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Israeli news 
News analysis 

For Olmert, snub of Russians could come .back to haunt him 
By LESLIE SUSSER . 

JERUSALEM (JTA) 
By failing to include a sin
gle Russian immigrant in 
his cabinet, Ehud Olmert 
has made a major blunder 
that could shorten his term 
in office, undermine his 
Kadima party and hurt his 
plans for separation from 
the' Palestinians, senior 
Israeli pundits say. 

an parties primarily representing immigrant 
interests. If they lose the Russian vote, Olmert 
and Kadima could be in real trouble next time 
around. Lieberman could be a major beneficiary. 
His American spin doctor, Arthur Finkelstein, is 
working on a strategy designed to elevate 
Lieberman to the premiership, based on taking 
ultra-hawkish positions to capture the leadership 
of the Israeli right and wilming over immigrants 
by cultivating the perception that the Israeli 
establishment' doesn't want them as equals. 
Olmert's rejection of Liebelman as a coalition 
partner and his failure to give Solodkin a minis
terial position played into Lieberman's hands, 
pundits say. 

It was the first time since 
1995 that an Israeli prime 
minister has formed a gov
enunent without a represen
tative from the huge immi
grant community of more 
than 1 million. It was a mis
take Ariel Sharon would 
never have made, pundits 
say. 

Outraged members of the 
Russian community speak 

Posters of Ariel Sharon and Ehud Olmert are displayed as 
prospective Russian voters take part in a political meeting at 
Kadima's Jerusalem office, .February 28, 2006, in the weeks pre
ceding Israel's national elections: Olmert didn't include a single 
Russian immigrant in his cabinet. Credit: Brian Hcndler/l!A. 

In the meantime, Russian anger at Kadima 
knows no bounds. Party activists are threatening 
to return their membership cards en masse; 
immigrants who won Knesset seats on the 
Kadima slate are t~lking about building a power 
base in the party that will be able to exert lever
age on the leadership; and Solodkin says she 
wants to form a forum of Russian Knesset mem
bers from all parties. More significantly, 
Solodkin and Michael Nudelman, another 
Russian immigrant legislator, reportedly are 
talking to Lieberman about possible future coop
eration. 

of a sense of betrayal, and say Kadima may 'have 
lost the Russian vote forever. More immediately, 
Kadima's Russian-speaking Knesset members 
are threatening to defy party discipline in key 
Knesset votes. The upshot could be that Olmert 
will have difficulty mustering a parliamentary 
majority for his most important policy initiative: 
his plan to withdraw from large chunks of the 
West Bank. And he might be forced to go for 
early elections that he could lose. 

During the coalition negotiations, it seemed 
certain that there would be at least one Russian 
immigrant minister. If Avigdor Lieberman's 
mainly immigrant Yisrael Beiteinu party joined 
the government, there would be several; and if 
not, Marina Solodkin, who was sixth on 
Kadima's Knesset slate, was sure to be included 
in the party's ministerial lineup. But in the end 
none of this materialized: The coalition talks 
with Lieberman collapsed, and Olmert failed to 
appoint Solodkin. 

"There are no more portfolios," Olmert report
edly told Solodkin the day appointments were 
made. According to Solodkin, this was not just a 
personal slight. The entire Russian community, 
she says, feels betrayed, insulted and humiliated. 
It's as if Kadima "slammed the door" on "hun
dreds of thousands of Russian immigrants look
ing for a political home," she told an interviewer 
from the Ma 'ariv newspaper. 

Rina Greenberg, acting mayor of Canniel and 
one of Kadima'8 unsuccessful Russian immi
grant candidates, was even blunter: She told 
0lmert's people they were "committing political 
suicide." "In two years," she declared, "there 
won't be. a single Russian-speaker left in the 
party." 

Since 1992, the Russian vote has been crucial 
in determining the outcome of Israeli elections. 
The Russians have invariably voted for the win
ner - Yitzhak Rabin in 1992, Benjamin 
Netanyahu in 1996, Ehud Barak in 1999 and 
Sharon in 2001 and 2003. They also have shown 
a readiness to defect when they feel let down or 
slighted: by Labor in 1996, Netanyahu in 1999 
and . Barak in 2001. Barak, for example, 
promised a "civil revolution" to solve immigrant 
citizenship, malTiage and burial problems, but 
quickly shelved it to form a coalition with the 
fervently Orthodox Shas Party. 

Ehud the first, a reference to Barak, took near
ly two years to betray us, the Russians say; Ehud 
the second, meaning Olmert, only two days. The 

Russian vote accounts for 18 to 20 seats in the 
120-member Knesset. In the March 28 election, 
the Russians gave Olmert four or five seats: 
Without them, Solodkin maintains, he would not 
have beaten Labor's Amir Peretz, who got hard
ly any Russian support. To win Russian votes, 
Kadima included six immigrants on its slate and 
had Solodkin at No.6, high enough to signal a 
guaranteed ministerial post. 

