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Israeli news 
. News analysis 

As Israeli coalition dance begins, potential partners outline demands 
By LESLIE SUSSER 

.. ' - " . 

JERUSALEM (JTA) - Coalition building in 
Israel is never easy, and after his narrow election 
victory, interim Prime Minister Ehud Olmert 
was finding it particularly tough. 

On paper, it should have been simple. Olmert's 
Kadima and the like-minded Labor, Pensioners' 
and Meretz parties have 60 seats between them, 
just one short of a majority in the 120-member 
Knesset. The trouble was that Labor, the second
biggest party with 19 seats to Kadima's 29, was 
driving a hard bargain. On April 6, President 
Moshe Katsav officially asked Olmert. to form 
the next government, ending the remote possi
bility that Labor leader Amir Peretz might get 
the nod instead. , 

Olmert told reporters that he would "seek to 
establish the most stable coalition possible," 
which will be based on his "convergence" plan -
a unilateral withdrawal from large areas of the 
West Bank - and the setting of Israel's final bor
ders by 2010, Ha'aretz reported. Both Labor and 
Kadima knew all along that in the end, the most 
likely scenario was a government led by Olmert, 
with Labor as a senior partner. . 

The standoff two weekends ago apparently 
was over who gets the Finance Ministry: Labor 
wants it to carry out its socioeconomic reforms, 
while Kadima wants to keep it to make sure gov-, 
ernment spending is kept under control. After a 
April 4 news conference with Olmert and Peretz, 
there were suggestions that Labor might accept 
the Defence Ministry instead. Labor leaders had 
created a stir two weekends ago, suggesting that 
they hoped to form a national emergency gov
ernment to deal wilh socioeconomie issues. 

Israeli interim Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, 
left, shakes hands· with Labor Party leader 
Amir Peretz during a joint news conference 
in Jerusalem, April 4, 2006. Peretz and 
Kadima Party leader Olmert said today they 
would work toward the formation of a new 
Israeli coalition government after the general . 
election two weeks ago. Credit: Brian HendlerIJTA .. 

Their off-the-record argument was that the 
election results should be seen as a massive 

show of support for a new socioeconomic: agen
da and only tepid backing for Olmert's plan for. 
unilateral withdrawal from the West Bank. 
Labor, they whispered, would set up a govern
ment with the right and the fervently Orthodox, 
putting withdrawal plans on the back burner and 
focusing on issues like poverty, health and edu
cation. Mathematically, it was just possible. 

Ideologically, it seemed like a bad April Fool's 

Needfor Chief Rabbinate questioned 
after Israeli chief rabbi a~ked to quit 

'By DAN BARON 
JERUSALEM (JTA) • With 

scandal threatening the tenure of 
one of the top rabbis, some Israelis 
are asking whether Israel's Chief 
Rabbinate is needed. In a move 
unprecedented in the Jewish state, 
Attorney General. Menachem 
Mazuz issued a public call April 3 
for the Ashkenazi chief rabbi, Yona 
Metzger, to resign. 

Mazuz, an anti-corruption cru
sader, cited suggestions that 
Metzger illicitly accepted dis
counted rates for himself and his 
family at a luxury Jerusalem hotel 
during High Holidays in 2003 and 
2004. He is also accused of staying 
at hotels at the taxpayers' expense 
despite having been provided with 
an apartment by the state. "It 
would be appropriate if Rabbi 
Metzger took personal responsibil
ity and decided on his own to step 
down," the Justice Ministry said in 
a six-page statement. 

Metzger, '52, denied wrongdoing 
and vowed to petition the High 
Court of Justice against Mazuz. 
"The attorney general has sen
tenced me without. giving me a 
chance to defend myself," Channel 
2 television quoted Metzger as say
ing. A . police probe against 
Metzger did not come up with 

enough evidence for formal 
charges. There is, already plenty of 
ilTitation with the Chief Rabbinate, 
a government-backed institution 
that many believe have little rele-
vance. 

