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TOP NEWS IN BRIEF

Barak urges China leader on Iran
Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak told Li Peng
that Israel is worried about China's transfer of military
technology to Iran. Li, the chairman of the Nafional
People’s Congress, reportedly responded that China
“has normal ties to Iran.” The meeting in Jerusalem
came on the second day of Li's six-day visit fo Israel.

Shul arsons may bolster case

California will buttress its demand for the death
penalty in the case of two white supremaists alleged
to have murdered a gay couple by citing evidence that
the defendants were involved in the June arsons of
three Sacramento synagogues.

Separate federal charges are expected to be filed
within a month against brothers Benjamin Matthew
Williams, 31, and James Tyler Williams, 29, in the
firebombing of the synagogues and a Sacramento
abortion dinic.

Russia bans extremist party

Russia’s central electoral commission banned 0 |

neo-Nazi bloc from running in next month’s parlia-
mentary eledions. The move against Spas was taken
after the Moscow City Court ruled that the group,
Russian for “Savior,” was illegal.

Party leaders say they will petition Russia's
Supreme Court and the European Human Rights Court
to overturn the decision.

Two injured in car hombing

An lsraeli father and son were injured in o cor
bombing in Tel Aviv on Sunday in an attack police
susped was linked fo the underworld.

A police spokesman said the father, who was
seriously injured, had a criminal record.

Firm: Commission owes millions

A company that did computer work for a commis-
sion investigating Holocaust-era accounts in Swiss
banks is threatening legal action unless it is paid in
full for its work.

The Volcker Commission owes Tadiran Informa-
tion Systems some $4.2 million, according to a com-
pany spokesman. The work induded computerizing the
names in Israel’s Yad Vashem Holocaust Memorial to
allow researchers to check names against those who
held the Swiss accounts.
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Jews help replace Kosovo’s

broken glass, mend its spirit
By Michael J. Jordan

PRISTINA, Yugoslavia (JTA) — Having endured 10 years of oppression and the
largest expulsion in Europe since the Holocaust, it is not uncommon to hear the
Albanians of Kosovo draw parallels between themselves and Jews.

So it was little surprise to Greta Kacinari that Jews would be among those lending
a hand in Kosovo, the war-torn southern province of Yugoslavia.

Despite the near absence of Jews in Kosovo, the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee has rebuilt many of its schools.

“I know a lot of Jews and I know they have helped each other in times of need,”
said Kacinari, principal of Elena Gjika Primary School.

“But the really amazing thing to me is there’s also something in their blood for
them to help people who are in a similar situation as Jews were in during their history.”

Kacinari’s is one of 14 primary schools in Kosovo’s capital, Pristina.

All of them here and in the countryside have suffered years of neglect and
vandalism, and later, war.

Meanwhile, as the Balkans have convulsed with one crisis after another this decade,
Jewish groups have not only assisted the small Jewish communities in the region, but
they have emerged as key supporters of the overall relief effort.

Leading the way is the JDC.

It pitched in $1.25 million for the Albanian refugee camps in Macedonia and
Albania earlier this year.

Then, when it expressed an interest in Kosovo’s primary schools late this summer,
UNICEEF asked it to help rebuild the infrastructure of all 14 in Pristina.

The JDC also selected a school in the southern city of Prizren, home to a tiny
Jewish community of 40.

Since its arrival in Kosovo in August, a small, dedicated team of Israelis has spent
$1.1 million of JDC funds to replace broken glass, doors and toilets, among other
projects.

“When you say it 10 times — ‘We’re here to help the people because we care’ —
it loses its strength,” says Israeli Nir Baron, JDC’s administrator in Kosovo.

“But that is why I’m here, and to make sure everything gets to the right people.”

There are certainly plenty of needy recipients.

Since 1989, Kosovo and its 90-percent ethnic Albanian population lived within an
apartheid-like system ruled by the Serbian minority.

Albanians were kicked out of universities, high schools and most primary schools.

In response, the Albanian community created a parallel school system, operated
mostly out of private homes.

In schools like Kacinari’s, the Albanians were allowed to remain.

But anywhere from 750 to 900 schoolchildren were forced into half a wing.

