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Bennett's Media Blitz Reveals PM's post-Netanyahu Strategy
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In a string of interviews to weekend newspapers, the prime minister tried to draw a line
beneath the Netanyahu era and lay the foundations for a different kind of right-wing
politics in Israel

Seven and a half months into his term as prime minister, Naftali Bennett gave a series of
interviews for the weekend newspapers and managed the impressive feat of not delivering any
policy headlines whatsoever.

In the six interviews, he spoke about all the policy areas – Iran, COVID, the Palestinians and the
economy – but said absolutely nothing new about any of them. These were political, not policy,
interviews in which Bennett gave the first indication of what he plans to do in 18 months’ time
when he’s no longer prime minister.

In every interview, Bennett insisted that he had specifically chosen to speak to the public through
the media while the omicron wave was still close to its peak, rather than doing the easy thing and
waiting a few more weeks until the expected dip in cases and hospitalizations, because he wanted
to explain his government’s strategy to the public. But if that really was the thinking, why not do it
a month ago when public uncertainty and despair were much deeper?

More likely, the timing was due to the lull in talks over his predecessor Benjamin Netanyahu’s
possible plea deal. Netanyahu can’t sign a deal until a new attorney general has been appointed.
And with this hiatus in the speculation over the Likud leader’s political future, Bennett had an
opportunity to interject and try to change the accepted narrative that, without Netanyahu around,
his disparate governing coalition won’t have much of an incentive to stick together.

He repeated the same message: Likud is undergoing a period of toxic turmoil that won’t end
anytime soon, even if Netanyahu leaves the scene, and the coalition partners don’t have any
appetite to go backward. At least that’s what Bennett insisted. But he was caught off guard by
Nachum Barnea, who got him to admit in his Yedioth Ahronoth interview that there were those in
the coalition who felt it may have already served its purpose.

This was Bennett’s purpose: to try to convince readers that his government, with all its
contradictions and obstacles, is still viable. And that he remains viable not just at the current
prime minister but perhaps as a future one as well. However, that will be almost as difficult as
replacing Netanyahu and becoming prime minister in the first place.

Bennett is still haunted by his predecessor. In his two previous rounds of media interviews since
coming to office – to the local television and radio channels, and the handful he gave to foreign
media – he tried to avoid mentioning Netanyahu altogether. This time around, he was more open
to discussing him – especially the smear campaigns Netanyahu’s proxies have launched against
him on social media, including the most recent allegation that his mother, Myrna, is Catholic.

Bennett made clear that he holds Netanyahu directly responsible for orchestrating these smears.
(In his interview with Haaretz’s Yossi Verter, he spoke in detail about how Netanyahu had
personally threatened to do this before Bennett formed the government.)

There was a reason Bennett, who claims to have a thick skin, is going into this now: he has settled
on a long-term political strategy of his own.

Despite some pundits’ predictions that Bennett would move to the center, he is now trying to
redefine the “national camp,” insisting in all the interviews that he is still a staunch right-winger
and that the post-Netanyahu nationalist base he is building will be “built on a direction, not on a
man.”

He chose to do three of his interviews with right-wing newspapers – Israel Hayom, Makor Rishon
and the Jerusalem Post – and talked up his achievements in that field: the plan to double the
number of Israelis living on the Golan Heights; standing up to the Biden administration on the
reopening of the Palestinian consulate in Jerusalem; and preventing diplomatic talks with the
Palestinian Authority. (He insists that the meetings his ministers have had with Palestinian
counterparts were not on “diplomatic” matters.)

He sidestepped his still-dismal standing in the polls with clichés like “I’m not sitting with a
stopwatch” and “I’m not looking for quick victories.” The polls clearly frustrate him – he’s a
politician – but he’s also pragmatic and realizes that it will take time for the right wing to
recalibrate and settle down in the post-Netanyahu era.

As difficult as it is, Bennett is trying to draw a line beneath the Netanyahu era and lay the
foundations for a new Israeli right. In his interview with Maariv’s Ben Caspit, he didn’t deny that
there would probably be a merger of the anti-Netanyahu right-wing parties in the next election.
However, he acted coyly when asked who would lead that new party.

Bennett’s new right isn’t obsessed with leaders and, as he made clear, it would be much more
inclusive than Bezalel Smotrich’s far-right Religious Zionism party, which according to Bennett is
neither religious nor Zionist.

Over a quarter of Bennett’s term is over, and he also made clear that he is still committed to
handing over to Yair Lapid in August 2023. Until then, he wants to maintain what he described to
Israel Hayom’s Moria Kor as “a government without dramas,” one in which all eight parties with
their very different agendas can deliver for their specific constituencies.

