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Israel Gears Up for Burst of Far-Right Anger

By GREG MYRE 


ERUSALEM, Feb. 19 - Prime Minister Ariel Sharon is increasingly denounced as a traitor. Israeli government ministers are receiving death threats. Protesters have accosted senior politicians and yelled at them during public appearances.

Far-right Israelis are growing increasingly strident in the months leading up to the planned withdrawal of Jewish settlers from the Gaza Strip this summer. Many Israelis are drawing parallels to the period of inflamed passions that preceded the 1995 assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, who was killed by a nationalist who rejected Mr. Rabin's concessions to the Palestinians.

Mr. Sharon, a supporter of the settlers for decades, has been the target of their wrath since last year, when he announced his plan to evacuate all 8,500 settlers from Gaza and several hundred from the West Bank.

Israel's security services have not cited any evidence of specific plans for violence against Mr. Sharon, but senior Israeli officials are calling for pre-emptive steps like detention without trial, which is permitted under Israeli law. The practice, known as administrative detention, has been widely used against suspected Palestinian militants, but only rarely against Israelis. 

"Sometimes in order to safeguard democracy, we have to use undemocratic means such as administrative detention," President Moshe Katsav said this week.

The public security minister, Gideon Ezra, has even cited a prominent far-right campaigner, Itamar Ben Gvir, as a good candidate for detention.

Mr. Ben Gvir, an admirer of Meir Kahane, the anti-Arab militant who was assassinated in 1990, says Mr. Sharon is betraying Israel. While Mr. Ben Gvir says he will not engage in violence, he says there are others who will.

Mr. Ben Gvir and his supporters sometimes turn up at events attended by government ministers, and he recently harangued Education Minister Limor Livnat at an event.

"Expelling Jews from their homes - how can this be?" he shouted at the minister as he was jostled by her bodyguards.

Organized protests assumed an aggressive edge this past week before two important votes on the Gaza pullout.

On Monday and Wednesday evenings, protesters set tires ablaze in several main roads around the country and scuffled with the police who moved in and arrested dozens of demonstrators. A policewoman suffered a broken sternum when she was kicked in the chest.

"What hurts the most is that some of them called us Nazis," the policewoman, Gal Kedem-Biton, said of the demonstrators in an interview with Yediot Aharonot.

When Mr. Rabin was killed a decade ago, Israelis were stunned. But the possibility that another senior government official could be assassinated is now widely discussed in the media, the government and the security services.

Mr. Ezra says people like Mr. Ben Gvir are dangerous because they "are influencing youths to act against the law."

"These people give instructions in closed meetings and there's nothing you can do about it," Mr. Ezra said. "The only way to deal with them is to put them in administrative detention. I don't like it, but I think we are going through a difficult period, and I don't want clashes."

At a news conference this week, Mr. Ben Gvir appeared in front of a banner reading, "Administrative detention is political terrorism."

"If they lock me up in administrative detention, they should be prepared for hundreds of people like me who will sprout up and continue screaming against Sharon," he said.

Another far-right campaigner, Noam Federman, was placed under administrative detention in 2003 while he was being investigated on suspicion that he planned violence against Palestinians. However, a court ordered him released last year, and he is now under house arrest. He is allowed out periodically, and has delivered ominous warnings.

Asked this week by Israeli television if he considered violence against Israeli politicians legitimate, Mr. Federman replied: "I didn't take out Rabin. I didn't weep when he died, but I didn't wipe him out." 

"It's very possible that someone will take out Arik Sharon," Mr. Federman said, referring to Mr. Sharon by his nickname. But he added, "it will not be from me or my close friends. We have our own plans on how to struggle."

Mr. Federman said that when the evacuation date drew near, the more militant opponents might try to sow chaos throughout Israel, rather than focus on Gaza, which will have a huge security presence.

Graffiti in several places around the country describes Mr. Sharon as a "dictator" and a "traitor." "Hitler would be proud of you," said one spray-painted message, along with "Lily is waiting for you," a reference to Mr. Sharon's wife, who died five years ago. 

Several of Mr. Sharon's ministers have recently received death threats directed at them and their families.

"You will attend the funeral of your children," said a letter addressed to Israel's transportation minister, Meir Sheetrit.

Mr. Sharon speaks fondly of the settlers, and dismisses the threats, sometimes joking that he does not wear a bulletproof vest because they do not make them in his size. 

The Yesha Council, the main group representing settlers in the West Bank and Gaza, is leading the organized opposition to the evacuation plan, and it says it rejects violence.

The council has arranged huge rallies against the pullout, drawing crowds of 100,000 or more. 

But the council says Mr. Sharon's government is trying to vilify settlers by linking them to fringe elements, and it contends that Mr. Sharon is the one guilty of incitement.

"We are disturbed at the way Mr. Sharon and his spinmeisters are moving," said Yisrael Medad, a spokesman for the Yesha Council.

Referring to the threatening letters sent to government officials, he said: "I'd bet my bottom dollar these are from cranks and psychos. Its very troubling the way the atmosphere is being cranked up against us."

"We would like to have 100,000 people calmly sitting down in the highways," he added. "But in the atmosphere Mr. Sharon is creating, I don't know what will happen."

Mr. Sharon's plan to withdraw the settlers, which narrowly survived several previous votes in the legislature and his cabinet, was comfortably approved by Parliament on Wednesday. The cabinet is expected to give its backing on Sunday.

No official date has been set for the evacuation, but government officials say they expect it to begin in July and last for up to three months.

Security around Mr. Sharon is now extraordinarily tight. At public appearances, he is routinely ringed by a dozen or more bodyguards. Streets are blocked off in all directions.


