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The Presidentialization of Politics:

The Power and Constraints of the Israeli Prime Minister

Dan Korn

In presidential systems the offices of head ofestmd head of government are merged
institutionally and held by a single incumbent.|Ranentary democracies, on the other hand,
are characterized by a 'double-headed’ executivpride minister serves as the 'political
executive' and a monarch or a president serveshascauntry’s head of state — the
‘constitutional executive'.

IN SUPPORT OF PRIME MINISTERIAL POWER

In recent decades, many scholars have assertegpaHatmentary and cabinet government
has been supplanted by the establishment of ‘primisterial government'. According to this
perspective, the increased role of governmentarpttiitical system, i.e., the expansion of the
core executive, has served to imbue the prime tenisith ever greater powers. This is a
clear manifestation of 'presidentialization’ inljgamentary democracies.

There are a good number of reasons which tendglaiexthe increasing power of the prime
minister. To begin with, as in any parliamentarynderacy, the size of a government's
parliamentary majority probably constitutes theggnrmost important component among the
political parameters of executive leadership inldggslative arena.

The size of the government’'s parliamentary majodan have an
impact on a prime minister's power, for a premid¢rose party has
been elected with a large majority generally hagemscope for
exercising somewhat greater power than one whoideesover a |BReQZEIERIRIEVER LT
narrow, possibly dwindling, majority. Moreover, tpesition of the |BE{[o]o]ETgi=le Ro)VATg[=:

head of government in parliamentary democraciesigsificantly establishment of 'prime
strengthened if he or she is the leader of the dantj governing ministerial government.’
party. In other words, the bigger the governingypahe stronger is
the prime minister's power.

In recent decades,
parliamentary and cabine|

Dr. Korn is the head of the department for Public Policy and Administration at the School of Government &
Social Policy at Beit Berl College and lectures in political science and public palicy at Tel-Aviv University. He
has written a number of books on palitics, public policy and coalition politicsin Israel. Dr. Kornisinvolved in
public lifein Israel and is a former Member of Knesset.



Likewise, the stronger the governing party vis-a4t& coalition partners, the stronger is the
power of the prime minister. David Ben-Gurion, Ldsgéhkol and Golda Meir, who were
prime ministers during the era of the Labor partigsinance of Israeli politics (1948-77),
were particularly powerful leaders.

Executive-legislative relations are determined ttar@e extent by the political results in
general elections. A recent general election wctooupled with a weak and divided
opposition makes the prime minister a very powefiglire. David Ben Gurion, the first
Israeli prime minister, won five consecutive geh&lactions (1949, 1951, 1955, 1959 and
1961). He was the only prime minister (of twelvd)onis generally seen as having resigned
voluntarily. Most other prime ministers eventudtiged more-or-less severe opposition from
within their own parties, which considered they badome significant electoral liabilities.

The overall position of the head of government | anfluenced by how unified is the
cabinet. An important political variable may be rsé® the usual type of government, which
can be either single-party or a coalition governmérseems that the capacity of the chief
executive to exert strong policy leadership teralbe greater in a single-party government
than in a coalition. Tony Blair, who headed threéggke-party governments in Britain for
about a decade, was a stronger prime ministerahmaast all of those who have headed only
coalition governments in a country like Israel.

In other words, one of the most important charasties influencing the role of the head of
government within the cabinet relates to the numiieparties participating in a given
governmentCeteris paribus, the internal decision-making costs of a cabiregiethd on the
number of parties involved, and tend to be highest multi-party coalition government.
Moreover, 'grand coalitions' involving two moredess equally strong major players may
restrict the chief executive’s leeway even moreyas the case in Israel's three national unity
governments headed by the Labor Party’s ShimonsPamd the Likud’sYitzhak Shamir in
the 1984-1990 period.

Where there is a coalition government, the cabimdar from being totally united and the
political control of the prime minister is rathémited, not least because he does not appoint
all the cabinet ministers. Parties which serve @alitton partners insist on deciding for
themselves who will represent them in the cabinet.

The prime minister seems to possess the right¢meeaipon appointments and dismissals of
an overwhelming majority of members of the cabiastwell as on the major political

appointments below the cabinet level. To be suaggear politicians are dependent on prime
ministerial patronage to further their politicarears — this is, indeed, a powerful mechanism.