He seems content for now to be a short-term prime minister who, as he claims, “saved Israel from
spiraling into the chaos of fifth and sixth elections,” which could have jeopardized the Jewish
state’s very survival. But he’s still only 49, with young children who are suffering his absence, so he
won’t mind having to leave the top job next year. He will then embark on his new mission: to
rebuild Israeli nationalism.

Prime Minister Naftali Bennett sums up first 7 months leading
Israel
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NATIONAL AFFAIRS: Naftali Bennett talks to ‘Post’ about Iran, condemns violence by
settlers – and Palestinians – and his COVID-19 policy.

“You know, this is the most important interview for me because my mother will read it,” Prime
Minister Naftali Bennett said to The Jerusalem Post this week.

In a lengthy and wide-ranging conversation in the Prime Minister’s Office, with English biographies
of people such as Napoleon and former US president Lyndon B. Johnson on the shelves behind
him, it was Bennett’s parents whom he repeatedly cited as a guiding light. Their American
background strongly ties him to Diaspora Jewry, and their political activism inspired him; his father
was a volunteer in Johnson’s anti-poverty Vista program before moving to Israel, and his parents
would take him and his brothers to demonstrations against the Oslo Accords and in support of
Israelis in Judea and Samaria.

His mother is a source of strength and reassurance at a very challenging time for Bennett. After
all, he went from a member in good standing of the Israeli Right, some would even say far Right, to
someone whom much of the Right sees as having betrayed them by forming a government with
left-wing parties such as Labor and Meretz, and with Ra’am, the first Arab party in an Israeli
coalition in decades.
And when he wanted to give an example of ugly attacks on him from the Right, it was a rumor
posted in a Likud MK’s WhatsApp group that his mother is not Jewish.

There may be right-wing people whispering to you, but the voices that are commonly heard are
against this government. And the antagonism is coming from the Right, and from religious
Zionists, the very community in which you grew up and are raising your family. How is that
impacting you and your family?

Bibi [opposition leader Benjamin Netanyahu] built a huge army of fakes, one of the strongest in
the world. It’s a machine made up of bots, real people, paid demonstrators, mixed with real
people, fake news all day long, the personal persecution of MKs from my party who are doing
great work. It’s a very dangerous machine, because it’s like 1984, presenting lies as truth, and
truth as lies. I am convinced that continued actions by the government will overcome it.

I believe we did a big thing, but it’s only the beginning. We need to create, for the next 50 years, an
ability for Left and Right, secular and religious, to talk without hate. Former Supreme Court
president Miriam Naor just passed away. Minutes after her death was announced, [Religious
Zionist Party leader Bezalel] Smotrich talked about her negatively, talked in the most
inappropriate way, the lowest way.

Smotrich-ism is not the epitome of being right-wing. He took the expression of “religious Zionism”
and put it on a party that doesn’t express that ideology. It’s a party that negates other people with
other opinions and preferences. It’s a party in which some of its members are arrogant and think
that they are always right.
Lately everyone is talking about a plea deal or not for Netanyahu. Will the coalition fall apart if
Netanyahu leaves the political arena? Or in general, what, other than “not Bibi,” is keeping this
coalition together?

A feeling of responsibility to put the country back on track. This government, which is very
complex, I admit, did a great thing, truly great. We took a country that was in a tailspin of four
elections, hours before the way to the fifth and sixth. The country was totally stuck, without a
budget. All the systems were disabled. The IDF couldn’t equip itself; there was a loss of control
when it came to crime in the Arab sector; we had negative economic growth by 2%. We put the
country back to work.

This routine looks standard now, but we moved to 7% economic growth; we stopped the method
of national lockdowns; we passed a budget. We are moving to a process, that we haven’t seen for
years, of strengthening the IDF, getting the best weapons for our soldiers. We are finally fighting
Arab crime aggressively.
Therefore, the central thing connecting us is a sense of responsibility.

In recent weeks Ra’am has been making a lot of problems, and the Left joins them sometimes. It
looks like it has been very difficult to maintain a stable coalition lately. 

The burden of proof in this case is on Ra’am. They have Mansour Abbas, the first leader of an Arab
party who recognizes Israel as the nation-state of the Jewish people, who wants to get rid of
ultranationalist discourse and only talk about civil matters. As a Zionist, I think all Zionists, Right
and Left, have to see an opportunity here. Whether they [Ra’am] withstand the test depends
mostly on them, and on all of us. We have to work hard. I think the alternative to return to the
days of chaos, paralysis, polarization... is a disaster.

