avigdor Lieberman, head of the Yisrael Beiteinu Party d f hI 

Prays dudng a visit to the Western Wall in Jerusalem's Old polls said accounte. orroug. y 
. . eight ofbis 12 seats, ill part see hIm 

City, Thesday, March 28, 2006. CredIt: Bnan HendlerllTA. as their advocate _ a success story in 

himself from other parties - specifically Kadima Israeli 'politics and a man they see as one of their 
and Likud - and the land swap concept was put own. They also see in him the image of a strong, 
on the platform, his advisers said. security-focused leader similar to the mold of 

Before the elections, Ehud Olmert, then inter- Sharon. Many Russian voters who had planned 
im prime minister, said he would not include to vote for Kadima because they admired Sharon 
Lieberman's party in a coalition. But with jumped to Lieberman's part~ after the prime 
Kadima's win of only 28 seats, the door could be minister fell into a coma In early January, 
open for a possible deal. Lieberman, however, is according to analysts. 
firmly against any further unilateral withdrawals The veteran Israelis who voted for him were 
from the West Bank. He says Israel should not drawn in part from the pool of disillusioned 
leave territory without getting something in right-wing voters who fon~erly supported 
return. Likud. Shai Fux, 28, an Israeb-born hIgh-tech 

Lieberman himself lives in the West Bank set- worker from Haifa, said he decided to vote for 
tlement of Nokdim, a Lieberman's party not just for his security posi-
settlement that is in tions but his civic ones. "His plan to fight crime 
,danger of being evac- suited me. Also because he is an immigrant from 
uated should Prime Russia he is aware of their issues, such as civil 
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Minister-elect Ehud "marriage," he said, referring to concern of many 
Olmert carry out his immigrants and other Israelis that the country 
plan for future with- only recognizes marriages in Israel performed by 
drawals from the West Orthodox authorities. 
Bank. Lieberman, 48, Fux does not think Lieberman will have the 
immigrated to Israel power to carry through his plan to redraw 
in 1978 and became Israel's boundaries. The plan, dismissed as 
active in politics as a untenable and even racist by some Israelis, res-
student at' Hebrew onated among supporters weary of the conflict 
University in and eager for what his campaign billed as a "log-
Jerusalem. There he ical solution" to Israel's demographic future. 
worked not only as a Lieberman argues that Israel's large Arab popu-
bouncer at a campus lation, which accounts for about 20 per cent of 
pub but also as a the country, makes maintaining a Jewish majori-
Likud activist. He ty in the future impossible. 
rose to prominence as ,"I don't think his position is extreme," said 
Ben jam i n George Birnbaum, one of Lieberman's political 
Netanyahu's top aide consultants on the campaign. "It's a viable solu-
during his term as ' tion that wants to take into consideration an enti-
prime minister. ' ty for the Palestinians and Arabs as well." 

After infighting Sharon, however, had harsh words for the plan as 
with what are com- introduced first by Lieberman in 2004. "We 
monly called the regard Israeli Arabs as part of the state of Israel," 
"Likud princes" - the he said in response. Under the plan, only Arabs 
sons and daughters of who take an oath of allegiance to Israel and per- -
the party's ruling elite form national service would be allowed to stay 
- he left the party in in Israel. 
1999 to form Yisrael "I am enraged that he is still advocating these 
Beiteinu, Hebrew for ideas," Arab Knesset Member Azmi Bishara 
"Israel is our Home," said, reflecting the anger of Israeli Arabs at 
aimed at the Russian Lieberman's plan. It reflects, he said, the feeling . 
electorate. Vengeance that their rights as full citizens here are under 
is now his. Likud won assault. "Nobody talks about giving up areas 
only 11 seats in the where Jews are living because Jewish citizenship 
March 28 election. is so fixed and constant." . 
"The blistering defeat Ze'ev Khanin, a political science lecturer at 
that Benjamin Bar-Han University, thinks that Lieberman might 
Netanyahu. suffered soften his political tone when it comes to trying 
yesterday probably (Cont. on page A31~ See "Russians support 
hurts even more Lieberman".) 
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Israeli news 

For settlers, dis.appointment with government, public is widespread 
By DINA KRAFT 

AVNE . HEFETZ, 
West Bank (JTA) -
Devorah Meitlis 
walks up a wind
swept hill leading to 
the small cIubhouse
turned-polling station 
in this West Bank set
tlement, hoping her 
home here will still 
exist by the time of 
Israel's next election. 
The March 28 vote, 
seen as a referendum 
on Israel's future pres
ence in the West 
Bank, shows that the 
public has forsaken its 
settler population, 
Meitlis said. 

the Israeli public's support for Kadima, the cen
trist party founded by Sharon and now headed by 
Olmert. "They're blind," he said. He boasts that 
he and his friends will be among the first to 
defend West Bank settlements. "It could become 
violent," he said. 

