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Prologue 
 
n mid-October 2012 a general election for the 19th Knesset was called 
for January 22 2013 and was expected to result in radical change to 
the political landscape.  Kadima, the party founded in late 2005 by 

former Prime Minister Ariel Sharon and which had won the largest 
number of seats in the election of February 2009, had virtually 
disintegrated. Ehud Barak, the Defence Minister and another ex-Prime 
Minister, had announced his departure from politics. In November 2012, 
Naftali Bennett, a 40-year old former businessman, organized a coup of 
the moribund National Religious Party, forcing it into alliance with 
another small right-wing party and forming HaBayit HaYehudi (The 
Jewish Home) and campaigned to annex substantial parts of the West 
Bank to Israel (Bennett 2013).  The final ingredient in this political 
cocktail was Yesh Atid (There is a Future), founded by Yair Lapid, a 
former TV chat-show host, actor, playwright and author, virulently 
opposed to ultra-orthodox political parties, as was his father, a former 
Minister of Justice. 

Just days after the election date had been fixed, Prime Minister 
Netanyahu and Foreign Minister Lieberman announced that their 
respective parties, Likud and Yisrael Beitenu (Israel is our Home), would 
present a combined list, rationalizing that as the differences between the 
parties were slight, a joint list would obviate the need to choose between 
them, raising the probability that the list would receive most votes, 
thereby enabling them to form the next coalition. Lieberman also wished 
to bring what had been a Russian immigrant party into the mainstream.   

Candidate lists had to be submitted by December 6 2012.  
Consequently, up to that date, rumours abounded as to which parties and 
individuals would actually contest the election.  Much of the speculation 
concerned whether two politicians, former Prime Minister Ehud Olmert 
and former Foreign Minister and Opposition Leader Tzipi Livni would 
run.  On November 27, Livni announced the formation of a new party, 
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HaTnuah (The Movement); Olmert, still embroiled in legal proceedings, 
declined the challenge.   

Some parties held democratic primaries to choose and rank their 
candidates; others used less overt procedures. HaBayit HaYehudi, Likud, 
Labour and Meretz, a small left-wing party, held primaries; as far as can 
be ascertained, the lists for Yisrael Beitenu, Yesh Atid and HaTnuah were 
formulated by their respective party leaders.  The Haredi (ultra-Orthodox) 
candidates were appointed by their respective Torah Elders and Torah 
Sages. 

Although Likud and Yisrael Beitenu presented a joint list (Netanyahu 
and Lieberman repeatedly stated that their parties were not amalgamating) 
the candidates for each party were chosen by different methods and they 
agreed the number and ranking of the candidates for each in what was 
then regarded as “realistic” positions—perhaps as far as 45 on the joint 
list.  The Likud primaries were held shortly after Israel’s eight-day “Pillar 
of Defence” operation in Gaza.  This directly influenced the outcome, 
producing a candidate list far to the Right of that expected and preferred 
by Prime Minister Netanyahu. Labour’s primaries were held in the 
shadow of the 2011 street demonstrations over the cost of living and 
resulted in a list more appealing to the Left-wing than the Centre. 

Despite the Likud/Beitenu alliance, early polls indicated a fall in 
support for the right wing.  This pressurized the “Centre” parties — 
Labour, Yesh Atid and HaTnuah — into announcing that they would 
follow the example of the right-wing parties by also presenting a joint list.  
Some felt that such a list could offer itself to the electorate as an 
alternative to Likud/Beitenu and perhaps receive enough seats to form a 
government.  In the event, each of the three party leaders chose to run 
independently, egos trumping apparent logic. 

 
The Campaign 

 
The campaign began in earnest with the submission of the party lists.  It 
was generally low-key, with television advertising only kicking in during 
the last fortnight (see Kenig & Atmor 2013).  Advertising messages were 
relayed primarily by placards and posters along the streets, on buildings 
and buses.  Subtle changes in advertising were observed during the life of 
the campaign.  For instance, Shas, the Sephardi Haredi party, a member of 
almost every coalition since 1984 began its bus-advertising campaign with 
a slogan claiming to represent the interests of the poor from within a 
Netanyahu-led government; oddly for a party running independently, the 
poster was adorned with a large portrait of the Prime Minister.  When, 
halfway through the campaign, it dawned on Shas that it might not be in 
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the ensuing government, the slogan remained but Netanyahu’s face was 
replaced by that of Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, the movement’s “spiritual 
leader”. 

The electorate was polled constantly during the course of the 
campaign.  Between October 28 2012 and January 18 2013, 59 polls were 
conducted and their results published — one each 1.4 days (Saltan 2013).  
This non-stop publication of polls influenced many voters.  All the polls 
showed a decline in support for Likud/Beitenu from a high of 42 seats in 
late October to 32 just four days before polling.  Although two polls by 
right-wing newspapers, Yisrael HaYom (owned by Netanyahu supporter 
Sheldon Adelson and distributed free on the streets) and Ma’ariv showed 
a surge for Likud in the final days, these were exceptions—and wrong.  
However, the surveys also showed steady loss of support for Labour, from 
24 seats early on to between 15 and 17 towards the end of the campaign. 

