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The article discusses changes in executive–legislative relations in Israel during the early
1990s, in particular the introduction of the so-called direct election system for the
prime minister. The reform was an effort to strengthen the executive and empower the
prime minister, since it hoped to achieve a drastic reduction in the number of parties,
hence facilitating the job of coalition making and maintenance. The reform, however,
failed to achieve its goals and was recently replaced by an improved version of the pre-
viously existing system. After a brief discussion of Israel’s political system before direct
elections, this article will provide an overview of executive–legislative relations as well
as executive leadership in Israel under the direct election law.

Executive–legislative relations in Israel underwent important changes during

the early 1990s, when Israel’s parliament, the Knesset, introduced a new

system of direct election of the prime minister (PM).1 The introduction of

the new system (to take place contextually with the renewal of the Knesset)

solicited much debate and interest in academic as well as public circles, as

its avowed purpose was to simultaneously enhance effective government

and strengthen the Knesset. The reform, however, failed to achieve its

goals. In 2001 the Knesset repealed it and restored the pre-1992 parliamentary

system while introducing a watered down version of the constructive vote of

no confidence and retaining some provisions from the short-lived reform.

This article will provide an overview of executive–legislative relations as

well as executive leadership in Israel under the direct election law. After a

brief overview of executive–legislative relations from Israel’s establishment

to the approval of the reform, this article will discuss the evolution of relations

between parliament and government in Israel during the 1990s. The discussion

will focus on the 1992 reform, on the prime minister’s ability to govern

under the system of direct election. In addition, it will draw preliminary
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considerations about the chances for improved executive performance under

the system that recently replaced direct election.

THE PRE-1992 SYSTEM AND THE EVOLUTION OF

EXECUTIVE – LEGISLATIVE RELATIONS IN ISRAEL

From Israel’s establishment in 1949 to the 1977 elections, Israel’s party

system was characterised by the dominance of Mapai, Israel’s Labour party.

Though never able to achieve an absolute majority – something that would

have made Israel close to a Westminster model – Labour was never seriously

challenged in its position of prominence. The lack of a credible and effective

opposition allowed Labour to negotiate coalition agreements with junior part-

ners, an arrangement that left foreign and defence policy matters to be

managed by Labour much in the fashion of a single-party government. The

ideological compatibility of Labour’s junior partners in the coalition

ensured also a relatively high degree of smooth decision-making in economic

and social matters. The relatively stable and cohesive nature of coalitions went

hand in hand with strong party discipline in the Knesset, which ensured execu-

tive dominance over parliament. In addition, the lack of a credible political

alternative until the late 1960s meant that Labour enjoyed almost a free

hand in policy formulation, since its relatively safe position of dominance

effectively prevented any initiative by the opposition to introduce any signifi-

cant check on the executive power. Hence, despite the multi-party format of

the system and the polarised nature of society, Labour PMs enjoyed unprece-

dented executive dominance over parliament until 1977.

After Labour was resoundingly defeated in 1977 by the right-of-centre

Likud party, the party system evolved and gradually displayed competitive

bipolar dynamics where smaller parties increasingly assumed a critical

pivotal position in the centre of the system. Nevertheless, the arrangements

developed over three decades were all but altered and left a strong executive

in place. The persistence of conflict in the Middle East and the resulting pro-

minence of security concerns in Israel’s policy-making allowed the executive

to retain its firm control of power even as Israel’s party system became more

fractionalised and coalitions increasingly difficult to manage.

The evolution of the party system resulted from a long-term realignment of

Israel’s electorate. At the same time that Labour and Likud competed for leader-

ship, their electoral support waned in favour of smaller parties ideologically

positioned left and right of the two main parties respectively. Labour and

Likud’s fading electoral strength produced two electoral stalemates, in 1984

and 1988, with the two main parties at virtually equal strength and the

smaller religious parties controlling the centre and therefore the key to coalition

making and breaking. As a consequence, during the 1980s, six years of grand
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coalitions characterised by an uneasy alliance of Labour and Likud virtually

paralysed decision-making in critical policy areas, such as peace-making and

conflict resolution. Eventually, increased party fragmentation, a reduction of

electoral strength of the two main Israeli parties, and paralysis in the wake of

existential political issues solicited institutional reforms that could produce

more effective and accountable governance, while strengthening the legislative

powers of control through additional checks and balances. This trend culmi-

nated in a political crisis in March 1990, and prompted the adoption of the

new Basic Law: The Government (1992), which introduced direct election of

a PM accountable to the Knesset.