As there were only nine classrooms, teachers and students came to school in three
shifts, from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m.

Meanwhile, the 350 Serb students had access to 25 rooms, the gymnasium and
luxury items such as microscopes.

When the Serb teachers and students left school at 2 p.m., the heat was shut off.
The Albanians continued in the cold, Kacinari says.

“1 don’t wish for anyone in the world to live through the conditions we lived
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Albright wary over China sales

The U.S. secretary of state said she expressed U.S.
concern over lIsrael’s sale of military technology to
China. Madeleine Albright said the United States is
having “an active dialogue with Israel about these
issues.”

She noted that while there are laws that prohibit
the transfer of American technology, there is no ban
against arm sales to Chino. An lsreli defense firm
recently installed a $250 million radar system on a
Russian-made cargo plane for China’s air force.

Barak criticized on economy

Israel’s unemployment rate has reached 9.1
percent, putting the number of jobless at about
213,000.

The quarterly figures released by the Central
Bureau of Statistics come amid growing criticism of
Prime Minister Ehud Barak's handling of the country’s
economy.

Borok is standing by his campaign pledge to |
create 300,000 new jobs during the next four years, |

but said there are no quick fixes.

Israel to pay wounded Palestinian
An Israeli court ordered the state to pay some

$250,000 to o Polestinion seriously wounded in 1984

in the explosion of ammunition left behind from an
Israeli army training exercise. The court ruled the
army had not properly combed the area after the drill.

Soccer team cleared of carousing

The Israel Football Association said it found no
evidence that some members of Israel's national soccer
team caroused with call girls and used drugs on the
eve of a humiliating defeat by Denmark earlier this
month.

The investigation was launched in the wake of o
report in the Israeli daily Ma’ariv that the players had
spent the night with women from an escort service.
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through for 10 years,” says Kacinari in fluent English.

Repression against the province’s 1.8 million Albanians grew progressively worse,
leading to NATO’s intervention this spring.

Three months of U.S.-led airstrikes finally forced the Serbs to end the repression,
but forced relocation — known by the euphemism “ethnic cleansing” — resulted in an
estimated 1 million ethnic Albanian refugees, 5,000 to 10,000 killed and tens of
thousands of homes, businesses and schools burned.

As Serb forces withdrew, much of the Serb community went with them. In their
wake, they trashed the schools.

So the JDC’s top priority was glass, to keep out the cold. Some 20,000 feet worth
was bought for the 14 schools in Pristina alone.

Workers installed it in one week.

Next came replacement of doors and locks, many of which were said to have been
kicked in and intentionally destroyed by Serbs.

As Baron tells it, the Kosovars are growing wary of well-meaning relief workers
who promise but don’t deliver.

“That’s why we only promise what we can deliver,” he says.

Baron notes the challenge for humanitarian groups is to judge where the greatest
needs are.

By virtue of having larger populations, the cities tend to draw most of the attention.

“Everyone is concerned about their own interests, presenting their situation as
awful,” he says, “but in the villages, it’s that much more awful.”

Some needs, such as physical reconstruction, are obvious.

Other ideas came to the JDC only after it further familiarized itself with the
communities.

The organization recently gave away 15,000 pairs of shoes in Kosovo — mostly
to orphaned children — and 3,500 backpacks for students.

The JDC and ORT have also donated 45 computers: 15 in Pristina, 15 in Prizren
and 15 in Skopje, Macedonia.

The JDC has also hit on an idea for back-to-work vocational training for Albanians,
to train them how to make tables and chairs for the schools.

Then there’s the shortage of dental technicians: The JDC may bring some in, says
Baron.

Finally, the JDC has allocated some discretionary funds for school officials to
determine their own needs. Kacinari, for example, used the cash to buy items such as
chalk, pens, notebooks, a screwdriver and light bulbs.

Many relief organizations offer support, but only with numerous strings attached,
which does little to restore the dignity to a long-degraded community, says Baron.

“We Jews know about occupation and foreign authority,” says the 32-year-old.

“If I’d been liberated, even if someone wanted to help me I’d still want to defend
my pride. Like, ‘I’ll tell you my needs and you can help me if you want.” Just because
someone give you money doesn’t mean that they should own your soul.”

