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משרד ראש הממשלה

אגף התקשורת


Translation

June 20, 2006
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s Speech at the 35th Zionist Congress

Chairman of the Jewish Agency and the World Zionist Organization, my friend Ze’ev Bielsky,

President of the 35th Congress, MK Yoel Hasson,

Ms. Marilyn Post, 

Ms. Jane Schechter, 

The Honorable Rabbi Vernon Kurtz, 

Members of the Board of Directors of the Jewish Agency,

Congress Presidency,

Congress Delegates,

Distinguished Guests,

On behalf of the State and Government of Israel, I warmly welcome this gathering of the 35th Zionist Congress, here in Jerusalem, which is Zion, the beating heart, and the object of yearning and prayers of the Jewish people for generations.

Not long ago, we marked a century since the death of the founder of the Zionist movement and visionary of the State, Binyamin Ze’ev Herzl.

There is a straight line between Basel and Jerusalem, the line of political Zionism, whose aim was the return of the Jewish people to the stage of history as an independent and sovereign nation, which takes its fate into its own hands, in the Land of Israel, the heritage of our forefathers.

The responsibility for the destiny of the Zionist enterprise and the future of the Jewish people is now in our hands, and based on this, we will mold our decisions and moves here in Israel and in the world Zionist movement.

In Altneuland, Herzl envisioned a utopian state.  The State of Israel is not one, because in our world there is no utopian reality.

In many ways, the State of Israel has exceeded Herzl’s vision, in other ways it is still remote.

Herzl believed that the Land of Israel could be given to the Jewish people by international charter, on a silver platter (literally).  He hoped that the Arabs in the Land of Israel would favorably accept the return to Zion, which would bring with it progress and development.

The Zionist movement was, at first, completely free of any thoughts of struggle and military strength.  At Basel, Herzl declared: “On the day when there is a plow in the hands of a courageous Jewish farmer, the Jewish question will find its solution.”

Herzl did indeed create the movement which realized the great vision, but the path to realization was not strewn with roses.  It was paved with blood, sweat and tears.  It demanded sacrifice, dedication and supreme heroism.  The entire time, it needed an “iron wall” in the form of our wonderful defensive shield, the Israel Defense Forces.

No, “the Jewish question” has still not been resolved, and now, more than 100 hundred years after Herzl, we are still dealing with it, in Israel and in the Diaspora.

It would be good if every Jew in the world would make Aliyah to Israel, and it would be good if all the peoples of the region would accept Israel’s right to exist as a Jewish state in the Land of Israel, and live in full peace with us.

If this were the situation, it would, perhaps, be possible to say that the “Jewish question” had been resolved.

Since such is not the situation – a large portion of the Jewish people still live in the Diaspora, and the State of Israel is still threatened and mired in a struggle to achieve security and peace – we must gather to discuss the “Jewish question” here at the 35th Zionist Congress as well.  

The fundamental issues on the table at the Congress are, as always:

A.
First, ensuring the future of Jewish existence overseas, through Zionist activity, encouraging Aliyah, providing Jewish and Zionist education to the young generation, and deepening the identity, solidarity with and affinity to Israel.

B.
Second, assistance to Jews in distress and waging war against anti-Semitism anywhere in the world.

And finally, unification of the Jewish people with the State of Israel, and providing moral and political support to Israel’s struggle for security and peace.

For these goals, the Zionist movement must renew and strengthen, cooperate and gather together under its wing more and more Jewish communities, frameworks, institutions and organizations, and find additional means of mobilizing resources to expand its activities.

One subject was always with us, and in my opinion, will always be at the heart of the Zionist idea and experience as long as there is a Jewish Diaspora in the world.  I speak of Aliyah.  This phrase – “Aliyah [literally ascension] to Israel” – has long since eroded and become rusty.  It is not said at the level it once was, but rather in a weak voice, as if one were speaking of a good-for-nothing, old fashioned, politically incorrect demand.

Aliyah, which is the essence of Zionism and the pinnacle of Zionist accomplishment, has been shoved from the center, and abandoned, ashamed, on the side of the road.  We must return it to its rightful place, return its glory and place it as our primary goal.

The 35th Congress must raise the banner of Aliyah anew as a challenge to the young generation in the Diaspora.  

Today, the State of Israel marches at the forefront of advanced global science and technology, the Israeli economy is prosperous and promising, and the opportunities the State of Israel is offering its immigrants, especially Olim with higher education, are vast.

Only in the State of Israel is Jewish continuity ensured from generation to generation.  Only here, in Jerusalem and the Land of Israel, can the Jew return to the sovereign history of his people in order to create new and glorious chapters.

I call on all delegates to the 35th Congress to join together around our common goals, rise above partisan and organizational disagreements, and lead the entire Zionist movement forward.

The challenges we face today in the State of Israel and the Diaspora are immense, and demand the full mobilization of all our forces.

Ladies and Gentlemen, delegates of the Congress,

Today, the State of Israel is already closer to being the place in which the majority of Jews in the world live.  I would like this fact to be determined solely by an increasing stream of Aliyah, but unfortunately, this is not to be at this time.  Demographics point to processes of shrinking Jewish communities in the Diaspora due to low birth rates, assimilation, mixed marriages or unintentional alienation from their Jewish identity.

This fact intensifies the responsibility for the future of the Jewish people on the State of Israel and the world Zionist movement.  The first lesson is that the State of Israel must forever contain a solid and guaranteed Jewish majority.