To many, electoral reform for the highly proportional system in use in

Israel was the necessary condition to produce the needed change. It was

common wisdom that political paralysis and executive weakness had been

the product of party fragmentation and the gradual decline in strength of

both Labour and Likud: electoral reform would reverse that trend. However,

the considerable political weight of smaller parties, and the unwillingness of

Labour and Likud to alienate them, doomed to failure all the proposals for

electoral reform that were put forward in that period.2 This scenario encour-

aged the search for alternative solutions. Direct election was presented as

one such alternative cure to the illnesses of the system.3 It was suggested

that the introduction of presidential elements in a parliamentary system

would reduce the blackmail potential of smaller parties both by producing a

coat-tail effect in favour of Labour and Likud, and by making the PM indepen-

dent from parliamentary majorities in the daily running of government. The

Knesset would be strengthened and checks and balances would be introduced

to prevent a strong PM from becoming all-powerful. On the whole, direct elec-

tion was meant to obtain what electoral reform was expected to achieve.4

Specifically, reformers hoped to attain the following results:

. Strengthening the PM’s legitimacy by granting him a direct popular

mandate.
. Making any change of government be determined by a popular vote.
. Reducing the size, number and overall influence of smaller parties on the

process of government formation and in the allocation of national resources.
. Achieving the same results that a less proportional electoral system would

have produced.5

The two electoral experiences of 1996 and 1999 and the prime ministerial

by-election of 2001, together with the consequent handling of the coalition

formation processes, all suggest that the institutional reform failed to

achieve its main objectives. It might even be argued that the reform produced

the opposite effects and it made the system more fragmented, less effective,
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and more prone to become hostage to small, sectional interests.6 In particular, as

many have remarked,7 the contextual vote for parliament and PM did not induce

the hoped for coat-tail effect in favour of the two bigger parties. In fact, it

enabled many voters to shy away from Labour and Likud and turn to smaller

political groups. With two ballots, voters could and did choose Labour or

Likud as they cast their choice for a PM, while at the parliamentary level

they more often than not voted for candidates from other parties.

The voting system produced an overall weakening of the two major parties

and an increase in the number and size of parliamentary parties. Given the

need to form a coalition to govern, the reform penalised the very power it

was meant to strengthen and seriously hampered the PM’s ability to pursue

effectively his policy agenda. By making the PM hostage to increasingly frac-

tious and unworkable coalitions the reform turned the Knesset into an effec-

tive obstacle to government policy. Government policy was frequently

challenged and defeated in parliament and private members’ bills soared as

a consequence of decreased coalition cohesiveness.8 Ultimately, faced with

political paralysis and executive weakness in the midst of its worst security

and diplomatic crisis in 20 years, in March 2001 the Knesset repealed the

direct election law and introduced a modified version of the pre-1992 system.

THE ISRAELI NEW – OLD SYSTEM OF GOVERNMENT

The adoption of the new Basic Law: The Government (1992)9 was part of a

wider attempt to introduce reform in Israel’s political system at the beginning

of the 1990s. The reform emerged as a response to a political paralysis, whose

most visible consequence was a crisis of legitimacy for the political system.

Politicians were accused of having seized popular sovereignty from its legiti-

mate repository, the people. In fact, the real source of crisis was the inability of

appointed PMs to form stable coalitions and to implement coherent policies on

crucial issues, such as the Middle East diplomatic process. Reforms were

meant to redress this situation, by restoring to the citizens the power to influ-

ence decisively. A reform where the public was able to choose a PM and his

political platform, thereby sidestepping lengthy coalition negotiations, would

weaken parties’ blackmail potential in the coalition formation process, force

politicians to be accountable, or else face the consequences of elections.

