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SINCE its earliest days, the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem has sought — as envisioned by founding 

father Chaim Weizmann at the 1918 foundation-stone laying ceremony 

— to harness science as “the healer of many wounds and the redeemer 

of many evils.” Another founding father, Albert Einstein, stated in 1925 

that “a university is a place where the universality of the human spirit 

manifests itself.”

The mission of social responsibility and ongoing engagement in 

healing the world is reflected in an extraordinary range of research and 

activities undertaken by members of the Hebrew University community 

over the years. From the 1929 establishment of a malaria research station in Rosh 

Pina in the Galilee and a 40-year tradition of international training programs in public 

health and agricultural sciences to the creation of the new Edmond and Lily Safra 

Center for Brain Sciences, the Hebrew University community aspires to help create a 

better world. Indeed, this same impetus to make sense of — and contribute to — the 

world underlies the Hebrew University’s new Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel School 

for Advanced Studies in the Humanities which will work to cultivate the innovative 

thinking, intellectual inquiry and original ideas that can help create new paradigms 

and practices for our ever-changing world.

This issue of Scopus is devoted to the Hebrew University’s interaction with — and 

positive impact on — the world. Scholars examine the nature and obligations of social 

responsibility from diverse perspectives; researchers working with partners in Africa 

describe their breakthroughs in understanding HIV/AIDS resistance and combating 

malaria and malnutrition; and law students on a unique program in the emerging field 

of transitional justice share their experiences in Rwanda. You will travel as far afield 

as Eritrea, the Philippines and India to meet alumni of the University’s international 

programs in agricultural sciences and public health who are applying the skills and 

know-how they acquired in Israel to assist their countries, and you will learn from a 

University donor why he believes in supporting such programs.

As can be glimpsed in these pages — and as endorsed by its status as a leading 

recipient of prestigious awards from such highly regarded organizations as the 

European Research Council — Hebrew University scholars possess the intellectual 

prowess, breadth of knowledge and motivation to improve people’s quality of life 

in Israel and beyond. It is a task in which the University’s international network of 

Friends and supporters are strategic partners. And it is a challenge which, through 

its ongoing efforts, the entire Hebrew University family is determined to meet and, 

thereby, ensure a better world for today and for future generations.  

Michael I. Federmann   Menahem Ben-Sasson

Chairman, Board of Governors  President
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A Better World: Beyond its many 

research, teaching and outreach 

activities and programs within Israel, 

Hebrew University researchers and 

students are engaged in efforts 

to better the lives of people in over 

135 countries.
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By Shelley Kleiman

Hebrew University scholars 
offer perspectives on  
social responsibility

WHILE it is neither a 

biblical nor  

rabbinic tenet, the Hebrew term Tikkun 

Olam, literally translated as “repairing 

the world,” has been widely adopted — 

oftentimes as a rallying call — by rabbis, 

leaders, politicians and environmental, 

social and peace activists alike.

Associated today with a humanistic 

mandate to create and maintain a fair 

and just society, Tikkun Olam has 

been redefined over the centuries, says 

Professor Moshe Halbertal of the Mandel 

Institute of Jewish Studies and the 

Department of Philosophy. “Going back 

to the second century, it was associated 

with a civilizing process, with the 

creation of social norms to avoid conflict 

and even chaos.” Used in a limited 

manner with regard to laws of divorce 

and slavery, it was a call to maintain 

social order rather than social justice.

In the 16th century, Tikkun Olam 

was redefined by the Safed Kabbalist, 

Rabbi Isaac Luria. While it also meant 

“amending the world,” the emphasis was 

on the spiritual, says Halbertal, relating 

to “the mystical idea of collecting 

broken sparks and establishing 

primordial harmony within the Divine.” 

Jews thus became God’s partners in 

repairing what needs to be fixed.

Today — the term only resurfaced 

in the mid-20th century although it is 

chanted daily in the “Aleinu” prayer 

— Tikkun Olam is often associated 

with social responsibility and justice, 

with the idea that people are not only 

responsible for their own spiritual and 

material welfare but for that of society 

as well. For instance, the biblically 

mandated practice of tithing in order to 

assist the less fortunate is, nowadays, 

often regarded as a social responsibility. 

Like Tikkun Olam, social 

responsibility — while understood as 

a universal value — also has various 

interpretations. For Mimi Ajzenstadt, 

the Mildred and Benjamin Berger 

Professor of Criminology and Provost 

of the Rothberg International School, 

“social responsibility is the belief that 

people do not stand alone, but are 

part of a larger network or community 

which has a responsibility to care for 

all its members — rich and poor.” 

Taking a somewhat different 

stance, Chaim Adler, the J. Robert 

Professor of Education and Sociology 

and an Israel Prize laureate, says it is 

“the State’s responsibility — and its 

governing institutions — to care, first 

According to Segall, there are 

two options: You can admit the 

state failed (“a failed state”) and the 

citizens (individuals, philanthropic 

organizations, NGOs) are left to pick 

up where the government left off. This, 

he says, is the sectarian option, where 

assisting some is invariably at the 

expense of others. Indeed, “charities 

should not be filling a vacuum left by 

a declining welfare state,” says Dr. 

Elisheva Sadan of the Baerwald School 

of Social Work and Social Welfare 

and Academic Head of the Baerwald 

School and the Rothberg International 

School’s joint master’s program in 

nonprofit management and leadership. 

“The government leaves too much 

to the good graces of philanthropy. 

However, everyone who is able should 

give something back to society — this 

is part of the social contract.” 

The second 

option, says 

Segall, “is 

to challenge 

the state and 

pressure it 

to fulfill its 

responsibility.” 

This, he adds,  

is what we 

saw in summer 

2011 in Israel 

when, as social 

gaps reached a 

record high, many 

Israelis took to 

the streets. It was 

“a wake-up call. 

Israelis decided 

to act responsibly and demanded 

social justice: more equity in social 

policy,” says Sadan, a community 

organizer who has written extensively 

about community empowerment and 

community practice. 

“Apathy is largely a symptom of 

powerlessness, not of indifference” 

she adds. “Thus beginning with 

school-age youngsters, citizens 

need to be taught how to act upon 

democratic and humane values, to 

demand their inclusion in policy 

decision making.” 

For Prof. Adler, education is the 

key instrument for actuating social 

change. “It means allocating resources 

and creating programs that will pull 

kids out of the cycle of poverty — 

and failure,” he says. One successful 

program is Home Instruction for 

Parents of Preschool Youngsters 

(HIPPY), a veteran early childhood 

intervention approach developed by 

the late Prof. Avima Lombard at the 

Hebrew University’s NCJW Institute 

for Innovation in Education. HIPPY 

“not only impacts the child, but also 

the mother, who herself becomes an 

agent of change,” says Adler, who was 

responsible for its internationalization. 

The goal should be to work on 

programs which are preventative — 

catching kids before they fall behind, 

says Adler, who also advocates 

residential education.

“Tikkun Olam through education 

is a general humanistic and a Jewish 

value,” says Adler. “Admittedly, 

compensating economic, social or 

cultural deprivation via education is a 

very expensive policy, requiring highly 

qualified professionals to both lead 

and carry out the intervention. Yet — 

quite apart from this being the correct 

moral path — there are clear returns 

at all levels for such an investment: 

less delinquency and fewer prisons, 

less self-destruction and crime, fewer 

cases requiring the involvement of 

social welfare institutions, and a better 

educated workforce. Tikkun Olam 

is thus not only the right path, but a 

worthwhile one as well.”

and foremost, for the weaker segments 

of society: the poor, new immigrants, 

minorities, and of course the disabled.” 

This approach, notes Halbertal, 

actually has its roots “in the ancient 

Jewish community, which was always a 

welfare state, and the very organizing 

principle of the social institution.” 

FOR Dr. Shlomi Segall, a lecturer 

in political science and head of the 

preeminent politics, economics and 

philosophy (PEP) teaching program, “a 

lot of what happens to us is a matter of 

luck and the idea is to neutralize — or 

socialize — its impact.” In other words, 

he says, “social responsibility takes the 

individual’s misfortune and externalizes 

it, making it the business of society 

as a whole to 

rectify.” 

And what 

happens when 

the “state” 

doesn’t fulfill 

its duty? 

