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Avi Bar-Eli, Noa Shpigel 
and Michael Hauser Tov

Fourteen coalition law-
makers haven’t said if 
they’ll vote for the govern-
ment’s proposed budget for 
2023-24 on Monday, and 
several have threatened to 
vote against it. 

Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu’s Likud par-
ty is locked in disputes with 
Religious Zionism, United 
Torah Judaism, Otzma Ye-
hudit and Noam over the 
distribution of so-called 
coalition funds promised 
to parties in the coalition 
agreements – about 14 bil-

lion shekels ($3.864 billion) 
in all.

The disagreement, fo-
cusing on at least 1 billion 
shekels of the sum, broke 
out a week ago and all par-
ties have dug in. On Thurs-
day Netanyahu called on his 
coalition partners to stop 
making threats and unrea-
sonable demands, saying, 
“There is not and will never 
be a better government.”

Netanyahu said Nation-
al Missions Minister Orit 
Strock joined his appeal. On 
Twitter she called the cur-

rent government a “dream 
government,” adding that 
“history, and the public,” 
will reckon with anyone 
who causes the government 
to fall.

Netanyahu and Finance 
Minister Bezalel Smotrich 
hope to push the budget 
through the Knesset for 
its second and third, or 
final, vote Monday. They 
have three options: One is 
to persuade the parties to 
postpone discussion of their 
demands until after the 
budget is passed. The sec-

ond is to accede to at least 
some of the demands, ne-
cessitating immediate cab-
inet approval and finding 
a source for the additional 
money – across-the-board 
cuts, presumably. The third 
option is to delay voting in 
favor of more talks.

If the budget is not ap-
proved by May 29, the gov-
ernment will fall.

The most serious dis-
agreement is with United 
Torah Judaism. The law-
makers of its Agudat Yis-
rael component are threat-

ening to vote against the 
budget after learning that 
hefty allocations for their 
schools and monthly sti-
pends for married, full-time 
yeshiva students, adding up 
to 3.5 billion shekels, will 
begin only next year. 

Otzma Yehudit, mean-
while, is outraged that the 
Negev and Galilee Devel-
opment Ministry will only 
receive about 450 million 
shekels rather than the 2 
billion (for two years) prom-
ised in the coalition agree-
ment. The overlapping Na-

tional Missions Ministry, 
headed by Otzma Yehudit’s 
Strock, is set to receive co-
alition funds of 1.27 billion 
shekels.

Avi Moaz, the sole law-
maker of Religious Zion-
ism component Noam, is 
demanding 285 million 
shekels promised in the co-
alition agreements for the 
establishment of a National 
Jewish Identity Authority.

The cabinet is expected 
to approve an additional al-
location of 40 million shek-
els for Jerusalem’s Western 
Wall – just 18 months after 
110 million shekels was ap-
proved for a project to “up-

grade infrastructure and 
encourage visits” to the site.

Speaking at an event 
marking Jerusalem Day, 
Netanyahu described the 
government he has led 
since late year as “a na-
tional government, an ag-
gressive government, a 
government that takes care 
of Jewish heritage and of 
settlement in the Land of 
Israel. It’s time to stop mak-
ing threats, to stop boycot-
ting, to stop climbing onto 
your high horse.”

Netanyahu urged his 
partners to “work together 
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Tens of thousands of Is-
raelis took to Israel’s streets 
on Saturday for the twenti-
eth week in a row to protest 
against Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu’s govern-
ment’s judicial overhaul plan.

In the latest wave of pro-
tests, however, the protest-
ers expanded the scope of 
their demands to include 
additional issues, with 
speaker after speaker tak-
ing aim at the government 
budget quickly taking shape 
under the aegis of Netanya-
hu’s ultra-Orthodox coali-
tion members. Demonstra-
tors charge that the plan 
will bring about inflated 
budgets for ultra-Orthodox 
institutions at the expense 
of secular Israelis, through 
steps such as the controver-
sial property tax fund.

“The government is pro-
moting an extremist mes-
sianic agenda… It doesn’t 
listen to professionals and 
ignores warnings,” Shaul 
Meridor, former head of the 
Finance Ministry’s budget 
division, told the crowd in 
Tel Aviv.