The JDC did in fact make one condition for its aid: that Albanian school officials
not discriminate against Serb and other minority children.

Kacinari boasts that in her school, there are 200-plus ethnic Turkish children,
learning in their mother tongue.

Says Baron, “We told them we will not collaborate. If a Serb or Gypsy child wants
to come to school, to us they are all just children.”

But he added, “These people are hurt and the feeling of revenge in the streets is
very strong. I don’t know if you can blame them. To put hate aside is very difficult, as
anyone from Israel knows.”

As Baron and his JDC colleagues have discovered, there’s something contagious
about bringing relief during a crisis.

He says he doesn’t regret that he gave up a lucrative job in Israel as a commercial
lawyer for a one-year commitment to pursue altruistic endeavors in Kosovo.

“It was boring, fighting in court for a wealthy customer, just so I would make 1
percent of a business settlement,” he says.

“This work here has immediate rewards. If you give a kid shoes or a school bag,
it’s good for the soul.” )
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Russian leader meets Jews

Russia’s prime minister discussed his support for
Jewish causes in o meefing with o newly formed
Jewish umbrella group.

Viadimir Putin  told leaders of the
 Lubavitch-dominated Federation of Jewish Communi-
ties of Russia that he helped rebuild Jewish life in St.
Petersburg in the early 1990s, when he was head of
the KGB branch there. The meefing is further indica-
tion that the new group is close to the government of
President Boris Yeltsin as parliamentary elections
approach next month.

Group asks Arafat to ‘speak out’

The Conference of Presidents of Major American
Jewish Organizations called on Palestinian Authority
President Yosser Arafat to “speak out dearly and
unambiguously” against his wife's recent allegations.

Suha Arafat has said that Israel has used poison
gas against Palestinians and that Israeli insecticide
factories are dumping toxic waste into urban areas of
the Gaza Strip.

The Palestinian Authority hes said Arafat's
accusations “represent her own point of view, and she
is not a member of the Palestinian Authority.”

Connecticut shul incident a sham
A man who told police he had prevented a
firebomb attack of a Connedicut synagogue admitted
he made up the story to get out of criminal charges.
Joseph Yellen had initially said that he hod
scared off two youths who were set to bomb Congrego-
fion Beth El on Nov. 2.

Yellen told police that he had planted the
Molotov cocktails in the synagogue to support the story
because he thought it would help him get a deal on
tharges of theft. Yellen could face a year in prison for
falsely reporting the incident.

Italian police defuse bomb
Anti-Zionist adtivists are daiming responsibility
for a bomb that Italian police defused last Friday.
The bomb was placed outside a movie theater
where a documentary on Nazi war criminal Adolf
Eichmann was being shown.

Jews for Jesus office attacked

The Paris office of the U.S.-based Jews for Jesus
movement was attacked, apparently by Jewish youths
who spray-pointed the words “Never Again” and
“Israel Lives” on the walls of the office. The director of
the office said seven young men, who identified
themselves as members of the New Jewish Order,
threatened to kill one of the group’s employees.

Police soid the youths are part of Betar, a Zionist
youth movement.
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Israeli-Vatican tensions grow

over mosque dispute in Nazareth
By Ruth E. Gruber

ROME (JTA) — Israel’s attempt to defuse a Christian-Muslim conflict in Nazareth
has soured its relations with the Vatican and called into question a visit to the town by
the pope during his millennium pilgrimage to the Holy Land next March.

Nazareth is revered by Christians as the boyhood home of Jesus, but today it is
Israel’s largest Arab town and some 60 percent of its 65,000 residents are Muslim.

The conflict centers on plans to construct a mosque in Nazareth near the Basilica
of the Annunciation, believed by Christians to be the spot where the Archangel Gabriel
announced to Mary that she would bear the son of God.

Israel granted the go-ahead for the mosque after two years of mounting tensions
and violent clashes over the issue between local Christians and Muslims.

Muslims laid the cornerstone for the mosque on Nov. 23, although Israeli sources
said actual construction would not begin until 2001.

