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THE contributions of Hebrew University researchers 

in the life and biomedical sciences have led to the 

development — and worldwide application — of innovative therapies 

and methods of intervention. In the cover story of this issue of Scopus 
you will meet a sampling of scientists investigating neurodegenerative 

diseases and their devastating symptoms. While their astounding work already has 

provided some of the first medical treatments for sufferers of these diseases, their 

latest, ground-breaking research promises new insights and novel therapies.

This hallmark of excellence and innovation is apparent in other areas of activity 

at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. Four scientists are investigating diverse 

aspects of seeds, be it for agricultural and commercial development or elucidating 

the impact of dispersal patterns. At the Baerwald School of Social Work and 

Social Welfare, a group of researchers from wide-ranging backgrounds is looking 

at children in Israel and ways to promote their well-being. Likewise, the highly 

popular Ginges computer centers on all four of our campuses provide students 

with state-of-the-art computer services and study environments, while the new 

Louis Frieberg Center for East Asian Studies nurtures promising young scholars 

in their areas of expertise. Scopus also celebrates the awarding of the Nobel Prize 

in Chemistry to Professor Roger Kornberg, a longtime visiting professor and 

friend who maintains the closest ties with the faculty and students of the Hebrew 

University of Jerusalem.

The challenge to maintain our scientific edge and intellectual excellence has been 

taken up, with great enthusiasm, by our many friends and supporters around the 

world. We are grateful that in the face of ongoing government cuts and soaring 

expenses, you are increasing your efforts to secure our future and maintain the 

Hebrew University’s standing as Israel’s foremost research and teaching institute.
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neurons die and are coated with a protein-like substance 

known as amyloid plaques. Within the cells a tangle of 

proteins can be seen. 

One approach is to investigate these tangles and plaques 

but Professor Marta Weinstock-Rosin, incumbent of the Dr. 

Leon and Dr. Mina Deutsch Chair in Psychopharmacology at 

the School of Pharmacy, sees the problem differently. “If we 

are going to produce a drug that can impact on and slow the 

progress of Alzheimer’s then we must 

be able to replicate its earliest stages,” 

she says. Careful experiments using 

an animal model that mimics the early 

symptoms of Alzheimer’s provide her 

with the testing ground for a new generation of drugs to treat 

the disease.

Weinstock-Rosin certainly has the credentials for success. 

It was her research over 20 years ago that produced RA7, 

now sold worldwide under the trade name “Exelon” — one of 

the first Alzheimer’s medications. Unique among drugs used 

to treat Alzheimer’s, Exelon targets only specific parts of the 

brain and doesn’t have a deleterious effect on other parts of 

the body. 

Marketed by the Swiss Pharmaceutical company Novartis, 

Exelon has already helped hundreds of thousands of 

patients and has an annual sales turnover in excess of $350 

million. In June 2006 Exelon received further FDA approval 

for treating mild-to-moderate dementia associated with 

Parkinson’s disease.

Although Exelon can do much to improve the quality of 

life for about one-third of all Alzheimer’s patients by slowing 

the progress of the disease and improving memory skills, it 

only remains effective for a few years. 

Saving the Brain

THE brain is the control center for most of the 

functions throughout the body; it is also 

where we experience the physical world around us and 

perceive our inner psychological and emotional selves. It is 

where thought, love and dreams are conjured up and where 

memory is embedded.

But with ever-increasing longevity we must now watch 

increasing numbers of our aging friends and relatives suffer 

the frustrations and humiliations as 

neurodegenerative diseases erode the 

most basic, the most human of brain 

functions. Sometimes the damage is 

so great that basic cognitive faculties 

are lost and even the uniqueness of the individual seems to 

fade away. Such is the decline associated with Alzheimer’s 

disease. And sometimes those once strong and sturdy are 

bent low with trembling gait and slurred speech as they 

succumb to Parkinson’s disease.

At the Hebrew University, cutting-edge research has 

already given some sufferers of these 

diseases some of the first medical 

interventions available to help control 

and alleviate the symptoms of these 

diseases. Now ground-breaking research 

is pointing the way to new understanding 

and novel therapies.

Back to Normal 
The brains of patients who suffer from 

advanced Alzheimer’s disease are wasted 

and shrunken. Under the microscope 

it becomes clear that large numbers of 

University researchers, already credited with developing therapies 
that have improved the lives of hundreds of thousands of patients 
suffering from Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases, continue to work 
on innovative treatments
By Susan Goodman

Prof. Marta 
Weinstock-Rosin

‘we must replicate 
Alzheimer’s at its earliest 

stages’
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Art & Brain
A workshop at Kibbutz Cabri in 

2004 brought together 10 Israeli 

artists and 10 members of the 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem’s 

Interdisciplinary Center for Neural 

Computation (ICNC), one of the 

top research centers in the field 

worldwide and recognized as a 

Center of Excellence by the 

European Union.

“The workshop was a meeting 

between two cultures,” says ICNC 

director Professor Idan Segev. “As 

scientists, we were looking for 

new ideas concerning the brain 

and its capacity for aesthetic 

creativity. With their vast experience and intuition, 

the artists could contribute to our quest to formulate 

laws governing the visual process in the brain — in 

some ways, they themselves are brain researchers since 

they know how to ‘tap into’ the brain and generate 

aesthetic feelings. The workshop also sought to 

provide the artists with a deeper understanding of the 

neuronal processes that are involved in vision and in 

the creative process.”

Indeed, the new insights gained by the artists 

during the three-day encounter inspired a variety of 

etchings which are currently exhibited at the Israel 

Museum and appear in a limited edition volume Art & 

Brain, published jointly by the Hebrew University, the 

Israel Museum and the Workshop in Kibbutz Cabri. A 

selection of the etchings appears in these pages.
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Prof. Weinstock-Rosin’s latest research focuses on a 

novel drug called ladostigil and which combines Exelon with 

Rasagiline, a Parkinson’s disease treatment developed by 

Professor Moussa Youdim of the Technion-Israel Institute  

of Technology.  

Following a chance conversation between them in 1994, 

Weinstock and Youdim realized that by combining their 

expertise and amalgamating the active components of their 

respective drugs, they might produce a more powerful 

new drug for combating and controlling the progress of 

Alzheimer’s. Their research has been funded by Israel’s 

leading drug company, Teva Pharmaceuticals.

Using an animal model to test the drug, some of the 

earliest stages of Alzheimer’s disease have been elucidated 

and insights have also been provided into the workings of  

the normal brain.

The brain comprises two chief types of cells — neurons 

and glia. Neurons are responsible for all the mental processes 

of understanding; the glia provide the support and protection 

essential for normal neuron function. The glia consist of 

different types of cells including astrocytes which reach out 

‘Homunculus’ (left) 
and ‘Scorpion’s Tail’ 
by Larry Abramson

The effects of 
ladostigil: the 
hippocampus area 
of the brain (left) is 
damaged (center) 
when free radicals 
rampage, causing 
the microglia (red) 
to be activated and 
astrocytes (green) 
to be lost. When 
ladostigil (right) is 
introduced, changes 
to the glia are 
stemmed

Prof. Idan Segev at the 
Kibbutz Cabri workshop
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Timely Diagnosis

metabolic processes in the brain’s support system — the 

astrocytes return to their normal status, neuron function is 

restored, and memory skills return. 

Now nearing completion of clinical trials Phase 

II, ladostigil has so far been proven a safe drug. The 

experiments with animal models demonstrate that the 

drug can not only slow the loss of cognitive function in 

“People are often hesitant about seeking a diagnosis of 

Alzheimer’s for a family member. Yet an early, or so-called 

‘timely’, diagnosis can be the best thing for the patient,” says 

Professor Gail Auslander, Dean of the Paul Baerwald School of 

Social Work and Social Welfare and incumbent of the Zena 

Harman Chair in Social Work. “Although not curable, there are pharmacological 

and other interventions which can slow down progression of the disease. 

Moreover, a lot of anger, depression and confusion can be prevented by early 

diagnosis and treatment.”

But early diagnosis requires a highly skilled diagnostician, who may not 

always be available. “And unlike other ailments that afflict the elderly,” says 

Auslander, “it isn’t the patient who tends to go to the physician in such cases — 

but rather a family member, the primary caregiver.”  

Working with Professor Howard Litwin, a social gerontologist at the Baerwald 

School, and Dr. Jeremia Heinik, a psychogeriatrician at Ichilov Hospital in Tel 

Aviv, Prof. Auslander investigated how the social networks of the caregiver 

influenced a “timely” diagnosis for the patient.

One hundred patients who had recently been diagnosed with dementia and 

their primary caregivers were interviewed. The key people 

in the caregiver’s life were identified and placed in two 

categories: an inner circle of strong ties, such as close 

family members, and an outer circle of weak ties, like 

friends of friends.

After taking into account the caregiver’s age and 

socioeconomic status and the severity of the illness, the 

researchers found that early diagnosis was strongly related 

to having both a larger-than-average inner circle and a 

higher proportion of weak ties. 

The researchers explain that a network of weak ties is 

likely to be a good source of new information as well as a 

useful means to bypass bureaucracy and to promote access 

to the appropriate diagnosticians. 

“The implications of this research are clear,” says 

Auslander. “It is very important for professionals, and 

anyone working with the elderly, to ensure that caregivers 

have access to good information.”  

with long fibrous structures and cling to neurons, supplying 

them with nutrition and oxygen. There are also microglia 

which act as the brain’s local immune response, devouring 

intruders such as viruses or bacteria that might disturb the 

healthy function of the brain.

The brain, even a sleeping brain, requires a great deal 

of energy which is provided through metabolism of glucose 

in the astrocytes. Unfortunately, this metabolic process 

produces highly reactive “free radicals” and as we get older 

the brain fails to produce enough of the enzymes needed 

to neutralize them. Instead these oxidative free radicals 

rampage through the brain, attaching themselves to cell 

membranes and various proteins. 

Recognizing these free radicals as dangerous intruders, 

the microglia spring into action and a full-blown immune 

response is initiated with special chemicals called cytokines 

released. The cytokines attack the astrocytes and glucose 

can no longer be metabolized. The energy supply to the 

brain is thus decreased, the neurons can no longer function 

properly, and memory begins to fail. Alzheimer’s has claimed 

another victim.

Having developed a rat model that replicates these early 

features of the disease, Professor Weinstock-Rosin has been 

able to test the drug ladostigil. The results are impressive: 

the drug is able to combat the initial stages which lead 

to degeneration. It plays a key role in restoring normal 

‘Father & Son’  
(left) and ‘Micky 
& Yaron’ by Jan 
Rauchwerger

Prof. Gail Auslander
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Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s diseases but also help alleviate 

symptoms of major depression. Prof. Weinstock-Rosin is 

convinced that these three debilitating forms of attack on 

normal brain function have common elements. Investigating 

the interrelationship between them is an important subject 

for future research.

Stressed Out
Diseases like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s do not have a 

single, simple cause. In an organ as complex as the brain 

many processes seem to lead to 

neurodegeneration. 