Home Instruction 
for Parents of 
Preschool Youngsters 
(HIPPY), a veteran 
early childhood 
intervention approach 
developed at the 
Hebrew University’s 
NCJW Institute 
for Innovation 
in Education, is 
currently active in  
10 countries

From left: Prof. 
Moshe Halbertal, 
Dr. Elisheva 
Sadan, Dr. Shlomi 
Segall

'social responsibility 
takes the individual’s 

misfortune and 
externalizes it'

A Better  
World

H
ezi H

ojesta

Yoram
 A

schheim



6 2012/2013

not sure how it should be taught,” 

says Segall, “but I think I know how 

it shouldn’t be taught — it shouldn’t 

be preached, it should be practiced.” 

Instructors should essentially serve 

as role models, teaching by example, 

says Sadan. “This applies to all fields 

of study, not simply the ‘caring’ 

professions, such as social work and 

nursing,” she says.

Above all, a university’s primary 

goal, says Segall, is producing good 

“science,” of which society is the 

ultimate beneficiary. “It would be 

betraying its primary responsibility 

— and all agree that higher 

education should be more accessible 

to one and all — if it compromises 

its research.”

Halbertal agrees. “An environment 

which encourages a genuine exchange 

of ideas creates a transformative 

atmosphere and will, by its very 

nature, become a catalyst for change.” 

He adds: “By taking part in the very 

creation of knowledge — philosophical, 

humanistic and scientific — students 

return to the world, not only better 

informed, but with the capacity for 

informed caring.” That, he says, is part 

of the “ethos of education.”

As an institution of “knowledge 

production,” a university has a 

social responsibility to ensure its 

dissemination, says Prof. Ajzenstadt. 

At the Rothberg International School, 

for example, “we spread the culture of 

debate and critical thinking, presenting 

the multifarious sides of Israeli 

society.” Or take the topic of research 

of abuse. “Our role is to understand 

the phenomenon, learn the facts and 

then expose them,” she says. That 

way, social service and healthcare 

professionals will have better tools 

to address abuse by creating, for 

example, intervention and prevention 

centers. “It is a reciprocal process 

between university, community and the 

individual,” she says.

PROF. Ajzenstadt voices concern 

that by placing the onus of social 

responsibility on public institutions 

—  the government, the Knesset, the 

courts, the police — individuals 

will be inadvertently stripped of 

their responsibility. 

 And while it is naive to think one 

can single-handedly repair the world, 

it is always easy to find an excuse why 

not to be involved, says Prof. Adler. He 

does not buy into the “I can’t possibly 

have an impact, so why bother” excuse. 

“It is the moral duty of educated 

individuals to actively help the lives of 

The annual Simon and Ethel Flegg 

Award and Lecture, established at the 

Hebrew University in 2011, promotes 

understanding, acceptance and 

cooperation between different sectors 

in the contemporary Jewish world. The inaugural Flegg 

Award was presented to Rabbi Micha Odenheimer in 

recognition of his longstanding efforts — in philosophy, 

research, education and public outreach — to advance 

Judaism from a pluralistic, just and open viewpoint. 

Odenheimer is the founder of the Israel-based NGO Tevel 

b’Tzedek in which religious and secular Jews from Israel 

and overseas work with poor populations in low-income 

countries and he was the founding director of the Israel 

Association for Ethiopian Jews. His Flegg lecture was 

entitled ‘Can Global Tikkun Olam Bring Jews Together?’

BUT can you actually teach social 

responsibility? From having to make 

your own bed to taking out the garbage, 

Segall says the family unit is the first 

school of social responsibility. “From a 

young age you learn very quickly what 

is fair and what isn’t.” 

 According to Ajzenstadt, “the very 

concept of social justice begins at 

home.” Taking into consideration 

different cultural norms, it is where 

the first lessons of gender equality (or 

inequality) take place, she says. “It is 

where you first learn respect and to pay 

attention to what others say.” 

When it comes to higher education, 

the question of teaching social 

responsibility is highly nuanced. “I’m 

Above, from left: 
In the Hebrew 
University’s early 
years, its scientists 
were instrumental 
in setting up a 
malaria research 
station in Rosh 
Pina in the 
Galilee; Prof. 
Chaim Adler 
and Prof. Mimi 
Ajzenstadt 

'It is the moral duty of 
educated individuals to 
actively help the lives of 

those less fortunate'

B
runo Charbit

B
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During the 2011 
summer of social 
protests, Hebrew 
University faculty 
members visited tent 
camps in Jerusalem 
and Ashdod and 
led discussions on 
economic and social 
issues  

Shaked Avizedek, a 
student on the new 
Glocal community 
development master’s 
program (see 
page 28), during 
her four-month 
internship with the 
Florsta sustainable 
development 
organization in the 
Dominican Republic
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A (Scientific) Footnote
“I never encourage my students to go out and fix 

the world,” says Professor Howard Cedar. “But, 

invariably, that is almost always the result of 

scientific research. Sometimes it just takes decades 

to realize.” 

The Edmond J. Safra Distinguished Professor in 

the Institute for Medical Research Israel-Canada 

(IMRIC) at the Hebrew University’s Faculty of 

Medicine, Cedar is known for his discovery of the 

fundamental process of DNA methylation in gene 

expression and the subsequent creation of the field 

of epigenetics. His research is now beginning to yield 

crucial insights into the causes of cancer, as well as 

understanding of a range of genetic diseases such as 

Fragile-X syndrome.

“When I began my scientific career, I don’t think 

I had any illusion that I was contributing something 

to the world,” admits Cedar. “I was just motivated by 

curiosity.” For Cedar, the recipient of Israel and Wolf 

prizes and the Canada Gairdner International Award, 

asking the right questions and being open-minded is 

the scientist’s most important tool. “If you go into 

the field with the set goal of healing the world, of 

finding a cure for, say, heart disease, you run the risk 

of missing important data that might hold the key for 

curing other disorders,” he says. “And it may be that 

one scientist’s setbacks, or even failures in a 

laboratory, can open the door to important 

discoveries many years later.

“Basic scientific research advances society,” says 

Cedar. “And society has to recognize that.” Ultimately, 

he says, every discovery, no matter how small it may 

seem at the time, plays an essential role in Tikkun 

Olam. And it is this pursuit of knowledge which 

drives this human, yet quintessential Jewish value, 

he adds. “There is something basic in our culture, 

which simply propels us to make things better.”

those less fortunate,” he says. One can 

join an NGO, encourage recycling, raise 

the banner of gender equality — Israel 

has no shortage of worthwhile causes. 

“Even casting one’s ballot is an act of 

social responsibility. 

“Engaging in Tikkun Olam does 

not end in our own backyard,” says 

Adler. “It should extend to improving 

conditions for people around the 

globe.” Indeed, in addition to reaching 

out to Third World nations, adds 

Segall, “we should act responsibly 

towards the non-citizens in our midst: 

foreign workers and asylum seekers, 

for example.” 

The injunction of Tikkun Olam is 

to repair “the world,” says Halbertal, 

and it is intended to expand our moral 

horizons — to extend our concern to all 

of humanity. The Jewish people’s long 

history of suffering and vulnerability 

should sensitize us to others in difficult 

situations, he says. “You can say ‘since 

I suffered, no one can tell me how to 

act,’ or you can use that experience 

to create greater empathy and 

understanding for those in distress.” 

When you say, “Man was created 

in the image of God,” you are using 

the quintessential Jewish text to 

extend your commitment to every 

human being, says Halbertal. And 

the same goes for our approach to 

the environment, he adds. According 

to Jewish tradition, the world is not 

ours in a sense that we own it. The 

commandment “bal tashchit” prohibits 

causing senseless damage or waste. 

“This attitude of custodianship — 

viewing the world as a gift — ought 

to inform how we use and sustain our 

natural resources on a global level,” he 

adds. “And it is this basic Jewish value 

system which prompts us to protect the 

world for future generations and sets 

us on a universal mission to make the 

world a better place.” 
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Partners 
Four Hebrew University scholars 
join forces with overseas colleagues, 
conduct research in Africa and share 
knowledge that will improve health 
and nutrition for the world

University’s Faculty of Medicine, depends on preventing 

disease-carrying sand flies from reaching their human targets.

“Sand flies are difficult to control because they can 

develop in many different habitats,” says Warburg. “We 

investigate those habitats in which sand flies breed most 

productively and pose the greatest threat. We also correlate 

sand fly population dynamics with human behavior in 

affected areas. By examining how sand flies and humans 

interact, we can create better strategies for lowering the 

incidence of infection.”