Churches throughout the Holy Land shut their doors for two days, Nov. 22 and 23,
in protest, and the Vatican lashed out at Israel for allowing construction.

“The decision of the Israeli government seems to lay the groundwork for future
contrasts and tensions between the two religious communities, Christian and Islamic,”
the Vatican’s chief spokesman, Joaquin Navarro-Valls, said in an unusually strongly
worded statement that coincided with the laying of the mosque’s cornerstone.

“I believe that political authorities in this case have a great responsibility, because
instead of favoring unity, they create the foundation to foment division,” he said.

Israeli Foreign Minister David Levy reacted strongly to the Vatican’s criticism.

The Vatican statement, he told Israel Radio, is “very grave,” adding, “We reject it.”
The Anti-Defamation League, too, took the Vatican to task. In a statement, it said it was
“shocked and saddened at the Vatican pronouncements laying blame on Israel for
tensions between Muslims and Christians in Nazareth.”

The statement said that while both sides may not be satisfied, “no one should
question Israel’s good faith efforts in this matter.”

The conflict erupted two years ago, when municipal authorities in Nazareth
unveiled plans to build a large plaza near the Basilica of the Annunciation to
accommodate the millions of pilgrims expected during the year 2000. Local Muslims
protested this plan, saying the planned plaza would damage the tomb of Shehab el-Din,
nephew of the 12th-century Muslim hero Saladin. They set up an illegal protest tent and
demanded that a mosque be built. Violent clashes over the issue erupted last spring.

The Israeli government was forced to step in and take action after local authorities
failed to agree on a solution and the conflict spread to involve broader Christian and
Muslim interests. Each side put pressure on the government and accused the other side
of using threats.

Jerusalem’s Higher Islamic Committee and the Palestinian Authority opposed the
construction of the mosque, and Yasser Arafat even sent emissaries who tried,
unsuccessfully, to mediate.

On Friday, Israel’s ambassador to the Vatican, Aharon Lopez, told reporters that
Israel’s decision to allow construction of the mosque is an attempt to reach a
compromise and avoid bloodshed. “If there was any purpose to the government decision
it was the opposite of fomenting division,” he said. “It was a decision that would lead
to restoring coexistence and harmony between Muslims and Christians.”

He said that the issue had been blown out of proportion, and that the mosque would
not encroach on Christian property nor hinder access to the Basilica.

Most of the plaza intended for pilgrims would remain open, he said, and the
mosque itself would be much smaller than Muslims had demanded originally.

The Vatican announced Nov. 18 that Pope John Paul II would fulfill his long-held
dream and make a pilgrimage to biblical sites in the Holy Land in the last 10 days of
March. Ordinarily, Nazareth would be one of the stops on such a trip, but no itinerary
was immediately released. Sources said the pope might skip Nazareth if the situation
remains tense. O
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Israeli Arab legislators target

Jewish character of the state
By Gil Sedan

JERUSALEM (JTA) — For the first time since the creation of
Israel, a group of Israeli Arab Knesset members is launching a
campaign against the Jewish character of the state.

Aimed at turning Israel into a “state of all its citizens,” the
effort is using the same campaign slogan employed earlier this year
by legislator Azmi Beshara, the first Israeli Arab to run for prime
minister of Israel.

As part of the campaign, Knesset member Ahmed Tibi,
introduced a bill earlier this month that would shatter one of the
pillars of the Jewish state — the Law of Return.

Under that law, anyone with a Jewish grandparent has the right
to immediate Israeli citizenship.

Tibi, who was previously Yasser Arafat’s adviser on Israeli
affairs, wants to amend the law to allow unrestricted immigration
to relatives of Israel’s Arab citizens.

The effort, which most political observers believe will go
nowhere, comes at a time of increasing frustration among Israeli
Arabs over their status in the Jewish state.

It also comes at a key point in Israeli-Palestinian negotiations.
Among the issues to be addressed in the recently launched final-
status negotiations is the right of return to Israeli lands of some 3.5
million Palestinian refugees.

Among those spearheading the campaign, Beshara recently
drafted 42 amendments to a wide variety of existing laws, includ-
ing statutes dealing with planning and construction, poultry codes
and public sanitation regulations.