It is our duty to prevent any danger of losing this Jewish majority or creating an inseparable bi-national reality in the Land of Israel.  We aspire to reach a peace agreement with our Palestinian neighbors, based on division of the land and “two countries for two peoples”.

Division of the land is not our heart’s desire, it is simply a reality.  I was raised and educated in total Zionism, and the entire Land of Israel is precious to me.  I wholeheartedly believe in the right of the Jewish people to the entire Land of Israel.  However, as one who carries the supreme responsibility in the State of Israel, I see reality as it is, with my eyes wide open.

The demographic balance between Jews and Arabs in the Land of Israel is not static.  Time is not neutral in this case – it is acting against us.

If we wish to ensure the existence and future of a Jewish and democratic Israel, we must act now, in the next few years, and shape the permanent borders of the State of Israel.  I intend to seriously and thoroughly examine whether there is a possibility of doing so through negotiation and agreement with the Palestinians, since this possibility is preferable under all circumstances.

However, I do not intend to wait forever.  If this possibility proves to be impractical within a certain space of time, we will have to make decisions which will serve Zionist goals, and the most vital interests of the State of Israel.  This is my duty.  This is my responsibility.

Under no circumstances is ongoing deadlock an option.  On the basis of serious talks with President George Bush and important leaders in Europe and the Middle East, I believe that if our willingness to negotiate and make far-reaching concessions is met by Palestinian dissension such as that of Hamas – the steps Israel will take will receive international backing.

I have absolutely no doubt that the majority of citizens of Israel will give me their support.  

In the meantime, we will of course continue our fight against terror.  Terrorist organizations gain inspiration from fundamentalist, anti-Semitic and murderous ideologies, which call for the blood of all Jews and Israelis.  The heads of terror, who cry for our destruction after every unfortunate accidental and unintended injury to innocents due to IDF fire, are the ones who will send murderers to blow up buses full of passengers, families innocently dining, teenagers at entertainment venues, and women and children at busy shopping centers.

They are the ones shooting, in these very days, at civilian population in the south of the country, in cities like Sderot and in villages and Kibbutzim in the southern part of the State of Israel.  I want to take this opportunity, here and now, to tell the residents of the south, to the people of Sderot, to Kibbutzim such as Yad-Mordechai and Nahal Oz and Kfar Aza and other communities: no one is more familiar with the level of the pain, anxiety and uncertainty which you are experiencing these days.  Here, in this city, in the capital of Israel, the very heart of the State of Israel, we have, for many years, undergone the most difficult, painful, heart-wrenching experiences, with countless victims and families shattered.  We are familiar with this reality.  I am familiar with your painful reality, in Sderot and in the south of the country.  I know how difficult it is.  I know it is scary.  I know the feeling of every parent whose child goes to school and he does not know where the next rocket will land or where the bomb – dispatched by these murderers to the heart of the State of Israel for the purpose of harming innocent civilians – will fall.  And you also know well that despite the hardship and the pain, we cannot find a comprehensive, overall and permanent solution to instantly remove this threat, once and for all.  We have been living – and you have been living – with this hardship for quite a long time, and I am filled with admiration and appreciation to you for your stamina, patience and courage.  I fully understand the fears, insecurity, pain and uncertainty that many of you feel.  

From here I say to those who are trying to hurt you – we will take harsh measures, more harsh and more painful than the ones taken before.  We will reach every place, we will reach every one, there will be no immunity to anyone involved in terrorism, regardless of what they do or who they belong to.  We will not relent in this war and we will defeat terrorism and bring security to all the parts of the State of Israel, in the south of the country and in other areas. 

Despite the fact that the terrorists act in and fire from densely populated areas, the IDF is mostly successful in isolating the murderers, and targeting them and them only. 

Under these fighting conditions, unfortunately, sometimes innocent citizens are injured, despite all the efforts to avoid it.  However, we must remember that the fight against terror was forced on us.

The Palestinian Authority never upheld their commitment to stop terror attacks and dismantle terrorist organizations.  When it happens, there will, of course, be no need to continue fighting.  Regrettably, I do not see this happening in the near future.  

The terrorist organizations would not be able to continue to act if they did not receive encouragement, funding, training and guidance from regimes and organizations which support terror on the axis of evil which runs through Tehran, Damascus, Al Qaeda, global Jihad and Hizbollah.

The shameful statements made by the President of Iran were heard by the entire world, and it is inconceivable that such a fanatical dictatorial regime will have the weapons to realize his insane visions.  

We must not forget the lessons of history.  We, the Jews, certainly cannot forget.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

In closing, I again welcome all the participants in the 35th Zionist Congress – the elected delegates from Israel, other delegates, representatives of the Zionist women’s movements Hadassah and Wizo, Ne’amat and Emunah, the delegates representing various organizations: the World Federation of Sephardic Communities, world B’nai B’rith, World Maccabi Federation, the World Assembly of Synagogues and Orthodox Communities, the World Conservative Union of Synagogues, the World Union for Progressive Judaism, the Reform Movement, representatives of student organizations, the Zionist Council of Israel, and at the end of the list, although I already mentioned it, World Emunah.

May all your discussions at this Congress and decisions made strengthen the World Zionist Federation, advance the goals of the World Zionist movement, and transform the 35th Congress into a milestone and starting point towards a new Zionist drive.

Welcome and good luck!
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