The best way to combat leishmaniasis is also the simplest, 

says Warburg. “Sand flies fly low and close to the ground 

to avoid the winds. We place an insecticide-treated mesh 

barrier along the perimeter fence of inhabited compounds. 

When the flies encounter the barrier, they absorb a lethal 

dose, significantly reducing the number of flies that come in 

contact with humans.”

Warburg’s work, funded in part by the US Army, has the 

potential to protect the health of soldiers stationed in desert 

compounds. But this line of research also has captured 

civilian interest. 

“The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has been a 

tremendous supporter,” Warburg says, referring to a

$5 million grant he received in 2009 to conduct visceral 

leishmaniasis research in Ethiopia. “Although in the past 

the Foundation focused on malaria, I approached them about 

leishmaniasis, a problem especially dangerous for those 

with AIDS.” While drug treatments are available, curing 

leishmaniasis depends on the body’s immune system which, 

in HIV-infected individuals, is dangerously compromised. 

Warburg is conducting his research with Kuvin Center and 

IMRIC colleague Prof. Charles Jaffe, Prof. Gad Baneth 

of the Hebrew 

University’s Koret School 

of Veterinary Medicine 

and scientific partners 

from the Czech Republic 

and Ethiopia.

“Our aim is to 

understand how the 

parasite that causes the 

By Sandy Cash

in Progress

Prof. Alon Warburg 
assists his colleague 
Prof. Asrat Hailu 
of Addis Ababa 
University as he takes 
blood samples from 
local children. 
Inset: Illuminated 
bottles hang from trees 
to catch sand flies

No-fly Zones
While overseas US Army bases may seem impenetrable, the 

walls cannot withstand one tiny enemy: the sand fly that 

transmits the deadly disease visceral leishmaniasis. Affecting 

hundreds of thousands of people every year, leishmaniasis 

is a leading cause of death in Africa. Stopping it, says Prof. 

Alon Warburg of the Institute for Medical Research Israel-

Canada (IMRIC) and the Sanford F. Kuvin Center for the 

Study of Infectious and Tropical Diseases in the Hebrew 

92012/2013

disease is transmitted,” says Warburg. “We know that sand 

flies become infected and can pass the disease on when they 

take blood from people already sick with leishmaniasis. Now, 

working with Prof. Asrat Hailu of Addis Ababa University, 

we’ve obtained ethical clearance for allowing laboratory-

reared sand flies to bite human volunteers in order to 

find out if the low numbers of parasites in the blood of 

asymptomatic people is sufficient to infect sand flies as well. 

This information is crucial for determining strategies for 

controlling the disease.”

Ethiopia, along with Sudan, is hard hit by leishmaniasis. 

“I travel to Africa regularly but, as an Israeli, I cannot visit 

Sudan,” says Warburg. “I am hopeful, though, that our work 

in Ethiopia will help the Sudanese combat the problem too.” 

Teach a Man to Fish
Is it science? Is it education? Or is it a way to make the world 

a better place? According to Prof. Berta Levavi-Sivan of the 

Hebrew University’s Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, 

Food and Environment, the secret of a successful African-

Israeli initiative aimed at feeding malnourished children in 

Uganda is that it’s all of the above. 

Levavi-Sivan is the Israeli head of a unique project that 

empowers Ugandan villagers to combat the challenge of 

depleted fish supplies — a serious 

nutritional threat that began with the 

artificial introduction of a new species 

into the region some 50 years ago. 

“When Nile perch was introduced 

into Lake Victoria, it became the basis of a profitable 

export industry,” Levavi-Sivan says. “But this new fish was 

a predator which soon ate up the carp that local villagers 

depended on as their only source of protein.” Ugandan 

villagers, who lacked the large boats needed to capture the 

weighty Nile perch, were unable to adopt it as a replacement 

protein source. “As a result, the local population became 

nutritionally impoverished, and was left with a diet that 

included no protein whatsoever.” 

The problem came to Levavi-Sivan’s attention when Dr. 

Justus Rutaisire of Uganda’s Makerere University in Kampala 

attended one of her lectures at the Smith Faculty as part of 

a program run by MASHAV, Israel’s Agency for International 

Development Cooperation. “I was discussing aquaculture, the 

process of domesticating and cultivating fish for food,” says 

Levavi-Sivan. “We spent the next two years looking for grant 

money, which was provided by USAID-CDR, and we then 

launched Uganda’s first aquaculture project for local carp; 

we’ve been working together ever since.”

Based on well-established Israeli 

methods of farming carp for human 

consumption, Levavi-Sivan studied 

two species indigenous to Africa’s 

Lake Victoria, and taught Ugandan 

fish farmers how to track fish hormone levels and trigger 

reproduction. “Since our method does not involve treating 

the fish with artificial hormones, it makes the fish both 

inexpensive to grow and healthy for humans.” 

Once hatched, the baby fish — or “fingerlings” — are 

transferred to village ponds, where they grow until large 

enough to be harvested as food. 

“Twice a week, village women take two or three carp 

out of the pond,” she says, emphasizing that this “fishing 

expedition” provides their children’s only source of protein. 

“This small change in diet has resulted in a significant 

reduction in infant mortality. There are now 14 fish ponds 

Prof. Berta 
Levavi-Sivan 
visits a local fish 
market in Uganda. 
Top: Nile perch

the fish are ‘inexpensive 
to grow and healthy 

for humans’
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that, at minimal cost, are helping a generation of Ugandan 

children grow up healthy. Our next 

goal should be digging fish ponds in 

14,000 villages!” 

In their most recent work, 

supported by the World Bank, Levavi-

Sivan and Rutaisire are attempting something entirely new: 

domestication of Nile perch. “With the depletion of the smaller 

fish in the lake, the Nile perch have nothing to eat and are 

themselves becoming depleted,” she says. “We are now looking 

for ways to cultivate Nile perch using aquaculture. This could 

help boost Uganda’s fish export industry, as well as improve the 

nutrition of the local population.”

Viral Intelligence  
In the earliest days of the AIDS epidemic, Dr. Frank Plummer 

— a renowned HIV/AIDS expert from Canada’s University of 

Manitoba — examined HIV resistance in a group of Kenyan 

women. Now, over 20 years later, the molecular basis for 

this ability to withstand the virus is becoming clearer thanks 

to a new collaboration between Plummer and Prof. Ofer 

Mandelboim, the Dr. Edward Crown Professor of General and 

Tumor Immunology and a member of IMRIC and the Lautenberg 

Center for Immunology and Cancer Research in the Hebrew 

University’s Faculty of Medicine. 

“AIDS is a major cause of death in Kenya,” says 

Mandelboim. “The reason that some women are HIV 

resistant may be linked to how the immune system interacts 

with microRNA, the tiny regulators of gene expression that 

effect how the immune system battles invading pathogens.” 

Mandelboim’s interest in 

microRNA stems from his 

pioneering work on Natural 

Killer (NK) cells — a special 

category of immune cells that 

attack tumor cells, parasites 

and bacterial infections, as 

well as viruses like HIV. While 

his research has generated 

findings with implications for 

combating conditions such as 

cancer and diabetes, the discovery that led to Mandelboim’s 

Kenya-based collaboration was not disease-related at all. In a 

paper published in 2006, Mandelboim overturned conventional 

wisdom by demonstrating how NK cells serve a life-saving role: 

to protect the developing fetus during pregnancy. 

“Half of the fetus’ genetic code comes from the father, 

and this made many researchers wonder why this foreign 

material is not targeted by the woman’s immune system,” 

says Mandelboim. “It turns out that the 

point of contact between the mother 

and baby is populated by a special class 

of NK cells — found only in women, 

arising only during pregnancy and not 

killing, but rather producing, growth factors that keep the 

baby alive.” 

So how does this discovery relate to AIDS resistance in 

Africa? To answer this question, Mandelboim, together with 

a team from Plummer’s lab headed by Dr. Adrienne Meyers, 

is investigating genetic factors that control the balance 

between NK cells found in the blood, “maternal” NK cells and 

the microRNAs found in different human populations. Their 

collaboration — which has included graduate students in 

Mandelboim’s lab participating in the on-site research in Kenya 

— stems from a Global Research Exchange Program between 

researchers in Manitoba and Jerusalem that was initiated by 

the Hebrew University’s Canadian Friends association. 

“We’re taking a close look at microRNA levels in healthy 

women, HIV-positive women, and women who are HIV 

resistant,” Mandelboim says. “I believe we may find that the 

resistant women have a unique microRNA profile.” 

