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Israel halts

Jonathan Lis,
Yaniv Kubovich
and Jack Khoury

Israel is willing to extend
the cease-fire in Gaza for a
few days, under pressure
from the Trump administra-
tion and the mediator coun-
tries to make the most of the
negotiations with Hamas,
senior Israeli officials said
Sunday. Nonetheless, Is-
rael will agree to conduct
these negotiations only on
the basis of the framework
proposed by U.S. President
Donald Trump’s Middle east
envoy Steve Witkoff, which
includes the release of half
the hostages held by Hamas
in a single phase on the first
day of the new agreement
and the release of the re-
maining hostages only after
reaching an agreement later
on the second stage, said the
officials.

Hamas knows the details
of the American initiative
and Israel’s position, and the
moment Hamas agrees to
negotiate based on this plan
it will be possible to begin
negotiations and make prog-
ress, said one of the officials.

Israel expects Witkoff to
arrive here only at the end of
the week and he could well
save the stalled negotiations.
It may be possible to achieve
a breakthrough in the talks
in the next few days, an Is-
raeli source involved in the
negotiations said. At the
same time, Israeli defense
officials are also preparing
for the renewal of military
operations in the Gaza Strip
if the negotiations fail.

Israel's willingness to
extend the pause in IDF
operations on the ground
contradicts previous state-

Mourners paying their respects to murdered hostage Shlomo Mantzur as his body was brought for burial on Sunday. See story, Paghe 2,

ments by the political lead-
ership, according to which
Israel would demand the
release of hostages as a
condition to the continua-
tion of any cease-fire out of
a fear Hamas would exploit
the additional days of quiet
without providing anything
in return.

aza aid after Hamas
rejects U.S. cease-fire extension plan

Instead of demanding
the immediate release of
more hostages, Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu
announced the closure of
all the border crossings on
Sunday to prevent the entry
of humanitarian aid to Gaza.
Israel signaled that this step
could push Hamas to make

progress in the talks be-
cause of the group’s desire
to entrench its control over
the Gaza Strip by providing
aid. Israel’s move to halt hu-
manitarian aid, which seem-
ingly violates the agreement
it signed with Hamas, is not
expected to harm Gazans
immediately because Israel
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estimates that Hamas has
amassed supplies for five to
six months, so for now halt-
ing aid is mostly a symbolic
show of force and an attempt
by the Israeli government
to signal to its own base of
right-wing voters.

The Prime Minister’s Of-
fice said in a statement that
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Netanyahu made the deci-
sion at the end of the first
stage of the deal, “in light
of Hamas’ rejection of the
Witkoff framework” for con-
tinuing the talks, to which
Israel has agreed.”
Speaking at the start of

See GAZA, Page2

Amos Harel

PM 1s looking
to justify war

The backing U.S. Presi-
dent Donald Trump is giving
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, at least for now,
has enabled the Israeli gov-
ernment to take far-reaching
steps. In some cases, these
are dangerous gambles that
could reignite the war or
even start new conflicts.

Netanyahu, according
to someone who knows him
well, had until recently ex-
ercised restraint due to
three different fears - fear
of complicating his ongoing
criminal trial, the army’s
objections to his moves and
American criticism. But all
these restraining factors
have weakened in recent
months, and now, they are
almost nonexistent.

The most salient and im-
portant example relates to
the negotiations over the
hostage deal. The headlines
about the state of the negotia-
tions on Sunday quoted Ne-
tanyahu’s office: U.S. envoy
Steve Witkoff presented a
plan for extending the cease-
fire that Israel accepted and
Hamas rejected.

A more accurate headline
would have been that Israel
is violating the hostage deal.
Itisn’t withdrawing from the
Philadelphi corridor along
the border between the Gaza
Strip and Egypt, it rescinded
its commitment to end the
fighting and it isn’t willing
to begin the deal’s second
phase.

Shortly after the Prime
Minister’s Office issued that
press statement, Israel also
announced that it was halting
humanitarian aid shipments
to Gaza. Granted, Hamas has
amassed sizable reservesre-
cently, so this decision is un-
likely to immediately affect
the situation of Gaza’s civil-
ian population.

But the Israeli move will
spark widespread interna-
tional criticism, especially
coming as it does at the start
of Ramadan. Israel will
be accused of deliberately
starving civilians (the world
doesn’t buy the argument
that “there are no innocents
in Gaza”), and during the
holiday season yet.

The question is whether
the freeze on humanitarian
aid can really be leveraged
to speed up completion of the
hostage deal, as Netanyahu
claims, or whether the entire
goal is to reignite the war.
And meanwhile, the Arab
mediators are increasingly
unhappy with Israel’'s moves.

Egypt is furious over the
violation of Israel’s commit-
ment to leave the Philadelphi
corridor, since it views an
Israeli withdrawal from that
area as important to its own
interests. Andthe Qataris are
evidently getting fed up with
the entire mediation game.

Witkoff backed Netan-
yahu’s moves through his
new proposal, which is more
convenient for Israel. Under
it, the cease-fire would be ex-
tended through the Ramadan
and Passover holidays, until
April 19.

The remaining Israeli
hostages, both living and
dead, would be released in
two groups — one as soon as
implementation of the new
deal begins and the other at
its end. In exchange, Israel
would free Palestinian pris-
oners, though the ratio of how
many for each hostage hasn’t
yet been determined.

This is the proposal
Hamas rejected. If it con-
tinues to do so, and the
Americans continue back-
ing Netanyahu, this could

See JUSTIFY, Page2
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Freed hostage Eli

Haaretz

Sharon Sharabi, the
brother of released hos-
tage Eli Sharabi, said Sun-
day that Eli and other freed
hostages will meet U.S.
President Donald Trump
in Washington on Tuesday.

“They will directly ex-
plain the urgency of re-
turning all hostages - liv-
ing and dead,” Sharabi told

Channel 12 News.

Last week, Sharabi, freed
last month from Gaza, told
Israeli TV show “Uvda”
that he endured severe tor-
ture and starvation under
Hamas captivity.

“Extensive excerpts
from ‘Uvda’ were shown to
Trump, with English sub-
titles, and he was shocked
once again, but also ex-
pressed great sympathy for

Sharabi to meet Trump 1n D.C.

those who survived captiv-
ity, including my brother,”
Sharon said.

According to Sharon, his
brother will fly to the Unit-
ed States Monday on the
private plane of the Israeli-
born Republican megadonor
Miriam Adelson. The meet-
ing with Trump is scheduled
for Tuesday, when Trump is
to address a joint session of
Congress. Sharon said his

brother is likely to be seated
in the gallery overlooking
the House chamber during
the speech.

“Tomorrow morning,
we're boarding the plane
with Mrs. Adelson’s kind
help. We’ll arrive to see
Trump and explain to him
up close the urgency of
continuing the first stage
or beginning the second
stage - it doesn’t really

matter,” he added.

Regarding Adelson’s re-
ported efforts on behalf of
the hostages, he said, “She
deserves to light a torch
on [Israel’s] Independence
Day for her work on behalf
of Israel in general: She de-
serves our salute.”

In the interview with
“Uvda” broadcast Thursday
night, Eli Sharabi said that
Hamas’ captors’ behavior

toward the hostages was in-
fluenced by decisions made
by the Israeli leadership,
specifically regarding Pal-
estinian prisoners held by
Israel. Sharabi added that
the captors would watch Is-
raeli media.

“They came and told us,
‘(Palestinian] prisoners are
not receiving food, so you
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Almost as significant for Israel as Ukraine

Why Netanyahu should fear the
Trump-Zelenskyy showdown

S Ry

The shocking scene in
the Oval Office on Friday,
during which Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zel-
enskyy was lambasted in
front of the entire world
by U.S. President Donald
Trump and Vice President
JD Vance, carried impor-
tant significance for Israel,
perhaps more than any other
country apart from Ukraine
itself.

It’s hard to think of an-
other country that relies so
heavily on American sup-
port as much as Israel. For
Prime Minister Benjamin

i

Netanyahu, the showdown
between Trump and Zelen-
skyy must have been petri-
fying to watch. Right now,
Netanyahu is in Trump's
good graces, but he knows
very well that every word
that the U.S. president told
Ukraine’s leader in front
of the cameras could have
been said to him regarding
Israel’s war against Hamas
and Hezbollah, not to men-
tion its decades-long fight
against Iran.

Even more than that,
Netanyahu should be con-
cerned by the reaction of

Netanyahu with Trump in the White House.

Andrew Caballero-Reynolds /AFFP

several prominent Republi-
can senators, who until the
Trump-Zelenskyy  brawl
were fierce defenders of
Ukraine, but in its after-
math, chose to delete posts
about meeting the Ukrai-
nian president from their
soclal media accounts, or to
call for Zelenskyy's resigna-
tion. No one should have any
doubt that these politicians,
who fear Trump’s wrath
more than anything else,
would shift their positions
on Israel in a second in case
the president did.

For now, there are no
signs that Trump is about
to do this. He applied pres-
sure on Netanyahu before
entering the White House
to accept the Gaza cease-
fire deal that has allowed for
the release of 33 hostages so
far, but is now looking the
other way while Netanyahu
violates the terms of the deal
and threatens to resume the
war. Instead of insisting that
the deal be implemented in
full, Trump has given Ne-
tanyahu free rein to break
and bend it.

But there is no guaran-
tee that this will remain his
policy in the long run, and
Netanyahu knows it. Trump
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Trump’s
Gaza plan

Is there a
method in
the madness?

Naama Grynbaum

New electoral
bloc?

MK Eisenkot seeks
to unite Nat’l Unity
Party, Yesh Atid

haaretz.com

The Australian Jews who are
choosing to leave Down Under

Nomi Kaltmann

MELBOURNE - When Velv-
el Lederman steps off the
plane in Tel Aviv in June, it
will mark the realization of
his lifelong dream of immi-
grating to Israel.

The retired schoolteacher
and Orthodox father of eight
children - three of whom
live in Israel — will be leav-
ing behind the comforts of
life in laid-back Sydney to
spend his retirement years
in a new country still shaken
by the worst disaster in its
history. A son of Holocaust
survivors, Lederman, 71,
says he always planned on
making aliyah. But it was
the recent and unprece-
dented rise in antisemitism
in Australia that convinced
him this was the time.

“When we saw every-
thing that was happening
and all of the trouble here
in Australia, and Sydney es-
pecially, we knew that Israel
is the real home for Jewish
people,” he says.

Like many young Aus-
tralians, Elishevah - who
asked that her last name
not be published - has been
shocked at the recent calls
for violence against Jew-
ish people on Australian
campuses and the slow re-
sponse from law enforce-
ment officials.
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A police officer looks at an anti-Israel slogan sprayed on a wall in Sydney, in Dec.

“The fact that people in
Australia can say ‘resis-
tance by any means neces-
sary’ and mean it - there
needs to be action taken
against that,” she says. “To
watch a whole generation
turn into Hamas, Hezbollah
and jihad supporters, all be-
cause they don’t like Jewish
people - that has to stop for
me to stay.”

She first opened a request
to immigrate back in 2022,
but says that since the Oc-
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tober 7 Hamas attack, her
desire to leave Australia
has taken on greater ur-
gency. Referring to her Gen
Z peers, Elisheva says: “For
Australia to be safe, they
need to change their behav-
ior, as they are the genera-
tion who will lead us. If this
is how they think, it will only
get worse from here.”

Over the past 16-plus
months, Australian Jews
have been shocked by an
unprecedented and trou-

Mick Tsikas/AP

bling rise in antisemitism.
This has included arson at-
tacks against synagogues,
the doxxing of hundreds of
Jewish creatives; attacks
on Jewish businesses and
schools and attempted arson
at the former home of the co-
chair of the Executive Coun-
cil of Australian Jewry, the
country’s top Jewish body.
This tight-knit commu-
nity of some 120,000 Jews
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Shlomo Mantzur buried at kibbutz where

he was murdered and taken to Gaza

Eden Solomon
and Bar Peleg

Shlomo Mantzur, who was
killed in the Hamas massa-
cre on October 7, 2023 and
his body abducted to Gaza,
has been laid to rest in Kib-
butz Kissufim, his home
near the Gaza border. Man-
tzur's funeral procession
left the southern Tel Aviv
suburb of Rishon Letzion
Sunday morning en route to
the kibbutz.

Mantzur’s body was re-
turned to Israel last week,
along with the bodies of
hostages Tsachi Idan, Itzhak
Elgarat and Ohad Yahalomi.

Hundreds participated in
the funeral convoy for Man-
tzur, who was 85 and is sur-
vived by his wife, five chil-
dren and 12 grandchildren.

At the funeral, President
Isaac Herzog eulogized
Mantzur, asking for his for-
giveness on behalf of the
entire state of Israel.

“In these agonizing mo-
ments, speaking as a public
servant of the entire state of
Israel, I apologize and ask for
your forgiveness, Shlomo.”

“Forgiveness for our fail-
ure to protect you in the very
place that was meant to be
your fortress. Forgiveness
from you, from your fam-
ily, from the members of
Kissufim, and from all the
residents of the western
Negev - for not saving you
on that bitter, terrible day.”
Herzog said.

Herzog said that the
IDF’s probe of the events of
October 7, 2023, should spur
a state-wide investigation of
Israel’'s failed response to
Hamas’ attack.

“These are difficult days,
filled with deeply painful
revelations. But we know:
there is no way to repair
and rectify without investi-
gating in depth all that led
to this horrific massacre.
There is no way forward
without taking full respon-

o

Shlomo Mantzur’s funeral procession, on Sunday.

sibility — bearing its full
weight - to ensure that we
never again experience such
a catastrophe,” he said.

“I emphasize that this
thorough investigation
must be conducted com-
prehensively - at all levels
and across all branches of
the state. There is no by-
passing it if we seek justice
and life. The only way to re-
build trust and ensure that
we learn the vital lessons is
through a state commission
of inquiry by law, and I once
again call for its immediate
establishment.”

Following the identifica-
tion of Mantzur’s body last
week, his sister Hadassah
Lazar told Israel’s Channel
12 News that her brother
had had confidence in the
Israeli army.

“He loved the army so
much. I can say that until his

last day, he volunteered for
the army once a week, and
if he had to cancel a day, he
would tell me disappointedly
that he wasn’t at the base,”
she said. “I was so proud that
even at his advanced age, he
would volunteer, and alsoasa
girl -he was a Nahal Brigade
paratrooper - I would proud-
ly goaround having abrother
who was a paratrooper.”

Lazar said that while
her brother was being held
in Gaza, and before it was
known that he had actually
been killed on October 7
and his body taken to the
Strip, she refrained from
publicly stating that he had
been a paratrooper, afraid
that Mantzur would be pun-
ished by captors in Gaza
for his military service.
“Shomo loved the country.
It’s a pity that this was his
end,” she said.

Lazar made it clear that
she didn’t see the return of
her brother’s body as an act
of closure. “Until the last of
the hostages returns home,
we will continue to fight. I
very much hope that it will
be short and doesn’t go on
for months or years,” she
said. “We’ll be with them
the whole way. I hope we
have the strength to face
this. I am asking the prime
minister to make coura-
geous decisions and to re-
lease all of the hostages.
Time is already critical.”

“We've reached an absurd
situation in which we’re con-
soled over receiving a body
and that he has a grave. I am
finding this difficult. I see
the pictures [of the remain-
ing hostages] and it breaks
my heart.”

Last month, Lazar spoke
with Haaretz upon discover-

Tomer Appelbaum

ing the news that her brother
had been murdered on Octo-
ber 7. “My heart is broken
and torn apart,” Lazar told
Haaretz. “After so many
months, we got this news”
that was reminiscent of the
Book of Job. “Everything
has turned upside down.”
She said the family was told
that he was kidnapped and
murdered on the same day.
“And that’s it - they didn’t
provide any further de-
tails,” she recalled. “It was
a huge blow to the stomach.”

The family based its faith
on the idea that Mantzur
was alive on hope, on cau-
tious calculations and an at-
tempt to grasp for informa-
tion in the dark. “We were
optimistic. We thought that
if he was the only one kid-
napped from the kibbutz,
that that was a sign that he
was alive,” the bereaved sis-

ter said.

“We also believe that the
fact that he spoke Arabic
would be an advantage for
him in captivity, and that his
being a senior citizen would
make them respect him.
When time passed and they
told us there was no infor-
mation on him, we thought
perhaps he was alone in an
apartment. Our optimism
stemmed from that.”

Born in Iraq, as a child
Mantzur survived the Far-
hud, the June 1941 violent
riots against the Jews of
Baghdad that were spurred
on by antisemitic Nazi pro-
paganda disseminated in
Iraq by emissaries of Nazi
Germany from Berlin.

“He saw the Muslims
break into the house and
shoot his dog that tried to
protect them. Then he fled to
the roof, where he witnessed
terrible scenes - a baby be-
ing horribly abused while
his mother pleaded for her
son’s life, and violent abuse
of more people. Everything
that happened in the Farhud
was an exact copy-paste of
what happened in the kib-
butzim on October 7. They
murdered and raped and
abused,” Lazar said.

Like many Iraqi Jews,
he made aliyah with his
family in 1951. The fam-
ily initially lived in transit
camps in Atlit and then in
Talpiot. “People from the
youth movements came to
encourage the young people
to join the kibbutzim, and
Shlomo chose Kissufim - in
order to make things easier
for his parents and for him-
self, as they were living in
very cramped conditions,”
Lazar said. At 16, he joined
the founding group of the
kibbutz.

