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THE recent awarding of two highly prestigious prizes 

to its researchers once again has reaffirmed the 

Hebrew University of Jerusalem’s standing as a vibrant, world-

leading university. Professor Elon Lindenstrauss of the Einstein 

Institute of Mathematics is the first Israeli to have won the 

Fields Medal, which is considered the Nobel of Mathematics, 

while Professors Howard Cedar and Aharon Razin of the Faculty 

of Medicine’s Institute for Medical Research Israel-Canada are 

our first faculty members to have received the esteemed Canada 

Gairdner International Award. Similarly, the Hebrew University 

continues to be a recognized leader in funds awarded by the 

European Research Council — most recently nine of our young researchers 

received ERC starting grants. 

For many of these researchers — as for our students — it is the Hebrew 

University’s astounding breadth of research and teaching areas, and the fertile 

conversation between them, which attracts them to its campuses. This dynamic 

cross-disciplinary interchange also characterizes research and teaching on the 

environment — which is the central theme of this issue of Scopus. The Hebrew 

University is unique in its ability to provide a comprehensive, in-depth picture 

of the many fields and complex issues that surround the environment, thereby 

equipping its students and scholars with the knowledge and tools to effect an 

impact. Indeed, as you will read, while teaching and research on the environment 

are of undisputed academic value, they also have a highly significant local and 

international impact in developing approaches that serve to preserve the planet 

and ensure its sustainability. From the new Environment Fellows scholarship 

program for students and research covering areas such as ecosystem stability, 

coastal conflicts, public health and the development of more efficient water pipes 

to the creation of our new Institute for Environmental Sciences and Natural 

Resources in Agriculture at our Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment and the vast contributions of our alumni to academia and policy, we 

are determined to play a part in global efforts to create practical responses to 

environmental challenges. 

This year, the Hebrew University was privileged to receive an extraordinarily 

generous gift from the Mandel Foundation with the establishment of the Mandel 

School for Advanced Studies in the Humanities. The Mandel School promises 

to change the face of our University by providing the model for an intellectually 

vibrant home for graduate students where they can engage in ongoing interchange 

with their peers and teachers. It is exactly this sort of support from devoted friends 

that allows the Hebrew University to intensify its quest for knowledge, ensure 

its role in the international academic arena with innovative research and nurture 

leadership among its remarkably bright students.

Michael I. Federmann   Menahem Ben-Sasson

Chairman, Board of Governors  President
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Towards a 
Sustainable 
Envir      nment

By Shelley Kleiman

In addressing sustainable development, on national and global levels, four 
Hebrew University scholars from different fields found common ground while 
also disagreeing on fundamental issues. Clearly emerging from their discussion 
was a vibrant academic discourse and the message that a multidisciplinary 
approach is essential to sustain our present and future lives

THE depletion of natural 

resources, poverty, 

global overpopulation, shortages of 

food, water and energy, greenhouse 

gas emissions, pollutants destroying 

the air we breathe and contaminants 

destroying our drinking water.  While 

the list seems to keep growing,  

the key question remains: how can we  

safeguard our immediate wellbeing 

and protect the interests of future 

generations? Sustainability — 

ensuring the wise use and manage-

ment of our planet — might be the 

buzzword of the 21st century, but it 

also extends far beyond the purview of 

environmentalists, touching upon such 

diverse areas as economics, veterinary 

medicine, policy planning, geography, 

agriculture, ethics, philosophy, political 

science and even religion.

Located between two major climatic 

zones (Mediterranean and desert), in 

close proximity to a tectonically active 

fault system (the Dead Sea Transform), 

and near highly polluted mega-cities 

such as Cairo and Istanbul, “Israel is 

undergoing rapid changes, both natural 

and man-made,” says Professor Yigal 

Erel, head of the Fredy and Nadine 

Herrmann Institute of Earth Sciences 

in the Faculty of Science. In addition, 

he adds, “Israel is facing acute 

environmental challenges because of 

its high population density and high 

population growth rate which is putting 

pressure on its own natural resources.”

And yet, says Dean of the Robert 

H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food 

and Environment Professor Aharon 

Friedman, it is “little Israel” — and 

the Hebrew University of Jerusalem 

— that have much to offer towards 

defusing this potential environmental 

time-bomb. Israel, he says, is a perfect 

laboratory “in terms of its geography, 

climate, agriculture and even openness 

of mind.”
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According to Professor Eran 

Feitelson of the Department of 

Geography and the former head of the 

Federmann School of Public Policy 

and Government, most of the water we 

consume is “virtual water,” meaning 

the water used to produce our food, 

be it a slice of bread or a burger. 

Israel, he says, has scored points by 

importing water-intensive crops while 

exporting high-value crops that are 

low in water demand. “The big success 

of the Israeli water economy,” he says, 

“has been in increasing revenue per 

drop of water.” 

It is also important to remember, he 

adds, that none of Israel’s major water 

sources lies within its borders. “Water 

can be a strong basis 

for cooperation, with 

Hebrew University 

researchers 

long involved in 

cooperative water and environment 

projects with scholars in neighboring 

countries and with Palestinians.”

For Feitelson, water is above 

all a social and political issue. For 

example, he asks, “What exactly is 

desalinated water? Is it a product, a 

natural resource, a social good and — 

given trans-boundary flow — to whom 

does it actually belong?” Israel’s own 

experiences with desalination can be 

instructive for others, says Feitelson. 

In Israel and at the Hebrew University, 

he says, “We think about water and ask 

questions that have serious implications 

for other countries, not only ours.”

Useful Land
Israel, says Faculty of Social Sciences 

Dean Professor Avner de Shalit, has 

relatively little wilderness or open 

space. This, he says, has much to do 

with the ruling ideology during the 

country’s formative years. “Essentially 

‘Israel is undergoing rapid 
changes, both natural  

and man-made’

International Environment 
Commencing in August 2011, the Hebrew University and 

Singapore’s Nanyang Technological University (NTU) will 

offer a joint doctoral program in environmental life sciences. 

Co-supervised by faculty members from both universities, 

the first group of four candidates each from Singapore and 

Israel will spend at least one year at the partner university. 

This is the first time that the Hebrew University is offering 

a joint doctoral program with a foreign university. 

The joint doctoral program agreement was signed 

at the Mount Scopus campus in April 2011 by 

Hebrew University Vice-Rector Prof. Yaacov Schul 

(seated, left) and NTU Associate Provost Prof. 

Lam Khin Yong. Looking on (from left) are 

Hebrew University Faculty of Science Dean Prof. 

Gad Marom, Director of the Authority for Research 

Students Rachel Amir, Authority for Research 

Students Co-Chair Prof. Batsheva Kerem, and 

Prof. Tan Ooikiang of NTU. 
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household waste, one out of six has no 

access to clean water. “It might seem 

ironic, but there are many countries, 

such as Canada, which suffer from a 

water crisis, despite having a more 

than ample water supply,” says 

Friedman. “Israel has been instructing 

these countries in how to treat their 

water and to 

make sure their 

treatable water is 

fit for use.”

And it is  

exactly in such areas as water, 

says Erel, that Hebrew University 

researchers have the breadth of 

scientific knowledge to fully expose 

the multidimensional nature of 

environmental issues and the 

underlying processes that trigger 

them. “For example, when looking 

at Israel’s water shortages, we can 

provide scientific data — based on 

records of climate change in the  

region — as to what to expect 

regarding magnitude, frequency and 

duration of droughts.”   

Water Ways
Take water, a key issue when 

discussing sustainability — both its 

quantity and quality. Friedman notes 

that Israel, long-faced with diminishing 

water resources, is a world leader in 

water treatment technologies — from 

reutilizing wastewater and removing 

contaminants in water to developing 

desalination plants. As people around 

the globe continue to pollute their 

aquifers and other fresh water sources 

with industrial, agricultural and 

Right: Israel is a 
world leader in water 
technologies: President 
Shimon Peres (left) 
visits water expert Prof. 
Avner Adin (right) in 
his Water Treatment 
Technology Laboratory 
at the Robert H. Smith 
Faculty of Agriculture, 
Food and Environment

Sasson Tiram

Sasson Tiram

Above, from left: 
Profs. Avner  
de Shalit, Aharon 
Friedman and Eran 
Feitelson
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the idea was to build, even if it meant 

exploiting the environment, in order 

to regain our national character and 

pride,” says de Shalit. Feitelson takes 

it one step further: “Israel is one of the 

densest and fastest growing countries 

in the world and the intensity of land 

use is unparalleled anywhere.” How we 

treat the land, adds Friedman, becomes 

a question of accountability and 

responsibility, not only ideology. 

“In the past,” says Feitelson, 

“agriculture was perceived as prime 

use of land.” Today, he says, it’s not so 

clear — is its purpose to grow food or 

be part of the landscape? Do we want 

a cowshed on the land, or a hothouse 

or a leisure area? “Agriculture and 

the environment must be looked upon 

as a single entity,” says Friedman. 

“In the past you let your cows walk 

around and no one cared where their 

urine went,” he says. “Today, we must 

prevent groundwater — and soil — 

contamination.” Clearly, land use is a 

challenging question for scientists and 

policy makers alike. 

For Erel, such questions might 

soon become irrelevant since Israel, 

he says, is closely approaching the 

carrying capacity of the land. “The 

only solution is a wise, sophisticated 

and technologically advanced use 

Water Authority
“Water is not ‘expensive’ but it is certainly precious,” says Professor Uri Shani, the outgoing 

director of Israel’s Water Authority. “If we undervalue it, we won’t appreciate it.” Shani is a 

member of the Department of Water and Soil Sciences in the new Institute for Environmental 

Sciences and Natural Resources in Agriculture at the Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food 

and Environment; his expertise is in the environmental impact of water salinity, drought stress 

and irrigation management. From December 2006 until early 2011, he headed the Water Authority 

which is tasked with ensuring a comprehensive view of the county’s water needs, with responsibility 

for economic aspects of the water sector and with overseeing water consumption in Israel through 

secondary legislation. 

Shani describes his mission as having been to “secure Israel’s water supply and ensure that its 

water resources are less dependent on the unpredictable forces of nature.” Fulfilling this mission, 

he says, has required a two-pronged approach which focuses on “more reasonable water consumption 

and more desalination plants.” Indeed, he has been a leading player in the turnaround in Israel’s 

water situation.

“When I began at the Water Authority, Israel was desalinating some 100 million cubic meters of 

water per year. During 2011, that figure will reach over 330 million cubic meters and by 2013, 

desalination plants should be providing the country with 620 million cubic meters of fresh, 

desalinated water.”

For Shani, the main challenge has been achieving “water balance” between supply and demand, 

while also taking into account factors such as drought, population growth and higher standards of 

living. A major achievement, he says, has been the reduction in domestic fresh water consumption 

by some 150 million cubic meters per year through a combination of admittedly unpopular price 

hikes and public information campaigns.   

Israel’s water sector, says Shani, is highly developed compared to those of other countries, many 

of whom look to Israel for its expertise in desalination, recycled water utilization and water security 

technologies. “We are the most efficient country in recycling wastewater, with 80 percent of it used 

by agriculture. Spain comes next with just 17 percent.” Israel, he adds, has the fastest rate of growth 

in desalination plants in the world.

While at the Water Authority, Prof. Shani visited a wide range of countries — including France, 

Germany, Spain, Turkey, Kazakhstan, China, Australia, India and several US states — in order to both 

gain knowledge and share Israel’s own knowledge and experience. He likewise has hosted many 

water experts from abroad and reports that the biannual government-sponsored WATEC Israel 

conference and exhibition has a very large overseas attendance.

While Shani has now completed his work as Water Authority director 

and has returned full-time to the Smith Faculty, he will continue to head 

one of the Authority’s central activities, the World Bank-funded Red Sea 

- Dead Sea water conduit project with partners from Jordan and the 

Palestinian Authority. The project seeks to halt the shrinking of the Dead 

Sea and, says Prof. Shani, is probably one of the few areas where such 

trilateral cooperation is active; the group hopes to launch a large pilot 

project shortly.