It has become clear through 

the research of Professor Hermona 

Soreq, Dean of the Faculty of 

Science and a member of the Department of Biological 

Chemistry in the Alexander Silberman Institute of Life 

Sciences and the University’s multidisciplinary Eric Roland 

Center for Neurodegenerative Diseases, that stress, both 

psychological and chemical, has an impact on the progress of 

neurodegenerative diseases and even affects neuromuscular 

and blood cell diseases. 

Prof. Soreq has pioneered the development of new 

techniques to explore the underlying processes which 

produce damage and she has successfully identified 

the mechanism whereby anxiety and stress exacerbate 

neurological diseases such as Alzheimer’s. She is  

now progressing with the development of highly  

innovative treatment.

Soreq and her team  
have taken a highly  
original approach

Cover Story Saving the Brain Cover Story Saving the Brain Cover Story Saving the Brain

Soreq is driven by a two-

fold quest. “By improving our 

understanding of the diseased 

brain, we can develop better 

ways to prevent and treat,” she 

says. “However, if we study the 

changes that take place in a 

system pushed to the extreme, 

then we also learn how it 

functions normally — this is a basic research goal.” 

In the brain a large family of neurotransmitters moves 

between neurons. These chemicals form the web of 

communication between neurons which is the very essence 

of normal brain function. The normal brain produces a large 

family of neurotransmitters. They are secreted by one brain 

cell, move across to another, latch on to a receptor and 

thereby stimulate processes within the second cell. Cascades 

of neurotransmitters create a whole web of communication 

between different cells in the brain.

In Alzheimer’s disease this network is disrupted. The 

amount of an essential neurotransmitter, acetylcholine, 

drastically declines; the connection between brain cells is 

broken, and memory and other brain functions eroded.

The disappearance of this neurotransmitter under stress 

has been shown by Prof. Soreq to be due to the stress-

induced overproduction of acetylcholinesterase (AChE). This 

enzyme actively destroys too much acetylcholine, leaving 

the brain lacking a neurochemical essential for its normal 

cognitive, emotional and psychological functioning.

To prevent the progress of 

Alzheimer’s disease it is necessary 

to prevent this excess elimination of 

acetylcholine. While existing drugs 

inactivate the destructive enzyme 

AChE, Soreq and her team have taken a highly original 

approach. They have designed a drug which prevents AChE 

from even being produced by the brain. 

Stress exacerbates 
neurological diseases 
such as Alzheimer’s: 
the drastic decline of 
the neurotransmitter 
acetylcholine causes 
a breakdown in the 
connection between 
brain cells, resulting 
in the erosion of 
memory and other 
brain functions. 

Prof. Hermona 
Soreq

Neuron with glia

D
ou

gl
as

 G
ut

hr
ie



� 2007

AChE, like all enzymes, is manufactured by instructions 

contained in the genetic code on a stretch of DNA in the 

nucleus of a cell. It took Prof. Soreq’s team five years to 

identify the actual gene responsible for the manufacture 

of this particular enzyme. This pioneering work involved 

developing completely new research tools to carry out these 

technically innovative procedures. 

Having identified the gene, the scientists made an inverse 

copy of it. This mirror image of the gene could then lock 

onto the original stretch of the gene, rather like two pieces 

of a jigsaw fitting together perfectly. The new DNA-based 

drug clips on to the exposed gene, making it a sealed unit 

and creating an unfamiliar package in the cell. The cell 

immediately identifies it as an unwelcome intruder and 

destroys it, just as if it were an invading virus.

This protective drug, know as “Monarsen” (for Prof. 

Soreq’s nickname “Mona”) has been developed through the 

Biomedical 
Convergence
With the mapping of the human genome — 

and the development of the cutting-edge 

molecular analysis tools essential to it — 

biomedical research underwent a revolution. 

Scientists who once conducted specialist 

research within increasingly narrow parameters 

were acquiring unprecedented insights. Their 

new knowledge, however, could only be fully 

understood and harnessed for human benefit 

by joining forces with colleagues in other 

specialized fields.

Cognizant of this undisputed need for 

convergence in biomedical research, the 

Faculty of Medicine has established the 

Institute of Medical Research (IMR), which will 

unite all groups pursuing medical research into 

one interdisciplinary unit that will foster free 

exchange of information and closer interaction 

between research teams. The impact of the 

IMR will be on research into cancer, drug 

design, infectious diseases and immunology, 

cardio-vascular diseases, the brain and central 

nervous system, and genetics.

With a faculty of internationally recognized 

experts in fields such as genetics, biochemistry, 

computer science and physiology, plus a large 

pool of gifted students and researchers from 

diverse backgrounds, the IMR will enhance the 

Hebrew University’s research prowess, while 

seeking to produce a critical mass of research 

findings that can lead to effective treatments 

and interventions for the major ailments 

afflicting humanity.

Cover Story Saving the Brain Cover Story Saving the Brain Cover Story Saving the Brain

‘Snake of 
Consciousness’ by 
Alex Kramer

Construction of the 
Octav and Marcela 
Botnar Building 
which will house the 
Institute of Medical 
Research
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‘once we identify the 
trigger, we know what  

to target’
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start-up biopharmaceutical company, Ester Neuroscience. It 

is already being administered to a group of patients as part  

of Phase II clinical trials under the approval of the US Food 

and Drug Administration (FDA), which has designated it  

as an ‘orphan drug’ for the treatment of the rare muscle-

wasting autoimmune disease myasthenia gravis. 

Monarsen will soon be poised to enter final Phase III 

clinical trials. If the drug continues to prove its efficacy, 

it will receive the essential FDA approval that permits it 

to enter the pharmacopoeia available to the prescribing 

physician. “The development of a new drug costs well 

over $500 million; most of the investment goes into this 

last phase,” says Soreq, who is optimistic that Ester 

Neuroscience will find a strategic partner for this potentially 

powerful new weapon against the misery and debilitation 

caused by Alzheimer’s and other inflammatory diseases such 

as myasthenia gravis.

Fats in the Brain 
While neurodegenerative diseases present with differing 

symptoms and pathologies, they do share a common  

feature — accumulations of abnormal insoluble toxic 

proteins. Depending on the disease, clumps of these proteins 

are deposited in different regions of the brain. In Alzheimer’s 

they form amyloid plaques on brain cells; in Parkinson’s they 

are known as Lewy bodies; and in Huntingdon’s they are 

found within the nuclei of the brain  

cells themselves.

These abnormal proteins are derived 

from ordinary soluble proteins which 

perform essential functions within the 

brain and are then normally eradicated by chemical processes. 

However, in clump form the proteins do not interact correctly 

with other proteins in the brain; unrecognized by the cellular 

machinery that downgrade and eliminate unwanted proteins, 

this toxic waste accumulates in the brain. 

“We are looking for the trigger that causes the normal 

soluble alpha-synuclein protein to form aggregates of 

insoluble toxic forms of the protein, and eventually cause 

Parkinson’s,” says Dr. Ronit Sharon of the Department of 

Cellular Biochemistry and Human Genetics in the Faculty 

of Medicine. “Once we identify the trigger, we know what to 

target to prevent the progress of the disease.” 

Sharon’s first clues came from postmortem analysis of 

brain cells from Parkinson’s victims. Abnormally high levels 

of polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs) were found bound to 

the alpha synuclein protein.

In further experiments, PUFA were added to brain cells 

and shown to produce the damaging Lewy bodies. The 

normal physiological role of PUFAs and the alpha-synuclein 

protein remains unknown and will be part of Sharon’s future 

research. With funding from the Doris Sesilia Levy Memorial 

Fund for Brain Research, she will also investigate the dietary 

role of PUFAs and the progress of Parkinson’s disease.

PUFAs belong to a chemical family known as lipids. 

Another lipid, cholesterol, appears to play a key role in the 

neurodegenerative disorder known as prion disease and 

whose best known forms are Mad Cow Disease (bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy, or BSE) in bovine cattle and CJD 

(Creutzfeld-Jakob disease) in humans.

While the insignificant increase in the number of CJD 

cases probably means that the ingestion of contaminated beef 

rarely leads to this brain-wasting disease, the disease is also 

associated with human genetic abnormalities whereby many 

members of a single family show susceptibility and later 

develop a form of the disease known as familial CJD. 

This form of CJD especially affects Jews from Libya 

and Tunisia, where the number of victims are 100 times 

greater than those for the rest of the world. The prospect 

of some sort of medical intervention for these patients 

now seems a possibility due to the latest research by Dr. 

Sharon in collaboration with Professor Ruth Gabizon, 

co-director of the Prion Research Center at the Hebrew 

University-Hadassah Medical School.

In the 1980s Professor Stanley 

Prusiner, later to win the Nobel Prize 

and the recipient of an honorary 

doctorate from the Hebrew University, 

solved how these diseases were 

transmitted, showing that their infectious agents were 

nothing more than protein molecules. Indeed, much of 

the structure of the abnormalities of these prions (an 

abbreviation of “proteinaceous infectious particles”) is similar 

to the protein clumps found in Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s.

Cholesterol appears to have a role in the generation of 

the toxic prion protein. Thus, Gabizon and Sharon decided to 

see what happened when a well-known cholesterol-lowering 

drug, simvastatin, was used with an animal model. The 

research, sponsored by the Horowitz Fund, delighted the 

scientists when they discovered that the drug did prevent 

Dr. Ronit Sharon

Polyunsaturated  
fatty acids are 
introduced into a 
cell, leading to the 
formation of a Lewy 
body which is the 
hallmark pathological 
marker for 
Parkinson’s disease
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progress of the prion disease by inhibiting the inflammatory 

processes, although it didn’t actually reduce cholesterol 

levels in the brain. 

The outcome was so successful that the researchers 

are now considering giving the drug to those at high risk of 

familial CJD. In the near future, they hope, there will be some 

sort of medical intervention.

Inflamed Brain
Simvastatin’s effect in acting against inflammation in the 

brain to control prion disease is consistent with the more 

general picture concerning inflammation and other types of 

neurodegenerative diseases.

The inflammatory process is a normal part of the body’s 

immune response. However, when the systems in the brain 

that control it are compromised, the inflammatory response 

itself seems responsible for the progress of the disease. 

Research by Professor Raz Yirmiya of the Department  

of Psychology in the Faculty of Social Sciences has  

recently shown that an understanding of chemical changes  

in the brain during infection provides profound insight  

into the catastrophic symptoms of Alzheimer’s disease.  

Prof. Yirmiya and his colleagues  

are now investigating novel and 

dramatic treatments.

“What I’m most interested in is 

the interaction between the immune 

system, the brain and behavior,” says Prof. Yirmiya. All 

physical diseases induce an immune response, which is 

orchestrated by a group of chemicals called pro-inflammatory 

cytokines. These compounds not only cause inflammation 

and produce fever, but they also produce marked cognitive 

and emotional changes. 

One particularly important cytokine, called interleukin-1 

(IL-1), plays an essential role as the body’s immune system 

battles against infection; a side effect impacts on brain 

function, generating the feelings that are associated with 

illness. Yirmiya’s research demonstrated 

that in normal young people these 

are short-term effects with impaired 

motivation, mood and memory skills 

recovering quickly. 