The polls also indicated unchanging support for the main Haredi and 
the three major Arab parties, all parties with “loyal” voters.  They also 
indicated a rise in support for the small but ideologically pure left-wing 
Meretz from three seats to around six at the end of the campaign.  
According to these surveys, the “official” Centre parties, HaTnuah and 
Yesh Atid were undergoing mixed fortunes, with a slight rise recorded for 
the former and a drop for the latter.  They all also showed the remarkable 
rehabilitation of the National Religious Party in its new guise under the 
guidance of Bennett.  Though almost all the party’s front-runners were 
religious and from West Bank settlements and espoused an 
uncompromising stand on settlement and annexation, the PR message of 
the party was a desire to transmogrify into one in which religious and 
secular could function together.  The media bought into this story and 
Bennett, unabashedly displaying his macho commando and successful 
business past, became the campaign’s blue-eyed boy, culminating in a 
full-length article in The New Yorker on January 21 2013.  HaBayit 
HaYehudi’s positive showing in the polls continued despite several faux 
pas and stories of “bad blood” between Bennett, the Prime Minister and 
the latter’s wife when Bennett had been Director of Netanyahu’s bureau 
some years before. Beginning the campaign on between five and eight 
seats, the surveys suggested they might receive as many as 15. 

In addition to the public opinion polls and the information or 
disinformation they emplaced in the voters’ minds, one enterprising 
website associated with Israel’s Channel Two Television channel offered 
voters a short questionnaire of just over 20 questions divided into 
Economic/Social, International/Political and Secular/Religious issues to 
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help identify the party closest to their views amongst the quagmire that is 
Israeli electoral politics (Channel Two, 2013). 

Although the polls had spotted the general trends (waning support for 
the traditionally dominant parties), a resurgence in the fortunes of the 
National Religious Party and Meretz, constancy in backing for the 
Haredim and the Arabs, and the re-emergence of support for Centre 
parties, none of the polls spotted the one event that made all the difference 
to the structure of the coalition that finally emerged.  Although it was 
forecast that Yesh Atid would do well, the extent of its success was 
missed; instead of the projected 10—12 seats, it won 19. Whether this was 
due to flawed polling or that voters made their decision at the last minute 
is, in the short run, moot and essentially irrelevant. 
 
iii) Average of Polls published on January 18 2103 conducted during 
the week before the election  (Saltan, 2013) 

 

 
The Election 

 
Thirty-two parties competed for the 120 seats on election day, January 

22 2013. Of these, 12 passed the 2% threshold needed for entry (a 
minimum of two Knesset seats).  Following publication of the official 
results a week later, the President held formal consultations with 
representatives of all parties and the task of forming a coalition was 
entrusted to Netanyahu, as leader of the list that received most votes. 
Following six weeks of contacts, conjecture and negotiation, a coalition 
was formed, comprising Likud/Beteinu, Yesh Atid, HaBayit HaYehudi and 
HaTnuah.  With 68 seats, it had an ostensibly comfortable majority of 16.  

Party Poll 
Average 

Actual seats won Over-estimate (+) 
Under-estimate (-) 

Likud Beitenu 35 31 +4 
Labour 18 15 +3 
HaBayit HaYehudi 15 12 +3 
Yesh Atid 12 19 -7 
Shas 11 11 0 
HaTenuah 7 6 +1 
Yahadut HaTorah 6 7 -1 
Meretz 6 6 0 
Hadash 4 4 0 
Ra’am/Ta’al 3 4 -1 
Balad 3 3 0 
Kadima 0 2 -2 
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There were 5,656,705 registered voters and 3,833,646 votes cast of 
which 40,904 (just under 1.1%) were invalid.  The participation rate was 
thus 67.8%.  The real participation rate was actually higher, as except for 
diplomats and merchant sailors Israel has no postal or absentee voting and 
it is estimated that at any given time, at least 10% of registered voters are 
abroad (Ynet 2013).  Furthermore, about 269,000 voters voted for parties 
that failed to pass the 2% threshold.  Thus in addition to the disqualified 
votes, wasted votes amounted to 8% of votes cast. 

 
Table 2 

 
Number of 
eligible voters 

Number of 
votes 

Voting 
percentage 

Valid votes Disqualified 
votes 

5,656,705 3,833,646 67.8% 3,792,742 40,904 

 
Coalition Formation 

 
Preceding the election there had been rampant speculation as to the shape 
of the government emerging after the election, so much so that while 
chairing a television debate on the weekend before polling day, Ayala 
Hasson, one of Israel’s most respected political commentators interrupted 
several “experts” with the prescient comment that all conjectures were 
unwarranted until actual numbers were known. 

