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ISRAEL POLITI CAL LEADER BIOS: 
Kadima, Labor, Likud, Meretz 

 
Short  bios of the top five candidates on the party l i sts from Kadima, Labor, 
Likud and Meretz are included below. 

 
Kadim a 

1. Ehud Olmert . Acting Prime Minister and de facto head of Kadima. 
Kadima’s position as the leading party in the run-up to Israel’s March 
28 elections means that Olmert is likely to be named as Israel’s next 
prime minister.  
 
Born in Israel in 1945 and a longtime member of the Likud, Olmert has 
long been a confidant of Ariel Sharon, often floating ideas for the 
prime minister before Sharon would mention them in public. He was a 
staunch supporter of last year’s pullout from Gaza.  Having warned 
that Jews would be outnumbered in historic Eretz Yisrael as a result of 
the high birthrate among Palestinians, Olmert concluded that if Israel 
is to remain Jewish, it must give up some territories dominated by 
Palestinian populations. 
 

2. Shimon Peres. Former prime minister, Nobel Prize laureate, and 
founding member of Israel’s Labor Party, Peres was foreign minister 
during the negotiation and signing of the Oslo Accords. He recently 
joined Kadima, not long after losing the chairmanship of the Labor 
Party to Amir Peretz. 
 

3. Tzipi  Livni .  Currently serving as Israel’s foreign minister, Livni was 
elected to the Knesset in 1999. Before moving to Kadima, Livni was 
considered a relative dove in the Likud, and she was a strong 
supporter of the Gaza disengagement. 
 

4. Meir Sheet ri t .  Former mayor of Yavne, Sheetrit competed for the 
Likud chairmanship against Sharon and Olmert in 1999. Once a vocal 
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advocate for the working class, Sheetrit was tapped to assist in 
implementing austerity measures as minister without portfolio in the 
Finance Ministry under former Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu. 
Before joining Kadima, Sheetrit was by far one of the Likud’s more 
dovish members. 
 

5. Avi  Dichter.  Head of the Shin Bet (Israel’s security service) from 
2000 to 2005, Dichter’s participation in Kadima represents his first 
foray into politics. Reviled by many on the right for his support of the 
Gaza disengagement and his criticism of settler extremists, Dichter is 
considered a front-runner for the post of Defense Minister. 

 
     Labor 
 

1. Amir Peretz. Chair of the Histadrut (national labor union) from 1995 
until his upset victory over Shimon Peres in November 2005 to head 
the Labor Party, Peretz’s first step as Labor leader was to remove the 
party from the coalition government, forcing early elections.  
 
Born in Morocco in 1952, Peretz represents both a generational shift in 
Israeli politics and a possible mainstreaming of the heretofore 
marginalized Sephardi community.   Once mayor of the development 
town of Sderot, Peretz was also an early member of Peace Now and 
has long been committed to social issues. There is some hope among 
Labor Party supporters that his chairmanship will attract voters from 
the Likud, traditionally a stronghold of Sephardi voters. 
 

2. I saac Herzog. Son of former Israeli President Chaim Herzog, Isaac 
Herzog was first elected to the Knesset in 2003. As housing minister in 
Sharon’s coalition government, Herzog moved to clamp down on 
unauthorized settlement construction and actively opposed building 
the “Jerusalem Envelope” in the area between Jerusalem and the West 
Bank settlement of Ma'ale Adumim. 
 

3. Ophir Pines-Paz. Elected to the Knesset in 1996, Pines-Paz served 
as interior minister in Sharon’s coalition government.  In that capacity 
he worked to ease restrictions on extending Israeli citizenship to 
Palestinian residents of the territories, including through family 
reunification, and was openly critical of government policy toward 
illegal settlement activity. 
 

4. Avishai  Braverman. Former president of Ben Gurion University 
and a noted economist, Braverman rejected overtures from Sharon to 
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join Kadima, preferring instead to join forces with Peretz. Many 
consider Braverman a useful middle-class counterbalance to Peretz’s 
working-class image. 
 

5. Yael  (Yul i ) Tamir. A founding member of Peace Now, Tamir is also 
a professor of political philosophy at Tel Aviv University. She served 
as minister of absorption under former Prime Minister Ehud Barak 
from 1999 to 2001.  

