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Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu arrives in Washington this week amid unaccustomed tension between the two allies — a strain that is now playing out in House and Senate races across the 2010 election landscape.

The White House-Israel feud over settlement building in East Jerusalem has Republicans racing to attack the White House as squishy and disloyal to Israel, weak-kneed on foreign policy and even soft on Iran. Democrats, meanwhile, are dealing with sensitive intraparty conflicts between those who want to reiterate America’s strong support for Israel and a more dovish wing that insists a tougher approach to Israel is the best way to push the peace process forward.

“I think candidates are just hiding under their desks because no one wants to get into this,” said Steve Rabinowitz, a longtime Democratic strategist and Clinton administration official who has advised Jewish groups. “This week, the answer is to just not dance.”

The disparate postures on the matter — as well as its sudden emergence as a point of contention in various races — reveal that even at a time when domestic policy is dominating the election debate, candidates in both parties recognize that the equilibrium of America’s relationship with Israel remains a critical concern for voters.

For many Republicans — particularly conservative Christians who are strongly pro-Israel — President Barack Obama’s nuanced approach, and its results so far, represent a betrayal of a key ally. Many also view the ongoing debate as a proxy for the debate over the muscularity of American foreign policy.

“Support for Israel is one of those issues, like anti-communism used to be, that holds together a number of pieces of the conservative movement, including evangelicals but also neocons, economic conservatives and foreign policy hawks,” said Tevi Troy, a visiting senior fellow at the Hudson Institute who served as Jewish liaison in the George W. Bush White House.

For Democrats, the issue is less cut and dried. Democratic candidates must straddle the divide between the party’s hawkish pro-Israel wing and a constituency that views the intransigence of Israel’s conservative government as a serious obstacle to peace.

“It’s easier to be a Republican on this issue. It’s a lot harder to be an honest Democrat,” said Rabinowitz. “I just don’t think it’s in a Democrat’s interest to follow Eric Cantor or Sarah Palin. If you’re a Republican candidate, no problem.”

The contrast between the two parties has been most apparent in big states with large Jewish populations — among them Pennsylvania, where GOP Senate contender Pat Toomey accused Obama of hammering Israel while coddling Iran.

“It’s illogical and outrageous,” blared a recent Toomey campaign statement. 
Toomey’s Democratic opponents, however, spoke in far more muted tones. Sen. Arlen Specter took to the Senate floor to call on “all parties to cool the rhetoric, avoid public recriminations, determine exactly what happened and consider some fundamental questions.” 
Specter’s Democratic primary opponent, Rep. Joe Sestak, offered a diplomatic statement highlighting the need for a “stronger U.S. leadership to move us down a road map for peace and to achieve a comprehensive peaceful resolution that includes a two-state solution.” 
In Florida’s Senate race, a spokesman for Republican candidate Marco Rubio told the pro-Israel publication Commentary that the White House had “sent a message that America is not as committed to Israel as it once had been.” Democratic Rep. Kendrick Meek, meanwhile, put out a coolly worded statement criticizing the administration for using “undiplomatic language” with Israel. 
In Illinois, where GOP Rep. Mark Kirk faces Democratic state Treasurer Alexi Giannoulias for the state’s open Senate seat, Kirk took to the House floor to accuse the White House of spending “more time working to stop Iran from building nuclear bombs and less time concerned with zoning issues in Jerusalem.” Giannoulias responded by blandly stating that the “tensions of the past week should not allow us to lose sight of the strong friendship between the United States and Israel.” 
In California, GOP Senate contender Carly Fiorina, who has waged an aggressive campaign to brand primary opponent Tom Campbell as anti-Israel, went so far as to accuse the White House, in a speech at the Sacramento Press Club, of adopting “hysterical rhetoric” toward Israel and called on Democratic Sen. Barbara Boxer to challenge the administration on its posture toward the Jewish state.

Boxer’s office, meanwhile, confirmed to POLITICO that the California Democrat had signed onto a carefully worded, two-page bipartisan letter with Georgia GOP Sen. Johnny Isakson, asking Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to “reaffirm the unbreakable bonds that tie the United States and Israel together and diligently work to defuse current tensions.”

Appointed Sen. Kirsten Gillibrand, a Democrat from New York, issued a tersely worded one-paragraph statement calling Israel’s East Jerusalem move “regrettable,” while noting that the “close bond between the United States and Israel remains unbreakable and America will continue to show unyielding support for Israel’s security.”

That Gillibrand, who represents the state with the nation’s largest Jewish population, would have treaded gingerly on the issue is a reflection of the need to account for the wide variety of views in her party on America’s relationship with Israel. 
A February Gallup survey found Democratic voters evenly split on whether they sympathized more with the Israelis or the Palestinians. Republicans are far more united in their support for Israel, the poll found, with 85 percent saying they sympathized more with the Israelis. 
“When Democrats attack the White House on this, they’re being more cautious because there is a wider coalition,” said Raphael Sonenshein, a political scientist at California State University at Fullerton. 
Doug Pike, a Democratic House candidate in the heavily Jewish Philadelphia suburbs, discovered the perils of alienating part of that Democratic constituency when he lost the endorsement of state Rep. Josh Shapiro, who complained about Pike’s support for J Street, the liberal-leaning Israel policy organization.

“Your own constituents and the greater pro-Israel world are more fractured this week, and it’s not worth offending either side,” said Rabinowitz. “It’s always been a trap among the left, the center and the right. You had to dance a dance, and now it’s even more so.”

For some Democrats, taking on Obama aggressively was the most logical response. Florida Rep. Ron Klein, who represents a heavily Jewish, Palm Beach-based district, said he was “deeply disappointed” in the White House. Dan Seals, a Democrat running for an open House seat in suburban Chicago, scolded the administration for its “unhelpful rhetoric.” 
For Republicans, attacking Obama for his posture on Israel has been a no-brainer, as evidenced by GOP campaigns in Kansas this year — a state in which Jews represent less than 1 percent of the population. 
GOP Sen. Sam Brownback, who is running for governor, and GOP Reps. Todd Tiahrt and Jerry Moran, who are both seeking his Senate seat, have each sharply criticized the administration. 
Last week, Tiahrt went one step beyond that and issued a scalding press release calling on the president to censure Clinton. 
“There’s a connection that every evangelical feels toward Israel because of the shared religious heritage,” Tiahrt told POLITICO. 
Troy said the conservative movement’s unification around Israel comes as a welcome diversion at a time when the broader conservative coalition is experiencing deep rifts — particularly between evangelicals and tea party activists, who have found themselves at odds over the centrality of social issues.

“There has been a sense that Obama has not been [as much of] a supporter of Israel as he could have been,” said Troy. “Mark my words: Whoever is the Republican nominee in 2012 is going to be hitting this issue hard. This just will not be forgotten.”

