
ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN RESEARCH 

As Mideast Peace Process 
Science Endures 

Strife-torn Arab East Jerusalem is not an 
obvious place to find cutting-edge cell biol- 
ogy. Yet at Makassed Hospital, cytogeneti- 
cist Bassam Abu-Libdeh's team is screening 
cancer patients with an experimental tech- 
nique so sensitive it can latch onto a single 
malignant bladder cell among millions of 
healthy cells. Even more surprising, the 
Palestinian group's collaborators-who ma- 
lyze digitized images of tissue samples sent 
over the Internet-are Israeli researchers 
across town. "It's science, cancer diagnosis, 
and peace together," says Hebrew University 

complete separation between politics and 
science," says Naim Iraki, director of the 
UNESCO Biotechnology Educational and 
Training Center at Bethlehem University 
in the West Bank. Still, researchers on both 
sides of the ~olitical chasm view the col- 
laborations as a vital scientific lifeline link- 
inn Palestinians to Israel and bevond. "Us- - 
ing science to improve the well-being of 
society sends a clear message of peace," 
says Hebrew University soil chemist Yona 
Chen. "It's a good, strong bridge on which 
politics can step." 

of Je-lem cell biologist Abraham Hoch- 
berg, a former army officer who initiated 
what he calls the "telemolecular pathol- 
ogy" project. "I really didn't ever Glieve I 
would achieve such a thing." 

The project, which also involves sci- 
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one in theoretical physics-to the tune of 
$5.3 million. ~ l t h o u ~ h  publications some- 
times result, sponsors don't expect the 
projects to yield a stack of research papers. 
"Clearly science is more the agent," says 
William Malamud, a former consultant for 
Hebrew University in Arlington, Virginia. 
"We're probably not getting the best science 
in the world." 

But many projects do have practical pay- 
offs in sight. For example, a +year-old 
MERC project on the population dynamics 
of houseflies and mosquitoes that bedevil 
West Bank homes and Israeli resorts has 
led to strategies to curb the bugs, such as 
improved ways of handling their primary food 
sources: manure and fertilizer. In another 
MERC study, researchers are tracking how 
pollutants find their way into a vast aquifer 
beneath the West Bank, the only source of 

I 
ground water for both the west Bank and 
Israel. The project "hits the whole issue of H peace in the region," says co-investigator 

1 4 Howi Mancy of the University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor, because access to water is "one of 
the most important and contentious issues." 

entists in Germany, is one of about two 
dozen such trilateral research efforts- 
funded mainly by Germany and the 
United States-launched in the 5 years 

I 
since Israel and the Palestine Liberation 
Organization forged the famous peace ac- 
cords in Oslo, Norway. By infusing money 
for labs and training at woefully under- 
funded Palestinian research institutions, 
these projects, totaling about $10 million 
in 1998, are providing crucial sustenance 
for science in Arab Jerusalem, the West One small cell, one giant leap. Israeli and Pales- 
Bank, and Gaza, d e r s  say. The mostly tinian researchers teamed up to produce this image 
applied-science collaborations are also of a malignant Madder cell. 
meant to help promote peace between 
Arabs and Jews-although the stalled peace Shoring up sclentfic oases. The U.S.- 
talks have prevented such joint efforts from supported projects are funded by a 20-year-old 
truly blossoming. "When we started out, we program aimed at promoting peace between 
were hoping to strengthen and reinforce" the Israel and Egypt. After the historic 1978 Camp 
peace process, says Christoph Miihlberg, David peace agreement between the former 
who administers a 3-year-old German-Israeli- adversaries, Congressman Henry Waxman 
Palestinian cooperation program run by the ( M A )  eannarked $5 million in the budget 
DFG, Germany's main scientific grants of the U.S. Agency for International Devel- 
agency. But these lofty goals have receded, opment (USAID) to fund joint research in- 
he says, ever since the assassination of Is- volving Egyptians, Israelis, and Americans. 
raeli Prime Minister Itzak Rabin in No- Called USAID's Middle East Regional Coop 
vember 1995 and the continuing tense eration (MERC) program, the money-about 
standoff between Israeli Prime Minister $7 million a year-"has equipped an awful 
Benjamin Netenyahu and Palestinian Au- lot of laboratories and trained an awful lot 
thority leader Yassar Arafat wilted hopes of a of people," says Josette Lewis, who directed 
speedy and lasting peace. MERC until a month ago. 

