News FROM ISRAEL 14-Feb-12


Wife of Israeli diplomat wounded in New Delhi car blast


by Barak Ravid, Amos Harel and Natasha Mozgovaya, Haaretz 


The wife of an Israeli diplomat was moderately wounded on Monday when a car bomb exploded outside Israel's embassy in the Indian capital of New Delhi, Tali Yehoshua-Koren, wife of the Defense Ministry's representative to India, was taken to the American Hospital in the city after being wounded by shrapnel.


	Two Israeli doctors—coincidentally in New Delhi at the time, in coordination with the Foreign Ministry—arrived at the hospital and took charge of her medical care. She was rleased from the hospital after undergoing surgery. Her family members in Israel have spoken to her husband who said she is recovering, and most of the shrapnel has been removed from her body. In the next 48 hours, a medical team will decide her condition and whether or not she will be able to return to Israel.


	Witnesses in New Delhi say the bomb was attached to her car by a man driving a motorcycle, India's police chief told reporters.


	The incident came one day after the fourth anniversary marking the assasination of Hezbollah's deputy leader, Imad Mughniyeh, which the Islamist organization blames on Israel.


	Also on Monday, a Georgian worker employed by the Israeli embassy in Tbilisi alerted police after noticing a strange object attached to a car assigned to the Israeli envoy to the country.


	Israeli embassies have been put on high alert around the time of the anniversary of Mughniyeh's assassination in 2008, fearing Hezbollah retribution over the Damascus attack against the group's the military leader they attribute to Israeli.


	According to the report by Real TV, the Georgian driver Roman Khachaturian discovered a black plastic bag attached under the car. He notified police, with local officers dismantling the bag and finding an explosive device. The charge was neutralized, and the car taken for closer examinations by Israeli security officials.


	Israel's Foreign Ministry has in response to the events instructed all of its diplomats to stop using their vehicles until they are checked by security officials.


	Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman said immediately following the incidents that Israel would not tolerate an attack on its officials abroad, adding that Monday's incidents show Israel and its citizens face a daily threat of terror, both "physical and diplomatic."


	In February 2011, Israeli embassies throughout the world received several suspected terror threats that coincided with the third anniversary of Mughniyeh's death. The threat was believed to be directed at embassies in Africa, Southeast Asia and Caucasus


	Israel’s Counter-terrorism Bureau cautioned the Israeli public at the time that because of the increased threat of terror attacks against Israelis abroad, travels certain destinations should be avoided, including Egypt, Turkey, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Armenia, Côte d'Ivoire, Mauritania and Venezuela.


	Just ahead of the anniversary this year, there were indications of a threat against Israeli diplomats and tourists in Bulgaria. Last month, however, the head of the Counterterrorism Bureau said it has no concrete information regarding a possible terrorist attack on Israeli tourists in Bulgaria.


	The Transportation Ministry continues to insist that the threats are credible and that Israeli tourists in Europe should be vigilant.


	Danny Shenar, head of security at the Transportation Ministry, told Haaretz that he asked European security services "to tighten security around groups of Israelis in various resorts like ski resorts and hotels." According to Shenar, "I asked to formally tighten security because I am worried about a security-related incident."


	Shenar added: "I've asked security services in Europe to escort groups of Israelis and conduct searches with police dogs."


	KANCHAN GUPTA, Jerusalem Post reports: Israel’s embassy in New Delhi is located on a tree-lined avenue called Aurangzeb Road, named after a Mughal ruler known for being a bigoted zealot. But it is not the only high-profile establishment on this road off India Gate, the towering landmark of India’s capital city.


	Senior members of parliament and business tycoons have their bungalows along both sides of the road. On any given weekday, traffic is heavy but—unlike in other parts of Delhi—there are no traffic jams. The smooth and swift flow of traffic has been ensured for two reasons. First, the road is designated as a high security zone (no slowing, no stopping, especially in front of the embassy). Second, it leads to Race Course Road where the prime minister lives, in what is possibly the most fortified area of India.


	The relative calm of this part of New Delhi, where not a leaf is believed to stir without security agencies getting wind of it, was shattered at 3:15 p.m. on Monday afternoon when a Toyota SUV, fitted with the distinctive “CD” number plate denoting its status as an embassy vehicle, burst into flames just as after crossing the traffic lights 500 meters from the prime minister’s residence.


	Eyewitnesses say they heard a huge explosion and then saw the car erupt into flames. A staffer at the Israeli Embassy, Tal Yehoshua-Koren, wife of the Israeli defense attaché, was traveling in that vehicle.


	While there are conflicting reports of what followed, according to the version corroborated by senior security officials, Mrs Koren was hurled out of the car by the explosion. She was hurt and bleeding, and asked the people hastening to put out the blaze to take her to the embassy. From there, she was rushed to the hospital.


	Her driver, an Indian named Manoj Sharma, was also injured, as were the two elderly occupants of the car behind the SUV. The smoldering vehicle, its body twisted, was towed away for forensic tests.


	The police have determined that a bomb was stuck to its rear, using an adhesive patch. At least two eyewitnesses have said that they saw two men riding a motorcycle follow the SUV and “stick something to it” when it slowed at the traffic lights.


	This could herald the use of a deadly modus operandi by terrorists in India who have until now planted bombs with timers using bags, briefcases and garbage cans. A sticky bomb at one of Delhi’s many crowded traffic intersections could wreak havoc.


	Monday’s attack was the second attack targeting Israelis since November 26, 2008, when Pakistani jihadis raided the Chabad House in Mumbai. On February 13, 2010, a bag packed with explosives went off at German Bakery, a popular café in the city of Pune. It is believed the bomber intended to plant the bag at an Israeli guest house across the street but panicked at the sight of armed security guards.


Blame placed squarely on Iran


by HERB KEINON, Jerusalem Post


Israel Prime Minister Bejamin Netanyahu placed blame for the dual attacks against Israel's diplomatic missions in New Delhi and Tbilisi Monday squarely on Tehran, saying that Israel will continue to "systematically and with patience, use a strong arm" against international terrorism emanating from Iran.


	Netanyahu said that Iran, and its proxy Hezbollah, is responsible for a string of attempted attacks against Israeli and Jewish targets abroad in recent months, including in Thailand and Azerbaijan. In each of the previous cases, he said, the attacks were thwarted with the help of the local authorities.


	"Iran, which is behind these attacks, is the greatest exporter of terrorism in the world," Netanyahu said. "The Israeli government and its security forces will continue to work together with local security services against these terrorist actions."


	Foreign Minister Avigdor Liberman said that Israel knows exactly how to identify those responsible for the attacks and how to identify those who carried them out, after two seemingly coordinated attacks were launched on Monday against Israeli embassies abroad. Israel, he added, will not allow terrorism to affect its agenda.


	"It just shows that Israel and its citizens face terror inside and outside of Israel," Liberman said. "We deal with it every day. We know how to identify exactly who is responsible for the attack and who carried it out."


	"We will not allow this to affect our agenda," the foreign minister concluded.


	Defense Minister Ehud Barak on Tuesday accused Iran and Hezbollah of carrying out Monday's terror attacks in India and Georgia saying they were "intent on sabotaging the Israeli way of life and operating against Israelis all over the world."


	Speaking during a state visit to Singapore, Barak added that Israel must be at the front of fighting terror and continue to prepare for the challenges it faces as Iran and Hezbollah seek Israeli victims.


	India's Foreign Minister S.M. Krishna phoned Foreign Minister Avigdor Liberman Monday and expressed his "shock" over the attack on the Israeli embassy in New Delhi, after near simultaneous attacks were launched on the Israeli missions in India and Georgia.


	According to Liberman's office, Krishna said India would make all efforts to find those responsible and bring them to justice.He also said that India would provide the Israeli embassy with all the security it needed, and stressed the importance that India placed on its friendship with Israel.


	Liberman thanked his Indian counterpart and said Israel viewed India as a true friend. He said this was not the first time terrorists have targeted Israeli diplomatic missions abroad, and that "no Israel diplomat anywhere in the world will be deterred by terrorism."


	Liberman will convene a meeting of senior ministry officials in the early evening to assess the situation and—where necessary—provide new security directives to the country's other diplomatic missions around the world.


International condemnation of attacks on Israel embassies


by HILARY LEILA KRIEGER, HERB KEINON, Jerusalem Post


Leaders from the international community condemned efforts to attack Israeli targets in India and Georgia on Monday. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon on Monday condemned the attacks on Israel's embassies in India and Georgia, calling on the host authorities to "investigate these incidents and bring the perpetrators to justice."


