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n Sunday morning, April 29, at
around 9 a.m., Israeli flags will
fly along the sidewalks of Pico
Boulevard.
This year’s Walk for Israel starts and
ends at the Cheviot Hills Recreation Center, a large park in the shadow of Century
City. Between 500 and 1,000 people are
expected to make the trek from the park
to the intersection of Pico and Robertson
boulevards and back, the organizers say.
But the walk is just a preamble to
the bigger affair set to take place in the
park later that day: the
Celebrate Israel Festival,
a community-wide celebration of the 64th anniversary of
Israel’s founding, which is hoped
to attract as many as 15,000 people.
But if the walk, inspired in part by
the annual Israel Walk Festival that took
place in Los Angeles back in the 1970s
and ’80s, and which also ended at the
Cheviot Hills Recreation Center, feels to
many like a return to tradition, the Celebrate Israel Festival itself is being presented by its organizers as something
radically new — and therefore, not
to be missed.
Whether it will turn out
that way — and whether
people will turn out in
significant numbers —
remains to be seen, of course, but the
new festival, which is being produced
with the backing of the Israeli Leadership Council (ILC) and ILC board
member Naty Saidoff and his wife,
Debbie, is being hyped in a major way.
Indeed, to hear the organizers tell it,
the Celebrate Israel Festival won’t just
be a chance for Israeli Americans to see
Israeli pop star Eyal Golan and eat some
watermelon and falafel while their kids
ride the Ferris wheel. No, this event is designed to boost Israel’s image in this city
and beyond, to present the Jewish state
— for one day, at least — in a wholly
positive light and stitch together (if only

for a few hours) the Israeli-American and
American Jewish communities in Los
Angeles that otherwise interact only very
occasionally.
It’s a tall order — taller, perhaps, in
light of what happened last year, when
the Israel Independence Day Festival, the mostly volunteer-driven
annual event, was canceled at
the last minute. It had been
taking place in different locations for the better part
of the past two decades

had previously acted as co-sponsors —
don’t seem likely to dog this year’s event,
for reasons that are entirely imbued in the
DNA of the sponsoring organization.
“The ILC is a very special phenomenon,” said Sagi Balasha,
who took over as the organization’s CEO in September 2011.
“Usually nonprofits grow as
grass-roots organizations.
Here it’s the leaders, the
wealthy people in the
community who
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and had most recently
been held in Woodley
Park in 2010.
“Los Angeles was the only
big city in the country, maybe the
world, where, despite having great
Jewish organizations — people were
not able to get their act together to have
something for Israel,” Saidoff said.
The ILC supported that festival in
2008, Israel’s 60th birthday, but the reasons for the Israel Independence Day Festival’s cancellation in 2011 — financial
difficulties, first and foremost, but also
strained relations between the organizers
and the major Jewish organizations that

started the organization for the well-being
of the entire community.”
This five-year-old group
of businessmen already has
reshaped the organizational landscape of its expatriate community
by supporting schools, youth groups
and other cultural activities that impact the lives of Israeli-Americans. But
by every accounting — aside from the
counting of dollars and cents, as the organization declines to reveal the event’s
budget — the Celebrate Israel Festival is
its largest single endeavor to date.

“The ILC’s renewed festival in Rancho Park has the potential to be a major
community unifier, and we’re very excited about it,” said Andrew Cushnir,
executive vice president of the Jewish
Federation of Greater Los Angeles.
Federation made a grant — Cushnir
declined to say how much — to support nonprofit organizations wishing to
exhibit their work at the festival, making
Federation one of a few groups that have
signed on as partners.
But the ILC has been in the driver’s
seat from day one,
and watching Adee
Drory, the festival’s director, walk her production
team through the park in early February, it appeared that
the sponsors — who already had
provided her with her own office,
ILC-branded business cards and an
assistant — had told her to spare no
expense.
On a day when a crew shooting the TV show “Modern Family” turned one corner of the
park into a polling place with
little more than a “VOTE
HERE” sidewalk sign
and a few small American flags, Drory was
walking across acres
of baseball fields and other green spaces in Cheviot Hills Recreation Center,
plotting out where the three stages,
dozens of exhibitor booths, a few large
tents and the necessary fences, food
stands and port-a-potties would go.
“We’ll need another dressing
room,” Drory said, gesturing to a
space just behind one of the baseball
field’s chain-link backstops. “I have
the Power Rangers coming.”