As for his personal philosophy on the environment and its sustainability, 

“the preservation of the rural environment and nature should be a major 

focus both nationally and globally,” says Shani. “There is a strong 

psychological need — especially for a stressed country like Israel — to 

see green fields. It is an essential ingredient.”
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Prof. Yigal Erel
Head of the Fredy and Nadine Hermann Institute of Earth 

Sciences in the Faculty of Science, his research interests 

include isotope and environmental geochemistry and he is 

particularly intrigued by the impact of human activities on 

metals, which often lead to unsustainable scenarios. “The 

main challenge,” says Erel, “is how to create a flourishing 

society with no population growth while using renewable 

resources in a sustainable manner.”

Prof. Eran Feitelson
A member of the Department of Geography and the former 

head of the Federmann School of Public Policy and 

Government in the Faculty of Social Sciences, Feitelson 

headed the environmental team in the Israel 2020 Strategic 

Plan and edited the Sustainable Development Indicators in 

Israel summary report (2004) by the Jerusalem Institute for 

Israel Studies. He focuses on “how sustainability can be 

turned from a vague concept to a practical strategy, searching 

for meanings that underlie this concept and tools that can 

formulate a sustainable strategy.”

of our natural and social resources 

and a socially fair distribution and 

sharing of these resources, within 

Israel and between Israel and its 

neighbors.” 

Friedman offers an example. In 

agriculture throughout the world, 

the aim is to increase crop-per-acre 

output by reducing crop loss, which 

can be as high as 50 percent due to 

pests and weeds throughout the world. 

The challenge, he says, is to replace 

insecticides, pesticides and herbicides 

with non-invasive methods. If the yield 

is thus maximized, there would be no 

need to take over additional land for 

agricultural purposes. It is at facilities 

such as the Smith Faculty’s new 

Institute for Environmental Sciences 

and Natural Resources in Agriculture 

(see page 12), adds Friedman, that 

researchers from diverse fields are 

joining forces to combat exactly this 

type of challenge (see profile of Dr. Yael 

Helman, page 23).

No Room
Beyond land use, water and food 

consumption, one cannot discuss 

sustainability — meeting the needs  

of the present without compromising 

the needs of future generations — 

without addressing the question of 

global overpopulation.

Warning that “within a few decades 

humanity will reach its maximum 

manageable size,” Erel strongly 

advocates a “dramatic slowdown of 

Prof. Aharon Friedman
The dean of the Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment is the Ron D. Barbaro Professor of Veterinary Medicine in the 

Department of Animal Sciences, an expert in immunology and a highly 

praised teacher of histology, physiology and immunology in animal 

sciences and veterinary medicine. An avid cyclist, Friedman is working on 

developing molecular tools to determine stress in domestic animals. 

“Animal welfare is also an important issue for sustainability since it 

impacts the environment (waste production) and the demand for food.”

Prof. Avner de Shalit
The dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences is the Max Kampelman Professor 

of Democracy and Human Rights in the Department of Political Science and 

a former fellow at the Oxford Centre for Environment, Ethics and Society. An 

environmental activist and accomplished musician, de Shalit researches and 

teaches areas such as equality, democracy and human rights, environmental 

politics and environmental political theory. Sustainability, he says, is “like 

observing a beautiful statue from various perspectives, and seeing something 

different, yet related, from each angle or viewpoint.”

Sasson Tiram
Sasson Tiram
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Education and 
the empowerment 
of women are key 
influences on the 
decrease in the overall 
global fertility rate
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population increase.” This is a thorny 

issue, especially in a country such as 

Israel which promotes a high birthrate 

for historic, national, religious and 

even ethical reasons. Erel is not blind 

to these concerns, yet remains resolute 

that “if the number of people in Israel 

and their standard of living continue 

to increase at their current rate (and 

we also have to consider the trend of 

increasing longevity), we are going to 

face severe environmental, sociological 

and economical problems.”

Not everyone agrees. If anything, 

says Feitelson, the overall fertility rate 

around the globe, including Israel, 

has been decreasing, and he estimates 

that the world population will stabilize 

at 9-12 billion people. Secularization, 

education and the empowerment of 

women are key influences on this trend, 

with poverty also playing a major role. 

Plus, says de Shalit, the knowledge 

that the larger the family, the greater 

the chances of falling below the poverty 

line, is beginning to create a downturn 

in family size not only in western 

nations but in developing nations too, 

such as Uganda. 

The entire world population, he 

adds, could be squeezed into the State 

of Texas were it divided into families 

of four, with each family allocated 

400 square meters and various other 

specific living conditions. 

The problem, concur de Shalit and 

Feitleson, is not overpopulation but 

distribution and over-consumption. 

The middle classes — including in 

China and India — are expanding, 

with their predilection for cars, planes, 

dishwashers and daily showers. In 

Israel, says de Shalit, we throw away 

about one-third of what we buy — 

“that’s not over-consumption, it is 

irresponsible consumption.” 

This is where policy tools, education 

and long-term thinking come in, 

Israel’s own experiences 
with desalination can be 

instructive for others

says Feitelson. It has to be 

a package deal, with pricing 

and regulation just one 

aspect. Moreover, creating 

an environment-friendly 

infrastructure cannot always be about 

the big picture, he says. For example, 

“you can’t expect people to use bikes 

instead of cars if there is nowhere safe 

to lock your bike.”

 

Outside the Box
Raising consciousness on a social and 

political level, asking individuals and 

governments to make difficult — but 

informed — choices, is paramount, 

concur all four scholars. And this 

involves utilizing our most important 

resource: the human mind. For Eran 

Feitelson, “it boils down to investing in 

higher education.” 

Clearly, the environment is an 

issue which crosses disciplines and 

the goal is to get everyone around 

a table to “talk environment, talk 

sustainability.” These are not one- or 

even two- dimensional issues, says 

de Shalit, and you need the combined 

input from experts in a wide variety of 

fields in order to develop solutions that 

policy makers, industry and individuals 

can adopt. Toxic waste disposal, for 

example, is not simply a scientific and 

technological issue. You need to ask 

whether we need so much and if we can 

avoid it completely. 

The same goes for food production. 

What is the acceptable number of 

chickens you can put in a cage, asks 

Friedman. Then again, if you start 

raising free-range chickens on a large 

scale and marketing organic eggs, he 

says, productivity decreases, prices 

rise and a basic food could become 

unaffordable.

“There is no time, it is all urgent, 

and confronting these issues plays a 

vital part in our work at the Hebrew 

University,” says de Shalit. It is 

imperative, he says, to move beyond 

the ivory tower (“which many of us 

already do”) — to meet with decision 

makers, with politicians and journalists 

and translate basic research into 

policy proposals. Academics, concurs 

Feitelson, do not — and should not 

— just sit in their labs; they must be 

“policy entrepreneurs.” 

De Shalit recalls an international 

survey asking people to list the 

three most important issues on the 

political and social agenda. In most 

democratic countries, the environment 

was listed either first or second, with 

the exception of Israel where security 

issues tend to come before all else. 

“The greatest challenge,” he says 

“becomes to democratize or at least 

educate the world so people will fight 

for their environmental rights — for 

themselves, for their children and their 

children’s children.”  
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In food production 
(top), what is the 
acceptable number of 
chickens in a cage? 
Right: Irresponsible 
consumption leads 
to people throwing 
away a significant 
proportion of  
their purchases
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Out 
Five Hebrew University 
alumni grapple 
with environmental 
challenges in their  
day-to-day work

By Heidi J. Gleit

Environment, to me, is about what we share and it is an 

agenda that can bring people together. The environmental 

agenda has an alternative vision of what society looks like.”

The field of education attracted him for similar reasons. 

“Education is also about making the world a better place 

— looking with more critical eyes at what we do in order 

to make things better,” he says. Indeed, 

this approach led Schwartz to establish, 

together with co-kibbutz member and 

Hebrew University alumnus Dr. Jeremy 

Benstein, the Heschel Center in 1998 

in order to promote understanding 

of the environment within the context of social justice, 

economics, and sustainability. Today, it operates a wide 

range of educational and advocacy programs, working with 

hundreds of schools and teachers, with government officials 

and directly with municipalities. It also runs an annual 

fellowship program for 20 mid-career professionals, many of 

whom have gone on to fill leadership roles — and thereby, 

says Schwartz, broadening “the spectrum of advocates for 

the environment: we need planners, industrial designers, 

farmers, lawyers, community organizers, everyone.” The 

Heschel Center also offers courses for civil engineers and 

local leaders and assists journalists.

Alongside his work at the Heschel Center, Schwartz serves 

on the board of several environmental organizations and is on 

the faculty of the Hebrew University’s Melton Centre where 

he teaches courses on the relationship between Judaism, 

There
IN recent years, Israel has made significant progress 

on the environmental front, from raising public 

awareness to implementing well thought-out policy. More 

than a few of the people behind these changes are Hebrew 

University alumni. And each year, they are joined by younger 

alumni who are dedicated to using the knowledge, skills and 

training in critical thinking they have 

obtained during their studies to bolster 

Israel’s ongoing efforts to preserve the 

environment for future generations.

“A sea change has taken place 

in Israel over the past decade,” 

says Dr. Eilon Schwartz, executive director of the Heschel 

Center for Environmental Learning and Leadership. “There 

is much greater awareness of environmental issues today. 

However, the situation is worse and the negative trends are 

accelerating. The question is: will they balance out each 

other?” Despite his concern, Schwartz is optimistic. “There 

are incredible things happening on the local level — people 

are building healthy communities for themselves.” 

Schwartz immigrated to Israel in 1983 and lived on 

Kibbutz Ketura until 1991, before settling in Tel Aviv. He 

did his doctorate in educational philosophy at the Hebrew 

University and has maintained his involvement in its Melton 

Centre for Jewish Education. “I grew up in the Young Judaea 

Zionist youth movement in Levittown, New York, and was 

convinced it was important to make the world a better place,” 

he says. “I knew I wanted to be involved in social change. 

‘The environmental agenda 
has an alternative vision  
of what society looks like’ 

Heschel Center 
executive director 
Dr. Eilon Schwartz 
teaching at the 
Hebrew University’s 
Rothberg 
International School

Sasson Tiram
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education and the environment. He regards Jewish education 

as cultural criticism — “Jewish identity isn’t just one’s 

religious practices, but how one acts in the world.”

Small Changes, Huge Results 
Dr. Anat Rozen, who did her doctorate in biochemistry 

and plant physiology at the Robert H. Smith Faculty of 

Agriculture, Food and Environment, shares Schwartz’s 

optimism. Reflecting on Israel’s progress since 1996, when 

she became the general manager of the Ashdod-Hevel Yavne 

Regional Association for Environmental Protection, Rozen 

says: “You make small changes and the result is huge. There 

has been a major change in public 

awareness. However, environmental 

protection is a process and there is 

always more and more to do.”

Jerusalem-born Rozen, who lives on 

Moshav Timorim near Kiryat Malachi 

in Israel’s south, developed an interest in environmental 

issues as a student. “I took as many courses as I could on 

the topic, which was a lot 25 years ago even though it was 

not yet a formal field,” she says. She spent several years 

as the hazardous materials coordinator at the Ministry of 

Environmental Protection before moving on to her current 

position, heading one of Israel’s 10 regional associations for 

environmental protection.

The association, which has similar authority to a 

municipality in that it can pass regulations and fine 

prosecutors, consists of eight communities, the largest 

of which is Ashdod. “We have every problem that you can 

think of — a port, beaches, construction, heavy industry, 

everything,” she says. “There are many recycling facilities in 

Ashdod, which is great, but they need a lot of supervision.”

The association was the first in Israel to formulate 

policy on hazardous materials, mapping 

factories and other sites that pose a 

threat and planning a professional, 

round-the-clock response system. The 

association also works with factories to 

monitor and reduce dangerous emissions, 

which can impact air, water and land quality. “It is a  

complex process that began a decade ago,” says Rozen  

“but we are continuing to pursue it and to help advance 

related legislation.”

She and her team are similarly involved in rehabilitating 

the Lahish River and polluted land, with the association 

also investing “extensive human and financial resources 

in educational outreach at schools and informal education 

settings and among adults, soldiers, and factories,” she says.

