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I 

srael’s main opposition La-
bour Party elected as its new 
leader a former businessman 
who only joined the party a 
few months ago, hoping a fresh 

approach can topple Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu.

Avi Gabbay, 50, the former head 
of one of Israel’s largest telecom-
munications companies, is far from 
the typical leader of the party that 
once dominated the country’s poli-
tics.

Gabbay defeated Amir Peretz, a 
former party leader and defence 
minister, by a small margin in a run-
off vote.

“This is the day hope won,” Gab-
bay said in his victory speech out-
side his home in Tel Aviv. “The day 
of returning to our senses. The day 
of returning to our values.”

He added: “Our task now is to 
embark on a journey that will fulfil 
these hopes for Israeli citizens.”

Gabbay grew up in Jerusalem 
in a working-class family that had 
emigrated from Morocco and has a 
reputation of having succeeded on 
his own efforts. Gabbay stressed his 
humble beginnings as the seventh 
of eight children.

He has never been a member of 
Israel’s Knesset and joined Labour 
in December before mounting what 
was once seen as a long-shot bid to 
become its leader.

Gabbay served a brief stint as 
environment minister under Net-
anyahu’s right-wing coalition but 
resigned in protest last year when 
Netanyahu ousted Defence Minis-
ter Moshe Ya’alon in favour of na-
tionalist Avigdor Lieberman.

“His victory stunned Israeli po-
litical analysts, who compared him 
to (French President Emmanuel) 

Macron, (British opposition leader) 
Jeremy Corbyn and (US President) 
Donald Trump — all outsiders who 
rode a wave of energy and enthu-
siasm to rise to the top tier of poli-
tics in their country,” wrote Raf 
Sanchez in the British newspaper 
the Telegraph.

Gabbay repeatedly talked of in-
jecting new life into Labour, per-
ceived by many as having grown 
stagnant, but he faces a difficult 
task to win back voters at a time 
when Israeli politics has shifted to 
the right, with Netanyahu’s Likud 
in power since 2009.

Analysts pointed to Gabbay’s 
background as a Mizrahi — Jews of 
Middle Eastern or North African 
origin — as an asset.

“The question now is whether 
Gabbay can attract the support of 
working-class Mizrahi voters who 
Netanyahu and his Likud party 
have long counted on to stay in of-
fice,” wrote Peter Beaumont in the 
Guardian.

Labour has been viewed as a 
party of elites run by the Ashke-
nazi — Jews of European origin 

traditionally seen as the establish-
ment in Israel. The party’s early 
leaders took a paternalistic attitude 
towards Jewish immigrants from 
Arabic-speaking countries. Many 
of those immigrants were sent to 
shantytown transit camps and 
largely sidelined.

A poll indicated Israel’s Labour 
Party received a big boost from 
Gabbay’s election. The Midgam 
survey commissioned by Channel 2 
TV had the opposition’s Gabbay-led 
Zionist Union bloc second after Ne-
tanyahu’s Likud.

Likud would win 25 of parlia-
ment’s 120 seats and Gabbay’s 
bloc would get 20. Previous polls 
showed the bloc fourth or fifth. The 
poll surveyed 500 Israelis and had 
a margin of error of 3.6 percentage 
points.

“The party, which has been down 
for the count for a long time, has 
woken up and, with the last of its 
strength, given itself a vital tank of 
oxygen, at least in the near term,” 
wrote Yossi Verter in Haaretz.

Observers, however, said that the 
Labour Party may not have what it 

takes to be in government.
Mazal Mualem wrote in Al-Mon-

itor that there were about 31,000 
people voting in the Labour Party 
race for a new leader, with 16,080 
choosing Gabbay. “This skimpy 
electorate says something about the 
party’s sad state. It shows how un-
attractive it has become,” he added.

It is unlikely the Labour Party 
could form a coalition with the Arab 
parties’ Joint List, composed main-
ly of Israeli citizens of Palestinian 
origin.

“The Joint List’s composition in-
cludes anti-Zionist elements like 
[Haneen] Zoabi and [Jamal] Zahal-
ka, so we can’t cooperate with this 
composition,” Gabbay told Haaretz 
before his election.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

Israel’s new Labour leader brings new ‘hope’ to party
The Arab Weekly staff

New face. The new leader of Israel’s main opposition Labour Party Avi Gabbay gives a speech in Tel Aviv on July 10.                                                                                   (AFP)
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A
vi Gabbay was 
elected leader of 
Israel’s Labour Party, 
seeing off the trade 
union-backed Amir 
Peretz in a run-off. 