During the coalition negotiations, a temporary and unscripted pact 
emerged between the two big gainers in the election, Lapid of Yesh Atid 
and Bennett of HaBayit HaYehudi.  With little in common other than that 
they were political novices who had done better than the polls had 
suggested and whose Knesset members owed their election almost 
entirely to their respective leaders, they fought—for entirely different 
reasons—to exclude Haredi parties from the new government.   

In contrast to the previous government and by recent Israeli standards, 
the new coalition was relatively compact, comprising 22 ministers with 
responsibility for 30 ministries.  Including the Prime Minister, 12 (54.5%) 
of these were from Likud/Beitenu, which also controlled 19 (63.3%) of the 
ministries.  In addition, eight Deputy Ministers were appointed, five from 
Likud.  In all, Likud/Beitenu, the party which had suffered the largest 
setback, thus did particularly well in the distribution of portfolios — even 
if many of these were considered junior government positions. 

The previous government had been marked by profligacy of ministries 
and ministers.  In addition to three Vice Prime Ministers (only one of 
which had a “real” job—the other two were “senior” Ministers without 
Portfolio) and four Deputy Prime Ministers, there were four Ministers 
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without Portfolio and nine Deputy Ministers.  Ironically, there was a 
Ministry (and Minister) for the Improvement of Government Services, 
which was jettisoned in the government formed in March 2013, as was the 
Ministry of Economic Strategy and the Ministry for Minorities.  On the 
other hand, a new Ministry of International Relations was created 
although at the time of writing (September 2013), there is no full-time 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, as Netanyahu awaits the outcome of 
Lieberman’s corruption trial. 

Table 3: Parties elected to the 19th Knesset, 2013. Coalition — 
Opposition 

 
List Valid votes Valid votes 

(%) 
Seats Ministries Ministers Deputy 

Ministers 
Likud/Yisrael 
Beitenu 

885,163 23.3% 31 19 12 5 

Yesh Atid 543,458 14.3% 19 5 5 1 
Israel Labor Party 432,118 11.4% 15    
Habayit Hayehudi 345,985 9.1% 12 4 3 2 
Shas 331,868 8.8% 11    
Yahadut HaTorah 195,892 5.2% 7    
HaTnuah 189,167 5.0% 6 2 2 0 
Meretz 172,403 4.6% 6    
United Arab List 138,450 3.7% 4    
Hadash 113,439 3.0% 4    
Balad 97,030 2.6% 3    
Kadima 78,974 2.1% 2    
Parties receiving <2% 
of votes 

268,795 7.1% 0    

TOTAL 3,792,742 100.0% 120    

 
Conclusion 

 
The elections to the 19th Knesset were conducted using the same highly 
proportional electoral system that Israel has used in each of the 18 
previous elections since 1948 and even prior to the establishment of the 
state.  This system was deemed appropriate during the British Mandate to 
ensure the representation of as wide a spectrum possible of political views 
from within the Yishuv (the Jewish community of pre-State Palestine) in 
dealing with the colonial power.  Changing the electoral system has never 
been an issue of great concern for Israel’s lawmakers with the 
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consequence that the country has an electoral system that met the needs of 
a small confessional community during a colonial period. 

In the mid-1970s, some politicians perceived a need for electoral 
reform but although preliminary bills were introduced in the Knesset they 
never advanced to committee stage and nothing practical followed 
(Waterman 1980; Waterman & Zefadia 1992).  Most politicians could see 
no good reason to tinker with, let alone reform, a system they were used to 
and understood how to manipulate — and in this sense Israel is little 
different to most other democracies.   

Technically, Israel operates a “Closed List” system in which the order 
of the candidates on a list is pre-determined and unalterable, with seats 
allocated in strict proportion to the number of votes each party receives 
and candidates elected in the order in which their names appear on the 
list.1  Voters can only choose a list and cannot express any preference 
among candidates. Closed List systems, especially where there is a single 
nation-wide constituency, are thus party-based systems and offer more or 
less full proportionality (Hix et al., 2010, Chapter 5).  In Israel there is 
also the proviso that they must pass the 2% (originally 1%) threshold, 
which prevents single-member factions.   

This system usually produces a plethora of parties, making coalition 
formation a drawn-out exercise with many possible combinations. And 
because it favours parties over candidates and the candidates’ position on 
the list determines the likelihood of their election, there is a propensity 
among members elected to represent primarily the narrow interests of the 
party that placed them high enough on the list to be elected.  They do not 
represent the electorate as individuals and are not answerable to any 
specific body of voters such as those of a constituency or electoral district.  
In other words, there is a dearth of personal accountability. 