A recent visit to China as a member of an Israeli 

delegation was instructive, says Rozen. “I realized that we 

have much to learn from each other and that environmental 

issues transcend borders. We influence each other and can 

cooperate to move forward.”

Being Responsible 
It was while studying for her master’s degree in 

environmental studies at the Hebrew University’s Faculty 

of Science in 2004 that Lena Levi Filiba began working 

at the Ministry of Environmental Protection. She had 

immigrated to Israel from Turkey in 2002, a few years 

after earning a degree in environmental engineering at the 

Istanbul Technical University. “By doing a master’s in Israel, 

I converted my existing knowledge into Hebrew and also 

obtained new knowledge,” she says.

“My older brother’s wife works in the field of 

environmental technology and I had always been fascinated 

by her descriptions of her work. It was an area I just had 

to study,” she says. “I am very idealistic, perhaps too much 

so, but I believe we should be responsible. We can use 

‘environmental protection 
is a process and there is 

always more do’

Ashdod-Hevel Yavne 
Regional Association 
for Environmental 
Protection general 
manager Dr. Anat 
Rozen at Ashdod port

Sasson Tiram
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technology to reverse the negative effects of technology.”

As a student, Filiba also worked as an environmental 

engineer in the private sector. “I saw that there too there is 

much to do but it is more case-by-case; at the ministry I deal 

with policy and can make a difference. We are paving a new 

path,” she says. “My overall goal is to heighten awareness of 

environmental issues in Israel at all levels.”

Recently appointed as a coordinator in the Ministry of 

Environmental Protection’s business licensing division, Filiba 

helps write the environmental requirements a business must 

meet to obtain a license as part of a government reform in 

business licensing. In previous roles, Filiba has been involved 

in a wide variety of issues at the ministry, from reducing solid 

waste to dealing with hazardous substances and to preparing 

a comprehensive position paper on the national water system 

for the ministry. 

“We are changing the situation in Israel regarding 

waste,” says Filiba, who helped launch a program to cut 

down on waste in industry. “We want to focus on reduction 

at the source, not just recycling. The ministry will provide 

financial incentives to industry for reducing waste, thereby 

leading it to rethink its products.” She is enthusiastic 

about the concept of leasing equipment instead of buying it, 

explaining that it gives the provider an incentive to maintain 

and upgrade equipment instead of replacing it, and thus 

decreasing the amount of waste produced.

Essential Policy 
His experience as an environmental lawyer and consultant 

has made Faculty of Law alumnus Yuval Laster acutely 

aware of the need to create effective policy in the realm of 

the environment. Indeed, he is currently devoting himself 

to completing his doctorate at the Hebrew University’s 

Federmann School of Public Policy and Government. “Our 

environment has limited resources and policy must be 

created to protect them. The need to formulate policy, both in 

Israel and in the world, can only increase.”

His law background helps, he says. “There is a strong 

link between law and policy. Policy is usually translated 

into a law or several laws and you need to understand the 

existing law to see why policy doesn’t work,” says Laster, 

whose doctorate focuses on the interconnections between 

energy and water infrastructures and their effect on the 

environment. “Israel is starting desalination and looking 

at renewable energy sources. Both are complicated from 

an environmental perspective. For example, desalination 

requires two to four times more energy than regular water 

supply sources, which is a problem in a carbon-restricted 

world. And open landscapes, a relatively scarce source in 

Israel, are needed in vast amounts to produce solar energy.”

Up until this year, Laster combined his doctoral research 

with running the environmental clinic, which he established 

at the Israel Justice Center: Law Clinics for Social 

Responsibility at the Hebrew University’s Faculty of Law, and 

serving as a consultant to the Society for the Protection of 

Nature in Israel and Eco Energy, a private company active in 

the energy, environmental, and infrastructure sectors.

It was after completing a master’s degree at the London 

Opposite:  
Coordinator in 
the Ministry of 
Environmental 
Protection’s business 
licensing division 
Lena Levi Filiba. 

Below: Yuval Laster 
(center, red shirt) 
on a field trip with 
students from the 
environmental 
clinic in the Faculty 
of Law’s Israel 
Justice Center: Law 
Clinics for Social 
Responsibility
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School of Economics and returning home to Jerusalem that 

Laster suggested adding environmental protection to the 

Law Faculty’s Israel Justice Center, a network of 13 clinics 

which enables law students to obtain professional experience 

while contributing to society. The environmental clinic is 

now in its fourth year with some dozen 

students participating each year. 

“The idea is to expose students to an 

environmental lawyer’s role by dealing 

with real clients and real cases, writing 

laws, and acting as legal consultants,” says Laster.

“One area of activity is finding ways to use tort law in 

the environmental arena. You could defend the environment 

through appeals against the government and its agents, but 

we decided to forge a different route and have citizens sue 

for monetary compensation for potential damage.” 

Effective Advocacy 
Soon after immigrating to Israel from San Diego in 1999, 

Sarit Caspi-Oron concluded that in order to make a 

significant contribution to the environment, she would need 

a stronger science background. This led her to her master’s 

degree in environmental science with a focus on water 

treatment technology at the Hebrew University’s Faculty of 

Science, where she was a student of Prof. Avner Adin, who 

today heads the Water Treatment Technology Laboratory at 

the Smith Faculty’s new Institute of Environmental Sciences 

and Natural Resources in Agriculture.

After working briefly in the private sector, Caspi-Oron was 

selected to fill a new position at Mekorot, Israel’s national 

water company, with a mandate to prevent the pollution 

of several hundred wells and springs in northern Israel. 

Caspi-Oron conducted environmental surveys to ascertain 

sources of pollution, which she would report to the Ministry 

of Environmental Protection or the Israel Water Authority. 

“Although I would identify the problem, I didn’t have the 

power to address it,” she says.

This prompted her to switch to the non-governmental 

sector, where she has served as the water scientist for the 

advocacy organization the Israel Union for Environmental 

Defense (Adam Teva V’Din, IUED) — which was founded by 

Hebrew University alumnus Dr. Alon Tal — for the past two 

years. “I am fighting from the outside to promote the agenda 

I believe in,” she says. “I always wanted to work at IUED — 

it’s at the forefront of environmental policy and legislation 

and has had a major impact. We are a key player in pushing 

government to aspire for more in terms of both legislation 

and enforcement.”

Caspi-Oron is head of the IUED water initiative, working 

closely with an environmental attorney and others to 

improve protection of water resources. “We currently have 

a number of cases in the High Court of Justice to force the 

government to enact different standards and regulations. 

For example, one case calls on the 

government to update the current drinking 

water standards which were last updated 

10 years ago, based on 17-year-old 

recommendations. Our knowledge about 

water pollutants and their health risks has greatly advanced 

during this period — the standards need to reflect that.”

Caspi-Oron is doing similar work regarding treated 

sewage water used for agriculture. In January 2010, after 

many years of pressure from IUED, the Knesset approved 

new regulations. “We expect a drastic improvement in 

effluent quality, which will have a positive impact on water 

and soil quality,” she says.

Caspi-Oron is particularly proud of IUED’s advocacy in 

Keseife, a small Bedouin town in the Negev. “Part of Keseife 

was not connected to the sewage system and so sewage was 

flowing openly. The residents spent 10 years dealing with 

this, got nowhere and finally turned to IUED,” she says. 

“Within a year, the Beersheba District Court ordered the 

municipality to correct this immediately. Within three months 

the work had been done and the quality of life in Keseife had 

drastically improved.”  

‘I am fighting from the 
outside to promote the 

agenda I believe in’

Israel Union for 
Environmental 
Defense water expert 
Sarit Caspi-Oron (in 
green) and colleagues 
on site visit
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Grow
By Heidi J. Gleit

The new Institute for Environmental 
Sciences and Natural Resources in 
Agriculture follows a tradition of wise 
giving and innovative donor support

WHEN Canadian 

Friends of the 

Hebrew University leader Ronald 

Appleby discovered that there was 

very little research in forestry and 

environmental planning in Israel due to 

lack of funding — unlike Canada where 

such research is supported by the well-

developed forestry industry — it was a 

perfect fit. A former national president 

of the Canadian Friends and a governor 

and honorary doctorate recipient of the 

University, he wanted to support both 

the University and the environment.

The resulting Ronald Appleby 

Program in Forestry, Landscape 

Management and Sustainable 

Development at the Robert H. Smith 

Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment was established in 

2005 in cooperation with the Jewish 

National Fund. The program, headed 

by Dr. José Grünzweig (see page 19), 

grants annual scholarships to over 

a dozen undergraduate and master’s 

students who combine hands-on work 

in JNF forests with a unique academic 

course that provides them with a 

holistic perspective on central issues in 

forestry, landscape management, and 

sustainable development.

“The aim is to advance forestry in 

Israel to a higher level by providing 

scholarships to the next generation of 

leadership in the field,” says Appleby, 

who hopes that the scholars’ research 

will help prevent disasters such as 

the Carmel Mountains forest fire in 

December 2010.

Kenneth L. Stein, a longstanding 

member of the American Friends of the 

Hebrew University’s Board of Directors, 

was attracted to support environmental 

research at the Hebrew University 

because, he says, it “is probably one of 

the most innovative places of its kind 

on the planet. The Robert H. Smith 

Faculty, and the Hebrew University in 

general, deliver more research bang 

for the buck than institutions in other 

parts of the world.”

Let it 
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Stein, a Hebrew University governor 

and honorary doctorate recipient, is 

particularly enthusiastic about the 

work of Professor Jaap van Rijn in 

aquaculture, which allows fish to be 

raised commercially in environment-

friendly, zero-discharge closed systems. 

“He is one of the most inventive 

scientists in the field,” says Stein, who 

has fished all his life. “What he has 

accomplished is evident in Hudson, New 

York, where fish raised in the system he 

developed is sold to local restaurants 

throughout Columbia County.”

IT is this same donor insight and 

commitment that the University is 

now seeking for its new Institute 

for Environmental Sciences and 

Natural Resources in Agriculture 

and associated Research Center for 

Agriculture, Environment and Natural 

Resources (RCAENR). Building on the 

Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, 

Food and Environment’s proven 

record in sustainable agriculture, the 

Institute will unite a multidisciplinary 

team of researchers from disparate 

departments and associated centers to 

tackle challenges to the environment 

related to agriculture.

“Using Israeli agriculture as a 

unique model, it will act as a hub 

that increases teaching and research 

capabilities, academic discourse and 

interdepartmental exchange,” says 

Institute founding head Professor 

Yitzhak Hadar. “In our teaching, we aim 

to nurture scientists and practitioners 

who will have the intellectual curiosity, 

foresight and skills to take up the many 

challenges and dueling needs that are 

inherent in balancing sustainability with 

high yields. And in conducting research 

that addresses how to increase yields, 

bring about reductions in prices, and 

make food plentiful and potentially 

more affordable to those in developing 

countries — while, of course, ensuring 

the use of methods that sustain and 

protect the environment — we hope 

to contribute to human wellbeing and 

social stability worldwide.”

Working closely with the Institute, 

RCAENR will be charged with both 

reinforcing the connection between 

In Smith Tradition
The late Hebrew University leader Robert H. Smith was 

instrumental in helping the Faculty — now known as the Robert 

H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food, and Environment — 

undergo a reorganization process which increased inter-          

disciplinary research and teaching in order to better serve its 

vision to ‘Feed the World.’ Indeed, this vision of research that 

enables both increased production and increased sustainability is 

now being fully implemented. At its core are four major institutes 

and four associated interdisciplinary research centers, including 

the new Institute for Environmental Sciences and Natural 

Resources in Agriculture and its associated RCAENR. Together, 

they facilitate collaborative teaching and research across the 

entire agricultural continuum.

Today, the Smith Family Foundation is perpetuating Robert H. 

Smith’s longstanding tradition of support for the Hebrew 

University. Indeed, many other University friends have joined to 

take up the challenge to assist the Smith Faculty realize its full 

potential in research and teaching, and make a significant 

contribution to human wellbeing.  

researchers within the Institute and 

with outreach to other Smith Faculty 

members to create partnerships.