In addition to infection, excessive production of IL-1 is 

also induced by the aging process, brain injury and chronic 

physical and psychological stress. Intriguingly, Prof. Yirmiya 

has found that the immune system produces an increased 

level of IL-1 in anticipation of injury or damage. For example, 

before undergoing surgery, raised levels of IL-1 can be 

suppression of the pro-
inflammatory cytokine is 

imperative
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Parkinson’s Causes
Less than 10 percent of all cases of Parkinson’s disease are 

familial and clearly related to inherited genetic defects.

While the cause of the disease in the other 90 percent of 

cases has been something of a mystery, a growing body of 

research indicates that Parkinson’s is mostly caused by 

complex interactions between genes and certain chemicals in 

the environment. Among the suspected culprits are the 

organophosphate pesticides, which are commonly sprayed on 

the crops we eat.

Essential research in this field is being carried out by Liat 

BenMoyal-Segal, a doctoral student of professors Soreq and 

Bergman, whose interest is in “the involvement of the 

‘Head II’ (left) and 
‘Head I’ by Ofer 
Lellouche

Map showing 
reported prevalence 
of Parkinson’s 
disease patients per 
100,000 people 
in 15 countries 
indicates notably 
diverse prevalence 
among different 
ethnic groups 
and geographical 
locations. Inset 
shows the reported 
corresponding value 
for Israel, with the 
considerably higher 
prevalence in the 
south probably 
due to exposure 
to agricultural 
insecticides.  
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measured. “The mind affects and changes the immune 

system and the immune system affects and changes the 

mind,” he says. 

These findings are particularly relevant to Alzheimer’s 

patients, who often show prolonged deterioration following 

even a relatively trivial infection, when levels of IL-1 

increase. But even without infection these patients always 

have an excess production of IL-1 in the brain.

“It’s a vicious circle,” continues Prof. Yirmiya. “There 

are factors that initiate the inflammation in the brain, 

causing cell malfunction and death; these in turn activate 

more inflammatory processes, in particular in genetically 

vulnerable individuals. The result is a full-blown 

neurodegenerative disease.”

The role of IL-1 in promoting Alzheimer’s disease 

Prof. Raz Yirmiya

(a) Transplantation  
into the hippocampus 
of transgenic neural 
stem cells which 
secrete the anti- 
inflammatory 
cytokine interleukin-1 
receptor antagonist 
offers a potential 
therapy for  
neuroinflammation; 
(b) Transplanted cells 
after four weeks (red) 
and other hippocam-
pal cells (blue);  
(c) Higher 
magnification of the 
transplanted cells

cholinergic system — the brain cells which use the 

neurotransmitter acetylcholine — in the development and 

progression of Parkinson’s disease.”

In the research for her master’s degree, BenMoyal-Segal 

showed that the interaction between long-term exposure to 

agricultural pesticides and different forms of the gene 

involved in the production of acetylcholinesterase (AChE) is 

associated with an increase in the occurrence of Parkinson’s. 

Her doctoral thesis takes a step forward to see if there is a 

direct relationship between the abnormal functioning of the 

mechanisms which control the gene that produces AChE and 

the likelihood of falling victim to Parkinson’s.

BenMoyal-Segal, a recipient of the prestigious Adams 

was recently clearly demonstrated in a cross-faculty 

research project headed by Prof. Yirmiya and involving 

his postdoctoral fellow Dr. Yehuda Pollak, Prof. Soreq and 

Professor Tamir Ben-Hur of the Faculty of Medicine.

Their studies revealed that the benefits of all the 

medications that are currently used in controlling 

symptoms of Alzheimer’s include blocking the production 

of brain IL-1. Clearly, suppression of this pro-inflammatory 

cytokine is imperative. 

An obvious way of preventing IL-1 from promoting 

further destruction in a brain already grossly inflamed by 

a neurodegenerative disease such as Alzheimer’s would be 

to block all actions of this chemical. This is problematic 

because IL-1 is essential to other body functions. Thus, Prof. 

Yirmiya is pursuing a solution whereby IL-1 will be blocked 

from acting in specific regions of the brain. 

As with all brain chemicals, IL-1 has specific sites on the 

outside of brain cells where it fits perfectly into place and, 

once locked into position, initiates various processes within 

the cell. If, however, these “receptor” sites are blocked by an 

“antagonist” then the IL-1 is rendered ineffective — it cannot 

influence the cell.

Blocking these sites with a drug acting as an IL-1 

receptor antagonist is not straightforward. First, it is difficult 

to get the drug into the brain in a high enough dose. Second, 

the available drugs don’t work for long and the patient would 

require continuous medication.

Fellowship for outstanding doctoral 

students established by Marcel Adams 

of Canada and the Israel Academy of 

Sciences and Humanities, is hopeful 

that the work “will help us to 

understand better the processes that 

lead to neurodegeneration. My dream, 

albeit naive,” says BenMoyal-Segal, “is 

to find a treatment that would either 

prevent Parkinson’s disease or attenuate 

its progression.”

Liat BenMoyal-Segal
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Brain Gain
In 1996, Professor Hermona Soreq, today Dean of the Faculty 

of Science, gave a talk about genetics and molecular biology 

to a group of biology students at Yavne High School in 

Mexico City. In the audience was a young woman, Debra 

Toiber. She was fascinated by the subject and riveted by  

the speaker.  

Already determined to immigrate to Israel, Toiber decided then and there 

that she would come to Jerusalem and work with Professor Soreq. She arrived 

in 1998. Now an Israeli citizen and working on her doctorate under the 

supervision of Prof. Soreq, Toiber's research focuses on the key question of 

what might be responsible for the death and destruction of brain cells in 

Alzheimer’s disease. 
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Taking Control 
The prospect of transplanting cells 

into a diseased brain may seem 

a remote possibility, but brain 

surgery is already an integral part 

of an innovative treatment for many 

sufferers of Parkinson’s disease. 

Parkinson’s, afflicting over four 

million people worldwide, is an 

incurable neurodegenerative disease 

associated with a deficiency in the 

neurotransmitter dopamine. The 

disease is routinely treated with the 

drug levodopa which is converted by 

the brain into dopamine. The drug 

offers short-term benefits for an 

average of 10 years, but it also has 

several undesirable side effects and 

becomes less effective with time. 

More recently, advanced Parkinson’s sufferers have 

been successfully treated by a process known as deep-brain 

stimulation (DBS) whereby a battery-powered electrode is 

implanted in the subthalamic nucleus, a region within the 

basal ganglia of the brain. Electrical stimulation of this part 

of the brain inactivates the mechanisms which produce the 

tremors and muscle rigidity associated with Parkinson’s.

Over 30,000 Parkinson’s sufferers are already enjoying 

a greatly improved quality of life due to this technological 

innovation and perhaps as many as one quarter of all 

sufferers could enjoy similar benefits from this procedure.

The development of this revolutionary intervention 

owes much to the work of Professor Hagai Bergman, the 

incumbent of the Simone and Bernard Guttman Chair in 

Brain Research at the Faculty of Medicine. He also heads 

the University’s Eric Roland Center for Neurodegenerative 

Diseases, and is a founding member of the Interdisciplinary 

Center for Neural Computation, recognized as a Center 

of Excellence by the European Union for its innovative 

integration of diverse disciplines such as mathematics, 

physics and computer science in the study of the nervous 

system (see Art & Brain, page 5). 

“If you consider the brain as a biochemical device, then 

when something goes wrong you try to restore normal 

function using drugs. But when you consider behavior as 

being controlled by computational processes, you end up  

with a technically innovative solution such as DBS,” says 

Prof. Bergman.

His own research into the mechanisms underlying 

‘Untitled I’ (left)  
and ‘Untitled II’ by 
Hila Lulu Lin The highly innovative approach that is being pursued  

by Professor Yirmiya and his graduate student Ofra  

Ben-Menachem, in collaboration with Prof. Ben-Hur, involves 

transplanting neonatal brain cells that have been genetically 

engineered to continuously secrete the IL-1 receptor 

antagonist. These cells are transplanted directly into the 

hippocampus, a brain region that is critical for learning 

and memory processes and whose functioning is greatly 

downgraded in people with Alzheimer’s.

Though his work is at an early stage using mice, 

Professor Yirmiya is quietly optimistic that this approach 

could in the future be pursued as a method for alleviating 

Alzheimer’s symptoms.

Debra Toiber



��2007

this led directly to the 
use of DBS for advanced 

Parkinson’s
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researchers are now seeking to elucidate the mechanism that 

renders the subthalamic nucleus inactive when subjected to 

electrical impulses. 

Prof. Bergman is now involved in the development of 

improved DBS devices and is working with the neurosurgical 

team headed by Dr. Zvi Israel at the Hadassah-University 

Hospital in collaboration with the Nazareth-based 

microelectronics company Alpha Omega. 

Their research focuses on using the 

brain’s own electrical activity in order 

to adjust the DBS system. At present, a 

neurologist must regularly adjusts the 

intensity and frequency of the electrical 

stimulation. But symptoms are not constant and ideally 

adjustments should be made in continuous response to a 

patient’s daily requirements. 

“If we could tap into the brain’s normal fluctuations in 

electrical activity by picking up signals in the basal ganglia, 

then these could be fed into the system controlling the 

DBS of the subthalamic nucleus. This closed loop would 

effectively put the brain itself in control of frequency and 

intensity of the DBS in order to achieve more normal 

function,” says Bergman.

“The dream is to use a similar kind of closed loop DBS to 

treat other neuronal diseases including Tourette syndrome 

and schizophrenia, both of which, like Parkinson’s, are basal 

ganglia and dopamine related.” 

Parkinson’s disease relies on a blend of behavioral, 

electrophysiological and computational methods. “It is our 

belief that only through such broad and interdisciplinary 

understanding we will be able to provide better methods for 

diagnosis, follow-up and therapy of devastating diseases such 

as Parkinson’s and Huntington’s.” 

The focus of Professor Bergman’s research has been  

the neurons of the basal ganglia region of the brain. It is 

here that connections with other areas 

of the brain result in the control of 

functions such as learning, motivation 

and movement.

He has devised methods to study the 

basic neuron responses, in primates, to a range of behavioral 

tasks that involve assessing visual information, making a 

decision and then acting on it. By studying these processes 

both in the normal brain and when Parkinson’s disease is 

induced, the research is providing new insights into primary 

mechanisms of the debilitating symptoms of this devastating 

human disease.

It was studies related to this work that led to Bergman’s 

discovery that the subthalamic nucleus is overactive in 

Parkinsonian primates and that when inactivated the 

symptoms of the disease disappear. It was subsequently 

demonstrated that artificial electrical stimulation of the 

subthalamic nucleus mimics inactivation. This led directly to 

the use of DBS for advanced Parkinson’s sufferers. University 

Prof. Hagai Bergman

Deep brain 
stimulation operation: 
Prof. Bergman 
(seated at console) 
navigates the 
electrode into the 
subthalamic nucleus 
of the brain of a 
Parkinson’s patient 
(inset), observed by 
Dr. Zvi Israel (seated) 
and Alpha Omega 
representatives 
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Guarantees for 

THE Scopus Student Village is more than just  

a local phenomenon.