Other political problems threaten the frail Since the Oslo accords in 1993, many 
scientific detente. Frequent clampdowns on MERC projects have begun to include Pales- 
Palestinians who want to cross from the West tinians. Most projects are focused on applied 
Bank and Gaza into Israel can make doing problems in water resources, health, and ag- 
science next to impossible, researchers say. riculture. The DFG's program, which is inde- 
And strong anti-Israeli sentiments in Pales- pendent of MERC's, sprang from its long- 
tinian universities complicate efforts to find running support of joint German-Israeli re- 
Palestinian scientific partners. "We don't have search. It now funds 11 projec-including 

Another aim of the collaborations is to 
help revitalize some 10 Palestinian universi- 
ties, which were establiied in the occupied 
territories only after Jordan lost the West Bank 
in the 1967 war. After the Palestinian uprising 
known as the Intifadah began in 1987, most 
universities were shut down and p r o f m  re- 
sorted to holding classes in homes, if at all. 
With the end of the Intifadah in 1993, uni- 
versities began to open their doors again but 
lacked money to teach students-let alone do 
science. "In [Palestinian] universities and insti- 
tutions there is no money f o r d , "  says Issa 
Khater, d i t o r  of the nongovernmental Pal- 
estinian Consultancy Group. 

That makes the Western grants a life- 
saver. For instance, at the Environmental 
Protection and Research Institute in Gaza, 
an independent institution, trilateral grants 
bring in about $700,000, a whopping 75% of 
its overall support in 1998. "Students who 
had no chance to do research are now work- 
ing with very modem equipment and doing 
research at an international level," says Iraki, 
who ticks off a list of tools-such as PCR 
setups, a spectrophotometer, a deep freezer, 
and an incubator-that his lab recently ac- 
quired with its grant to study nematodes. "It's 
very important in terms of developing scien- 
tific infrastructure. Scientists who were just 
teaching are now starting to be employed in 
research," Iraki says. 

Political reality check. Despite their 
tangible benefits, the collaborations inevita- 
bly get bogged down in the region's every- 
day troubles. One often-cited problem is the 
travel restrictions frequently slapped on Pal- 
estinians. Although the Internet and phones 
help keep research projects alive, mearchers 
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say, certain activiti-uch as training grad 
students, attending conferences, and conduct- 
ing field research-require freedom of move- 
ment. Travel restrictions altered the course of 
the bladder cancer project: Hochberg had ini- 
tially planned to team up with a hospital in 
Nablus in the West Bank, but instead chose 
East lerusalem because there's no border to 
cross: The DFG-sponsored team now hopes to 
ex~and to West BQnk hmitals. 

Israel's security apparatus has also put the 
kibosh on important facets of other projects. 
For instance, the Israeli government has re- 
fused to share any of its extensive aerial sur- 
veillance data with the aquifer project, forc- 
ing researchers to rely on fuzzier satellite 
images, Mancy says. And agricultural scien- 
tist Jad Isaac, who directs the nongovem- 
mental Jerusalem Applied Research Insti- 
tute in Bethlehem, recalls the trouble his 
Palestinian institute ran into with a DFG- 
sponsored study aimed at finding ways to 

reduce the oppressive air pollution from 
Israeli traffic. When Isaac sent out Palestinian 
field workers to 37 locations to count ve- 
hicles for a few days last July, "it was a fiasco," 
he says. "Some of them were arrested. Some 
were taken to jail. The Israeli army took papers 
and destroyed them or never gave them back." 

A more insidious ~roblem is that some Pal- 
estinians are wary ofbeing ostracized by their 
peers if they work with Israelis. "Most of the 
Palestinians I know liked to keep it quietish," 
says tropical disease researcher and MERC 
veteran Kate Aultman of the U.S. National 
Institutes of Health. "It's very much more sen- 
sitive today than it was a year ago," perhaps 
because of heightened tensions between Israel 
and the Palestinian Authority. Some Pales- 
tinians decline to co-author research papers 
because of the perceived stigma of working 
with Israelis. 'We would like to see more joint 
publications, but at the same time, we . . . cer- 
tainly don't want to suggest [one] compromise 
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[one's] career," says Lewis. 
Given these obstacles, "you just have to 

be absolutely committed and absolutely pa- 
tient," says Mancy, who worked with MERC 
for many years in Egypt. Miihlberg says the 
DFG is determined to Dersevere des~ite the 
travails of the peace bocess. The kture of 
MERC is less certain; the program persists as 
an earmark that Congress adds to USAID's 
budget every year, and some say it's an un- 
wanted stepchild of the agency, whose mis- 
sion is development, not science. 

But as they wait for an enduring peace, 
scientists say they take comfort in the small 
signs of progress. Abe Hochberg says his 
group pulls together in hard times: "When 
there was a blast in Jerusalem, [the Makassed 
hospital partners] would call and say, 'Our 
heart is with you, Abe.' "Those words alone 
are worth any political cost of keeping the 
collaborations alive. 

-Jocelyn Kaiser 