	US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton sharply condemned the efforts to attack Israeli targets in India and Georgia on Monday. “I condemn in the strongest possible terms the bombing of an Israeli diplomatic vehicle in India and the attempted attack on Israeli Embassy personnel in Georgia,” she said in statement.


	Clinton indicated the US was ready to assist with the investigation of “these cowardly acts,” which Israel has blamed on Iran and Hezbollah. “The scourge of terrorism is an affront to the entire international community,” she said. “Our thoughts and prayers are with the injured personnel in New Delhi and their loved ones.”


	The United Kingdom condemned the attacks and called on New Dehli and Tbilisi to fully investigate the incidents. “I was shocked and appalled to hear of the attack today on an Israeli diplomatic vehicle in New Delhi and the failed attack on another vehicle in Tbilisi," UK Foreign Secretary William Hague said via a written statement.


	Hague called on India and Georgia to investigate the "deliberate attacks on diplomatic staff" in New Dehli and Tbilisi, adding that "our thoughts are with those injured and their families."


	The European Union also condemned the aggressive actions against Israeli diplomats, saying such attacks cannot be "justified under any circumstances."


	"The High Representative condemns in the strongest terms today’s attacks targeting personnel of the Israeli embassies in India and Georgia," EU foreign affairs chief Catherine Ashton's spokesperson said. "She expresses her sincere sympathy with those who have been wounded. The High Representative condemns attacks on members of diplomatic missions as she condemns all acts of terrorism," Ashton's spokesperson said in a written statement.


Iran says Israel attacked its own embassies


by HERB KEINON, Jerusalem Post


Israel launched attacks against its own embassies in New Dehli and Tbilisi in order to "tarnish Iran's friendly ties with the host countries," Iran said on Monday, after denying Israeli accusations that Tehran and its ally in Hezbollah were involved in the plots.


	Iranian Foreign Ministry spokesman Ramin Mehmanparast said that "Israel perpetrated the terror actions to launch psychological warfare against Iran," according to the state Islamic Republic News Agency (IRNA). He said that such actions were in Israel's "innate nature," adding that Iran condemns terrorism in the strongest terms.


	Earlier Monday, the Iranian ambassador to New Delhi rejected as "sheer lies" accusations that it was involved in a bomb attack on the Israeli embassy in India. "Any terrorist attack is condemned (by Iran) and we strongly reject the untrue comments by an Israeli official," Mehdi Nabizadeh was quoted as saying by IRNA, referring to accusations by Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu that Iran was responsible. "These accusations are untrue and sheer lies, like previous times."


Israel boosts level of alert


by YAAKOV KATZ, Jerusalem Post


Israel raised the level of alert at all of its embassies and consulates overseas following the coordinated attack against embassy personnel on Monday in Georgia and India.


	The attacks came the day after the fourth anniversary of the assassination of Hezbollah’s military commander Imad Mughniyeh, who was killed by a car bomb in Damascus in 2008. Hezbollah has tried a number of times in recent years to strike back at Israel, which it holds responsible for Mughniyeh’s death.


	The defense establishment is concerned the attacks on Monday were just the beginning and Hezbollah is plotting additional attacks that could be launched in the coming days.


	The bombing yesterday (Monday) was very similar to the method used in a slew of assassinations of Iranian scientists in recent years that the Islamic regime has blamed on Israel.


	“We have expected this for some time and knew that Iran and Hezbollah were plotting an attack,” a senior official said. In both India and Georgia, local security agencies were beefing up security around Israeli missions in coordination with Israel. 


	The level of alert was also raised in additional countries where Israeli delegations are believed to be under threat. Diplomats worldwide were told to check in with their offices, and Israeli citizens overseas were asked to raise their level of vigilance.


	Over the years, a number of attacks—against the Israeli embassies in Azerbaijan and Bangkok, an Israeli airliner in Turkey and Israeli tourists in the Sinai peninsula—have been thwarted. In recent years, Hezbollah is believed to have significantly upgraded its overseas infrastructure with particular emphasis on Europe, South America and Southeast Asia.


	Hezbollah has an overseas division based in Beirut but functions similarly to a subunit of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps’s Al-Quds Force, which is responsible for Tehran’s support of terrorist groups around the world.


	The head of the Hezbollah unit, which numbers a few dozen operatives, is believed to be Talal Hamia, a veteran member of the guerrilla organization. He is assisted by his bodyguard, Ahmed Faid, and Hezbollah’s top bomb expert, Ali Najan al-Din Hamia, who was allegedly involved in the 1992 and 1994 bombings in Buenos Aires that targeted the Israeli Embassy and the AMIA Jewish Community Center.


	Another member of the cell, Majd al-Zakur, is referred to as “the forger” and is responsible for procuring and preparing fake passports. One such effort involved the Swedish passport that appears to have been used by the Hezbollah operative caught in Thailand last month, who was allegedly planning to bomb the Israeli embassy.


Israel not expected to respond harshly


by Jonathan Lis, Avi Issacharoff, Amos Harel and Barak Ravid, Haaretz


Israel is not expected to respond harshly to on Monday's twin attacks on Israeli representatives in India and Georgia, Israeli sources said Monday night.


	Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu promptly accused Iran of responsibility for the attacks, which occurred one day after the fourth anniversary of the killing of a senior Hezbollah official, Imad Mughniyeh. But Tehran, predictably, denied any involvement in Monday's attacks, with the Iranian ambassador to India terming Netanyahu's accusation "nothing but lies."


	A senior Foreign Ministry official, however, countered that this accusation was backed by both intelligence information and evidence collected at the scene of both crimes, particularly an examination of the bomb that was defused in Tbilisi. Taken together, he said, this information indicated direct involvement by official Iranian entities in the attacks. 


	"Iran is behind these attacks; it is the largest exporter of terrorism in the world," Netanyahu told a meeting of his Likud Knesset faction on Monday.


	Israeli experts from both the police and the security services will be assisting the investigations in both New Delhi and Tbilisi. On Monday, Indian External Affairs Minister S.M. Krishna called Foreign Minister Avigdor Lieberman to pledge that Israel will be kept fully abreast of the progress of the probe. An initial examination of the bombs concluded that they were professional, but not exceptionally sophisticated.


	The bombings sparked the usual tough rhetoric from Israeli officials: Lieberman said Israel "would not overlook" the attacks, while Netanyahu vowed to "continue to act forcefully, systematically and patiently" against Iranian terror. Nevertheless, a harsh Israeli response is seen as unlikely.


	One reason for this is that if, as is widely believed, Israel is behind a recent series of assassinations of Iranian nuclear scientists in Tehran, government officials presumably knew that Iranian revenge attacks were likely and took that possibility into account. Though an innocent diplomat's wife cannot be compared to a scientist directly involved in Iran's nuclear program, Monday's attacks were still limited enough that they didn't violate the "rules of the game." Indeed, the modus operandi of the New Delhi bombing exactly mimicked that used to kill several of the Iranian scientists. Hence a direct Israeli military strike on either Hezbollah or Iran seems unlikely.


	Moreover, while Iran and Hezbollah have been trying to take revenge for Mughniyeh's assassination ever since it occurred on February 12, 2008, tAL Yehoshua Koren is the first casualty in a long line of failed attacks. The previous attacks, which according to foreign news sources, have been thwarted by close cooperation between Israeli intelligence and local security services, included attempts to bomb the Israeli embassy in Azerbaijan, to assassinate an Israeli consul in Turkey, and, most recently, to bomb popular tourist sites frequented by Israelis in Thailand.


	Monday's targets—two embassy cars, neither of which was on embassy grounds at the time—were both at relatively low-level targets, located at the outer perimeter of the security envelope Israel provides its overseas embassies and consulates. This may indicate that Hezbollah and Iran are having trouble reaching more "prestigious" targets.


	Moreover, while both attacks attest to careful observation and planning and precise execution, the results were meager enough that neither Tehran nor Beirut is likely to be rejoicing.


	Nevertheless, two caveats are in order. First, these attacks may not be the last, but rather the first in a series. Second, it could be that the planners were capable of wreaking greater harm, but deliberately chose to cause only modest damage. Israel has repeatedly warned that a mass-casualty Hezbollah attack on Israeli targets overseas would spark a massive Israeli assault on Lebanon, and that is something Iran doesn't seem to want right now.


	The attacks also shed new light on the surprising comments made last week by Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah in a speech in Beirut: that Hezbollah doesn't take orders from Iran. It could be that Nasrallah already knew of the plans for Monday's attacks and was trying to portray them as independent Hezbollah initiatives.