The chief executive position within the executivarth has bee
strengthened by the increasing demands of poliegrdmation The role of the full cabinet
which, in turn, have resulted in a significant e&se in the
personnel and financial resources available fotirgetup an
apparatus at the exclusive disposal of the hedideofovernment.

as a true decision-making
body has declined and there
has been a marked tendenc
towards centralizing

4 decision-making in the

prime minister’s office.



Generally speaking, the role of the full cabinetasue decision-making body has declined,
and there has been a marked tendency towards li@ngadecision-making in the prime
minister office.

Israel and Germany are good examples of governingyggems where the full cabinet has
rarely been the true center of decision-makinglistael, there is a “kitchen cabinet” which
enjoys constitutional authority to make final démis in lieu of the full cabinet on security
issues.

The prime minister's office (which is not large qmred with a regular departmental
ministry) provides the prime minister with institutal support, especially on policy issues.
This is particularly true if the prime minister iisclined to involve himself in the work of
ministries.

Prime Minister Shimon Peres of Israel provided adgexample of a prime minister who
tended to engage in such involvement with regardmiaisterial colleagues and their
departments. Moreover, the prime minister tendshair cabinet committees which are
deemed particularly important, such as defense fargign policy, intelligence, etc. and
committees in which he has a personal interestparticular agenda.

The increasing prominence of the prime ministethia public arena has been accompanied
by significant changes in the relationship betwéss prime minister and his party. The
traditionally strong focus of the public and thedi@aeon a party leader has gradually been
transformed into a widespread public perceptiora déaderbeing his party. The leader is
perceived as the embodiment of his party rathen theerely the chief advocate and
representative of the party's manifestos and m@alicthis state of affairs seems to suggest
that there is now a considerable degree of “pléhigcleadership”, which has developed at
the expense of the political parties and the tiauht forms of party leadership.

The specific effects of the personalization of élxecutive power vary between parliamentary
and presidential systems of government. In a peesial system like the United States a
popular president can more easily advance publicypprograms, and the candidates of his
party who ride on his 'coat-tails' find it easierlie elected to congress. In parliamentary
democracies, rather than having a strong impaactx@tutive-legislative relations, a prime
ministerial prominence is more likely to have andigant effect on his position within the
cabinet and within his own party.

The chief executive's position within the executivanch and in relation to parties and other
political players in the wider political procelsas been upgraded as a result of the effects of
the modern mass media, which favor a high degrgeerfonalization of politics. To a large
extent, media reporting on politics and politiceddlers has in fact become more or less part
of the 'celebrity industry’. Being a political cetdy and enjoying a supportive media
undoubtedly add to the resources a leader has didposal in the decision-making arena.

The development of modern, ‘globalized' mass-medigpled with the rise of international
‘'summit politics', have strengthened the powehefdhief executive because of his direct and



personal involvement in foreign affairs. For exagmpiony Blair of Britain, as a particularly
capable media prime minister, was able to purssigailicy of participating in the Iraq war,
even though he was opposed by a majority withirnphisy and among the British peofte
be sureno British post-war single-party government hasnbelected by an absolute majority
of voters).

Prime ministerial authority is largely relationahd is dependent also on the standing of the
prime minister in the opinion poll¥he higher the rating, the higher is the prime siers
political authority. The prime minister's power @lgaries according to the extent that his
cabinet colleagues permit him to have that powemmetence and integrity of ministerial
colleagues, clear objectives and strategy of thxne& a cohesive parliamentary party based
on the strength of the government majority in @anként, and also popular opinion in the
electorate and attitudes in the party — all seovrbvide the prime minister with strong
political power and authority.

There are some institutions that may have an impaeixecutive power. If there is a strong
'‘parliamentary sovereignty' which implies that @arlent has the right to make or unmake
any law whatever and, further, that no person alylie recognized by the law as having a
right to override or set aside parliamentary legieh, the power of the prime minister and
his cabinet is increased since they have the pagligary majority.