Secular Jews in Israel turn to 
local rabbinates for Orthodox ser
vices, while more religious Jews 
generally have their own commu
nity sages to turn to. After the sec
ular Shinui Party had the Religious 
Affairs Ministry dismantled under 
Israel's previous government, 
many now wonder if the Chief 
Rabbinate should be next. "The 
rabbinate is entirely superfluous," 
said Nitzan Chen, religion reporter 
for Channel 1 television. "The post 
has no impact in terms of Jewish 
law or spiritual authority." 
'Metzger's Sephardi counterpart, 

Rabbi Shlomo Amar, has already 
lost much of the public's trust. His 
son was jailed in January for kid
napping and assaulting his sister's 
suitor. Amar himself was not 
charged in the case, but the appar
ent involvement of his wife, and 
the fact that the attack took place in 
the rabbi's home, are widely 
remembered. Mazuz has said that 
if Metzger does not resign of his. 
own accord, the Justice Ministry 
will act to have him removed. 

joke. Reading 
between the lines, 
what seems to have· 
happened is that 
Peretz's attempt to 
build a social bloc to 
pressure Olmert for a 
better coalition deal 
got out of hand, as 
right wingers identi
fied an opportunity to 
form· a governp1ent 
with Peretz to block 
Olmert's withdrawal 
plan. For Peretz, this 
proved a double 
whammy: It hurt his 
credibility and 
enabled the fervently 
Orthodox Shas Party 
to squeeze Olmert on 
conditions for sup
porting him. 

The ball was then in 
Katsav's court. In the 
Israeli, system, the 
president decides who 
gets the ftrst chance to 
form a government 
and become prime· 

. minister. The nominee 
must be the Knesset 
member Katsav thinks 
has the best chance of 
forming a govern
ment. The president' ' 
consults with all the 
parties to determine 
who that is - though it 
almost always is the 

head of the liirgest party. On April 4, Katsav said 
that after Peretz called him to express Labor's 
support for Olmert, there really was no other 
candidate but Olinert to form the next govem
rnent.' 

So what are the realistic coalition possibilities? 
And what are the relative advantages and disad
vantages of each? Olmert has at least five coali
tion options: 1. Kadima-Labor-Pensioners-

. Meretz-Shas-United Torah Judaism Advantages: 
A potentially stable government, giving Olmert a 
rulin'g majority of 78 in the 120-member 
Knesset. It would have 60 seats without the fer-

. vently Orthodox, so they would fmd it difficult 
to pressure Olmert by threatening to bolt the 
coalition. By the same token, Olmert would also 
have close to a majority in the coalition for with
drawal from the West Bank without the fervent
ly Orthodox. 

Disadvantages: Olmert would still have to pay 
a relatively high price in socioeconomic and reli
gious concessions to the fervently Orthodox to 
get them to join,his coalition. He would also have 
to give Labor seniqr ministries, possibly finance~ 
And he may feel that Meretz in the coalition 
gives the government too dovish an image and 
the Labor-Meretz axis too much power. 

2. Kadima-Labor-Pensioners-Shas-United 
Torah Judaism Advantages: Without Meretz, it 
would have a comfortable majority of73, and be 
less dovish looking. Disadvantages: It would 
leave Olmert more susceptible to fervently 
Orthodox pressure. Olmert would need Meretz 
and Arab support from outside the coalition for a 
majority tor withdrawal. 

3. Kadima-Labor-Pensioners-Yisrael Beiteinu 
Advantages: . It would have a potentially stable 
majority of 66 and need a far smaller payoff than 
a coalition with the fervently Orthodox. 
Disadvantages: Yisrael Beiteinu might not sup
port Olmert's withdrawal plan. More signiftcant
ly, Labor says it won't sit in the same coalition as 
Yisrael Beiteimi because of .its advocacy "Of bor
ders that put tens of thousands of Israeli Arabs 
on the Palestinian side. If Labor sticks to this, 
this coalition will not be possible. 

4. Kadima-Yisrael Beiteinu-Pensioners-Shas
United Torah Judaism Advantages: Without 
Labor, there would be no major socioeconomic 
payoff, and Kadima would retain all the major 
portfolios. Disadvantages: Olmert would not be 
able to pursue his unilateral withdrawal policy. 
The coalition make-up would hurt Israel's inter
national standing. The coalition would have a 
majority of 65, but anyone party could withdraw 
or threaten to withdraw and bring the govern
ment down. 

5. Kadima-Labor-Pensioners-Yisrael Beiteinu
Shas-United Torah Judaism Advantages: This 
"grand coalition" would have a majority of 84, 
and no single party leaving could bring it down. 
Kadima would .be able to place itself clearly in 
the political center, with Labor to the left and 
Yisrael Beiteinu to the right. Disadvantages: It 
would be unwieldy. 

The payoff would be enormous. Olmert would 
have less ministerial portfolios to distribute 
among· his Kadima colleagues. Labor would 
have to be persuaded to accept Yisrael Beiteinu . 
Yisrael Beiteinu and the ultra-Orthodox could 
contrive to foil Olmert's withdrawal plans from 
within the coalition. 