	Hezbollah's interest in distancing itself from Iran—at least verbally—stems in part from the organization's difficult domestic situation: Tuesday is the seventh anniversary of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri's assassination, and despite Nasrallah's repeated denials, many Lebanese, along with much of the international community, think Hezbollah was behind that killing. Just on Monday, Prime Minister Najib Mikati—who owes his appointment to Hezbollah—personally announced that the international tribunal investigating Hariri's murder plans to indict new suspects, alongside the four Hezbollah operatives already charged; he said the tribunal's chief prosecutor, Daniel Bellemare, had informed him of this during a recent visit to Beirut.


	Adding to Hezbollah's domestic woes is the fact that one of its key allies, the Assad regime in Syria, may not survive. The Syrian opposition no longer bothers to hide its loathing for Hezbollah and Iran, so a new Syrian government would likely be bad news for the Lebanese organization.


Iranians' block Internet access


by Reuters


SAN FRANCISCO—Most computer users in Iran were blocked from accessing email, social networking and other services in recent days, US-based Internet experts said on Monday, raising fears the government is extending the reach of its surveillance on ordinary citizens.


	Internet service providers presumed to be acting at the Iranian government's behest began blocking the most common form of secure connections on Friday, according to the outside experts and Iranian bloggers. Traffic rebounded to normal levels on Monday.


	The cutoff apparently affected all encrypted international websites outside of Iran that depend on the Secure Sockets Layer protocol, which display addresses beginning with https, according to Earl Zmijewski of Renesys, a US company that tracks Internet traffic worldwide.


	Google, which uses SSL for its Gmail service, reported that traffic from Iran to its email system fell precipitously.


Hamas PM calls Israel ‘cancer'


by KHALED ABU TOAMEH, Jerusalem Post


Hamas Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh continued Monday to issue fiery statements about Israel, which he compared to a cancer that is threatening to spread to other parts of the body.


	Rounding up a three-day visit to Iran, Haniyeh said in an interview with an Iranian TV station that Israel remained the “main enemy” of the Arab and Islamic world. Reiterating Hamas’s refusal to recognize Israel or compromise on Palestinian rights, Haniyeh praised Iran for its “unconditional support” for the Palestinians and his movement. Iran’s stance toward the Palestinian issue is a strategic one, the Hamas leader said. “Iran’s support for the resistance and the Palestinian people stems from an Islamic commitment and belief and moral and political values.”


	Haniyeh pointed out that Iran supported the Palestinians during Operation Cast Lead in the Gaza Strip more than three years ago. “The reality is that the Palestinians are under occupation and the Islamic Republic of Iran has faithfully heeded their appeal for help,” he said. “Iran never asked for anything in return for its support.”


	He also denied reports about tensions between Hamas and Iran over the situation in Syria.


	With regards to last week’s Qatari-brokered reconciliation accord between Hamas and Fatah, Haniyeh expressed hope the two sides would be able to form a Palestinian unity government in the near future. The proposed unity government, he said, would consist of Palestinian technocrats and would not deal with political issues or negotiations with Israel. Instead, the unity government would focus on lifting the blockade on the Gaza Strip, preparing for presidential and parliamentary elections and rebuilding the Gaza Strip, Haniyeh said.


	On Monday, Haniyeh arrived in Abu Dhabi, where he was received by the ruler of the United Arab Emirates, Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed. In addition to Iran and the UAE, Haniyeh’s current tour has taken him to Qatar, Kuwait and Bahrain. Sources close to Hamas said Haniyeh may also visit Saudi Arabia later this week.


	This is Haniyeh’s second tour outside Gaza since Hamas seized control of the Strip in 2007. Last month, he visited Egypt, Sudan, Turkey and Tunisia.


	Disagreement within the Hamas leadership over a reconciliation deal signed by leaders of Hamas and the Palestinian Authority in Qatar is stalling the formation of a unity government, senior Fatah member Nabil Sha'ath said Monday. Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas is waiting to hear confirmation from Hamas that they will stand behind an interim government under his premiership, Sha'ath told Palestinian news agency Ma'an.


	Sha'ath made the comments as an open leadership split within Hamas—the first of its kind in the history of the Islamist movement—arose over how far it should go in closing ranks with Fatah. Hamas has been working with the PA to end a conflict with Fatah that erupted after Hamas won Palestinian elections in 2006, and forcefully ejected Fatah from the Gaza Strip the following year.


	Some leaders in Hamas have said it would be illegal for Abbas to become prime minister of an interim government while he is still president, a part of the deal that Abbas and Hamas leader Khaled Mashaal signed in Doha. Sha'ath rejected such claims on Monday as untrue.


	Sha'ath said he hoped that "Hamas does not make [the deal] an obstacle," adding that "we in Fatah will not use this as an excuse to stop working towards unity." Sha'ath said Fatah would have "no role" in helping to solve what he called an "internal issue" within Hamas.


Peres: World cannot stand idly by in Syria 


by HERB KEINON, Jerusalem Post


President Bashar Assad is a “murderer” without a future, President Shimon Peres said on Monday in the harshest public statement yet by an Israeli leader about the situation in Syria.


	Assad is killing men, women and children, and “it is forbidden for the citizens of the world to stand to the side,” Peres said before a meeting with visiting Croatian President Ivo Josipovic.


	Peres praised the Syrians taking to the streets daily against Assad and showing “courage under fire.”


	“I must say that the fact that the Arab League turned to the UN for the first time with a request to send military forces to save the citizens and children of Syria is very important in the struggle for freedom, democracy and preserving the dignity of man and the Syrian people,” he said.


	Peres’s comments came amid a perception among some in the Arab world that Israel—out of a preference for “the devil it knows”—is interested in seeing Assad remain in power. In an apparent effort to dispel this thinking, Foreign Minister Avigdor Liberman said in an Army Radio interview last week that any alternative to Assad would be better for Israel.


	Israel, according to diplomatic sources, is walking a delicate balancing act, not wanting to be perceived as intervening in Syrian affairs, and concerned that anything it says will be turned against it. The officials said that the opposing forces in Syria are busy casting aspersions upon each other by saying that the other side either supports or is being aided by Israel.


	Peres also told his Croatian counterpart that it was very important for Israel to maintain its peace treaties with Jordan and Egypt during this period of regional instability. One diplomatic official said that while Israel would like to see Jordan return its ambassador to Israel, this is unlikely now because of Amman’s concern that this could complicate matters domestically for King Abdullah II.


	The Jordanian Embassy in Tel Aviv has been without an ambassador for nearly two years, since Abdullah appointed Ali Al Ayed, the former envoy, as Jordan’s minister of media affairs and communications in July 2010. Amman did not name a replacement. While Israel would like to see the return of an envoy, it understands the constraints that Abdullah is working under, the official said.


	Diplomatic officials have characterized the coordination between Amman and Jerusalem as “very close,” something apparent in Jordan’s decision last month to host low-level talks between Israel and the Palestinians. Nevertheless, the coordination is at the governmental level, with a high-degree of anti-normalization feeling toward Israel among large segments of the population, similar to what exists in Egypt.


Syria rejects UN peacekeepers, resumes assault on Homs


by Deutsche Presse Agentur


Syrian troops on Monday bombarded restive areas in the province of Homs with heavy artillery and stormed areas near the capital Damascus, according to opposition activists, one day after the Arab League vowed to support the opposition.


	"Syrian troops are heavily bombarding the area of Rastan [in Homs] with heavy artillery, hitting residential areas in the city," said Hani Abdullah, a Syrian activist based in Damascus. Syrian troops stormed areas near the capital in the early morning hours and and arrested men and women in the Damascus suburb that witnessed anti-regime protests last week, he added.


	Arab League foreign ministers called on the UN Security Council on Sunday to form a joint Arab-UN peacekeeping force to observe a ceasefire in Syria, in the latest attempt to end the bloodshed and stop the country from sliding into a full-blown civil war. Damascus blasted the Arab League's decision, saying it was not concerned with any decisions taken in its absence. The Arab League suspended Syria's membership in the 22-member bloc in November.


	On Sunday, the Arab League also vowed to provide "political and financial support" to the Syrian opposition.


	The Syrian regime has accused "terrorists" of being behind the uprising that started against al-Assad in mid-March. The government has also blamed al-Qaeda for several bombings in Damascus and the northern city of Aleppo, in which almost 100 people died.


	The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, which regularly updates the number of casualties, says more than 7,200 people have died.


	ELIEZER SHERMAN, Jerusalem Post and Reuters report: Syrian President Bashar Assad’s regime has used chemical warfare in order to ease its entrance into Homs, said Awad Al-Razak, an officer who defected from the Syrian armed forces. Al-Razak, who served in the chemical warfare department of the Syrian military, told the Al-Arabiya network that the government used nerve gas under the supervision of Russian and Iranian scientists, and intends to do so again in other parts of the country.