Personally, the step of establishing the government seven months ago was the hardest decision I
made in my life, and the bravest for me, even more than commanding [IDF soldiers] in enemy
territory. When you’re in enemy territory, you’re risking your life, but you know they’ll appreciate
you, and there’s glory. Here, I knew there’s a strong machine of poison and fake run by Bibi that
will launch forces against me, will call me a traitor and will hurt my children and family and my
friends in the party.

I did it wholeheartedly, because I knew the alternative is the destruction of our home, the State of
Israel. I don’t know if Israel would withstand another round [of elections].

I am a person with a deep historic awareness. I know this is the third appearance of a Jewish state
in the Land of Israel after the First and Second Temples. We never passed 80 years as an
independent and sovereign state. We are 73 years old, and I intend for us to stay here forever. If I
contributed to this, I am satisfied.

About the future political constellation, what we see in front of us is the establishment of a new
national camp. [“National camp” is a term used for the Israeli Right. – LH] I’m not just the prime
minister of Israel, I am the head of new national camp that believes in values and not just one
specific person. There’s the “Bibi-ist” bloc, and in my opinion, some them have some lost their
connection to the ideology.

I am very proud that I express these stances as prime minister, whether in standing up to the US
when they turned to me and pressured me to establish an [American] consulate [for the
Palestinians in Jerusalem]. I told the president, I respect you very much, but the State of Israel has
only one capital, and it’s Jerusalem, and Jerusalem is the capital of one state, Israel.

The values I bring are expressed in the Golan plan, to double the number of residents there. Look
how beautiful it is that we are bringing the Left to support it, which didn’t happen in the past. I
stopped the cash flow and suitcases of money to Hamas, and more.

As prime minister of Israel, I am a Jew, an Israeli, a man of the national camp, and I think that in
the coming years this camp will grow and we will certainly find ways to grow it.

POLITICAL POLARIZATION is a hot topic in democracies around the world, not only in Israel, and
Bennett said that when he was at the UN Climate Change Conference in Glasgow in October,
many foreign leaders wanted to talk to him about his government.

“Israel is a light unto the nations by having such a diverse coalition, with Left and Right working
together harmoniously,” he said.

Overall, Bennett expressed satisfaction at Israel’s international standing. In fact, the president of
Senegal called in the middle of the interview – at a time when South Africa is trying to mount a
challenge to Israel’s observer status in the African Union.
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The Abraham Accords are a great success, and we see that you are building on the ties that were
established. Are there other countries on the way?

Yes. I believe strongly in the Abraham Accords. It is a very significant step, and I plan to continue it.
I also want to deepen the connection with like-minded Arab states, and I want to add more. I met
MBZ [UAE leader Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed] in Abu Dhabi, I met
[Egyptian] President [Abdel Fattah al-]Sisi in Sharm e-Sheikh and King Abdullah [of Jordan] in
Amman.

Our international standing is flourishing. When I was in Glasgow, at the climate summit, so many
leaders came up to me and they only wanted to talk about COVID, cyber and innovation. They
were also interested in my personal background, because it is not common for a hi-tech serial
entrepreneur to become a head of state.

My point is that Israel is getting out of the frame of the Israel-Palestinian conflict. The conflict
exists and I don’t deny it. We have to deal with it. But I refuse to define Israel by the conflict.

You mentioned that you don’t want Israel to only be associated with the conflict with the
Palestinians. Aren’t the ministers who are going to Ramallah or inviting Palestinian ministers to
their homes – like Foreign Minister Yair Lapid, who met with Palestinian Authority Civil Affairs head
Hussein al-Sheikh on Sunday – taking us back to that?

Look, this government set a diplomatic status quo. It’s OK that left-wing people like Lapid and
Gantz support the establishment of a Palestinian state, but my camp opposes it.

I think would be a terrible mistake to create a Palestinian diplomatic entity in our land, but I don’t
forbid them to meet. I don’t think it’s right to meet with someone who is persecuting IDF officers in
The Hague and transferring money to murderers.

But in the end, I’m not vetoing the meetings, as long as they don’t deal in the diplomatic arena.
Lapid and Gantz know this, and they made sure to say that there is no diplomatic conversation in
this matter.... To their credit, they always update me and ask for a green light before and then
update me after.

Recently, the Americans have been pressuring this government on the topic of violence by settlers
and construction plans in Judea and Samaria. On the one hand, you say you want a close, positive
relationship with the Biden administration, but at the same time you come from the Right and
support the construction. How do you balance that?