 
   Lik ud 
 

1. Binyamin Netanyahu.  Always to the right of his party, former Prime 
Minister Netanyahu resigned from his post as finance minister in Sharon’s 
government days before the Gaza disengagement in protest against the 
withdrawal. A hard-liner on terrorism, Netanyahu has long resisted any 
concessions to the Palestinians and strongly opposed the Oslo Accords. 
His victory over Shimon Peres in the election a few months after Yitzhak 
Rabin’s assassination was attributed by many to a wave of Hamas-led 
suicide bombings just prior to the elections. Netanyahu is also well known 
for his conservative economic policies; as finance minister, he instituted 
austerity measures that departed sharply from the country’s socialist 
origins.  
 

2. Si l van Shalom. One of Israel’s most prominent Sephardi politicians, 
Shalom was born in Tunisia in 1958. He served as finance minister during 
the worst economic crisis in Israel’s history, from 2001 to 2003, and Sharon 
subsequently appointed him foreign minister. He resigned in January 2006 
when Netanyahu led cabinet members loyal to the Likud who opposed to 
the Gaza disengagement out of the government. 
 

3. Moshe Kahlon. Deputy speaker of the Knesset, Moshe Kahlon was 
strongly opposed to the Gaza disengagement. He has said that he sees his 
election to the party list as a mandate to work toward reforming the 
Likud’s notoriously secretive inner workings.  
 

4. Gi lad Erdan. A relative unknown in Israeli politics, Erdan is one of the 
Knesset’s youngest members, born in Israel in 1970. He opposed the 
withdrawal from Gaza and is co-chair of the Pollard Forum in the Knesset, 
which advocates for the release of Jonathan Pollard from US prison. 
 

5. Gideon SaÕar. Born in Israel in 1966, Sa’ar chairs the Likud 
parliamentary faction.  He has called Kadima a “political refugee camp,” 
and, possibly setting the tone for the Likud’s election campaign, has 
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declared that a vote for Kadima is in fact a vote for the peace policies of 
the left. 

 
Mer etz  
 

1. Yossi  Bei l in. A former deputy foreign minister and justice minister, 
Yossi Beilin is best known as the architect of the Oslo Accords and, 
together with Palestinian Minister Yasser Abed Rabbo, of the nonbinding 
Geneva Accord, an unofficial prototype for an eventual peace agreement 
between Israel and the Palestinians.  Born in Israel in 1948, Beilin’s Yahad 
faction focuses largely on the peace process, rather than on the 
progressive social agenda championed by Meretz.  His election to chair 
the joint list over Meretz’s own Ran Cohen has been seen by some 
observers as an indication that the party is giving precedence to the 
resumption of negotiations over socioeconomic issues. 
 

2. Haim Oron. A member of Kibbutz Lahav near Beersheba and a 
founding member of Peace Now, Oron was elected to the Knesset in 1988. 
He served as minister of agriculture and rural development under Ehud 
Barak from 1999 until Meretz resigned its ministries in June 2000 in a 
dispute over funding for the ultra-Orthodox party Shas’ school system. 
 

3. Ran Cohen. Though a committed dove, the Iraqi-born Cohen’s primary 
focus has long been social policy, from minimum wage legislation to drug 
addiction. He served as minister of trade and industry under Barak until 
the collective Meretz resignation in June 2000. 
 

4. Zehava Gal-On. Former general manager of the Israeli human rights 
watchdog B’tselem, the Russian-born Gal-On serves as the chair of the 
Knesset committee on the sex trade, fighting trafficking in women.  She is 
the recipient of the 2005 Mahatma Gandhi International Award for Peace 
and Reconciliation (together with Palestinian leader Hannan Ashrawi). 
 

5. Avshalom Vi lan. A member of Kibbutz Negba, a former army combat 
officer in an elite unit, and a founding member of Peace Now, Vilan was 
also secretary of the national kibbutz movement from 1996 to 1999.  

 
Sources: www.mfa.gov.il; www.knesset.gov.il; www.haaretz.com; www.bbc.com; 
www.jpost.com; www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org; www.arutzsheva.org; www.wikipedia.org  