Direct election tried to produce this result, and redefined the relation

between executive and legislative branches by increasing the power of the

electorate in the government formation process, by empowering the PM

with popular legitimacy and by giving the Knesset effective instruments to

check a possible authoritarian degeneration of the executive.

Despite the fact that under the 1992 reform both government and parlia-

ment drew their legitimacy from direct election, this element of separation,
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which is typical of presidential systems,10 was subordinate to the persistence

of parliamentary confidence. The government had to obtain an initial vote of

confidence in order to take office, and it could be brought down by a

parliamentary vote of no confidence. The government’s survival was thus

dependent on parliament and, most important, on political parties. This in

turn required the formation of a coalition. The system was therefore parlia-

mentary in its working, but atypical in that the imperative that the PM be

always elected introduced an element of rigidity in the system, due to

which deadlock could be overcome only through elections.

If government changes are to occur only through elections, it follows that an

electoral system that ensures stable majorities is needed if the system is not to

face all too frequent early elections. This was not Israel’s case. Because the

reform was widely viewed as an alternative to electoral change, no adequate

modification was introduced in the voting system that might strengthen the

PM and his ability to form – and maintain – stable and workable coalitions.

Lack of electoral reform for parliament had adverse effects on the smooth func-

tioning of executive–legislative relations and in general on the ability of elected

PMs to implement coherent policy guidelines. The need to form coalitions

became the main source of instability and potential political friction within

the system, since the law failed to establish a link between government and par-

liament in the way voters’ choices are formulated.11 A dramatic increase in the

practice of split ticket voting highlighted this shortcoming and crucially

deprived the elected PM of the parliamentary support necessary to carry out

his campaign promises. The evolution of executive–legislative relations

under the 1992 reform was therefore characterised by confrontation between

the two branches rather than confrontation between opposition and government,

despite the fact that the system remained substantially a parliamentary one.

Basic Law: The Government (1992) required elections for the PM and the

Knesset to take place at the same time. Accordingly, every four years (the

length of the Knesset’s mandate), voters were called upon to cast two ballots

at the same time, one for the Knesset and one for the PM. Coincidence of elec-

tions for both powers was meant to encourage the hoped for coat-tails effect.

The electoral system in use for the parliamentary vote remained

unchanged, and it is thus characterised by a high level of proportionality, a

nationwide constituency, a low threshold (1.5 per cent since 1992) and a

rigid list system. By contrast, the PM was elected according to the majority

principle, although the system provided for a possible runoff between the

two frontrunners in the event that more than two candidates were to take

part in the first round. In practice, however, in all three elections only two can-

didates vied for the position.12

Innovation in the process of candidate selection coincided with the intro-

duction of direct election and contributed to the weakening of party discipline,
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something that had adverse effects on the cohesiveness of coalitions and the

ability of governments to dominate the legislative agenda in parliament. In

an effort to respond to demands for democratisation of the political system,

during the 1990s several political parties introduced a more open candidate

selection system, known as ‘primaries’.13 Israeli primaries are not open, as

they require membership in the party as a precondition to participate.

However, they entail a higher degree of participation than older selection

systems, where only the higher echelons of the party structure were involved.

The Labour party adopted them in 1992. In 1999 and 2003 the party kept

several seats reserved for coalition partners. This limitation was due to the

need to keep ‘safe seats’ to accommodate coalition needs or minorities. The

Likud used primaries only once, in 1996, and in 1999 the party reverted to

the previous system, where the central committee of the party (a body with

2700 members) determined the order of the party list.