Mandelboim is hopeful that characterization of the genetic 

“blueprint” for AIDS resistance in this particular group of 

Kenyan women may someday be parlayed into the creation of a 

practical AIDS vaccine for all. But the benefits of this research 

may be even greater. “Once we learn how the process works,” 

he says, “we can start isolating virus-specific NK cells to 

target a whole range of viruses, and prevent their spread.”

‘I believe we may find that 
the resistant women have a 
unique microRNA profile’

Prof. Ofer 
Mandelboim 
studies Natural 
Killer cells and 
microRNA levels 
in healthy, HIV-
positive and HIV-
resistant women in 
Kenya as part of a 
collaborative study 
with Canada’s 
University of 
Manitoba
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Hands-on Intervention
As a young society that has successfully developed a thriving 

economy, Israel has made it a priority to share knowledge 

with the developing world. It is this spirit of cooperation that 

inspired Dr. Osnat Keidar to make a lasting difference in the 

lives of children in Korogocho and Viwandani, two of the worst 

slum communities in Nairobi, Kenya.

A veteran teacher, Keidar had already earned her 

master’s degree in public health and was working at the 

Ministry of Education when her husband was appointed 

Israel’s ambassador to Kenya. 

Before relocating to Nairobi in 

2007, Keidar began her doctoral 

studies at the Hebrew University-

Hadassah Braun School of Public 

Health and Community Medicine. 

It was while looking for a doctoral thesis topic that Keidar 

was to discover a mission.

“When I first visited the slums, I was shocked,” says 

Keidar, who combined her responsibilities as ambassador’s 

wife with work as a visiting scholar at Nairobi’s African 

Population and Health Research Center. “Children were 

learning in schools that lacked basic water and sanitation. It 

was hard to believe that conditions like these still existed.” 

Based on a comprehensive needs assessment, Keidar decided 

that, from a public health perspective, the best “entry point” 

for improving children’s lives would be the promotion of 

personal hygiene.

“Working with local partners, we connected 11 

elementary schools to safe sources of water,” she says, 

adding that her work was complicated by the fact that 

water rationing meant that piped-in water was not always 

available. “We developed a technique called the ‘leaky tin’ 

— a simple bucket pierced with a nail that could be removed 

to start the flow of water for hand-washing,” she says. 

“Later, donations allowed us to install storage vats, washing 

stations, flush 

toilets and liquid 

soap.” Support 

‘For the first time, 
health promotion was 
seen as an important 

investment’

for the program — which included training local teachers 

and community members, health education activities for 

students and parents and research staff salaries — was 

provided by the United Nations Human Settlements 

Programme (UN-HABITAT) and private donors. 

The program had a strong impact. “For the first time, 

health promotion was seen as an important investment,” 

says Keidar, adding that Kenya’s Minister of Education, 

an early supporter, is now implementing similar programs 

in other parts of the country. “And thanks to an intensive 

emphasis on school policy, education, 

environment and community partnership, 

the children’s behavior also changed, with 

82 percent developing good hand-washing 

habits using soap, up from 10 percent at 

the beginning. We were also surprised 

to discover that due to a lower incidence of disease, the 

children gained a higher nutritional status.”

Perhaps most inspiring is the change Keidar — now back 

in Israel and teaching at the Braun School and elsewhere 

— saw in the community. “After two years of intervention, 

the community began actively advocating for its own health, 

initiating a profitable homemade soap business and funneling 

its earnings back into the schools. This for me is the best 

indication that our advances will be maintained by the local 

population, making it a model for improving the lives of 

children throughout the developing world.”  

Dr. Osnat Keidar 
(main) helped 
introduce a personal 
hygiene program 
into Nairobi schools 
that includes a ‘leaky 
tin’ (top) system for 
hand-washing and 
(left) the production 
of soap  
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By Heidi Gleit

Students study and observe firsthand 
processes of transitional justice 

And Justice 
May Pundak meets a 
fellow student at the 
Akilah Institute for 
the Empowerment of 
Young Women, Kigali for All

tribunals. “While conflict resolution 

examines relations between states, 

transitional justice also looks beyond: 

at the individual and the realization of 

human rights, like the right to justice, 

truth and reparation.” 

 “The workshop offered broad 

horizons on how legal tools can be 

part of post-conflict reform, serving to 

improve society,” says recent master’s 

graduate May Pundak, 27, now clerking 

in the attorney-general’s office. As a 

result of their experience, both she and 

Haramaty hope to work in transitional 

justice. “In Rwanda, we constantly heard 

messages of peace and reconciliation 

that were very encouraging, especially 

since we come from conflict-affected 

Israel,” says Haramaty.

THE Hebrew University is the only 

institution in Israel to offer a student 

workshop in transitional justice, 

with initial funding from University 

supporters the Gal Foundation, Robert 

Wechsler and Ira Lee Sorkin. The 

workshop — now in its third year — is 

part of the Minerva Center’s pioneering 

efforts to establish a long-term 

interdisciplinary program of research, 

education and outreach activities in 

transitional justice.

In November 2011, the Center 

hosted the country’s first major 

conference on transitional justice 

and its role in ongoing conflicts. “It 

attracted Israelis, Palestinians and 

leading international scholars and 

practitioners; it was instrumental 

in developing a discourse here. Our 

second conference, in October 2012, 

will address transitions to democracy, 

a crucial issue in our region” says 

Minerva Center Academic Director 

Dr. Tomer Broude.   

This year, in addition to the 

10-student workshop, Horovitz is 

teaching an introductory course for 

THIRD-year student 

Tomer 

Haramaty, 28, first encountered the 

term “transitional justice” when 

selecting courses for his law degree. 

The interdisciplinary aspect of the 

workshop offered by the Faculty of 

Law’s Minerva Center for Human 

Rights was appealing, as was the 

opportunity to learn more about 

reconciliation in conflict-ridden Africa.

 “The course lived up to its 

description in making us examine 

difficult situations from novel 

perspectives,” he says. “We heard 

from top people in the field: academics, 

judges and activists. The study trip 

to Rwanda, still recovering from a 

genocide perpetrated less than 20 

years ago, was fascinating and exposed 

us to every possible aspect. In the 

classroom it is easy to judge but in the 

field, confronted by the complexities, it 

is much more difficult.”

“Transitional justice refers to 

legal processes, like trials or truth 

commissions, that societies employ 

to address past injustices such as 

genocide, war, repressive regimes or 

apartheid, while facilitating peace and 

democracy,” says transitional justice 

program manager Sigall Horovitz, 37, a 

Faculty of Law doctoral candidate who 

has worked at international criminal 

D
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The Clinical Legal
Education Center
“Participation in one of the clinics run by the Faculty of 

Law’s Clinical Legal Education Center (CLEC) exposes law 

students to a broad range of people from different 

backgrounds and communities who face various 

difficulties that the students would not normally 

encounter in the classroom or elsewhere,” says CLEC 

Academic Director Dr. Einat Albin.

“The experience enriches their personal growth as 

individuals and as future lawyers, and helps develop 

their sensitivity to legal ethics and to disadvantaged 

groups in society. It also sheds light on the ability and 

limitations of the law to aid those who are usually 

invisible to the legal system.”

Almost half of the Faculty’s students participate in 

the Center’s programs, attending weekly classes and 

spending up to six hours a week volunteering in one of 

eight clinics in areas such as human rights, criminal 

justice, aid for at-risk youth and women’s empowerment.

For third-year student Shira Solomon, 25, the weekly 

disability rights clinic “has introduced me to a new field. 

I’m working on a lawsuit being brought by an individual 

with a disability under the instructive supervision of an 

experienced lawyer. Our classes are given by several 

lecturers from different fields, and include guest 

lecturers such as disability rights activists.” 

At the street law clinic, second-year student Yogev 

Toby, 24, conducts a weekly class for teenagers who have 

been convicted of serious offenses. “They have no idea 

what exactly they were convicted of and don’t understand 

the legal process they underwent. Speaking in their 

language, I teach them legal terms and how to use the 

law to help themselves.”

Toby enjoys the mix of practical aspects, uncon-

ventional thinking and close work with an experienced 

instructor. “I like seeing how all the elements, including 

rehabilitation centers, social workers and schools, 

impact the law.” 