If there is a weak supreme court which cannot dedats of parliament to be invalid then
the prime minister is in a very powerful positid@ritain is a good case in point. In the U.S.
there is an institutionalized system of nationaligial review regarding acts of congress
which has the power to strike down unconstitutiolegiislation. Thus, the Supreme Court
serves as an important institutional check on etkezypower.By contrast, the constitutional

court in Germany not only shows a deference to Iélggslative decisions of governing

majorities; it occasionally

even eases the burden | the S c h |
governments by 'taking the In Israel, the Supreme Court has also

heat' for unpopular decision regarded itself since 1992 as a constitutional
and pointing the way for the court, but only on rare occasions has it struck
legislators to follow. down Knesset laws as illegal

In Israel, the Supreme Coutt

also regards itself, as of 1992, as a constituticoart and, on rare occasions, declares
Knesset laws illegal if the court finds that theggate Basic Laws. Moreover, political
expediency has provided easy and fast ways for dimgriaws and the constitution, i.e.
Basic Laws. Still, Israeli politicians have beethea careful not to pass a referendum law
that would transfer political power to the electera

A high degree of centralization of statestitutionsalso influences thaational executive

power. In Israel, there is no second chamber ani@deral system, and local government is
rather weak. The result is, of course, a powerhtiamal government and a strong prime
minister. Still, interest groups, like the Histadthe largest trade union organization) and the



civil service can, to an extent, challenge the re@muthority. In Britain by contrast, the very
centralized political system has been changed wWith introduction of Devolution — a
Scottish Parliament, a Welsh Assembly and a padidnm Northern Ireland — all of which
have chipped away at the power of Westminster imdom, England.

The “standing” of the central bank also affectsioral executive power. A weak central
bank which lacks real independence does not hauact on the major strategic economic
decisions of the government. Its influence is exely limited. In Israel until several years
ago and in Britain, the central banks are lessgaddent than are those in Germany and the
U.S.

In Israel, the existence of a single-party goveminug a large dominant party in a coalition
government, together with a rather small, dividad powerless parliamentary opposition, a
high degree of 'party cohesion’, a large ‘'payratev (the proportion of members of
parliaments holding governmental office — in Isriaéd about 40 out of 120 and in Britain 95
out of 650) and, most important, the near absefcdrong barriers against majority rule -
have all worked to secure the chief executive'sittigrip on parliament. Under such
circumstances, a growing tendency towards a 'déap@ntarization’ of the governing
process may develop. It is manifested in the deanganvolvement of the prime minister in
the parliamentary process.

A good example of this is to be found in recentrgeia Israel with the prime minister
announcing major policies outside parliament, dnd tthe legislature is expected to support
policies that were not really debated in the plenomin parliamentary committees.
Moreover, in many parliamentary democracies, themer minister possesses the
unconditional right to dissolve parliament (throuah official proclamation by the head of
state) without the need to secure even the cabimggroval.

In addition to the legal and institutional struetsirthe prime minister's personal style also
affects executive power. This is especially appaifetihere is an innovative prime minister,

i.e., a prime minister who is determined to makeirapact, and leave a lasting legacy in
terms of policy initiatives. It is this type of pre minister who is deemed by some to be
developing a 'prime ministerial' or even ‘presigghisystem of government in place of

cabinet or parliamentary government.

David Ben-Gurion, the first prime minister of Iskas a good example of an innovative
leader whose actions shaped the political systermémy decades. There
is also the prime minister who is involved in chegtmajor reforms
but in this case, unlike the innovative prime ntieisthe goals
are broadly shared by his party. Prime MinisterzNatk In Israel, as in other
Rabin and Foreign Minister Shimon Peres were the to
officials mo_st connected with the 1993 Oslo Agreetne e
but the policy was not named after them becausg thg ' : ;
pursued agreed party policy, even though Rabin w executive and legislative
murdered because of this policy in the early stagéts branches tends to particularly
strengthen and favor

executive power, especially

parliamentary democracies,

that of the chief executive.



implementation. Likewise, the establishment of elfare state 'from cradle to grave' in
Britain in the late 1940's, was not named "Attle€igafter Clement Attlee the then prime
minister), because all Labor supporters were inoffaf a welfare state.

The fusion between the executive and legislativ@ntines in parliamentary democracies
tends to particularly strengthen and favor exeeutpower, especially that of the chief
executive. In most parliamentary democracies tmepadibility of a governmental office with
a seat in the parliament is not only legally petaditbut also politically expedient, for a
number of reasons.

First, when members of the government can partieipa the internal decision-making
process within their own parliamentary party grotng necessary co-ordination between the
government and its parliamentary supporters is cedasea significant degree. Second,
parliamentary control of the executive is renderadre effective by utilizing insider
knowledge that ministers may contribute to parliatagy deliberations and questioning.

Finally, compatibility can be considered to haveaamrrall positive impact on the system's
capacity for recruiting political elites, as comiadt and able politicians do not have to make
a choice between the branches of government inhathigy want to serve.