The importance of the mechanisms of candidates’ selection, and of the elec-

toral system for the Knesset becomes immediately apparent in light of the insti-

tutional mechanisms established by the 1992 reform. The reform linked the

directly elected PM to parliament through the typical parliamentary feature of

the vote of confidence (section 19.a). This made the voting system for parliamen-

tary representation determinant upon the composition of the government

coalition and the division of the spoils among its members, given that the pro-

vision whereby the government’s legitimacy rested on parliamentary confidence

made the PM dependent on a coalition in order to govern effectively. In other

words, the parliamentary vote was still paramount in influencing the degree of

success in government performance. The candidates’ selection mechanism

determined the composition of the parliamentary party and it was (and still is)

a determinant of the division of spoils within the PM’s party. In the event of pri-

maries, control of the composition of the list is either entirely or partially

removed (in those cases where safe seats are pre-assigned) from the party leader-

ship, and this element can weaken the PM vis-à-vis other leading party figures.14

As Hazan convincingly argued, the combination of primaries and direct

election significantly weakened party discipline.15 The need to attain high

visibility in order to ensure strong backing within the party and therefore gua-

rantee a safe seat in the party list encouraged members of the Knesset (MKs)

to initiate a higher volume of private members’ bills. Coalition fractiousness

and frequent squabbles between PMs and their party significantly weakened

the PM’s ability to impose his political agenda both on his cabinet and on

parliament. The fact that MKs owed their seat more to party members and

less to party bosses decreased the contractual power of the PM vis-à-vis his

parliamentary party and made it difficult to impose discipline when potential

conflicts of interests arose between MKs and their constituency on the one

hand, and the government’s stated policies on the other.

268 THE JOURNAL OF LEGISLATIVE STUDIES



Other elements contributed to a significant weakening of the PM vis-à-vis

the Knesset. According to the 1992 reform the PM-elect had 45 days from the

publication of the official election results to present a list of ministers and to

outline the main policy guidelines of the new government (section 14.a). The

law required that the Knesset give formal consent to both in order for the new

government to take office (section 3.c). Failure to muster a vote of confidence

would prevent the new government from taking office and lead to an early dis-

solution of the Knesset (section 19.b). In other words, lacking an initial

majority to support the new government, new elections had to take place

within 90 days.16

According to the law, there were three other possible scenarios in which

the PM and the Knesset should face early elections:

. if the Knesset failed to approve the budget within three months from the

beginning of the fiscal year (section 20);
. if the PM, with the approval of the president, called for early dissolution of

the Knesset (section 22);
. if the Knesset passed a law for early dissolution (section 57).17

In the first two scenarios, early elections should also take place within 90 days.

Not so much in the third case, where government and opposition could nego-

tiate the most convenient date for early elections.18

Even when early elections were not called, the fact that early dissolution

could occur as a result of an ordinary legislative process meant that over time

the opposition used the option of early dissolution bills as a pressure mecha-

nism to blackmail the executive. In principle, the only possible option to

topple the government was to convince coalition parties to defect. However,

while voting for a no confidence motion would cost ministers automatic dis-

missal from the government, there was no sanction against coalition members

voting for early dissolution bills. This meant that coalition members could

remain in government and vote against it (or threaten to do so) in order to

force changes on crucial policy issues. While leaving the coalition required

very strong incentives, supporting the dissolution bill in its preliminary

stages, and threatening to vote along with the opposition, provided a powerful

weapon to coalition members to apply pressure on the government and force

policy changes. Tabling dissolution bills therefore became a regular practice

under the direct election system.

Hence, under the 1992 Basic Law the Knesset was given two powerful

tools to undermine the government. The legislature could follow two different

procedures in order to remove a PM from office, thereby also bringing an early

end to its own mandate.
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The law created additional mechanisms for both executive and legislative

powers to check one another and made exceptions to the idea that elections

should take place contextually. In particular, the reform envisioned the possi-

bility of prime ministerial by-elections in the middle of the legislature’s term.

There were eight exceptions which dealt with the election for PM only, whose

new mandate then was to end when the next general elections were scheduled.