	On Monday, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights Navi Pillay said that the failure of the United Nations Security Council to reach an agreement on a resolution against the ongoing violence in Syria has emboldened the Syrian government in its deadly crackdown on opposition activists.


	Russia and China on Feb. 4 vetoed a European-Arab drafted resolution condemning the Syrian government's suppression of anti-government demonstrations and endorsing an Arab League plan for Assad to step aside.


	Pillay's speech to the 193-nation assembly came after Syrian UN Ambassador Bashar Ja'afari, backed by delegates from Iran and North Korea, tried unsuccessfully to block her from addressing UN delegations by citing procedural arguments.


	Pillay spoke extensively about what she called an assault on the restive city of Homs, where she said the Syria army had targeted civilians using "tanks, mortars, rockets and artillery." The humanitarian situation in Homs is "deplorable," she said, adding that "food remains scarce," and electricity is often cut off to the city's over 800,000 residents.


	Pillay said that the Syrian military was carrying out indiscriminate attacks on civilian neighborhoods, and that residents have been "effectively trapped in areas under attack." The "civilian army has shelled densely populated neighborhoods in Homs,"' she said. More than 300 people have been killed in the western Syrian city since the beginning of the 10-day assault, according to Pillay. "The majority of them were victims of the shelling," she said.


	Pillay said that at least 400 children have been killed since last March, when mass protests in the southern Syrian city of Daraa—akin to those that sprung so-called Arab Spring revolutions in countries like Egypt and Tunisia—caused a similar eruption in Syria.


	She said Assad's forces have used schools as "detention facilities, sniper posts and military bases." Detained children have been subjected to solitary confinement, and are often put in cells with adults, she said.


	Cities across Syria have been blockaded, blocking access to water, food and medical supplies, according to the UN human rights rapporteur. "The failure of the Security Council to agree on firm collective action appears to have emboldened the Syrian government to launch an all-out assault in an effort to crush dissent with overwhelming force," Pillay told the General Assembly.


Military judge denies appeal by hunger striker


by BEN HARTMAN, Jerusalem Post


A military judge on Monday denied an appeal by a Palestinian detainee currently in the 58th day of a hunger strike.


	One of detainee Khader Adnan’s attorneys, Tamar Peleg-Sryck, who was supplied by the organization Hamoked: The Center for the Defense of the Individual, said Adnan’s appeal was rejected on the argument that because he is allegedly part of a terrorist organization any and all acts he carries out with said organization [Islamic Jihad] endanger the safety of the area.


	When asked if she thinks Adnan will be released in May or if his detention will be renewed, Peleg-Sryck said she is not sure, but “he probably won’t make it that long either way. I don’t see him stopping the hunger strike without them releasing him and I don’t see him surviving the four months.”


	Adnan, 33, from Arraba near Jenin, has been on hunger strike since his arrest by IDF troops on December 17 of last year. On January 8, his four-month administrative detention went into effect and is scheduled to end May 8.


	Adnan called the strike over what he said was his abusive treatment at the hands of soldiers during his arrest, and in order to shine light on “administrative detentions,” a legal procedure in the West Bank in which Palestinian security detainees can be held without charge and without the ability to see the evidence against them. The detention is usually for around up to six months, but can be renewed afterwards indefinitely.


	Adnan is according to various reports either a former spokesman or political figure within the terrorist organization Islamic Jihad in the West Bank. Shin Beit (Israel Security Agency) has not said why he was arrested.


	A spokeswoman from Physicians for Human Rights-Israel, which has sent a private doctor to examine Adnan, said the doctor told her “the clock is ticking,” but would not divulge further information in order to avoid infringing patient-doctor confidentiality.


	The spokeswoman said reports that Adnan has stopped drinking water are not true, saying if those reports were true, Adnan would no longer be alive. According to the spokesman, Adnan remains shackled by his feet and one hand to his hospital bed at Safed’s Galilee Medical Faculty, even though in her words, he cannot stand up on his own.


	Protests have been held in his support of Adnan in the West Bank and Gaza over the past week, and a number of Palestinian prisoners in Israeli prisons have gone on hunger strike as a sign of solidarity with Adnan. The past week has also seen violent clashes outside Ofer Prison between Palestinian protesters and Israeli security personnel.


No extradition without kashrut


by Tomer Zarchin, Haaretz


An American hit-and-run driver who was finally found in Israel last year, after fleeing Florida over a decade ago, may not be extraditable because Florida does not allow its prisoners to receive kosher food.


	Jerusalem District Court Judge Ben-Tzion Greenberger on Sunday ruled that Lawrence Seth Wayne, who had been sentenced by a Florida court to 19 years in prison for the 1998 road accident, could not be extradited to a state that would violate his right to practice his religion.


	If he was not assured kosher food, extraditing Wayne would constitute "a serious violation of his most basic rights to freedom of religion and worship," Greenberger said. Florida has refused to allow Wayne to receive kosher food in prison even if he pays for it privately, and insists he must begin serving his sentence in Florida while awaiting the proceedings to transfer him to another state.


	In February 1998, Wayne, a twice-convicted drunk driver, was again driving drunk when he slammed into Donald Cantwell's pickup truck in Delray Beach, mortally injuring him. Wayne fled the scene but was apprehended by police. Cantwell died two days later.


	Wayne was convicted of DUI manslaughter and sentenced to 19 years, but was let out on $50,000 bond while he appealed the case. He lost the appeal and fled the country before he could be brought to prison.


	He entered Israel in 2000 using a forged passport and an assumed name. He was located and arrested last year after a decade-long manhunt conducted by the FBI that was finally concluded with the help of the Israel Police.


	His attorney, Eric Bukatman of the Public Defender's Office, said on Monday he didn't know how long Wayne had been observant. Since taking on the case last year, he has always seen Wayne wearing a knitted kippa and the matter was not raised in court, he said.


	In the past Florida had an arrangement for supplying kosher food to prisoners, but canceled it, even though it recognized that this would violate some prisoners' rights.


US to cut support for Israeli missile defence


by Natasha Mozgovaya, Haaretz and Reuters


The US budget proposed by the Obama administration for 2013 would cut the funding for Israeli missile defense programs by $6 million, US officials said on Monday. The cut would affect the development of Short Range Ballistic Missile Defense program and Arrow System Improvement Program. The $3 billion annual military assistance to Israel, within the framework of the 10 years memorandum of understanding, will remain unchanged.


	US officials told Haaretz that the Israeli side knew of the cuts in advance. The budget plan stipulates that no funds be allocated to a Palestinian state unless the Secretary of State determines and certifies that the Palestinians have addressed a long list of issues including “a firm commitment to peaceful co-existence with the State of Israel” and “taking appropriate measures to counter terrorism and terrorist financing in the West Bank and Gaza.”


	The Republican Party, controlling the House of Representatives, voiced strong opposition to the budget, claiming it does not address the problems facing the nation.


	Also opposing the new budget are two major Jewish charities. The budget includes limits to tax deductions for charitable contributions, expected to deprive American nonprofits of $4 billion annually. The Jewish Federations of North America and the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America, which stand to suffer loses to their budget due to the change have both released statements objecting to the change in policy.


Chavez opponent faces anti-Semitism


by GIL SHEFLER, Jerusalem Post


Henrique Capriles Radonski, who on Sunday handily won the opposition’s ticket in the Venezuelan presidential race, is said to have the best chance of defeating President Hugo Chavez in an election in years when voters go to the ballots on October 7.


	But some observers worry supporters of the incumbent might turn the 39-year-old governor of Miranda’s Jewish ancestry into an issue by smearing him with anti-Semitic slurs. “We already have seen some signs it is going to happen,” said Dina Siegel Vann, the director of the Latino and Latin American Institute of the American Jewish Committee, an advocacy group in New York, on Monday. “One local paper placed a Star of David on a picture of him.”


	Michael Salberg, director of international affairs at the Anti-Defamation League, said this was indicative of “a government-related media apparatus that promotes and flogs the issue [of anti-Semitism.]”


	“You have in Chavez a political leader, a head of a country, who engages in the use of political anti-Semitism,” said Salberg. “Someone who engages in scapegoating and accusations against the Jewish community, particularly around issues in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.”


	While Capriles is proud of his Jewish ancestry and has never tried to shy away from it, he is a devout Catholic. His maternal grandparents were Jewish refugees from Europe who arrived in Venezuela during World War II with nothing but “a suitcase full of clothes,” he told The Forward in an interview last year. “Because of my mother and grandmother, for Jews I’m Jewish, but I’m Catholic,” he said.