“In a recent survey of our alumni, 90 percent said the 

clinics had a major impact on their work, leading a 

significant number to pursue a career with an NGO or in 

the public sector,” says Albin. “And for many now working 

in the private sector, their clinical experience instilled a 

sense of duty to perform pro bono work and help society.”

Further information at: www.cle.huji.ac.il

70 students of law, social sciences 

and humanities. In addition, the 

Minerva Center is expanding its 

transitional justice teaching activities 

to include a specialized cluster — 

courses on historical reconciliation, 

transitional justice in South Africa 

and Latin America, reparations and 

gender, taught by Israeli and visiting 

lecturers — within the Faculty of 

Law’s new English-language master’s 

program in international law and 

human rights. Broude, who holds 

the Sylvan M. Cohen Chair in Law, 

hopes that the program will continue 

to grow to include fellowships with 

government and NGOs, joint projects 

with the Faculty’s law clinics (see 

sidebar), a summer program with 

transitional justice institutes abroad, 

distinguished overseas lecturers and 

faculty exchanges with the National 

‘legal tools can be part 
of post-conflict reform, 

serving to improve society’

Above: Minerva Center students 
and Executive Director Danny 
Evron meet with then-Deputy 
Chief Justice of the Rwanda 
Supreme Court Sam Rugege, now 
serving as Chief Justice. Right: 
Transitional justice program 
manager and doctoral candidate 
Sigall Horovitz

University of Rwanda (NUR).

The partnership with NUR has been 

especially fruitful, says Minerva Center 

Executive Director Danny Evron. For 

example, Hebrew University students 

co-authored papers with Rwandan 

master’s students in genocide studies 

who later visited Israel, where they 

presented the papers and met with Yad 

Vashem’s leadership.

“The Rwandans were not regular 

students,” he says. “They included 

a serving supreme court justice, a 

former justice minister, the leader 

of an NGO for widows and other 

genocide survivors engaged in 

healing and rebuilding their society. 

It was an astonishing opportunity 

for our students, exactly the type of 

educational experience in transitional 

justice that can inspire and empower 

them to contribute to our own society, 

including — crucially — reconciliation 

between Jews and Arabs.” 

D
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A World of 
Friends

Punta del Este 
Argentinean Friends’ President Roberto 

Nul (right) was acknowledged by the 

head of the Hebrew University’s Shasha 

Center for Strategic Studies and former 

head of the Mossad Efraim Halevy at the 

annual Punta del Este symposium of the 

Argentinean and Uruguayan Friends.

Portugal 
For the first time, the European Friends’ Brain Circle annual meeting took place in Lisbon, 

with Brain Circle members attending talks on ‘The Human Brain, Learning and Memory’ and 

participating in discussions with experts from the University’s Edmond and Lily Safra Center 

for Brain Sciences. In addition to lectures, the three-day gathering included guided tours to 

venues such as the studio of renowned Portuguese artist Joana Vasconcelos (seen here). From 

right: Nadia Guth-Biasini, European Friends’ President Nilly Sikorsky, Jean-Claude and Muriel 

Picard, the University’s Dr. Amir Amedi (see page 18) and Gultin Ephrati.

Fotostein-Fernando Stein

Israel
Hebrew University President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson 

(left) and Vice-President for External Relations 

Carmi Gillon (right) presented governor and honorary 

fellow Daniel Jacobson with a hand-bound facsimile 

copy of ‘I Didn’t Win Light In A Windfall’ by Hayyim 

Nahman Bialik, in the author’s handwriting, at a 

ceremony marking the new Daniel Jacobson Fund for 

outstanding and needy students in Hebrew literature.

Hebrew University Board of Governors Chairman Michael Federmann 

(center, left), Director of the Levi Eshkol Institute for Social, Economic 

and Political Research in Israel Prof. Michael Shalev (center, right) and 

Irith Federmann Landeau (far right) with graduate and doctoral students 

at the annual Federmann Family Scholarships awards ceremony. 

B
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Friends

United States
The American Friends’ Greater New York Region’s Gala Awards dinner raised support for the Hebrew 

University and its Harry S. Truman Research Institute for the Advancement of Peace. From left: 

Scopus Award honoree, former World Bank group president 

and Hebrew University honorary doctorate recipient Sir James 

D. Wolfensohn; Bank of Israel Governor and fellow honorary 

doctorate recipient Prof. Stanley Fischer; and JPMorgan Chase 

International Chairman and former Bank of Israel governor 

Dr. Jacob A. Frenkel.

Board of Governors Deputy Chairman and American Friends’ 

Honorary President Stanley M. Bogen (right) and his wife 

Roberta, longstanding University supporters and leaders of the 

Palm Beach Mission 2011 to the Hebrew University and Israel, 

were presented with the Scopus Award by University President 

Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson (left) at a gala dinner in Palm Beach, Florida. 

Proceeds went towards the University’s Robert H. Smith Faculty of 

Agriculture, Food and Environment. 

‘Black Swan’ producer Mike Medavoy and his wife Irena Medavoy were the honorees 

of the Humanitarian Torch of Learning Award at the annual Bel Air Affaire scholarship 

fundraiser in Los Angeles which was hosted by American Friends’ Western Region board 

member and University supporter 

Brindell Gottlieb (center).

Martyl Reinsdorf (center) was presented with the American Friends’ Humanitarian Torch of 

Learning Award by Hebrew University Vice-President for Research and Development 

Prof. Isaiah T. Arkin (left) and American Friends’ Midwest Region President Daniel I. 

Schlessinger (right) at a celebratory dinner in Chicago. Proceeds went towards vision research 

at the Hebrew University’s Edmond and Lily Safra Center for Brain Sciences.

Hebrew University Vice-President for External Relations Carmi Gillon (at podium) 

congratulated American Friends’ Southeast Region Special Lifetime Achievement Award 

honorees Leonard and Mary Cordes (far left) and Leaders of Distinction 

Abner and Mildred Levine, Rita Wolfson, Sheila Engelstein, Maria Spinak, 

MD and Ellen Klersfeld at a Palm Beach, Florida gala that raised support for 

medical research. 

France 
French journalist, writer and filmmaker Philippe Labro was presented with the 

Scopus Award at the French Friends’ annual gala evening which was attended 

by over 700 guests and held at the Champs-Elysées Theatre in Paris. From left: 

President of the French-Israeli Association for Neuroscience Research Jean-Claude 

Picard, Hebrew University Rector Prof. Sarah Stroumsa, honoree Philippe Labro, 

French Friends’ President Martine Dassault, Associate Vice-President for Europe 

Yoram Cohen and Catherine Belais of the French Friends.
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Switzerland
Ruth Rappaport (left), surrounded by family members, 

was presented with the Scopus Award by guest of honor 

Lily Safra (second from right) at the Swiss Friends’ 

Scopus Gala, attended by 350 people and held at the 

historic Bâtiment des Forces Motrices on Lake Geneva. 

Proceeds went towards the new Swiss Laboratory for 

Neuro-Vision at the University’s Edmond and Lily Safra 

Center for Brain Sciences.

Europe
Over 200 Hebrew University friends from around the world met in 

Venice to attend the European Friends’ biennial four-day conference 

entitled ‘Sacred Love, Secular Love, the Song of Songs’, which included panel 

discussions and guided tours of the ghetto and the Venice Biennale. The 

prestigious La Fenice opera house was the venue for both the opening reception 

with entertainment provided by soprano Brett Kroeger and a concert that was 

conducted by Maestro Myung-Whun Chung. 

Panel participants (from left) Hebrew University President 

Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson, Daniel Sibony, Prof. Sergio 

DellaPergola, Prof. Eva Illouz, Gad Lerner and Marina Salamon. 

From left: Hebrew University Rector Prof. Sarah Stroumsa, then-

director of the Ecole Normale Supérieure and current President 

of Paris Sciences et Lettres research university Prof. Monique 

Canto-Sperber and European Friends’ President Nilly Sikorsky.

Australia
A dinner held by the Australian Friends’ New South Wales Division and 

the trustees of Mandelbaum House honored former Hebrew University 

Associate Vice-President Eliyahu Honig. From left: Sam Lipski AM, 

Eliyahu Honig and former New South Wales Division president 

Prof. Graham de Vahl Davis AM.

Argentina
In recognition of his 

contributions to Argentinean 

society, Konex Foundation 

founder and president 

Dr. Luis Ovsejevich (center) 

was presented with the Scopus 

Award by the Argentinean 

Friends at a Buenos Aires gala. 