Special elections were meant to take place:

. if the PM failed to present a government to the Knesset within 45 days from

the publication of the election results (section 15.a);
. if the PM resigned (section 23.c);
. if the PM resigned his parliamentary seat (section 24);
. if the Knesset impeached the PM for crimes and misdemeanours (section

26);19

. if the Knesset passed a motion of political censure on the PM alone, which

had to be tabled by at least one-third and approved by at least two-thirds of

its members (section 27);
. if the PM either died or was permanently unable to fulfil his duties (section

28);
. if the PM was temporarily incapacitated for more than 100 days (section

30.d);
. if the government was made up of less than eight ministers and the PM

could not, within 72 hours, re-establish the minimum quorum by appointing

new ministers (section 34.b).20

The provision for special elections deviated from the principle of simulta-

neous elections and introduced important new instruments of mutual checks

and balances between the executive and legislative branches. However, the

circumstances in which special elections for the PM only would take place

were meant to be anomalies in the regular working of the system. The expec-

tation that the new system would strengthen the PM’s party and therefore his

government meant that these measures should be used in exceptional circum-

stances, not to overcome political deadlock between Knesset and government.

In fact, in the only instance when a by-election took place (in 2001), the event

was triggered by the then Prime Minister Barak’s decision to resign as a pol-

itical ploy to impose his policy choices on a rebellious parliament.21 The draft

proposal had envisaged that a vice-PM should be elected directly along with

the PM, and with the power to replace him.22 Instead of a vice-PM, the final

text of the law introduced the possibility of special elections. Clearly, in the

event of illness or death, the exception offered a way out of the power

vacuum, where the PM would be replaced by direct, popular election, but

without the need to renew the political majority of the governing coalition.
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Resignation was widely understood to be a consequence of ill health, whereas

the possibility of impeachment or political censure indicated that the removal

would be due to personal more than political reasons, and the measure was

aimed at avoiding frequent early elections.

Despite the aforementioned exceptions, the law retained the cardinal prin-

ciple of the gouvernement de legislature, which was elaborated in France at

the end of the 1950s23 in order to reduce the political instability so endemic

in the French Fourth Republic.24 The idea of the gouvernement de legislature

is enshrined in the concept of aut simul stabunt aut simul cadent: the legisla-

tive and the executive powers either stand or fall simultaneously. This balance

was thought to enhance stability in a political system riven with party frag-

mentation and ideological polarisation, provided that the voting mechanism

would encourage voters to choose parties committed to a specific candidate.

As Duverger suggested in 1956, direct election of the head of the govern-

ment in this framework was supposed to further enhance stability by making

the PM or president directly accountable to the people and therefore more legi-

timate.25 His legitimacy should be coupled with a strong and stable parlia-

mentary majority that elections would produce. Clearly, the idea of direct

election of the PM viewed the voting procedures for parliament and their inter-

action with the election for the PM as crucial in obtaining stable government.

The logic of this argument was that it was not enough to give popular legitimacy

to the PM in order to ensure strong executive leadership: what was needed was a

working majority backing the popularly elected PM to guarantee more effective

executive performance. This means that a reform introducing direct election of

the PM in the framework of a parliamentary system still requiring a vote of con-

fidence demands also electoral reform for parliamentary elections.

If one such interaction were to exist, negotiations between parties and

prime ministerial candidates would take place before the elections, and

voters would choose not only a PM, but also a ready-made coalition com-

mitted to supporting a candidate. A brief look at the Italian case will illustrate

this point. Local elections for Italian city councils and mayors take place

according to the principle of direct elections. While the principle of direct

election is similar to the Israeli system in the period 1996–2003, the mecha-

nism adopted in Italian local elections is different and provides a good indi-

cation of the importance vested by a possible link in the preference

expressed for the executive and the legislature.

