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Israel’s Top Cop Warns Ben-Gvir's Mass
Distribution of Weapons Could Put Them in
Wrong Hands

'In the midst of all the panic, they doled out weapons to
anyone, and it won’t be easy to collect them after the
war,' police officials said, adding: 'We may end up
paying a heavy price: injuries, weapons thefts and
unchecked usage'
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Israel's National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir at a weapons distribution event to Israel's police
volunteer security teams in Ashkelon, Israel, October 27, 2023. Credit: Violeta Santos Moura / Reuters

Israel’s police commissioner has said privately that the mass
distribution of weapons to hundreds of so-called community
security squads could lead to the weapons winding up in the
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“wrong hands.”

Police chief Kobi Shabtai is also concerned about potential
shooting incidents between citizens, according to senior police
officials. They have joined him in criticizing the initiative led by
National Security Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir to ramp up the
distribution. “No one is vetting the ones receiving the weapons.
In the midst of all the panic, they doled out weapons to anyone,
and it won’t be easy to collect them after the war,” senior police
officials said. ""We may end up paying a heavy price: injuries,
weapons thefts and unchecked usage,” they added.

Ben-Gvir and his wife boast of dramatic expansion in Israelis
carrying weapons

Israel's Ben-Gvir: From now on every resident of southern
city Sderot can bear arms

Hamas' attack has accelerated Israel's domestic arms race

According to security sources, Shabtai said in private
discussions, “We need to be very cautious with distributing
weapons indiscriminately.” He reportedly added: “That's why
you didn’t see me getting my picture taken when they started
opening the crates and handing out weapons. I didn’t want to be
photographed.” Shabtai seemed to be hinting at Ben-Gvir's who
distributed photos of himself handing out weapons in special

events.

Shabtai supported the establishment of the community squads,
but now has reservations about the people joining these civilian
teams. He has been stressing the need to supervise and train
squad members.
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A weapons distribution event in Israel's central town of Caesaria Credit: Rami Shlush

Ben-Gvir’s ministry has established over 600 such squads since
the start of the war, including many that are not close to the
country's borders. Ben-Gvir put a former Northern District
commander, Shimon Lavi, in charge of arming the squads.

Documents from the National Security Ministry indicate that
participants in a meeting held with Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu three weeks ago decided to ramp up the process and
provide 40,000 “combat packages” that included a personal rifle
and other equipment.

Some 25,000 guns have been purchased from Israeli companies
so far, as well as ammunition and other combat gear. One
document referred to the need to make additional acquisitions
because “supplies are running low.”

Other senior police officers have joined Ben-Gvir at the
distribution ceremonies. They include Deputy Police
Commissioner Avshalom Peled, who Ben-Gvir has designated as
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Shabtai’s successor. Peled and Ben-Gvir have developed close
relations, and they were seen embracing each other at
distribution ceremonies, with Peled putting a Kipa on Ben-
Gvir’s head.

Shabtai’s term ends in January, and he awaits Ben-Gvir’s
decision whether to extend it by a year. The two have distanced
themselves from one another since the war began. Some
government officials think that the minister will extend
Shabtai’s term in wake of the war. The written agreement
between the Likud and the National Unity Party states that
““senior government appointments will be extended until the
end of the period of fighting” and that “appointments related to
the fighting and are subject to [an appointment] process will be
made in agreement.”
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Commissioner Kobi Shabtai at the Knesset's national security committee. Credit: Olivier Fitoussi

This agreement prevents Ben-Gvir from appointing a
replacement to Shabtai during the fighting, and probably
thereafter, as long as Gantz and his partners remain in the
government. Moreover, the government has yet to appoint a



chairperson to the civil service’s senior appointment committee,
a prerequisite for appointing a new police commissioner.

Similaraly, the term of Israel Prison Service Commissioner Katy
Perry is also expected to be extended.

The Israeli Police commented: “Since the fighting started,
hundreds of alert squads have been established through local
police stations across Israel to bolster civilian security.
Volunteers, armed with guns and equipment, will serve
alongside police officers and combat soldiers ... to protect the
home front by increasing the array of forces of first responders
for every scenario.”

The police noted that volunteers who meet unnamed criteria,
“partook in exercises and underwent proper training for
carrying out the mission” would be trained. “It is important to
stress that lacking an organized police framework, there is a real
fear of weapons reaching ‘the wrong hands and untrained
individuals’ — something that is liable to lead to serious
incidents absent supervision and proper training. Any other
interpretation transgresses the truth.”
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