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Translation
April 1, 2009

Farewell speech by Israel's 12th Prime Minister, Mr. Ehud Olmert

The President's House
The Honorable President, Mr. Shimon Peres, 

The Honorable Prime Minister, Mr. Benjamin Netanyahu, 

Honorable Speaker of the Knesset, Reuven Rivlin, 

The Prime Minister's Wife, Mrs. Sara Netanyahu, and children Yair and Avner, 

Ministers of the 31st and 32nd Israeli Governments, 

Knesset Members, 

Distinguished Guests, 

Today, from Jerusalem, the capital of the Jewish people, from the home of the President of the State, the symbol of Israel's sovereignty, I wish to turn to all the citizens of Israel and to the people of Israel, who, over three years ago, bestowed upon me this great privilege to be their Prime Minister, and who gave me their faith and support and entrusted me with their future. 

I wish to take this final opportunity, on the conclusion of my term as Prime Minister, to share with you, citizens of Israel, my sentiments, thoughts, hopes and dreams. 

From a young age, for the past 36 years, I operated with the sense and conviction that I was meant to serve the Israeli public.  That was the case when I was a Knesset member, a minister, mayor of Jerusalem and finally Prime Minister.  This is also the case today, as I complete my term as the 12th Prime Minister of the State of Israel. 

Today, after more than three years as Prime Minister of Israel, I step down with a sense of pride and satisfaction.  Despite the circumstances, I harbor no anger or resentment toward any person or any functionary.  I believe with all my heart that I was privileged to be what only 11 selected individuals were before me – Prime Minister of Israel. 

This is indeed a tough, demanding job, an often thankless one, involving enormous responsibility and great isolation, but it is also a tremendous privilege that I am pleased to have had. 

I was privileged to lead the people of Israel in moments of unity and in times of remarkable strength, and it was at difficult moments in the life of this country that I was privileged to witness the eruptions of the volunteer spirit and the mutual responsibility.  

I had the privilege of meeting Bar Hotobeli, a 1st grade student at the Ksulot school in Natzrat Ilit, and Yona Kanino, principal of the Kol Yaakov school in Yerucham, who told me of the improvement in the education system, thanks to the specially designated school hours in the framework of the New Horizon education reform program.  I had the privilege of seeing Holocaust survivors express their gratitude, in tears of pain, for what the Government has done for them for the first time in the sixty years of the State's existence. I had the privilege of granting citations of excellence to civil service volunteers – Shimon Geshayed, a young ultra-Orthodox man, and Tasnim Kilaniya, a young Arab man, who were taking another step into the heart of Israeli society. 

I received a warm hug from Peleg Abutbul, a sweet 18-month old toddler from Kibbutz Gavim, whose peace of mind, and that of his family, was disturbed by the whistles of Qassam rockets. 

I had the privilege of witnessing Orel Levi, a 4th grade student from Sderot, delivering a speech to a large audience of students and teachers from her school, sharing her feelings with me, on the eve of Operation Cast Lead in Gaza. 

I had the privilege of hearing from Dubi Amitai, a farmer from Metula, how he and his farmer friends were cultivating their land, without fear, to the last meter, thanks to the calm that has prevailed in the North for almost three years.  

I had the privilege of standing at the helm of a country that has the best, most moral and advanced army in the world.  I met with the brave commanders and soldiers of the IDF.  They, who risk their lives for the security of the homeland and the people, are the clearest expression of the ever-so-Israeli saying: "you have someone to count on". 

I had the privilege of meeting Itai Arneliv, a brave man, an example to all of us, a paratroopers officer who was severely injured during an operational activity in Nablus, recovered, rehabilitated and returned to service.  

I had the privilege of witnessing the enormous emotional strength exuding from families who lost their loved ones, and whose valiant spirit is the State of Israel's pillar of strength. 

I had the privilege of witnessing the fruits of the operations by Israel's clandestine fighters, in the General Security Service and the Mossad.  Fighters characterized by morality, humility and remarkable sophistication.  Their resumes are filled with glorious operations that will only be made public in many years to come and only then will their contribution to Israel's security be revealed. 

I served as Prime Minister during many painful, moving and difficult moments.  One of the most difficult moments for me was seeing the tears of Karnit, the wife of Udi Goldwasser, a soldier who was kidnapped by a despicable enemy, upon the return of his body and that of his comrade, Eldad Regev, may their memory be blessed. 

I sat many times with the Shalit family.  I saw their pain, as well as their anger, their anticipation and endless longing.  I felt their pain and understood their disappointment. 

I had the privilege of meeting the young members of the Ayalim Association, students who are settling the Negev and the Galilee with a vision that is no less great than that of my parents and their contemporaries, founders of this land. 