The mayor (as was the PM in Israel) is directly elected along with city

councils, whose seat distribution is determined on the basis of a PR system

(as is the Knesset). The difference lies in the way the ballot is structured

and the way allocation of seats in the councils is determined. In Italy,

voters must vote for lists that support the candidate of their choice. Split

ticket voting is impossible, and any attempt to do so would make the ballot

EXECUTIVE – LEGISLATIVE RELATIONS IN ISRAEL IN THE 1990 S 271



void. The consequence is that mayors are elected alongside a coalition, which

must be formed before the elections. Mayors are thus granted a majority

through a premium in the distribution of seats, which still respects the prin-

ciple of proportionality. The different outcome is clear if one looks at

Sicily, where, unlike the rest of Italy, the law for direct election provides

for a double ballot, as in Israel’s case. In the 1993 elections, many Sicilian

municipalities had a mayor elected by the citizens but lacking a majority in

the city council. As an analysis of the vote highlighted, the double ballot

was responsible for this outcome. Two ballots based on two different electoral

principles (majoritarian and proportional) involve different rules and different

voting strategies. Moreover, the two arenas of electoral competition do not

necessarily influence each other.26

This is what happened in Israel as well. Failure to develop a mechanism

that required voters to choose not only leaders but also majorities exacted a

heavy toll on the system’s stability and on the overall ability of the PM to

provide effective leadership. Separate ballots for PM and Knesset discouraged

commitments to a specific candidate on behalf of the parties before the elec-

tions, and encouraged party fragmentation, with an accentuated shift of votes

towards parties with more ideological or sectarian interests. Far from fostering

a centripetal tendency, the 1992 reform triggered the opposite. While candi-

dates tried to position themselves in the centre, voters moved to the periphery

of the political spectrum. Both left- and right-leaning PMs had to reckon with

the ideological periphery of the system and were held hostage to it on crucial

policy issues. Their attempt to move towards the centre invariably caused

defections and ultimately the early downfall of the government.27

The potential for fragmentation was identified early on by several authors

who debated direct election in Italy. Though direct election was not adopted

for national elections, it was introduced at the local level. Thus, the criticism

voiced against a double ballot is relevant both to the outcome of Italian elec-

toral reform at the local level and to the Israeli discussion of its direct election

system. In the Italian case, the bulk of the criticism focused on the fact that a

system of direct election can achieve the results of more stable government if

it grants the prime minister-elect a majority in parliament. Therefore, intro-

duction of direct election must be accompanied by electoral reform for the par-

liament; it cannot be an alternative to it. Failure to recognise this potential

outcome of direct election means that ‘[D]ecisional stalemate and institutional

confrontations will become the logical, unavoidable consequence’.28 In a

system of direct election, where the confidence link between parliament and

PM is still in place, the interaction between the vote for the executive and

the vote for the legislature is crucial. The Italian experience at the local

level shows precisely this: a voting mechanism that imposes coherence of

choice to the voter gives a working majority to the elected head of the
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executive. Lack of coordination between the two votes, as was the case in

Israel, leads to the opposite result.

It should be noted that Israel’s original draft reform had done away with

parliamentary confidence, opting instead for a stricter separation of powers,

and moving away from a parliamentary model. The government did not need

an initial vote of confidence to take office. The Knesset still had the power to

pass a no confidence motion, but it could do so only if it could muster a majority

of 70 members (out of 120). These provisions, eliminated in the final version of

the reform, would have given the PM more discretion in the formation of

the government (which would truly be the PM’s cabinet) and allowed him to

govern without majority backing in parliament. Lack of parliamentary confi-

dence would have made direct election a true alternative to electoral reform,

because it would have severed the link between parliament and the executive,

and hence made the need for a coherent voting strategy less paramount.

The requirement of a vote of confidence, reinstated in the final legislation at

the eleventh hour, defeated the whole purpose of the reform.29

Political and party fragmentation, the strength of smaller parties, immo-

bility and paralysis in the decision-making process are all dangerous develop-

ments in any democratic environment, due to the legitimation crisis that might

ensue. The 1992 reform was meant to fight these developments; in fact, these

features were eventually enhanced by the new institutional arrangements.

The 1992 reform only apparently provided increased stability to the executive,

due to the constant threat of early elections in the event of a coalition crisis.