Mantzur worked in all of
the different kibbutz indus-
tries. He created, built and
repaired wooden objects and
taught woodworking to the
children.
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the weekly cabinet meeting
Sunday, Netanyahu said: “If
Hamas thinks that it will
be possible to continue the
cease-fire or benefit from
the terms of the first stage,
without us receiving hos-
tages, it is sorely mistaken.
... If Hamas continues to
stick to its position and does
not release our hostages,
there will be additional con-
sequences, which I will not
detail here.”

In a post on X, Netan-
yahu spokesperson Omer
Dostri, wrote, “No trucks
entered Gaza this morning,
and none more will enter at
this time.”

The head of Hamas’ me-
dia office in Gaza said in
an interview with Qatari
Al-Araby news outlet, “Is-
rael is disregarding inter-
national law and blocking
the entry of medicine and
food. Halting the aid means
the occupation has decided
to starve the people of the
Gaza Strip.”

He added, “There i1s a
need for a strong interna-
tional stance to pressure
Israel to stop starving the
people of Gaza.”

In the past, Netanyahu
has spoken out publicly
against implementing the
second stage of the deal
with Hamas. On Sunday
he said that Witkoff also
thinks it isn’t possible at
this point to bridge the dif-

ferences between Israel and
Hamas regarding stage two
of the deal and more time is
needed for negotiation to
reach an agreement.

Nonetheless, Netanyahu
has not publicly ruled out
holding negotiations over
the second stage at the re-
quest of the Trump admin-
istration, and said Israel is
ready to negotiate.

At the start of the cabi-
net meeting, Netanyahu
presented the official num-
bers: “Hamas is currently
holding 59 hostages: Up to
24 are alive and at least 35
are deceased.” He added
that while Israel agreed to
Witkoff ‘s initiative, Hamas
has so far stuck to its refus-
al to the plan.

If Hamas changes its
position, Israel will imme-
diately begin negotiations
to implement the plan, said
Netanyahu.

The first stage of the
hostage release and cease-
fire deal ended on Saturday
night, the 42nd day of its
implementation. According
to the nonclassified sections
of the cease-fire, Israel will
allow the daily entrance of
substantial humanitarian
aid into the Strip starting
from day one of the cease-
fire.

The cease-fire stated
that 600 trucks would enter
Gaza per day, 50 of them
containing fuel. Half of the
aid was destined for the
northern part of the strip.
Israel said that the aid that
entered up to this point
should last Gaza for five
months.

JUSTIFY
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lead to a resumption of the
war. And that would come at
the hostages’ expense. Some
would be sentenced to a fur-
ther lengthy stay in Hamas’
tunnels; others would be
sacrificed to die. And that’s
without even mentioning the
Israeli soldiers who would
be killed in a new offensive,
since Hamas has clearly used
the cease-fire to reorganize
its defenses.

On the other side, the bat-
tle waged by the hostages’
families is exerting influ-
ence in favor of an immediate
deal, with no delays. On Sun-
day, we learned that Trump
watched freed hostage Eli
Sharabi’s interview with the
Israeli television program
“Uvda,” was moved by what
he saw and invited Sharabi
to a White House meeting on
Tuesday. Since a fair amount
of American policy stems
from the president’s emo-
tions, from his gut, this may
open additional possibilities.

How Netanyahu interprets
the Witkoff proposal is clear,
and it’s mainly political. Ne-
tanyahu wants to pass the
state budget on time and get
through the Knesset’s winter
session without his govern-
ment falling or his finance
minister, Bezalel Smotrich,
breathing down his neck.

According to all the polls,
Smotrich’s Religious Zionism
party will have trouble get-
ting enough votes to enter the

Knesset again. Yet it is once
against extorting Netanya-
hu, dictating the conduct of
the war and endangering the
hostages’ lives. That won't
stop its leader from once
again posting a congratula-
tory message online, in fake
joy, next time any hostages
are released - if that ever
happens again.

Power’s addiction

Netanyahu's government
is being rather adventurous
on every front, because the
prime minister feels he can
afford to do so. He is telling
his right-wing base that this
is a promising new era in Is-
rael’s history. Finally, Israel
isn't afraid of being attacked,
and it is even seizing more
territory (for an undefined
length of time, as of now)
when necessary to defend its
security interests.

All of the government’s
moves are being presented as
direct lessons from Hamas’
massacre in southern Israel
on October 7: We will no lon-
ger fold.

Nevertheless, a question
arises: How will this serial
violation of commitments af-
fect the faith that other coun-
tries in the region place in
Israeli promises? This is true
for Israel’s policy in Gaza as
well as in Lebanon, where the
Israel Defense Forces has so
far remained in five outposts
in the country’s south with
American authorization, in
defiance of the timetable set
in the cease-fire agreement.

In Lebanon, Hezbollah is
currently weak and therefore

hasn't allowed itself to re-
spond with its own violations.
Hamas is the murderous
terrorist organization that
launched the October 7 at-
tack, but it has actually com-
plied with most of the provi-
sions of the hostage deal.

Amid this flood of events,
it’s worth paying attention to
developments in Syria that
could pose a threat. In early
December, Israel took over
a buffer zone on the Syrian
side of the Golan Heights and
Mount Hermon in response
to the swift downfall of the
Assad regime, which fled be-
fore the Sunni rebels.

The immediate reason was
security — fear that extrem-
ists connected to the new Syr-
ian government, which has
ideological links to Al-Qaida,
would exploit the chaos for a
swift terror attack on the Go-
lan. But meanwhile, it turns
out that Trump, in conversa-
tions with Netanyahu, voiced
surprise that Israel didn’t
exploit the situation to take
more territory in the Golan.

Since then, new ideas have
emerged in the government,
from sending troops to help
the Kurds in Syria (an idea
that was fortunately shelved)
to promising to defend the
Syrian Druze. Over the week-
end, Israel even warned the
new government not to attack
aDruze town near Damascus
and threatened to intervene
forcibly if it did.

The government’s consid-
erations here aren’t solely dip-
lomatic and military. Thisis a
gesture to Israel’s Druze com-
munity, whose support Netan-
yahu lost after passing the

nation-state law, because his
Likud party will need Druze
votes in the next election.

The threats and Israel’s
preparations for the possibil-
ity of an attack against Iran’s
nuclear facilities are lurking
in the background - along
with the complex relations
of the Israel-United States-
Russia triangle. Trump will
certainly prefer a deal con-
taining the Iranian nuclear
project over a war, but will
not object to using a real
threat from Israel as ameans
of pressure against the re-
gime in Tehran.

The imperial aspirations
Trump ignited for Netanyahu
and other senior Israeli offi-
cials do match up well with
a different issue - the IDF
is simply too small for the
heavy burden of missions
and fronts now being consid-
ered. It may be appropriate
for those entertained by the
thoughts of taking over more
territory and the renewal of
the fighting on more fronts
to think about the limitations
of the IDF'’s available forces,
too. After all of those killed,
wounded and psychologically
distressed over the 16 months
of the war, the IDF is now
missing the amount of per-
sonnel equivalent to two full
brigades. All this comes even
before talking about the enor-
mous crisis in the reserves,
where soldiers have had to
deal with an unprecedented
burden of service during this
period. It would be best for
anyone who wants to go out
and fight new battles to first
check whether the army and
the public stand behind him.

SHARABI
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won't eat. Our prisoners are
being beaten, so we'll beat
you.” That was the constant
threat.

“You dream every day of
opening a refrigerator and
taking out fruit, vegetables
or a slice of bread. You don’t
care about the beatings you
receive. They break my ribs,
and I don’t care: Just give me
another pita,” he said.

According to Sharabi, the
hostages he was held with
employed various measures
to receive extra food. He
estimated that each of them
survived on 250 to 300 calo-

ries a day for months. “I cut
my eyebrow with a razor
blade to create a visual effect
of blood. I pretended to fall
on my way to the bathroom,
and for a week, we got more
food,” he explained.

“When you ask for more,
and suddenly they throw a
dry date at you, it feels like
the best meal in the world.”

Sharabi also mentioned
that until his release, he
was shackled by his legs
with heavy chains - “with
locks that cut into the flesh
with every step.” He said
the hostages “sleep, wake
up, pray, and exercise”
while being tied up.

He also added in his opin-
ion, there is no chance that
Israeli forces could success-
fully rescue hostages from

Hamas’ tunnels. “You would
get abullet tothe head before
Israeli troops stepped into
the tunnel,” he said.

Sharabi, a 52-year-old res-
ident of Kibbutz Be’eri near
the Gazaborder, was married
to Lianne, who immigrated
to Israel from Britain. They
had two daughters: Noiya, 16,
and Yahel, 13. On October 7,
2023, the three were killed
at their kibbutz, and Sharabi
was taken captive tothe Gaza
Strip. His brother Yossi was
also captured.

Later, it was determined
that Yossi was not alive, and
the IDF confirmed he was
most likely killed in an air-
strike on a building near
where he was held.

Sharabi was released on
February 8, along with hos-

tages Ohad Ben Ami and Or
Levy, appearing gaunt and
malnourished, sparking
outrage both in Israel and
overseas.

Trump also commented on
their appearance: “I watched
the hostages come back, and
they looked like Holocaust
survivors,” he said, a day af-
ter their release.

“When I see that scene
I saw today,” he continued,
“They look like they haven't
had a meal in a month. No
reason for that. I don’t know
how much longer we can take
it. When I watch people who
were healthy justashort time
ago, you look at them today,
and they look like they've
aged 25 years. They look like
Holocaust survivors. The
same thing,” he added.
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still hopes to achieve a grand
peace agreement in the Mid-
dle East, and sooner or later,
he may realize that Netan-
yahu's constant surrender
to his fanatic coalition part-
ners is pushing that dream
farther away.

It’s also important to re-
member that unike Zelen-
skyy, who emerged from the
Trump shakedown stronger
domestically for standing
up to the president, Netan-
yahu simply can’t afford a
fight with Trump, who is
much more popular than
him among Israelis.

Not only that, but Zelen-
sky flew from Washington
directly to London, where
he was greeted as a hero by
British Prime Minister Keir
Starmer. A long list of Eu-
ropean leaders have also ex-
pressed their support in the
aftermath of the disastrous
White House meeting. But if
Trump turns on Netanyahu,
no world leader will stand
by the Israeli premier - in
fact, most important heads
of state will rejoice. Ne-
tanyahu is loathed even by
Israel’s strongest and most
loyal allies.

The real question is
whether or not Trump un-
derstands the amount of
leverage he has over Netan-
yahu - and for what purpose
he is planning to use it.

Ramadan in Gaza,
amid rubble and
devastation

Jack Khoury

Nearly every religion
seems to have a holiday in
which light is a central ele-
ment. For many Muslims,
the Ramadan lantern, or fa-
nous, is an important part of
the holy month of Ramadan.

Despite or maybe because
of the extensive destruction
across the Gaza Strip, ex-
pressed in the lack of pow-
er and total darkness, many
families tried to obtain a fa-
nous before the start of Ra-
madan. For Gaza’s children,
who have not known mo-
ments of joy for 16 months,
the fanous symbolizes some
hope and illusion of a return
to normal life.

In some parts of Gaza,
people have hung colorful
flags and the Palestinian
national flag. Some hold
suhoor and iftar, the pre-
dawn and sunset meals that
begin and end the daily fast,
respectively, in communal
settings.

Collective efforts at re-
covery are underway in the
few places that have not
been heavily damaged, says
Imad, who lives in the Nusei-
rat refugee camp, in central
Gaza. He says candy shops
and food stalls have opened,
and those with means can
buy all sorts of sweets. That
is a distant dream for most
Gazans, who for now rely on
food vouchers and rations,
mainly canned goods.

The war was in full swing
during Ramadan last year,
with Israeli airstrikes that
caused immense damage
and high casualties.

“I doubt there is a fam-
ily that convenes for iftar
with everyone present. The
father, mother, children or
others, and relatives are ab-
sent. There are families that
have been completely wiped
out,” Imad says.

Palestinians returning
to northern Gaza after a
year or more in designated
as humanitarian zones in
southwestern Gaza face a
special challenge. Housing
is extremely limited and
rent prices have skyrock-
eted to $400-500 a month
for a small apartment and
$300 for a single room or
storeroom - out of reach for
most Gazans. Many people
are waiting to receive a tent
and meanwhile seek shelter
beneath clothes and plastic
sheeting.

“Ramadan is known for
its food, especially sweets.
But it’s now hard to even find
knafeh in Gaza - there are
no ingredients or cooking
gas,” a resident of Gaza City
told Haaretz, referring to the
dessert made with cheese
and phyllo pastry threads.
“Once, cafes in [the upscale
Rimal neighborhood] were
open for most of the day, es-
pecially at night. Now only a
few places are open until 9 or
10 P.M.,” he says.

“Look what we’'ve come
to because Israel decided to
punish everyone, combat-
ants and noncombatants.
Even if someone isn't af-
filiated with Hamas, he’s a
target for punishment,” he
laments, adding, “Despite
the stench of death, the
destruction and darkness,
people still greet each other
with ‘Ramadan kareem’.”

In addition to the dire
economic, housing and food
situation straits, (Gazans
continue to face movement
restrictions around the Net-
zarim checkpoint. Anyone
visiting family far from
home within the Strip may
wait hours on their return.

In the West Bank, mean-
while, the hundreds of
checkpoints on roads from
Jenin in the north to He-
bron in the south are an
acute problem. Traveling
between areas, even just a
short distance, is arduous if
not impossible. People feel
as if they are living in pens,
a merchant from Nablus told

Haaretz.

“You don’t know when
they open or close, and go-
ing from Ramallah to Nab-
lus can take hours,” he says,
adding that the checkpoints
are particularly felt during
Ramadan, with its culture
of socializing. “How can
you celebrate Ramadan in
a normal way? Ramadan is
visiting, domestic tourism,
going from area to area, vis-
iting friends and family and
Israeli Palestinians visiting
the West Bank. Now every-
thing is locked.”

He believes Israeli policy
constitutes collective pun-
ishment. “It’s enough that
a junior officer decides to
close and half the West Bank
will close. That is Ramadan
this year, unfortunately.”

As in Gaza, Palestinians
in the West Bank are suffer-
ing from war-related eco-
nomic hardship, but for dif-
ferent reasons. Ammar Abu
Bakr, the head of the Jenin
Chamber of Commerce, told
Haaretz that the inability of
tens of thousands of Pales-
tinian workers to work in Is-
rael for over a year has cost
the Palestinian economy
tens of millions of shekels.

“Add to that the Palestin-
ian Authority officials who
receive only a partial sal-
ary, you will understand the
scale of the distress,” he says,
adding that, as a result of the
economic situation, dozens of
stores and workshops have
closed in Jenin alone in the
past two years, even before
October 7, 2023.

Like many other mer-
chants in the Jenin area,
Abu Bakr is convinced that
the measures taken by Is-
rael in the past few months
have no security objective.
“Why can't Arab citizens
from Israel pass through the
Jalamah checkpoint to go to
Jenin?” he wonders.

“During Ramadan in past
years, we were used to thou-
sands of vehicles a day, and
now — nothing. Even those
who are able to enter the
city can expect to deal with
many checkpoints when
they leave, and avoid coming
to us,” he says. “It’s a recipe
for collapse,” he concludes.

A hundred kilometers to
the south, in Hebron, the
impending collapse is being
felt. Akram, from Hebron,
told Haaretz that many peo-
ple are avoiding decorating
their homes.

“Everything used to be lit
up, and there was even a co-
vert competition to see who
had the biggest lights during
Ramadan,” he says. Accord-
ing to him, “Now, you feel the
atmosphere less. It’s also a
large expense, and it reflects
everyone’s mood. Last year,
it was solidarity and pain
with Gaza, and now we feel
that the situation in the West
Bank is also worsening.”

But it’s not just internal
checkpoints, the preven-
tion of workers from going
to Israel, and the closure of
entry into West Bank cities
throughout the month that
harm the local economy.

The police’s decision re-
garding the arrival of Pal-
estinians to Jerusalem’s
Al-Agsa Mosque for prayer
will also have significant
consequences. According
to the decision, only 10,000
worshippers from the West
Bank will be allowed to at-
tend every Friday, a very
small number compared to
previous years.

In a conversation with
Haaretz, bus and taxi driv-
ers nostalgically recall the
days when a quarter of a
million people would arrive
in Jerusalem every Friday
during Ramadan. “We al-
ways wish ‘Ramadan Kka-
reem’ and pray for things to
improve, and this year we
will say it too, hoping that
something will change for
the better,” concludes Abu
Ans, a shuttle driver from
Nablus.
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Kurdish cease-fire could challenge Israel in Syria

Syrian airspace, open to Israel after Assad’s fall, may soon be closed if Ankara replaces Moscow as its protector

The historic announce-
ment by Abdullah Ocalan,
leader of the Kurdistan’s
Workers’ Party, or PKK, in
which he called on the orga-
nization to lay down its arms
and disband, may be the im-
petus of a dramatic change
in the balance of power in
Syria and impact Turkey’s
regional status, as well as
promoting the withdrawal of
American forces from Syri-
an territory, challenging the
continued Israeli presence
in areas of southern Syria.

