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speak at the funeral, according to the New York
Times. Media reports earlier this year said the senator
had expressly asked that President Donald Trump not
be invited. Instead, Vice President Mike Pence is
expected to attend.

As tributes poured in from the US and abroad,
Trump said simply that he sent his “deepest sympathies
and respect” to the McCain family. Trump’s wife
Melania, his daughter Ivanka and Pence saluted the
senator’s service to the nation. A rare Republican critic
of Trump, McCain had accused the president of
“naivete”, “egotism” and of sympathizing with auto-
crats, especially after Trump’s widely criticized appear-
ance in Helsinki alongside Russian president Vladimir
Putin. McCain cast a decisive vote last year that killed
Republican attempts to repeal Obama’s healthcare
reforms. The repeal was a Trump priority, and the pres-
ident never forgave McCain. 

The hawkish McCain was an unrelenting critic of
Obama’s foreign policy, saying the Democratic presi-
dent was weak on Libya, Iraq and Syria. Still, Obama
said he and the senator “shared, for all our differences,
a fidelity to something higher - the ideals for which
generations of Americans and immigrants alike have
fought, marched and sacrificed”. Bush, whose tough
campaign against McCain in 2000 left both sides
bruised, praised the Arizonan as “a man of deep con-
viction and a patriot of the highest order”. Hillary
Clinton, whose encounters with McCain also left bruis-
es, called him “a patriot”. 

McCain spent more than three decades in the
Senate, looming large in debates over war and peace
and the moral direction of the nation. As chairman of
the Senate Armed Services Committee, he was a pow-

erful advocate for the nation’s veterans. As a fervent
Atlanticist, a persistent critic of authoritarian leaders,
and a frequent congressional traveler, he earned
respect around the globe.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel called McCain
“one of the great political figures of our time (who)
fought tirelessly for a strong transatlantic alliance”;
Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said he was “an
inspiration to millions”; British Prime Minister Theresa
May said McCain “embodied the idea of service over
self” while French President Emmanuel Macron saluted
“a true American hero”. Across the Pacific, the China
Daily referred to him as a “titan of American politics”. 

Sarah Palin, whom McCain plucked from obscurity
to become his 2008 White House running mate,
described him as “a fighter, never afraid to stand for his
beliefs”. McCain drew criticism from the left for giving
a platform to Palin’s rightwing views, contributing to the
rise of the Tea Party movement. But he also earned
respect on the left for his steadfast opposition to tor-
ture and his push for immigration reform. Top Senate
Democrat Chuck Schumer said he would seek to
rename a Senate building in his honor.

Praise for McCain however was not universal:
Chinese social media users called him an “enemy of
China” for his hawkish foreign policy views. And com-
ments on the US far-right Breitbart website slammed
the senator for his key vote against the Obamacare
repeal. McCain had been away from the Senate floor
since December, remaining at his Arizona ranch for
treatment of glioblastoma - the same form of brain can-
cer that took the life of another Senate giant, Democrat
Ted Kennedy, in 2009.

The son and grandson of four-star admirals,
McCain will be buried in the cemetery of the US
Naval Academy in Annapolis, on a peaceful hillside
overlooking the Severn River. As a student at the
academy he had a reputation as a rebel, but with a
wit and charm that drew people to him. In 2015,
McCain himself revealed the simple epitaph he want-
ed on his tombstone, which will stand alongside those
of naval heroes going back to the 1800s: “He served
his country.” — AFP 
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He and other Palestinian leaders reacted furiously to
Friday’s announcement, with one calling it “cheap
blackmail” to coerce them into accepting terms of the
peace plan that the White House has promised to
unveil. “America is now sharing in the dreams and the
policies of Israel’s right-wing government,” said
Palestinian political analyst Jihad Harb.

But for Kobi Michael, formerly in charge of
Palestinian issues at Israel’s strategic affairs ministry,
Trump’s approach serves as a necessary rude awaken-
ing for the Palestinian leadership. He cited Palestinians’
refusal to accept Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, coupled
with the UN’s method of classifying Palestinian
refugees, as “characteristics which are much more than
absurd in the eyes of the majority of the Israelis”.

The aid cut adds to the financial woes of the
Palestinian Authority, whose $5 billion budget for this
year includes a $1.2 billion deficit. Foreign aid was put
at $775 million. Humanitarian conditions in the Israeli-
blockaded Gaza Strip, which is run by Islamist move-
ment Hamas, are also badly deteriorating. Just last
month, the World Bank announced it was increasing
its annual allocation to the Palestinians to $90 million
from $55 million “in response to an increasingly diffi-
cult situation”.

The US funding that was cut was for humanitarian
programs, infrastructure and budget support in the
occupied West Bank. It also included assistance for
humanitarian programs, such as healthcare, in the Gaza
Strip. The White House has maintained some $61 million
in assistance this year for the Palestinian security
forces, which coordinate with their Israeli counterparts. 

The Trump administration is taking on core ques-
tions of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, with Jerusalem’s
status being the most controversial of them all. The
Palestinians see east Jerusalem as the capital of their
future state and almost the entire international commu-
nity takes the position that the issue must be negotiated
between the two sides. After the dramatic reduction in
funding, refugees’ rights are now reportedly in
Washington’s crosshairs.

Some 750,000 Palestinians fled or were expelled
during the 1948 war surrounding Israel’s creation.
Those still alive today along with their descendants are
classified as refugees, amounting to a total of five mil-
lion people who are eligible for services provided by
UNRWA. Palestinians and rights groups say the agency
provides vital assistance - including schooling for hun-
dreds of thousands of students - that otherwise may
not be available.