My approach with the Americans is one of respect and honesty. I told them we won’t agree on
everything; I won’t act behind your backs; I won’t lie to you.

We approved a building plan a few months ago. Will all of our dreams come true? No. But we’re
protecting Jerusalem and settlements.

In the diplomatic context in this government, there is the status quo, but I think we are bringing
good news on the economic side for Palestinians in Judea and Samaria, but also in Gaza.

I think that at the moment we show [the Americans] respect and talk to them openly. We are healing
the damage caused in the last few years when Israel became a partisan issue. We want to be
supported by Republicans and Democrats, not just one side. I had meetings with the president and
secretary of state. The discussions are very good, and we see the US as our greatest ally.

When Public Security Minister Omer Bar Lev said he spoke to an American official about “settler
violence,” you came out against painting settlers with a broad brush. But you did not speak out against
the recent attacks by Jewish Israelis on Palestinians and their supporters in Huwara and Burin in the
last week. Why not?

My stance is clear, as prime minister and always. I totally condemn all violence, certainly by Jews, and
beyond that the head of the Shin Bet [Israel Security Agency] and the IDF chief of staff sat here a
month ago and I called on them to use all the tools necessary to put an end to this violence.

At the same time, we have to fight the Palestinian violence that costs human lives, acts of murder,
including that of Yehuda Dimentman.

In my view, this violence by Jews, which does not reflect the half million normative Israeli citizens in
Judea and Samaria, is shameful, and whoever does it wants to dismantle Israeli statehood. They are
saying there is no law and order; we set the law; there is no army or police. That is not why my parents
moved to Israel. That’s not why we established a state. We are a state of laws.

I will not allow this to continue. We will act against pockets of lawlessness in the Negev, in Judea and
Samaria – everywhere.

THE ONGOING negotiations between world powers and Iran in Vienna are not going the way Israel
would like them to. To a certain extent, this was predictable; the Biden administration wants to go back
to the 2015 nuclear deal, which Israel views as insufficiently robust, for myriad reasons. But this week,
the public learned that the American stance has been so weak that the Vienna delegation’s sanctions
expert, Richard Nephew, quit over it.

Bennett speaks about Iran, but, contrary to his predecessor, does not say much about the
negotiations or the deal, preferring to keep the disagreements with Washington behind closed doors –
even when they are apparent.
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When it comes to Iran, things don’t look like they’re advancing the way Israel would like. Do you think
your new approach to Iran is really working?

We and the Americans don’t see everything eye to eye.

Iran is the epicenter of the security problems in the Middle East, and certainly for Israel. For decades,
the Iranian octopus, with its head in Tehran, is wrapping Israel with its tentacles, whether it’s Hezbollah
in the north, Islamic Jihad and to some extent Hamas in Gaza, the militias on the border with Syria.
They are striking us. Unfortunately, Israel fell into the trap and fought the octopus’s tentacles tactically.
But the octopus itself is Iran.

My doctrine states that in this cold war between Iran and Israel, I won’t allow it to be one-sided. I want
to weaken them and hurt their forces in all dimensions.

A deal that will send tens of billions of dollars to this rotten and weak regime will be a mistake because
this money will go to terror against IDF soldiers and Americans in the region. When the money enters
Iranian coffers, they attack American soldiers... through their proxies.

We think Iran is in a difficult situation. They’re very weak, and we must not give them a tailwind of
money, and we relay this message.

But the Israeli strategy doesn’t depend on whether there’s an agreement or not. We will protect
ourselves by ourselves. Even if there is an agreement, we’re not committed to it. We will preserve our
freedom to act.

What does it mean for Israel if world powers reach a bad deal with Iran?

We are building a strategy that is valid in any case. The campaign has two goals. First is to roll back
Iran’s regional influence. They have no business in our region, 1,000 km. from home. I don’t want to
see Iran in Syria or on any border of ours. We strengthened the quality and breadth of strikes on Iran
in Syria, and their message is “get out.”

The second mission is to keep Iran significantly far from nuclear breakout forever. I stand behind both
of these things.

It is no secret that I received a difficult inheritance, to tell the truth. Under the last government, Iran
reached the most advanced point [in its nuclear program]. It enriched [uranium to] 60%. It’s
incomprehensible. All the redlines set over the years were crossed, and nothing happened. That’s the
situation I inherited, but I immediately took care of it. We made a major investment of billions in
equipping the military with different tools. We made other investments as well that are relevant so that
we only rely on ourselves.