Analysis Zvi Bar’el

Israel will be

the only foreign
occupying force

in Syria, and will
face Turkish and
Syrian pressure as
well as Washington,
which could

‘give’ Damascus

to Ankara.

This isn’t the first time
Ocalan has responded to a
Turkish initiative for open-
ing negotiations and moving
forward a process of historic
reconciliation with the sep-
aratist movement, which is
designated in Turkey as a
terrorist organization.

However, in 2013, after
four years of negotiations
- some of which were con-
ducted in secret - Ocalan
proposed a cease-fire and
called on his men to with-
draw from Turkey and re-
locate to Iraq. This time,
the move was considerably
more radical.

The organization is called
upon to lay down its weapons
and cease to exist. Saturday’s
decision by the group’s lead-

ership, which is based in the
Qandil mountains in Iraq, to
embrace (partially for now)
Ocalan’s announcement and
declare an immediate cease-
fire still does not attest to a
willingness to dismantle the
organizational framework
which has been operating
for over four decades, or to
disarm, but it is a necessary
first step ahead of entering
political negotiations replete
with volatile obstacles. It is
still too early to determine if
the talks will succeed.

It’s in the vital interest
of both sides, the Kurds and
Turkey, headed by President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, to
end the protracted conflict,
which has caused the deaths
of more than 40,000 people
since the 1980s.

It seems that regional de-
velopments since October 7,
2023, most notably the top-
pling of the Assad regime
in favor of one headed by
Ahmad al-Sharaa, brought a
new sense of urgency to seek
an arrangement between
Turkey and the Kurds, with
greater chances of success.

For Turkey, which quick-
ly positioned itself as Syria’s
patron state after the fall of
Assad, it’s not only about
being the leading partner
in the vast project of re-
building a country that was
destroyed over four decades
of civil war. Erdogan sees its
neighbor to the south as an
inseparable part of the span
of his regional strategic in-
fluence, after the withdraw-
al of Iran from Syria.

From a weakened posi-
tion, Russia is trying to at
least retain its two military
bases there, in Hmelmim
and Tartus. However, reap-
ing the fruits of diplomatic
and military gains in Syria
will require Turkey to help
Sharaa establish a united
country, with a national
army replacing the dozens

Kurds in northeastern Syria wave the flag of their leader, Abdullah Ocalan, last week.

of militias that still operate
in Syria.

Of the plethora of mi-
litias, two major military
forces threaten the process
of political and military fu-
sion. In the north, these are
the Kurdish forces united
under the umbrella of the
Syrian Democratic Forces,
a military body consisting
mainly of Syrian Kurds but
also some Arab, Syriac, and
Armenian elements. The
United States set up this or-
ganization to help fight the
Islamic State organization.
There are also the Kurdish
People’s Defense Units.

In the south, there are
mainly Druze forces, which
have managed to retain
some degree of autonomy
while blocking Assad’s army
from taking control of the
Suwayda province and sur-
rounding areas. These two
ethnic groups have politi-
cal demands that will be

hard to bridge. Since each
one demands autonomous
cultural and political rights
that would turn Syria into a
country of cantons - even if
the country develops into a
federal state — it would de-
tract from the total control
Sharaa aims for.

In both these regions,
there are also foreign forc-
es. In the north, Turkey has
captured areas in the Kurd-
ish provinces along its bor-
der with Syria, while in the
south, Israel has taken over
several areas; it is already
perceived as a patron state
of the Druze. Turkey, which
places itself alongside Syria,
together with other Arab
states such as Saudi Arabia,
is calling for freeing Syria
from Israel’s occupation.

However, it too is required
to withdraw its forces from
Syria so that it can con-
clude its strategic alliance
with the new Syrian regime

without being considered an
occupying country. At the
same time, it has to thwart
any possibility of the estab-
lishment of a Kurdish au-
tonomous state which could
continue its armed struggle
against Turkey.
Implementing this mas-
ter plan will require Syria’s
president to integrate Kurd-
ish forces into Syria’s army
while granting Kurdish
regions some measure of
cultural autonomy and pre-
venting these areas from
becoming a separate canton.
Kurdish forces have said
that they are willing to inte-
grate into the Syrian army,
not as individuals but as
organic units. Sharaa op-
poses this, worried about
the formation of a Kurdish
army within the national
one. Thus, as long as no so-
lution is found for the Kurd-
ish forces, Turkey does not
intend to pull back its forces.

Delil Souleiman/AFP

Herein lies the great im-
portance of a conciliation
between Turkey and the
PKK. If this succeeds, it will
unravel the complex web of
relations between the Syrian
regime and Syria’s Kurds.
The main claim upon which
Turkey bases its right to
control northern Syria and
its war against Syrian Kurds
is that the Kurdish forces
in Syria are an inseparable
part of the PKK, and there-
by terrorists who threaten
Turkey’s national security.

The question now is how
the cease-fire announced
by the PKK and the con-
ciliation, if it proceeds,
will affect the fighting be-
tween Turkey and Kurdish
forces in Syria. The com-
mander of the Kurdish-led
Syrian Democratic Forces,
Mazloum Abdi, was quick
to declare that there is no
connection between Oca-
lan’s announcement and the

PKK’s decision and the con-
duct of his forces, and that
the PKK’s decision does not
bind him.

However, Kurdish forces
in Syria depend militarily
and financially on American
support and the presence
of 2,000 American troops
and instructors in northern
Syria. To the dismay of the
Kurdish forces, the cur-
rent president of the United
States wished to withdraw
American troops from Syr-
ia already back in 2019. The
move was prevented under
pressure from the U.S. Con-
gress and the international
community.

Now that the Congress is
on Trump’s side and rela-
tions with the “internation-
al community,” namely the
European states, look like
an arm-wrestling competi-
tion accompanied by spit-
ting, Syrian and American
commitment to the Kurds
will not be at the top of the
White House’s priorities.

Trump may now be per-
suaded that his friend Erdo-
gan can replace the Kurds in
the war against the Islamic
State group, thereby ending
American involvement in
Syria. As aresult, the Kurds
could find themselves in a
military confrontation with
Turkey and Syria, without
the backing of the Ameri-
cans, while Turkey is in tan-
dem undergoing a concilia-
tion process with the PKK,
which may disarm later.

According to such a sce-
nario, promoted by Turkey,
the Syrian Kurds will no
longer have military or dip-
lomatic room for maneuver-
ing and will have to accept
Sharaa’s dictates, which in
fact will be Erdogan’s, and
agree to Syrian rule over
all Kurdish districts, there-
by enabling Turkey’s with-
drawal from Syria.

Israel will face a new
situation: it will be the only
foreign occupying force in
Syria, and will have to con-
tend not only with Turkish

and Syrian pressure but
also with the administration
of U.S. President Donald
Trump, which could easily
give Erdogan the gift of be-
ing the “owner” of Syria, on
behalf of the United States.

Over the weekend, Re-
uters reported that Israel is
trying to persuade the Amer-
ican administration to take
action to retain the Russian
bases in Syria, to weaken the
Syrian regime and mitigate
Turkey’s influence in Syria,
which Israel views as athreat
to its security.

Trump has leverage over
the new regime in Syria,
since he has to decide
whether to remove alto-
gether sanctions on Syria,
which were frozen for six
months in December. Still,
the decision regarding the
closing of the Russian bas-
es depends first of all on
Syria’s government, which
demands that in exchange
for their operation, Moscow
hands over Bashar Assad,
the ousted Syrian leader,
who fled to the Russian
capital with his family and
has been g-ven asylum.

But even if Russia con-
tinues operating its bases, it
will be in a much more lim-
ited fashion. It’s hard to see
how this would restrict Tur-
key’s operations and sphere
of influence, or that of any
other player. Estimates are
that Syrian airspace, which
was open to Israel based on
coordination with Russia,
will close up if Turkey re-
places Russia as the air de-
fense force protecting the
new regime in Syria.

These steps largely de-
pend on Erdogan’s direction
and his leverage in Wash-
ington. He could gain an
extra advantage if Turkey
reconciles with the Kurds,
which would also give it
credit to the European
Union. This is a new playing
field in which Israel strives
for tactical advantages,
while Turkey aims for long-
term strategic ones.

PM, Katz tell IDF to prepare
to defend Syrian Druze cit

Yaniv Kubovich
and Jack Khoury

Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and Defense Min-
ister Israel Katz instructed
the Israeli military on Sat-
urday to prepare to defend
the Druze-majority city of
Jaramana in southern Syria.

Katz said in a statement
that the city, located on the
outskirts of Damascus is
“currently under attack by
Syrian regime forces.”

“We will not allow Syria’s
extremist [slamist terror re-
gime to harm the Druze. If
the regime harms the Dru-
ze—it will be harmed by us,”
Katz added.

According to the Syr-
ian Observatory for Human
Rights, at least one person
has been killed and nine oth-
ers wounded in recent days
in Jaramana during clashes
between residents of the city
and those of the neighboring
town of Al-Maliha, which
has a Sunni Muslim major-

r —

Militants loyal to the new regime in Damascus. Saleh Salem/Reuters

ity, along with security forc-
es made up of rebel militias.

Following the clashes,
Syrian security forces
sought to enter the city, but
local residents opened fire
on them, Kkilling one secu-
rity officer and wounding
two others. In recent hours,
efforts have been under-
way among Druze spiritual
leaders in Syria and senior

figures in the country’s new
regime to calm tensions.
Jaramana is located about
five miles southeast of Da-
mascus. In addition to the
city’s Druze population, it is
also home to a UNRWA refu-
gee camp, which the agency
says houses approximately
13,000 Palestinians origi-
nally from northern Israel.
In early December, Syrian

y

rebels entered Damascus,
toppling the Assad family’s
rule after nearly five de-
cades. The leader of the main
rebel militia, Hayat Tahrir
al-Sham, Ahmad al-Sharaa,
now serves as the country’s
interim  president. Last
week, a national dialogue
conference was convened in
Damascus, attended by about
600 people from various re-
gions of Syria.

Following the rebel take-
over of Damascus, the Is-
raeli military entered the
demilitarized zone along the
Syrian border, which, un-
der the 1974 disengagement
agreement, is supposed to
remain demilitarized.

Satellite images taken
this month indicate that
Israel has established at
least seven new outposts in
the area, stretching from
the Syrian side of Mount
Hermon in the north to Tel
Kodna in the south, near the
Israel-Syria-Jordan border
triangle.

Israeli charged with spying for Iran after
impersonating nuclear reactor staff

Josh Breiner

A resident of Be'er Sheva
was indicted on Sunday on
charges of having contact
with a foreign agent and
passing information to the
enemy after allegedly car-
rying out security-related
tasks for Iran and offering
to sell information about the
Negev Nuclear Research
Center.

According to the police
and the Shin Bet security
service, the suspect, named
as Doron Bokobza, initiated
contact with intelligence of-
ficials from the Iranian re-
gime and carried out tasks at
their direction for a fee. The
investigation found that he
was in touch with the Irani-
ans for several months, and
took pictures of facilities for
them and provided them with
information.

In his contacts with
his handlers, he allegedly

claimed to have access to
Israel’s nuclear reactor in
Dimona and provided openly
available information about
the facility.

The investigation also
found that in December, Bo-
kobza contacted a Telegram
messaging account called In-
ternational Secret Agency of
Iran and presented himself
as an Israeli who wanted to
work with the officials behind
the account. He explained his
desire as resulting in part
from his opposition to the Is-
raeli government and his own
economic difficulties.

Iranian officials allegedly
began sending him money in
exchange for photographs
that he provided. At a cer-
tain stage, Bokobza alleg-
edly represented himself as
having a background in elec-
tronics and sent a screen-
shot related to the Dimona
nuclear reactor.

According to the indict-

ment, the Iranians then told
him that he would receive
a large sum of money if
he proved that he worked
where he claimed, although
he in fact worked at a chemi-
cal plant in the south. He
allegedly had initially sent
them a map of the reactor
from Google Maps and then
deleted it and then sent a
photo of a communications
cabinet from his actual
place of employment and
claimed that he was involved
with the handling of heavy
water at the Dimona reac-
tor, for which he received
250 shekels ($70).

Israeli authorities allege
that at the end of January,
upon hearing that two sol-
diers had been arrested
on suspicion of working
for the Iranians, Buchobza
blocked the Iranian agent.
He later reinstated contact
and wrote to the agent that
he was deleting the corre-

spondence between them.
The agent is said to have re-
sponded that Bokobza was
brave and that the agent
would protect him and con-
tinued to ask for more infor-
mation about the reactor.

Bokobza allegedly then
lied to the agent, saying
that representatives from
the Mossad had visited
him at work on February
S, prompting him to cut
off contact with the Ira-
nian. According to the in-
dictment, three days later,
Bokobza again wrote to
the Iranian claiming that
over the coming day, Iran’s
nuclear facilities would be
attacked and advised the
Iranian to steer clear of the
facilities.

The defendant is said
to have received a total of
3,250 shekels ($900) from
the Iranians for his actions.
He was arrested on Febru-
ary 13.
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Female soldiers
refusing spotter
roles after Oct. 7

Bar Peleg

Since the October 7
Hamas massacre, many
draft-age Israeli women
have asked not to serve as
spotters and many who have
been assigned to the position
have refused to serve in that
capacity, according to an an-
nual report by the army’s
ombudsman.

The report, released
Wednesday, doesn’'t say
how many complaints were
received on this issue. How-
ever, the ombudsman, Brig.
(GGen. (res.) Rachel Tevet-Wi-
esel, said the multiple com-
plaints indicate a “worrying
trend.”

Tevet-Wiesel said she also
received complaints from
parents of spotters, who
were worried that the war
rooms where their daugh-
ters served were too close to
border fences, which comes
as outposts in other areas
have been moved further
away from borders.

“Following the aforemen-
tioned, the divisional com-
mander held a meeting with
the spotters’ families” so he
could discuss their concerns,
the report said. At this meet-
ing, he “stressed the impor-
tance of their presence close
to the sector they are observ-
ing and to the officers and sol-
diers with whom they work in
cooperation.” The divisional
commander, however, also
detailed the increased secu-
rity that has been provided to
the spotters.

Tevet-Wiesel also ad-
dressed in the report the
rise in the number of spot-
ters’ complaints regarding
treatment by their com-
manders. “More and more
soldiers, especially in com-
pulsory service, complained
about harsh, crude language
and rigid, unpleasant atti-
tudes,” the report said. “But
these complaints, as serious
as they are, pale in compari-
son to complaints of blatant
violence and threats.”

Soldiers complained
of being threatened with
knives and being kicked or
choked, including one case
where an officer slapped a
subordinate.

The report said some of
these complaints were sent
to the Military Police for
investigation. Others were
dealt with by the ombuds-
man’s office, primarily by
informing senior officers
about the issues so they
could take action “to re-
store soldiers’ trust in the
military.”

The report cited one case
where a female spotter serv-

ing on the Egyptian border
complained that the deputy
battalion commander en-
tered the war room where
she served and screamed,
“Who's the spotter who spoke
with me, who's living in a
fantasy?” He then turned to
the spotter’s immediate su-
perior and told her that if he
were in her place, he would
have “slapped her twice.”

In another case, a female
soldier doing her compul-
sory service said her for-
mer commander had told
her, “You ought to dye your
hair blond, because you're
stupid.” Tevet-Wiesel said
she considers such behavior
very serious, and therefore
reprimanded the officer so
he could “learn the lessons
and prevent similar inci-
dents from occurring in the
future.”

The report also addressed
the army’s mental health
service, and said that even
though it had been reinforced
over the last year, “many
complaints continued to ac-
cumulate about delays” in
providing services.

Tevet-Wiesel added, “At
times, the aforementioned
delay is due to the significant
increase in the demand for
mental health services dur-
ing this complex period.”
The report also said that “at
times, the delay in response
is caused by a lack of avail-
ability in appointments and
therapists, or by poor man-
agement on the part of com-
manders.”

In one incident, the report
described a mental health of-
ficer who met with a soldier
who witnessed the atrocities
of October 7, and advised him
toseek talk therapy from a ci-
vilian organization.

In another case, a soldier
doing his compulsory ser-
vice who asked to meet with a
mental health officer was left
to wait three months because
of his commanders’ behavior,
even though the chief medi-
cal officer’s orders say an ap-
pointment must be scheduled
within four weeks.

In another case, a combat
soldier who witnessed dif-
ficult scenes during his ser-
vice in the Gaza Strip ended
up scheduling a meeting with
a mental health officer on his
own, because his command-
ers failed to do so despite his
repeated requests.

Another section of the re-
port dealt with political mes-
sages soldiers were exposed
to during their service. For
instance, one combat reserv-
ist complained that a senior
officer in the reserves who
met with the soldier’s bat-

talion expressed his views on
controversial political issues,
which created divisions with-
in the battalion. The army
said the meeting hadn’t been
prepared in advance and dur-
ing it, “the guest spoke as a
civilian and not as a former
officer.”

In another case, a reserv-
ist complained that an Is-
raeli flag bearing the slogan
“Hofshi B’Artzenu” (“free
in our land”) was hung in
his unit. The phrase, which
comes from the national
anthem, is also the name of
an anti-government protest
group.