The largest dormitory complex of its kind in Israel, it 

opened at the beginning of the current 2006/7 academic 

year and is today home to 870 students. Single students 

share five-bedroom apartments, each with his or her own 

bedroom plus communal kitchen, living room, dining area 

and bathroom. Married couples, young families and visiting 

lecturers are housed in apartments of varying sizes.

The Scopus Student Village, situated 

on the Mount Scopus campus, will 

eventually provide 1,600 bedrooms in 

11 buildings, set in landscaped gardens. 

“The Village represents a substantial 

investment on the part of the Hebrew University, which was 

acutely aware of its responsibility to provide its students — 70 

percent come from outside of Jerusalem — with comfortable 

and state-of-the-art accommodations,” says University  

Vice-President for External Relations Avinoam Armoni.

“Many of our friends have shown their support for 

this exciting project. We hope that others will join us in 

supporting the Student Village by taking advantage of 

opportunities to name rooms and apartments, wings, floors 

and even buildings.”

Student housing is just one of several areas that the 

Hebrew University has designated as development priorities. 

“Libraries, scholarships for students and absorption of new 

faculty are also crucial for our future,”  

says Armoni.

The technological developments of recent 

years have revolutionized the operation 

of the modern library. While continuing to 

preserve printed materials, today’s library 

must also provide access to electronic 

resources such as on-line journals and 

databases. This increased use of on-line 

resources and of computers is changing the 

way people study and use libraries across 

the globe.    

A combination of government budget cuts and sharply 

increased costs for printed and electronic resources has 

led to a severe shortfall in the acquisition of both printed 

materials and electronic resources 

for Hebrew University libraries. 

To remedy this, three vital growth 

areas have been identified: the 

development of collections of 

printed material, comprehensive 

access to electronic-mediated knowledge and the creation of 

suitable, computerized learning environments for group or 

individual study. The need for study-group areas in libraries 

is particularly acute at the Faculty of Medicine, where 

teaching approaches require separate spaces with access 

to electronic-mediated information and in which groups can 

study together.

The Hebrew University’s greatest asset is the talent 

and potential of its faculty and students. That is why the 

absorption of top new faculty and 

the provision of student scholarships 

are development priorities. “We must 

continue to attract the best young 

minds to Jerusalem,” says Armoni. 

“Scholarships ensure that no qualified student will be denied 

a top-rate education due to financial hardship. Likewise, we 

must offer outstanding young scholars the optimal conditions 

to conduct research and teach. These talented young 

scholars and students are the Hebrew University’s future.” 

‘we must continue to 
attract the best young 
minds to Jerusalem’

Development Priorities

the Future

Opening day at the 
Scopus Student Village

The University's 
libraries are being 
revolutionized by new 
technologies
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Friends of the Hebrew University scheduled 
events during 2007 include:

Through 2007 Moscow Russian Friends’ ‘State and Society in the Contemporary 
Middle East’ live video lecture series by Hebrew University faculty

February Dublin & Belfast British Friends’ lecture tour with Prof. Yair 
Zakovitch

March 10 Caesarea Israel Friends’ benefit event for absorption of outstanding 
researchers, hosted by Yissum Chairman Dr. Giora Yaron

March 16-18 Deauville European Friends’ inaugural ‘Jewish Peoplehood’ Forum

April 29 Montreal Canadian Friends’ Gala Dinner honoring Elizabeth and Tony 
Comper, in benefit of Vidal Sassoon International Center for the Study of 
Antisemitism 

May 15 New York American Friends’ Maimonides Award Dinner honoring 
Meera and Marc Mayer and Cathy and Marc Lasry

May 16 London British Friends’ Annual Dinner marking launch of ‘Hebrew 
University for the World’ campaign

May 16 Munich German Friends’ Scopus Award ceremony honoring President 
of the Central Council of Jews in Germany Charlotte Knobloch

May 27-June 7 Rome & Israel American and Canadian Friends’ Mission of Friendship

May 25-28 Jerusalem British Friends’ Legal Mission, including Lionel Cohen 
Lecture by Sir Lawrence Collins

May 29 Toronto Canadian Friends’ ‘Parenting with Jewish Values’ workshop 
with Dr. Alick Isaacs

June 1-6 Jerusalem Board of Governors Annual Meeting

June 18 Chicago American Friends’ Scopus Award Dinner honoring Leo Melamed

July 16-17 Buenos Aires Argentinean Friends' Winter Seminar

August 21 Winnipeg Canadian Friends’ Annual Golf Tournament

September 8-9 Vancouver Canadian Friends’ ‘Best of Hebrew University’  
lecture series

October 16 New York American Friends' Bridges to Peace Dinner in support of 
Faculty of Dental Medicine

October 30 New York American Friends' George A. Katz Torch of Learning Award 
Luncheon honoring Adam O. Emmerich

October London British Friends’ Legal Dinner

October Paris French Friends’ Scopus Award Gala Dinner

November 10-12 Toronto & Ottawa Canadian Friends ‘Best of Hebrew University’ 
lecture series

November 11-12 Jerusalem Board of Governors’ Executive Committee Meeting

November Jerusalem British Friends’ Women’s Group mission

November São Paulo & Buenos Aires Brazilian and Argentinean 
Friends' Scopus Award Gala Dinners

December Florida American Friends’ fifth annual Mar-a-Lago Scholarship 
Luncheon, with guest speaker Campbell Brown

Hold 

Hold the Date Hold the Date Hold the Date Hold the Date Hold the Date Hold the Date

the 
Date
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United States
Ambassador Stuart and Wilma Bernstein were presented with the 

Scopus Award at a gala dinner held in Washington, D.C., to benefit the 

University’s Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the Advancement 

of Peace. Also honored was General Colin S. Powell who was presented 

with the Truman Peace Prize by Truman Institute Board of Trustees 

Chairman Ambassador William A. Brown. From left: Scopus Award 

honorees Ambassador Stuart and Wilma Bernstein, dinner Chairs Clarice 

and Robert H. Smith and Alma and General Powell. 

Los Angeles Dodgers owners Frank and Jamie McCourt were  

presented with the Scopus Award by Hall of Fame pitcher Sandy Koufax 

at a gala evening attended by over 700 people in Beverly Hills, which 

featured a keynote address by former US vice president Al Gore. From 

left: Tipper and Al Gore with Jamie and Frank McCourt.

Barry F. Schwartz, the Executive Vice President and General Counsel 

of MacAndrews & Forbes Holdings Inc., was awarded the 37th George 

A. Katz Torch of Learning Award by the American Friends’ Greater 

New York Lawyers’ Division at a luncheon attended by over 400 people 

and which raised an unprecedented one million dollars for the Hebrew 

University’s Faculty of Law. From left: American Friends President 

George A. Schieren, honoree Barry F. Schwartz and Tribute Committee 

Co-Chair Adam O. Emmerich.

Argentina
Members of the Argentinean Friends women’s committee with Scopus Award 

honoree Gilbert Lewi (center), Argentinean Friends President Roberto 

Nul (second from right) and Argentinean Friends Executive Director Jana 

Roitemberg (far right) at the first Scopus Award ceremony to be held by the 

Argentinean Friends.

Australia
Keynote speaker at the Australian Friends’ Gala Dinner, held at the 

Melbourne Cricket Ground, was Efraim Halevy, head of the University’s 

Center for Strategic and Policy Studies in the Federmann School of 

Public Policy and Government and a former head of the Mossad. From 

left: Efraim Halevy, President of the Victoria Friends John Shalit, Bella 

Shannon, Hadassah Halevy and Monica Shalit

Britain
Longtime and inspiring lay leader of the British Friends Judy Callman,  

seen here with members of her extended family, was conferred an honorary 

fellow of the Hebrew University by University President Prof. Menachem 

Magidor. Seated, from right: Clive Callman, honoree Judy Callman, Prof. 

Magidor and Sara Magidor. 
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France
Philosopher, intellectual and writer Bernard-Henri Lévy was 

presented with the French Friends’ annual Scopus Award at 

a gala dinner in Paris. From left: Lévy with Scopus Award 

laureates from previous years Lily Safra, Maurice Levy, 

Roman Polanski and Baron Eric de Rothschild.

Germany
The University’s Prof. Shlomo Avineri 

and Dr. Rainer Schäfer of Dresdner Bank 

addressed over 120 people on ‘Israel and 

the Middle East’ at an event hosted by 

the University’s German Friends with the 

support of Reuschel Bank. From left:  

Prof. Avineri, German Friends President 

Ron Jakubowicz, lay leader Zofia 

Jakubowicz, Patrick Tessmann of Reuschel 

Bank and Dr. Schäfer.

A World of 

Canada  
Isaac and Judy Thau were presented with the 

Scopus Award at a Vancouver gala tribute to 

their leadership role in the one million dollar 

fundraising campaign for Canada House in 

the new Scopus Student Village. From left: 

Isaac and Judy Thau, United Nations Israel 

Representative and Vice-President of the UN 

General Assembly Ambassador Dan Gillerman 

and Hebrew University Associate Vice-

President Eliyahu Honig.

Former national president of the Canadian 

Friends Stephen Victor was the honoree of 

the annual JNF Negev dinner held in Ottawa, 

which was addressed by keynote speaker 

former US president Bill Clinton. Proceeds 

went towards a joint JNF-Hebrew University 

project to revitalize the University’s historic 

botanical garden on Mount Scopus. From left: 

Gail Victor, Bill Clinton, Stephen Victor.
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Mexico
The University’s Nobel laureate Prof. Robert J. Aumann and his wife Batya  

(center) were greeted in Mexico City by a delegation from the country’s Jewish 

community in Mexico, including the President of the University’s Mexican Friends 

Elias Mekler (back row, second from right) and children from the Maguen David 

School which hosted Prof. Aumann.
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THERE is a growing trend in academia to 

increase community involvement 

among students in order to promote social justice and human 

rights. At the forefront of the trend in Israel is the Human 

Rights Fellows program of the Minerva Center for Human 

Rights at the Hebrew University’s Faculty of Law, which has 

come to serve as a paradigm for universities and colleges 

throughout the country.

“Israel’s Council for Higher Education recently approved 

funding for a national program to encourage student 

involvement that is based on the Human Rights Fellows 

model,” says Dr. Daphna Golan-Agnon who founded 

the Fellows program in 1998 and serves as its director. 

Moreover, in 2005 the Faculty of Law launched a national 

forum, the Academy-Community Partnership for Social 

Change, which supports similar programs at institutes of 

higher education throughout the country, with 10 courses 

operating to date. 

“We want to connect what students learn at the University 

to the real world and use the resources of academia to 

address social problems. In a city like Jerusalem, which has 

a high poverty rate and many social problems, it is almost an 

imperative,” says Golan-Agnon, who has held key positions 

in several human rights organizations and has conducted 

research on how to improve the efficacy of students’ 

community involvement initiatives.