	Nonetheless, his enemies have used anti-Semitic rhetoric against him in the past accusing him of being part of a Jewish conspiracy. In 2009 pro-Chavez protesters ransacked his offices spraying swastikas on the wall and calling him a “Nazi,” an insult which Capriles was particularly offended by because his great-grandparents were murdered in concentration camps.


	“They came here and they called me ‘Nazi,’ when my grandmother was in the Warsaw Ghetto,” he told The Forward. “My great-grandparents were killed in a concentration camp. My grandmother’s mother and father were killed by the Nazis in Treblinka.”


	Capriles began his political career in earnest in 1998 when he became the youngest member elected to the lower house of the Venezuelan legislature. Over the years Capriles has been subject to what he says is political harassment from Chavez. In 2004 he was sent to prison for allegedly fomenting violence, charges that were later dropped. He cites his experience behind bars as one of the reasons he became a more pious Christian.


	At the same time, Capriles has maintained close ties with the local Jewish community, which has struggled under Chavez. Many of its members have left the country because of increasing economic hardship for the middle and upper classes and a sharp rise in violent crime. In 2009, twice as many people were murdered in Venezuela than in restive Iraq, The New York Times reported. 


	Members of the Jewish community say the policies of the president known for his animosity towards the US and Israel and close ties with Iran have created a noxious atmosphere for them to live in. Consequently, the community has shrunk from about 20,000 in 2000 to fewer than 10,000 today.


	Recently, Chavez is looking more vulnerable than in the past. Over the past year he has battled cancer and has seen his popularity sag, yet the firebrand politician can still rely on the staunch support of poor Venezuelans who see in him a leader they can identify with. If Capriles is to defeat the Chavez juggernaut that has held on to power for the last 13 years he must appeal to a broader swath of the electorate than his predecessors have.


Court orders striking train employees back to work


by OREN KESSLER, Jerusalem Post


The National Labor Court on Tuesday morning issued an injunction against a strike by Israel Railways employees which began Monday night, shutting down the nation's rail system.


	The court ordered the striking railway workers to return to work by 9 a.m. on Tuesday morning. While the railway employees board stated that they would respect the order, train service had not begun operating normally on Tuesday following the passing of the 9 a.m. deadline.


	The nation's rail system ground to a halt Monday night, after Israel Railways employees declared an open-ended strike to protest the outsourcing of maintenance services to a foreign company. The strike came in response to the rail operator's decision to contract out maintenance work for hundreds of rail cars to Bombardier, the Canadian company that produces the vehicles. Railway workers complain that the work should be conducted in-house, thereby providing them with much-needed supplemental income.


	Gila Edrey, who heads of the employees board, said, "We can't allow Israel Railways to turn into a bastion of contract work. We have no choice—we have to strike—but it is due to the obtuseness and negligence of the management. "


Israel GDP grows, but needs to cut debt


by Steven Scheer, Reuters


JERUSALEM—Israel's economy is expected to grow slightly less than 3 percent in 2012, accelerating to 3.75% in 2013, the International Monetary Fund said on Monday, urging the government to focus on cutting public debt. "A severe downturn in 2012 is unlikely . . . but the output gap will likely reopen a little," the IMF said in its annual report on Israel, adding much depends on economic developments abroad.


	Israel also needs to restrain spending on defence in 2013 and the country may have scope to cut interest rates further, the fund said.


	The IMF's growth projection for this year is roughly in line with the Bank of Israel's estimate of 2.8% and the Finance Ministry's forecast of 3.2%. Israel's economy grew 4.8% last year, according to preliminary official figures.


	The fund said Israel needs to do more to lower its public debt burden, which is high relative to stronger developed and emerging market countries. Part of the problem stems from regional tensions and the need for high military expenses that constrain the budget.


	"The top priority is to keep public debt on a downward track over the medium term. This will maintain confidence in Israel despite strained international markets, and so allow some flexibility in the deficit path in the short term," the IMF said. It welcomed a decision to phase out a reduction in tax rates and to stick to fiscal discipline in the wake of a wave of social protests last summer.


	The IMF forecast Israel's budget deficit at 3-3.5% of gross domestic product in 2012, above a 2% target. The Finance Ministry has estimated 3.4% due to a shortfall in tax income.


Netanyahu: Crime terrorising nation’s Arabs


by BEN HARTMAN, Jerusalem Post


The level of crime in the Arab sector has created an intolerable reality for these Israeli citizens, Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said Monday. “The [Arab] sector is living in an unbearable situation of crime, murder and robbery,” Netanyahu said.


	The prime minister’s comments came during a special Knesset committee meeting held to discuss violence in the Arab community. He called for a two-pronged approach to “free the Arab public from the terror of crime,” saying that more must be done to integrate Israeli Arabs into the economy and the workforce, and that law enforcement efforts must be stepped up in their communities.


	“Over 40 percent of the sector says they are worried that someone will harm them in their village or town; that’s almost every other person,” the prime minister continued. “This is the Wild West, the Wild East, the Wild North, Wild South. We must take action.”


	Netanyahu spoke of years past when Israeli organized crime was in its heyday, before the police dramatically changed the equation for the better. That same success can be achieved in fighting crime in the Arab sector, he said.


	At one point during the meeting, Siham Agbariya from Umm el-Fahm broke into tears describing the heartbreak and terror she feels following the murder of her husband and two of her children four months ago.


	“My children are afraid, they saw what happened to their father and their brothers that same night they were with me. I’m only asking one thing from you,” she said in Hebrew, before breaking down and saying in Arabic, “We never had any enemies, I never locked my door and I felt safe until this happened. Now neither I nor my children feel safe. I am asking the police to find the killers. As long as they are free I have no safety.”


	Netanyahu said Agbaria’s words tore his heart. When he left the committee room, he stopped to comfort her.


	Public Security Minister Yitzhak Aharonovitch said at the meeting that tackling the disproportionate level of violence in the Arab sector is a national priority. He also said that because not all crimes are reported, the statistics are deceptive. “Regarding the data—double the reported number,” he said “In the data we have, there are 141 incidents of murder in total, and 62 of them are from the Arab sector. We know about many unreported cases,” Aharonovitch said. “Defeating and controlling the violence in the Arab sector is something I have set as a goal,” the minister continued. “When I say thousands of weapons are caught, it shows the huge number of weapons out there.”


	In recent years, Aharonovitch has repeatedly made such calls for greater law enforcement in Arab communities. According to figures released by his ministry last month, while Arabs make up around 20% of the population, they are the suspects in 67% of homicides, 70% of attempted homicides and 52% of arsons. They are also the victims of the overwhelming majority of homicides committed in the country.


	In January, Aharonovitch launched three new police units to back up stations in Arab areas. Police plan to set up a further five units of 60 officers each in other Arab areas, including in the Wadi Ara region and in Shfaram.


	Also during Monday’s Knesset meeting, Israel Police Insp.-Gen. Yochanan Danino said that police will no longer use the phrase “honor killings” to refer to murders carried out by spouses or relatives of Arab women, instead referring to them as “murders within the family.”


Plan for City of David visitors centre


by Nir Hasson, Haaretz


A playground, community center and cafe built by Silwan residents were razed Monday morning to make way for a new visitors center at the City of David National Park, after construction of the center was approved by the Jerusalem District Planning and Construction Committee on Sunday.


	The Elad organization, which operates the park in Jerusalem, promoted the plan for the center, which will enable visitors to view recently discovered archaeological findings.


	Silwan residents and several left-wing organizations objected to the plan, charging that it bolsters the process of Judaization of the village and strengthens the right-wing Elad organization's hold on the site. On Monday, Israel Nature and Parks Authority representatives destroyed a complex that had been erected by village residents.


	Jerusalem Mayor Nir Barkat voiced his support for construction of the center at the committee hearing, as did Israel Antiquities Authority's Jerusalem District director Dr. Yuval Baruch. "This is one of the most important projects in Jerusalem in recent generations," said Baruch. "There is an important link here between the Ophel Garden, the City of David and the Western Wall and the creation of a direct link between the sites."


	The complex—to be called Mercaz Kedem (Kedem Center)—is to be built on stilts, above the excavation site known as the Givati parking lot. Designed by architect Arieh Rahamimov, it will include a parking lot, exhibition space, classrooms, and an observation deck.


	"The plan is an example of outstanding architecture that will contribute to the development of the national park and create public space that befits the location within the site and the city, as well as address the needs of the million and a half annual visitors to the national park," the Ministry of Interior's announcement stated.