Another reservist com-
plained about his company
commander’s decision to
kick him out of the unit.
Ostensibly this was for a
minor disciplinary infrac-
tion, but in reality, the sol-
dier claimed, it was due to
his political opinions and
the fact that he belonged to
an anti-government protest
organization. The command-
er also made inappropriate
comments about his political
opinions, the reservist said.

After investigating the
incident, Tevet-Wiesel con-
cluded that the complainant
was kicked out due to “a se-
vere disciplinary incident,”
not a minor one. However,
she did note that the com-
pany commander linked the
complainant’s actions in the
event to his involvement in
political protests, which she
deemed inappropriate.

Although the commander
told Tevet-Wiesel that his
problem was with the com-
plainant’s refusal to obey
an order, not the political
motives behind it, “there is
no room for IDF soldiers,
much less officers, to ex-
press political opinions, or
for actions within the army,
while they are doing their
job, that stem from political
opinions,” she added.

The IDF Spokesperson’s
Unit responded to the report
saying that following the Oc-
tober 7 attacks, staff worked
on changes to the spotters’
service, “including exam-
ining the placement of war
rooms. Some of the lessons
have already been imple-
mented in the field, and sev-
eral war rooms have already
been moved away from the
border- in places where this
was possible based on opera-
tional needs - for the security
of the female soldiers.”

It also said the army
“views any violent state-
ment or behavior by officers
toward their subordinates
gravely and deals with them
harshly.”

In annual viral Ramadan ad, Arab
media giant attacks Trump plan
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The ad opens with a girl walking across uhhle.

Nagham Zbeedat

A Kuwaiti telecommunica-
tions giant known forits annu-
al Ramadan commercials has
delivered a strong rebuke to
U.S. President Donald Trump
and his plan to evacuate Gaza
inits latest seasonal ad.

Zain’s 2025 Ramadan ad
also highlights the Gazan
determination to rebuild the
Strip following the devastat-
ing 16-month war between
Israel and Hamas.

Muslim and Arab commu-
nities eagerly anticipate the
commercial, which always
touches on timely social is-
sues. Last year, for example,
it dedicated its Ramadan ad to
the plight of children in Gaza.

This year’s video opens
with the statement: “My pulse
awakens, good as new. Into
my arms, my land, let my love
shape you.” The video then
shows a young girl walking
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across shattered glass and
rubble, raising a blue flag that
reads “Let us sing a spiritual
peace that embraces a nation-
al peace.” Alongside the girl,
an Iraqi performer sings,
addressing the Palestinian
homeland: “We won't die for
it [land] to live, we give it life
and it returns the grace.”

Another message is de-
livered by Maria Hanoun, a
curly-haired girl from Gaza
City. Last month, a separate
video of the 4-year-old went
viral. In it, the war survivor
directly challenged Trump
regarding his takeover and
displacement plan: “If [ asked
you to leave your home and
live in Egypt or China, would
you accept that?”

Maria now appears in the
Zain commercial, delivering
another message: “I won't
leave my land just to please.
Mark my presence, its shores
and its seas.”

The chorus of the video,
reiterating that Palestinians
remained rooted in their
land, is repeated as lines of
schoolchildren rush to class
in the narrow, ruined halls of
an abandoned school. Other
youngsters gather around a
pot of maqgluba - a Palestinian
layered dish of meat, rice and
fried vegetables. The com-
mercial’s concluding segment
says: “This land is not for sale,
not measured in feet but by
cubits.” The cubit, an ancient
measurement for the distance
from the elbow to the tip of the
middle finger, is used torefer-
ence (Gazans' determination
to hold on to every inch of the
land.

The final message of the ad
is aimed directly at Trump:
“Our roots still stand. Your
‘deal of the century, dust
in sand. And in the Riviera,
drown by your own hand.”

The commercial features
several Palestinian visual
cues, including drummers
wearing watermelon-pat-
terned scarves. On social
media, fans praised the
video and the telecommu-
nications company. An-
other saw the ad as more
inclusive of multiple con-
flicts: “The commercial is
heartbreaking; It speaks of
destruction. At first, Gaza
came to mind, then Leba-
non, then Yemen, and per-
haps even Sudan and Syria.
That's when I realized the
immense pain and devasta-
tion across our Arab world.”

Ad against Trump’s Gaza plan, signed by
200 Italian Jews, shows community’s rifts

Pro-Palestinian supporters in Milan earlier this year after the announcement of the cease-fire.

Anna Momigliano

MILAN - A newspaper ad
placed by several hundred
Italian Jews last week call-
ing out Israeli and U.S. ac-
tions in Gaza has provoked
strong reactions from with-
in the community.

Two Italian newspapers
printed the petition last
Wednesday signed by some
200 Italian Jews - includ-
ing prominent media and
literary figures — condemn-
ing U.S. President Donald
Trump’s recent plan to evac-
uate Palestinians from Gaza
and turn the coastal enclave
into a Riviera: “Trump wants
to expel the Palestinians
from Gaza. Meanwhile, in
the West Bank, the violence
of the Israeli government
and settlers continues. Ital-
ian Jews say: NO TO ETH-

NIC CLEANSING.”

The  petition, which
echoes similar appeals
circulated in the United

States and Australia, was
published as a paid ad in
the wide-circulation daily
La Repubblica and free of
charge by smaller daily Il
Manifesto. It was organized
by two left-leaning Jewish
groups: Jewish Anti-Racist
Laboratory, mostly com-
posed of young activists; and
Mai Indifferenti, consisting
of older Jews. However, it
included many unaffiliated
signatories.

The move caused strong
reactions from both within
and outside the Jewish world
in Italy. It sparked vitriolic
reactions from pro-Israel
activists and right-leaning
Jewish public figures. Eu-
ropean Jewish Association
Vice President Riccardo
Pacifici went as far as to de-
scribe it as toilet paper (he
actually used a more color-
ful expression).

However, it is also facing
criticism from progressive
Jews who oppose the poli-
cies of Trump and Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu.

Jewish Anti-Racist Labo-
ratory spokesperson Daniel
Levi said the purpose of the
petition “wasn’t to distin-
guish between good Jews
and bad Jews. We wanted
to give a message that there
is diversity within Jewish
thinking. This is important
to point out, especially when
some Jewish institution are
giving the impression that
Italian Jewry is united
behind certain positions,
which is not true,” he said.

Sabetay Fresko,amember
of the other group organiz-
ing the ad, Mai Indifferenti,
said their main motivations
were to raise awareness
about the “increasingly
dangerous situation, both in
the Middle East and in other
parts of the world, where the
far-right positions are get-

ting stronger” and to coun-
ter “the silence of official
Jewish institutions.”

He believed that the pe-
tition was contributing to
countering antisemitism in
Italy: “Part of the antise-
mitic discourse is conflat-
ing Diaspora Jews with Is-
rael’s actions, and here we
are clearly demonstrating
that the Jewish world isn't a
monolith supporting Israel,”
he said.

Unintended

consequences

Some  critics  argue,
though, that such actions pro-
mote the idea that Diaspora
Jews bear moral responsibil-
ity for Israel’s actions and are
to be considered complicit
until they openly denounce
them. Jewish public figures
who did not sign the petition,
for instance, have faced criti-
cism in some quarters.

Luciano Belli Paci, a
lawyer and progressive
pro-Israel activist in Milan,
said he was appalled by the
petition even if he shares its
message against Trump’s
plans for Gaza and settler
violence in the West Bank.

“The problem lies in
speaking ‘as Jews, because
it’s an implicit statement that
Jewish people bear some
collective responsibility for
Israel’s actions in Gaza and
therefore are morally com-
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pelled todistance themselves
from them,” he said.

Belli Paci also noted that
the petition had the unin-
tended consequence of un-
leashing a wave of antisemit-
ic attacks on Jewish public
figures who hadn’t signed it
- including his own mother,
the prominent senator and
Holocaust survivor Liliana
Segre. “Suddenly social
media was full of people at-
tacking my mom, going like
‘Why didn’t she sign it? Isn’t
she ashamed?’ While I under-
stand the signatories didn’t
mean to cause all this, I am
shocked that they didn't see
it coming.”

David Parenzo, a popular
TV host, said he was outraged
by the petition, which he
fearsisfueling antisemitism.
“Antisemitism has been on
the rise in the past year, and
one of its chief weapons is to
conflate Diaspora Jews with
the actions of the State of Is-
rael,” he said. “This petition
gives the false impression
that the signatories are the
good Jews, while other Jews
are the bad ones. It’s putting
others in the position where
they have to justify why they
didn’t sign.”

Angelica Calo, an Italian
Israeli peace activist from
Kibbutz Sasa near the Leba-
non border, was particularly
critical of the petition. “It’s
unacceptable that people liv-
ing abroad, sitting comfort-

ably on their couches, come
up with a petition like that
without mentioning Hamas
and October 7 even once,”
she said.

“I oppose the Trump plan
and support a hostage deal,
but that petition just comes
across as anti-Israel and de-
void of empathy for its people
—and even more so because it
was published on the day of
the Bibas funeral,” she add-
ed, referring to Shiri Bibas
and her young sons Ariel and
Kfir, who were abducted on
October 7 and killed in Gaza.

‘Fighting
dehumanization’

Some of the signatories,
however, say that far from
dictating policies to Israel,
the ad was about advocating
for basic human decency.

Federico Fubini, a promi-
nent columnist at one of It-
aly’s biggest newspapers, Il
Corriere della Sera, said he
felt compelled to sign the pe-
tition due to Trump’s state-
ments on Gaza and Ukraine.

“We've reached a point
where the leader of the
most powerful country in
the world is saying that
people can be moved like
objects, that countries can
be invaded. Dehumanization
has become a norm interna-
tionally. In this climate, we
must raise our voices to say
we cannot accept it.”

He said he didn’t see the
petition as political. “Fight-
ing dehumanization is not
political, it's something that
reflects both human and uni-
versal values. It’s not about
telling Israelis what to do,
which none of us is in the
position of doing.”

Sara Buda, a Jewish
woman in her 30s who is
not a public figure, said she
“had doubts until the very
last moment,” but in the end
decided to sign the petition.

“1 was skeptical about
signing something ‘as Jews,’
especially since it’s an iden-
tity under attack,” she said.
“But then I thought that
there are public figures who
are endorsing Israel’s ac-
tions speaking ‘as Jews, and
I thought countering these
voices was the priority.

“I wanted to say that they
don’t speak for me,” she
added. “I am appalled that
some people are now using it
to attack other Jews. But an-
tisemites are always finding
new excuses — they're good
at twisting facts — and this
should not force us to keep
quiet “

LEAVE
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had never experienced sig-
nificant antisemitism be-
fore. But since the Hamas
attack and ensuing war
in Gaza, incidents of Jew-
hatred have skyrocketed
across the country, spread-
ing even to isolated com-
munities in Queensland and
Adelaide. Most of Austra-
lia’s Jewish community is
centered around Melbourne
and Sydney, with smaller
communities in Perth and
Queensland.

Hearts set on aliyah

Retired schoolteacher
Lederman holds little opti-
mism for the future of Jewish
life in Australia. “I believe
antisemitism here is being
fueled by overseas influenc-
es, with people being paid
to spread fear and intimida-
tion,” he says.

Although he is fully aware
that Israel, with the ongoing
war, 1s still potentially far
less safe a place for Jews to-
day, he says: “I do not think
you will see ‘F***the Jews’
graffitied on houses while
walking down a street in Tel
Aviv.”

Australian Jews have al-
ways felt welcome and ap-
preciated in their country,
home to one of the largest
concentrations of Holocaust
survivors in the world. Over
the past 17 months, how-
ever, many have felt the
ground shift beneath their
feet.

Indeed, a quick scroll
through Jewish Australian
Facebook groups reveals a
noticeable rise in posts about
leaving Australia since Octo-
ber 7.

And they are not just toy-
ing with the idea.

Hasidic men standing outside Adass Israel ynagngue aﬂ .

firebombing in December.

According to Jewish Agen-
cy figures, 193 Australians
immigrated to Israel in 2024:
up 45 percent from the previ-
ous year. However, Zionist
Federation of Australia CEO
Alon Cassuto cautions against
seeing this trend as a direct
result of antisemitism.

“We do not want to fuel a
false narrative that Austra-
lian Jews are making aliyah
to flee antisemitism, as this
is not the motivation for
the vast majority,” he says.
“Anecdotally, the vast ma-
jority would object strongly
to their alivah being char-
acterized as being driven
by antisemitism.”

It is quite likely, in fact,
that most of these Austra-
lian Jews who are making
aliyah - like Lederman and
Elisheva - had their hearts
set on alivah before the
explosion of antisemitism
that followed the October 7
attack.

Paul Baram, 65, a lawyer
from Sydney, was born in
Australia to grandparents
who fled the Russian po-
groms more than a century
ago. While he says he is not
yet ready to move to Israel,
rising antisemitism in Aus-
tralia has prompted him to
reconsider his family’s fu-
ture in the country.

Con Chronis/AP

“My wife and I discussed
for the first time in our lives
the possibility of having to
leave Australia because of
the extent of antisemitism,
which in my view is now en-
trenched,” he says. Among
other options, he is consid-
ering a move to Britain -
where his daughter lives -
although he notes that “the
antisemitism is just as bad
there.”

Liana Levin finds her-
self in a similar position. “I
have been worried, and I am
abundantly aware of history
repeating itself,” says the
62-year-old, Canberra-based
public policy adviser who
was born in Israel to parents
who fled Europe.

She says she is watching
the situation closely, noting
that at her age, relocation can
be challenging.

“It’s not something I want
to do,” says Levin. “I have
a very comfortable life in
Canberra: a beautiful home,
career opportunities and the
advantage of language. My
Hebrew is at a child’s level -
the age [ left.”

Still, if she were to pick
up and leave, Levin says
she knows where she would
go. “Although I'm not in any
way, shape or form religious,
I have a profound and very

real connection to Israel —as
a Zionist and as someone who
deeply, profoundly believes
in Israel as the savior of the
Jewish world.”

‘Plan B for
a lot of people’

Eva Hussain is the found-
er of Polaron, a company
that helps citizens with roots
in Europe - like many Aus-
tralian Jews —obtain citizen-
ship there. “The interest in
having a second passport
has stayed steadily high as
it gives people freedom to
access 27 European Union
member states with no re-
strictions,” say Hussain,
who is Jewish and serves as
Austria’s honorary consul
general in Victoria.

Demand for European
passports among her clients,
many of them Jewish, has
increased more than S0 per-
cent in the past six months,
she says.

“Many of them left Eu-
rope, or their ancestors left
Europe, because of anti-
semitism, so it’s really quite
tragic that they are seeking
citizenship outside of Amer-
ica and Australia,” she says.

Hussain says her relatives,
some of whom are Holocaust
survivors, never imagined
that a time would come when
Australian Jews would be
considering returning to the

countries where they suf-
fered terrible persecution.

“It’saplan B for alot of peo-
ple, but it’s also a safety net,”
she says. “You never know
what’s going to happen in this
world, so better to haveit.”

She adds: “Poland and Ger-
many are making a big effort
to make Jews feel safer.”

Patrick works as a com-
munity service manager
and lives in Melbourne.
(He also asked that his full
name not be published.) He
moved to Australia from Po-
land in the 1980s, after the
fall of communism in that
country. Through Polaron,
this 37-year-old Jewish man
reclaimed his Polish citizen-
ship about 18 months ago.

“With the way that things
are unfolding in Australia, I
found it critical not just to
safeguard a future for my-
self but, more importantly,
for my children who are
very young,” he says.

“I’m not packing up and
leaving tomorrow, but it
certainly gives me a greater
level of comfort.”

Since the initial Hamas
attack, Patrick says he has
felt strengthened by his deci-
sion to keep his options open.
“When I think back on it now,
when I think about the envi-
ronment and what has trans-
pired since October 7, I feel
even more comfortable that
I have done my bit.”
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On to the
second stage

On orders from Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
the army closed all the crossings to the Gaza Strip on Sun-
day and prevented the entry of humanitarian aid into Gaza.
The official reason for this was Hamas’ refusal to accept
the “Witkoff proposal,” which Israel accepted but Hamas

opposed.

The proposal submitted by U.S. presidential envoy Steve
Witkoff calls for a temporary cease-fire lasting through the
Ramadan and Passover holidays. Half the hostages would
be freed on the first day of its implementation, and all the
rest would be freed later - if an agreement on a permanent
cease-fire is reached. But this proposal was born due to
Netanyahu'’s refusal to proceed to the second stage of the
original deal for the hostages’ return.

According to that agreement, which Israel signed, the
return of the remaining hostages depends on ending the
war and a full withdrawal of the Israel Defense Forces from
Gaza. But Netanyahu isn’t willing to declare the war over or
announce a pullout from Gaza, for a reason that has nothing
to do with the hostages or even the needs of the war. Nor is
it related to Hamas’ contemptible behavior during imple-
mentation of the deal’s first stage - returning a Palestinian
woman’s body instead of that of Shiri Bibas and staging
release ceremonies that involved humiliating the hostages
and dangerously exposing them to mobs.

The reason for Netanyahu's refusal is his concern for
keeping his government alive, which depends on the far
right. Consequently, he welcomed this new half-a-plan,
which will obscure his previous commitments and reshuffle
the negotiations’ deck, in order to buy more time - time that
will extend his government’s life but shorten the hostages’
lives. This is also why he halted humanitarian aid to Gaza,
which is a violation of the original agreement.