“Our mandate extends far beyond the Faculty of Law,” 

says Dr. Yuval Shany, Minerva Center academic director 

and incumbent of the Hersch Lauterpacht Chair in Public 

International Law. “We want students from all disciplines to 

participate in and benefit from the program. While Minerva 

is mainly research-oriented, the Human Rights Fellows 

program is a bridge that connects our theoretical work to 

the practical and connects us to the community,” he says, 

noting that the Center also runs training programs on human 

rights and fighting discrimination for teachers working in the 

Jewish and Arab education sectors.

Each year, 15 outstanding students — Jewish and Arab —  

with a proven interest in human rights are selected to 

By Heidi J. Gleit
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Connections

participate in the Human Rights Fellows program, with 

their stipends funded by the Ford Foundation. The program 

comprises an introductory course on human rights and an 

internship at a nonprofit organization. The introductory 

course has two components, says Golan-Agnon: “First, the 

students divide into small groups to discuss all aspects of 

their internships, from their status in the organization to 

whether they agree with its policies. In the second half of 

each session, I teach about human rights, legal instruments, 

and their impact on society. 

“The students participate in the program during a very 

meaningful period of their lives and find it empowering. It 

is rewarding to encounter energetic, idealistic students who 

are drawn to social activism.” Indeed, in direct response to 

student demand, Golan-Agnon’s introductory course was 

expanded in 2006 to include 45 students involved in other 

Hebrew University intern projects in the nonprofit sector, 

such as an educational outreach program with rape crisis 

centers in Jerusalem.

ASWAN Zoabi, an alumna of the Human Rights Fellows 

program who interned with the Ma’ayan Hahinuch 

Hademokrati (Wellspring for Democratic Education) 

grassroots community education 

organization in 2004, has a master’s 

degree in the sociology of education and 

she is now completing a master’s degree 

in philosophy. 

Zoabi leads the discussion group for 

Arab students taking the human rights introductory course 

who are interning in Issawiyeh, a village adjacent to the 

University’s Mount Scopus campus. “It is a fascinating 

group which includes six law students who intern at a 

nonprofit law clinic for at-risk youth as well as students 

from sociology, education and other disciplines who teach 

leadership skills at a youth center,” she says. 

For Zoabi, who grew up in Nazareth, the Fellows program 

is an "agent for change". Indeed, in participating in it, she feels 

that she acted as a bridge between the local community and 

the University. "I wanted to be part of the University's outreach 

to the community, in particular to the Arab community where I 

was already active in various social and educational projects," 

she says, adding that she hopes to use her education to heal 

the rifts between different sectors of the population. 

Rotem Zamir, who is completing a master’s in philosophy 

at Tel Aviv University and a master’s in clinical psychology at 

the Hebrew University, was selected for the Fellows program 

in the 2006/7 academic year and is currently interning with 

the Defense for Children International advocacy organization. 

She has spent much of her academic career searching for 

a way to connect her studies to her many social activism 

initiatives. The program helps her “put everything in context,” 

she says. “It challenges you to grow intellectually. It’s a very 

powerful process.”

Zamir notes that while many of the nonprofits where she 

volunteers have no contact with other organizations doing 

similar work, the program itself — in bringing together 

students who come from diverse interests and academic 

backgrounds — is creating a network of activists with the 

potential to increase cooperation.

Indeed, the network is already active, says Golan-Agnon, 

with many alumni of the program now working for nonprofits, 

pursuing studies in related areas or bringing increased 

sensitivity to human rights to their careers and activities.

Anthropology student Zvika Orr, 

who participated in the Fellows 

program in 2002, is currently 

writing his master’s degree thesis 

on organizations that promote 

socioeconomic rights in Israel. 

Orr interned with the Yedid Association for Community 

Empowerment, subsequently worked for Yedid for several 

years before returning to his studies and continues to 

volunteer there today.

His interest in human rights was sparked by the concept 

of “the vulnerability of humanity” which, combined with 

his belief in the potential for systemic change, led to his 

applying to the Human Rights Fellows program. “I began 

studying human rights through my courses in sociology 

and anthropology,” he says. “The Fellows program was 

a refreshing opportunity to examine human rights in a 

comprehensive and innovative manner.” 

‘it is rewarding to 
encounter idealistic 

students who are drawn to 
social activism’

From front: Aswan 
Zoabi, Dr. Daphna 
Golan-Agnon, Rotem 
Zamir, Dr. Yuval 
Shany and Zvika Orr
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SEEDS are fascinating 

biological 

phenomena. Not only are they the 

crucial link to the continuation of most 

plant species over millions of years, 

but nature also has endowed them with 

an array of control mechanisms that 

regulate or limit the important and 

delicate stage of plant growth known 

as seed germination. 

Almost as soon as our forefathers 

learned to plant, these control 

mechanisms came under their scrutiny; 

in order to ensure full germination 

at the same time and produce better 

quality and more robust and reliable 

yields, they started to manipulate 

plants and their seeds.

While Dr. Yonatan Elkind’s methods 

take optimal advantage of modern 

science, his motive is akin to our 

forefathers’ — and to that of his 

mentor and doctoral supervisor, the 

Seed the World
legendary Professor Nahum Kedar who, 

with Hebrew University Rector Prof. 

Haim D. Rabinowitch, revolutionized 

the tomato and put Israel on the map 

as the world’s leading developer of 

tomato seeds.

For the past 15 years, Elkind has 

been working 

on improving 

seeds, using 

such classical 

breeding methods 

as crossing, selecting and combing 

genes. “Seeds in this context are a 

means to delivering genetic quality and 

advantage,” says the senior lecturer in 

plant breeding at the Robert H.  

Smith Institute of Plant Sciences 

and Genetics in Agriculture at the 

Faculty of Agricultural, Food and 

Environmental Quality Sciences. “Our 

aim is to produce high quality peppers 

using genetic improvements that widen 

the ecological conditions under which 

the peppers can be grown.” 

Thus Elkind, winner of the 

University’s 2006 Kaye Innovation 

Award, and his team have developed an 

extremely tasty, genetically enhanced, 

hybrid pepper, which can be grown in 

simple, unheated 

green- and net-houses 

instead of expensive, 

climate-controlled 

structures. “Before 

we started, peppers required a minimum 

temperature of 18°C and needed costly 

heating,” he says. “Now, they can be 

grown at temperatures as low as 6°C.” 

The new hybrids, in a range of 

colors, are characterized by high yields, 

a long growing season, resistance to 

viruses, firm fruit, long shelf life and 

low sensitivity to cracking. Indeed, in 

2005, they made up half of the $100 

million market value of Israel’s blocky 

University scientists uphold 
a tradition of pioneering 
work in seed research and 
innovation
By Gail Lichtman

‘seeds are a means  
to delivering genetic 

quality and advantage’

Dr. Yonatan Elkind
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pepper — and also made it Israel’s 

leading fresh vegetable export crop. In 

addition to the peppers themselves, an 

estimated $10 million worth of hybrid 

pepper seeds was sold by the Zeraim 

Gedera seed company in 2006, through 

a commercialization deal with the 

Hebrew University’s Yissum Technology 

Transfer company. 

Elkind is now working on a 

chocolate-colored hybrid that he hopes 

will be a hit. “For years, breeding was 

done mainly in public institutions,” 

he says. “Today it is mostly industry-

based, but I feel that breeding is too 

important to leave to seed companies. 

The academic environment has unique 

advantages: ongoing dialogue between 

basic and applied research, student 

involvement and a fertile exchange of 

views between scientists.” 

“SECONDARY metabolites, the 

chemicals produced by a plant that are 

unrelated to its growth, are considered 

part of the plant’s ‘extended phenotype’ 

or the language it uses to interact 

with its environment,” says Elkind’s 

colleague Dr. Eyal Fridman. 

A senior lecturer in plant genetics at 

the Smith Institute and recipient of an 

Alon Fellowship from Israel’s Ministry 

of Science, Fridman is exploring the 

evolution of metabolic pathways — the 

series of enzyme-catalyzed chemical 

reactions in cells — in herbs and 

vegetables as the basis for developing 

enhanced seeds. His current projects 

include producing enhanced aroma in 

basil plants and elucidating natural 

insecticides found in wild tomatoes. 

“Plants use small molecules,  

including volatiles or scent compounds, 

for protection and attraction,” says  

Fridman. “We are exploring their 

properties both for flavoring and 

natural insecticides. Ideally, if 

we can enhance the pathways 

by understanding their genetic 

components, then we could develop 

plants with innate resistance, a reduced 

need for insecticides, and enhanced 

flavor and aroma.”

Since many of the traits that 

interest Fridman no longer exist in 

domesticated crops, he has turned 

to the wild tomato found in South 

America. “When the tomato was bred 

for cultivation, its natural insecticide 

compounds were lost. But using 

molecular tools we can describe the 

metabolic pathways and identify the 

genes and enzymes involved — it 

means that we could reintroduce them 

into cultivated tomatoes.” 

Fridman collaborates closely with 

entomologists to check the effects of 

the insecticides and with colleagues 

studying enzymes to elucidate how the 

pathways have diverged during the 

plant’s evolution into a domesticated 

crop. He and his young research group 

are also exploring the chemo-diversity 

of Israel’s native plant populations and 

the molecular basis for their chemical 

interactions with the environment. Their 

work holds great promise for unraveling 

novel metabolic pathways in plants.   

“THOUGH most of my current work 

today focuses on ecology, it is rooted 

in a thorough understanding of seeds 

Prof. Jaime Kigel 
(left) and research 
partner Dr. Darius 
Malinowski of Texas 
A&M University in 
the Sobell Foundation 
Phytotron at  
the Rehovot 
campus (top) 
and looking 
for perennial 
grasses in 
the Golan 
Heights

Dr. Eyal 
Fridman with 
native barley, 
celery and 
fennel plants; wild 
tomatoes (left) are 
being studied for their 
natural insecticides

Sa
ss

on
 T

ira
m

Sa
ss

on
 T

ira
m



�� 2007

and how they work,” says agricultural 

botanist Professor Jaime Kigel, also of 

the Smith Institute. 

An internationally recognized expert 

who has worked in seed ecology for 

more than 30 years, Kigel is studying 

the dynamics of seed banks — seed 

reserves in the soil — in relation to the 

composition of herbaceous vegetation, 

biomass production and the effects of 

ecological disturbances such as fire and 

intensive grazing.

This research approach has taken 

on added urgency in light of the 

750,000 trees destroyed in northern 

Israel by Hizbollah missile fire during 

the Lebanon war in summer 2006. 

“After a fire, recovery of the vegetation 

depends to a large extent on seed 

reserves in the soil,” says Kigel. “If 

the fire was intense, few plants will 

germinate until seed dispersal brings 

new seeds from elsewhere or soil from 

somewhere else is brought in manually.

“My current research focuses on 

changes in seed banks in response to 

grazing management,” says Kigel, who 

is working with researchers at Texas 

A&M University in a joint project to 

boost grazing options for livestock 

producers. “Due to climatic changes 

in Texas, there has been a serious 

decline in the amount of summer 

‘seed dispersal is  
a key factor in plant 

population dynamics’

rains, resulting in a reduction in grass 

for grazing,” he says. “As a potential 

solution for the Texas ranchers, I am 

studying grasses that have adapted to 

the Mediterranean climate, where there 

are rainy winters and no summer rains.” 

