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JERUSALEM: Former US President Bill
Clinton joined thousands of Israeli mourn-
ers yesterday who paid their respects to the
late Shimon Peres outside Israel’s parlia-
ment in Jerusalem, as the country somberly
remembered the Nobel-winning politician
who helped lead Israel during a remarkable
seven-decade career.

Clinton is among the dozens of current
and former world leaders, including
President Barack Obama and Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas, expected to
gather in Jerusalem on Friday for Peres’
funeral. The former Israeli president and
prime minister died Wednesday, two weeks
after suffering a stroke, at the age of 93.
Jordan’s King Abdullah II sent his condo-
lences to Israel over the passing of Peres. A
senior Jordanian minister, Jawad Anani, will
represent Amman at the funeral. The King
wrote in a telegram to Israeli President
Reuven Rivlin yesterday that Peres’ “contri-
butions toward achieving peace and securi-
ty in the region are more relevant than ever
before.”

The King said that “it is vital that the voic-
es of reason prevail and the advocates of
peace continue to lead the way.” Israel and
neighboring Jordan signed a peace deal in
1994. A senior Palestinian official said that
Abbas had decided yesterday to attend the
funeral, and will come to the event with a
small delegation of top aides, including his
chief negotiator Saeb Erekat and his security
chief Majid Faraj. In contrast to an outpour-
ing of grief from Western leaders, Arab lead-
ers have remained largely silent over Peres’
death. The reaction reflected general Arab
animosity toward Israel, particularly at a
time when the peace process Peres helped
launch two decades ago has collapsed and
anger is high at the hard-line policies of
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.

Only Arab leader to express sorrow
Abbas was the only Arab leader to

express sorrow over Peres’ death on
Wednesday. In attending the funeral,
Abbas wanted to “send a strong message
to Israeli society that the Palestinians are
for peace, and appreciate the efforts of
peaceful men like Shimon Peres,” the sen-
ior official said. He spoke on condition of
anonymity because he was not authorized
to comment to the media.

Friday’s funeral is expected to be the
largest gathering of world leaders in Israel
since the funeral of Prime Minister Yitzhak
Rabin, who was assassinated by a Jewish
nationalist in 1995.

Rabin’s killing, coming at the height of
Israeli-Palestinian peace efforts, drew
dozens of world leaders, including a large
delegation of American officials led by
then-President Clinton and his wife
Hillary, then-President Hosni Mubarak of
Egypt, the late King Hussein of Jordan and
other dignitaries from the Arab world.

Peres’ funeral was also shaping up to
be a high-profile affair. In addition to
Obama and Bill Clinton, U.S. Secretary of
State John Kerry, Britain’s Prince Charles,
NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg
and French President Francois Hollande
were expected. More than 60 private
planes, including the one that carried
Clinton on Thursday, were expected to
arrive ahead of the ceremony. There was
no word on whether the two Arab coun-
tries at peace with Israel - Jordan and
Egypt - were sending delegations.

Israeli  police spokesman Micky
Rosenfeld said some 8,000 officers were
deployed to maintain order over the
mourning period. He said officers were
also monitoring social media for potential
attackers.

Peres’ casket lay in state outside the
Knesset, or parliament, on Thursday, as
thousands of people lined up on a warm
September day to pay their respects. The
casket was covered in a blue and white

Israeli flag and watched over by a small
honor guard. Mourners slowly walked by,
snapping pictures and reciting prayers.
Among them was Lea Dekel, a Jerusalem
resident. “I came in honor of prime minis-
ter, president Shimon Peres and I came to
honor the hope for peace and to protest
against not doing anything for peace,”
she said.  Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and President Reuven Rivlin
lay wreaths beside the casket in a brief
ceremony early Thursday. Later in the day,
Clinton, escorted by Rivlin and Knesset
Speaker Yuli Edelstein, stopped by, star-
ing solemnly at the casket without com-
menting.

Clinton landed in Israel Thursday 
morning on the private jet of Israeli
American billionaire Haim Saban, accord-
ing to a spokesman for the Israel Airports
Authority. Saban is a major donor to the
Democratic party and to Hillary Clinton’s
presidential campaign.

Clinton was president when Peres
helped negotiate a historic interim peace
agreement with the Palestinians in 1993.
The following year, Peres shared the
Nobel Peace Prize with Israeli  Prime
Minister Yitzhak Rabin and Palestinian
leader Yasser Arafat.  Bil l  and Hil lary
Clinton have said they lost “a true and
treasured friend” in Peres.

Dr. Rafi Walden, the son-in-law and
personal physician of Shimon Peres, said
the ex-president left behind detailed
plans for Friday’s funeral,  including
requests that his three children speak,
along with Netanyahu, Rivlin, a foreign
dignitary and an Israeli cultural figure.