By contrast, in presidential systems there is “ss#jgan-of-powers”, i.e., members of the
executive are not allowed to hold a seat in théslatyre during their incumbency. This is
why a U.S. president has to use formal and inforpoavers in the bargaining process with
congress in the hope of persuading the membergjmost his policies. The prime minister in
a parliamentary democracy is, at least theoreyicalla better position vis-a-vis parliament.

CONSTRAINING THE PRIME MINISTER’S POWER

Despite complaints about the rise of '‘prime mimiateggovernment' or 'presidentialism’, there
appear to be significant constraints facing contagy prime ministers. First, it can be
argued that the power of the premier has been exatgyl, for ultimately a prime minister is
dependent upon the support of cabinet colleagaeVvéll as of backbenchers, of course), and
thus he is only as powerful as his senior ministdien him to be. A prime minister is, in
effect, captain of his team, but he owes his pmsifand its very real powers) to the team
itself. Characteristic of prime ministerial “powes’ precisely its contingent character and the
practical limitations which premiers have invarigbhcountered, irrespective of their formal
or constitutional powers.

The very complexity of contemporary society carveess
evidence of the constraints facing any modern prmr@ster.
No prime minister can seriously expect to grasp

intricacies of more than a few policies at any ipafar time. EEBITOTI=Xol0)110] CUIRE Lo b M1 N1
Indeed, beyond the realms of security and deferdieyp of 'prime ministerial government'

international relations, and economic affairs, pri : . C
or 'presidentialism’, there appear

to be significant constraints facing
8 contemporary prime ministers.




ministerial involvement in domestic policy initie¢is has generally been sporadic and/or ad
hoc.

A lack of time and expertise means that the primeigter is obliged to leave many, if not
most, domestic policies to be handled by his maniat colleagues. The prime minister
cannot involve himself in too many policy issuesay one time. When he deals with crises
and spent time on them, he has less time for aébaes. This state of affairs suggests that in
many respects, the prime minister is as depengent bis senior ministers for policy success
as they are on him.

Yet, a prime minister who is more collegial, in thense that he is inclined to encourage
greater discussion of policy issues in the cahiagter than attempting to lead from the front,
is regarded a weak prime minister: He appearsltowichis cabinet and party and not really
lead them.

The second critigue of the “prime ministerial goveent” thesis suggests that while the
prime minister now enjoys a higher profile thandsefdue to modern mass media and the
frequency of international summits, the power wttttils often implies is largely illusory, for
in the world beyond his own country — where the triagportant policy issues tend to
originate — the prime minister is increasingly domised by external or global factors.

Because of the increasing amount of time and enexgended in supranational forums, the
prime minister’'s time and energy is not being exjgehat home on domestic issues. He thus
increasingly has to delegate matters to his min#teolleagues, senior officials, and
advisers. Also, the increasing number of intermatiomeetings on security, defense and
foreign affairs which the prime minister is obligéal attend is itself an indication of the
extent to which public policy is being

Given the increasing amount of time 'globalized". In factpational policies are no
and energy expended in supranational [

forums, the prime minister’s time and Meanwhile, to return to domestic politics,
energy is consequently not being two other factors must be noted when

expended at home on domestic issues. EESSUSTEIRUEIIEN TSN IR UG
minister in the core executive, both of which
further indicate the contingent character of
his power and authority. First, irrespective of
his formal or constitutional powers, the actual povand authority of the prime minister
cannot be isolated from the economic and politod@umstances of his premiership.

It is apparent that even a strong prime ministenas consistently strong throughout his
premiership. Economic circumstances, events oregrisan impact the prime minister's
authority and influence, sometimes enhancing ithettmes undermining it. A major
recession seems to constrain a prime minister, &izhak Shamir's 1983-4 Israel's
government. Likewise, a failed military operati®uch as the Olmert government’'s 2006



decision to begin the Second Lebanese War, orealsglitary success, can transform the
prime minister's position and rally a party behimith or against him.

Meetings between the prime minister and individuainisters are a rather regular
phenomenon in cabinet dealings. It may simply beeans whereby the prime minister
ensures that he is kept informed of a departmpalisy initiatives and progress, or they may
be a means by which the prime minister seeks tos@ais will on a minister.