The hostages’ families are justly furious. They under-
stand that Netanyahu is preoccupied with domestic poli-
tics and that his top priority is Finance Minister Bezalel
Smotrich, not the hostages and their families. The families
also understand that halting humanitarian aid to Gaza is
meant to appease the far right, in the hope that the Trump
administration will swallow the spin that the reason for this
move is Hamas’ rejection of the Witkoff proposal.

“Netanyahu carried out a targeted assassination of the
agreement,” Einav Zangauker screamed this weekend.
“The crisis that now exists in the negotiations is a delib-
erate crisis that Netanyahu created and engineered. It’s
possible to bring them all back. There’s a plan that could
be carried out tomorrow morning — ending the war and
bringing them all home in one go.” She is right. Netanyahu
simply decided not to start negotiations over a permanent

cease-fire.

The negotiations over the second stage, which were sup-
posed to start on day 16 of the first stage, haven’t taken
place at all. With the first stage now over, 59 hostages re-
main in Gaza, of whom 24 are still alive. The way to bring
them home isn’t to extend the first stage, but to move on
to the second stage - that is, to end the war and withdraw
from Gaza, as the agreement states, instead of starving
everyone in Gaza, including the hostages.

Amos Biderman | amosb@ haaretz.co.il

We didn't hear
a thank you
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How Yair Golan could take Bibr1’s base

or some time now
F I've been wondering

about the grand vi-
sion of Yair Golan’s party,
the Democrats. It's clear
that it’s been making gains
in the polls. Golan, who
personally saved many
lives on October 7, as well
as MKs Naama Lazimi and
Gilad Kariv, who do battle
diligently in Knesset com-
mittees, support protesters
who have been arrested,
accompany them to court
and fight in the streets for
the release of the hostages.
What'’s not to like?

They are the most anti-
Bibi people there are. How
anti-Bibi? Uri Misgav wrote
an encomium to Lazimi
on these pages (Haaretz,
Thursday). After describ-
ing her angrily in the past as
“just a symptom of a deep-
er phenomenon” (Haaretz.
com, August 8, 2022) - the
phenomenon being the La-
bor Party’s candidates’
list for the November 2022
election having become “the
ultimate poster for identity
politics” — Misgav now ad-
mires Lazimi because she
is “a woman, Mizrahi, from
Migdal Ha'emek; raised by
Moroccan parents who sup-
port the Labor Party. Leftist,
socialist, liberal, moderate
and traditional. She’s mar-
ried to a Shas [party] activ-
ist, In short, there couldn’t
be more identity politics at
play.

On the day Misgav’s pan-
egyric explaining why Laz-

imi is driving supporters of
Benjamin Netanyahu crazy
was published in Hebrew, I
was touring the Gaza bor-
der area with Tom Mehager,
the former executive direc-
tor of Amram, a nonprofit
association that acts to get
justice and recognition for
the victims of the Yemenite,
Mizrahiand Balkan Children
affair, surrounding allega-
tions that thousands of chil-
dren were abducted in the

vote for, after Netanyahu's
policy of repeated rounds of
clashes with Hamas exposed
them to constant anxiety,
damage and casualties be-
fore October 7. On that day,
white pickup trucks unloaded
Nukhba fightersinthe town’s
streets. It took two days to
clear the city of Hamas ter-
rorists, after S2 Israelis were
murdered there — police offi-
cers and civilians, including
retirees.

Who will former Netanyahu supporters
in the Gaza-border towns of Sderot,
Ofakim and Netivot vote for next time?

early years of the state and
put up for adoption without
the knowledge or approval
of their parents. Lazimi's
resolute support for the or-
ganization elicited Misgav’s
ire only two years ago. She
is close to Amram, he wrote,
“which pays salaries to hacks
who purvey hatred of Ashke-
nazim to promote this blood
libel in the mainstream.”

It’s hard to overstate the
violence of this statement,
but after a long, harrowing
visit to communities the state
abandoned October 7, Mehag-
er and I wondered about the
lack of political leadership
in the so-called development
towns along the Gaza border.
What will they do in the next
election, we asked ourselves.
Who will the Sderot residents

There i1s also Ofakim,
which is not getting any gov-
ernment assistance because
of its distance from Gaza.
Almost S0 of the town’s res-
idents were murdered, but
the state has simply aban-
doned them. Residents of the
Mishor Hagefen neighbor-
hood, which was badly hit
that Saturday, were already
contending with problems
before that, but the gov-
ernment’s neglect has only
made things worse. Mehager
and I wondered about people
who used to be Netanyahu’s
strong base and who could
lead to his rout, as they did in
2021. Who is talking to these
people? A few of them will
vote for Itamar Ben-Gvir,
but the rest won’t vote for
Netanyahu. Is Lazimi meet-

ing the old and disappointed
Bibi-ist base? Is Golan - who
was there that Saturday, try-
ing to save as many people
as he could, now marching
in the first row of demon-
strators, arm-in-arm with
Einav Zangauker, whose
son is a hostage - initiat-
ing meetings with residents
there, asking them what is
important to them and what
they need?

Demonstrations call-
ing for the return of the
hostages are essential, but
they can’t comprise the
only element of the Demo-
crats’ visiting card. Lazimi
promotes social-democratic
policies, but is anyone ex-
plaining to the residents of
Sderot, Ofakim and Netivot
that they are being robbed
for the benefit of West Bank
settlements?

There is now a rare op-
portunity. The identity
politics that so perturbed
Misgav can contribute to
the toppling of Netanyahu
and to changes in voting
patterns. Benny Gantz and
Yair Lapid are on a down-
ward trend, and the Demo-
crats can again become the
ruling party, if only they
understand that the old Ne-
tanyahu base, which was a
direct victim of the mas-
sacre, is suffering from its
results. People who formed
this base have lost trust
in Netanyahu, and wish to
know who sees them and
their distress. It is time to
get to work.

Ravit Hecht

Like Yocheved
Lifshitz said

ocheved Lifshitz’s
Yeu]ngy over the

grave of her hus-
band, Oded Lifshitz, rever-
berated and stood out in the
sea of words and misery of
these sad few weeks.

This is not only because
it contained the simplest
and most beautiful words
of love that a wife could say
to her husband before his
burial, after 67 years of life
together. The eulogy was
also etched into our minds
because, without realizing
it, Lifshitz articulated with
typical directness the few
points that lie at the heart
of the Israeli consensus,
despite the camps, polar-
ization, hatred, and incite-
ment. “Our abduction and
your death have shaken me.
We fought for social justice
and peace all these years,
and unfortunately, we were
struck a heavy blow by the
very people we helped on
the other side.”

In her opening she chose
to mark the anger and dis-
appointment with the Ga-
zans and Palestinians, par-
ticularly in the peace camp,
in the face of the October 7
attack and the support for
it. Even those who opposed
the occupation and the in-
fringement of Palestinians’
personal and national rights
do not, rightly, accept the
October 7 massacre as a
legitimate action that could
be understood or forgiven
in any context.

But before government
supporters jump up in ex-
citement at her words, they
should listen to what Lif-
shitz said next, spoken in
the same precise and point-
ed tone. “I’'m stunned by the
number of graves and the
terrible destruction of our
community, which was to-
tally abandoned on October
7. Our hostages have been
held in chains, starved,
and tortured underground
in Gaza for more than S00
days.”

With that, she marked
the existential and moral
necessary of investigating
the October 7 catastrophe
and its unbelievable fail-
ures, and to bring to justice
everyone responsible for
them, and even before that,
of course, to return the hos-
tages who remain behind,
and to end their ongoing
abandonment.

Prime Minister Benja-
min Netanyahu thinks that
through point A - hostility
to Palestinians, he’ll be able

to escape from point B - a
state commission of inqui-
ry, and to postpone point C
— the return of the hostag-
es, according to his needs.
He also thinks that tribal
hatred will once again be
able to save him. Inciting
against the Supreme Court,
whose president is sup-
posed to appoint the mem-
bers of state commission of
inquiry, and the trendy use
of hating elites as means to
prevent establishing such a
committee.

It’s challenging to be
optimistic in light of Ne-
tanyahu’s current success
in surviving this long after
the massacre. Given the fact
that the government is still
standing, continues legislat-
ing and behaving so danger-
ously is cause for concern
that it may try to play with
the election date, in an effort
to postpone their end. A fear
that is not entirely within the
realm of paranoia.

Processing the trauma
of the 1973 Yom Kippur
War only led to the ousting
of Mapai from government
only a few years after. The
growing distress of count-
less affected families, the
cry of entire communities
that were destroyed, the hos-
tages and their stories, and
the investigations that are
now being released will col-
lectively block Netanyahu’s
escape route from respon-
sibility. The combination of
distorted policy and serious
military failures led to the
unforgivable desecration of
Israel's primary purpose,
and everyone responsible
must pay a price. Including,
and most of all, the only of-
ficeholder who has not taken
responsibility for the Octo-
ber 7 debacle, the man who
bears the responsibility and
blame for the death, abduc-
tion, and rape of so many
people. It may not happen
during this government’s
term, but it will happen.

In order to achieve this
fundamental justice, the ne-
cessity of which is unrelated
to party or tribal affiliation,
to stop the anomaly that
disgraces the memory of
the many victims and their
grieving families, every
person with minimal integ-
rity must fight with all their
remaining strength for the
return of all the hostages,
for the establishment of a
state commission of inquiry,
and for the elimination of
Hamas and its ilk. Just as
Yocheved Lifshitz said.

Odeh Bisharat

The last iftar supper in Gaza

he Hebrew month of
I Adar, which began on
Saturday, arrived in
all its splendor with breath-
taking spring weather, and
for the sake of the sun and
clear blue skies we must
hear the ancient Hebrew
phrase and song: “When
Adar arrives we increase
[our] joy.”

At the same time, the in-
tense cold wave that nested
in our homes over the last
week in February refuses to
retreat — even in the face of
the sun’s embrace. Hot and
cold all at once. How does
the wonderful poem of the
Egyptian poet Bayram al-
Tunisi put it: “Why, sweet
violet, are you happy, even
though you're a sad flow-
er?” This contrast between
smiling faces and saddened
hearts is the fate of many:
Israelis, Palestinians, Leba-
nese, Syrians and many oth-
er people in so many disas-
ter-stricken places around
the world. Spring warmth
outside, and bone-chilling
cold inside.

But one type of joy exists
that only evil people, even if
they are made of flesh and
blood, can create. Finance
Minister Bezalel Smotrich
gives a different character
to the celebration, and spe-
cifically at the beginning
of Adar. He describes the
cabinet’s decision to halt the
cease-fire agreement with
Hamas as “the threshold to
Hell.” That is why, according
to the tidings of the man who

has adopted the racial laws
legislated in Nuremberg, it’s
possible to alter the optimis-
tic saying of the ancient Jew-
ish sages, and say instead:
“When Adar arrives, the
gates of Hell open.” By the
way, these tidings are meant
not just for Gazans but also
for the Israeli hostages and
their suffering families.

On Saturday, the iftar
meal for the first day of
the Ramadan fast was con-
ducted, and as everyone

en, young and old. They
eat to their heart’s content
under the open skies, with
mountains of ruins sur-
rounding them.

When you watch this
unnatural performance
it’s possible to think about
many things, everyone and
their own inclinations. I
felt both sadness and joy.
Sadness - because of the
situation the Gazans have
fallen into; joy — because in
spite of everything people

The sight in Gaza on Saturday is a
source of pride for every human being.
This is the greatness of humankind,
regardless of religion, race or gender.

knows the month is one of
goodness and blessings in
Muslim tradition. After
watching the iftar videos,
which quickly went viral,
you could wonder whether
it was real or maybe just a
surreal spectacle. It’s hard
to believe that such a thing
is really happening, with
people who just a few weeks
ago emerged from the caul-
dron of fire, death and de-
struction. It’s similar to an
imaginary performance
than a living reality.
Hundreds, maybe thou-
sands, of people dining, sit-
ting around a table dozens,
perhaps hundreds of meters
long - children, men, wom-

have gotten back on their
feet and are continuing
with their lives. This is the
greatness of humankind,
regardless of religion, race
or gender. It turns to glance
back for a brief moment and
then continues on. “Bury
your dead and arise,” said
the Palestinian poet Taw-
fig Ziad. The sight in Gaza
on Saturday is a source of
pride for every human be-
ing.

One can imagine that
there are some people who
are bothered by this human
beauty. For the Israeli gov-
ernment, this must be the
last supper. On Sunday, the
Smotrich government de-

cided to immediately halt
the flow of humanitarian
aid to Gaza. The Hell of
Adar has returned.

Hamas took over Gaza
because of two things: The
first is the result of the
closed political horizon set
by Israeli governments vis-
a-vis the Palestinians. When
there is no hope, extremism
and hatred settle in hearts.
The second cause: Israel not
only closed the faucet for
the Palestinians in Gaza,
but also opened them for
the benefit of Hamas. The
Palestinians in the Gaza
Strip lived between the
hammer and the nail - suf-
focation in all areas of life
and a brutal and dictato-
rial regime that imposed
a blockade, in other words
Israel nurtured and spoiled.
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu not only knew
about these steps — he even
planned them himself, and
the Israeli public shut its
eyes.

The Israeli public is still
captive to the chains of the
catastrophic concept: No to
Hamas, says Netanyahu,
but in the same breath he
continues, with even great-
er force: No to the Pales-
tinian Authority. In other
words, no to the Palestin-
ians at all. If this is the way
things are, then who is the
“yes” meant for? The an-
swer is Smotrich - the man
who holds the keys to Hell
in his pocket. I suggest you
start worrying.

Ofer Bronchtein

A prosperous, iIndependent LLebanon
1s a paramount Israel1 interest

hese days, as our
T eyes are fixed on the

multiple fronts of the
current war, a dramatic
move has taken place that
could change the face of
the entire region. The new
Lebanese government took
a courageous decision:
to remove from its policy
guidelines references to
armed resistance to Israel,
to adopt United Nations Se-
curity Council Resolution
1701 and to come out pub-
licly against Hezbollah.

When I was appointed
French President Emman-
uel Macron’s special envoy
for the Israeli-Palestinian
peace process, Lebanon
was a country slowly dying,
with a collapsing economy,
a paralyzed political sys-
tem and under the effective
control of a terrorist orga-
nization. When I look at the
map of Lebanon hanging on
the wall, I see a glimmer of
hope.

Anyone who understands
the Lebanese reality knows
that what has happened is a
political earthquake. For the
first time in decades, Leba-
non has a government that
has expressed willingness
to break free from viewing
Israel as an eternal enemy.

Lebanon was always a
beautiful country, with edu-
cated people, a rich culture
and enormous economic
potential. But years of civil

war, foreign intervention
and control by terrorist or-
ganizations made it a symbol
of tragic missed opportuni-
ties. France, with its deep-
rooted, long-standing ties to
Lebanon, recognizes the im-
mense inherent potential of
the government’s decision.
The challenges Lebanon
faces remain enormous, of
course. There is still ap-

Israel now faces a test:
Will it recognize the his-
toric opportunity unfolding
before it or will it remain
bound by old perceptions?
Can its leaders appreciate
that a prosperous and inde-
pendent Lebanon is a para-
mount Israeli interest, the
best guarantee of quiet on
Israel’s northern border?

This is an opportunity

A free, thriving, pluralistic Lebanon
would stabilize the entire region and
provide a positive alternative to the model
of religious extremism and violence.

prehension regarding the
response of Hezbollah and
its Iranian patron. It is a
tightrope, but for the first
time, Lebanon’s leaders are
willing to walk it.

We have a positive prec-
edent for relations based
on shared interests, namely
the maritime boundary
agreement signed between
Israel and Lebanon. The ac-
cord proved that when the
two countries focus on eco-
nomic benefits and mutual
security, they can reach
important understandings.
It is an excellent example of
what can be done when the
two sides focus on a better
future for their citizens.

that cannot be missed. A
stable and independent
Lebanon that recognizes
international borders and is
committed to UN Security
Council Resolution 1701 will
remove a major strategic
threat to Israel’s northern
border. Furthermore, would
pave the way for future co-
operation for the benefit of
both countries.

France, under Macron’s
leadership, has offered to
mediate a new arrange-
ment. We believe that the
time has come to leave be-
hind the old conflicts and
build a Middle East based
on mutual interest and
thriving economies. To ad-

vance toward a future of
mutual respect and coop-
eration, we must strengthen
the Lebanese government
and armed forces. This will
only be possible by respect-
ing all international agree-
ments.

Faced with this oppor-
tunity, the test for the in-
ternational community is
to provide Lebanon with
the needed economic and
political support. To that
end, France intends to lead
a combined international ef-
fort to restore the Lebanese
economy and strengthen its
democratic institutions.

A prosperous, indepen-
dent Lebanon is a critical Is-
raeli and European interest.
It would stabilize the entire
region and provide a positive
alternative to the model of
religious extremism and vio-
lence. It could also serve as
a bridge between the Arab
world and the West.

This moment obliges all
of us - Israelis, Lebanese,
French, Americans and
citizens of other Arab coun-
tries — to imagine a differ-
ent Middle East, in which
Lebanon can be what it once
was: a free, thriving, plural-
istic country in a region in
which good neighborliness
replaces eternal enmity.