"The feeling in the Russian street is that they 
used us and then discarded us," Solodkin said. 
Most of the Russian vote went to Lieberman, 
who got nine or 10 Russian seats. However, 
Lieberman's inflammatory positions on Arab 
issues - he favors redrawing the borders of the 
state to exclude most Israeli Arabs, and recently 
hinted that Arab Knesset members who maintain 
ties with Israel's enemies should be executed -
meant that Olmert would have been harshly crit
icized had he included Liebelman in the coali- . 

Should they decide to vote against Olmert's 
withdrawal, and recruit other non-immigrant 
Knesset members in the coalition who have 
doubts about the plan, the consequences for 
Olmert could be disastrous. The loss of Kadima 
votes would make him dependent on Israeli Arab 
parties, and could trigger an erosion of public 
and Knesset support for the plan. That could 
force an election that Olmert might not win with
out immigrant votes. 

lion. 
Still, some people in 

Olmerl's camp have 
been implying that 
Solodkin, who was in 
charge of getting out 
the Russian vote, 
could have done bet
ter. At the start of the 
campaign, Kadima's 
position, with Sharon 
at the helm, was much 
stronger. Polls showed 
Kadima winning eight 
Russian immigrant 
seats, ahead of Yisrael 
Beiteinu with five. 
Indeed, Sharon, who 
was extremely popu
lar among immi
grants, was planning a 
strategic partnership 
with them similar to 
the one Menachem 
Begin enjoyed as 
Likud leader from the 
late 1950s with 
Sephardi immigrants 
from North Africa. 

The result of 
Russian immigrant 
pique could be the for
mation of new sectari-

Why did Olmert get hims~lf into this vulnera
ble position - alTogance? Shortsightedf.1ess? As 
far as the Russian immigrants are concerned, it 
doesn't really matter. They're determined to 
teach the prime minister a lesson he won't for
get. 

Olmert's cabinet 
ceont. from page 1.) 

He is expected to focus his efforts 
on developing the Galilee and 
Negev, areas that have. received 

. new attention since the Gaza Strip 
withdrawal prompted a quest to 
rehouse former settlers. Winner of 
the Nobel peace prize for his role as 
architect of the Oslo peace accords, 
Peres could also lend diplomatic 
polish to Olmert's plan to annex 
West Bank settlement blocs. 
. * Internal Security Minister Avi 
Dichter: A former head of the Shin 
Bet domestic security service who 
backed the assassination of top 
Palestinian terrorists, Dichter has 
made the most dramatic leap from 
Israel's security ratlks to politics. 
He is expected to apply his experi
ence to fighting a crime wave 
sweeping the Jewish state. 

The other members of the cabi
net, with their parties and positions, 
are: * Ariel Atias, Shas, Minister of 
Communications; * Ronnie Bar
On, Kadima, Minister of the 
Interior; * Yacov Bel). Yizri, Gil, 
Minister' of Health; * Benjamin 

... 
. . . , , 

Ben-Eliezer, Labor, Minister of 
National Infrastructure; * Ze'ev 
Boim, Kadima, Minister of 
Immigrant Absorption; * Eitan 
Cabel, Labor, Minister without 
portfolio (responsible for the Israel 
Broadcasting Authority); * Yitzhak 
Cohen, Shas, Minister without 
portfolio (responsible for the reli
gious councils); * Ya 'acov Edri, 
Kadima, Minister without portfolio 
(responsible for liaison with the 
Knesset); * Rafi Eitan, Gil, 
Minister without portfolio (respon
sible for pensioners); * Gideon 
Ezra, Kadima, Minister of the 
Environment; * Isaac Herzog, 
Labor, Minister of Tourism; * 
Shaul Mofaz, Kadima, Minister of 
Transportation; * Meshulam 
Nahari, Shas, Minister without 
portfolio; * Ophir Pines-Paz, 
Labor, Minister of Culture and 
Sport; * Haim Ramon, Kadima, 
Minister of Justice; * Meir Sheetrit, 
Kadima, Minister of Housing and 
Construction; * Shalom Simhon, 
Labor, Minister of Agriculture and 
Rural Development; * Yuli Tamir, 
Labor, Minister of Education; * Eli 
Yishai, Shas, Minister of Industry, 
Trade and Labor. 
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Behind the headlines 

After surprise win in Israeli elections, Pensioners plan to make the mo'st of it 
By DINA KRAFT 

KFAR SABA, Israel 
(ITA) - "Don't throw 
me away in myoId age 
when my strength is 
diminished. Don't 
abandon me," said 
Yacov Ben-Yizri, 
Israel's new health min
ister and a member of 
the Pensioners Party, 
quoting a passage from 
Psalms. 