All of these laws have a common denominator, according to
those involved in the campaign: They give special privileges to
institutions representing the Jewish people, such as the Jewish
Agency for Israel, the World Zionist Organization and the Jewish
National Fund.

The campaigners complain that income tax regulations give the
WZO special tax benefits.

Planning and construction codes, they add, give the Jewish
Agency a special status in rural settlements that were created with
agency funds, giving the agency the prerogative to select the
inhabitants of those settlements.

Beshara’s amendments seek to remove all references to these
organizations — and in the process eradicate their special status.

This status is “anchored in Zionist ideology, not in civil or
state needs,” Beshara argues, adding that the state is using existing
legislation to discriminate against Israel’s Arab minority.

The Arab Israeli initiative generated a blistering response from
Sallai Meridor, the chairman of the Jewish Agency.

At a news conference he convened to denounce the move,
Meridor urged Knesset members “to unite and fight any attempts
to undermine the foundations of the State of Israel as a Jewish
state.”

He also proposed an initiative of his own.

“The time has come to consider anchoring” the special
character of the Jewish state in the Basic Laws, which serve Israel
in lieu of a constitution, he said.

Defending the legal status quo — as well as the Star of David,
the menorah and the flag as the very symbols of the Jewish state —
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Meridor termed it a “great pity” that “an attack of this kind was
opened by Arab Knesset members” just as Israel had launched
negotiations with the Palestinian Authority aimed at reaching a
final peace agreement.

Alluding to the possibility that a Palestinian state will be
created as a result of those talks, Meridor said, “We must not allow
a situation in which the Palestinians establish a national entity,”
while on the other hand Israel is no longer “the state of the Jewish
people.”

The Arab legislators’ initiatives have stirred anger across the
political spectrum.

Knesset member Rehavam Ze’evi — a member of the far-right
Moledet Party who has urged the expulsion of all Arabs from Israel
— responded to Tibi’s bill by waming that if Israel’s Jewish
majority fails to take action against such initiatives, in 20 years
Israeli Arabs may create a parliamentary bloc that could pass such
legislation.

On the left, Israeli’s dovish justice minister, Yossi Beilin,
warned that such provocative initiatives could be counterproduc-
tive and could alienate even liberal Jews who support the Arab
Israeli cause.

At a recent meeting with Arab lawyers, Beilin pointed to the
example of Bir'im and Ikrit, two Arab villages in the Galilee
whose residents were ordered to leave in 1948 for two weeks.

They were never allowed to return because the authorities
feared setting a precedent.

The Barak government has shown signs that it would allow the
return of those villagers.

But rather than express satisfaction with the new trend, Arab
leaders have already suggested that there are an additional 200
villages that should receive similar treatment.

“Such statements deter even the best of liberals among us,”
Beilin said.

“It’s one thing if you speak about the return of two villages,
who had suffered obvious injustice. It’s another thing to apply the
same criteria to hundreds of villages.”

However, Arab politicians believe that their constituency
expects them to play tough, and they are determined to go ahead
with their parliamentary initiatives.

Among them are the members of the formerly Communist
Hadash Party.

Their involvement in the initiative is noteworthy. Fifty-one
years ago, Hadash, which is made up mainly of Arabs, led its Arab
constituency to accept the legitimacy of the State of Israel.

Earlier this year, three members of Hadash, including Jewish
legislator Tamar Gozansky, introduced a bill called the Basic Law:
Equality for the Arab Population.

The bill does not refer to Israel as a Jewish state, but rather as
a “multicultural democratic state.”

Such bills have set off alarms in the Knesset.

The Knesset’s legal adviser, Zvi Inbar, recently suggested that
the Knesset presidium use its legal prerogative and censor all bills
that undermine the “existence of the State of Israel as the state of
the Jewish people.”

The Knesset presidium, which includes the House speaker and
his deputies, has not yet responded to this suggestion.

But if such action is taken, it appears likely that the Israeli
Arab legislators will seek redress from the High Court of Justice

That could begin the next chapter in the contest between Jews
and Arabs about what should be Israel’s true character. a