	"The public interest is to prevent massive construction opposite the walls of the Old City and certainly not to build on top of the major archaeological strata uncovered," countered archaeologist Yoni Mizrahi, who is active in the Emek Shaveh, an umbrella organization of left-wing archaeologists. "The archeology should be presented as part of Silwan where it was found, and not disconnected from it. The decision to erect a building in the Givati parking lot will fortify the Elad organization's Israeli settlement in Silwan and further exclude the Palestinian residents from their right to their village's past."


East Jerusalem's hospitals good, but access limited


by Oz Rosenberg, Haaretz


Both of East Jerusalem's hospitals are generally considered to be quality institutions that provide good service to their patients, most of whom are Palestinians from the West Bank. The Al-Mukassad Hospital, for example, is considered the Palestinian version of Jerusalem's Hadassah Medical Center.


	However, while the service provided in East Jerusalem's hospitals may be comparable to that found in the western part of the city, accessibility to the institutions themselves is problematic. According to Fouad Abu Ahmad, who runs two clinics in East Jerusalem, the scope of services that hospitals are able to provide their patients in that part of the city is limited due to the licensing system maintained by Israel's health maintenance organizations. As a result, a person's health insurance may cover an operation, but not a visit to the emergency room.


	According to Physicians for Human Rights, a nongovernmental organization, one of the most problematic parts of East Jerusalem's medical system is its emergency medical services. According to statistics, between July and September of 2011 there were 204 cases in which patients needed to be taken to the emergency room in an ambulance. In no less than 80 percent of these cases Magen David Adom teams demanded a police escort for the ambulance. This, says PHR, significantly increases the time it takes to evacuate a patient or wounded person, potentially risking lives.


	Magen David Adom has claimed more than once that its demand for police escorts is the result of past experience, in which teams have been attacked by local residents and forced to flee. However, the data shows that in many cases escort is required even in areas that are not considered hostile.


	Various human rights organizations claim that the separation fence, along with the system of permits that goes along with it, hinders the provision of medical services to residents, as in many cases the road to the hospital has been made considerably longer.


	A UN report published in 2008 found that out of over one thousand hospital workers in East Jerusalem, around 70 percent are residents of the West Bank. They are also finding it increasingly difficult to secure entry and employment permits, which directly affects the proper functioning of the hospitals in East Jerusalem.


	Until last weekend, West Bank residents who sought treatment in East Jerusalem's hospitals were forced to endure checks and delays on their way back to the West Bank as well. This procedure was halted last weekend, following a request made by Physicians for Human Rights to the Civil Administration. According to the organization, this is a small step in the right direction.


Israeli 'discrimination' against Jews


by Jerusalem Post


The Zionist Organization of America (ZOA) decried what it termed Israeli discrimination against Jews on Monday after Israel prevented Jews from praying at the Temple Mount.


	"The ZOA believes that unfettered access and freedom to pray at a holy site is a basic, universally recognized right, which certainly should be accorded to Jews in the Jewish State of Israel," the organizations stated in a press release.


	On Sunday, Police prevented former Likud leadership contender Moshe Feiglin from entering the Temple Mount, after accusing him and right-wing activists of attempting to disrupt order.


Ariel centre becoming university


by Talila Nesher, Haaretz


The Ariel University Center of Samaria now qualifies as a university, according to a report prepared by the Council for Higher Education in Judea and Samaria, Haaretz has learned. But the bid to recognize the center as a university has prompted hundreds of academics to urge Education Minister Gideon Sa'ar to revoke the process.


	The CHE-JS report is a key step in the process of turning the Ariel center into a university in July, when the institution's "temporary university status" expires. Sa'ar, who visited the Ariel center two months ago, pledged to advance its status and called it "an important anchor in the Samaria capital." Sa'ar, who is also CHE chairman, said he increased the institution's budget by more than NIS 15 million and intended to appoint Ariel center officials as CHE members.


	Its report lists changes in the Ariel center, such as increasing the number of doctorate and advanced degrees students, a 50% increase in publications and a 30% increase in academic staff. Due to these changes the center now fulfills the required criteria to become a university, the report concludes.


	More than 250 Israeli academics, including four Israel Prize laureates have recently petitioned Sa'ar urging him not to declare the Ariel center a university. "Mixing Israeli academia with an ideology of occupation and oppression undermines [ties with academic institutions in other democracies] and threatens to cause severe damage to the Israeli academia," they wrote. "Democracy is the air and soul of academia, hence we see it as our duty to stop the attempt to harness academia in the occupation's service."


	The lecturers say upgrading the Ariel center "is part of the [West Bank] settlement project at the heart of the political controversy in Israel in the past 45 years. Establishing the Ariel college stemmed from political considerations, regardless of Israeli academia's needs . . . former incidents in history of mobilizing academia to the government's political purposes ended up in academia's destruction . . . ."


	The petition was initiated by a group of professors from the Weizmann Institute, headed by Dr. Nir Gov, of the department of Chemical Physics, who spearheaded the academics' move to boy.cott Ariel about a year ago.


	Ariel Center President Professor Dan Meyerstein responded: "I'd expect people of science to check their facts first. The question whether an institution is entitled to be called a university must be judged by criteria for judging academic institutions, not by their location. If someone claims we don't receive students from the surrounding area he's wrong. We do. The fact that they don't come to register is another question."


Ambassador raises $1.5m. for Holocaust survivors


by RUTH EGLASH, Jerusalem Post


British Ambassador to Israel Matthew Gould today (Tuesday) officially opens the first of several social clubs for Holocaust survivors, thanks to funds that he personally raised with help from members of the Jewish community in Britain.


	Gould, who will inaugurate the new club together with his wife, Celia, and Welfare and Social Services Minister Moshe Kahlon, has spent the best part of the past year raising more than $1.5 million for the project. He plans to double that amount in the coming year.


	“This launch is the culmination of our work,” the ambassador told The Jerusalem Post on Monday, explaining that he made public appeals to the British Jewish community via UK media outlets. He succeeded in partnering with religious authorities from across the spectrum, including the Chief Rabbi’s Office, the Board of Deputies of British Jewry and Reform Jewish authorities. Gould also drew support from the Holocaust Education Trust, various British synagogues and individuals.


	The project, which aimed to ease the loneliness and suffering felt by many Holocaust survivors here in Israel, will see six social and cultural centers established—in Givat Olga, the Eshkol region, Kiryat Bialik and Migdal Ha’emek, and two in Bnei Brak. The centers will provide programs and services for some 700 survivors. There are an estimated 207,000 victims of Nazi atrocities in World War II living in Israel.


	Gould said that he was not deterred by the government’s failure to be an equal financial partner in this venture, pointing out that the Welfare Ministry has come forward to provide space for the centers as well as services.


	“When I was ringing people to get support, I was asked about the Israeli government’s involvement in helping survivors and I explained to people that in every country in the world, no matter how developed and rich it might be, there is always the problem of old people being lonely,” he said. “It is a problem across the developed world and governments are not always best placed to tackle it.”


	Gould said that while it is the responsibility of a government to provide its citizens with certain essentials such as healthcare and housing as they reach old age, the issue of loneliness for the elderly “needs wider community support and involvement.” For Holocaust survivors the loneliness of old age was a “double tragedy,” he said. “Not only do they carry around the trauma and sadness of what they have experienced but when you add to that the loneliness, its even worse,” said Gould. “I do think its right that we do everything we can to help them.”


	Welfare Minister Moshe Kahlon also said this was the case. “Israeli society must do all it can to enable our heroes who survived Nazi oppression to grow old with dignity,” Kahlon said. “We are committed to doing our duty toward Holocaust survivors who helped build our country.” He said that the ministry welcomed the ambassador’s initiative and hoped that such centers would only increase in number.


	Elazar Stern, chairman of the Foundation for the Benefit of the Holocaust Victims in Israel, said that loneliness was one of the biggest problems facing survivors in Israel today. “These clubs offer a real anchor in the lives of many of the survivors, as for many of them, this is the only opportunity they have to get out of the house and meet people. This is an incredibly important initiative,” added Stern.


	The foundation, which receives 40 percent of its budget from the government and the rest from the Conference for Material Claims Against Germany (Claims Conference), has found itself facing financial difficulties in recent years as the needs of survivors grow and the available funds shrink.


	According to the organization, an estimated 50,000 survivors in Israel live below the poverty line and close to 35 survivors die each day. Roughly 60% of the survivors are immigrants from the former Soviet Union who arrived here during the 1990s and there are still some who are not eligible for certain pension funds aimed at helping survivors financially.