Fotostein-Fernando Stein
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United Kingdom 
Longstanding Hebrew University supporter Sir 

Sigmund Sternberg (seated, right) was awarded an 

honorary fellowship in recognition of his humanitarian 

efforts and contributions to interfaith dialogue. With 

Sir Sigmund (from right): British Friends Patron and 

Hebrew University governor Michael Gee, Hebrew 

University President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson and 

British Friends Chief Executive Nigel Salomon.

Participants in the British Friends 2011 Living Legacy Mission spent 

an active week visiting the Hebrew University’s campuses, as well as 

museums and sites of historical interest in and beyond Jerusalem.

Canada
Harley Hotchkiss was presented 

with the Canadian Friends’ inaugural Institute for Medical Research Israel-Canada (IMRIC) 

Award in recognition of his assistance in establishing the Hotchkiss Brain Institute at the 

University of Calgary at the gala launch of a fundraising campaign for collaborative spinal cord 

research between the Hebrew University’s IMRIC and the University of Calgary. From left: 

Canadian Paralympic athlete Rick Hansen and honoree, the late Harley Hotchkiss. 

The Canadian Friends’ second Institute for Medical Research Israel-Canada (IMRIC) Award 

was presented to Morris Justein at a Toronto dinner in recognition of his establishment 

of IMRIC’s Morris Justein Family Research Tower. From right: Hebrew University Vice-

President for External Relations Carmi Gillon, Canadian Friends’ National 

President Nathan Lindenberg, honoree Morris Justein, Myrna Ross, Friends’ 

former national president Ronald Appleby and Friends’ National Director 

Rami Kleinmann.

Winnipeg philanthropist and community leader Joe Bova (right) received the 

Scopus Award from Hebrew University President Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson 

at a gala marking collaborative research 

in Fetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder 

between the Hebrew University’s Institute 

for Medical Research Israel-Canada and 

the University of Manitoba. 

In the first event of its kind, the Canadian Friends’ Virtual Marathon for Medical Research in 

support of the Hebrew University’s Institute for Medical Research Israel-Canada took place in 

cyberspace co-hosted by a virtual Albert Einstein and led by 10 avatars 

raising awareness and funds for 10 medical causes. Virtual participants 

included (from left) University governor, Friends’ national board member 

and marathon co-host Gail Asper, Albert Einstein, Toronto board member 

and marathon winner Connie Putterman (supporting autism spectrum 

disorder research) and Friends’ National President Nathan Lindenberg.
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Healing
By Anna Wexler

Innovative research is having a worldwide impact 
on human health and wellbeing

Sight by Sound 
“Our work with blind people 

with mobility is symbiotic — it 

helps them and it advances our 

neuroscience research,” says Dr. 

Amir Amedi of 

the Edmond 

and Lily Safra 

Center for Brain 

Sciences (ELSC) 

and the Institute 

for Medical 

Research Israel-Canada (IMRIC) at the Hebrew University. 

Amedi is a pioneer of sensory substitution devices (SSDs) 

that help blind people to “see” using sound. In the various 

set-ups his team has developed, a tiny camera worn by 

the blind person captures the surrounding visual field and 

converts it into a medium- to high-resolution “soundscape.” 

These conversions are achieved using various algorithms 

developed in Amedi’s lab or by research partners.

For example, using the vOICe algorithm developed 

by Dutch colleague Peter Meijer, after 20-70 hours of 

training, blind individuals listening to the soundscape can 

recognize letters of the alphabet, find objects in complex 

visual landscapes and even detect nuances in human facial 

expressions. Amedi and his group recently showed that blind-

from-birth vOICe-trained adults displayed the highest acuity 

rate for any visual rehabilitation approach reported to date.

While the vOICe conveys a high-resolution image, Amedi 

has found that blind people often want a quicker, more 

intuitive device for day-to-day navigational issues. The 

classic white cane is limiting as it is only one meter long 

and, since it is often pointed at the ground, blind people often 

incur upper-body injuries.

In response, Amedi and his team 

developed a cane that estimates 

distance and height of objects. Their 

cane, which has been described as a 

“virtual flashlight,” emits one to four 

beams towards surrounding obstacles 

and conveys the resulting distance 

information using gentle vibrations. “It’s very intuitive and 

requires no sophisticated training,” says Amedi.

In conjunction with developing practical devices to help 

the blind, Amedi and his team also study what happens in 

blind individuals listening 
to the soundscape can 

recognize letters 
of the alphabet

the World

Dr. Amir Amedi, 
wearing part of a 
seeing-with-sounds 
sensory substitution 
device (above), has 
shown that the device 
activates the same 
areas of the brain’s 
visual cortex in blind 
people (top) as the 
visual recognition 
area of sighted people 
(left). Opposite: 
Dr. Amedi briefs 
President Shimon 
Peres and Hebrew 
University President 
Prof. Menahem 
Ben-Sasson on the 
‘virtual flashlight’ 
cane at the 2011 
Israeli Presidential 
Conference
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the brains of blind and sighted individuals as they use these 

SSDs — and their work has helped overturn some long-held 

neuroscience principles.

Traditionally, neuroscientists believed that the brain’s 

organizational structure was largely based upon sensory 

input: that is, sound-related tasks were processed in the 

auditory cortex, vision-related tasks in the visual cortex, 

and touch-related tasks in the 

somatosensory cortex. The notion that 

there could be cross-modal interaction 

seemed far-fetched. 

However, Amedi has shown that 

the brain functions more like a “task 

machine” than a sensory machine. For example, together 

with graduate student Lior Reich, he found that blind people 

who read Braille show activity in the visual word form area 

of the brain. This means that activity in this area is not 

related to vision per se, but is related to words in general. 

In a separate study, conducted with graduate student 

Ella Striem-Amit, he found that it didn’t matter whether 

a subject inspected an object via touch or sight — both 

methods activated a brain area dedicated to processing 

shape information. All of this evidence points to the fact 

that at least some areas of the brain are dedicated to tasks, 

regardless of the mode of sensory input. 

Amedi aims to continue working on both scientific and 

practical aspects of multisensory perception. He is currently 

working on creating a device that would combine the cane 

with new ways to see details using sound. “Within the big 

picture, it’s a small effort,” he says. “But I hope our work 

leads to improving quality of life for blind individuals and 

those with visual impairments.”

Smoother Surgeries
“Surgical adhesions — whereby a band of scar tissue binds 

two parts of tissue or organs together — are an unavoidable 

part of all surgeries,” says Prof. Daniel Cohn of the Institute 

of Chemistry in the Faculty of Science. “While they’re not 

as well-known as other medical problems, they are a major, 

ever-present issue and can cause serious complications.” 

Surgical adhesions, which affect approximately 85% 

of patients who undergo routine operations, occur when 

two tissues or organs become “glued” together due to an 

abnormal growth of scar tissue. For example, babies born 

with congenital heart defects often undergo procedures 

wherein tiny heart valves are implanted in the body. In some 

instances, adhesions formed after the operations can impair 

cardiac function. Furthermore, when these valves need to be 

replaced, adhesions can obscure cardiac landmarks, thereby 

turning a routine procedure into one that is potentially 

life-threatening.

Cohn and his team at the Biomedical Polymers Laboratory 

specialize in designing medical devices made from polymers, 

which are large molecules comprised of repeating structural 

units. Polymer-based materials are known for their 

exceptional flexibility and strength, and 

have become ubiquitous in our daily lives: 

nylon, PVC, crazy glue, plastic packaging 

and tires are all made from polymers. 

In medicine, polymers play a key role, 

with numerous applications in all clinical 

specialties, from cardiology and orthopedics to neurosurgery, 

gynecology and plastic surgery.

In order to combat surgical adhesions, Cohn worked 

on developing a family of polymers, later named PELA, 

that were both biodegradable and flexible. He then created 

a thin PELA-based film that could be implanted between 

two tissues after surgery, effectively creating a temporary 

barrier so that the two organs do not bind together. The film 

gradually degrades and 

disappears within days, 

allowing for normal tissue 

healing. 

Cohn was awarded 

first prize in the Hebrew 

University’s 2008 Kaye 

Innovations Award for this 

invention, whose patent 

was ultimately licensed 

by SyntheMed Inc. 

The polymer is now 

marketed worldwide 

as REPEL-CV® 

Adhesion Barrier.

Cohn and his 

group continue to 

address a variety of 

medical problems 

using polymers. 

