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The Big Bangs in Israeli Dmeocracy

On 5 December 2003 Olmert aired the uniliteral idea for the first time.
It was an experiment baloon, as politicians do, to check the public reaction.

The reaction was favourable.

On 18 December 2003, it was Sharon's turn to repeat this idea in the Herzliya annual conference.

This was a big bang in Israeli politics.

Sharon speaks of evacuating settelments and foregoing land for the Palestinian benefit.

This is the same man who built the settlements; who said that the fate of Kfar Darom and Nezarim is similar to the fate of Tel Aviv;  that Israel should never give up any part of Israel; who attacked Labour for the "defitist" attitude of giving in to the Palestinians; who was the beloved "big brother" of Yesha; who formed the block against any compromising concessions; whose political platform was based on stiff security considerations and maintaing the Land of Israel in Jewish hands.

And this same person is now to make uniliteral steps and evacuate settlements.

How do we explain this?


Pragmatism.

Shlomzion – Yossi Sarid.

Demographic considerations.

Bush, road map, responsibility

Gaza First – my own research – popular in all segments of society, including Likud supporters.

2nd Big Bang

The establishment of Kadima.

The Likud rebels.

Saying not without truth that  Sharon betrayed them and the party.

Nothing to lose, knew he will have only one more term in office

The establishment of Kadima was not a complete gamble. I would say a measured gamble. Polls repeatedly showed Sharon's popularity.

Still, departing the biggest brand name in Israeli politics was not easy
Especially given that Sharon was the oen who comprised the Likud.

Ehud Olmert

Olmert, 60, the son of a Revisionist family, grew up in Nahlat Jabotinsky, near Binyamina. His father, Mordechai, was a Knesset member who represented the Herut movement in the Third and Fourth Knessets. Thus Olmert was considered a "prince" - a second-generation member of the Herut leadership.

Olmert broke into the political arena at a very young age. In June 1966, when he was 21, he took the Herut movement convention by surprise by demanding the resignation of omnipotent party chairman Menachem Begin, due to his failure to beat the ruling government in no fewer than six election rounds. 


When he was 23, after completing a B.A. in psychology, philosophy and law, Olmert took a job as a parliamentary aide in the Free Center party, headed by Shmuel Tamir.  Olmert kept the job until 1973, when he was elected at age 28 to the Eighth Knesset as part of the Free Center, which was by then a division of the Likud. 

As members of the Knesset's subcommittee on sports affairs, Olmert and Yossi Sarid came out against leaders of the sports establishment, including the Israel Football Association, and forced them to carry out structural changes and set new norms. Their activity led, among other things, to a freeze on team demotions from divisions of the soccer league - a decision that in part resulted in the non-demotion of Betar Jerusalem to the second-tier Artzi League. 

In the mid-1970s, Olmert launched a major campaign against organized crime, which he feels was his most important achievement in the course of 25 years of parliamentary activity, from 1973 until 1998.  "It was the first time an MK got up and took advantage of all the power that parliamentary immunity grants him, in order to raise an important subject on the national agenda," he said. "It is no coincidence that this led to the establishment of a state commission of inquiry that investigated organized crime." 
In the early 1980s, Yitzhak Shamir who has many faults prepared the ground for the Likud's future leadership. Unlike many politicians who see only themselves and do not care about the future, Shamir had put his trust in the younger members of his party: Dan Meridor, Ronny Milo and Ehud Olmert. All three of them capable politicans; all three smart with originl thinking. Shamir, with his sharp eye, made them close to his table. They learned a lot from him during his days in the prime minister office.


In 1996, when Bibi Netanyahu became prime minister, the princes of the Likud moved to other directions. They never liked "the new kid" who was brought by Moshe Arens from the USA to tell "the natives" what to do. They disliked his arrogance, and distrusted his decision making capabilities. With growing dismay they watched how Bibi was taking over the party, and slowly but surely paved his way to the prime minister office. They did not wish to be part of this. Milo left national politics to beocme Mayor of Tel Aviv. Ehud Olmert left for Jerusalem to compete against the legendry Teddy Kollek. He won. He was the mayor of Jerusalem from 1993 until 2003 and expanded the city a great deal, building Jewish neighbourhoods all around Jerusalem, taking over land that was inside the occupied territories and evoking a lot of criticisms from Arafat, the Arab countries, the United States, and the Israeli peace camp. Olmert's then hawkish worldview brought him to establish the controversial Har Homa, and to create a Jewish neighborhood in Ras al-Amud. Olmert was also involved in the 1996 decision to open the Western Wall tunnel, and acted to close Orient House in East Jerusalem. During his mayorship Olmert was indicted in the "fictitious receipts" affair related to Likud financing. He was accused of fraudulent entries in corporate documents, using fraud, guile and deceit, receiving goods by fraudulent means and knowingly giving a false statement. A later in September 1997, he was found innocent of all charges. 