The coalition agreement of March 15 2013, established that the 
Government would introduce a bill during the first session of the Knesset 
to invoke changes the system of government, to take effect from the next 
election (Knesset, 2013).  Included in this were the size and composition 
of the government (no more than 18 ministers and four deputy ministers 
and no ministers without portfolio).  The Knesset could overturn this only 
with a special majority of 70 Knesset members.  Moreover, all no-
confidence votes would need to be constructive votes, i.e., have an 
alternative government in hand at the time of the vote.   However, this 
agreement only called for raising the threshold for election to the Knesset 
                                                      
1 Israel is one of only five countries in which the whole country is a single 
constituency.  (The others are Moldova, The Netherlands, Slovakia, and Ukraine.) 
(Hix et al., 2010, 60) 
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from the current 2% to 4%, effectively determining that the smallest 
factions would consist of either four or five members.  True to its word, a 
preliminary reading of this bill was introduced into the Knesset and 
approved on May 8 2013 (Lis, 2013)  

However, the bill was controversial and labelled by some (including 
the recently deposed Knesset Speaker, Reuven Rivlin) as “undemocratic” 
and by the Leader of the Opposition Shelli Yacimovich as “dictatorial”.  
Although most of the venom was directed at the clause dealing with 
constructive no-confidence motions, there was also vocal opposition to 
raising the threshold.  The main criticism in this regard was that it was 
likely to increase the proportion of wasted votes by virtue of the fact that 
several smaller parties might not obtain sufficient votes to pass.   

However, it is not at all clear that this negative scenario could be the 
only scenario of such a change.  Indeed, a positive effect might bring 
about the drawing up of joint lists specifically to pass the threshold, (i.e., 
create mini-coalitions prior to the election), thereby clarifying the parties’ 
intentions before the vote and making the voters’ decisions that much 
easier. 

Notwithstanding such worthy aims, none of this constitutes a radical 
reform of the electoral system.  Not a word has been uttered about the 
possibility of change to a constituency-based system or making 
geographical constituencies at least a part of the Israel’s electoral make-
up.  Given the economic and social changes that have occurred in Israel 
over the past three decades, such as liberalization of the economy, 
privatization and the expansion of individual initiatives and advance of 
particularized responses and responsibilities at the expense of cooperative 
and group reactions, this is somewhat surprising.  It would certainly 
clarify the outcome of elections more rapidly and make the country’s 
elected representatives more directly answerable to the electorate.  Despite 
the dire warnings about the loss of proportionality, stable electoral 
systems that make use of electoral districts and maintain more than a 
modicum of proportionality are not difficult to design (vide Ireland) (see 
Hix et al., Chapter 5; Paddison, 1976).   

Perhaps politicians are just all conservatives when it comes to moving 
their own political goalposts.  

 
Bibliography 

 
Bennett, N. (2013) Annexing Area C. 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=tJ02QTeRpbw (Accessed, September 3 2013) 
Channel Two Television (2013) http://www.mako.co.il/news-elections-

2013/vote.  (Accessed, September 3 2013) 

http://www.mako.co.il/news-elections-2013/vote
http://www.mako.co.il/news-elections-2013/vote


STANLEY WATERMAN 

188 

Hix, S., Johnston, R.J. and McLean, I. (2010) Choosing an Electoral System:  
A Research Report Prepared for  The British Academy.  London: British 
Academy Policy Centre. 

Kenig, O. and Atmor, N. (2012) Brushing Off the Dust.  Jerusalem: The 
Israel Democracy Institute. 

Knesset (2013) http://www.knesset.gov.il/docs/heb/coalition2013_2.pdf. 
(Accessed, September 3 2013) 

Lis, J. (2013) Knesset okays preliminary reading of controversial bill that 
would make it harder to topple government.  HaAretz, May 9 2013. 
(http://www.haaretz.com/news/national/knesset-okays-preliminary-reading-of-
controversial-bill-that-would-make-it-harder-to-topple-government.premium-
1.519974).  (Accessed on September 3 2013) 

Paddison, R. (1976) Spatial bias and redistricting in proportional 
representation election systems: a case-study of the Republic of Ireland.  
Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 67 230—40. 

Remnick, D. (2013) The Party Faithful. The New Yorker January 21 
(http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2013/01/21/130121fa_fact_remnick. 
(Accessed, September 3 2013) 

Saltan, J. (2013) (http://knessetjeremy.com/category/knesset/polls/).  
Accessed, September 3 2013 

Waterman, S. (1980) The dilemma of electoral districting in Israel.  
Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie 71, 88-97 

Waterman, S. & Zefadia, E. (1992) Electoral reform in Israel in action. 
Political Geography 11 (6)  563-578. 

Ynet (2013) Elections 2013: 11% of voters live abroad.  
http://www.ynetnews.com/articles/0,7340,L-4325001,00.html (Accessed, 
September 3 2013) 