FOR years, scientists believed that 

long-distance seed dispersal, which 

is rare, was immeasurable and 

unpredictable and thus not subject to 

scientific study. Then Professor Ran 

Nathan and his colleagues built a  

model — based on their extensive 

studies of seed dispersal in species 

such as Israeli pines, Panamanian 

tropical trees 

and European 

grasslands —  

showing the vital 

link between 

uplift and long-distance dispersal. 

“Seed dispersal is a key factor in 

plant population dynamics and is of 

critical importance for ecosystems,” 

says Nathan, recipient of the 

University’s 2005 President’s Prize for 

Outstanding Young Researcher and the 

2006 Friedrich Wilhelm Bessel Award 

from Germany’s Humboldt Foundation. 

“It determines genetic structure 

and rate of spread, and enables 

coexistence between species. This is 

how the sessile — or permanently 

established — plants become mobile.”

An internationally recognized 

leader in the field of dispersal ecology, 

especially long-distance dispersal 

of plant seeds on which he recently 

published an article in Science, 
Nathan is currently developing a new 

interdisciplinary field of research that 

he has termed ‘movement ecology’ 

which unifies dispersal with other 

types of organism movement, such as 

intercontinental bird migration and 

local animal food-foraging.

Nathan, who heads the Movement 

Ecology Laboratory in the Department 

of Evolution, 

Systematics and 

Ecology at the 

Alexander Silberman 

Institute of Life 

Sciences in the Faculty of Science, is 

leading the world’s first international 

research group on movement ecology 

at the University’s Institute for 

Advanced Studies during the 2006/7 

academic year. 

The diverse group of experts, from 

fields such as biology, ecology, physics, 

mathematics, aerospace engineering and 

epidemiology, are seeking new insights 

into the factors controlling the diversity 

of organism movement on Earth.

“I have expanded my research 

from studying wind-dispersed plants 

to looking at dispersal by foragers 

such as ants, bats and birds, as well 

as migrating birds,” says Nathan. “In 

movement ecology, we look at the 

broadest sweep of movement types and 

a variety of organisms. We combine 

models with field and molecular data, 

we use insights from other disciplines 

and, if necessary, we develop 

new methods. This is the 

way to plant the seeds of 

new ideas in science.” 

Prof. Ran Nathan 
(inset) is looking at 
plant dispersal by 
foragers such as ants 
and migration of birds 
such as bee-eaters

Bee-eater photo: 
© Jorge Rodrigues,
www.wonderbirds.com



THE Nobel ‘momentum’ at the Hebrew University 

continued in 2006 with the awarding of the 

Nobel Prize for Chemistry to Professor Roger Kornberg. A 

structural biologist at Stanford University, Kornberg has been 

a visiting professor at the Hebrew University since 1986, 

teaching and conducting research for four months each year 

in the Department of Biological Chemistry at the Alexander 

Silberman Institute of Life Sciences. 

“My years at the Hebrew University have been crucial 

to my success,” Kornberg said at a reception held in his 

honor at the Edmond J. Safra campus shortly after the Nobel 

Committee’s announcement in October 2006. Indeed, he 

especially praised the work of Hebrew University postgraduate 

students whose work was of key importance to him.

is a family affair: His father Professor Arthur Kornberg, who 

won the Nobel Prize in Medicine in 1959, was awarded an 

honorary doctorate by the University in 1992. His Israeli-born 

wife Yahli is a graduate of the University 

and a geneticist at Stanford. Kornberg, 

who himself was conferred an honorary 

doctorate by the Hebrew University in 

2001, is also actively involved in the 

University’s prestigious Institute for Advanced Studies and 

was recently appointed to head its annual School of Life 

Sciences beginning in 2008.

Prof. Kornberg, who was awarded the Nobel Prize by 

the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences for “his studies 

of the molecular basis of eukaryotic transcription”, joins a 

distinguished list of Hebrew University-affiliated scholars 

who have won Nobel prizes in the past few years.

Professor Robert J. Aumann of the University’s Institute  

of Mathematics and Center for the Study of Rationality 

received the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2005. Professor 

Daniel Kahneman of Princeton University and a fellow of  

the Hebrew University’s Center for the Study of Rationality 

also won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2002. In 2004, 

three Hebrew University alumni won Nobel prizes —  

professors Avram Hershko and Aaron Ciechanover won the 

prize in chemistry, and Professor David J. Gross won the 

prize in physics. 

‘my years at the  
Hebrew University  
have been crucial’

Nobel Words

Prof. Roger 
Kornberg at the 
Safra campus 
reception held 
shortly after 
the Nobel Prize 
committee’s 
announcement
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Acknowledging that “the reservoir of talent in Israel 

is extraordinary,” Kornberg also warned that the future 

of Israeli science continues to be threatened by ongoing 

government cuts to higher education. 

He noted that this funding had been 

cut by an “astonishing” 30 percent 

since 2003 and that a “precious legacy” 

would be at risk if this trend was not 

reversed. “It is not enough even just to keep pace…. One has 

to grow,” he said, adding that many Israelis who go abroad 

for postdoctoral studies have “very limited opportunities to 

return [to Israel].”

Prof. Kornberg’s relationship with the Hebrew University 
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University  
President Prof. 
Menachem 
Magidor confers 
Prof. Kornberg an 
honorary doctorate 
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work. We frequently use MATLAB and 

other expensive software that we can’t 

afford ourselves, plus the support staff 

is extremely helpful.” 

Similar sentiments are echoed daily 

by the thousands of students on all four 

University campuses who benefit from 

the five computer centers established 

by Berel and Agnes Ginges of Sydney, 

Australia. The first center was 

established in 2000 on Mount Scopus, 

home to the largest student population. 

Due to popular demand, a second  

and the most recent center — the 

Agnes Ginges-Australia Computer 

Centre for Social Sciences — opened 

there in 2005.

“Today’s students are increasingly 

required to use computers as an 

integral part of courses, across all 

disciplines,” says Professor Yehoshua 

Sagiv, the outgoing Chairman of the 

University’s Authority for Computation, 

Communication and Information. 

“Instructors require students to read 

material online, view multimedia 

presentations, visit course sites 

regularly, search academic databases 

and utilize scientific software. Students 

often choose to download the lecturers’ 

slides in advance, enabling them to 

add notes during class. All these daily 

activities require the availability of top-

quality computer services.”

Providing such services means a 

solid combination of state-of-the-art 

equipment, excellent support staff 

and efficient maintenance and control 

mechanisms. Thus, all five centers —  

offering access to a total of 800 

computers — are equipped with 

quality laser printers; multimedia 

stations featuring scanners and CD/

DVD burners; suitable hardware and 

software for special-needs students; 

a broad selection of scientific, 

often costly, software for specific 

disciplines; and connectivity for 

students’ laptops.

Every user, moreover, has a personal 

log-in that provides 50 megabytes of 

individual storage which is backed 

User 
Friendly 

Students enjoy state-of-the-art 
computer services
By Dafna Gold Melchior  

“I couldn’t manage without the 

services offered here” says 

Yelena Portnov, a third-year mathematics 

student, flanked by two classmates at 

an open-space workstation in the Berel 

Ginges-Australia Computer Centre at the 

Edmond J. Safra Campus, Givat Ram. 

Despite owning a computer, Portnov 

depends on the Centre’s scientific software, 

quality hardware and support staff in 

order to carry out her assignments. “The 

atmosphere is great, especially for team 
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Oleg Kalnitskiy 
at the Agnes 
Ginges-Australia 
Computer 
Centre for Social 
Sciences



up daily and is accessible through 

the Internet. Each center is carefully 

designed to provide individual and 

group workstations, as well as 

computer classrooms where lecturers 

can transmit their own computer 

screens to the entire class and use 

headphones for direct communication. 

WHILE the Ginges centers are headed 

by professional staff, support is 

provided by computer-savvy students 

from all disciplines who have been 

professionally 

trained to 

provide real-

time assistance 

throughout opening hours —  

until 10 p.m. in most centers — either 

in person, via the specially developed 

‘Ask Us’ instant messaging program or 

by audio link.

Ayelet Mintz, a fifth-year medical 

student, has been on the support 

team of the Agnes Ginges-Australia 

Computer Centre at the Ein Kerem 

campus since she began her studies. 

“As students ourselves, we fully 

appreciate the needs of our peers,” she 

says. “We share tips on bibliography 

notes and ‘inside information’ on how 

certain lecturers prefer their papers to 

be submitted.”

Oleg Kalnitskiy, a third-year 

accounting and economics student who 

works on the Mount Scopus support 

team, sees his role as one of enhancing 

independence: “Of course we help the 

students but, in addition to solving 

immediate problems, we try to reduce 

their reliance on us; we encourage self-

help by introducing the students to the 

appropriate tools and their function.”

These high levels of service are 

maintained by means of advanced 

monitoring and control systems. 

Indeed, the centers are monitored with 

the efficiency of a hospital emergency 

room. Flashing screens, constantly 

updated, relay time-saving messages 

and information on workstation 

availability throughout each campus 

and computer-classroom schedules. 

Charts notify the support team which 

stations have 

not been in use 

over 24 hours, 

possibly indicating 

a malfunction. Satisfaction surveys 

are also conducted on a regular basis. 

Indeed, the opening of a second center 

on Mount Scopus and the extension of 

opening hours were a direct result of 

these surveys. 

At the University’s Rehovot campus, 

nutrition students investigate how 

many grams of polyunsaturated fat 

an avocado sandwich contains. They 

‘the atmosphere is great, 
especially for team work’

enter the data they have gathered in the 

lab into unique software at the Berel 

Ginges-Australia Computer Centre — 

and the answer appears instantaneously. 

Software at the Rehovot center also 

includes coursework simulations 

and professional tools for statistics, 

genomics, anatomy, physiology, 

veterinary medicine, econometrics,  

and other fields of biological and  

social sciences.

Koranit Weinberger, a fourth-year 

student of animal science, enjoys 

both the intimate atmosphere and the 

cutting-edge services of the Rehovot 

center. “I prefer working on team 

projects here,” she says. “The Internet 

connection is high-speed, the support 

staff is helpful and all the programs 

we need are available. The inexpensive 

printing price is another perk.” Like 

so many other students at the Hebrew 

University, the Ginges-Australia Centre  

has become an essential part of 

Weinberger’s study routine, allowing her 

to pursue her quest for knowledge —  

one click at a time. 
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Advanced 
monitoring and 
control systems 
ensure high levels of 
service 

Agnes and Berel 
Ginges visit the 
Berel Ginges-
Australia Computer 
Centre, Mount 
Scopus
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Children 

‘the amalgamation of 
scientific knowledge with 

social commitment’

RAMI Benbenishty would like to make the 

world a better place — and his starting 

point is Israel’s children. Idealistic and dedicated, Professor 

Benbenishty is determined to make an impact by attacking 

communal and domestic violence, enhancing the lives of 

youth in foster and residential care, and devising treatment 

approaches for children with a range of developmental 

difficulties. His modus operandi is a research group of some 

10 like-minded faculty and graduate students at the Paul 

Baerwald School of Social Work and Social Welfare. Founded 

in 2002, the aims of the Mental Health and Well Being in 

Childhood and Adolescence (MHWBCA) research group  

are as wide-ranging as are the issues  

it addresses. 