Even Olmert's rivals - and there are many - admit that he is a talented man and a quick learner. Conversely, many assert that he is arrogant and patronizing, a hedonist who frequently travels around the world, and an aficionado of good cigars and fine restaurants. His links with tycoons raise many questions. Several billionaires helped finance his election campaigns for Jerusalem mayor, including Ron Lauder, Arnon Milchan and Yuli Ofer. 

Acquaintances declare that Olmert does what is best for Olmert, and does not know the meaning of loyalty. When it was good for him, he joined Shmuel Tamir in Free Center. When he had enough of Tamir, he joined Eliezer Shostak in La'am. When Yitzhak Shamir was prime minister, Olmert was his ally, and was at Shamir's side throughout the major political battles with Ariel Sharon. Since the start of the 21st Century, Olmert allied himself with Sharon against Bibi Netanyahu and the "Likud" hawks.


In 1999, Olmert was interested in returning to the center of the political stage, and ran for the party leadership against Ariel Sharon. But he was driven back, receiving only 29 percent of the vote. In 2003 he joined Sharon, who promised to appoint him deputy prime minister and minister of industry, trade and tourism, even though Olmert had been shunted to the margins of the Likud's Knesset list and had been assigned 32nd place. Sharon did not care for the low placing of Olmert and abide by his word, making Olmert his deputy above the heads of all Likud leaders who were ranked much higher than Olmert. As you can imagine, they had little appreciation for this move. As expected, Olmert's arch rival was, as ever, Bibi Netanyahu. Their dislike for each other surpassed the dislike Sharon had felt for Bibi.

Because Olmert had lost charm with members of the Likud Center, he pushed Sharon to resign and establish "Kadima". This was a risky move as "Likud" is a prestigious name in Israeli politics. After much deliberation, which lasted months, Sharon agreed and established a catch-all, centerist party, in Israeli politics. The major casaulties were "Likud", and also "Shinuy",  whose place as a center party was taken by "Kadima". "Shinuy" has many problems, but as its future in history is in past terms, there is no need to say more about this failing organization at this stage.


It is difficult to say for sure what triggered the dramatic shift in Olmert's diplomatic stance. When did he turn from being a hawk who vehemently opposed the Camp David Accords to the individual who was sent by Sharon to be the first to voice the idea of a unilateral disengagement and withdrawal from all the settlements in Gush Katif and northern Samaria. Yossi Sarid says that in all the years he worked with Olmert in the Knesset, "He had hawkish views in the diplomatic sphere, and there were no signs of any preparedness for territorial compromises." 


A few of Olmert's acquaintances believe that the leftist opinions of members of his close family have also influenced the shift in his political positions: His wife, Aliza, supported Peace Now, and his son Saul refused to serve in the territories, and identified with the Yesh Gvul movement. Olmert is a sports fan who is especially keen on football. His favourite team is Beitar Jerusalem. He crowned many owners and managers for the team, and is their most valuable supporters. His greatest sacrifice, if he will become prime minister, will be his inability to attend the games. With the elaborate security considerations, he will do everyone a faovur and remain at his home or office, surely watching the games on television.

Olmert is a smart, capable politician. He has vast experience, ability to take tough decisions, pragmatic eye, and analytic mind. His behaviour during the past month, while Sharon's life hings on a nail, was faultless. He has a great chance to become prime minister, and I hope he will continue what Sharon had started in the way of ending the occupation. He has the ability and support of the people to do this. Presently, polls envisage for "Kadima" more than 40 seats in the Knesset, a comfortable leadership position in the House.

"Kadima"
As said, "Kadima" is a centrist party. Since Sharon's hospitalization people who hesitated between "Kadima" and "Labour", or "Kadima" and "Likud", are now saying that they will vote "Kadima". The floating votes move to the center. How to explain this?

· Act of last mercy, consideration and compassion for Sharon.

· Confidence in the person Sharon had chosen as his no. 2 and in the catch-all party he had listed.

· Trust in Sharon's way – understanding that the only way to achieve peace and tranquility is by ending the occupation, withdrawing settlements, and helping the Palestinians to establish a state alongside Israel. The writing has been on the wall for many years. Rabin who started the process was murdered. His successors until Shaorn lacked the ability to deliver, either because they lack leadership qualities, or did not enjoy the people's trust. Sharon, on the other hand, was conceived as a doer who could change things for the better, and Olmert is seen as a worthy successor. 

If Olmert will conduct affairs prudently, won't do major mistakes, satisfy the potential spoilers: Shimon Peres, Tzipi Livni and Shaul Mofaz, his chances to become the next prime minister of Israel are very good.

Sharon's departure from politics is certainly a drastic and dramatic development, but it is not a third big bang.

It is too early to say whether Olmert will be able to deliver the expected goods.