“A focal point of the Center’s 

research will be wastewater 

reclamation and reuse,” says founding 

head Professor Benny Chefetz. “Current 

and proposed studies range from the 

efficient management of agricultural 

use of surface water, groundwater and 

treated wastewater to dairy farm waste 

management and the sodium dynamics 

of soil and plants under irrigation by 

treated wastewater.”

Other RCAENR foci, says 

Chefetz, will be the struggle against 

desertification and the creation of 

interdisciplinary research in a number 

of agricultural areas such as efficient 

utilization of natural resources, the 

development of effective micro- and 

macro-organisms and the formulation 

of incentives and economical tools in 

agricultural management that protect 

the environment.

“This type of research,” he says,  

“is essential for the development of 

best practices that strike the right 

balance between short- and long-term 

needs in terms of both sustenance and 

a livable planet.”  

‘the Hebrew University is 
probably one of the most 
innovative places of its 

kind on the planet’

Above: The late 
Robert H. Smith 
(third from right) with 
family members (from 
left) David, Clarice, 
Michelle, Stacey and 
Michael at the June 
2008 dedication of 
the Smith Faculty

Opposite: Architect’s 
renderings of the 
new Institute for 
Environmental 
Sciences and 
Natural Resources in 
Agriculture
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A World of 
Australia 
The Australian Friends’ New South Wales Division hosted 

Hebrew University President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson 

and former president Prof. Hanoch Gutfreund during their 

visit to Sydney. In addition to a luncheon co-hosted with 

the Sir Zelman Cowen Universities Fund, Prof. Ben-Sasson 

met with Friends members, the vice chancellors of the 

University of Sydney and the University of New South 

Wales and Hebrew University supporters. From left: 

Richard Scheinberg, Prof. Ben-Sasson, Berel Ginges and 

Friends’ Federal President Robert Simons OAM.

Friends
Punta del Este
Mayor of Jerusalem (inset) Nir Barkat and the Hebrew 

University’s Prof. Cyril Aslanov were guest speakers at 

the Argentinean and Uruguayan Friends’ annual Punta 

del Este summer symposium. From left: Argentinean 

Friends’ President Roberto Nul, Hebrew University 

Associate Vice-President for Latin America, Spain and 

Portugal Joseph 

Benarroch, 

Uruguayan 

Friends’ President 

Pedro Sclofsky and 

Hebrew University 

Vice-President for 

External Relations 

Carmi Gillon. 

Switzerland
A private preview for the Geneva Friends of the Hebrew University, hosted by François Chabanian 

of Galerie Bel Air Fine Art, drew some 50 guests who viewed the ‘Neo post Pop - Ever after’ 

exhibition and were addressed by Florence de Botton, former French Friends president and former 

manager of contemporary art at Christie’s France. From right: Florence de Botton with Olivier and 

Isabelle Pérez.

Israel’s President Shimon Peres was present at the 

Lausanne signing of an agreement for collaborative research 

in neuroscience between the Hebrew University’s Edmond 

and Lily Safra Center for Brain Sciences (ELSC) and the 

Ecole Polytechnique Federale de Lausanne (EPFL). From 

left: EPFL Brain Mind Institute Co-director Prof. Henry 

Markram, Prof. Idan Segev of ELSC, EPFL President Prof. 

Patrick Aebischer, President Peres, Catarina and Philippe 

Amon, Hebrew University President Prof. Menahem  

Ben-Sasson and ELSC Acting Director Prof. Eilon Vaadia.
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Canada 
The Hebrew University’s Institute of Medical Research Israel-Canada (IMRIC) 

and Prostate Cancer Canada signed a memorandum of understanding at 

Parliament Hill, Ottawa. From left: Canada-Israel Interparliamentary Group 

Chair Dr. James Lunney MP, Nathan Jacobson, Canadian Jewish Political Affairs 

Committee Executive Director Mark Waldman, Minister of Industry Tony Clement, 

Prostate Cancer Canada Managing Director Bob Shiell, Hebrew University Vice-

President for External Relations Carmi Gillon, Minister of the 

Environment Peter Kent, Canadian Friends’ National President 

Nathan Lindenberg and Canadian Friends’ National Director  

Rami Kleinmann.

The Scopus Award was presented to former senator Jerry Grafstein 

at the Movers and Shapers gala evening in Toronto, which also 

marked the establishment of the Hon. Jerry and Carole Grafstein 

Network for Cancer Research at IMRIC. From left: Canadian 

Friends’ former national president Ronald Appleby, honoree the 

Hon. Grafstein and Canadian Friends’ National President Nathan Lindenberg.

McGill University Principal and Vice-Chancellor Prof. Heather Munroe-Blum  

received the Scopus Award at a Montreal gala dinner in recognition of the 

creation of solid academic ties between her university and the Hebrew 

University. From left: Montreal Chapter President Monette Malewski, Hebrew 

University honorary fellow Anna Brojde, McGill University Chancellor and 

Scopus Award dinner Co-chair Arnold Steinberg CM, Hebrew University 

President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson, Prof. Munroe-Blum, Scopus Award dinner 

Co-chair Prof. Blema Steinberg and Canadian Friends’ National Director  

Rami Kleinmann.

Belgium 
The Belgian Friends’ Scopus gala took place at the rehearsal hall of the 

Royal Théâtre de la Monnaie in Brussels, where some 300 guests honored 

filmmaker Radu Mihaileanu. Since he was unavoidably prevented from 

attending the event, Mihaileanu’s father and brother, Ion and Dan, accepted 

the award on his behalf from Scopus Award laureate and Belgian Friends’ 

Honorary President Baron Jacques Brotchi. Front row, from left: Dan and Ion 

Mihaileanu with Baron Jacques Brotchi. Back row, from left: Lionel Abelanski, 

Alexsei Guskov, 

Hebrew 

University 

Rector Prof. 

Sarah Stroumsa 

and Belgian 

Friends’ 

President Robert 

Cohen Skalli.

Friends
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United Kingdom 
The annual dinner of the British Friends’ Legal Group at 

Middle Temple Hall was attended by 200 guests who were 

addressed by Master of the Rolls Lord Neuberger and Sharon 

Sionov, the Director of the Israel Justice Center: Law Clinics 

for Social Responsibility at the Hebrew University’s Faculty 

of Law. From left: Lord Neuberger, Sharon Sionov, British 

Friends’ Legal Group Chairman Lord David Pannick QC and 

Friends’ Chief Executive Nigel Salomon.
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United States 
Above: American Friends’ Midwest Region President and 

Chicago attorney Daniel I. Schlessinger (center) of Locke 

Lord Bissell & Liddell LLP was presented with the American 

Friends’ Torch of Learning Award by Dinner Co-chair Michael 

P. Comiskey (left) and Hebrew University President Prof. 

Menahem Ben-Sasson. Proceeds went toward the Israel 

Justice Center: Law Clinics for Social Responsibility at the 

Hebrew University’s Faculty of Law.

Right: Hebrew University Rector Professor Sarah Stroumsa 

marked her first visit to Los Angeles as a guest speaker at 

the American Friends’ Western Region’s Annual Leadership 

Educational Forum. From left: Western Region President 

Mark Vidergauz, Western Region Board member Brindell 

Gottlieb, keynote speaker Rahm Emanuel, Prof. Stroumsa and 

Western Region Vice-Chair Patricia Glaser.

Mexico 
The Mexican Friends’ 40th 

anniversary celebrations 

included a brain symposium 

with the participation of 

members of the University’s   

Edmond and Lily Safra 

Center for Brain Sciences 

(ELSC) and the presentation 

of the Scopus Award to 

Simon Nizri. From left: Isaac Becker, Reyna Nizri, Israel Ambassador to Mexico 

Rodica Radian-Gordon, Simon Nizri, Luba Becker, Hebrew University President 

Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson, Julio Botton, Hebrew University Associate Vice-

President for Latin America, Spain and Portugal Joseph Benarroch, Anita 

Zichlin, Alejandro Zichlin and Dolly Botton.
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Right: Kenneth R. Feinberg (right), the Managing Partner 

and Founder of the Feinberg Group, LLP, was awarded the 

Torch of Learning Award by American Friends’ Honorary 

President Ira Lee Sorkin (left) at a Washington, DC dinner which raised support for the Israel Justice 

Center: Law Clinics for Social Responsibility at the Hebrew University’s Faculty of Law. 

Left: Cesar L. Alvarez (right), the Executive Chairman of international law firm Greenberg Traurig, 

seen here with (from left) Scopus Award Dinner Honorary Chair Phillip Frost, MD and American 

Friends’ Southeast Region President Alex Halberstein, received the 

Friends’ Scopus Award at the Miami event which raised funds for  

student scholarships.

Left: American Friends’ Scopus Award recipient the Hon. Terrence A. 

Duffy (right), the Executive Chairman of CME Group, was congratulated 

by Hebrew University Vice-President for Research and Development Prof. 

Isaiah T. Arkin (left) and Scopus Award Dinner Chair Gary D. Cohn (center) 

at a ceremony in Chicago. The evening’s proceeds went toward pediatric 

medical research at the Hebrew University. 

Aaron Eisenberg
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Germany
Liz Mohn and her daughter Dr. Brigitte Mohn, both of the Bertelsmann 

media conglomerate and the Bertelsmann Foundation, were joint  

recipients of the Scopus Award at a gala dinner held by the German  

Friends in Berlin which included a tribute by German Federal Minister  

Dr. Ursula von der Leyen.  

From left: Scopus Award 

laureates Dr. Charlotte 

Knobloch and Iris Berben, 

Dr. von der Leyen, German 

Friends’ President Dr. Pantelis 

C. Poetis, Dr. Brigitte Mohn, 

Hebrew University President  

Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson  

and Liz Mohn. 

Israel 
The Israel Friends’ seminar marking 50 years since 

the historic Eichmann trial — held in the same hall as 

the trial and featuring many of the key figures involved 

— drew an audience of 700 and received broad media 

coverage. Top: Hebrew University Vice-President for 

External Relations Carmi Gillon (center) chairs a panel 

with (from left) Shaul Shaul, Yosef Klein, Rafael ‘Rafi’ 

Eitan and Avraham Shalom Ben-Dor, all of whom were involved in Eichmann’s 

abduction. Left: Hebrew University President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson with 

deputy prosecutor at the trial Justice Gabriel Bach and Tami Hausner-Raveh, 

daughter of chief prosecutor Justice Gideon Hausner.

Yossi Zam
ir

Right: Attorney Daniel Jacobson, who is a Hebrew University governor and 

honorary fellow, donated a study room for doctoral students in the Faculty of 

Law. He also gave his remarkable collection of letters, greeting cards and other 

ephemera to the University; he is seen here in the study room, showing items in the 

collection to University President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson.

Yossi Zam
ir

Left: Former 

president of the 

University of 

Paris-Sorbonne 

Prof. Jean-Robert 

Pitte was guest 

of honor at a Hannuka party held by the Hebrew University’s Israel Friends, its 

Department of Geography and the Israel-France Chamber of Commerce. From 

left: Hebrew University Vice-President for External Relations Carmi Gillon, Alrov 

Group founder and Chairman Alfred Akirov, Prof. Pitte, Bank Hapoalim Chair Yair 

Seroussi and Israel Friends’ Executive Director Gideon Selinger.

Below: Canadian Ambassador to Israel Paul Hunt hosted 

a reception for Professors Howard Cedar and Aharon 

Razin of the Institute for Medical Research Israel Canada 

(IMRIC) at the Faculty of Medicine who are the first Hebrew 

University faculty members to win the prestigious Canada 

Gairdner International Award. From left: Ambassador Hunt, 

Varda Razin, Prof. Razin, Prof. Cedar, Tzippi Cedar, Hebrew 

University Vice-President for External Relations Carmi Gillon 

and Nobel laureate and Hebrew University alumna Prof. Ada 

Yonath of the Weizmann Institute of Science.
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Fields 

By Anna Wexler

At the Hebrew University, a wide range of 
environment-related research crosses disciplinary 
and faculty boundaries

of Plenty
Dr. Carynelisa Erlick-Haspel:  
Up in the Air
In the mid-1990s, the atmospheric sciences community was 

focused on the hole in the ozone layer and how chemicals 

in refrigerants and aerosol sprays were breaking it down, 

thereby allowing more ultraviolet radiation to reach the earth. 