“The government is pass-
ing a budget that makes its 
priorities very clear. Yeshi-
vas are more important than 
jobs, ignorance and food 
stamps are more important 
than education. ‘Trust us,’ 
they say. ‘We’ll protect your 
rights’ as they steer the ship 
right into the iceberg!” The 
government “doesn’t work 
for the public,” Meridor 
declared. Rather, it wants 
“the public to work for its 
survival.”

On Wednesday, protesters 
marched through the ultra-
Orthodox city of Bnei Brak 
to protest reported budget 
hikes granted at the behest 
of Haredi parties.

Former head of the Shin 
Bet security service Carmi 
Gillon addressed the pro-
testers at the demonstration 
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Syrian President Bashar 
Assad was given a warm wel-
come at an Arab summit on 
Friday, winning a hug from 
Saudi Arabia’s crown prince 
at a meeting of leaders who 
had shunned him for years, 
in a policy shift opposed by 
the U.S. and other Western 
powers.

Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman shook 
hands with a beaming Assad 
as the summit got underway, 
drawing a line under Arab 
enmity toward a leader who 
turned the tide of Syria’s 
civil war with help from 
Shi’ite Iran and Russia.

The summit showcased 
redoubled Saudi Arabia ef-
forts to exercise sway on the 
global stage, with Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zel-
enskyy in attendance and 
Crown Prince Mohammed 
restating Riyadh’s readiness 
to mediate in the war with 
Russia.

Oil powerhouse Saudi 
Arabia, once heavily influ-
enced by the United States, 
has taken the diplomatic 

lead in the Arab world in the 
past year, reestablishing ties 
with Iran, welcoming Syria 
back to the fold, and mediat-
ing in the Sudan conflict.

With many Arab states 
hoping Assad will now take 
steps to distance Syria from 
Shi’ite Iran, Assad said the 
country’s “past, present, and 
future is Arabism,” but with-
out mentioning Tehran – for 
decades a close Syrian ally.

In an apparent swipe at 
Turkish President Tayyip 
Erdogan, who has backed 
Syrian rebels and sent Turk-
ish forces into swathes of 
northern Syria, Assad noted 
the “danger of expansionist 
Ottoman thought,” describ-
ing it as influenced by the 
Muslim Brotherhood – an 
Islamist group seen as a 
foe by Damascus and many 
other Arab states.

Crown Prince Moham-
med said he hoped Syria’s 
“return to the Arab League 
leads to the end of its cri-
sis,” 12 years after Arab 
states suspended Syria as it 
descended into a civil war 

Syria’s Assad gets 
warm welcome at 
Saudi Arabia summit

Gidi Weitz

Up until a few years ago, 
Hollywood producer and 
businessman Arnon Mil-
chan was one of the stron-
gest players among Israel’s 
moguls. President Shimon 
Peres opened his home to 
him, and Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu took 
his calls anytime, even in 
the middle of important 
meetings.

“I’m going to establish a 
government,” Milchan told 
fellow Channel 10 share-
holder Yossi Maiman, imme-
diately after the exit polls of 
one of the elections was re-
leased. In 2015, he gave his 
patronage to a secret meet-
ing between Netanyahu and 
his rival Isaac Herzog, in 
an attempt to create a unity 
government.

Milchan also did not shy 
away from getting involved 
in security matters. On his 
visits to Israel in the sum-
mers and during Christmas 
vacations, he regularly met 
with successive Mossad 
chiefs Meir Dagan, Tamir 
Pardo and Yossi Cohen. He 
told Zeev Feldman, who 
managed his affairs in Is-
rael, that he had a hand in 
Cohen’s appointment. He 
told police investigators that 
he had worked clandestinely 
in the ranks of an intelli-
gence agency: “There was a 
maneuver we tried to make 
against the Iranians... I had 
to find a bank that would 
agree to take $15 million in 

a suitcase.”
He hosted anyone who’s 

anyone at his luxurious 
home, nestled on a cliff 
overlooking the Mediterra-
nean at Moshav Beit Yanai. 
Benjamin and Sara Netan-
yahu and Yair and Lihi La-
pid were invited there for 
a dinner together; Peres 
had an intimate birthday 
celebration and Sara threw 
a large-scale party there. 
Ehud Barak, Tzipi Livni, 
Avigdor Lieberman and Ar-
non Mozes enjoyed meals 
prepared by private chefs 
or drinks with a view of the 
sunset. Mossad chief Co-
hen “borrowed” Milchan’s 

second home in Herzliya 
for what was defined as “a 
diplomatic meeting.” Tony 
Blair, Naomi Campbell, Sa-
sha Baron Cohen and many 
others were also guests.