A

part from those costumed
superheroes, most of what is
going into the Celebrate Israel Festival looked familiar to Yoram

Gutman, the executive director of the
now officially dormant Israel Independence Day Festival.
“It looks like, more or less, they
are doing what we did,” Gutman said
pointing out that the festival he had
led for almost two decades also had a
main stage, a teen stage, a children’s
stage and a space with café-style seating.
At the height of its popularity, Gutman said, his festival attracted 40,000
people to celebrate Israel’s 50th birthday in Pan Pacific Park, in 1998. Back
then, before the Grove shopping mall
was built, before the attacks of Sept.
11, the festival didn’t charge any admission fees.
The festival moved to Woodley
Park in 2001, and in 2010, with the
economic downturn hitting Los Angeles hard, the city tightened its policy
for special events. Whereas the City
Council used to be able to waive fees
for certain events, the new economic
reality made that no longer the case.
Officers from the Los Angeles Police
Department were on patrol in Woodley Park that year, and the city charged
the festival more than $40,000 for the
LAPD’s services.
Gutman said his organization’s
finances never recovered from that
unexpected blow. But the Celebrate
Israel Festival appears to have no such
trouble when it comes to money.
Where there used to be lines of
people waiting to pay volunteers in cash
at the festival entrance at Woodley Park,
in Cheviot Hills there will be people using hand-held scanners, ready to admit
anyone who bought tickets online ($9
children, $15 adults). Where once there
were banners advertising festival sponsors, this year there may be flat-screens.
And Gutman will be able to experience it firsthand, if he wishes. In
March, when this story went to press,
the Israel Independence Day Festi-

val Web site was still urging people
to “mark [their] calendar” for a celebration in Woodley Park on April 29,
2012. But Gutman told me that he and
the organization’s board had officially
decided to skip this year and see what
happens in the future.
As for the ILC, he said he would
support its festival, if asked.
“They are celebrating Israel,” Gutman said. “They are celebrating something good.”

O

f all the elements on the schedule for the Celebrate Israel
Festival — the walk, which
is being co-presented by StandWithUs, the art contest being sponsored
by the Israeli Consulate of Los Angeles, the Jewish National Fund’s exhibit
“positively Israel,” even the newly conceived “spiritual area” being manned
by the Jewish outreach organization Hidabroot — no single aspect of planning
has proven more challenging for the organizers than the task of fitting 15,000
people, and their cars, into a dense residential neighborhood that is also a very
central area in West Los Angeles.
One neighborhood group, the Westside Neighborhood Council, has expressed “concern” about the possibility
of “neighborhood intrusion” on the

day of the festival. Drory has managed
to secure 8,000 parking spaces in various privately owned lots, including the
20th Century Fox Studios lot across
Pico Boulevard. Shuttles will run from
the festival to the parking lots and back
all day long, she said.
And security will be tight, as is necessary for any festival bringing together
large numbers of Jews and Israelis. The
organizers hired a private security firm
to place 60 guards, including some in
plain clothing, at the event, even after the LAPD informed Drory that it

hadn’t yet issued permits for the event,
but those interviewed for this article
made it seem like it was a matter of
time.
Saidoff runs a commercial real
estate holding company, so he’s no
stranger to tasks where the outcome is
uncertain. “They call it venture capital because it is an adventure,” he told
me.
And though he hadn’t expected all
of the challenges, Saidoff expressed
his confidence in a successful outcome, saying that the obstacles he was

“When people came swimming -literally -- from ships docked
outside Israel, that was difficult.
Celebrating Israel? This is just something we have to do.” — Naty Saidoff
would be dispatching 48 additional
officers, including some doing aerial
surveillance from a helicopter.
“We want to make sure that everybody feels safe for the festival,”
Drory said. “We also want to protect
the neighborhood.”
As of press time, the
various city agencies

facing paled in comparison to those
faced by the Jewish state’s founders.
“When people came swimming —
literally — from ships docked outside
Israel, that was difficult,” Saidoff said.
“Celebrating Israel? This is something
we just have to do.”
For more information on Celebrate
Israel, visit celebrateisraelfestival.com. T

Conceptual rendering of
the Celebrate Israel festival,
courtesy ILC.
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