U.N. Rights Official Backs Gaza Report
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A Palestinian effort to formally endorse the findings of a United Nations report on war crimes committed during the Gaza war last winter received a strong statement of support on Thursday from the top United Nations human rights official, Navanethem Pillay.

Opening a two-day meeting in Geneva of the Human Rights Council, Ms. Pillay, the United Nations high commissioner for human rights, told the 47-member council that she concurred with the report’s recommendations and its call for “urgent action to counter impunity.”

The report found evidence that both Israeli and Palestinian actions amounted to war crimes but it was more harshly critical of Israel. It called on the United Nations Security Council to monitor the two sides’ compliance with its recommendation that they conduct credible investigations into accusations of war crimes and possible crimes against humanity in the three-week Gaza war. It also recommended that the International Criminal Court in The Hague consider prosecution if they did not comply.

The Palestinian push for an immediate vote on endorsing the report reversed an earlier decision, made under American and Israeli pressure. Some form of endorsement is expected on Friday.

In its three years of existence, the Human Rights Council has regularly issued resolutions that condemn Israeli actions in the Palestinian territories, as did the Commission on Human Rights, which it succeeded.

When the council set up the fact-finding mission that wrote the report, the mandate was limited to investigating possible war crimes committed by Israel. It was later widened to include Palestinian actions against Israelis.

By the Israeli military’s count, 1,166 people were killed in the war: 295 noncombatants, 709 of what it called Hamas terrorist operatives, and 162 men whose affiliations remain undetermined.

The Palestinian Center for Human Rights in Gaza said 1,417 died: 926 civilians, 236 combatants and 255 police officers.

Israel says about 400 Gazans die of natural causes every month, possibly accounting for the discrepancy in the numbers.

Thirteen Israelis were killed during the fighting, 10 of them soldiers and 3 of them civilians.

Israel did not cooperate with the United Nations inquiry, and its officials have repeatedly called the report one-sided and a sop to terrorism. Israeli officials have warned that forwarding the report to the secretary general and the Security Council could end any possibility of talks that could lead to a peace process.

The rights council is debating the wording of its draft resolution, which calls on “all concerned parties, including United Nations bodies,” to take up the report, but could be reframed to follow a Brazilian proposal to keep the report within the Human Rights Council’s purview for now.

Douglas M. Griffiths, the American delegate at the meeting on Thursday, reiterated that the United States did not believe that the report was a matter for Security Council consideration and encouraged Israel to carry out its own investigations.

He said it was important to “be mindful of the larger context of ongoing efforts to restart permanent status negotiations that would lead to the creation of a Palestinian state,” The Associated Press reported.

New Security Council Members

UNITED NATIONS (Reuters) — The General Assembly on Thursday elected Bosnia, Brazil, Gabon, Lebanon and Nigeria to serve as the five non-veto-holding members on the 15-member Security Council in 2010 and 2011.

They will replace Burkina Faso, Costa Rica, Croatia, Libya and Vietnam.
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