	Last September, for the first time in its 16-year history, the foundation said that it had no choice but to seek financial support from Jewish and non-Jewish communities around the world in order to fund its programs for survivors.


Hackers hit Prime Minister website


by Inbal Orpaz, Haaretz


The website of the Prime Minister's Office was attacked by hackers yesterday (Monday) afternoon and was intermittently unavailable for about an hour. Information security experts said it was a distributed denial-of-service attack, in which tens of thousands of computers attack a website at the same time in an attempt to prevent the site from providing services.


	"There was a communications problem that lasted for a few minutes and was corrected immediately," the PMO stated. Other websites of large Israeli institutions and businesses were also attacked yesterday. These attacks could be a prelude to a further, broader attack.


	On Friday, the hacker organization Anonymous announced in a Youtube video that its next target would be Israel. The organization accused Israel of committing "crimes against humanity," and criticized it for its treatment of Palestinians.


	Israel has been under attack by hackers for the past few weeks. Last week, the sites of the Yedioth Ahronoth group were attacked. Earlier, hackers broke into a number of online sales sites and released credit card and other details of thousands of Israelis. Other sites attacked included the Tel Aviv Stock Exchange, El Al and Haaretz.


Western Wall stones on sale at eBay


by JEREMY SHARON, Jerusalem Post


The Rabbi of the Western Wall, Shmuel Rabinovitz, announced on Monday that he has sent a letter to the online auction website eBay in an effort to prevent the sale of stones from the Western Wall.


	Small stones from the Western Wall have appeared on the website promising blessings and good fortune, according to a statement released by Rabinovitz’s office. A search of eBay shows a product titled “Piece Of Stone Soil From The Wailing Western Wall Kotel Jerusalem Jesus Israel,” on sale for $24.99. The item is described as a laminated card “contain[ing] stone soil from the western wailing wall.”


	“The history includes not only the religions of Judaism and Christianity, but history buffs of any religion [sic],” the description reads. “Just know what the contents of the card contains is history at its best. From Jesus Christ to King David, King Solomon, rabbis, popes, almost all of those within the bible and the thousands of years of people since.” it continues.


	Efforts to contact the vendor were unanswered.


	Rabinovitz said in a letter sent to eBay on Sunday that use of the stones of the Western Wall is a desecration of their holiness, forbidden by Torah law and a violation of the Antiquities Act. eBay had not responded to the letter on Monday.


	Citing a ruling of renowned arbiter of Jewish law the late Rabbi Moshe Feinstein, Rabinovitz said that commercial use of holy items is akin to embezzlement from God, and that buying such items brings curses and not blessings.


	Even if these stones are simply from the vicinity of the Western Wall and were taken without permission, it is fraudulent to present them as bestowing blessing and good fortune, Rabinovitz said.


	The rabbi and the Western Wall Heritage Foundation have filed a complaint with the police.


	Also on Monday, Rabinovitz said that more than 10 million people visited the Old City of Jerusalem and the Western Wall in 2011, according to new police statistics.


Israel rearrests Hamas man


by Jerusalem Post


Security forces arrested Iman Abu Duad in Hebron Monday on suspicion of terror activity, Israel Radio reported. Duad, a member of Hamas, was one of the prisoners released by Israel in 2011 in exchange for captured IDF soldier Gilad Schalit.


Underwear bomber seeks clemency


by Reuters


WASHINGTON—A lawyer for the Nigerian man who pleaded guilty to trying to blow up a US jumbo passenger jet on Christmas Day in 2009 urged a federal judge on Monday not to sentence him to spend the rest of his life in prison because it was cruel and unusual punishment.


	Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab, 25, pleaded guilty in a federal court in October 2011 of trying to detonate a bomb hidden in his underwear as part of a plot orchestrated by al-Qaida's affiliate in Yemen, al-Qaida in the Arabian Peninsula.


	He is due to be sentenced on Thursday in Detroit and faces up to life in prison for the bombing attempt aboard a Northwest Airlines flight from Amsterdam to Detroit that had 289 people on board.


Gaza runner ready to fly Palestinian flag in London


by Nidal al-Mughrabi, Reuters


GAZA—Gaza runner Bahaa al-Farra treads carefully, braving the elements and potholed roads ravaged by years of conflict between Palestinian militants and the Israeli army, as he prepares to race at the London Olympics.


	The 19-year-old trains for three hours a day in Gaza's Yarmouk soccer stadium, along the dusty streets and on the beach in well worn trainers that were donated to the Palestine Olympic Committee by wealthy Gulf state, Qatar.


	Palestinian athletes complain of a paucity of financial support at home and a lack of vital equipment and coaches that are crucial for success and to nurture talented youth, but by competing in London, a national dream will be realised.


	The Palestinian flag first flew at the Olympics in Atlanta in 1996 when one athlete took part, Sydney 2000 welcomed two competitors and three went to Athens in 2004. All got a roaring welcome, but it was for participation rather than achievement.


	A party of four travelled to Beijing four years ago—two track athletes and two swimmers—but as in previous Games, none got there by attaining the minimum Olympic qualifying standard, they were entered under rules for fledgling nations.


	Four Palestinians will also participate in London. Joining Farra will be Cairo-based swimmer Ahmed Jabreel and two West Bank women, swimmer Sabeen Kharyoon from Bethlehem and runner Worood Maslaha from Nablus.


	Hani al-Halabi from East Jerusalem who will head the Palestinian delegation, said the makeup of the current squad was representative of all Palestinians wherever they live. "We want to embody the Palestinian issue by including participants from the Gaza Strip, the West Bank, Jerusalem and the diaspora. Each of us represents a part of our home," Halabi said.


	Farra, a 400 metres runner, said he could not wait to get to London and dreamt of standing on the winners' podium. "It's going to be a beautiful feeling to represent Palestine . . . like all the other athletes, I dream of winning a medal . . . I hope to carry the flag and tell the world that regardless of all the difficulties, we exist", he told Reuters.


	But with a personal-best time of 49.04 seconds, almost six seconds slower than Michael Johnson's world record of 43.18, and more than three seconds slower than the Olympic B-standard minimum qualifying time, Farra's medal ambitions will remain a fantasy. His top time was achieved at last year's IAAF World Championships in Daegu, South Korea where he finished 34th out of 37 starters.


	Farra needs $12,000 to finance his training and special diet in the final six-month buildup period to London but he has not seen a penny of funding, said Abu Maraheel, who will accompany him. "Ideally, if we want to improve results we need to fund a two-year preparation plan to an Olympics or any major competition, but we don't have a proper budget, we don't have a track or other vital facilities. We are trying to achieve something out of nothing," he said.


	Farra said he realised the importance of what he was doing for his local community. "In my neighbourhood people know how important it is for one of their own to take part in such a competition and they are happy for me," he said.


	Abu Maraheel said participation in major sporting events was no less important than political struggle. "We want to use sport as a language that everybody understands to tell the world that the Palestinian people exist," he said.


Peer takes 6-0, 6-0 win in Doha


by United Press International


DOHA, Qatar—Shahar Peer didn’t lose a game Monday in posting a first-round win at the Qatar Total Open tennis tournament. Peer ran over wild-card entrant Nadia Lalami 6-0, 6-0 in 42 minutes. She won nearly three-quarters of the points in the match, losing just seven on serve and 11 when receiving.


Response: Was this an act of war?


by YAAKOV KATZ, Jerusalem Post


On June 6, 1982, Israel launched the First Lebanon War in response to the assassination attempt against ambassador to the United Kingdom Shlomo Argov.


	Israel is not about to go to war over the bombing of a diplomatic car in New Delhi and an attempted bombing in Tbilisi. But, if Iran and Hezbollah continue their efforts and succeed in perpetrating a large attack producing greater casualties and devastation, the government will have a difficult time holding itself back.


	On the other hand, while Israel will likely not respond militarily this time, it will have to consider the implication of ignoring the attacks and what that will do to the deterrence it has tried to create vis-à-vis Hezbollah following the Second Lebanon War in 2006.


	Since the assassination of Hezbollah’s military commander Imad Mughniyeh in Damascus in 2008, Israel has known that it was just a matter of time before it would be attacked overseas. The attacks carried out on Monday were, however, against low-level embassy employees. The one in Tbilisi was against a local employee who is not an Israeli, and the one in New Delhi targeted the wife of the Defense Ministry representative.


	This could mean that Hezbollah is having an extremely difficult time in its efforts to attack quality Israeli targets. It could also mean that it is intentionally targeting low-level officials in order to send Israel a message while at the same time not giving it an excuse to launch a counter-offensive, possibly against the group’s infrastructure in Lebanon.