At the same time, Carynelisa Erlick-Haspel was completing 

her doctoral thesis on a different, but related, question: how 

tiny particles in the atmosphere influence solar radiation.

Dr. Erlick-Haspel, today a senior lecturer in the Fredy and 

Nadine Herrmann Institute of Earth Sciences in the Faculty 

of Science, studied both naturally occurring particles, such 

as water droplets in clouds and residual salt from the sea, 

and man-made particles, such as those caused by pollution. 

She found that, by and large, these particles were scattering 

radiation from the sun. That is, while the ozone hole allows 

more ultraviolet radiation from the sun to penetrate the 

atmosphere, these particles scatter some of the sun’s radiation 

back to space. “It is a partially compensating effect,” she says.

Since then, Erlick-Haspel has continued to investigate 

how particles in the atmosphere influence solar radiation. 

During postdoctoral research at Princeton, she collaborated 

Clockwise from top: Illustration 
of three different methods 
for determining the average 
temperature of the lowest layer 
of the atmosphere when aerosol 
particles cover only part of the 
sky. Conceptual scheme of an 
atmospheric aerosol particle 
comprising a mixture of absorbing 
and non-absorbing soluble and 
insoluble substances. Setup of a 
typical remote sensing problem 
aiming to retrieve the properties  
of aerosols given the intensity 
of the sun’s radiation reflected 
towards a satellite
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with a chemical engineering professor to study more complex 

particles in the atmosphere, such as those that form when 

sea salt, sulfates, nitrates, organic carbon, dust, and soot 

mix together. She found that these complex particles could 

change the properties of clouds: for instance, they could 

allow a cloud to absorb more solar radiation, which in turn 

would heat the cloud layer and cause the air to rise or the 

cloud to dissipate.

Erlick-Haspel came to Israel from the US in 1999 and 

was appointed to the Hebrew University faculty in 2000. 

Though most of her focus is on the role of atmospheric 

particles in current and future climate change, she has been 

branching out into related fields. A recent graduate student 

of hers studied how dust particles may have affected the ice 

ages. Another studied how underwater particles affect light 

propagation under water.  Her current graduate students are 

studying topics such as atmospheric electricity and defects in 

atmospheric ice particles. 

While much of the work on climate change focuses on 

the effects of greenhouse gases, Erlick-Haspel emphasizes 

the need to understand the system as a whole, taking into 

account the effects of atmospheric particles, both natural 

and manmade. “I’m not saying that my calculations are 

going to stop global warming, but I feel that this is my small 

contribution; my work may help inform how we confront 

environmental problems.”

Dr. José Grünzweig: Ecosystem Basics 
“Our main focus is trying to understand how ecosystems 

function,” says Dr. José M. Grünzweig, a senior lecturer in 

the Robert H. Smith Institute of Plant Sciences and Genetics 

in Agriculture at the Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, 

Food and Environment. “Generally speaking, an ecosystem 

is a biological environment — in the case of my research, 

for example, a Mediterranean forest or shrubland — which 

consists of living beings such as plants and animals, but also 

of soil and climate.” 

Grünzweig researches the interactions between the 

ecosystem’s components, and how vital 

elements, such as carbon and nitrogen, 

cycle among the plants, animals, soil 

and the air that make up the ecosystem. 

“This is difficult to grasp, because the 

cycling is not something that you can see,” he says. He can, 

however, measure different parts of the system. “You can 

measure how much nitrogen is taken up by the plants from 

the soil, how fast it returns to the soil, and when it will be 

available for the plants again.”

of Plenty

Grünzweig pays particular attention 

to the fluxes, or how elements move 

from one area into 

another. “This is 

important, because 

organisms rely on these 

basic functions of the 

ecosystem,” he says. 

When these functions 

change, due to events 

such as global warming 

or deforestation, 

the whole system 

is altered. The landscape would change, some plants and 

animals might vanish and humans would also be affected, 

since forests provide natural “services” to human populations. 

“A strong, healthy forest might control 

climate extremes and might filter dust,” 

says Dr. Grünzweig. “When you don’t 

have that forest, people living downwind 

of the forest will feel the effects.”

Swiss-born Dr. Grünzweig, who immigrated to Israel 

in 1986, works together with the Jewish National Fund, 

government ministries and various agencies to simulate how 

ecosystems may fare in the future, when the ground will be 

drier due to climate change. He is currently working on a 

‘the cycling of vital 
elements is not something 

that you can see’

Yael N
avon

From top: Dr. 
Grünzweig buries 
a device to track 
soil nutrients in 
Mediterranean 
shrubland. The 
research team uses 
various equipment 
to measure carbon 
uptake by desert 
vegetation. An 
automatic device 
measures CO2 
emission from the  
soil surface of a 
natural ecosystem
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project that examines the effect that drier atmosphere and 

soils have on trees. 

Together with Smith Faculty colleagues Professor Rony 

Wallach and Dr. Menachem Moshelion, Grünzweig is also 

working on a project to develop drought-tolerant pines and 

pistachio trees for afforestation in areas where natural 

forest services are needed. “It’s important to come up 

with the best possible predictions of how climate change 

and land use — such as grazing and deforestation — can 

affect the ecosystem,” says Grünzweig. “This is essentially 

what we need to understand in order to be able to plan for 

the future.”

Dr. Efrat Morin: Extreme Events
“Almost every year in Israel, there is a flash flood, often in 

the desert,” says Dr. Efrat Morin, a senior lecturer in the 

Department of Geography in the Faculty of Social Sciences and 

the head of the Hydrometeorology Lab. Flash floods  

— sudden, powerful floods caused by heavy precipitation — 

are one of the main causes of human casualties and structural 

damage worldwide.

Morin studies precipitation and hydrological systems, 

examining the relationships between the air, soil and water. 

She specializes in extreme hydro-meteorological events such 

as flash floods and droughts. For flash floods, Dr. Morin 

•	 Avi Moshel, independent consultant, former deputy head of Air 

Quality & Climate Change Division, Ministry of Environmental 

Protection

•	 Dr. Anat Rozen (right), general manager, Ashdod-

Hevel  Yavne Regional  Associat ion for 

Environmental Protection (see page 9)

Advocacy
•	 Sarit Caspi-Oron, water scientist, Israel Union for Environmental 

Defense (see page 10) and colleagues Gilad Ostrovsky (solid waste 

expert), Dr. Arye Wanger (air quality) and Attorney Dana Tabachnik

•	Dr. Eilon Schwartz (left), founder and executive 

director, Heschel Center for  Environmental Learning 

and Leadership (see page 8) and colleagues Dr. 

Jeremy Benstein (co-founder and deputy director), 

Dr. Lia Ettinger (academic supervisor) and Michal 

Impact & Influence
Hebrew University faculty, students and alumni are not only 

influencing environmental issues through their research but are 

actively involved in shaping policy, running educational and 

advocacy  programs, and serving on relevant public bodies and in 

industry. A small sampling includes:

Government
•	 Almost 40 Hebrew University alumni at the Ministry of Environmental 

Protection in a wide variety of professional capacities 

•	 Dr. Miriam Haran (top), former director-general, Ministry of 

Environment

•	 Dr. Yossi Inbar, former director-general, Ministry of Environmental 

Protection

•	 Prof. Eugene Kandel (left), head of the National Economic Council 

in the Prime Minister’s Office, spearheading national plan for 

developing alternative fuels to oil for transportation

Sasson Tiram
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studies storm information provided by meteorological radar 

data and relates it to the formation of flash floods. Prior to the 

availability of radar data, there was little information available 

about precipitation. Rain stations are usually scattered across 

broad areas, sometimes tens of kilometers apart, and often 

don’t detect the smaller storms that cause the flash floods.

“However, with comprehensive radar data, we really have 

much more detailed information on precipitation systems and 

storms,” says Morin. “With this knowledge we can better 

understand the flash flood generation processes and predict 

more accurately where and when flash floods will occur.”

Currently, Dr. Morin is working on a flash flood warning 

system that can predict a flash flood up to an hour in advance. 

After obtaining promising results in laboratory models, she is 

now collaborating with the Israel Meteorological Service to 

make the warning system operational.

While some of her students study aspects of flash flood 

events, at the other end of the hydro-

meteorological spectrum — drought — 

one of Dr. Morin’s students is working 

to develop new ways to quantify and 

classify droughts. Another is studying 

how past precipitation patterns have affected the water level 

of the Dead Sea.

Morin is also investigating the impact of climate change 

on precipitation and hydrological systems, with one of her 

students also focusing on the impact of climate change on 

runoff and flash flood occurrence. Morin’s early results have 

shown that climate in the eastern Mediterranean region 

Shami (deputy director, Green Schools network)

•	 Prof. Alon Tal, founder of the Israel Union for Environmental 

Defense and the Arava Institute for Environmental Studies 

Public Service
•	 Prof. Yona Chen (right), chairman of Joint Reviewing 

Committee, Binational Environment and Energy 

Research Program, France and Israel; former 

president, Israel Society for Ecology and 

Environmental Quality Sciences

•	 Prof. Eli Feinerman (below), member (public 

representative), Israel Water Authority Council; 

board member, Open Landscape Institute of the 

Society for the Protection of Nature in Israel

•	 Prof. Haim Gvirtzman, member (public 

representative), Israel Water Authority 

Council  (see page 30)

•	 Prof. Richard Laster, chair, Kidron Valley/Wadi Nar 

Basin Steering Committee

•	 Prof. Boaz Lazar, member, Lake Kinneret (Sea of Galilee) 

Monitoring Steering Committee, Israel Water Authority 

(see page 22)

•	 Prof. Uri Shani (right), former director, Israel Water Authority 

(see page 5)

Industry 

•	 Yoel Gilon, senior vice president, BrightSource Energy 

•	 Dr. Barak Hershkovitz, chief technology officer, Better Place

•	 Dr. Amit Mor, CEO, Eco Energy Ltd., previously consultant and 

project manager at the World Bank

For updated list, see: 

www.support.huji.ac.il/hu-people/alumni-2/

is becoming warmer and drier. She is currently examining 

detailed records of Israeli data from the last several decades 

to better understand what changes have occurred in 

temperature and precipitation patterns. 

Even though she has been studying precipitation for over 

a decade, Dr. Morin remains fascinated by viewing rainstorms 

on the radar. “There is still a lot to learn,” she says.

Profs. Jonathan Erez & Boaz Lazar: 
Ocean Acidification
“Only about half of the carbon dioxide emitted by burning 

fossil fuels accumulates in the atmosphere,” says Professor 

Jonathan Erez. “About 25 percent ends up in land ecosystems 

like forests, and the other 25 percent is absorbed by the 

ocean, which makes it more acidic. The amount of carbon 

dioxide that is present in the atmosphere has been rising 

steadily since the Industrial Revolution and so oceans have 

increased their acidity accordingly.”

Prof. Erez and his colleague Professor 

Boaz Lazar, both members of the Fredy 

and Nadine Herrmann Institute of Earth 

Sciences in the Faculty of Science, have 

been investigating the effects of ocean acidification on one 

specific ecosystem: coral reefs. 

“Coral reefs are probably the ecosystem that is most 

sensitive to this change,” says Prof. Erez. Coral reefs, 

the oceanic structures that house colonies of tiny living 

organisms called coral polyps, are among the most diverse 

ecosystems on earth. The reefs are built by the corals 

a warning system that can 
predict a flash flood up to 

an hour in advance

Opposite: Dr. Efrat 
Morin’s research 
results (map 
and inset) have 
shown that using 
comprehensive 
radar data provides 
increasingly accurate 
predictions of flash 
floods in the Dead 
Sea area. Map (right) 
shows radar-based 
data for an extreme 
storm in May 2007 
that generated a flash 
flood in the Qumran 
catchment
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dying due to increases in ocean temperature. Models that  

take into account both effects predict that coral reefs  

will start to dissolve in 30-40 years. “It’s a  

grave situation,” says Erez. “The dissolution  

of the coral reef structure will convert  

these magnificent ecosystems into dead piles 

of rubble.”  