While this scenario might be viewed as indicati¥énareased prime ministerial power, it is
better understood as a further manifestation ofcthrestraints imposed on him vis-a-vis his

cablqet, the collective .eXE.CUI-IVG. These, Meetings between the prime minister a
meetings are another indication of the

resource dependency’ which characterize individual ministers are a good indicatio
political relations within the cabinet and of the ‘resource dependency’ of the Pri

which render the prime minister, at leasti\V/IIEIETNalo[(ex=1ilalo Mg AR NN (=1 EETal Nl a Mgl
partially, dependent upon the support andsss{¥]sJsle]gai=1glo BeleloJol=Tr=11(o]a WNe) BN 11 o [EI TSN

cooperation of ministers in pursuing pursuing particular policies.
particular policies.

There seems to be interdependency between the pnimster and cabinet ministers. It is
evident that while the prime minister's primary mauof power is that of political authority,

along with the dispensation of patronage (i.e.istémial appointment, promotion, demotion
and dismissal), individual ministers — along wilieit departmental civil servants and policy
advisers - will generally possess time and expetist may challenge the prime minister
authority. In fact, a prime minister may be consed on various policy issues by
particularly strong and popular ministerial colleag.

Prime ministers and their ministerial colleagues #inerefore, heavily dependent upon each
other in various ways and in varying degrees touenghe successful formulation and

implementation of public policy. While a prime nstér may have considerable authority

over his cabinet colleagues much of the time, Heneed their support and cooperation, as
well as their departmental knowledge, in orderrisuge that policy objectives are effectively

pursued.

The emergence of a class of career politiciansrhade the task of managing parliament
more demanding then it was earlier, as better-éddcand more professional members of
parliament tend to be less willing than their piesisors to toe the party line on any major
issue. At the very least, they expect to be perdiachther than forced, to support a given
bill. On the other hand, the steady increase inrtlimber of career politicians has added
structural strength to the position of the chiekaxive, as the concept of politics as a
vocation includes the ambitions of members of parént to secure governmental office.

There are prime ministers who had limited graspadicy details when they assumed office.
Benjamin Netanyahu became prime minister of Israel996 following a comparatively
short term as a parliament member, and had newar Aeminister before being appointed

10



chief executive. The same applies to Tony BlaiBdfain who became prime minister with
no previous cabinet experience at dlhere are, of course, prime ministers with verhric
policy expertise. Shimon Peres in Israel, Konragraler and Helmut Schmidt in Germany
and Harold Macmillan in Britain as well as Lyndoohdson in the U.S were the 'great
professionals’. Serving as prime ministers or, ahndon’s case, as president, they had
knowledge of policy details and already enjoyed statial achievements in both
international and domestic politics.

There are prime ministers who suffer from mediaihtysand seem to pay a high price for it.
In 1964, Israeli Prime Minister Levi Eshkol had oitnver option but to resign from the party
leadership in a desperate attempt to restore hisoaty. Although he was confirmed as
leader, he remained unpopular and barely succegdedtablishing his control over the
fractious Labor party.

Eshkol was probably the first Israeli prime minisie be seriously damaged and punished by
the media, due to his stammer-speech on the etreedf967 Six Day War. It was interpreted
as a poorly handled leadership test in an intawnati crisis, and he lost the position of
defense minister. As prime minister in the year83t89, Eshkol continually had to contend
with low ratings in opinion polls. It is only ded@s later that a consensus has been
established among scholars of Israeli politics tieatvas among the best of the twelve prime
ministers who have served the country thus far.

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, who was a poor speakerdly appeared on TV, radio or in

public debates with his political rivals. His adyis, however, had tried to create the
impression that his behavior suggested a rathectfe leadership style. In the 2003 general
election results, which Sharon won hands-down awhime the leader of a dominant Likud
party, they were proved right.

As for Prime Minister Menachem Begin, he was regdrduring his early years in office as a
strong and effective leader when he concluded e treaty with Egypt. His last few
months in office (mid-1983), however, were markegdan almost eerie absence of prime
ministerial leadership but the mass media kepttile

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert suffered constantly frepandals and corruption charges in his
term of office and his ratings in the opinion poNsre near zero after the Second Lebanon
War in his first months in office. Eventually he sviorced to resign and his governing party
Kadima lost its leading position in Israeli polgic

Generally speaking, a strong and independent Sugpr€ourt, high barriers to amending
Basic Laws, strong bicameralism, availability anelglient use of referenda, strong interest
groups which use protest and opposition as theurabstrategy, strong local government, a
strong and autonomous central bank and a complstersyof checks and balances and
power-sharing devices - all create an extremelyt tigetwork of institutional counterweights
to majority rule.
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These factors serve as “veto players” which erectidrs to majority rule and unfettered
executive power that governments may face once tiaey been elected to office. These
factors appear to set limits on the executive pafée prime minister.