They are working to 

develop a family of tissue adhesives and adhesive patches 

for a diversity of medical applications. They are also involved 

in creating polymers for scaffolding and regenerating 

human tissue, as well as creating a novel polymeric device 

for treating one of the most common and deadly kinds of 

aneurysms: abdominal aortic aneurysms. 

Polymers play a key 
role, with numerous 
applications in all 
clinical specialties

Prof. Daniel Cohn 
examines a medical 
polymer that 
prevents surgical 
adhesions (below) 
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In another particularly exciting line of research, the 

group is developing materials to aid laparoscopies, surgeries 

conducted via several small “keyhole” incisions, through 

the development of “in-situ generated biomedical systems.” 

These would allow the surgeon to 

dynamically engineer polymer-based 

devices of various types within the body 

itself, instead of inserting ready-made 

implants. This minimally invasive 

strategy would not only reduce pain and 

accelerate recovery, but also afford greater specificity and 

adaptability based on the patient’s individual needs. 

Cohn says that his work is motivated both by the thrill 

of searching for new biomaterials and by the drive to solve 

existing problems in medicine. “I tell my students that 

it’s important to publish research papers and advance 

scientific knowledge,” he says. “But helping people is even 

more important.”          

Micro-mirror on Metabolism
“The study of human metabolism is one of this century’s 

biggest challenges,” says Dr. Yaakov Nahmias, Director of the 

Center for Bioengineering 

in the Service of Humanity 

at the Hebrew University’s 

Selim and Rachel Benin 

School of Engineering 

and Computer Science. 

“Childhood obesity, adult diabetes and cardiac diseases are 

all on the rise.”

Metabolism has been Nahmias’ focus for the last 

decade, starting with his postdoctoral and faculty positions 

at Harvard Medical School. Several 

years ago, Nahmias, also a member 

of the University’s Harvey M. Krueger 

Family Center for Nanoscience and 

Nanotechnology, gained acclaim for 

discovering that the antioxidant compound 

naringenin, found in grapefruit and other bitter-tasting fruits, 

caused the liver to break down fat. Last year, his lab created 

a naringenin-based dietary supplement, which recently 

passed the first stage of clinical trials. 

Nahmias and his group are currently focusing on creating 

“microlivers,” tiny devices containing living human tissue 

that mimic the functions of the human liver. Since the liver is 

the primary site of drug metabolism, microlivers can be used 

to predict a potentially toxic reaction to a drug in a human 

liver. Development of the microliver is part of a five-year, 

multi-million dollar project that brings together nearly a 

dozen top laboratories worldwide.  

“The short-term goal is to eliminate the use of animals 

in cosmetic and pharmaceutical research,” says Nahmias. 

Beyond ethical and regulatory considerations, he says, 

animals are not always the ideal model due to fundamental 

differences between animal and human metabolism. 

A further benefit of the microliver would be the ability to 

test drugs on a massive scale. Currently, even the largest 

clinical trials are only able to test thousands of patients at a 

time, and it is often one patient in 100,000 that has an adverse 

reaction to a drug. If there were 100,000 or more microlivers, 

each representing a different human genotype, drugs could be 

quickly and efficiently tested for toxic response. 

Ultimately, Nahmias views the microliver as one step 

towards his larger vision of a “human on a chip,” a device 

that would simulate not just the liver but the entire human 

body. He is especially interested in modeling the intestine, 

liver and fat tissues — “these three tissues enable you to 

learn a lot about diabetes, obesity, arteriosclerosis and many 

other prevalent diseases of the 21st century,” he says.

Fabricating a microliver is no simple feat: it requires an 

advanced understanding of tissue engineering technology, 

such as how to grow liver cells outside the body, as well as 

an understanding of the nanotechnological tools that allow 

for the microfabrication of these devices.

It’s an ambitious endeavor, but Nahmias is confident. He 

has already been awarded multiple honors — including a 

microlivers can be used 
to predict a potentially 
toxic reaction to a drug 

in a human liver

Dr. Yaakov Nahmias (above) hopes that his liver 
cell research and the use of tiny ‘microliver’ 
devices (top) will lead to the development of the 
next generation of drugs for treating metabolic 
diseases. Opposite: Dr. Nahmias presents his 
‘human-on-a-chip’ concept to President Shimon 
Peres (center) and Hebrew University President 
Prof. Menahem Ben-Sasson at the 2011 Israeli 
Presidential Conference
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Mande lb l a t -Ce r f  des igned  c l eve r 

experiments requiring subjects to dynamically 

learn new tasks in a changing environment. On 

examining the responses of their individual 

brain cells, she was able to identify two groups 

of cells: the activity of one group correlated 

with fast learning, and the other with slower 

learning. The experiments answered the 

question as to why fast learning is forgotten 

faster, and showed that the two neuronal 

processes ensure good performance while 

remaining flexible in order to accommodate 

new changes in the environment.

“Although my doctoral research doesn’t 

have direct medical applications, I think it is 

important — even necessary — to 

understand the neural basis of sensorimotor 

learning for treating motor neuron diseases,” 

Mandelblat-Cerf  says.  “Gaining an 

understanding of how the brain facilitates 

movement and consolidates learning will 

help enable the development of future 

devices and medications.”

At MIT, Mandelblat-Cerf is working with 

neuroscientist Prof. Michael Fee and is 

continuing to investigate brain mechanisms 

underlying sensorimotor learning. This time, 

she is studying the role of dopamine — a 

brain chemical known to be related to 

rewards and expectation — as 

songbirds learn to sing.

“My hypothesis is that dopamine is 

not just related to rewards and 

expectation, but that it can promote 

learning in a specific direction,” says 

Mandelblat-Cerf. 

She is using advanced tools to 

study how what the bird hears affects 

the response of its dopamine cells, and how 

these dopamine cells in turn affect motor 

areas of the bird’s brain, which ultimately 

control the bird’s singing ability.

Following her fellowship at MIT, 

Mandelblat-Cerf plans to return to Israel. 

Ideally, she’d like to set up her own lab and 

eventually study Alzheimer’s disease, which 

runs in her family. Presently, most 

Alzheimer’s research focuses on the 

molecular level, but Mandelblat-Cerf 

envisions approaching the problem from her 

level of expertise, which is studying neuron 

populations and the connectivity between 

different brain regions. “Current drugs 

mostly postpone deterioration,” she says, 

“but my dream would be to find a way to 

prevent Alzheimer’s.”

Learning Processes
When Yael Mandelblat-Cerf was a teenager, 

she went on a class trip to a nearby university 

for lectures about the brain. She sat, 

enraptured, as neuroscientists discussed the 

marvels of the mind. “Afterwards, I told my 

fr iends that I was going to be a 

neuroscientist,” she reminisces. “They 

laughed but the idea stuck in my head.” 

Mandelblat-Cerf did go on to become a 

neuroscientist. In late 2010 she completed 

her doctorate in neuroscience in the Hebrew 

University’s Faculty of Medicine. Today, she 

is a postdoctoral fellow at MIT, where her 

position is supported by a partial fellowship 

from the Hebrew University’s Edmond and 

Lily Safra Center for Brain Sciences (ELSC).

During her doctoral studies, Mandelblat-

Cerf worked with ELSC Director and member of 

the Faculty of Medicine Prof. Eilon Vaadia to 

disentangle the various components of 

sensorimotor learning. It had long been 

observed that two main processes underlie 

learning: a “fast learning” process, where skills 

are picked up quickly but also forgotten 

quickly, and a “slow learning” process, whereby 

skills are learned slowly but retained for longer 

periods. No one, however, had investigated the 

neuronal basis for these two processes. 

prestigious NIH Research Scientist Career Award and an 

ERC Starting Grant — and he cites his multidisciplinary 

team of physicists, engineers, biologists and doctors as 

crucial to the advancement of the project. And looking ahead, 

says Nahmias, the human-on-a-chip tool will allow him to 

rapidly test the drugs that he discovers in his laboratory. 

“It’s a vision for the next decade.” 

Modifying for Malaria
Prof. Alexander Vainstein of the Robert H. Smith 

Institute of Plant Sciences and Genetics in Agriculture 

in the Robert H. Smith Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment never thought he’d be doing work with major 

implications for treating malaria. But through a circuitous 

turn of events, Vainstein — head of one of the world’s 

top laboratories for creating genetically modified plants 

Postdoctoral 
fellow Yael 
Mandelblat-Cerf 
hopes to study 
Alzheimer’s 
disease on her 
return to Israel

Yossi Zam
ir
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he never thought he’d 
be doing work with 
major implications 
for treating malaria

artemisinin-related genes into yeast, in effect trying to 

“hijack” the yeast’s biological machinery to trigger it to 

produce the compound. While this did not work, they 

did learn about the important genes, enzymes and co-

regulators involved in its production.