But Israel argues UNRWA’s means of operation per-
petuates the refugee problem. It also insists on the
Palestinian leadership giving up its demand that
refugees be granted the right to return to their former
lands now inside Israel. On Saturday, Israeli television
reported the US now wanted to cap the number of
Palestinians classified as refugees to 500,000. A US
embassy official did not confirm the report. — AFP 
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“We were of course very uneasy about seeing our
customers not getting what they expected,” recently
admitted Genesis Mining, a company that rents com-
puting power. It blamed the “downward trend” of
prices and the “heavily rising difficulty” of mining since
April. The collapse of bitcoin, which has lost two-thirds
of its value since December and dragged many more
cryptocurrencies in its wake, has not discouraged min-
ers. On the contrary, the power dedicated to bitcoin
mining has more than tripled since its peak prices, and
the trend shows no sign of abating, according to the
bitinfocharts site. 

A “farm” consisting of more than 3,000 mining units
was inaugurated in Russia last week, cutting profitabili-
ty even further. In mid-December, the reference unit for
computing power, the THash/second, permitted the
equivalent of $3.84 to be mined in one day, compared
to only 25 cents today. As a result, Genesis Mining
offered its customers newer equipment to rent at a
reduced price, halving maintenance costs, but the pro-
posal was not greeted warmly. “This is not fair! Your
early customers helped you get to where you are now.
Give us a free upgrade, we deserve it and you know it,”

tweeted one customer. 
Mining can also be expensive due to the huge

amount of electricity required to earn units. For exam-
ple, the Antminer S9 - a mining device dedicated to bit-
coin - is worth more than €600 and consumes €1,600
of electricity per year. Individuals, who generally focus
on other virtual currencies that are easier to mine than
bitcoin, tend to rely on graphic cards to do the heavy
lifting, which are less power hungry. 

Those who get special rates on their electricity bills,
such as EDF employee Philippe Vanbaelinghem, a miner
for almost a year, can therefore exploit their “huge
advantage” for monetary gain. His staff discount allows
him to reduce his bill by €80 per month, helping him
generate around €140 in monthly mining earnings. “Not
everyone is equal on this,” he admitted, pointing out
that he could still have made a profit on standard tariffs
when prices were high, but not now. As a tenant, Ali’s
electricity bill is fixed each month, and he has not
received any complaints from his landlord. 

Other costs include technical faults, maintenance and
the hours required to learn how to optimize equipment,
meaning miners have little room to cut costs, despite
market prices. “As strong believers in the industry and
its potential, we are certain the market will soon recov-
er,” said Genesis Mining. Ali and Philippe are among
the many miners who have incorporated speculation
into their business model, hoarding some of their mined
cryptocash. Ali hopes to stop mining in four or five
years. With cryptos, “you have to expect everything,”
said 25-year-old. — AFP 
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McLaren’s Spanish driver Fernando Alonso crashes during warm-up ahead of the Belgian Formula One Grand Prix at the Spa-Francorchamps circuit in Spa yesterday. — AFP 

NEW YORK: Neil Simon, the prolific and Pulitzer
Prize-winning US playwright who wrote for stage, tele-
vision and cinema, and won more Oscar and Tony nom-
inations combined than any other writer, died yester-
day. He was 91. A legend of American theater, Simon
was credited with shaping American humor in the
1960s and 1970s in a vein similar to film director
Woody Allen, with a focus on life in the big city and
family conflict.

His death, early yesterday in a New York hospital of
complications from pneumonia, was announced by his
longtime friend Bill Evans. His wife, daughter and
grandson were at his bedside, Evans told AFP. He had
represented Simon for three decades from 1976 to
2006. Simon was the author of critically acclaimed and
commercial hits such as “The Odd Couple” (1965) “The
Sunshine Boys” (1974) “Barefoot in the Park” (1963)
and “Lost in Yonkers” (1990).

Several of his plays went on to become major
Hollywood movies, including “The Goodbye Girl” in
1977 that won Richard Dreyfuss an Oscar for best lead-
ing actor and “The Odd Couple” in 1968 about two
friends sharing an apartment starring Walter Matthau
and Jack Lemmon. While several of his plays were
darker, he was best known as the king of comedy, pep-
pering his plays with witty one-liners.

Much of his work explored the everyday struggles
of the middle-classes, or what he called “domestic
wars” and inter-family conflict, influenced by his trou-
bled upbringing in the Bronx during the Great

Depression in a family
where money was
scarce. “He was a writer
and an artist who
couldn’t stop going
inside of himself and
finding new things. Like
any creative artist there
was a compulsion to
explore and go deeper,”
Evans told AFP. “He
wrote every single day.
He went to his office, a
nondescript office and
wrote,” he added. “He
found a connection in all of us.”    

Simon first made a name for himself in the early
1960s, starting with “Barefoot in the Park,” about a
bickering married couple, and “The Odd Couple” cred-
ited with capturing the zeitgeist of that decade. “The
phrase ‘odd couple’ is now used in so many different
contexts. It was a privilege knowing him,” said Evans.

Simon followed up in the 1980s with trilogy
“Brighton Beach Memoirs”, “Biloxi Blues” and
“Broadway Bound” in which the leading character
Eugene Jerome is an alter ego for the playwright him-
self.  The trilogy starred a young Matthew Broderick,
now the celebrated stage actor and husband of film star
Sarah Jessica Parker, as the leading character in what
Evans called a “Slice of Americana.”

In 1991, Simon achieved the highest honor in US dra-
ma, winning the Pulitzer Prize for “Lost in Yonkers,” an
autobiographical comedy about a mother and her
daughter, which was his last big splash on Broadway. In
1983 he gained the rare accolade of having a New York
stage, the Neil Simon Theatre, named in his honor. In
addition to his Pulitzer, he won a Golden Globe and
three Tonys. — AFP 

Prolific US 
playwright Neil 
Simon dead at 91 

Neil Simon