Another factor to be considered is that of primenisterial personality and style of

leadership. Again, quite apart from the impact afew economic and political circumstances,
prime ministers will adopt different approachesptitical leadership, deriving from their

own particular personal style and personality. Ashs the formal constitutional powers
granted to all prime ministers will actually be eised in different ways, a key consideration
which should further encourage skepticism when mmoméd by complaints about the rise of
prime ministerial government.

One of the most striking things about outstandeaglers in any historical period is the extent
to which the failed or incomplete aspects of tipalitical projects may be traced to flaws in

their personalities rather than to any inexorablestraints imposed by environmental factors.
Still, Jean Blondel (1987:47) suggested: " Whatek@mnantic' views some literary figures

may have had about the role of Napoleon or otheatgrheroes', the 'scientific’ analysis of
society seemed to suggest...that in reality leadeascely mattered and that they were
replaceable or interchangeable: they were symbblsistorical trends, not the engines of
history".

The above quotation notwithstanding, truly vigoréeedership which can alter the course of
history to some degree, seems quite possible. &heality of executive leadership as a key
dimension of the democratic process becomes alear éur discussion. The phenomenon of
globalization has called into question the sigaifice of national executives as key actors and
decision makers. The increasing role of internaiasrganizations which are involved in
decision-making has created limitations to the pooianational executives.

Additionally, the increasing role of local governmiehas weakened the authority of the
national government. Still, the functions of thetioi@al executive and the chief executive
remain a matter of utmost importance because pdopieany democratic countries may
want more government action, not less, simply ideorto counter the adverse effects of
international markets and arenas.

THE 2009 GOVERNMENT OF PRIME MINISTER BENJAMIN NETANYAHU

The general elections to the™Rnesset (Israel's parliament) took place in Felyr@@09. In
post-election consultations it appeared that sitigm Likud (27), Yisrael Beitenu (15), Shas
(11), United Torah Judaism (5), Ichud Leumi (4) afabayit Hayehudi — New National
Religious Party (3), could form a center-right garientary block with the support of 65 out
of the 120 members of the Knesset.

Thus, President Shimon Peres asked Benjamin Ndtanyiae leader of the Likud party, to
attempt to form a government. On April 1, 2009 Mgthu's new coalition government took

12



office following a successful vote of confidencetle Knesset. It became the thirty-second
government in Israel's 62 years of existence.

Six parties joined the governing coalition: fiverfies of the above center-right parliamentary
block (the right-wing Ichud Leumi did not join tlgovernment), with the center-left Labor

party as the sixth coalition partner. The entryLabor into the coalition of center-right

parties is regarded a very successful move by Pitmaster Netanyahu, since Labor

provides a more centrist image to an otherwise-ighg government.

To secure the support of Labor, Netanyahu was ngillio give the party very generous
coalition payoffs: five ministers, two deputy miteiss and some other offices such as
chairmanship of a parliamentary committee. Onénefdabinet portfolios given to Labor was
the defense ministry, the most important positidterathe prime ministry. Thus, former
Prime Minister Ehud Barak, leader of the Laboryarecame "number two" in the cabinet.

With Labor, Netanyahu's coalition government enjthes support of 74 out of 120 Knesset
members. The size of the government's parliamemntaajority seems rather impressive.
Moreover, the opposition is not
only weak but also sharply
divided: 11 of its members
belong to 3 different Arab party
_ - lists, 3 members are of a leftist
seems likely to last. Out of the 74 coalition membe party (Meretz), 28 members
in the Knesset, 40 are in the category of the “plhyr belong to Kadima, basically a

vote” — 30 ministers, 9 deputy ministers and the SSUICEEUNAEURENEIIESEEE

Knesset Speaker. from the extreme right-wing
Ichud Leumi party. Moreover,

Netanyahu has initiated and passed legislationlwivies aimed at splitting Kadima, the main
opposition party, but thus far (April 2010) it hast happen.