Ben-Yizri, 78, 
emerged from 13 years 
of retirement to become 
a politician for the fIrst 
time along with fellow 
members of the 
Pensioners Party who 

Yacov Ben-Yizri, left, Israel's new health 
minister and a member of the Pensioners 
Party, drinks a toast with party head Rafi 
Eitan, minister of pensioner affairs, at the 
President's Residence in Jerusalem, May 4, 
2006. Credit: Brian HelldlerlJTA. 

stunned the country - fIts slashed under the large, plastic eyeglasses 
and a smug grin. 
Younger voters might 
not realize that the 
jovial-looking grandfa
ther type has a contro
versial past. 

and themselves - by 
winning seven Knesset 
seats in Israel's March 
election. "Helping peo
ple is an inseparable 
part of the Torah," Ben
Yizri told ITA in an 
interview at his home. 
But it's a concept that 
increasingly has been 
'lost in Israeli society, he 
said. 

The party's victory, 
however, may signal 
that voters are making 
social welfare issues a 
priority. Then again, as 
some political analysts 
suggest, their electoral 
success could be a fluke 
by a frustrated elec
torate looking for a 
protest vote. Either way, 
the party has been quick 
to take advantage of its 
newfound power. 
DUling recent coalition 
negotiations, the party 
managed to restore pen
sioner benefits cut 
under.the previous gov
ernment, raise social 
security payments and 
decrease medical bills 
for the chronically ill. 

They also secured 
two . ministries 
Pensioner Affairs for 
the party's leader, for
mer Mossad spymaster 
Rafi Eitan, and Health 
for Ben-Yizri, ; who 
worked in the health 
care system for more 
than 30 years. The party 
originally was. not con
sidered a serious con
tender, but-with the help 
of a strategy team they 
ran . a savvy campaign 
that tapped into voter 
alienation from the 
mainstream 
especially 
younger voters. 

parties, 
among 

The pensioners ran on 
a straightforward plat
form, promising to 
restore pensioner bene-

previous government 
and to improve health 
care for the elderly. 
With some 500,000 
Israelis living without 
retirement funds, they 
also promoted a law 
that would ensure that 
evelY Israeli has a pen
sion. When it became 
clear that many young 
people plmmed either 
not to vote or to cast a 
blank protest ballot, the 
party's campaigners 
urged them to instead 
vote for the Pensioners 
Party. More young peo
ple than pensioners 
voted for the party, its 
officials said. 

It's not clear how 
. many of them were vot

ing out of compassion 
for their grandparents' 
generation and how 
many simply were fed 
up with Israeli politics, 
tainted in recent years 
by an increasing num
ber of conuption scml
dals. Irit Avni, a yoga 
instructor in ·Tel Aviv, 
was among the party's 
younger voters. She 
said both factors drove 
her to support the pen-
sIOners. 

"It pains me to see 
how much has been 
taken away from them, 
and I'm also concerned 
about my own future," 
she said. Though she 
has voted for main
stream parties in the 
past, Avni has become 
disillusioned in recent 
years. 

"They only care about 
their seats in govern
ment and their Volvos," 
she said, refemng to the 
cars govenunent minis
ters receive. "They 
don't really care about 
the state." The party is 

. led by Eitan, 80, a 
white-haired man with 

The former Mossad 
agent was involved in 
kidnapping Adolf 
Eichmatm in Argentina 
to bring hinl for trial in 
Jerusalem, and gar
nered negative press as 
Jonathan Pollard's han
dler. He has not traveled 
to the United States in 
20 years, fearing arrest. 
No destitute pensioner, 
Eitan is a multimiIlion
aire with extensive 
business links in Cuba 
atld was a confidant of 
former Prime Minister 
Ariel Sharon. Ben
Yizri, who along with 
the others in the party 
was active in pensioner 
organizations, sought 
out Eitml to lead the 
party. 

In addition to having 
a recognized name, 
Eitan had been their 
liaison with Sharon. 
When Sharon fell into a 
coma in January, his 
successor, Ehud 
Olmert, gave the pen
sioners, who had asked 
to merge with Olmert's 
Kadima Party, a low 
number on the party 
list, and they decided to 
run independently. 
Yaron Ezrahi, a Hebrew 
U nivers'ity political sci
entist, does not think 
the party represents a 
fundamental shift in 
Israeli politics. 

"It is an interesting 
constellation that shows 
that a particular sector 
or group - if it can 
establish nationally that 
they have been vict4n
ized - can have political 
consequences in the 
short run," he said. The 

party tapped into a feel
ing in Israel that the 
country's weakest sec
tors have been ignored 
in recent years, he said. 
"There is a sense of eco
nomic policy without 
compassion;" he said. 

Of the 750,000 peil
sioners in Israel, some 
150,000 are below the 
poverty line, with some 
living on as little as 
$260 U.S. a month. In 
the early days of the 
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state, most of the coun
try was made up of 
young immigrants' 
working to create a 
new society, Ben-Yizri 
said. "These same 
people built the coun
try, helped shape its 
economy, . security, 

culture, education and 
higher learning, and 
today they are 
between 70 and 75. As 
the life span increases, 
so does the state's 
responsibility for the 
older generation," he 
said. 
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