Ofer Bronchtein is French
President Emmanuel Macron’s
special envoy for the Israeli-
Palestinian peace process.
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Survey: U.S. Jews are group

least likely to believe in God |

Latest Pew Research Center poll finds Jews are more likely
to be intermarried and to support abortion, LGBTQ rights

Judy Maltz

members of other reli-

gious groups in the Unit-
ed States to believe in God,
to be married to members
of their own religion and to
pray regularly, according
to an in-depth study pub-
lished on Wednesday by the
Pew Research Center.

The study also found that
Jews were more likely than
most Americans to believe in
evolution, to consider immi-
gration to the United States
a positive phenomenon and
to support gay, transgender
and women’s reproductive
rights.

The Religious Landscape
Study was conducted be-
tween July 2023 and March
2024 among a nationally rep-
resentative sample of nearly
37,000 respondents. It was
last conducted in 2014 and,
before that, in 2007.

It found that 62 percent
(the figures have been
rounded off) of Americans
identify as Christian, 29 per-
cent as religiously unaffili-
ated and 7 percent belong to

]ews are less likely than

religions other than Chris-
tianity. Jews account for 2
percent of the U.S. popula-
tion, while Muslims, Hindus
and Buddhists each account
for 1 percent.

The percentage of Jews
has remained virtually un-
changed from the previous
two surveys. After declin-
ing over a period of many
years, the study found that
the share of Christians in
America has levelled off.

Although Jews were less
likely to be “believers” than
members of other religious
groups, the study found that
they were more likely than
most Americans to belong to
a house of worship.

It also found that Jews
tend to be far better edu-
cated than most Americans,
bigger earners and more
likely to identify as gay, les-
bian or bisexual.

Here are some of the key
takeaways from the study:

* Jews are less likely to be-
lieve in God than members
of other religious groups in
the United States. Among
the Jewish respondents, 18
percent said they did not be-

lieve in God. That compares
with 8 percent of Americans
overall, 3 percent of Protes-
tants, 6 percent of Catho-
lics and 2 percent of Bud-
dhists. The survey shows
that Americans overall are
becoming less convinced of
a divine existence. In 2007,
more than 70 percent of the
respondents said they were
certain God exists. By 2014,
only 63 percent did, and in
the latest survey, their share
had dropped to 54 percent.
Among Jewish respondents,
41 percent said they were
certain God existed in 2007.
Seven years later, only 37
percent were, and in the lat-
est survey, their share was
down to 29 percent. Jews
are also less likely than
Americans overall, the sur-
vey found, to believe in the
concepts of heaven and hell.

* Jews are more likely
than members of other re-
ligious groups to say that
religion is not too important
or not at all important in
their lives. Among Jewish
respondents, 43 percent said
that was the case for them,
compared with 11 percent

of Protestants, 17 percent
of Catholics and 13 percent
of Muslims.

¢ Only one in three Jews
reported that religion was
very important to their fam-
ily when they were growing
up. That compares with 45
percent of Americans over-
all, about half of all Protes-
tants and Catholics and two
out of every three Muslims.
Six out of 10 Jews said that
the Bible is not too impor-
tant or not at all important
to them.

* Among married Jews, 35
percent reported having non-
Jewish spouses. Among Prot-
estants, only 19 percent were
married to non-Protestants
and among Catholics, only
25 percent were married to
non-Catholics. Seven percent
of U.S. Jews have Protestant
spouses and 11 percent have
Catholic spouses.

* Jews tend to be geo-
graphically concentrated in
the Northeast, where they
account for 4 percent of the
population — as opposed to 1
percent in the Midwest and
the South and 2 percent in
the West.

* Jews are more likely
than most Americans to at-

Hasidic Jews iNe: York City’s muk]yn.

Students from a Jewish school at the Park East Synagogue in New York City.

as Jewish. That is similar
to the share raised Mus-
lim, somewhat lower than
the share raised Hindu, but
somewhat higher than the
share raised Protestant and
Catholic.

* Jews are far less like-
ly than members of other
religious groups to have
grown more religious over
the course of their lifetime.
Only 18 percent of the Jew-
ish respondents said this
was the case for them, as
compared with 28 percent
of Americans overall, 43
percent of Protestants, 30
percent of Catholics and 38
percent of Muslims. Of the
Jewish respondents, 29 per-
cent reported becoming less
religious over the course of
their lifetime.

* Fewer than half of Jew-
ish Americans attend reli-
gious services at least once
a month. That compares
with more than two-thirds
of Americans overall, 80
percent of Protestants, 75
percent of Catholics and 55

percent of Muslims. Bud-
dhists (24 percent) were the
only group less inclined to
pray than Jews. Jews were
also least likely (tied with
Buddhists) to pray on a daily
basis. Only 22 percent said
they prayed at least once
daily, half the percentage of
overall Americans. Still, 42
percent of the Jewish respon-
dents said they belonged to a
house of worship - somewhat
higher than Americans over-
all (37 percent).

* Among Jewish respon-
dents, 87 percent believe in
evolution. That compares
with 80 percent of Ameri-
cans overall, 76 percent of
Protestants, 80 percent of
Catholics and 82 percent of
Muslims.

* Among Jewish respon-
dents, 82 percent say homo-
sexuality should be accepted
by society. That compares
with two-thirds of Ameri-
cans overall, S0 percent of
Protestants, 74 percent of
Catholics and 41 percent of
Muslims.

e Jews are more likely
than members of any other
religious group to say that
greater acceptance of trans-
gender people is a “change
for the better.” Among Jew-
ish respondents, 59 percent
supported greater inclusiv-
ity for transgender people,
as compared with 39 per-
cent of Americans overall,
26 percent of Protestants,
36 percent of Catholics and
33 percent of Muslims.

e Jews are more likely
than members of other
religious groups to sup-
port women's reproductive
rights. Among Jewish re-
spondents, 83 percent said
abortion should be legal
in most or all cases. That
compares with 64 percent
of Americans overall, 49
percent of Protestants, 59
percent of Catholics and 57
percent of Muslims.

* Among Jewish respon-
dents, 4 percent identify as
gay or lesbian and 7 percent
as bisexual. Among Ameri-
cans overall, 3 percent iden-

Drew Angerer fAFP

tify as gay or lesbian and S
percent as bisexual. Among
Catholics, 2 percent iden-
tify as gay or lesbian and
2 percent as bisexual, and
among Protestants, only 1
percent identify as gay or
lesbian and 2 percent as bi-
sexual.

¢ Jews are far more likely
to be college graduates than
members of other religious
groups. Among Jewish re-
spondents, two-thirds had
at least a bachelor’s degree.
That compares with only
35 percent of U.S. citizens
overall, 31 percent of Prot-
estants, 35 percent of Catho-
lics and 44 percent of Mus-
lims.

e After Hindus, Jews
have the highest household
incomes of any religious
group in the United States.
Among the Jewish respon-
dents, 5S4 percent earn
more than $100,000 a year
(compared with S7 percent
of Hindus). Only 30 percent
of Americans overall reach
this income level.
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06.10The Neighborhood (s.6,2eps)07.00Hot in Cleve-
land(s.6, 2eps)07.55 Avenue 5(2 eps) 09.05Kid Sister
(2 eps) 10.00 The Office (s.5, 2 eps) 10.50 The Nanny
(s.4,2eps)11l.45Marriedwith Children(s.7,2eps)12.40
Avenue5(2eps)13.50 The Neighborhood (s.6, 2 eps)
14.40HotinCleveland(s.s,2 eps)15.30Kid Sister(2eps)
16.25TheOffice(s.5,2eps)17.15The Nanny(s.4,2eps)
18.10Marriedwith Children(s.7,2eps)19.00 Avenue s
(2eps)20.10Kid Sister20.35Kid Sister(s.2)21.00The
Office(s.5,2eps)21.50The Nanny(s.4,2eps) 22.40 Mar-
riedwithChildren(s.7,2eps)23.30Curb YourEnthusiasm
(s.6,2eps)00.30 Entourage(s.7,2eps)01.30Grown-ish
(s.6, 2 eps) 02.20 Hot in Cleveland (s.6, 2 eps)

EUROSPORT (Y61/H59)

07.005nooker-World OpeninYushan, China: Round
111.00 Marathon - 2025 Seville Marathon 12.30
AlpineSkiing-World CupinCrans-Montana, Switzer-
land13.305Snooker-World OpeninYushan, China:
Round116.30Alpine Skiing-World Cupin Sestriere,
Italy 17.30 Cycling - Volta ao Algarve in Portugal
18.15Cycling-VueltaaAndaluciain Spain19.00Sail-
ing-VendeeGlobe Magazine20.00 Biathlon-World
ChampionshipinSwitzerland21.00Snooker-World
OpeninYushan, China: Round123.00Cycling-Volta
aoAlgarvein Portugal 00.00Alpine Skiing-World
CupinCrans-Montana, Switzerland 01.00Biathlon
-World Championshipin Switzerland 01.305ki Jump-
ing-World CupinHinzenbach, Austria02.30Snooker
- World Open in Yushan, China: Round 1

HOT CINEMA 1 (H16)

08.00Pelé:Birthofal.egend (USA,2016).Biographi-
calDirs;JeffZimbalist MichaelZimbalist WithKevinde
Paula, Leonardo Lima Carvalho, Seu Jorge.
09.45LaraCroft:TombRaiden{USA/UK/Germany/
Japan,2001).Actionfantasy.Dir: SimonWest.With
Angelina Jolie, Jon Voight.
11.25Unknown(UK/Germany/France/Canada/Japan/
USA 2011) ThrillerDirJaumeCollet-SerraWithLiam
Neeson, Diane Kruger.
13.20AnyGivenSunday(USA,1999).Sportsdrama.
DirOliverStone.WithAlPacino,CameronDiaz,Dennis
Quaid, James Woods, Jamie Foxx, LL Cool ].
16.00RED2(USA/France/Canada,2013).Action.Dir:
DeanParisot. WithBruceWillis, HelenMirren,John
Malkovich.
17.55Duplicity(USA,2009).Romance. Dir TonyGilroy.
With Julia Roberts, Clive Owen.
20.00DeadManDown{USA,2013).Action.Dir:Niels
ArdenOplevWithColinFarmell NoomiRapace,Dominic
Cooper.

22.00Rambo:FirstBlood(USA,1982). Action.Dir:Ted
KotcheffWithSylvesterStallone RichardCrenna Brian
Dennehy.
233HunterKillen(UK/China/USA 2018) Action.DirDon-
ovanMarsh WithGerardButler, GaryOldman, Common.
01.35TheBlackDahlia(Germany/USA,2006).Mys-
tery Dir:BrianDePalma. WithJoshHartnett, Scarlett
Johansson.

HOT CINEMA 2 (H17)

06.2513Minutes(USA/Canada,2021) Action.Dir:Lind-
sayGossling WithAnneHeche, ThoraBirch AmySmart.
08.15TheForger{USA,2014).Crimethriller.Dir:Philip
MartinWithJohnTravolta, ChristopherPlummer;, Tye
Sheridan.
09.50The33(Chile/USA,2015).Biography.Dir:Patri-
claRiggen.WithAntonioBanderas, RodrigoSantoro,
Juliette Binoche.

“Silent Night,” Yes Movies Comedy, 23.10.

11.55 Patriot Games (USA, 1992). Thriller based
on Tom Clancy's best-seller. Dir: Phillip Noyce.
With Harrison Ford, Ann Archer, Sean Bean.
13.50TheNumbersStation(USA,2013). Action.Dir:
KasperBarfoed. WithJohnCusack MalinAkerman.
15.20L. T (Ireland/France/UK,2016).Crimemystery.
DirjJohnMoore WithPierceBrosnan KarenMoskow,
Jason Barry.

16.55TheSurvivalist{USA,2021). Actionsci-fi.Dir;Jon
KeeyesWithJonathanRhysMeyers JohnMalkovich,
Ruby Modine.
18.30LethalWeapon(USA,1987).Action.Dir:Richard
Donner. With Mel Gibson, Danny Glover.
20.20Dangerous(USA,2021) Actionthriller DirDavid
HacklWithScotiEastwood KevinDurand Famke]ans-
sen.

22.00Mad Max: Fury Road (Australia/USA, 2015).
Action.Dir-GeorgeMiller WithTomHardy,Charlize
Theron, Nicholas Hoult.

23.55WireRoom(USA, 2022) Actionthriller.Dir:-Matt
Eskandari WithKevinDillon BruceWillis OliverTrevena.
[L355afeHouse(USA/SouthAfrica,2012).Action.Dir:
DanielEspinosaWithDenzelWashington RyanReynolds.

HOT CINEMA 3 (H18)

07.25MaggieMoore(sUSA,2023).Comedycrime.Dir:
JohnSlattery. WithJonHamm, TinaFey,Christopher
Denham.
09.05LeWeek-End(UK/France,2013).Comedy.Dir:
RogerMichellWithlindsayDuncanJimBroadbent Jeff
Goldblum.

10.40TheLoveLetter(France,2021). Romanticcom-
edy.Dir:JeromeBonnell WithGregoryMontel Anais
Demoustier.
12.10TheWeddingYear(USA,2019).Comedy.Dir:
RobertlLuketic WithSarahHyland, TylerJamesWil-
liams, Jenna Dewan.
13.45MovingOn(USA,2022).Comedy.Dir:PaulWeitz.
WithJaneFonda,LilyTomlin,MalcolmMcDowell.
15.15Gringo(Australia/USA,2018) Actioncomedy.
DirNashEdgertonWithJoelEdgerton, CharlizeTher-
on, David Oyelowo.
17.05Serendipity(USA,2001).Romance.Dir:Peter
Chelsom. With John Cusack, Kate Beckinsale.
18.35MyOldLady(USA/UK/France,2014).Comedy
romance.DirIsraelHorovitzWithKevinKline Kristin
Scott Thomas, Maggie Smith.
20.20CanYouKeepaSecret?(USA,2019).Romantic
comedyDirEliseDuran WithAlexandraDaddanio, Suni-
ta Mani, Tyler Hoechlin.
22.005omething'sGottaGive(USA,2003).Comedy.
DirNancyMeyers.WithJackNicholson,DianeKeaton,
Amanda Peet.
00.05NottingHillUSA,1999).Romanticcomedy.Dir:
RogerMichell WithJuliaRoberts HughGrant Rhys
Ifans.

02.10ThePFlayersl esinfidelesFrance, 2017).Comedy.
DirEmmanuelleBercot FredCavaye With]eanDujar-
din, Gilles Lellouche.

Robert Viglasky/Yes

HOT CINEMA 4 (H19)

06.05 Contagion (USA/United Arab Emirates,
2011). Sci-fi thriller. Dir: Steven Soderbergh.
With Matt Damon, Kate Winslet, Jude Law,
Gwyneth Paltrow, Marion Cotillard, Laurence
Fishburne.
07.50DowntonAbbey(UK/USA,2018).Drama.Dir:
MichaelEnglerWithStephenCampbellMoore, Michael
Fox, Lesley Nicol.
09.50AManinaHurry(France 2018).Comedy Dirs:Herve
Mimran,JulieGali. WithFabriceLuchini,LeilaBekhti.
11.30Priscilla(ltaly/USA,2023).Docudrama. Dir:
SofiaCoppola.WithCaileeSpaeny, JacobElordi,Ari
Cohen.
13.25Fathers&Daughters(Italy/USA,2015).Drama.
DirGabrieleMuccinoWithRussellCrowe AmandaSey-
fried, Aaron Paul.

15.20The StoryofUs(USA, 1999). Drama. Dir: Rob
ReinerWithMichellePfeiffer BruceWillis RitaWilson.
16.55Umami(France/Japan,2022).Comedydrama.
Dir;SlonySow. WithGerardDepardieu KyozoNagat-
suka, Pierre Richard.

18.45]JusttoBeSure (France/Belgium,2017).Comedy.
DirCanneTardienWithFrancoisDamiens,Cecilede
France, Guy Marchand.
20.25TheBenefactor{USA,2015).Drama.DirAndrew
RenziWithRichardGere DakotaFanning, Theg]ames.
22.00ToLeslie(USA,2011).Drama.Dir:-MichaelMor-
ris WithAndreaRiseborough,DrewYoungblood, Tom
Virtue.
23.55CarefulWhatYouWishFor{USA,2015).Thriller.
DirElizabethAllenRosenbaumWithlsabell ucas,Der-
mot Mulroney, Nick Jonas.
01L.20TulipFever{lUK/USA,2017).Romanticdrama..
Dir: Justin Chadwick. With Alicia Vikander, Dane
DeHaan, Jack O'Connell.

YES MOVIES DRAMA (Y1)

06.A5TheAmericanjoikaNewZealand/Poland/USA,
2023) Biographydrama.Dir;JamesMNapierRobertson.
With Talia Ryder, Diana Kruger, Oleg Ivenko.
08.35BadEducation (USA,2019).Comedydrama.Dir:
CoryFinley.WithHughJackman AllisonJanney Alex
Wolff.
10.25Philomena(UK/USA/France,2013).Biography.
Dir:StephenFrears.WithJudiDench,SteveCoogan,
Sophie Kennedy Clark.
12.05GiriwithaPearlEarming(UK/Luxembourg,2003).
DramabasedonTracyChevalier'snovel Dir-PeterWeb-
berWithColinFirth Scarlettjohansson, TomWilkinsorn.
13.45BohemianRhapsody(USA/UK 2018) Biography.
DirBryanSingerWithRamiMalek, LucyBoynton, Gwi-
lym Lee.