The cabinet comprising Netanyahu's coalition
government is the largest in Israeli history and

Netanyahu's government seems likely to hold itdittma partners together. This is because
out of its 74 Knesset members, 40 are in the cayegbthe so-called “payroll vote” — 30
ministers, 9 deputy ministers and the Knesset SgedRBiven the fact that there are 30
ministers in Netanyahu's coalition government (rgest number in Israeli history), it is
clear that the prime minister has made ministexpglointments for various reasons besides
real requirements, ability, and fitness for the.jdhese include simple patronage, aiming at
insuring loyalty and support of the factions withime governing party and the coalition
partners. Under such circumstances it is not sirngithat the number of ministers and
deputy ministers have tended to rise. Netanyahmsée have ulterior motives in including
various interests of the political spectrum beybisl natural right-wing coalition, and thus
has created a broad coalition of political and adairces.

Apparently, Netanyahu has learned a lesson fromnhisowly-based 1996-99 coalition
government that was dismantled within less thaeehyears due to conflicts among the
coalition partners. The fact that Netanyahu wasatliy elected by Israel's voters to become
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Netanyahu sees his primary role as maintaining and

restoring national unity and social stability afégperiod
of political uncertainty. Such a prime ministerlwil
therefore, pursue policies which are explicitlyeimed to
diminish sources of confli.

the prime minister didn't help him much since tistem of government (and the electoral
system) at the time required the constant supgdaatroajority in the Knesset, which he lost
in his third year.

There was yet another important reason for theotlisen of the 1996 government. Prime
Minister Netanyahu advanced two controversial pegicstemming from the 1993 Oslo
Agreements — the Hebron and the Wye agreementhk @dowvhich transferred land to the
control of the Palestinian Authority). This was tomich for some of his own party leaders
and coalition partners and they accelerated thentiinof the government. Netanyahu had
learnt yet another lesson.

In 2009, Netanyahu wanted to bring into his caalitigovernment as many partners as
possible, regardless of policy differences amomgnthA prime minister who behaves in this

fashion could be called a “balancer”. This referatprime minister whose primary concern
is to maintain party and coalition unity, partialyavhen faced with ideological tensions and

disagreements over policy. The survival of the itioal government is of utmost importance

to him.

It might also mean that he sees his primary rolenastaining and restoring national unity
and social stability after a period of politicalagntainty or upheaval. Such a prime minister
will, therefore, pursue policies which are explicintended to diminish sources of conflict,
be they within the government itself or in the
country at large.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu cou : .
definitely be placed in this category. Declaratio Netanyahu 1 spending
and political speeches notwithstanding, he chesi considerable time and energy to
the status quo for ideological reasons and has K maintain a semblance of unity
preoccupied with keeping the conflicts within h within an increasingly fractious
coali'Fion unde_r control. Netanye.lhu is spenQi government. This reflects his
considerable time and energy trying to maintai own personality and character,

semblance of unity within an increasingly fractio but he al it t
coalition and government. Not only does this st ut he aiso sees it as hecessary 1o

reflect his own personality and character, he a act as a “balancer prime
apparently deems it necessary to act as a “batan minister" in order to heal the

prime ministers in order to heal the divisio divisions between his coalition
wrought by the many coalition partners. partners.
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Under these circumstances the coalition governrmaent’
political survival seems secure enough. Its
capability to effectively execute policies,
however, appears rather problematic. There is
no doubt that the capacity to maintain cohesive
policy positions tends to be weak in a six-party
coalition government, especially when it
consists of parties from both the center-right
and the center-left of the political party map.

Even though the government has a
large parliamentary majority, the
great number of diverse coalition
partners creates a problem for the
prime minister, i.e., his opportunity
for policy maneuvers is very limite
Such a situation leads to the
widespread peeption that the prin

minister is weak and gives the Even though the government has a large
?mpression obeing in office, but not parliamentary majority, the great number of
IR otaer diverse coalition partners creates a problem for
the prime minister, i.e., his room for a policy
maneuver is very limited. Such a situation leadshto
widespread perception that the prime minister iskvand
gives the impression deing in office, but not in power.

The relative weakness of Prime Minister Netanyadtuleast in terms of his capability to

formulate and implement policy, is partly relatedthe size of his own Likud party. The

Likud has only 27 Knesset seats and thus needs nwatifjion partners in order to maintain a
stable parliamentary majority, i.e. a coalition gounent with the support of well over 60

Knesset members. In such a coalition, the Likudypdself holds less than half of the

Knesset seats and this constitutes a real problemLikud is the governing party but not the
dominant party. In the past, the governing partidgther Likud or Labor, each held over 40
seats in the Knesset and thus were rather powdiigly also needed coalition partners but
they could easily dictate the policy agenda.