At this point, even before the negotiations 
begin, Olmert seems most likely to form the next 
government with Labor, Pensioners and the fer
vently Orthodox. The open questions are 
whether Meretz will be invited to join, and how 
the cabinet ministries will be divided. 
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News analysis: 

Taking hard line against Hamas, Olmert also is taking a big chance 
By LESLIE SUSSER 

JERUSALEM (JTA) - Ehud Olmert is inten
sifying Israel's political, military and economic 
pressure on the new Hamas-Ied Palestinian gov
ernment, a strategy he hopes will force the ter
rorist group to change its ways or be overthrown. 

remain unimpressed. 
Moderate-sounding 
Hamas . statements 
invariably are fol
lowed'by denials, fur
theralienatmg,:world 
leaders. AndlsraeliS 
are wary ofa~ease
fire that' could s!mpiy 
let Harhas off the 
hook, While allowing 
it to build.up its forces 
for . a major terrorist 
onslaught' ,. against 
Israel at a later date. 

rity forces; 
* It will not transfer taxes it collects for the 

Palestinian Authority to the Hamas govemment; 
* It will seek to coordinate with the interna

tional community ways of transferring humani
tarian aid to the Palestinians without going 
through Hamas-run govemment agencies. 

Olmert's policy makes a clear distinction 
between Hamas and P.A. President Mahmoud 
Abbas of the Fatah Party, who has not been 
blackballed in the same way. But though Israeli 
left-wingers have urged Olmert to establish a 
peacemaking channel to Abbas, Olmert says he 
has no plans to meet with him soon. 

The aim is to isolate Hamas internationally, cut 
off direct funding to the Palestinian Authority 
and force the Palestinians to stop firing Kassam 
rockets at civilian targets in Israel. But it's a 
risky game. If successful, it could lead to the col
lapse of the Hamas government and the emer
gence of a more pragmatic Palestinian leader
ship. On the other hand, some warn, it could 
cause chaos on the Palestinian side, and even 
spark a new intifada. Clearly feeling the heat, 
Hamas leaders have been looking for ways to 
alleviate the pressure. In messages to the inter
national community, they have been trying give 
the impression of relative moderation. 

In secret communications to Israel, they have 
offered a limited cease-ftre. But key players 

EHUb OLMERT; 
Israeli, prime minis
ter:Hehopes his. 
strategy will force 
Hamas to change or 
be overthrown. 

On Sunday,O@ert 
convened. top foreign 
policy. and defens,e 

officials to update Israeli policy toward Hamas. 
The line he took was tough: 

Ohnert's tough talk is being backed up by 
strong military pressure, with Israeli artillery . 
pounding areas of Gaza that Palestinians use to 
launch rockets at Israeli civilian targets and air
craft carrying out targeted killings of leading ter
rorists. Economic pressure also is being stepped 
up, with Israeli banks suspending dealings with 
the Palestinians and the intemational community 
refusing to transfer aid until Hamas meets three 
conditions set immediately after its election vic
tory in January: recognition ofIsrael, acceptance 
of previous Israeli-Palestinian agreements and 
cessation of violence. 

* Israel will have no ties with the Hamas-led 
Palestinian Authority, which it defines as a hos

Sharon surgery postponed 
JERUSALEM (JTA) - An operation to repair surgical damage to Ariel 

Sharon's skull was postponed. Jerusalem's Hadassah Hospital announced 
April 4 that the 78-year-old prime minister, who has been comatose since 
a January 4 stroke, was suffering from a mild respiratory infection and a 
planned operation had been deferred indefinitely. With Ehud Olmert, win
ner of the Israeli elections two weeks ago, about to be sworn in as prime 
minister, media reports said Sharon likkly would be declared "permanent
ly incapacitated" this week, formally endirig his political career. 

Peretz to become defence minister? 
JERUSALEM (JTA) - Labor Party leader Amir Peretz wants to be 

Israel's next defence minister. Peretz made the demand last week in coali
tion talks with interim Prime Minister Ehud Olmert, political sources said 
April 4. According to the sources, Peretz's first choice was the Treasury, 
but this was refused by Olmert, whose Kadima Party won the national elec
tions two weeks ago. Olmert is considered more likely to give up the 
defence portfolio as he is not close to its current holder, Shaul Mofaz. 
Peretz lacks a military pedigree, but a stint in the Defence Ministry could 
help establish his security credentials for a future bid for top office. If he 
gets the post, Peretz is expected to bring in Ami Ayalon, a former Navy and 
Shin Bet chief now in the Labor Party, as his deputy minister. 