Benbenishty, incumbent of the 

Gordon Brown Chair in Social Work, 

established the group “to create a 

critical mass of researchers involved in promoting the well-

being of children and youth.” The aim is to have “an impact 

on the students we teach and on communal practitioners, 

both in education and social welfare, and on policy-makers.” 

While acknowledging the importance of excellence in 

academic research, Benbenishty expresses satisfaction in 

the group’s activist role in promoting intervention programs, 

initiating projects and advancing legislation. “Our guiding 

principle is the amalgamation of scientific knowledge with a 

deep social commitment,” he says.

Benbenishty himself is involved in topics ranging from 

school violence to the impact of terror on youth to decision-

making in child welfare. He uses one of his research 

interests — the rights and needs of children and adolescents 

in foster and residential care — to illustrate how scholarly 

research reverberates well beyond the ivory tower, from the 

Knesset to the Education and Social Affairs Ministries to 

residential homes throughout the country.

It was while serving on the Rotlevy Public Committee, 

charged with proposing a new set of child welfare laws 

based on the UN Convention for the Child, 

that Benbenishty identified a new area 

relating to the transition period for youth 

“graduating” from out-of-home care. 

“What happens to them ‘the morning 

after’ is a domain that had — until now — fallen through the 

cracks,” he says. “We proposed a law that covers their needs 

as they grow into adulthood and confront ‘the real world’.” 

Prof. Benbenishty is currently involved, together with 

MHWBCA researchers Drs. Anat Zeira and Miriam Schiff 

and graduate student Yael Cohen, in evaluating experimental 

projects in this area.

For Benbenishty and his colleagues, their work is all 

A broad-based social work research group takes 
on social ills confronting children in Israel
By Shelley Kleiman
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Children 

about building an infrastructure of knowledge upon which 

decisions and recommendations can be made. Take school 

violence. Benbenishty and colleagues from Israel and the US 

conducted a national study of school violence, a worrisome 

phenomenon in Israel. “We were able to identify groups 

of students and even schools that are more susceptible to 

victimization and violence,” he says. And as a result, the 

Ministry of Education is now able to better monitor school 

violence and implement intervention policies. 

AN expert in family violence, Professor Muhammad Haj-Yahia 

focuses much of his attention on the plight of Palestinian 

children in Israel and the Palestinian Authority. He is 

currently working on a cross-national, cross-cultural study 

examining the exposure of Israeli, Palestinian and American 

youth to community violence — which he defines as any form 

of violence outside the home or school, including physical, 

verbal, emotional and sexual abuse — and its consequences 

on mental health. “The issue of community violence is a 

developing field,” says Haj-Yahia. “By comparing groups of 

youth, we’ll be able to map out our findings within cultural, 

political and social contexts.”

Haj-Yahia hopes, even 

expects, his research to 

influence social welfare, health 

and education professionals as 

well as the police and policy-

makers. First, he wants to 

enhance their understanding 

of the very nature of violence 

and the risk-factors involved. 

His ultimate aim, though, is to 

effect the allocation of resources 

for training social welfare, 

education and health workers 

and creating appropriate 

intervention programs. 

Prof. Haj-Yahia also sees the 

role of the research group in 

more practical, basic terms. In 

June 2006, under the auspices 

of the group and in cooperation 

with other bodies, he organized 

an interdisciplinary academic 

and professional conference 

on social, educational and 

health issues surrounding 

Arab children and youth in Israel. The huge turnout included 

leading researchers, practitioners and policymakers in 

the fields of health, education and welfare in Arab society. 

“The very existence of the MHWBCA research group is a 

motivating force in bringing together a large group of experts 

under one roof,” says Haj-Yahia, who also studies child 

maltreatment and witnessing violence in the family, and the 

psychological effects of living in war zones.

FOR both Dr. Miriam Schiff and Dr. Cory Shulman, the 

group — which meets monthly and also invites outside 

experts in child welfare — provides not only moral and 

professional support, but is also a forum for addressing 

both methodologies and what they call “larger issues.” As 

disparate as their research interests are — Schiff’s include 

trauma, risk-behavior and substance abuse, while Shulman 

comes from the field of childhood developmental disorders —  

both come to the group with much fieldwork experience. 

Schiff worked for years as a social worker and school 

psychologist. The ethical questions she raises in group 

meetings reflect her background. “When I interview a trauma 

From left: Prof. 
Rami Benbenishty 
with research group 
colleagues Dr. Miriam 
Schiff, Dr. Cory 
Shulman and  
Prof. Muhammad 
Haj-Yahia
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‘the issue of  
community violence is  

a developing field’

Risk Reduction
Israel’s 330,000 at-risk children and youth are the target of a 

wide-ranging new government program based on the 

recommendations of the Prime Minister’s Committee for 

Children and Youth at Risk which was headed by Professor 

Hillel Schmid, former dean of the Baerwald School of Social 

Work and Social Welfare.

The 34-member ‘Schmid Committee’, which comprised 

experts from all sectors of Israeli society, including members 

of the MHWBCA research group, presented its report to the 

government in March 2006 following two years of research 

and investigation. In January 2007, the government took the 

unusual step of fully implementing the recommendations of 

the committee’s report.

Some NIS 200 million has been allocated to a program 

whose first phase will assist 140,000 at-risk children and 

teens — one-third from Arab families — with an emphasis 

on children under the age of six in order to prevent problems 

later in life. The program, scheduled to begin in September 

2007, will be overseen by an inter-ministerial committee and 

specially appointed coordinators in at least 40 local 

authorities reporting rises in the number of at-risk children.

The program, says Prof. Schmid, gives “highest priority to 

early childhood programs and prevention strategies, as well 

as to the development of advanced management information 

systems and the creation of more facilities at the local, 

community level.”

The Schmid Committee report’s recommendations included 

strengthening the family unit; developing prevention and 

treatment programs for families in crisis situations; reducing 

the incidence of substance abuse and risk-behavior; and 

developing support programs and employment opportunities 

for parents. Special budgets, the report said, should be 

allocated to minority groups, including recent immigrants 

and the ultra-Orthodox, Arab and Bedouin sectors.

victim or spend time with 

kids following a terrorist 

attack, I can’t just walk 

away with my notes for a 

scholarly study,” she says. 

For her, as with other 

members of the group, 

her subjects are not cold, 

clinical samples. 

Schiff recently began, together with Benbenishty, a 

need-assessment study of children in the North following the 

recent Lebanon war. She is studying the possible correlation 

between substance abuse and risk-behavior among children 

and youth and unstable, volatile political and economic 

environments. “The connection to personal trauma has 

always been a clear one, but since 9/11 

researchers have been taking in a much 

broader scenario,” she says.

For Dr. Shulman, a leading authority 

on autism, the give-and-take atmosphere 

of the group’s meetings provides a forum for asking “big-

picture questions” about the nature of a family and how 

much information is the right amount of information. Such 

questions are crucial for Shulman, who is working on a 

pilot project to sub-type children with autism with the 

goal of devising early intervention therapies and helping 

parents cope. Like other members of the research group, 

she combines academic scholarship with field experience 

and still finds time to diagnose and treat individuals with 

developmental disorders.

Is there any way to measure the success rate of the 

group or its individual researchers? “People listen; they 

take us seriously,” says Prof. Benbenishty, whose article 

‘The Contribution of Community, Family and School 

Variables to Student Victimization’, 

co-authored with colleagues Dr. 

Mona Khoury-Kassabri and Dr. Zeira 

and Professor Ron Avi Astor of the 

University of Southern California, 

was selected as the most distinguished scientific article of 

2006 by the American Educational Research Association’s 

Division of Human Development. “Since we don’t have the 

status of a research center, becoming partners in large-scale 

studies is nearly impossible. With adequate resources, I 

am sure that our group could help the Hebrew University 

further fulfill its vision of benefiting society by improving 

the lives of Israel’s children.” 

Prof. Hillel Schmid
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By Jerry Barach

IN a world of human conflict and 

natural disasters, it is not 

easy for a university — even a major 

research university of international 

renown such as the Hebrew University 

of Jerusalem — to make headlines. 

Not surprisingly, it is mainly stories of 

scientific breakthroughs, particularly 

those relating to health and the 

treatment of major diseases, which 

succeed in capturing the attention of 

the world’s media. Examples of recent 

Hebrew University press releases 

that have garnered 

widespread media 

coverage in Israel 

and abroad include:    

• A new method 

for targeting malignant brain tumors 

through inducing the cancerous cells to 

“commit suicide” has been developed 

by a team of researchers headed by 

a professor of biochemistry from the 

Faculty of Science, together with 

collaborators from Germany. 

• Experimental work aimed at 

improving the quality of fruit by a team 

at the Faculty of Agricultural, Food and 

Environmental Quality Sciences has 

led to the discovery of a promising new 

avenue of drug treatment for halting 

the growth and spread of cancer 

cells in animals and humans, but 

without the severe side effects 

of traditional treatments such as 

radiation and chemotherapy. The 

strategy involves isolating the 

malignant tumor from its nutritional 

and oxygen supplies, thereby halting its 

growth and stopping metastases. 

• Heart disease patients who eat the 

Israeli-developed pomelit (a cross 

between the grapefruit and the pomelo, 

known commercially as Israeli Jaffa 

Sweetie) or drink its juice regularly 

can significantly reduce their blood 

cholesterol in comparison to patients 

who do not eat the fruit, according to 

research conducted by a member of the 

School of Pharmacy with colleagues in 

Israel, Japan, South Korea, Germany, 

the Czech Republic and Poland. A 

similar study showed that grapefruit, 

in particular the red variety, can also 

reduce levels of blood cholesterol.

• Weekend athletes 

who overexert 

themselves running 

or playing basketball 

may one day reap the 

benefits of research conducted at the 

Skeletal Biotechnology Laboratory at 

the Faculty of Dental Medicine, which 

shows that adult stem cells can be used 

to create new tendon or ligament tissue. 

• Depression can cause a loss of 

bone mass, leading to osteoporosis 

and fractures, according to joint 

experiments conducted by three 

University laboratories — Brain and 

Behavior, Bone and Brain Trauma. 

The findings, which constitute the 

basis for new, efficient drugs, have led 

the University’s Yissum Technology 

Transfer company to apply for a patent 

for treatment of osteoporosis through 

anti-depressants.

• New evidence that individual differences 

in human 

sexual 

desire can be 

attributed to 

genetic variations 

has been revealed 

by an Israeli research 

team headed by a scientist at the 

Department of Psychology. The findings 

are believed to have an impact on people’s 

understanding of their own sexuality as 

well as to how sexual disorders may come 

to be treated in the future. 