16.00 Game Change (USA, 2012). Drama. Dir: Jay
Roach. With Ed Harris, Julianne Moore.
18.00TheSon(UK/France,2022).Drama.Dir:Florian

ZellerWithVanessaKirby FelixGoddard MaxGoddard.
20.05Fractures(lsrael 2018).Drama.Dir:Ankl ubetz-

ki. With Liat Ekta, Tzufit Grant, Shlomi Koriat.
21.30Champions(USA,2023).5portscomedy.Dir:
BobbyFarrelly. WithWoodyHarrelson, KaitlinOlson,
Matt Cook.
23.30ThelronClaw{UK/USA,2023).Docudrama.Dr:
SeanDurkin WithZacEfron JeremyAllenWhite Harris
Dickinson.

01.450ppenheimer{UK/USA 2023) Biographydrama.
DirChristopherNilan WithCillianMurphy EmilyBlunt,
Matt Damon.

YES MOVIES ACTION (Y2)

06.55TheGoodLianUK/Germany/USA,2019).Crime
drama Dir:BillCondorWithHelenMirren, lanMcKel-
len, Russell Tovey.
08.45ThePainten{USA/Canada,2024). Thriller.Dir:
KimaniRaySmith WithCharlieWeber JonVoight Madi-
son Bailey.

10.20HonestThieflUSA,2020) Action.DirMarkWil-
liams.WithLiamMNeeson, KateWalsh, JaiCourtney.
12.10 Robin Hood (USA, 2018). Action. Dir: Otto
Bathurst WithTaronEgerton, JamieFoxx, BenMen-
delsohn.
14.05Undisputed(USA/Germany,2002).Drama.Dir:
Walter Hill. With Ving Rhames, Wesley Snipes.
15.4057Seconds(USA,2024).Sci-fithriller.Dir:Rusty
CundiefiWithjoshHutchersonMorganFreeman,Greg
Germann.

17.20RockyBalboa(USA,2006). Boxingdrama.Direct-
edbyandstarringSylvesterStallone WithBurtYoung,
Milo Ventimiglia.
19.05DontBreathe(USA,2016).Crime.Dir:FedeAlva-
rez.WithStephenLang,JaneLevy,DylanMinnette.
20.35MoneyPlane(USA,2020).Comedythriller.Dir:
Andrewl awrence WithAdamCopeland KelseyGram-
mer, Thomas Jane.
22.00AsphaltCity(USA,2023). Dramathriller.Dir:
Jean-StéphaneSauvaire WithSeanPenn TyeSheridan,
Gbenga Akinnagbe.

00.05Destroyer{USA,2018). Actiondrama.Dir:Karyn
Kusama.WithNicoleKidman, TobyKebbell, Tatiana
Maslany.
02.10300:RiseofanEmpire(USA,2014).Action.Dir:
NoamMurmo.WithSullivanStapleton EvaGreen, Lena
Headey.

YES MOVIES COMEDY (Y3)

07.50ManUp(UK/France,2015).Romanticcomedy.
Dir:BenPalmer.WithLakeBell SimonPegqg,Ophelia
Lovibond.
09.20RocketScience(USA,2007).Comedy.DirJefirey
Blitz. With Nicholas D'Agosto, Anna Kendrick.
11.00Sabrina(USA,1995).RemakeofBillyWilder's
classicromanticcomedy DirSydneyPollack WithHar-
rison Ford, Julia Ormond, Greg Kinnear.
13.10The Leisure Class(USA, 2015). Comedy. Dir:
JasonMannWithEdWeeks, TomBell BridgetRegan.
14.35DinnerforSchmucks(USA,2010).Comedy.Dir:
Jay Roach. With Steve Carell, Paul Rudd.
16.50ACinderellaStory{USA/Canada,2004) Comedy.
DirMarkRosmanWithHilaryDuff ChadMichaelMur-
ray.

18.05WhatHappens Later(USA, 2023). Romantic
comedy DirectedbyandstarringMegRyan WithDavid
Duchovny, Hal Liggett.
19.50TheLovePunch(France,2013).Comedy Dir;]Joel
Hopkins WithPierceBrosnan EmmaThompson, Timo-
thy Spall.
21.30GoingtheDistance(USA,2010).Comedy.Dir:
NanetteBurstein WithDrewBarrymore Justinlong.
23.10SilentNight(USA/Mexico,2023).Actionthriller.
Dir;JohnWoo.WithJeelKinnaman, KidCudi,Harold
Torres.
00.45HelloLadies:TheMovie{USA,2014).Comedy.
DirectedbyvandstarringStephenMerchantWithChris-
tine Woods, Nate Torrence.
02.05YouHurtMyFeelings(USA,2023).Comedydra-
ma.DirNicoleHolofcenerWithAmberTamblyn,David
Cross, Tobias Menzies.

News on the Hour:
CNN (Y102/H205) | Sky News (Y103/H203)
BBC (H204) [ Fox News (Y105/H202)
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Shira Kadari-Ovadia

he school day will be-
I gin with the shaharit
morning prayer, but
wearing a skullcap is con-
sidered mandatory or even
recommended. Through-
out the day, the children
will often explore religious
themes but without linking
them to politics. The class-
room will serve as a beit mi-
drash, a place of religious
study, but class discussions
will also include works by
modern Hebrew poets such
as Haim Nahman Bialik
and Ehud Manor.

First grade at Nevia,
which is scheduled to open
next year in Jerusalem, will
be a sort of religious-secu-
lar educational initiative. A
contradiction? Not neces-
sarily, say the institution’s
founders, who aim to estab-
lish a school providing what
they describe as a “Jewish-
communal-state education
— an approach that seeks to
“liberate Jewish education
from tribal identity politics
and restore it to the commu-
nity and the traditional con-
tinuum where the majority
of Israelis are,” as they de-
scribe it.

So how does such a vision
take shape in practice? Offi-
cially, the first-grade class
(which may eventually ex-
pand into a full-fledged el-
ementary school) is part of
the state education system,
which at least according to
customary designations, is
what secular students at-
tend.

But Nevia's founders
say their initiative aims to
create an educational sub-
stream open to students
from across Jerusalem, re-
gardless of their family's
level of religious obser-
vance.

“We want the school’s
Jewish identity to be some-
thing parents actively
engage with and help to
shape,” says Keren Ap-
felbaum-Riff, one of the
school’s founders. “We're
well aware that we’re step-
ping into Israeli society’s
most sensitive minefield
- Judaism. We're trying to
neutralize the bomb and re-
place suspicion with trust.”

Along the way to such
a change, challenges and
difficulties may arise, be-
cause, for example, Jew-
ish studies have a central
position at the school, both
in the attention that they
receive and in their im-
portance. (Every morning
following the prayer ser-
vice, there will be a beit
midrash-style period dedi-
cated to a subject related
to Judaism or the Hebrew
language). This emphasis
is also reflected in prac-
tice, in prayer. “We're still
deliberating over the grace
after meals,” Apfelbaum-
Riff said.

Nevia’s location is also
noteworthy. The school will
begin operating in the com-
ing school year as a first-
grade class within the long-
established Ge’ulim school,
a state secular school in
Jerusalem’s Baka neigh-
borhood (*“which welcomed
us generously,” Apfelbaum-
Riff noted).

This setting may raise
concerns, particularly giv-
en the steady decline in the
percentage of elementary
school students in Jerusa-
lem’s state secular educa-
tion system, which current-
ly stands at 9 percent. In
addition to the first-grade
class, two kindergartens
based on a similar state sec-

Children attending the open house at the Nevia school in Jerusalem in February.
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Sraya Diamant

In this first-grade class, children
don’t define themselves by religion

The founders of Jerusalem’s Nevia initiative are pursuing an approach
that seeks to ‘liberate Jewish education from tribal identity politics’

ular-Jewish educational ap-
proach will open next year.

Educator Rachel Sulski
Myerson was involved in
the early stages of the es-
tablishment of Nevia and
considered sending her
youngest son there. “I love
the desire to strengthen
common ground and find-
ing compromises really
appeals to me,” she told
Haaretz. “I believe in it.”

But she ultimately de-
cided not to pursue it — not
because she opposed the
initiative, but due to her
support for other principles
that she considers equally
important.

‘I don’t need the
word “secular”

to explain to my
children why my
mother drives

on Shabbat. She
drives on Shabbat
because she drives
on Shabbat,’ says
Apfelbaum-Riff.

“I've concerned that a
framework such as Nevia
will attract secular stu-
dents away from ‘proper’
state [secular] schools, and
in the end, it would come
at their expense,” she said,
echoing the concerns of
a considerable number of
secular parents in Jerusa-
lem. The demographic con-
cern over the shrinking of

so-called “regular” secular
state schools in Jerusalem
ultimately tipped the scales
for Sulski Myerson.

“In the end, I'm secular. I
don’t want to erase my secu-
lar identity, and it’s impor-
tant to me to strengthen the
secular schools in the city.”

Apfelbaum-Riff acknowl-
edges these concerns, par-
ticularly over the “flight”
of secular residents from
Jerusalem. But she be-
lieves the initiative meets
the needs of a broad, tradi-
tional segment of the public
that sends their children
to Orthodox state religious
state, for lack of an alterna-
tive — but not only to those
schools.

“We’'re surrounded by
friends ‘on the spectrum’
from the secular direction
who are losing their con-
nection to the city,” she
said, and she believes that
Nevia, which seeks to give
parents a significant role,
will help strengthen a sense
of belonging to the city even
among secular residents.

As for the sense of be-
longing for future students,
Nevia appears to have start-
ed off rather well. The ex-
cited kindergarten children
who came to meet their fu-
ture classmates a week ago
didn’t seem particularly
concerned with questions of
sectorial identity. For those
with or without a skull-
cap, the truly important
questions were whether
the teacher would be nice
and how hard it would be
to learn to read. With the
help of their parents, the
children wrote down their
expectations and concerns

on green leaf-shaped card-
board.

Later in the meeting, the
children said goodbye to
their parents and partici-
pated in an activity focused
on the connection between
trees and human beings.
The continuous link to the
Jewish bookshelf was evi-
dent even in this brief ac-
tivity. Initially, the children
read aloud a verse that is
originally from the bibli-
cal Book of Deuteronomy,
“for is the tree of the field
man....” They then moved
onto an ecological activity,
sorting various items ac-
cording to their role in the
life cycle of a tree, from
compost to fruit.

In the meantime, the
parents were meeting with
Nevia's founders. Ques-
tions about prayer and the
beit midrash did not really
concern them, since it was
why they registered their
children in the first place.
What interested them
more were questions about
homework, exams and the
method of teaching, which
emphasizes active learning
over the teacher delivering
lessons to the class.

Beyond definitions

Nevia’s guiding prin-
ciples closely resemble an
existing educational model
that integrates religious
and secular students - a
trend that began around
30 years ago with the es-
tablishment of the Keshet
School in Jerusalem (pre-
ceded by schools in the
mixed religious-secular
West Bank settlements of
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Tekoa and Kfar Adumim)
and has since grown slowly
yet steadily.

Even before that, in the
1970s, the Tali school net-
work - of enriched Jewish
studies - was founded. In
that case, it was parents
who had immigrated from
the United States and had
ties to Conservative Juda-
ism who sought to establish

a state school in Jerusa-
lem’s French Hill neighbor-
hood where Jewish studies
would be afforded a promi-
nent place - independent of
the Orthodox establishment
that oversees state religious
schools.

When the State Education
Law was enacted in 1953,
the goal was to eliminate
the political divisions be-

tween educational streams
in favor of a unified state
system, under which all stu-
dents would study together.
The system was to allow
each community to provide
education according to its
beliefs and values for up to
a quarter of the total study
hours.

In practice, however,
state religious education
gained autonomy and re-
mained under the control
of religious Zionist parties,
while the idea of secular
schools that emphasized
the wishes of parents and
the community gradually
faded.

At the heart of both ini-
tiatives — Tali and integrat-
ed education - is a dissatis-
faction with the dichotomy
between religious and sec-
ular Israeli identities and
between state (secular) and
state religious education. It
may not be a coincidence
that these initiatives gained
momentum in Jerusalem
and only later spread to
other parts of Israel.

“Jerusalem, or at least
parts of it, is home to a cer-
tain stream within Judaism
consisting of people who
could be described as ‘in a
gray area’ — not Orthodox
on the one hand, but also not
fully secular,” says Yair Et-
tinger, a commentator on is-
sues of religion and state at
Israel’s public broadcaster,
Kan.

“I[These are] people
many of whom were raised
religious and today are
somewhere on the religious
spectrum, or more simply
put, traditional,” he says.
“A large portion of them,
by the way, are Ashkenazi
traditionalists. In these ar-
eas [of Jerusalem], there’s
demand for schools that
say to people: ‘Come as you
are.”

Nevia’s founders believe
that despite the similarities
with the integrated educa-
tion model, their initiative
has a right to exist in its
own right. “Integrated edu-
cation asks parents to de-
fine whether their child is
religious or secular,” says
Apfelbaum-Riff.

As a result, in some in-
tegrated schools, children
are divided every morning
between a so-called prayer

group and a study group for
secular students. In a cer-
tain sense, she notes, this
actually accentuates the
differences between the
groups, whereas for many
families today, these defini-
tions are more flexible, ex-
isting on a spectrum when
it comes to commitment to
halakha, Jewish religious
law, without necessarily re-
quiring labels of “religious”
or “secular.”

“If Keshet’s original mes-
sage was about the meeting
point between ‘religious’
and ‘secular,’ it has since
changed,” Ettinger says.
“Those who are already be-
tween these two definitions
are now seeking to meet
others like themselves in
school.”

Apfelbaum-Riff inten-
tionally avoids using the
terms “religious” or “secu-
lar.” She grew up in a home
in which the religious com-
mandments were never dis-
cussed while her partner
grew up in the ultra-Ortho-
dox Tel Aviv suburb of Bnei
Brak.

The couple’s home today,
she says, is “very Jewish,
with a lot of thought. I don’t
need the word ‘secular’ to
explain to my children why
my mother drives on Shab-
bat. She drives on Shabbat
because she drives on Shab-
bat.”

Gal Am-Shalom, whose
eldest daughter, Yael, will
start school at Nevia next
year, is a representative ex-
ample of the school.

“I come from a secu-
lar home, my partner is
religious and our home is
somewhere in between,”
she says. She and her
partner met in the army,
the first stop on the path
through life for most Is-
raelis, where religious
and secular people have a
chance to meet.

“Thoughts regarding
how an ‘interfaith’ couple
approaches their kids’ edu-
cation have been with us for
a long time because once
you enter the system, you
suddenly have to decide,”
she says.

“What I liked about
Nevia was the idea that
you don’t have to decide,
that things aren’t dichoto-
mous.”

S9 hostages, S14 days in captivity

‘I thought nothing was worse than
a father burying a son, but there 1s’

Ran Shimoni

ou know some-
44 Y thing?” says Avi

Ohana, whose
son Yosef Chaim Ohana
is still being held hostage
in the Gaza Strip. “Two or
three days before the mas-
sacre, we were together at
the synagogue during Suk-
kot. I gave him a blessing
over the lulav and etrog. At
that moment of the bless-
ing, I put my hand on his
head and said, ‘God will
save you from death and
torment.” We hugged and I
haven’t seen him since. He
is in my thoughts 24 hours
a day, I dream of him every
night. I still don’t know why
I told him that. That’s what
having a father’s heart is
like, I suppose.”

Avi Ohana had already
felt his heart beat with un-
bearable pain. 14 years ago,
he lost his third son, Asher
Yitzhak, who died of cancer
at the age of 8. Yosef Chaim,
the eldest, is now 24. That
was the worst crisis in his
life, a family trauma that
took a heavy toll.

But since the abduction
of his eldest son on October
7, 2023, he has been living
through a nightmare un-
like any he had ever experi-
enced. “I thought there was
nothing worse than a father
burying a son, but it turns
out that there is,” he says.

“Asher Yitzhak was sick,
but he was by my side. We
cared for him. We knew of
his every movement. Now
I know absolutely nothing
about Yosef Chaim. My son
has been in an unknown
place for so long and I
cannot help him except
through prayer. That is a
crushing realization.”

Ohana tries to avoid the
news. He doesn’t consume
it and he doesn’t appear in
it. “It’s too hard for me,” he
says. Faith saves him; he
finds solace in prayer.

“I throw myself onto
God, it’s the only thing I
can lean on,” he says. “I

A]; Ohana holding a picture of his son Yosef Chaim. /ian Assayag

don’t understand how it’s
possible to tolerate this
without faith. I believe that
He protected him on that
day, and that He is protect-
ing him now.”

A sign of life was re-
ceived from Yosef Chaim
last month, delivered by
returning hostages. That
was the first evidence that
he had survived for so long,
since the abduction from
the Nova music festival.

Three friends who were
with him there said that
they ran along a road to
help people escape, how
they carried a stretcher
with a woman wounded
from gunfire on top, how
Yosef Chaim was miracu-
lously saved from a rocket-
propelled grenade and how
they lost track of him. His
father says that an official
notification arrived only
three weeks later. He was
abducted at around 9 A.M.
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on October 7, 2023.

As the oldest son of
divorced parents, Yosef
Chaim grew up to be an es-
pecially mature individual.
He was the third parent for
his younger brothers, and
he was not just a son, but
also a friend for his par-
ents.