At the same time, we certainly say to our friends in the US and in Europe that Iran is playing poker with
a very weak hand, but they’re bluffing.... This is a regime at one of the weakest points since the Islamic
Republic was established. The rial is incredibly weak. Swaths of land aren’t receiving tap water in the
Isfahan region. There are demonstrations of teachers, judges, pensioners. There is huge
disappointment because they promised this government will improve the economy, and it’s even more
rotten than before.

The last thing you do to a terror state like this is to give them tens of billions of dollars. You should do
the opposite; you have to weaken them, set a dilemma between the continued pursuit of nuclear
weapons or the regime itself.

Either way, we built a strategy and are acting according to it.

THE WESTERN WALL has been an ongoing source of friction between Israel’s leadership and certain
segments of Diaspora Jewry for years. The section for egalitarian prayer, known as Ezrat Israel, is small
and underdeveloped.

Bennett played a key role in coming up with a compromise between the government and non-
Orthodox leaders approved in 2016, but it has never been fully implemented. Plus, in 2018, a boulder
fell out of the wall and was never fully removed, preventing worshipers from being within touching
distance of the wall.

Advocates for the egalitarian section of the Kotel hoped that this government, which does not have
any haredi parties in it, would finally be able to put the plan into action, but that has yet to happen.
Instead, recent reports have indicated that the government will clear the boulder and make other
physical improvements, without enacting other parts of the Kotel compromise, such as creating a joint
committee with the Conservative and Reform movements to manage it.

In addition, a recent cabinet decision allocating NIS 110 million to improvements for
the Western Wall did not earmark any funds for the Southern Wall, where the
egalitarian site is located.

Why is there no progress on the egalitarian section of the Western Wall?

Look, I established Ezrat Israel. There are moves to upgrade it.

Controversial topics – and this is a controversial topic in this coalition – we knew in
advance that we cannot advance everything.

Who opposes it?

Some in my own party and not only there. Therefore, we will only act with consensus.

If it can’t happen in this coalition, it seems like it’ll never happen.

First of all, a lot is happening. Ezrat Israel is open, and whoever wants to come and pray
can do so. We are in a process of upgrading and enlarging and creating an even more
respectable section.

This government is meant to save the country and bring it back to function. It cannot
fulfill everyone’s wishes. It’s the 70-70 government; 70% of the nation agrees on 70% of
the topics, and those are the areas that weren’t taken care of.

We didn’t build enough in recent years, so the housing prices spiked – we’re taking care
of it. No one was fighting Arab crime, which hurt the Arabs and the country, and we’re
taking care of it. Fast public transportation, the metro that we finally approved and
budgeted – it’s unbelievable that in Tel Aviv public transport hadn’t advanced for 100
years.

We’re taking care of Israel’s security. In Gaza, we have a very tough policy against even
one balloon [launched into Israel], and therefore we have relative quiet when it comes
to rockets.

But not all of our dreams will come true in this government.

It’s no secret that I have a special closeness and caring about Diaspora Jewry, especially
American Jewry, as someone whose parents grew up as Jews in the US who were
unaffiliated. I want Diaspora Jews to continue their efforts to feel that they have a home
here in Israel. Even if there are disagreements, it’s okay, but we need to keep up
communication with them.

 What do you think is Israel’s job in combating antisemitism around the world?

We have to be strong and to speak up. I see that there is a strong Israel, so first of all
every Jew in the world should know, in the back of his head, that we’ve got his back.

But we also have to speak up. I spoke with the rabbi [Charlie Cytron-Walker of
Congregation Beth Israel in Colleyville, Texas, who was held hostage], a very special
person, as well as the governor [of Texas, Greg Abbott]. In every event like this we have
to be there and help where we can. After the [shooting in Pittsburgh], I came; after
difficult events in Miami [when a building collapsed], even if not just antisemitism, we
are here. For many, many years Jews were on their own, and today there is a state. 

At the same time, I also expect Diaspora Jews to have our back. When Israel is attacked
unfairly, many times antisemitism is disguised as anti-Israel – I’m not talking about
legitimate criticism, I’m talking about double standards – I expect them to stand up and
fight for us.

My approach in this chair has two functions. I’m prime minister of all Israeli citizens,
Jews and non-Jews, but I also see my job as the head of the Jewish nation, because
today, the largest concentration of Jews is once again in the Land of Israel, which wasn’t
true for 2,500 years. Even in the Second Temple period, the largest concentration was
in the United States of the time, Babylonia. We’re back, but it gives us a special
responsibility. When a Jew is hurt anywhere in the world, it pains me. I feel the pain.