Hamas leader talks tough 
JERUSALEM (JTA) - The Palestinian Authority'S foreign minister 

called for Israel's elimination and said Hamas would not disarm. "I dream 
of putting up a giant map of the world on the wall of my home in Gaza, on 
which Israel does not appear," Mahmoud Zahar, a senior Hamas member, 
said in an interview with Chinese media published last week. "I am certain 
there is no place for Israel on this land." Zahar, who was sworn in as P.A. 
foreign minister two weeks ago, said his Islamic terrorist group would con
tinue to resist international calls to disann as required by the "road map" 
peace plan with Israel. "Why should we disarm the militias when the 
Palestinian territories are still under occupation? The people need to pro
lect themselves," he said. 

Expert: Missiles from Iran can be tracked 
JERUSALEM (JTA) - Iranian missiles shown on Iranian state televi

sion are not capable of evading radar, an Israeli expert said. Uzi Rub~n, .the 
former director of Israel's Arrow program, told Reuters that the mIssIles 
could be tracked on radar, despite claims to the contrary made March 31 on 
Iranian TV. "The description does not match the picture," Rubin told 
Reuters. Rubin said the missiles appeared to be Russian Is~ander E-mis
siles. 

Israeli troops kill 2 Palestinians 
JERUSALEM (JTA) - Israeli troops killed a Palestinian gunman in the 

West Bank. Raed Abayat, a member of the Tanzim militia, was killed near 
Bethlehem. Abayat was wanted for mUltiple shooting attacks in Israel. 
Israeli troops also killed a Palestinian teenager in a refugee. camp near 
Jerusalem. Israeli sources said the death occurred Apnl 3 when 
Mohammed Said, 13, and a few other kids attempted to vandalize Israel's 
security barrier. But Palestinian sources said the death o~ the teen occ.u~ed 
after Israeli troops shot at Palestinians who were attackmg an Israeh Jeep 
with rocks. 

tile entity; 
* It will seek to pre

vent Hamas from 
becoming an estab
lished government; 
* It will boycott for

eign diplomats who, 
meet Hamas officials; 
* It will suspend 

coordination between 
the Israel Defense 
Forces and P.A. secu-

The upshot is that Hamas does not have money 
to pay P.A. salaries for April. Hamas leaders are 
said to be concemed about a possible rebellion 
that could sweep them from power. More than 
half of the 140,000 P.A. officials are from the 
(Cont. on page 22. See "Olmert taking a big 
chance".) ., 

JEWISH NATIONAL FUND TO HONOR 
PREMIER GARY DOER AT NEGEV GALA 2006 

tion, expertise, and 
best practices relat
ed to the environ
ment " added , 

Graham Dixon, 
president, 
Jewish 

National Fund of 
Canada UNF), 
Prairie Region, is 
pleased to announce 
that Gary Doer, pre
mier of Manitoba, is 
the honoree for 
Negev Gala 2006. 
This year's Negev 
Gala is set for 
Tuesday, June 13, 

GARY DOER 

Kleinmann. Gary 
Doer was re-elected 
premIer of 
Manitoba on June 3, 
2003, and was first 
elected in 
September 1999 as 
the province's 20th 
Prcmier. Under 

2006, 8:00 p.m. at the Centennial 
Concert Hall. 

"Israel has a partner and friend 
in Premier Gary Doer," said 
Dixon. "Time and again he has 
displayed support for the State of 
Israel and its people. The JNF is 
delighted to recognize. the pre
mier's commitment to Israel and 
to Manitoba," added Dixon. 
JNF's . Israel Emissary, Rami 
Kleinmann, says that the JNF 
and the Province of Manitoba 
have been working on a partner
ship focusing on forestry and 
water innovation and improving 
the environment. "Mr. Doer has 

. shown leadership in developing 
a relationship between the JNF 
and th~ Province of Manitoba," 
said Kleinmann. "Water is a pre
cious resource for both Manitoba 
and Israel. This partnership will 
establish links to share inform a-

Doer's leadership, 
the Manitoba government has 
focused on supporting education, 
improving health carc, making 
communities safer, keeping 
Manitoba an affordable place to 
live, and investing in alternative 
and clean energy. 

Headlining the Negev Gala 
entertainment is the world pre
miere of The Voices of Israel, five 
intemationally acclaimed vocal
ists, all women, based in Israel. 
Accompanied by five talented 
musicians also from Israel, The 
Voices of Israel blends the best of 
Jewish and intemational classics 
for an unforgettable performance. 

For more information about 
Negev Gala 2006 or to order 
tickets, phone the JNF office 
at the number in the ad on the 
back page of this week's 
Jewish Post & News or online 
- www.jnf-winnipeg.org 