Outgoing leader Isaac Herzog 
went out in the first round.

Gabbay’s win marked an 
extraordinary political journey 
for the former CEO of telecom-
munications company Bezeq, 
who had only joined Labour six 
months earlier. Indeed, it was 
barely a year ago that Gabbay — 
then part of Kulanu — resigned 
his ministerial position in Israeli 
Prime Minister Binyamin Netan-
yahu’s government.

The combination of Gabbay’s 
outsider image — as well as being 
a newcomer to Labour, he is a 
Mizrahi — his relative young age 
(50, 17 years younger than 
Netanyahu) and business 
background, prompted some to 
compare him to French President 
Emmanuel Macron. Others say 
that Gabbay will revive the 
fortunes of the Labour Party, 
which has not won an election 
since 1999.

Such hopes were boosted when 
the Labour-dominated Zionist 
Camp opposition bloc showed an 
immediate rise in polls following 
Gabbay’s leadership election on 
July 10. Yet the high end of 
Zionist Camp’s predicted haul — 
20-24 seats — would only match 
its showing in the 2015 election.

Gabbay faces an uphill battle to 
become Israel’s prime minister. 
Labour/Zionist Camp may gain at 
the expense of Yair Lapid’s Yesh 
Atid but most of the Israeli 
electorate’s recent movement has 
been within, rather than across, 
right-wing and centrist blocs. 
Netanyahu remains well ahead of 
his rivals with respect to whom 
Israelis see as most suited to be 
prime minister.

What does this mean for the 
Palestinians? The occupation and 
comatose peace process were not 
a central part of Gabbay’s cam-
paign but there are clues. He has 
backed transferring areas of occu-
pied East Jerusalem annexed by 
Israel to Palestinian Authority 
control. “These are isolated areas 
and villages that can be returned 
without hurting security,” he 
said.

At the same time, Gabbay 
insisted: “Jerusalem will remain 
united in any scenario. There can 
be no negotiations over that.”

In a post-victory interview, 

Gabbay described Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas as 
“definitely a partner.” However, 
in May he told the Jerusalem Post 
that, while Israel must initiate 
negotiations with the Palestin-
ians unilaterally, he doubted 
whether it would be possible to 
achieve a final status deal with 
Abbas. “I don’t want the world to 
see us as the side that is refusing 
to reach an agreement,” he said.

Gabbay has said he would cut 
off funding for more isolated 
settlements in the West Bank 
while asserting that the “Jordan 
Valley must be part of the 
country’s eastern security belt in 
any deal.” On his website, Gabbay 
wrote that the conflict with the 
Palestinians “is solvable” but 
would need “courageous and 
determined leadership,” a 
comment, which is, of course, 
rather vague.

While his resignation last year, 
in protest at the removal of 
Moshe Ya’alon as defence 
minister and the entry into the 
coalition of Avigdor Lieberman’s 
Yisrael Beitenu, seems to suggest 
a man of principle, it has been 
noted that Gabbay did not 
publicly object, ahead of the 2015 
elections, to the surplus-vote 
agreement made between his 
Kulanu party and Yisrael Beitenu.

When he resigned in May 2016, 

What can Israel’s Labour leader offer Palestinians?
Gabbay said Israel “has the right 
to have a right-wing government 
but I do not think it is right to 
form an extremist government.” 
Furthermore, as i24 News 
pointed out, “during Netanyahu’s 
coalition, he had no problem 
being part of a coalition expand-
ing settlements and opposing the 
peace process.”

Overall, Gabbay’s position on 
the Palestinian question seems 
more or less consistent with the 
platform endorsed by the Labour 
Party last year, which effectively 
booted the two-state solution 
into the long grass and endorsed 
Herzog’s proposal for unilateral 
“separation.”

A Palestine Liberation Organi-
sation official reportedly declared 
Gabby “an honest man of peace.” 
This says more about the Ramal-
lah leadership’s desperation than 
it does about the new Labour 
leader’s likely impact, given the 
Palestinians’ current choice of 
the status quo, annexation or 
Bantustan-style separation.

Gabbay may have excited 
Labour voters but for Palestinians 
experiencing Israeli occupation 
and apartheid first-hand, it all 
seems wearingly familiar.

Ben White is a freelance journal-
ist specialising in the Palestinian 
territories and Israel.
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