But Yosef Chaim also
grew up to be independent,
with his own life and in-
terests: music (especially
jazz), photography, and
in recent years, manag-
ing bars. Therefore, after
growing up in Kiryat Mal-
akhi in southern Israel, he
moved in with his grand-
mother in Ramle, central
Israel, for the past two
years. He told his parents
that would shorten his jour-
ney to the big city.

“He was passionate
about the job. He constantly
wanted to learn more about
cocktails and wine,” says

Yair Aminoff, who worked
with him in recent years
at the bar of a well-known
restaurant in Tel Aviv. “He
was a true chemist of al-
cohol, creating drinks out
of nothing. I remember he
once prepared a cocktail
with caviar. And to think he
taught himself everything.”

Yosef Chaim joined the
restaurant a few months
after Aminoff, and quickly
became a prominent figure.
“He has a different pres-
ence - strong self-assur-
ance, full of curiosity and
openness,” he said.

Yosef Chaim’s picture
hangs over the bar since
his abduction. For his col-
leagues, who took care to
make toasts in his honor,
talk about him, prepare
cocktails according to his
recipe - it all became too
painful a reminder at some
point.

“It was hard for me to
stay there. You see his pic-
ture at every shift, you hear
how customers ask about
him and their subsequent
shock. It is present all the
time,” says Aminoff, who
left a few months later. An-
other bartender left at the
same time. “The place be-
came a trigger for her, and
for all of us to some extent,”
says Aminoff.

At the start of the war,
Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu promised Oha-
na that the country would
do everything to bring Yo-
sef Chaim home. “We had a
promise that there would be
no political considerations,
that he would bring home
the hostages even at the ex-
pense of his government,”
says Ohana. “I heard that
with my own ears.”

As time passes, he still
asks himself whether Ne-
tanyahu has kept that prom-
ise. “I don’t know what to
think. It sometimes feels
yes and sometimes feels
no,” he admits. “I'm just
waiting for my son to come,
and I believe with faith that
that will happen.”
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Kfar Azza 1s torn between memory and rebuilding

People describe feelings of abandonment as they struggle to live in houses that were the scene of Hamas’ massacre

Yossi Melman

ffie Skornik is
E perched on a ladder,

tightening the last
screws in a pergola above
the entrance to an apart-
ment in the renovated
neighborhood of Kibbutz
Kfar Azza. It’s called Green
Floors, after the color of
the original floors in these
kibbutz homes built about
50 years ago. Skornik isn't a
certified builder, but he has
learned about construction
and renovation on the job.

A former combat soldier
in the Paratroopers Brigade,
Skornik used to work for the
council of the sports betting
lottery. Now in his 70s, he’s
one of thousands of volun-
teers from Brothers and
Sisters in Arms, the move-
ment that filled the vacuum
created by the government’s
failure to rebuild the Gaza
border communities.

This organization of men
and women, who serve or
have served in the reserves,
mobilized to help the battered
communities of the south.
They collected donations of
cash and equipment from
Israel and abroad to fund
the renovation of 16 homes
severely damaged by the ter-
rorist infiltration of October
7,2023. Eyal Naveh, an activ-
ist in Brothers and Sisters in
Arms, estimates that it will
cost about 4 million shekels
($1.1 million) to complete the
work on Kfar Azza.

“We started working
about a week after the
war broke out,” says Rafi
Bielasiak, a director of the
initiative who is also ac-
tive in Brothers and Sis-
ters in Arms. “In about two
weeks the apartments will
be ready, including a safe
room, of course, and they’ll
be fully accessorized with
refrigerators and cabinets.

“But more than the satis-
faction from the work, I and
almost everybody involved
inthe project has been moved
by the chanceto connect with
the community. Liora Eilon,
who lost her son Tal, who
commanded the kibbutz’s
emergency squad, told me
that we're giving them light
and hope,” Bielasiak says, re-
ferring to Sgt. Tal Eilon, who
was 46 when he died fighting.

The kibbutz members
hesitated about whether to
give the renovation work
to Brothers and Sisters in
Arms, a group the pro-Ne-
tanyahu right has dubbed
“traitors.” The organization
actively protested against
the government’s attempt
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to weaken the judiciary.
Some members feared
that the choice to give the
work to Brothers and Sisters
in Arms mightbe seenasapo-
litical move; others believed
it would help the govern-
ment shirk its responsibility
to rebuild the communities.
In the end, the decision was
made when the kibbutz mem-
bers couldn’t resist the enthu-
siasm and heartfelt desire of
the volunteers, both profes-
sionals and others willing to
take on any job. They arrived
from all over the country to
spend weeks on the initiative.

The landscape
and the horror

Onthe coldest day in years,
when temperatures at noon
Monday dropped to 6 degrees
Celsius (43 Fahrenheit) at the
kibbutz, I took a walk along
Azza’s paths. The landscape
is amazing. After the rains,
even inan arid year, the West-
ern Negev is splendid. The
green fields are around 2 Kilo-
meters (1.2 miles) from Gaza;
you can see the buildings in
the Jabalya refugee camp.
I visited Kfar Azza on Octo-
ber 9, 2023, and the sights,
especially the young people’s
neighborhood next to the kib-
butz fence, were shocking.
Burned-out houses, and walls
pocked with bullet holes and
crushed by anti-tank missiles.

Adhering to the concept
that Hamas had been de-

terred, the Israel Defense
Forces’ Home Front Com-
mand had severely weakened
the kibbutz’s security squads.
Two yearsbefore the October
7 massacre, officers from the
Home Front Command and
the Operations Directorate,
and a representative of the
National Security Council
appeared before the Knes-
set Foreign Affairs and De-
fense Committee. They tried
to justify the decision that
Gaza-border security squads
should deposit their weapons
in their community’s armory,
even though every squad
member had a safe at home
for storing a gun.

Col. (res.) Nira Shpak, a
member of Kibbutz Kfar
Azza and a former lawmaker
for Yair Lapid’s Yesh Atid
party, opposed the decision.
She warned: “That’s likely to
end in a situation where ter-
rorists infiltrate the kibbutz
and the emergency squads
have to run to the armory in-
stead of coming out with guns
and Kkilling [the infiltrators].
When that happens, don't
come to beg forgiveness.”
Her prophetic statement re-
mains haunting.

At 6:33 AM. on October
7 —that is, four minutes after
making it through the bor-
der, hundreds of terrorists
arrived in pickup trucks and
stormed the kibbutz. Upon
hearing the air raid sirens,
Nira and her husband, Zohar
Shpak, a former investiga-

Elivahu Hershkovitz

A house riddled with bullet holes in Kfar Azza. Elivahu Hershkovitz

tions officer in the police,
rushed to their safe room
with their daughter Dor,
their grandson Rif and their
two dogs.

“Until that day we knew
that the safe room was de-
signed to be entered for a
short period until the Qassam
rockets fell; then we'd leave
and return to our routine,”
Zohar Shpak says.

“Nobody prepared us for
over 20 hours locked in a safe
room. We didn’t know what
was happening outside, and
only Nira's interactions ... the
requests for help on What-
sApp groups, allowed me to
understand the severity of
the event.

“Leaving the safe room
and [seeing] the bodies scat-
tered everywhere, mainly of
terrorists, made it cleartome

that we had undergone a seri-
ous incident, but we didn’t re-
alize how serious. We under-
stood the real picture only
days and weeks later, and
when we learned the num-
bers, we realized the mag-
nitude of the government’s
neglect and abandonment.”
During Hamas’ attack on the
border communities, about
330 soldiers and officers
were Kkilled, 924 civilians
were murdered (according
to the figures of the Nation-
al Insurance Institute that
were published last week),
and another 251 living and
dead people were abducted
to Gaza. Over two-thirds of
the victims were slaughtered
or abducted from four main
venues: the Nova music festi-
val and the kibbutzim Nir Oz,
Be'eriand Kfar Azza.

At Kfar Azza, 64 people
were murdered and another
20 kibbutz members were
abducted, among them entire
families, including women
and children. The terror-
ists looted property and set
houses on fire with the people
inside. A substantial number
of the acts of sexual violence
took place on the kibbutz’s
paths.

On Wednesday the IDF re-
leased its investigation into
what happened at Kfar Azza,
which was prepared by the
Paratroopers Brigade com-
mander, Col. Oded Ziman.
His findings don’'t reveal
anything new, and above all
there’s no answer on why
the army needed three days
before the last terrorist was
killed or fled.

Justice and
humaneness

In his capacity as a law-
yer, Shpak is a member of
the nongovernmental orga-
nization October 7 Justice
Without Borders, or 07J.
The group strives to be a
legal front against Hamas
and its accomplices by pro-
viding pro bono legal advice
to survivors of the October
7 atrocities. The organiza-
tion's work is based on three
principles: defending the
rights of victims, pursuing
legal procedures (diplomat-
ic/international, criminal/
civil and with international
investigative mechanisms),
and gathering and preserv-
ing evidence.

It intends to submit docu-
mentation and evidence to
the International Criminal
Court in The Hague, and to
war crimes prosecutors in
Germany, France, the Unit-
ed States, Israel and other
countries.

“We're doing what the
government can’t do, based
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Brothers in Arms wurking to rebld Kfar Azza.

on universal principles of
humaneness without bor-
ders. That’s our mission,”
the group says on its web-
site.

“The evidence gathered
by the NGO is even more
terrifying than the horror
film that the IDF distributed
worldwide,” Shpak adds, re-
ferring to the raw footage of
the attack compiled by the
IDF Spokesperson’s Unit.
In an interim report pub-
lished last week, the State
Comptroller’s Office said
that “the Prime Minister’s

Zohar Shpak:

‘The Green Floors
neighborhood has
been renovated by
a volunteer group,
Brothers in Arms,
not the government.
The neglect and
abandonment
continue.’

Office is delaying projects
for developing the Tekuma
region” - the rebuilding of
the Gaza border communi-
ties. According to the re-
port, “The fact that for half
a year no director has been
appointed to the Tekuma
Administration - for politi-
cal reasons - and the gov-
ernment’s deliberate foot-
dragging in implementing
the Tekuma Law are sabo-
taging efforts to rehabili-
tate the Gaza border com-
munities.”

“More and more bureau-
cratic departments have
been set up,” Nira Shpak
says. “But there’s no inspec-
tion and no keeping track

Yossi Melman

of every shekel they take
from us, the public. They're
investing in concrete rath-
er than in communities, in
the soul and in resilience.”
According to Zohar Shpak,
“Physical and psychologi-
cal rehabilitation is the
government’s obligation,
an obligation that the State
of Israel isn't meeting. And
as proof, to this day the re-
habilitation isn’t even near-
ing its conclusion - just the
opposite. The Green Floors
neighborhood has been
renovated by a volunteer
group, Brothers in Arms,
not the government. The
neglect and abandonment
continue. That hurts.

“There’s another chal-
lenge. The houses that
couldn’t be used for resi-
dential purposes have al-
ready been demolished, but
there has been no decision
on those that were desecrat-
ed.”

The members of the
communities that suffered
the greatest damage — Kfar
Azza, Nir Oz and Be'eri -
are trying to decide how
to balance commemorat-
ing the murder victims and
their destroyed homes with
the strong desire to return
to normal life. They're try-
ing to decide how to remem-
ber and not forget, while re-
alizing that it’s impossible
to live on a memorial site.

This dilemma is ampli-
fied when I continue on to
tour Kibbutz Nir Oz. There,
I come across the home of
the Bibas family - the moth-
er and her two sons, one 4
years old and one a baby -
who were murdered in Gaza.
Their father was released
from Hamas captivity last
month. Visitors passing by
stop to light a memorial can-
dle, dozens of which have
been placed at the entrance
of the house.

City bat, country bat: Urban life 1s changing the timing of birth

Groundbreaking Tel Aviv University study shows that urbanization is affecting procreation in mammals, especially in Tel Aviv’s Dizengoff Center mall

Ruth Schuster

odern city life is an
unnatural environ-
ment that affects

our very biology. Light and
noise pollution impair our
sleep, smog affects our lon-
gevity and crowding shat-
ters our nerves. All that
could be expected.

It also turns out that
Egyptian fruit bats in the
city give birth earlier than
their counterparts in the
countryside. How much ear-
lier? About 2.5 weeks on av-
erage, which is considerable
given that gestation in this
species lasts four months.

Previous research has
shown that the city life
brings substantial changes
in the reproductive cycles
of some seasonally breed-
ing animals among us. It has
been shown in some birds
and lizards.

Now, a paper published in
BMC Biology in January by
the Tel Aviv University bat
research team headed by
Prof. Yossi Yovel links the
urban environment to the
timing of birth in mammals
- specifically, Egyptian fruit
bats - for the first time. Since
we, too, are mammals, this
study hits closer to home
than afflicted reptiles even
if human procreation isn’t
seasonal.

The Egyptian fruit bat’s
range spans much of Africa,
the Middle East and parts of
Eurasia. In Israel, the team
confirmed, the species
has two breeding seasons:

A fruit bat flying with a pup clinging to her belly.

spring-summer (April to
August) and autumn-winter
(October to February).

The best time to sample
the Israeli bat colonies for
pregnancy was December
and March-April, the team
determined. They focused
chiefly on the spring breed-
ing season, because that is
when the bats would face a
problem. Fruit bats do not
like the cold and, in winter,
pup survival rates are low-
est.

For the research, the
team sampled five rural
and five city colonies over
three years - in total, 561
mothers and 123 pups,
and factored in the human

population density in their
foraging territories, among
other things. Any male bats
caught were immediately
released since they were
not germane to this study.
The females were exam-
ined for pregnancy by pal-
pation, by a bat specialist
veterinarian.

Rural bats were sampled
from colonies in caves in
Tinshemet, Aseret, Bnei
Brit, Segafim and Beit Gu-
vrin. Many of these caves
also have archaeological
significance. Beit Guvrin
features caverns carved
into the bedrock by locals
hoping to avoid the Romans
and other invaders. Tinsh-*

Yiuval Barkai

emet Cave was shared with
early humans in the Middle
Paleolithic — we are not sure
which species.

City bat colonies were
sampled in Herzliya, in Jaffa
and at a few sites in Tel Aviv,
including under a bridge and
everybody’s favorite colony
—the one in the underground
parking lot of Dizengoff
Center mall.

The team reached the
conclusion that the city bats
are giving birth about 2.5
weeks before the country
bats. Why might that be?
And how?

They don’t know how but
can hypothesize why, espe-
cially noting the outlying re-

sults of the fruit bat colony
in Dizengoff Center, which
enjoys the warmest living
conditions and gave birth
the earliest of the lot.

Honey trap

Imagine that you are a
lady and, after sex, could
choose when to give birth -
within certain constraints.
You can optimize parturi-
tion, to a degree. It is the
dream.

“We don’t know how they
doit,” Yovel tells Haaretz by
telephone. “Are they mating
earlier? Or perhaps short-
ening the pregnancy? A lot
of bats can control their
pregnancy, delaying the im-
plantation of the fetus or by
sperm storage. There are
different forms of delay.”

Inthe Fischer pygmy fruit
bat, Haplonycteris fischeri,
post-implantation embry-
onic development can delay
for as long as eight months.
The females get pregnant in
June, the embryos undergo
“superficial implantation”
and then their development
may almost stop. The pygmy
bat can prolong pregnancy
to 11 and a half months.
We just note that the male
pygmy bat is fertile the
year round. The California
leaf-nosed bat, Macrotus
californicus, can suspend
embryonic development for
up to 4.5 months.

Back in the world of the
central Israeli fruit bat,
Yovel says, “I argue that the
urban bats are operating on

anatural schedule. The ones
delaying may be the rural
bats.”

Why would they do that?
Because it's colder in the
country than it is in the
city. Say you are a bat who
gets pregnant in the spring
season and are “scheduled”
to give birth toward winter
- the toughest time for any
micromammal, let alone an
aviating one. You would do
well to hold onto that fetus
until the weather begins to
warm, improving its proba-
bility of survival. Unless you
live in a parking lot where
you have less of a chill con-
straint because of the urban
heat island effect.

“The Dizengoff Center
colony, for example, offers
a unique case in which the
bats roost in an active sup-
pliers’ [truck] parking lot
where the temperature is
always much higher than the
ambient temperature out-
side. On average, the pups
in this colony were born
earlier than in all other colo-
nies,” the team writes. Yay,
truckers.

So the bats have the “win-
ter” kids towards spring and
then, if they have a second
pup that year, it’s at the end
of summer.

And there you have the
early birth of the country
fruit bat. This enables the
pups to eat as much as pos-
sible before the cold winter
months, during which Is-
rael’s bats do not hibernate.

Note that in some birds in
urban environments, earlier

procreation correlated with
the heat effect is a two-edged
sword. The white-winged
chough breeds earlier than
its country counterparts but
it is also more likely to suf-
fer from nest failures: City
as honey trap.

The bats do not have the
same problem: “Roosting in
urban colonies did not de-
crease the bats’ reproduc-
tive success, in contrast to

what has been suggested for
some urban birds,” the team
reported.

Another possible contri-
bution is food. Yovel and
the team point out that ur-
ban fruit bats may also ex-
perience fewer constraints
because we humans plant
unseasonable, ornamental
and exotic fruit trees in our
cities and water them the
year round.
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