Profs. Erez and Lazar and their team 

recently validated their predictions by 

conducting field research in Australia. Their work, which 

was conducted with colleagues from the Carnegie Institution 

for Science in the US, showed that the Great Barrier Reef 

calcification rate was 40 percent less than in the 1970s. 

“This is a direct measurement and fits exactly with the 

predictions of our previous work in Eilat,” says Erez. 

Both researchers credit the Interuniversity Institute 

for Marine Sciences in Eilat, a Hebrew University facility 

used by all Israeli universities, as crucial to their research. 

“Without the Eilat lab and the efforts of our dedicated 

students and our postdoctoral researchers Dr. Jacob 

Silverman and Dr. Kenneth Schneider we couldn’t have done 

the work,” they say.

“If we don’t start to lower carbon dioxide in the 

atmosphere, we’re in for terrible climate and ocean changes,” 

says Erez. “Clearly, we must develop technology to actively 

remove carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.”

themselves, which rely on the calcium carbonate found in the 

ocean to “calcify” the reef’s skeletal structure — much like 

the human body needs calcium from 

food to grow and maintain bones.

But the coral reef calcification 

process is only efficient in non-acidic 

waters. Thus, as the ocean acidifies, 

the ability of the coral to make and 

repair their skeletal structures is 

declining — more rapidly than anyone expected. Models 

created by Profs. Erez and Lazar and colleagues predict 

that in just 10-15 years, corals will be calcifying at just 50 

percent of the pre-Industrial Revolution rate. Add to that the 

phenomenon of coral bleaching, wherein coral reefs are  

‘this direct measurement 
fits exactly with  

the predictions of our 
previous work in Eilat’

Research conducted in the Lizard 
Island area on Australia’s Great 
Barrier Reef (colorized aerial 
photo shows coral cover on 
the reef) by Profs. Boaz Lazar 
and Jonathan Erez (from left, 
standing), seen here with their 
colleagues from Israel and the 
US, validated their original 
predictions of a slow-down 
in coral reef calcification in 
response to ocean acidification
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in order to selectively exploit beneficial bacteria in the soil to 

fight off pathogenic bacteria. 

In the second part of her research, Helman is studying 

how to exploit beneficial bacteria in order to enhance plant 

growth. “If we can identify a group of bacteria that are both 

resistant to the antibiotics produced by other bacteria and also 

produce hormones that can enhance the growth of plants, we 

can take these bacteria and add them to the soil,” she says. 

Using this method, people could “reduce the use of chemical 

fertilizers, which is very important in terms of both preventing 

environmental damage and ensuring safer food resources.”

Dr. Helman’s work involves a constant interaction between 

the lab, where she studies the cell-cell interaction between 

bacteria, and the greenhouse. “We want to use bacterial 

complexity for our benefit,” says Dr. Helman. “But in order to 

do so, we need to better understand how bacteria work.”

Dr. Milka Donchin: Healthy 
Partnerships
Since 1991, Dr. Milka Donchin of the Hebrew University-

Hadassah Braun School of Public Health and Community 

Medicine in the Faculty of Medicine has 

been leading the Healthy Cities program 

in Israel. The program, an initiative of the 

World Health Organization, focuses on 

how local government can improve overall 

public health and reduce inequalities.

“We regard health as broad and holistic,” says Donchin, 

emphasizing that it includes physical, mental and social 

Dr. Yael Helman: Bacteria Smarts
“Even though they are single-celled organisms, bacteria 

are very complex,” says Dr. Yael Helman, a lecturer in the 

Department of Plant Pathology and Microbiology which is 

part of the new Institute for Environmental Sciences and 

Natural Resources in Agriculture at the Robert H. Smith 

Faculty of Agriculture, Food and Environment. Helman 

studies how bacteria interact with one another in the area of 

the soil called the rhizosphere, the region near the roots of 

plants that is rich in nutrients, moisture, and organic matter. 

In this region, explains Helman, bacteria are in “constant 

competition” for space and food (organic matter), with each 

specie’s survival dependent on how efficiently it utilizes 

organic matter and how well it can fight its neighboring 

microorganism. Dr. Helman’s research goals are twofold. 

First, she’d like to develop new strategies to fight plant 

diseases. Each year, 25 percent of world crops are affected 

by plant disease, resulting in an annual loss of $220 billion 

and also reducing the extent to which world hunger can be 

alleviated. Today, when a farmer discovers that his crop is 

diseased, he fights the disease as quickly as possible with 

the strongest — potentially harmful — chemical he can find.

“But the more we fight these pathogens with chemical 

agents, the more they develop resistance,” says Helman. 

“However, if we can use bacteria to 

fight our battle for us, we’ll have a 

more powerful tool. If the pathogens 

evolve a resistance mechanism, then 

the opponent bacteria will — likewise 

— evolve a suitably strong response,” she says. In effect, 

Dr. Helman is studying the “underground chemical warfare” 

employed by competing microorganisms in the rhizosphere 

bacteria are in  
‘constant competition’  

for space and food

D
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uthrie

Dr. Yael Helman’s 
research of beneficial 
bacteria in soil takes 
her from the lab where 
she studies cell-cell 
interaction to (inset) 
the greenhouse where 
she studies plant 
growth in various  
soil composites
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of the masters in public health program at the Braun 

School. While track students study environmental topics 

as part of a mandatory course on sustainable development, 

Donchin chose to open up the course 

— as an elective — to other students 

at the School. It is a move that fits her 

philosophy of constantly encouraging 

multidisciplinary interaction. “If you work 

in a multidisciplinary way, you acquire a broader picture,” 

she says, noting that she hopes to enlist additional partners 

to the Healthy Cities program. “My goal is to bring people 

together to work in partnerships.”

Profs. Daniel Felsenstein & Eran 
Razin: Coastal Clarity
“Coastal areas are prime candidates for conflict, because 

a lot of interests clash there,” says Professor Daniel 

Felsenstein of the Department of Geography in the Faculty 

of Social Sciences. These clashing interests include tourism, 

wellbeing with factors related to 

society, education and environment 

having an impact. “In order to improve 

health, we must facilitate intersectoral 

collaborations,” she says. Indeed, program 

participants include local municipalities, 

health funds, community centers, the 

Ministries of Health, Environment, Welfare, Education and 

Sports, and Braun School faculty members. A committee of 

representatives from each group meets monthly.

The committee researches 

individual cities, one by one and in 

collaboration with the Central Bureau 

of Statistics, and collects a broad 

sample of data on aspects ranging 

from wheelchair accessibility to environmental and health 

issues. “For example, we ask people how they assess their 

local environment regarding air pollution and noise and if 

they have enough gardens, use walking and biking paths, and 

recycle,” says Donchin. 

Quantitative data, such as information on air pollution, is 

also collected. The committee analyzes the data and produces 

a comprehensive report that includes recommendations 

for improvements. The report, prepared jointly with a local 

team, is presented to the relevant mayor and municipality, 

who review it and decide how to prioritize future initiatives. 

Donchin personally follows the progress of each city. 

Although she trained as a doctor, Donchin switched after 

completing her master’s degree in public health. “Instead of 

a stethoscope and all kinds of laboratory tests, epidemiology 

is our tool.”

Along with her work at the Braun School, Dr. Donchin 

also heads the Occupational Health Unit at the Hadassah 

University Medical Center, where she studies ways to 

improve staff safety, health and wellbeing. In one of her first 

projects, she investigated back pain among hospital workers 

and instituted new preventative measures.

Donchin currently heads the health promotion track 

‘instead of a stethoscope 
and laboratory tests, 

epidemiology is our tool’

Sasson Tiram

Dr. Milka Donchin, 
who heads the World 
Health Organization’s 
Healthy Cities 
program in Israel, at 
conferences in Israel 
(inset) and Seoul, 
South Korea
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beachfront development, environmental protection and 

preservation projects, military and security needs, residential 

development, and heavy infrastructure requirements such as 

ports, power stations, and desalinization plants.

“And as well as these pressures and conflicts, there is 

the general issue of development versus preservation,” says 

Felsenstein. Along with colleagues 

Professor Eran Razin, Dr. Itay 

Fischhendler and several graduate 

students, Felsenstein is studying coastal 

conflicts as part of a four-year project called Solutions for 

Environmental Contrasts in Coastal Areas (SECOA). Funded 

by the European Union, SECOA brings together research 

groups from eight European and Asian countries.

“It’s a cross-disciplinary project,” says Felsenstein, 

explaining that the first objective of SECOA is to identify and 

model physical, environmental, economic and social issues 

related to coastal areas. For the physical geography aspect, 

researchers will identify issues related to climate change and 

oceanography, such as sea level rise and the probability of 

flooding and inundation along the coast. Others will create 

environmental and ecological profiles for specific coastal 

sites in each country. Researchers will also identify urban 

development processes and run simulations to determine how 

these processes will influence coastal zone development. 

Another major goal of SECOA is to qualitatively assess 

coastal conflicts and develop methods for their resolution. 

The researchers aim to formulate management guidelines 

and policy tools that would allow governments to protect 

the coastal areas while preserving national interests and 

allowing for economic development. 

Prof. Felsenstein, who immigrated to Israel from England, 

specializes in urban modeling and urban simulation. Prof. 

Razin’s background is in both economics and geography, 

with expertise in local government, 

urban planning and urban policy. 

Dr. Fischhendler specializes in 

environmental politics.  

Each of SECOA’s participant countries has two or three end 

users — representatives of national or local government or 

NGOs — who attend SECOA meetings and offer input to the 

research process. Their participation ensures that the project 

ultimately moves from the academic to the practical realm.

Prof. Razin highlights the importance of working with 

such a broad variety of countries. “Obviously we each come 

Profs. Daniel Felsenstein (left) and Eran Razin. Inset: Maps, based on 
estimates by the Hebrew University SECOA team (opposite), forecast 
coastal inundation for the Haifa area under various scenarios of sea-level 
rise (from left: no inundation, one meter rise and two meter rise) and also 
show areas likely to be flooded by flash-storm waves of up to six meters

‘tools used in one country 
can be useful for others’

Sasson Tiram
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from different political cultures, different administrative 

political frameworks and different planning systems. And 

the physical problems also differ — you can’t compare the 

typhoons in Vietnam to the flooding in Mumbai,” he says. 

“But still, tools used in one country can be useful for others. 

We all have a lot in common and a lot to learn.”

Prof. Erella Hovers:  
Ancient Environments
“For a long time people thought that there was a linear 

evolutionary progression from 

Neanderthals to modern humans,” says 

Professor Erella Hovers of the Institute of 

Archeology in the Faculty of Humanities. 

“That was how things seemed to pattern, 

because in Europe you find Neanderthals between 250,000-

40,000 years ago, and then you find modern humans. This 

European story was the universal model.”

It was a series of discoveries in Israel, says Hovers, 

which helped turn that theory on its head: anatomically 

modern skeletons were found among stone tools typically 

associated with Neanderthal remains in Europe. It was 

determined that these skeletons dated back some 100,000 

years, predating Neanderthals in the region by 40,000 

years and thus indicating that modern humans were not 

Neanderthal decedents. “The whole paradigm changed,” 

says Hovers, whose own research has helped inform the 

complicated story of the evolution of the human lineage.

Today, scientists believe that the human lineage emerged 

in Africa where the first stone tools date back about 2.5 

million years. Thereafter, beginning 1.8 million years ago, 

there was a series of dispersals, one of which led to the 

evolution of the Neanderthals in Europe. At the same time, 

several types of humans evolved in Africa. “One appeared in 

our region 100,000 years ago and a further dispersal 50,000 

years later led to the global colonization of Eurasia and 

Australia by modern humans,” says Hovers. “Also, shortly 

before this last dispersal, Neanderthal groups moved south 

from Europe into the Levant.”  

Whether these early modern humans 

persisted is debatable. Some scientists 

propose that global climatic changes 

impaired the Levant’s capacity to support 

stable human populations and that the early modern humans 

(and later, the Neanderthals) became extinct. Hovers opposes 

this environmental explanation. “Based on data from many 

excavations and from paleo-environmental studies, environ-

mental change here was not as dramatic as in Europe.”