Ahuva Sheelo, spokeswoman for the Samaria 
Regional Council, said Israelis' exhaustion with 
politics expJained their readiness to give up large 
portions of the West Bank. 

"This is not the country it used to be when peo
ple were prepared to die for their beliefs, their 
ideology and their party," she said. "Today peo
ple are looking for a golden calf that will make 
life easier." 

Lior Gelber, 41, who was shot and injured by 
Palestinian terrorists while driving with his wife 
in 2002, said that if the government decided for 
withdrawal in a democratic way, he and his [am
ily would have no option but to leave. "Even if 
it's painful, we'l1 need to accept it," he said. 

"Everyone is against 
us," the 38-year-old 
social worker said bit-
terly. . 

Young settlers hang a banner for the National Union-National 
Religious Party in the West Bank settlement of Avne Hefetz on March 

. 28, 2006, Israel's election day. Credit: Dil/a KraftI1TA. 

Russians support Lieberman 
(Cont. from page A30.) 

The Israeli with-
drawal from Gaza last summer, and Prime 
Minister-elect Ehud Olmert's pledge to with
draw from isolated settlements like Avne Hefetz 
by 2010, haunts the settler community. The dis
appointment - not just with politicians but with 
the public itself, for supporting future with
drawals - is pervasive. "There is the feeling that· 
what happened before could happen again. 
People will have to rethink what will be," she 
said. 

'According to Olmert's plan, Israel's West 
Bank security fence \vould hecome the country's , 
final horder. Tens of thousands 01' sell lers who 
live on the eastern side of the fence would be 
evt,lcuated. Though the settlers represent only 
about 3.5 per cent of the Israeli population. they 
traditionally have commanded political influ
ence beyond their numbers. The relatively 
smooth withdrawal from Gazaled by then-Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon changed their status in a 
society increasingly convinced that continued 
control of the West Bank endangers the Jewish 
state's demographic future. 

Avne Hefez, a community of about 1,000 peo
ple perched in the rocky bills west of the 
Palestinian town of Tulkarm and its sUlTounding 
villages, could be one of the settlements 
removed. Residents said they hope any plans for 
future withdrawal will be foiled. 

In the meantime, several admitted they had 
postponed plans to renovate or expand their 
homes. Bright orange banners of the right~wing 
coalition formed by the National Union-National 
Religious Party were wrapped around the green 
metal gate leading into the settlement, and were 
strung across basketball court fences and walls. 

Most settlers said they were voting for the 
coalition and other right-leaning parties. But 
they were doing it with resignation, not enthusi
asm, realizing that their political voices had been 
muted since losing the battle to keep the Gaza 
settlements. 

Further isolating the set~lement community 
was the demonstration at Amona, an illegal West 
Bank outpost where settlers an,d lJsraelisecurity 
forces clashed violently in FebruarY', leaving 200 
people injured. 
. Settlers say' they were "fooled" by Sharon, 
who reneged on previous statements that settle
ment areas would. always remain in Israeli 
hands. . 

In past elections they voted for him, cam
paigned for him and in the end felt betrayed both 

by him and by a country that seems committed to 
his path. Sharon has been in a coma since an 
early January stroke, and the mantle of leader
ship has passed to his dep~lty, Olmert. Bumper 
stickers and T-shirts with the slogan "We WOil 't 
Forgive and We Won't Forget" could be seen 
throughout the settlement. 

Some vowecllo battle 'not only with words but 
\vith fists if the army is sent to evacuate the set
tlement. 

"We'll fight," said Yanai, 35, 'n security gum'd 
at the settlement who affered only his first name. 
"It will be a mllch 
more serious struggle. 
I will nol he hU"flinu 

t:"'..... " 

any soldiers." he said, 

to maintain political influence. He said he 
appears to be more of an opportunist than an ide
ologue, noting his renewed focus on the Russian 
community when it became politically oppor
tune. "He became Russian when he understood 
that is the way to come back to power:' Khanin 
said. "In my mind. his program is to go back to 
Likud and hecome prime minister." 

Birnbaum differs, saying Lieberman sticks to 
his beliefs. 

"He is a person driven by one thing, what is 
good for the Jewish people." he said. "His prin
ciples are very imrortant to him." 

referring to the Ciaza 
withdrawal. "We will 
fight to the encl." 
~ 

The settler move-
ment appears to be at 
a crossroads. Its older 
generation still hopes 
for some sort of 
understanding with 
the government, but 
the younger genera
tion - politicized by 
the struggle to save 
the Gaza settlements -
is impatient and has 
lost faith in the politi
cal system. 
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Neria Damti, 18, a 
yeshiva student, said 
he voted for Baruch 
Marzel, a radical 
right-wing activist 
from Hebron. Marzel 
was a member of the 
late Rabbi Meir 
Kahane's Kach party, 
which was banned 
from the Knesset in 
1988. / 
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