	There is, however, concern within the defense establishment that Hezbollah’s growing frustration with its failure to succeed in perpetrating an attack—previous plots have been foiled in Thailand, Azerbaijan and Turkey—could lead the group to escalate its activities and perhaps launch an attack on a larger scale.


	Until Monday, a debate had been raging within the Israeli defense establishment on what the appropriate response should be to an overseas attack. Hezbollah is understood to prefer such an attack—against an embassy, an El Al plane or a consulate—rather than one along the northern border since this would allow it a level of deniability.


	There are officials within the defense establishment who believe that such an attack needs to be met by a fierce response. Just last month, IDF Chief of Staff Lt.-Gen. Benny Gantz warned Hezbollah not to test Israel’s resolve by perpetrating a terror attack against an Israeli target overseas. If Israel does not respond, it could be perceived as a paper tiger.


	Other officials believe Israel should not go to war over just any attack, and the country’s reaction would need to depend on the chosen target and of course the outcome, i.e. the number of casualties.


	However valuable Mughniyeh was to Hezbollah, the defense establishment believes there are other motives behind the Lebanese group’s desire to attack Israel somewhere overseas. One of the motives is understood to be part of Iranian efforts to deter the West from launching a military strike against its nuclear facilities by showing the world that its proxy—Hezbollah—can strike anywhere it wants, even as far away as Georgia and India.


	This is meant to show the United States, Israel and Europe that retaliation to a strike against Iran will be painful for everyone and will not simply be the launching of rockets and missiles by Hezbollah and Hamas into the Israeli home front.


Perspectives: Yahad and the British Jewish community


by DAVID NEWMAN, Jerusalem Post


Next week will herald the annual Jewish Book Week in London. Together with Limmud, this week has become one of the most important cultural events in the calendar of the British Jewish community, with hundreds of participants attending the crowded schedule. Different in nature to Limmud, the two events complement each other with lectures and discussions by Jewish authors, or writers on Jewish and Israeli related topics.


	Tickets to all the main events have long been sold out and if you want to hear Simon Schama, Deborah Lipstadt, Howard Jacobson, Etgar Keret, or discussions of their books, you will have to rely on the podcast. While the total numbers of the Anglo Jewish community have declined in recent decades, the community has displayed a renewed enthusiasm and public non-apologetic assertiveness of its ethnic and religious identity.


	One of the more public events to take place at this year’s event will be an interview with Jeremy Ben-Ami, the founder and Director of J Street in North America. This has resulted in a negative reaction on the part of the mainstream Zionist Federation. In an article in the Jewish Chronicle, the Federation’s executive director was quoted as saying that: “We have always viewed J Street, who claim to be pro-Israel, with considerable caution and scepticism.”


	The J Street event is sponsored by its much smaller sister movement and UK equivalent. Yahad promotes an alternative pro-Israel, pro-peace message among the Anglo Jewish community. Yahad and J Street have succeeded in attracting large numbers of young Jews who are sympathetic to and supportive of Israel but do not necessarily agree with the policies of the present and recent Israeli governments.


	Unlike previous generations, the support of the younger, more global, generation of Diaspora Jews is no longer an automatic given. They have to be re-connected to Israel through messages with which they identify and which are meaningful in their daily lives.


	Many young and committed Jews of today see Israel’s security and existence as a given, anti-Semitism as an evil which can (and must) be combatted, and the continued rule over another people as a blemish on the reputation of Israel. They love Israel, but wish it to take its proper role as a true equal among nations on the global scene. They do not, in the words of the Zionist Federation director, “claim to be pro-Israel” any more or less than all other pro-Israel organizations, nor should they be required to apologize for their credentials simply because they are not part of the age-old establishment community organizations, who rightly feel threatened by their popularity and freshness.


	For its part, the Zionist Federation has, for almost a hundred years, undertaken important work on behalf of Israel among both the Jewish and non-Jewish communities and must be congratulated for such. Over the years it has been relegated to the role of the “events manager” for big events, such as Independence Day concerts and Balfour Day celebrations.


	The marketplace of Jewish and Israeli ideas and organizations has become very crowded in recent years. If the ZF start to exclude organizations, such as J Street (or its Yahad counterpart) or cast aspersions concerning their “loyalty” to Israel or to the wider Jewish community, then they would appear to have lost their role as an umbrella organization which offers the widest possible inclusivity to all who share the basic belief in, and support of, Israel.


	The privatization of the organizational support for Israel in the UK, as in other Diaspora communities, has brought about tough competition for the cheque books of donors. The British Jewish community is an exceptionally generous community, with an average of 150 million pounds being donated annually to Jewish and Israeli charities in a community which number no more than approximately 270,000 people, and within which the number of wealthy donors and patrons is limited.


	The appearance of yet another competitor on the street obviously raises concerns for those organizations who traditionally had a monopoly over fund raising. Many donors have, in recent years, preferred to switch away from the general organizations and give directly to causes with which they identify. Yahad and J Street, along with other political lobbies and educational organizations, are also out there competing for the minds and the hearts of this small nucleus of donors.


	Rather than raise questions concerning their authenticity or validity, the ZF should be applauding J Street and Yahad for their success in having attracted thousands of young Jewish adults, future community leaders, back into the fold of pro-Jewish and pro-Israel activism. Instead of continuing to try and exclude them, organizations such as J Street and Yahad should be co-opted by the Jewish community organizations such as the ZF and recognized for the valuable work they are doing on behalf of Israel.


The writer is dean of the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at Ben-Gurion University.


Client: Hezbollah chief and Haaretz


by Moshe Arens, Haaretz


Is it possible that Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah reads Haaretz? Not the Hebrew edition, of course. But does he read the English edition online, or is the print edition smuggled to him in Beirut by one of his agents in Israel? Or is it translated to him by one of his aides?


	One way or another, he seems to have decided to react to an article on Haaretz's op-ed page, not very prominently displayed, on January 24; the piece discussed a statement by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon during his recent visit to Beirut. There he said Hezbollah's arsenal outside the authority of the Lebanese government was unacceptable.


	Commenting on Ban's statement, the Haaretz article stated that whereas a situation where a terrorist organization had deployed tens of thousands of rockets aimed at Israel was unacceptable to the UN secretary-general, it was intolerable for Israel. What's more, it was creating a situation where all Lebanon was sitting on a time bomb. If Israel were forced to destroy this vast rocket arsenal, great destruction would inevitably rain down on all Lebanon. In other words, Hezbollah was putting all Lebanon in danger.


	Hezbollah's rockets, it was pointed out, serve as a protective shield against Iran's nuclear ambitions and will be unleashed against Israel on orders from Tehran. Therefore, sooner or later, action will have to be taken to bring about the dismantling of these rockets.


	It took Nasrallah about two weeks to digest the full meaning of this message and all its implications—just what the people of Lebanon, sitting on the powder keg he had built under them, would conclude, and how that would affect Hezbollah's standing in Lebanon. Also an issue was the danger of international moves forcing the dismantling of his rockets in Lebanon, and failing that the possibility of military action to destroy his rocket arsenal.


	On February 7, from his hideout in Beirut, Nasrallah broadcast by video-link a message to the people of Lebanon, a message also of interest to readers here. Yes, he said, Hezbollah receives financial and material aid from Iran, but he denied that it takes operational instructions from Iran. Then he added a key sentence. If Israel were to attack Iran's nuclear sites, Iran's leadership "would not ask anything of Hezbollah." If that were to happen, he continued, Hezbollah's own leadership would "sit down, think and decide what to do."


	So there you have it, believe it or not. Hezbollah, though it receives financial and material aid from its "brothers" in Iran, is an "independent organization," does not take orders from Tehran, and will decide when to launch or not to launch the tens of thousands of rockets it has deployed all over Lebanon against Israel. It will do this only after it has "sat down, thought about the problem and decided what to do." So, Nasrallah says, the people in Lebanon and the people in Tel Aviv have nothing to worry about.


	Nasrallah must be really foolish if he believes he can hoodwink the people of Lebanon, the people of Israel or the international community. His ties to his masters in Tehran are too well known. It is they who call the shots. It is they who are trying to bolster the Assad regime in Syria. It is the continuation of Bashar Assad's rule in Damascus that assures the Iranian supply line to Hezbollah in Lebanon.


	No wonder Nasrallah feels a little shaky and is trying to shore up his public image by insisting he's an independent factor in the Middle East equation. But the basic facts remain. Hezbollah's rockets in Lebanon are part and parcel of the Iranian effort to attain nuclear weapons, and neutralizing this rocket threat must be part of the strategy to keep Iran from attaining a nuclear weapons capability.
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