Walden said Peres also requested
Israeli singer David D’or sing at his funeral.
Walden predicted the song would be the
prayer “Avinu Malkeinu,” or “Our Father
Our King.” Jews sing the prayer on the
Day of Atonement, which falls this year in
mid-October.—AP

Israelis pay respects to 
Peres, Clinton arrives in Israel

JERUSALEM: Members of the Knesset guard carry the coffin of former Israeli President Shimon Peres at the Knesset,
Israel’s Parliament yesterday.—AP

A year of bombing in Syria stirs little debate in Russia
Protest in Moscow

MOSCOW: Veteran Russian opposition activist Sergei Davidis
was among 300 people who showed up to a protest in
Moscow against the start of the Kremlin’s Syria bombing cam-
paign. But that was pretty much the last demonstration. “As
far as I know there haven’t been any other events dedicated
specifically to the Syria issue and the involvement of Russian
forces in the conflict,” Davidis told AFP.

This week marks one year since President Vladimir Putin
launched air strikes in support of long-time ally Bashar al-
Assad, thrusting the country into the heart of a complex war
that has now claimed some 300,000 lives.   

The intervention-the Kremlin’s first beyond the borders of
the ex-USSR since the start of the disastrous decade-long
Afghanistan campaign in 1979 — shored up Assad’s flagging
regime forces and shook the West. But, while ongoing strikes
by Russian jets stir furious condemnation abroad, back home
in an environment tightly controlled by the Kremlin,
Moscow’s involvement generates only limited interest-and
even less debate. “A faraway war that according to the popu-
lar understanding doesn’t cost too much and doesn’t bring us
too much harm-it has ended up on the periphery of the public
consciousness,” Davidis said.

After a dramatic few years, Russia is mired in an economic
crisis and a standoff with the West over Ukraine, he pointed
out, and even the country’s marginalised opposition is not
that interested in Syria. “Society here has more important con-
cerns to discuss,” he said.

‘Information war’   
As ever the main driver of public opinion has been the slav-

ishly pro-Kremlin state media-and its version of what is hap-
pening in Syria. From the start of the conflict in 2011, Russia
helped deflect criticism from Assad’s regime over its brutal
crushing of protests and killing of civilians. It sent arms but
shied away from direct involvement. 

When Putin launched the strikes-taking both Russians and
the West by surprise-he insisted Moscow was joining forces
with Damascus to support Syria’s legitimate leader and battle
a terrorist threat that could one day threaten his own country.
“At first people’s reaction a year ago was some kind of bewil-
derment and even fear,” said Lev Gudkov, the head of the
independent Levada Centre pollsters.

“But then as the state propaganda got going they began to
be convinced.” Now, as US Secretary of State John Kerry has
accused his Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov of being in a
“parallel universe” on Syria, what Russians are being told is
almost the mirror image of what Western media shows.

For the past week, media outlets around the world have
carried horrific images of civilian casualties from the ferocious
bombing of Aleppo and allegations of possible Russian war
crimes. But on the nightly news on Russian state channels,
while they still lead with the conflict, reporters embedded
with Assad’s forces around Aleppo focus on alleged “terrorist”
attacks on civilians and Syrian de-mining efforts. 

Little mention is made of any involvement by Moscow’s
warplanes and Western criticism is painted as part of a cam-
paign that began with the crisis in Ukraine and is aimed at
curbing Moscow’s resurgence as a world power. “Any nega-
tive news about what Russia is doing is always framed in the
context of this information war and as anti-Russian propagan-
da,” sociologist Gudkov said. 

‘Different scale’   
So far, observers say, Russians feel that the military cam-

paign in Syria has not cost them too dearly.  Moscow has man-
aged to stamp its mark on the conflict with a few dozen
planes and several thousand servicemen. While advisers and
special forces are deployed, the Kremlin still insists Russian
troops are not fighting on the frontline and officially only
some 21 Russians have been killed in combat so far. 

In a park on the eastern edge of Moscow, mothers pushed
prams past a rare monument to some of the 15,000 Soviet sol-
diers who died in the Afghanistan campaign. 

Sitting on a nearby bench, former aviation plant worker
Irina lowered her newspaper as she thought about Moscow’s
latest conflict. “Syria-no, people don’t really discuss it very
much,” she said, refusing to give her surname. “The television
doesn’t really show much about the operation itself nowa-
days-it’s mainly about how we’re delivering humanitarian
aid.” Despite Putin in March announcing a partial withdrawal
of Russian forces in Syria-Moscow’s jets have continued to
bomb just as before. Now, as the country marks one year of its
latest intervention, there is no sign of the operation ending
any time soon.  —AFP