I had the privilege of witnessing the Arab minority living alongside us – many members of which constitute an inseparable part of us – making considerable steps toward a life together, a life of genuine, equal partnership. 

I also had the privilege of witnessing the Israeli economy reach the greatest heights since its inception.  I believe that despite the global economic crisis, we will reach these heights again. 

Indeed, I was privileged. 

However, there is one thing that I was not privileged to achieve. I did not have the privilege of realizing my dream and achieving true peace with our neighbors.  Although we have made considerable progress in this field and discussed topics we did not dare discuss in the past, the work is yet to be completed.  Peace is not a one man's dream.  It is the dream of a very large portion of our people, who have been yearning for peace and dreaming about it for many years. 

Throughout my entire term, I never ceased working toward bringing peace to the people of Israel – peace with our Palestinian neighbors and peace with our Syrian neighbors.  I did this because I believed that peace was attainable, and I still believe that we can achieve real peace that will guarantee the stability, prosperity and security of the State of Israel.  

I hope that the next government will continue the peace negotiations in the path outlined by this government, as there is no other way and there is no future for Israel other than the ongoing pursuit of a peace agreement.  

Citizens of Israel, 

Throughout the dozens of years in which I have served the public, I always had the good of the people, its welfare and wellbeing, at the top of my concern.  Apart from many actions, difficult decisions and maybe also achievements, I have also made mistakes.  I am not ashamed to admit it.  I regret it.  Everything I did, I did out of my deep love and concern for the people and State of Israel.  

Too often recently I have been hearing statements that Israel is in a difficult situation, that the challenges are enormous, that it is doubtful whether we will be able to withstand them, and that we have never been in this situation before. 

To all those skeptics, I wish to say proudly – the State of Israel is a remarkable state, there is none other like it in the world. We know the truth.  True, we have problems.  Israel is a state which faces difficult challenges in various fields, but it is also a state that has made exceptional achievements, and it will continue to do so. 

The State of Israel is a superpower, with its strength, its values, its industry, its human capital, its research and development, the things we manufacture, which very few countries in the world can manufacture. 

However, sometimes we are also a superpower with the over-sensitivity we generate, the level of discontent we create, the lack of self-satisfaction that we sometimes demonstrate.  We must view these things in proportion to the overall picture, and see the State of Israel for what it really is.  We must think of all those countries which often have difficulty in providing their citizens with basic services, and we must tell ourselves that we, and the generations before us, created a remarkable country, a miracle.  These are valuable things, and I believe they should instill pride in the hearts of each and every one of us.  

My fellow ministers, 

I wish to express my gratitude and appreciation to you, ministers of the 31st Government, who worked with me toward a better future for the people and State of Israel.  Undoubtedly you share my best wishes for success to the new incoming ministers.  The 31st Government will hand over the reigns of power to the 32nd Government in an orderly, appropriate manner, transferring all the required knowledge, processes and organizational memory.  I believe that this process, which is conducted for the first time, will guarantee governmental and organizational continuity for the executive authority, so that the diverse activity, to which my fellow ministers have been partners, will continue.  

To you, my friend Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel's 13th Prime Minister, I offer my best wishes for success. Your success is everyone's success.  On assuming this position, you will be required to study the problems and capabilities, set priorities and mainly make decisions.  A Prime Minister is measured by the ability to make a decision, make difficult decisions, perhaps the most difficult any human being is required to accept.  I wish you success in making the right decision, with wisdom and judgment. 

With your permission, I would like to say a few words to the people close to me. 

First of all to my wife Aliza, my children, all my family, my dear brothers who chose, throughout all my years of public service, to refrain from taking part in public life and to maintain their privacy. 

My wife Aliza has worked voluntarily, almost in hiding, for the benefit of Israel's children, providing many of them with opportunities that were not afforded them in the past.  I am proud of her. 

I thank the members of my personal staff, many of whom have been with me for many years, and some of whom joined me in my last position – a moral, gifted, dedicated, loving and supportive team.  You were with me in the important moments, the happy moments and the difficult ones, and I thank you wholeheartedly for that. 

Finally, I want to thank the people of Israel and the citizens of Israel.  I am not saying goodbye to you.  I am only saying goodbye to one thing – the role of Prime Minister.  I am not saying goodbye to the State of Israel. I have no other State, I have no other people, I have no other friends. 

I am a proud and happy citizen, and like any other citizen, I have hopes, expectations and sometimes also complaints, but ultimately, this is my country, it is ours, and there is none other like it, there is no other people like this people. 

Thank you very much. 
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