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If you have been following the initial stages of Israel's election campaign and are somewhat confused, join the club. So am I and almost everyone else.


It's not as if the outcome is much in doubt. The chances are still very high that the right wing camp comprising several parties will prevail, and PM Netanyahu will once again form a governing coalition. But it's a long and extremely winding road -- and we've only just started along the path! Let's meander from Left to Right.


The Arab parties are stuck in their traditional position -- on the outs. Nevertheless, because of the increasing (albeit still slim) possibility that the Left-Center bloc might actually "win", the major question among Israel's Arab citizens is whether this time around they should vote in larger numbers in order to strengthen the Left/Center if and when it manages to form a government. Voting turnout among Israel's Arabs has been declining steadily due to their feeling that their parties are basically impotent in the Knesset. Therefore, the more the Zionist Left gains strength, the greater might be the Arab turnout. 


On the Zionist "far Left" is Meretz that is picking up strength in the initial polls (5-6 Knesset seats) precisely because its next-of-Left compatriot -- Labor -- is also gaining strength. Paradoxical? Yes, but who said Israeli politics is simple? The Labor Party seems to be the biggest gainer in these elections under the baton of Shelly Yechimovitch, a former radio star and bona fide Social Democrat. However, in order to attract support from Israel's "Center", she has espoused some not-so-Left positions, chief of which is her refusal to demonize the Jewish settlements in the administered territories. Thus, the more Labor moves towards the Center (and now is predicted to get about 23 seats), the stronger Left Meretz becomes as the "only true, Zionist Left party".


Is such a Labor move to the (Left of) Center a smart move? Absolutely, especially given the complete collapse of Kadima, the party founded in 2006 by Ariel Sharon and which garnered the most seats in the 2009 elections. This is not the place to analyze why Kadima has fallen apart (from within, Tzippi Livni started the slide and Shaul Mofaz gave it the final push) but its 28 seats are now up for grabs. Despite this, and because of it as well, a new party has arisen: "Yesh Atid" (There is a Future), founded by another major media star: Yair Lapid (son of the former centrist Shinui party chairman Tommi Lapid). He is collecting a very impressive stable of new political faces, each with notable achievements in their respective fields: religion, national security, academia, local government, etc. The most recent polls show his party garnering 15 seats. 


Nevertheless, 6 + 23 + 15 = 44; far under the required 61 to form a government. Even if Kadima manages to retain 7 seats (of 28), that still puts the Left and Center somewhat under the minimum required, although with tacit support of 10 Arab seats, a government could theoretically be formed, but it wouldn't last very long.


Which is why the Likud's late October move is so perplexing: it formed a joint list with Avigdor Lieberman's Yisrael Beiteinu (Israel is Our Home: YB) party. The polls show the Likud by itself getting 27 seats and YB getting 15; as a joint list the two are shown to attain 42 seats. Do you see the advantage? If you can do elementary math, you won't find it; neither can I (nor almost all other Israeli pundits). Indeed, there are those who believe that the "union" will harm both parties, with many religiously traditional Likud supporters refusing to vote for a pork-ingesting Russian party, and many YB Russians refusing to vote for a Likud that espouses a relatively "moderate" line on the peace process. The possible big winner here from this tactical debacle: SHAS (drawing disgruntled Mizrahi voters who used to vote Likud).


Nor is this the only headache on the Right. The haredi world is splitting asunder, with even a moderate, ultra-Orthodox party (oxymoron?) coming into being (Am Shalem -- a complete nation)! SHAS, meanwhile, is now led by a triumvirate, one of whom (Aryeh Deri) is trying to make a political comeback after serving significant jail time for corruption (and sitting out election campaigns for over a decade). And I haven't even mentioned the National Religious, Zionist camp that is undergoing serious soul-searching about its future -- caught between greater moderation and heightened extremism.


In short, a scorecard won't help in this campaign; only a political Rosetta Stone could decipher and predict what will happen. Stay tuned -- it will be a wild ride.
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