
Meretz-Yahad 

The challenge facing Meretz, for years the anchor of the Israeli left, is to avoid losing votes to the Labor Party on socio-economic issues, and to Kadima on the issue of further withdrawals from the West Bank. 

After a substantial loss of seats in the 2003 elections, Meretz underwent an image and name change and emerged as Meretz-Yahad. Party chief Yossi Sarid had resigned in the wake of the elections, when the party shrunk from ten seats to six, and was succeeded as leader MK Yossi Beilin. 

Meretz supports ending the occupation, resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict through a two-state solution, with the creation of a Palestinian state based on the 1967 borders, with some small corrections, and the removal of the majority of the settlements. If a solution cannot be reached through negotiation, Meretz backs a unilateral withdraw from the West Bank. 

The party is favor of the privatization of government corporations, but not national bodies. It also advocates increasing the education and welfare budgets, especially welfare payments to the weakest sectors of society, such as single-parent families, the disabled and the homeless.

Meretz also supports imposing a capital gains tax, to avoid harming the weak and intermediate sectors. It advocates a long school day, including free lunches for children from poor families.

Meretz supports a total separation of religion, state and politics. It backs the annulment of the religious councils and was behind the Religious Services Law, which makes religious institutions subordinate to the state and the High Court.

Meretz was partner to a Supreme Court petition regarding the draft of yeshiva students and worked toward the cancellation of the Tal Law, which exempts yeshiva students from national service. 

The party is active in promoting the opening of shopping centers and places of entertainment and the operation of public transport on the Sabbath. It also proposed a law that would also have allowed national carrier El Al to operate on the Sabbath. 

Meretz has initiated several bills aimed at preserving human and civil rights, including proposals to prohibit the sale of human organs, allow euthanasia, promote equal opportunities in the workplace and the cancellation of emergency legislation allowing for administrative detention.

Society and Economy
The equality of all men and women and the principles of social and distributive justice necessitate an economic policy that promotes economic growth while at the same time ensures an equitable distribution of the fruits of economic growth, narrows social gaps, and safeguards the foundations of the modern welfare state.

· Enacting social rights legislation 

· Instituting universal income tax reporting and taxation of all income, including government allowances. 

· Stimulating employment and increasing the investment in education and vocational training. 

· Upholding the principles of the national health bill, narrowing the gaps in health care provision and thwarting the erosion of the health care "basket" of services. 

· Establishing a mandatory pension plan for all workers 

The Peace Process, Defense and Foreign Relations 
The termination of the occupation and the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is an absolute prerequisite for transforming Israel into a developed, secure and normal country. This should be implemented on the basis of a two-state solution (Israeli and Palestinian), in accordance with the principles outlined in the Geneva Accord, the Clinton plan, and the Arab initiatives, with the goal of achieving a comprehensive peace between Israel and all its neighbors. If a negotiated solution is unattainable, unilateral measures should be taken to end the occupation and withdraw from the territories.

· Transforming the prevailing notion of security and streamlining the army to effectively confront the very real and current threats to Israel's security. Reducing the length of compulsory military service, permitting exemptions on grounds of conscience and gradually transforming the IDF into a professional army. 

· Creating a clear separation between army and the polity, demilitarizing the National Security Council, and adopting a 3-year cooling-off period between the retirement of high-ranking army personnel and their entry into political life.

Israel as a Multicultural Society
Israel, the national home of the Jewish people, is a multicultural, democratic state with a significant Arab national minority. Israel's multicultural character will find expression in the freedom of each of its population subgroups - Jews and Arabs, religious and secular, Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jews - to shape its own distinctive character while ensuring the principle common to all of the innate worth of each and every individual.

· Each of Israel's cultural subgroups may retain its own distinct educational system, while at the same time adhering to a national core curriculum that teaches the supreme value of human life, tolerance, and respect for diversity. 

· Israel's national calendar will include Arab holidays, and the use of Arabic and its instruction in the schools will be expanded. 

· Civil marriage will be permitted, as will same-sex marriage. 

· Israel's population registry will list as "Jewish" those who have joined the Jewish people - even without formal conversion, including children born to a Jewish father and a non-Jewish mother and all those who come to Israel under the Law of Return and who identify themselves as Jews and do not subscribe to another religious faith.

Education
Education is the primary infrastructure for the creation of an enlightened, democratic society and a prosperous and equitable economic system.

· The laws mandating free compulsory education and a long school day will be strenuously enforced. 

· Education will be increasingly decentralized, granting local authorities greater authority and autonomy. 

· Education will be budgeted per pupil, and a policy of affirmative action will be introduced.

Human Rights
The defense of universal human rights represents the essence of a healthy society. This subsumes the protection of civil and social rights, political freedoms, and the freedom of group self-expression.

· Introducing a Declaration of Human Rights for the State of Israel, including the drafting of a preliminary constitution. 

· Rescinding the state of emergency. 

· Establishing a Commission for Human Rights that will monitor the status of human rights in Israel and will promote a human rights agenda. 

Sustained Socioecological Environment 
The environmental problems in Israel are at the same time social and political problems whose solution is inextricably linked to the redressing of the problems of social justice.

· We propose the creation of a national council for a sustained socioecological environment, to be composed of public representatives, green organizations, and other bodies. 

· Imposing "green taxes" on certain goods and services such as gasoline, cigarettes, without increasing the burden already shouldered by Israeli taxpayers. 

Government Accountability
· Ratification of a constitution in which the civil rights of Israelis will be enshrined and which will empower the Supreme Court to annul illegal legislation. 

· Reform of the civil service, leading to more efficient and improved service delivery, including a reduction in the number of government ministries. 

· Revoking censorship and ensuring freedom of expression.

Top 7: Yossi Beilin, Haim Oron, Ran Cohen, Zehava Gal-On, Avshalom Vilan, ultra-Orthodox author Tzvia Greenfield, Farij Isawi

First timers: Tzvia Greenfield, Isawi Farij

Key subtractions: MK Yossi Sarid — retiring from the Knesset; MK Roman Bronfman — running with Democratic Choice party

Platform: Return to 1967 borders with minor adjustments involving territorial exchanges; division of Jerusalem, solving the refugee problem without a right of return to Israel; liberal social agenda

Campaign slogan: Meretz — the left wing party that puts people in the center

Other slogans (literal translation from Hebrew): Detached left-wingers — detached from southern Lebanon, the Gaza Strip and the West Bank

Arab lovers — and lovers of gays, lesbians, senior citizens and university students

Memorable campaign slogans: We have Meretz (vigor) to act (yesh lanu Meretz la’asot)

Previous results: 1992: 12 mandates; 1996: 9 mandates; 1999: 10 mandates

Current MKs: 6

Poll position: 4-7 mandates

The bottom line: Meretz-Yahad, according to most polls, will lose many voters in the coming elections, mainly in favor of Kadima. Also, Beilin is viewed by many as an elitist and capitalist who is therefore unable to attract voters from the lower classes.