In her ongoing research of the Neanderthals and modern 

humans discovered in Israel, Hovers is studying their stone 

tools, whose shape and design often yield clues about their 

behavior. She also works with scientists who study geology, 

sediments, paleo-climatology, and plant and animal remains 

to deduce what the ancient landscape and environment might 

have looked like. Her research suggests that the Levantine 

ecology could have simultaneously supported Neanderthals 

‘environmental change 
here was not as dramatic 

as in Europe’

Prof. Erella Hovers 
(below) and (right) 
at the Ein Qashish 
middle paleolithic 
excavation site in 
northern Israel where 
the skeleton (inset) of 
an auroch, an extinct 
wild ox, was found
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and modern humans. And since they mostly 

lived in small groups, she believes that 

they could have exploited nearby territories 

without being in intense competition with 

one another.

“I’m trying to understand the 

environmental background to what people 

were doing because my assumption is that 

they had to relate to the environment to survive,” she says. 

“But I think they did it in a very flexible way — while their 

actions were constrained by the environment, they were not 

determined by it.”

Prof. Doron Steinberg: Water Flow
While his research has taken him on an unusual path — from 

teeth to medical implants to desalinization plants — there is 

a common theme to Professor Doron Steinberg’s work:  the 

study of how bacteria adhere to surfaces and form biofilms. 

The head of the Biofilm Research Laboratory at the Institute 

of Dental Sciences in the Faculty of Dental Medicine, Steinberg’s 

initial interest stemmed from dentistry where biofilms that form 

on teeth are commonly known as dental plaque. Since then, 

and for the past decade, Steinberg has 

focused on the problems of biofilms in 

the water system.

“The government plan is that within 

a few years, all the drinking water 

in Israel will come from desalination 

plants,” says Steinberg. At present, 

desalination plants are only marginally cost efficient, he says. 

Beyond the costly reverse-osmosis membranes that filter 

out the salt and the similarly costly energy required to pump 

seawater to the plant and through the membranes, biofilms 

form on the membranes every few months. Not only do these 

biofilms “clog” the membranes so that more energy is required 

to pump the water, but they often necessitate the membranes 

to be replaced at great expense. 

Biofilms also create problems elsewhere in water utilization: 

much of Israel’s agricultural water is recycled water, and 

Prof. Doron Steinberg 
and his team. Slides 
show that a surface 
covered with a 
biofilm (top) becomes 
clogged but, once 
treated, it is clearer 
(below) and water 
can pass through

biofilms form on 
everything from large 
cement pipes to small 
drip-irrigation pipes

biofilms form on everything from 

the large cement pipes carrying the 

purified water to the small drip-

irrigation pipes. In each case, the 

cleaning and replacing of pipes — 

and sometimes an overhaul of the 

entire drip-irrigation system — can 

be very expensive. “If we can avoid, delay or prevent 

the formation of the biofilm, it will reduce the cost of 

water purification and recycling,” says Prof. Steinberg.

Working with Professor Morris Srebnik from 

the Institute of Drug Research at the Hebrew 

University’s School of Pharmacy, Steinberg is doing 

just that. The two scientists built on recent research 

showing that bacteria communicate with one another by 

secreting chemical agents and use this 

“crosstalk” to join together and form 

biofilms, which help protect them from 

environmental hazards.

Steinberg and Srebnik synthesized a 

line of molecules — now patented with 

Yissum, the Hebrew University’s technology 

transfer company — that interferes with the crosstalk, thus 

impeding biofilm formation. Following successful laboratory 

trials they have begun working directly with the companies 

that manufacture reverse-osmosis membranes, cement pipes 

and drip-irrigation pipes. So far the results look promising. 

“We’re working here in a university, which is a public 

institution,” says Prof. Steinberg. “If we can provide 

better, or cheaper, water for agriculture or for drinking,  

we will be compensating the public for their investment  

in research.”  

Faculty of  
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Going 
By Gail Lichtman

The Hebrew University  
is greening its campuses 

AS a country with a semi-arid 

to arid climate and limited 

resources, Israel has been “going 

green” since before the word solely 

referred to a color. Israelis have used 

solar water heaters for decades, 

the late Prof. Dan Goldberg of the 

Hebrew University’s Robert H. Smith 

Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment was a co-pioneer of water-

saving drip irrigation in the 1960s 

and his colleagues contributed — and 

continue to contribute — towards the 

development of cleaner energy, more 

efficient water use, environment-

friendly pesticides and better 

understanding of climate change. 

Over the years, the University has 

sought to make its campuses greener 

through water-saving irrigation, 

electricity-reducing motion sensors 

in classrooms and extensive paper 

recycling, while its gardens on the 

Mount Scopus and Edmond J. Safra 

campuses have provided “green lungs” 

for Jerusalem. In 2007, the campus 

of the Robert H. Smith Faculty of 

Agriculture, Food and Environment 

in Rehovot earned the Green Campus 

title — in recognition of its prevention 

of pollution, its energy and water 

efficiency, its utilization of resources 

and its teaching courses on the 

environment — from Israel’s Ministry 

of Environmental Protection. Now 

the Mount Scopus and Edmond J. 

Safra campuses are working to join 

Rehovot while a steering committee on 

the environment is inculcating green 

thinking throughout the University. 

“To earn the Green Campus title, 

a campus has to offer courses on the 

environment, become ‘greener’ and 

contribute towards improving the 

environment within the community,” 

says Faculty of Social Sciences Dean 

Avner de Shalit (see page 3) who, 

with colleague Dr. Itay Fischhendler, 

heads up the Mount Scopus efforts. 

“We already have courses on the 

environment in geography, economics 

and political science,” says de Shalit. 

Current efforts on Mount Scopus, 

he says, include giving students the 

option to submit papers on-line instead 

of as printouts; implementing two-

sided default printing; and providing 

more parking for bicycles, with shower 

facilities for the cyclists. Extending 

recycling to include glass, plastic 

and cans — as well as paper — is a 

University-wide effort, in partnership 

with the Student Union (see sidebar), 

on all campuses.

“Our students are actively  

interested in going green,” says  

de Shalit. “I would be delighted if they 

become the environmental activists of 

tomorrow.” Indeed, this year, the Office 

of the Rector, the Dean of Students 

Office and the Student Union jointly 

created 20 new Environment Fellow 

scholarships for students at the Mount 

Scopus or Edmond J. Safra campuses. 

Recipients attend a special course on Green

Clockwise from top: 
Recycling plastic 
at the Rehovot 
campus, the new 
cactus garden at the 
Edmond J. Safra 
Campus, electric 
service vehicles at 
the Rehovot campus, 
the first cohort of the 
Environment Fellows 
scholarship program
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By Gail Lichtman

Student Activism
When it comes to going green, the Student Union is both an initiator and active partner in the 

University’s efforts. The new Environment Fellow student scholarship is a significant step in 

advancing green issues, says Student Union director-general Itai Gutler. “We have started to work 

on a similar model for the Rehovot campus and we would also like to implement it at the Ein Kerem 

campus,” says the 26-year-old student of political science and business administration. 

Similarly, the Student Union shared the cost of purchasing 10 recycling bins — with separate 

containers for glass, plastic and cans — set up adjacent to cafeterias on all campuses. The Student Union 

was also behind the drive to install new bike racks on Mount Scopus and provide on-campus showers for 

cyclists. “My goal,” says Gutler, a member of the University steering committee on the environment, “is 

to boost our green efforts and win recognition for the Edmond J. Safra and Mount Scopus campuses.”

Alongside the Student Union, the nationwide Green Course (Megama Yeruka) student environmental 

organization has active chapters on the Edmond J. Safra and Rehovot campuses. 

Anna Biletski, a 24-year-old master’s student in sociology, is the Green Course spokesperson for the 

Edmond J. Safra Campus, which has a mailing list of 700. “We work on greening the campus through 

recycling, organic gardening and lobbying for more bike paths and ramps. We 

also work to raise awareness of environmental issues.” A recent survey on 

recycling “found that students didn’t know where the bins are, so we created 

maps showing their locations,” says the campus’ Green Course coordinator 

Sharon Kvint, 25, an undergraduate student in biology and education. “And 

we are also working to set up a community garden and composting.”

Master’s student in agricultural economics Eyal Cohen, 29, is the Green 

Course coordinator in Rehovot, which has a mailing list of 500. “Our main 

activity is raising environmental awareness,” he says. “We teach local 

children about recycling, we run a student workshop on composting and 

we would like to implement compost collection. We are also active in the on-campus organic garden 

and we lobby for improved public transportation and more bike lanes and paths.”

environmental issues and participate 

in one of two projects: teaching and 

raising environmental awareness 

in Jerusalem elementary schools or 

assisting in one of 35 community 

gardens throughout the city, including 

the Arab sector. 

At the Edmond J. Safra Campus, 

Dr. Nadav Katz of the Racah Institute 

of Physics is leading the Green 

Campus efforts and also heads the 

University steering committee on the 

environment. “The Edmond J. Safra 

Campus is one of the most beautiful 

in Israel,” says Katz. “We have an 

extensive variety of vegetation that 

attracts birds, insects, reptiles and 

small animals — and we recently 

planted a new cactus garden.” 

The work of the steering 

committee, says Katz, includes 

representation on the planning 

committee of every new 

construction project 

to ensure that green 

standards regarding 

energy efficiency, 

water reclamation 

and other relevant aspects are factored. 

Indeed, the nearly completed Rothberg 

Family Complex — which will provide 

new facilities for the Selim and 

Rachel Benin School of Engineering 

and Computer Science — already 

incorporates many such standards. 

Recently, the steering committee held 

a special meeting on energy efficiency 

and water reclamation to troubleshoot 

various obstacles encountered by 

University units. The committee also 

meets with other academic institutions 

in Israel — and, occasionally, abroad 

— to share information on becoming 

more environmentally friendly. 

Meanwhile, the University’s 

Rehovot campus continues to get 

greener through ongoing efforts, says 

Operations and infrastructure director 

Avraham Berger. 

These include water-saving 

irrigation and sprinkler methods and 

plants that need less water; careful 

disposal of chemical and animal 

wastes; treatment and recycling of 

sewage water to irrigate neighboring 

farmland; energy-saving insulation 

for new buildings; feeding and caring 

for campus cats, including neutering 

to prevent overpopulation; and 

electric service vehicles. “We are also 

planning,” says Berger, “on-campus 

charging stations for electric cars.” 

‘Our students are actively 
interested in going green’

Above: A recent 
Green Course activity 
on the Edmond 
J. Safra Campus 
included handing out 
maps of on-campus 
recycling bins and 
surveying students 
and faculty about 
their recycling habits
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New A new graduate program in hydrology is 
training a new cadre of water experts for Israel

By Daniel Avihai-Kremer

The science of hydrology studies surface water and 

water within layers of fractured and folded rock. “In order to 

understand how best to manage water you need more than a 

combined knowledge of geology and water,” says Gvirtzman. 

“The modus operandi of our program is to create connections 

between biologists, chemists, physicists, mathematicians, 

Waters
“ISRAEL is the only culturally Western 

country situated in a semi-arid 

zone — and yet we have running water available 24 hours 

a day,” says Professor Haim Gvirtzman, head of the new 

graduate program in hydrology, an inter-faculty cooperative 

project based at the Fredy and Nadine Herrmann Institute 

of Earth Sciences on the Edmond J. Safra Campus. “People 

don’t realize it, but this is a miracle. In nearby Amman and 

Damascus the taps are often dry.”

It has recently been accepted that the worldwide water 

crisis overshadows the energy crisis. In Western countries 

where water supplies are plentiful, high levels of pollution 

require a significantly large investment in technology to 

render the water usable. In semi-arid — not to mention 

arid — zones the water supplies are both scarce and 

polluted. “It is really quite simple,” says Prof. Gvirtzman. 

“As population and quality of life increase, water availability 

decreases and water pollution increases. The result will be 

an intensification of the water crisis worldwide.”

