Sharon Urges Jews to Move to Israel 

Mon Nov 17, 2003 8:46 PM ET  

By TOM RACHMAN, Associated Press Writer 

ROME - Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon (news - web sites) warned Jewish leaders Monday that "a great wave of anti-Semitism" is confronting Jews and told them the best way to combat it is to move to Israel. 
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The Israeli leader began a three-day visit Monday to Italy, where he will also sit down with Premier Silvio Berlusconi — a firm supporter of Sharon on a continent where Israeli policies are often strongly criticized. 

"If Israel is weakened ... the Jews worldwide will not be able to live the lives they live today," Sharon told the crowd at a Rome hotel. "We are witness to a great wave of anti-Semitism, and apart from the usual anti-Semitism against Jews, there is today the added hate of the collective Jew, which is Israel." 

Sharon added that "the best solution to anti-Semitism is immigration to Israel. It is the only place on Earth where Jews can live as Jews." 

Jewish groups have worried that threats to Jews in Europe may be growing, with numerous anti-Semitic episodes in the past two years — most recently, car bombings that killed 24 people at two synagogues in Istanbul, Turkey, on Saturday. 

"The terror that has been hitting the people of Israel for years is now hitting Jews outside Israel in the same violent way," Amos Luzzatto, the president of the Union of Italian Jewish Communities, told Sharon during Monday's meeting. 

Milan Jewish community spokesman Yasha Reibman said earlier Monday that the attack in Turkey had hit his constituents particularly hard because many Milanese are of Turkish origin. "Many of us have friends, relations, grandparents, uncles there," he said. 

On Monday, France's President Jacques Chirac announced a tough new policy to combat anti-Semitism, following a weekend arson attack on a private Jewish school in a Paris suburb. 

Italy's relatively small Jewish community of about 30,000 has not suffered as many anti-Semitic episodes as some other European countries recently. But many here remember a 1982 terrorist attack on Rome's main synagogue, in which a toddler was killed. 

"We have been living in fear for 20 years," Reibman said. "For three years, it has increased because of the second intefadeh," or Palestinian uprising. 

Sharon said the issue of anti-Semitism would be "central" in his talks with Italian leaders. He is due to meet with Berlusconi on Tuesday, followed by Foreign Minister Franco Frattini on Wednesday. 

The conservative Berlusconi, who holds the rotating European Union (news - web sites) presidency, has been more sympathetic to Sharon's policies than have many other leaders on the continent. Sharon said Monday that Italy was Israel's best friend in Europe. 

Berlusconi and Frattini have tried to build warmer European-Israeli relations. The premier has suggested that Israel might become part of the European Union, while Frattini has called for a larger EU role in the Mideast peace process. Both Italian politicians decried a recent EU poll in which more than half the Europeans questioned said Israel is a threat to world peace. 

In Brussels, Belgium, Israeli Foreign Minister Silvan Shalom told the European Union on Monday it must take a "more balanced attitude" in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict if it wants to be a major Middle East peace broker. 

Shalom's comments ahead of talks with his EU counterparts reflect long-standing Israel concerns that the European bloc is too pro-Palestinian.