• Eight previously unknown, ancient, 

small animal species within “a unique 

underground ecosystem” in Israel 

were discovered by researchers from 

the Department of Geography and 

the Alexander Silberman Institute of 

Life Sciences. The species, found in 

an isolated, limestone cave between 

Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, are estimated 

to be millions of years old. 

cancerous cells are 
induced to  

‘commit suicide’

One of the unique 
crustacean species 
found in a cave 
between Jerusalem 
and Tel Aviv; normal 
bone tissue (left) and 
bone tissue showing 
serious loss of bone 
mass (right)
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The Courier Mail 
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�0 2007

All About 

EAST Asia has an 

increasingly 

important role on the world stage —  

and although “few Israelis are 

knowledgeable about this part of 

the world, many are hungry to learn 

more about it,” says Dr. Gideon 

Shelach, chair of the University’s 

newly inaugurated Louis Frieberg 

Center for East Asian Studies, whose 

establishment was enabled through the 

generosity of Louis Frieberg of Canada.

The new Center will work closely 

with the Department of East Asian 

Studies, which offers the second most 

popular undergraduate program in 

the Faculty of Humanities. Students 

from a variety of disciplines enroll in 

its introductory courses and its public 

events always draw crowds.

This high profile for East Asian 

studies stems from over four decades 

of activity, during which the Hebrew 

University — the only Israeli university 

offering programs on Korea and graduate 

degrees in East Asian studies — has 

built a strong community of scholars. 

Indeed, it recently hosted the Fourth 

Annual Conference of Asian Studies 

in Israel, which attracted almost 100 

Israeli academics, as well as hundreds 

of students, overseas scholars, 

and interested individuals, from 

businesspeople to diplomats.

The Frieberg Center, says Dr. 

Shelach, allows an expansion of 

activities and facilitates broader 

research. “It will help us bring East 

Asian cultures into various disciplines, 

from art and literature to philosophy.  

It is important for a university not 

to take a Eurocentric perspective, 

but a broad perspective that includes 

all cultures in order to promote 

intellectual development.”

Dror Kochan, Center coordinator 

and a doctoral candidate in East Asian 

studies, concurs. “It is important for 

Israel as a state to have scholars 

striving to understand what is 

happening elsewhere,” he says. “In 

addition to enhancing academic 

activities, the Center will act as a 

bridge between researchers from 

different disciplines who specialize in 

East Asia, and local individuals and 

agencies dealing with the region.” 

Shelach envisions the Frieberg 

Center drawing in professors and 

researchers for short- and long-term 

appointments. He particularly wants 

to attract postdoctoral fellows and 

offer travel scholarships for promising 

graduate students to develop their 

language and research skills. “This 

would allow us to deepen knowledge 

in critical areas, such as modern China 

and Korean studies,” he says.

Kochan has undoubtedly benefited 

from spending prolonged periods in 

China. In researching processes such 

as internal migration and change 

in Chinese urban communities, he 

East Asia 
A new center provides a boost to one of the  
University’s most popular fields of study
By Heidi J. Gleit

Dr. Shelach 
(inset) conducts 
archaeological 
excavations in the 
Chifeng region, 
northeastern China
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is seeking “new social voices and 

activities” and specifically their 

manifestation in public media, cinema 

and art. He has identified a heightened 

awareness of the complexity of 

migration and a connection between 

migration and political change.

MULTIDISCIPLINARY in its outlook, 

the Frieberg Center also seeks to 

cultivate innovative research by 

bringing together scholars from diverse 

fields who are conducting relevant 

research, by offering both funding and 

access to resources such as databases 

and literature in Asian languages.

“By facilitating interaction between 

social sciences and humanities studies, 

the Center promises to benefit not only 

faculty members like myself but also 

the many graduate students in my 

Department who are interested in East 

Asia,” says Center 

member Dr. Galia 

Press-Barnathan 

of the Department 

of International 

Relations. “I hope the Center will 

encourage more people in the social 

sciences to look at East Asia which, 

after all, is one of the most volatile 

regions in the world.”

In his own work as an archaeologist, 

Shelach too sees the Center acting as a 

forum for fertile academic interchange. 

He is surveying the Chifeng region 

in northeastern China in order to 

understand how it developed from  

the beginning of agriculture  

(6,000 BCE) to the beginning of the 

Chinese empire some 6,000 years later. 

Thus, in offering a comprehensive 

picture of the region and its 

development of various political and 

economic systems — pastoral and 

agricultural societies for instance —  

Shelach can provide new insights on 

divergent processes of social evolution 

The Louis Frieberg Center for East Asian Studies, inaugurated in June 2006, will hold 

its opening academic conference in April 2007, followed by an event honoring Professor 

Ben-Ami Shillony, the outgoing incumbent of the Louis Frieberg Chair in East Asian 

Studies and an internationally-known scholar on Japanese culture.

Louis Frieberg, a Holocaust survivor and a successful Canadian businessman, became 

involved with the Hebrew University in 1968, and has supported many of its endeavors. 

He was conferred an Honorary Fellow of the Hebrew University in 1992. Louis Frieberg 

has supported East Asian studies at the University since 1989 when he established the 

Frieberg Chair, whose first incumbent was Professor Emeritus Irene Eber, an expert in 

Chinese translations of the Bible, Jewish communities in China, and Chinese 

intellectuals. By coincidence, both Eber and Frieberg come from Mielec, Poland; only 

after Prof. Eber was named incumbent of the Chair was this connection discovered.

For more information on Louis Frieberg and the Frieberg Center: www.eacenter.huji.ac.il

‘bring East Asian 
cultures into various 

disciplines’

for his Israel-focused colleagues. 

As a social scientist, Press-

Barnathan’s approach to East Asia is 

conceptual. She asks questions such 

as “How much can we learn about 

China by applying our social science 

tools to study it? Can you use Western 

theoretical concepts to study Asia? I 

think that you can if you work carefully.”

For a project on economic incentives 

in peacemaking that she is now 

completing, Press-Barnathan compared 

examples from the Middle East and 

Asia, such as Japan’s relations with 

other states in Southeast Asia, and 

with South Korea.

“Here in the Middle East, the 

economic incentives aren’t as great as 

in Asia, where the potential economic 

benefits were so huge that they have 

pushed people to cooperate. Even 

so, it only works to a certain extent. 

Japan and South 

Korea are major 

trading partners, 

but economic 

cooperation 

didn’t lead to full normalization. Other 

factors need to be considered.” Such 

factors, though beyond the scope of 

international relations, may provide 

a subject for a fellow member of the 

Frieberg Center.

Dr. Guy Podoler, a 

Golda Meir Postdoctoral 

Fellow who is one of 

a handful of Israeli 

experts on Korea, takes a 

sociological, historical — 

and occasionally, political 

science — approach to 

East Asia in his studies 

of Japanese-Korean 

relations. 

He is focusing on how 

each side relates to the 

memory of the Japanese 

occupation of Korea 

and World War II. His 

doctoral thesis looked at 

Korea and the dynamic 

public debate surrounding 

which events and figures 

to commemorate. Now 

working on the Japanese 

perspective, Podoler notes 

that unlike in Israel, 

where there is much  

less anti-German 

sentiment today than in 

the first decades after 

the war, the antagonism 

between Japan and Korea 

remains strong. 

From top: Dror Kochan,  
Dr. Galia Press-Barnathan, 
Dr. Guy Podoler
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IT’S a bright summer day in Jerusalem and the 

lawns of the University’s Edmond J. Safra 

Campus at Givat Ram are teeming with youngsters — a 

group of 9-year-olds scampers after a man holding a large 

butterfly net, children play on the grass, teenagers on class 

break chat in Hebrew, English and Arabic. 

In summer 2006, the University’s Authority for the 

Community and Youth oversaw a record number of camps 

on its Safra and Rehovot campuses as 

well as at off-campus locations, with a 

total attendance of 1,300 youngsters. 

Indeed, when the Lebanon war erupted, 

activities were increased. Generous 

funding from the Sacta-Rashi Foundation and the Bashaar 

Israeli academics organization enabled 159 children from 

Israel’s North to participate in sleep-away camps. 

Though catering to the widest variety of interests, the 

camps shared a common theme of combining learning with fun:

• The Legacy Heritage Fund’s prestigious Internship for 

Young Scientists program brought 30 Jewish high-school 

Summer Fun

seniors from North America to the Belmonte Science Center 

for Youth and Joseph Meyerhoff Youth Center for Advanced 

Studies on the Safra campus for a six-week program. 

Activities comprised projects mentored by University 

scientists, lectures by senior faculty, Jewish learning sessions 

and two weeks of educational tours throughout Israel. 

• Some 90 Israeli and Palestinian 16-17-year-olds 

participated in Middle East Education through Technology 

(MEET) at the Safra campus. The initiative of two young 

Israelis studying overseas, MEET comprises five-week day 

camps over two consecutive summers, with off-campus 

meetings during the school year. Classes taught by student 

volunteers and professionals from the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology focus on subjects such as Java 

programming and teamwork in the first year, followed by 

mentored group projects in the second year. 

• The Landa-Atidim five-day camps at the 

Belmonte Center offered a science-Jerusalem 

experience to 60 Jewish and 60 Arab 

youngsters. Supported by the Landa Center 

for Equal Opportunities in Education and the 

Friends of Atidim, the youngsters conducted lab experiments 

and visited sites reflecting Jerusalem’s status as capital city, 

historic center and focal point for three faiths.

• The Asper Center for Entrepreneurship at the University’s 

Jerusalem School of Business Administration brought 30 

10th-graders to the Safra campus for two five-day sleep-

away camps. Guided by the notion that entrepreneurship is 

Israel’s competitive advantage, the pilot project introduced 

youngsters from Israel’s peripheral 

areas to all aspects of entrepreneurship 

and gave them hands-on experience of 

development of scientific discoveries 

through projects at the Belmonte Center.

• The Meyerhoff Youth Center’s veteran, ever-popular 

day camps at the Safra and Rehovot campuses attracted 

900 youngsters, aged 9-18, to a broad range of two-week 

sessions, from robotics and architecture to creative writing 

and computer programming. Some 50 youngsters also 

attended astronomy, ecology and archaeology sleep-away 

camps in the Negev, Eilat and Beit She’an. 

Participants in the 
Landa-Atidim camp 
at the Belmonte 
Center dissect a heart 
under the instruction 
of a master’s student 
in genetics from the 
Faculty of Medicine 

when the Lebanon war 
erupted, activities were 

increased

Day campers at  
the Meyerhoff Youth 
Center enjoy the 
expansive lawns of 
the Edmond J. Safra 
campus at Givat Ram  
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Your contribution to the Hebrew University has a lasting 
effect in more ways than you think.

Through a gift realized in your will to the Hebrew 
University, you bequeath a memorial in perpetuity to 
loved ones and, perhaps the greatest gift of all, you 
bequeath the gift of knowledge.

From a named scholarship to a research building, your 
gift fosters academic and research progress at Israel’s 
first University, which is also the University of the 
Jewish People. 

A Legacy
To The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

THE HEBREW UNIVERSITY 
OF JERUSALEM. 

MAKE IT YOUR LEGACY.

Call the Friends of the 
Hebrew University near you.
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