Today, the luxury homes 
stand empty, but someone 
is making sure that the 
swimming pool is cleaned, 
the garden is tended and 
the rooms are dusted. The 
flow of esteemed guests 
has stopped since Case 
1000, in which Netanyahu 
was charged with fraud 
and breach of trust, came 
to light, changing Milchan’s 
life beyond recognition.

Toward the end of 2016, 

the Hollywood producer’s 
private jet landed in Israel. 
Shortly after, his phone 
rang, and a member of the 
police’s fraud investigation 
unit asked him to come in 
the next day for question-
ing. Milchan understood im-
mediately. One investigator 
asked him if he knows why 
he’s there. “I’m sure... it has 
to do with Bibi,” he replied. 
“I don’t have any skeletons 
in my closet. I haven’t killed 
anyone, I haven’t stolen any-
thing, I haven’t committed 
any crimes.” 

Over his three days of 
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The chief of staff of Na-
tional Security Minister It-
amar Ben-Gvir has broken 
precedent by participating 
in interviews of senior po-
lice officers seeking pro-
motion, according to senior 
police officials. 

The officials note that 
the chief of staff, Chanamel 
Dorfman, is known to the po-
lice and the Shin Bet secu-
rity service as a right-wing 
extremist. He has at times 
received administrative re-
straining orders to not enter 
the West Bank based on in-
formation about his involve-
ment in nationalist crimes 
against Palestinians. They 
say he wields significant in-
fluence over senior appoint-

ments.
Ben-Gvir held a series 

of interviews this week for 
a round of senior appoint-
ments. Interviewees were 
surprised to see Dorfman 
in the room. A number of 
sources familiar with the 
interviews say Dorfman is 
a dominant figure regard-
ing promotions and appoint-
ments. 

“It’s no longer clear who 
is the minister and who is 
the aide,” one senior officer 
said. Other officials at the in-
terviews included National 
Security Ministry director 
general Shlomo Ben Eliya-
hu and Ben-Gvir’s security 
secretary Kobi Yaakobi, who 
was only recently promoted 
to the rank of Maj. General 
with Dorfman’s support. 

Ben-Gvir is expected to 
approve Police Commis-
sioner Kobi Shabtai’s rec-
ommendation to remove Tel 
Aviv district commander 
Ami Eshed from his post. 
Leading candidates to re-
place him include Border 
Police commander Amir 
Cohen, who enjoys Shabtai’s 
backing, and Coastal Dis-
trict commander Yoram 
Sofer, who is more experi-
enced than Cohen. Eshed 
reportedly plans to fight his 
expected demotion in court. 

A Haaretz investigation 
has found that chiefs-of-
staff of Ben-Gvir’s prede-
cessors were involved in 
such interviews only in ex-
ceptional circumstances, 

Adi Hashmonai

The son of a local govern-
ment official was gunned 
down in northern Israel on 
Thursday night, bringing 
the number of people mur-
dered in Israel this month 
alone to 26.

Fares Massadeh, 28, was 
shot and killed and another 
person was moderately 
wounded in Kafr Yasif, an 
Arab town in the Galilee. 
Police say that both victims 
were familiar to them, and 
suspect the incident was re-
lated to organized crime.

According to data collect-

ed by Haaretz, Massadeh – 
the son of the deputy chair 
of the Kafr Yasif Municipal-
ity, Zahi Massadeh – is the 
79th homicide victim among 
Israel’s Arab community 
since the start of this year.

Witnesses said that the 
younger Massadeh and the 
other shooting victim were 
standing at the entrance to 
Massadeh’s father’s home 
when a vehicle suddenly 
sped past and ran them 
over. Shots were fired from 
the vehicle immediately af-
terward. 

Massadeh was declared 
dead at the scene.

Police said it wasn’t clear 
whether Massadeh or the 
man with him was the target 
of the hit. Both have crimi-
nal records. 

Police said this is the 18th 
murder in the past year and 
a half involving the conflict 
between the Bakri and Hari-
ri crime families.

Last month, a Haaretz 
investigation found that po-
lice have solved less than 5 
percent of the murders com-
mitted so far this year in the 
Arab community, compared 
to a success rate of 83 per-
cent of murders in the Jew-
ish community.
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