In the 2009 coalition government led by the Likdlde relations between Prime Minister
Netanyahu and Defense Minister Ehud Barak, thernst senior figures in the cabinet, are
of utmost importance. Indeed, relations
between strong ministers can have
significant impact on the rest of the cabinet
and serious implications for the overal
performance of the government itself.

The Likud is the governing party but not thg
dominant party. In the past, the governing parti
whether Likud or Labor, each held over 40 seats
the Knesset and thus were rather powerful. Theg
also needed coalition partners but they cou

A close and harmonious relationship IEREERACEEIRUER DA LY LEE

between the two top ministers will
probably unite the cabinet, whereas divisions amhgieements between them might
facilitate damaging factionalism within the govergiparty and among the coalition partners.
A falling-out between the two ministers may develapm ideological disagreements, policy
disputes, personality clashes or rival leadershipiions.
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From a political
viewpoint Netanyahu's
government appears to
be rather stable. From
a policy viewpoint,
however, the prime
minister cannot, and
probably does not
want to, formulate and
implement policy on
major issues lest his
coalition dissolve.

Thus, Netanyahu
appears to be a rather

weak prime minister
whose term in office is
based on dependency,
not command.

Unlike Barak, Netanyahu's foreign minister, Avigdaeberman, the
unchallenged leader of Yisrael Beitenu, the sedangest partner in
the coalition with 15 Knesset seats, is not a \affgctive minister
regardless of the political strength of his paRgrmally, Lieberman
possesses extreme policy views, mostly on the matissue: Israel's
relations with the Arab world and the PalestiniaHss views are
rather problematic because they are expressedebyntimber one"
Israeli diplomat — the foreign minister.

It is interesting to note that President ShimoneBdras served on a
number of occasions as the "alternative" foreigmistér for the
purpose of expressing more moderate views regatdnagl's foreign
policy in international arenas. This phenomenoa $gn of "creeping
presidentialism"”, the President of the state whgupposed to be a
symbol "above politics", is very much involved ibliics and policy
affairs.

From this discussion we can see that the primesteinis the leading
actor, but he is dependent on other actors to aehies goals and
“make the show successful’. The prime ministerus dne of several
individuals and institutions at the center of tlditiral system. In fact,
the prime minister is dependent on other policpactHe is not alone
in the political arena. Thus, he needs to coopérateder to advance
and achieve his policy goals.

Two more political aspects relating to the fututabdity of the 2009
coalition government should be mentioned. FirstitaNgahu is a
strong prime minister because he is a powerful ypdeader.
Netanyahu easily won the leadership contest inliked and he
controls the party organs. Most important, curseritiere are no
factional fights within the Likud and there is nerisus challenger for
the party leadership. This is why Netanyahu couldgest that the
Likud party will accept (contrary to its manifestthe "two-state
solution" once a permanent peace is achieved.

Second, Netanyahu has been a great communicatotrigbddo create
a “public premiership” aimed at managing the meéfa. is the first
Israeli leader to see television as an impresdiocnimedium and to
acquire some of the skills needed to create a &plerimpression. It is
clear that he is a prime minister with leadershipliies in the field of
media-management and public relations.

Moreover, he has a deep interest in exploiting otife media-
management as a tool of government. Also, as agpniinister from a
right wing party, he is convinced that the broatlogsauthorities and
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the media have been infiltrated by leftists. Thisvhy he encouraged the successful initiative
to establish a new daily paper called "Yisrael Haydlsrael Today).

In a relatively short time, this paper has gainelduge readership and become the second
most popular newspaper in Israel, distributed &ikeround the country. This is possible
because its owner is Sheldon Adelson, a billionait® is a close friend of Netanyahu.
Currently there is a "media war" raging between ohder established papers and Yisrael
Hayom. This war may adversely affect Prime Minidtetanyahu because his wife Sarah has
been the subject of vicious attacks by the oldgreps which are concerned about the new
media player.

In summary, from a political viewpoint, NetanyahQ809 coalition government appears to
be rather stable. From a policy viewpoint, howetee, prime minister cannot, and probably
does not want to, formulate and implement policynmagor issues lest his coalition dissolve.
Thus, he appears to be a rather weak prime minigkerse term in office idased on
dependency, not command.
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