U.S., Canadian Jews Head to Jerusalem 

Sun Nov 16, 2003 9:28 PM ET  

By JONATHAN M. KATZ, Associated Press Writer 

JERUSALEM - More than 4,000 U.S. and Canadian Jews on Sunday began a four-day convention in Israel, the largest of its kind, planning to discuss issues like immigration and anti-Semitism and show support for the embattled country. 
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Some of the participants plan a visit to a settlement in the West Bank, but organizers insisted it was not a political statement. 

The General Assembly of the United Jewish Communities of North America, an umbrella organization that donates more than $200 million annually to Israel, brings together North American leaders and more than 3,000 Israelis. Organizers said it was the largest general assembly in the more than 70-year history of the group. 

At a news conference Sunday, convention leaders said they stood by the Israeli government, which is embroiled in a three-year-old battle with Palestinian militants. 

"We're going to support whatever they do," said Stephen Hoffman, the group's president and chief executive officer. 

Addressing the opening session of the convention Sunday evening, Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon (news - web sites) appealed to American and Canadian Jews to move to Israel. "We need you," he said. 

Sharon denounced the twin bombings of synagogues in Istanbul, Turkey on Saturday and declared, "Our enemies have yet to understand that the Jewish people cannot be broken." 

Two groups of conference leaders met with Sharon on Sunday to discuss security issues, immigration policy and education, Hoffman said. The leaders said they support all of Sharon's policies, including the construction of a 430-mile barrier between Jewish and Palestinian areas of the West Bank. 

"(Sharon) told world leaders that he is willing to make big compromises, but he is not going to compromise on the security of the Israelis. He did not mention the fence but that's part of the security, and he certainly has our support, 100 percent," said Robert Goldberg, chairman of the group's executive committee. 

Israel says the barrier is needed to keep Palestinian attackers away. Palestinians charge that it is a land grab, as the route is to dip deep into the West Bank. 

One of the dozens of tours available on Tuesday will be a visit to settlements in the Gush Etzion region of the West Bank. Hoffman said the visit is not a political statement. Gush Etzion was chosen because it is close to Jerusalem, he said. 

"It's a reality of current Israel, and we decided to include that reality among the tour options," Hoffman said. 

Critics have said that the conference presents a sanitized view of Israeli life. 

Writing in the Haaretz daily, West Bank reporter Gideon Levy said that if he were a delegate, he would be "deeply insulted" because organizers "treat me like a fool." 

Levy, who writes about Palestinian hardships under Israeli occupation, said the participants "won't see a refugee camp, a city under curfew, a checkpoint or an ambulance that has been blocked from passing through." He asked, "How can one visit Israel and skip all this?" 

Conference leaders responded by saying that they have gathered a diverse group of speakers and that the number of activities is limited by time constraints. 

The last General Assembly in Israel was five years ago, before the start of the current round of violence that has frightened away many tourists, Jewish and non-Jewish. 

The convention will bring in more than $13 million to Israeli hotels, airlines and other businesses hard hit by the effects of the violence, organizers said.

