Israel, U.N. Split Over Harsh Gaza Report
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Israeli President Shimon Peres and United Nation Secretary General Ban Ki-moon debated about a scathing report on Israeli military conduct in the Gaza Strip two years ago and about the current round of fighting, which claimed nine more Gazan lives on Friday.

In a conversation described by Israel as "pointed," Mr. Peres pressed Israeli demands that the U.N. report be revoked after its author, Justice Richard Goldstone, retracted accusations of Israeli war crimes in an article last week. He also accused the U.N. of remaining "neutral" despite a Hamas attack on an Israeli school bus on Thursday that left a 16-year-old student with mortal head wounds. 

A U.N. spokesman declined to comment on Israel's characterization of the meeting. Mr. Ban told the Israeli president that he condemned deadly attacks on both sides and called for "maximum restraint." Responding to Israeli demands to rescind the Goldstone report, Mr. Ban said that it is up to U.N. Human Rights Council, which commissioned the report, to "decide how to proceed with that process." 

Mr. Peres, who slammed the report as an "outrage," complained "Hamas has never investigated itself and the U.N. doesn't open its mouth." A U.N. spokesman said Mr. Ban responded it is important that both parties conduct credible investigations of the reports' allegations.

Israel is trying to leverage Justice Goldstone's article to roll back accusations emanating from the 2009 report on a three-week war with Hamas that the Israel defense forces intentionally targets civilians. Mr. Goldstone refused Israeli appeals to rescind the report. 

Even Israeli officials and experts concede that Israel's political isolation at the U.N. leaves virtually no chance of a retraction. At best, Israel can only try to limit the future damage from the report.

Meanwhile, Israeli air retaliation against mortar and rocket fire killed at least three civilians and three militants on Friday. A total of 15 Gazans have been killed and dozens have been wounded in Israeli strikes since a Cornet anti-tank rocket was fired by Hamas's military wing at a school bus some three miles away from the Gaza border.

Israel views the use of sophisticated weapon on a civilian target as a potential turning point in the balance of deterrence since the two sides fought two years ago, leaving some 1,400 Palestinians dead and about one dozen Israelis. 

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said Hamas "crossed a line" and would bear the consequences for the attack. "Those who want to injure and murder children, his blood is on his head." 

In Gaza, Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh condemned the deaths of Palestinian civilians and vowed that attacks wouldn't break the will of Gazans. 

In New York, meanwhile, Mr. Ban "repeated his condemnation of military rocket fire from Gaza and expressed concern for Palestinian casualties" from Israeli military operations and on both sides to exercise "maximum restraint," said spokesman Martin Nesirky.

Though the Goldstone report condemned Hamas for firing rockets indiscriminately at Israeli population centers, the Islamic militants ultimately embraced the report because of the criticism against Israel.

Mr. Goldstone said in his article that the reports conclusions would be different if had known two years ago what he knows today about the conflict. He commended Israel for investigating instances of civilian deaths and said that Hamas has failed to do so while continuing to attack Israeli population centers.

"It is unlikely the political interests in the U.N. are going to shift'' as a result of the article, said Dore Gold, a former Israeli ambassador to the U.N. who believes Israel should nonetheless try to discredit the report in the eyes of the West. "Ultimately, it's all a battle for international public opinion.