The centrifugal tendency of the voting pattern determined by the new

system weakened the executive’s ability to pursue coherent policies on contro-

versial issues, due to the fragmented nature of any coalition that emerged from

the electoral process. The combination of institutional arrangements and party

fragmentation crucially strengthened the Knesset as a hindrance to govern-

ment policies. The consequence, at a time of fateful national decisions and

national crisis, was the realisation among political parties across the spectrum

that the reform had failed to improve governance and that new arrangements

were needed. On the day PM Sharon presented his government to the Knesset,

Israel’s parliament proceeded to abolish the direct election system and adopt a

modified version of the pre-1992 system, which came into being after the elec-

tions of 28 January 2003.

CONCLUSION: THE DEMISE OF DIRECT ELECTIONS AND A NEW

CHAPTER IN EXECUTIVE – LEGISLATIVE RELATIONS

The new law introduced in March 2001 came into effect with the elections

held on 28 January 2003. It is therefore still too early to assess the new

dynamics of executive–legislative relations in Israel following the demise
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of the direct election system. It is possible, however, to surmise possible

developments by briefly addressing some of the important changes introduced

by the new Basic Law: The Government (2001), for they were meant to redress

the perceived shortcomings of the direct election system.

The most visible change was the reintroduction of the single ballot and the

restoration of the parliamentary procedure of appointment of the PM. Accor-

ding to the new system, the PM is to be appointed by the president, after con-

sultation with all political parties.

The second important change is the introduction of the constructive vote of

no confidence to strengthen the executive vis-à-vis the Knesset. According to

the new system, the Knesset can oust the government by a no confidence

motion that must include the name of an MK who enjoys the support of at

least 61 members (out of 120) to form a new government. If the motion is suc-

cessful, the ousted PM must resign and the president must appoint the MK

nominated by the no confidence motion to form a new government.

There are also a number of provisions that were retained from the previous

Basic Law. Thus, the PM maintains the power to dissolve the Knesset and call

for early elections, conditional upon the president’s consent. The Knesset can

override this decision if there is an alternative majority supporting an alterna-

tive candidate to the post of chief executive. Finally, the Knesset is considered

dissolved and early elections must be called in the event of failure to approve

the annual budget three months after the beginning of the fiscal year.

Together, these provisions constitute an important stabilising mechanism.

The return of a single ballot conceivably prevented voters from splitting their

ticket. The return of a modicum of strategic voting seemingly reversed the

negative trend of party fragmentation. The ruling party (Likud) gained

most significantly from this innovation. The consequence of the overall

strengthening of the PM’s party and a reduction of fragmentation in the

Knesset provided the numbers for a narrower coalition. In addition,

constructive no confidence makes it virtually impossible for an ideologically

divided opposition to topple a government that has conceivably occupied the

centre of the political system.

On 28 January 2003 the Likud won 38 seats, twice as many as at the pre-

vious election. A small party subsequently joined Likud, bringing the plurality

party to 40 seats, or a third of the Knesset. The strength of the PM’s party

allowed for the relatively speedy negotiation of a coalition that includes

four parties (instead of seven or eight in the previous three governments).

Moreover, the innovation of constructive no confidence makes it possible

for the current government to stay in power even in the event of defections:

though the divisive nature of the issues at stake did not change and the ideo-

logical distance between coalition members is still significant, the possible

defection of the right flank of the government in the near future would
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produce a minority coalition. Far from ousting the current PM, the more

radical right would find it hard to muster a majority of left-wing parties to

topple the current government.

The new system has reversed some of the negative trends in executive–

legislative relations that plagued Israel’s government in the 1990s. Though

it is too early to say whether the outcomes of Israel’s 2003 elections represent

a veritable reversal, the return of the one-ballot system and the introduction of

a constructive no confidence mechanism seem welcome developments in the

field of executive–legislative relations as they go some way to restore execu-

tive prominence and effective governance within the framework of a parlia-

mentary system. The decision to retain some of the checks and balances

created by the 1992 reform, whose main aim was to empower the Knesset

to check the executive, are also welcome guarantees. It remains to be seen

if the new system will guarantee long-term stability and ensure the kind of

effective executive leadership the country needs to face future challenges

and fateful decisions that lie ahead.
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