Field trip to the Sea 
of Galilee: students 
visit the Yarmouk 
river (left) whose 
waters are shared 
by Israel and Jordan 
in accordance with 
the 1994 peace 
treaty and (opposite) 
measure Sea of 
Galilee waters for 
rate of flow and 
brackishness. 
Opposite, top: 
students aboard 
marine laboratory 
study zooplankton 
samples from the Sea 
of Galilee
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computer scientists, earth science people, geographers, 

statisticians and atmospheric scientists. Nowadays it is 

impossible to work solely within the confines of any  

single discipline.”

Indeed, the graduate multidisciplinary program not only 

brings together some 25 experts from its three sponsoring 

faculties — the Faculty of Science, the Robert H. Smith 

Faculty of Agriculture, Food and Environment and the 

Faculty of Social Sciences — but also from the Ministry of 

Agriculture’s Volcani Center and the Geological Survey of 

Israel. “I believe we offer our students the best talent in the 

country,” says Gvirtzman.  

The new graduate program opened in the 2010/11 

academic year with 10 master’s and doctoral students, 

all Israelis. “Besides being excellent students, they 

have the distinct advantage of knowing the country well 

and understanding the local geology,” says Gvirtzman. 

“Hydrology is an applied science and although there are 

universal theoretical aspects, hydrologists tend to work in 

their own local environments.”

Nadav Peleg, 31, became interested in hydrology 

during his undergraduate studies in geology at the Hebrew 

University. Today a doctoral student working under the 

supervision of Dr. Efrat Morin (see page 20), he praises the 

program for “bringing together students from a wide variety 

of fields within the focus of geo-hydrology.” Although on a 

full scholarship, Peleg combines his studies with work as a 

counselor at the nearby Bloomfield Science Museum, helping 

to foster future hydrologists among high-school students.

In addition to existing courses of relevance in all three 

faculties, the new program includes some half-dozen new 

courses, including field studies of the Sea of Galilee and the 

Dead Sea, and a course on applied measurement in surface 

water and groundwater hydrology. Imri Oz, 31, is in the first 

stage of his direct-track doctoral degree studies under the 

Environmental Learning
At the Hebrew University, students in a broad 

number of disciplines can take courses, 

teaching programs or study tracks that focus 

on the environment. These include:

 Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, 

Food and Environment, including at the new 

Institute of Environmental Sciences and 

Natural Resources in Agriculture — 

undergraduate program in conservation and open-space management, with 

optional specialization in forestry; undergraduate subsidiary program in 

agriculture and the environment; undergraduate courses in selected topics 

in environmental quality and agriculture, in environmental economics, in 

environmental law and bio-legal issues, in environmental issues in breeding 

animals and in the ecology of nature conservation; master’s program in 

environmental quality and natural resources; master’s seminar in 

environmental quality and natural resources in agriculture; short-term 

international courses in related topics (in conjunction with MASHAV, Israel’s 

Agency for International Development Cooperation).

 Faculty of Science — undergraduate program in environment studies 

(with option to combine with other Faculty programs or LL.B. studies); 

undergraduate and master’s tracks in environment studies; undergraduate 

courses in selected environmental topics and introduction to environmental 

sciences and in conservation biology; undergraduate and master’s course in 

toxins and their influence on man and the environment; inter-faculty 

master’s programs in environment studies and in hydrology and water; 

master’s course in concepts of green and sustainable chemistry. 

 Faculty of Social Sciences — undergraduate courses in selected topics in 

environmental issues (for management and environmental policy planning 

specialization), in the environment: a multifaceted problem, in selected 

topics in environmental economics, in planning and environmental quality 

and (for philosophy, economics and political science program) in 

environmental economics; undergraduate and master’s course in 

transportation and the environment; master’s programs in urban planning 

and in geography, planning and the environment; inter-faculty master’s 

specialization tracks in management, planning and environmental policy and 

in urban and regional studies; master’s courses in selected topics in 

environmental issues and in planning and environmental quality.

 Faculty of Humanities — undergraduate course in China’s environment 

and its global impact; master’s course in a Jewish approach to environmental 

education (with the Rothberg International School)

 Faculty of Law — undergraduate courses through environmental 

protection and distributive justice clinics at the Israel Justice Center: Law 

Clinics for Social Responsibility; undergraduate interdisciplinary workshop 

on environmental issues (with Faculty of Social Sciences). 

 Faculty of Medicine — undergraduate course in biotechnology and 

environment sciences; master’s courses in environmental and occupational 

health (international program) and in sustainable development for health.

Waters
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supervision of Gvirtzman and is interested in the development 

and management of water resources. “It is a great program, 

whose broad range of courses gives us the tools we will use 

as professionals,” he says. Indeed, Gvirtzman plans to add 

further new courses as the program develops, including one 

in specialist software for hydrology. 

FOR Prof. Gvirtzman, the program’s benefits are twofold: 

its impact on water management in Israel and as a potential 

source for technological developments in the “clean-tech” 

sector. The widespread interest in clean technologies and 

in efficient use of natural resources in both the public and 

private sectors means unbounded opportunities for hydrology 

start-ups, he says. “Look at China and think how many 

people there will need irrigation systems or water transport 

and purification systems. It is a huge market with astounding 

potential — and Israeli companies that are positioned to sell 

their water systems will be able to export huge quantities of 

clean-tech.”

Gvirtzman sees almost limitless 

job opportunities for the program’s 

graduates. “On the national level are the 

Ministry of Environmental Protection 

and the Water Authority and there are also positions in 

municipalities and local and regional authorities,” he says. 

“Consulting and contracting firms such as the Tahal Group, 

which is a global player, and clean-tech start-ups, provide 

further possibilities.”

Master’s student Adi Tovy, 30, has an undergraduate 

degree in nutrition from the Smith Faculty and changed 

direction to study physical geography in the Faculty of Social 

Sciences before taking the plunge into 

hydrology. “Given the crucial importance 

of the water issue in the Middle East, I 

want to be involved in regional projects 

such as a cooperative water project with 

Jordan” she says. “In fact, I am also studying Arabic.”

Gvirtzman is optimistic about Israel’s water situation 

and the importance of a well-trained cadre of scientists and 

researchers. “Even though the decisions are ultimately made 

by politicians while our focus is on understanding nature, 

hydrologists can offer expert advice on the impact and effects 

of building — or not building — projects such as the Red 

Sea - Dead Sea water conduit, or increasing Israel’s water 

desalination capacity. 

“Hydrologists don’t determine national water policy 

but with their comprehensive training, our graduates will 

be capable of providing the tools and the expertise for 

policy development and effective management of water 

resources.”  

‘it is impossible to work 
solely within the confines 
of any single discipline’

Field trip to the 
Dead Sea: students 
investigate brine 
pools that have 
appeared at the 
Ein Qedem spring 
system (top) and 
(right) sinkholes on 
Mineral Beach



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

Hold 
Highlights of Friends of the Hebrew University  
scheduled events during 2011/2012
June 11-23 Spain & Israel American Friends’ President’s 

mission to Spain and Israel

June 13-23 Israel Canadian Friends’ Facing Tomorrow 

friendship mission

June 17-23 Jerusalem Board of Governors annual meeting & 

Facing Tomorrow Presidential annual conference under the auspices of  

President Shimon Peres

August Buenos Aires Argentinean Friends’ Brain Circle seminar

August  Sao Paolo Brazilian Friends’ Brain Circle seminar  

September 10  Los Angeles The Bel Air Affaire and Humanitarian Torch of Learning Award honoring 

Mike and Irena Medavoy

September 16-18 Vancouver Canadian Friends’ Best of Hebrew U symposium

September 21  Chicago Torch of Learning Award dinner honoring Martyl Reinsdorf 

September 22 London British Friends’ Women’s Group evening of Sephardic music

October 23 Brussels Belgian Friends’ Brain Forum seminar

Oct. 30-Nov. 10    Israel & France Canadian Friends’ Live, Learn & Explore mission

November 1 Ottawa Canadian Friends’ Wake-Up Call breakfast & evening concert, 

in support of IMRIC and prostate cancer research

November 3 Buenos Aires Argentinean Friends’ Scopus Award ceremony

November 3-6 Venice European Friends’ biannual conference Sacred Love, Secular 

Love, the Song of Songs: From Jerusalem to Venice

November 9 New York Women of Distinction Award honoring Eileen Fisher

November 13-14 Jerusalem Board of Governors’ Executive Committee meeting

November 16 St. Petersburg Russian Friends’ 2011 Tolerance Prize ceremony

November Sao Paulo Brazilian Friends’ Scopus Award ceremony

December 1  London British Friends’ Legal Group annual dinner, with guest speaker The Right 

Hon. Lord Judge, Lord Chief Justice of England and Wales   

January 8, 2012 Punta del Este Argentinean Friends’ summer symposium 

February 2012 Mexico City Mexican Friends ‘Three Women, Three Expressions’ annual symposium

April 22 Vancouver Canadian Friends’ gala dinner in support of IMRIC

June 8-13 Jerusalem Board of Governors annual meeting

the Date

Contact your local Friends of the Hebrew University for full listings
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ARGENTINA
T/F 11-4374-7045
info@huji.org.ar
www.huji.org.ar

AUSTRALIA   
T 2-9267-7144 F 2-9267-2148
nswfhu@austfhu.org.au 
www.austfhu.org.au
 
AUSTRIA
T 1-795-300 F 1-798-6101
A8906578@unet.univie.ac.at

BELGIUM
Brussels T 2-343-5546 
F 2-345-7505
anne@uhjerusalem.be

BRAZIL
T/F 11-9468-1619
www.amigosuhj.org.br

CANADA
T 416-485-8000 F 416-485-8565
Toll Free 1-888-HEBREWU
inquiry@cfhu.org
www.cfhu.org

CHILE
T 56-2-955-9067 
uhj.chile@gmail.com
www.uhjchile.cl

COSTA RICA
T 520-1013 ext. 3  F 220-1951
cisdcr@centroisraelita.com

DENMARK
T 45-838-407 F 35-320-704
solovej@math.ku.dk

EUROPE
T 33-1-47-55-43-23/1-72-89-96-95
F 33-1-47-55-43-90
europeanoffice@uhjerusalem.org
www.efhu.org

FRANCE
T 1-47-55-43-23 F 1-47-55-43-90
contact@uhjerusalem.org

GERMANY
T 089-24-23-16-71 F 089-24-23-16-72
info@fhuj.de
 
ISRAEL
T 02-658-5881 F 02-658-4900
gideons@savion.huji.ac.il
www.support.huji.ac.il

ITALY
T 2-7602-3369 F 2-7600-8596
aug.it@tiscalinet.it

JAPAN
T 81-754614603 F 81-754649959
tsujita@h2.hum.huji.ac.il

LUXEMBOURG
T 2-402-545 F 2-497-345
alainm@pt.lu

MEXICO
T 55-9150-2995/6 F 55-5280-3461
amauhj@prodigy.net.mx

THE NETHERLANDS
T 6-5434-6641
info@nvhu.nl
www.nvhu.nl

NORWAY
T 7-394-1270 
amycons@online.no

PANAMA
T 269-0188/263-2136/ext. 208 
F 2643844
ibtesh@grupomulticredit.com

RUSSIA
T 495-660-91-95 F 495-777-0881
inf@rfhu.ru
www.rfhu.ru

SOUTH AFRICA
T 11-645-2506 F 86-522-7425
safhu@beyachad.co.za

SPAIN
Madrid T 91-386-7258
Isaac_tabor@yahoo.com

SWEDEN 
T/F 8-665-4949
petergoldmanhome@gmail.com

SWITZERLAND
Zurich T 43-488-6883
info@huj-friends.ch
Geneva T 22-732-25-67
F 22-732-25-68 
huniv@bluewin.ch

UNITED KINGDOM
T 020-8349-5757
friends@bfhu.org
www.bfhu.org 

UNITED STATES
T 1-800-567-AFHU F 212-809-4430
info@afhu.org
www.afhu.org
 
URUGUAY
T 2-902-6903
susanamauri@adinet.com.uy

VENEZUELA
T 212-201-7541 F 212-201-7500
mapeloig@activalores.com
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