Next, they turned to plants, where 

they introduced artemisinin-related 

genes into tobacco. “It was a lucky 

first try,” says Prof. Vainstein. Results 

showed that their genetically-modified 

tobacco indeed contained artemisinin 

— the first time anyone had succeeded in generating 

the compound.  The results were published in Nature 
Biotechnology in December 2011.

Looking ahead, Vainstein and Farhi are exploring the 

possibility of producing the drug in other plants. They 

are also working on developing an alternate method of 

artemisinin production, wherein the drug could be produced 

in cell cultures from plants, thereby obviating the need to 

grow plants. 

The next challenge is to move the process of artemisinin 

production from the academic lab to the commercial realm. 

While there is certainly a long journey ahead, Vainstein is 

hopeful that their discovery will eventually lead to low-cost 

malaria drugs for the millions of poverty-stricken people 

affected by the deadly disease. 

— ended up delivering a solution for a problem that has 

stymied scientists for nearly a decade.

The problem relates to a compound called artemisinin, 

the main ingredient in a drug that is the first line of 

treatment for malaria. Found in a plant called Artemisia 
annua, commonly known as “sweet 

wormwood”, artemisinin’s medicinal 

properties were known to Chinese 

healers thousands of years ago, but 

were largely forgotten until the early 

1970s when the Chinese government 

found it to be effective against malaria. 

Today, however, low-cost artemisinin-based drugs are 

lacking for two primary reasons. “First, Artemisia annua is not 

an agriculturally superb species,” says Vainstein, explaining 

that it is both costly and laborious to grow. Second, each 

shrub yields only small amounts of artemisinin.

Over the last decade, researchers have spent tens 

of millions of dollars trying to engineer artemisinin 

biochemically. Although they have made headway in 

understanding the biochemical pathways involved, no one 

had succeeded in producing the 

compound itself.

Vainstein and his doctoral 

student, Moran Farhi, decided to 

try and produce artemisinin after 

discussions with Isaac Kaye, a 

longtime friend and advocate of the 

Hebrew University who supported 

the lab’s artemisinin research. Both 

Vainstein and Farhi are past winners 

of prestigious Kaye Innovation 

Awards, which were established at 

the Hebrew University by Isaac Kaye in 1994.

Their approach was based on the work of Farhi and fellow 

graduate student Elena Markevka on secondary metabolites 

in plants, compounds that are not crucial for the survival 

of the organism. Previous work by the lab in this area had 

already led to the modification of colors and aromas of 

various flowers and to genetically modified yeast that, when 

used in winemaking, 

produced wine that 

tasted and smelled 

better than wine made 

with commercial yeast. 

Farhi and Markevka 

began their efforts 

by introducing 

Opposite: Prof. 
Alexander Vainstein 
(left) and doctoral 
student Moran 
Farhi with (inset) 
slide demonstrating 
expression of 
artemisinin-related 
genes in tobacco 
plant and (above) a 
genetically modified 
plant grown in Prof. 
Vainstein’s lab
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Why Care? 
By Heidi J. Gleit

FOR Trevor Pears CMG, 

helping others is an 

integral part of his Jewish identity.

“Our parents instilled in my 

brothers and me an understanding of 

the importance of Jewish values and 

responsibilities from an early age,” 

says Pears who, together with his 

brothers, established the UK-based 

Pears Foundation with the purpose of  

“increasing the quantity and quality of 

our giving.” 

 The Foundation, of which Pears 

serves as executive chair, partners 

with selected institutions to advance 

five main areas: identity, community 

and citizenship in the UK, education 

on genocide, Israel as a global citizen, 

Jewish social action for the wider 

world, and encouraging philanthropy.

“Rabbi Hillel’s axiom — ‘If I am 

not for myself, who will be for me? 

If I am only for myself, what am I? 

If not now, when?’ — applies as 

much today as some 2,000 years ago 

when it was written,” says Pears. 

“We are passionate about taking 

these particular values of Judaism 

and applying them to the world, so 

establishing a partnership with the 

longstanding international development 

programs at the Hebrew University (see 

pages 30-32) was a perfect fit.” Indeed, 

by providing scholarships for students 

from low-income countries to attend 

the University’s international masters 

programs in public health, agriculture 

and nutrition, the Pears Foundation is 

making a tangible impact.  

The Hebrew University is home to 

leading academics and experts in public 

health and agriculture who “enable 

Israeli know-how and expertise to be 

shared with emerging scholars and 

practitioners from across Africa and 

Asia,” says Pears, who was conferred 

an honorary doctorate by the Hebrew 

University in 2011. “Nearly 100 Pears 

Scholars have graduated from the 

international programs in the last 

seven years and these graduates are 

already playing influential roles 

in supporting development in their 

home countries.”

Last year, the Pears Foundation 

and the Hebrew University launched 

a Pears Scholars alumni network to 

support research projects, seminars 

and workshops at the University and 

in Africa. “This network will extend 

the reach and impact of the scholars 

program and foster ongoing connections 

‘these graduates are 
already playing influential 

roles in supporting 
development’ 

with the Hebrew University,” says 

Pears. “None of this would have been 

possible without the commitment to this 

vision of the Hebrew University and its 

colleagues at Hadassah.”  

The Pears Foundation, together 

with the British Council, is also the 

initiator of the Britain-Israel Research 

and Academic Exchange Partnership 

(BIRAX) which enhances academic ties 

between Britain and Israel. “BIRAX 

creates links and deeper cooperation 

between scientists and universities in 

the UK and Israel, leading to better 

research and results for all, while 

building long-term relationships 

between our two countries,” says 

Pears. “The more Israel is involved and 

collaborates with other countries, the 

better for everyone.” 

Pears Scholar in public 
health Dr. Moses 
Barima Djimatey of 
Ghana (main) meets 
Trevor Pears; (inset) 
Pears Scholars meet 
(from second right) 
Trevor Pears, Pears 
Foundation Director 
Charles Keidan, 
Pears Foundation 
Israel Representative 
Dina Gidron and 
Daniela Pears at the 
University’s Mount 
Scopus campus
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Pioneering 
By Gilah Kahn-Hoffmann

A Hebrew University scholar is actively 
changing people’s lives 

“I teach social work and I don’t believe that a teacher 

of social work can teach effectively without a hand in the 

field and working with people. It enriches everything. Being 

involved in the real world, practice, teaching, and research 

— they really must go together.”

Often referred to as Israel’s Dean of Philanthropy, in 2012 

Jaffe was awarded the Knesset Speaker’s Prize for Quality 

of Life and recognized as a “Yakir Yerushalayim” (Worthy of 

Jerusalem), the latest in a number of awards that he and the 

IFLA have received. He is a faculty member of the Hebrew 

University’s Paul Baerwald School of Social Work and Social 

Welfare, where he developed the School’s first research 

curriculum. He is also a co-chair — together with Ralph 

Goldman, Honorary Executive Vice-President of the American 

Jewish Joint Distribution Committee — of the School’s Center 

for the Study of Philanthropy in Israel (see sidebar). His 

research focuses on social services for children and families, 

and the nonprofit sector and philanthropy in Israel.

Jaffe founded the IFLA with a $20,000 donation in 

1990. To date $152 million in revolving interest-free 

loans has been provided to over 50,000 needy individuals 

and small businesses. “What makes IFLA different,” he 

says, “is that it is Jewish micro-lending and not-for-profit. 

Less than one percent default on their loans, which 

disproves the stereotype that those on a low income aren’t 

Spirit
IT’S fortunate that Professor Eliezer Jaffe’s four 

children and 17 grandchildren live within 

30 minutes of his Jerusalem home since his greatest joy is 

spending time with his family. A further favorite activity 

is changing people’s lives for the better — and through 

teaching and his creation of the Israel Free Loan Association 

(IFLA), he has been doing so on both the personal and policy 

levels for over 50 years. 

Prof. Eliezer Jaffe is 
awarded the 2012 
Knesset Speaker’s 
Prize for Quality 
of Life by Knesset 
Speaker Reuven 
Rivlin and prize 
committee member 
Justice Dalia Dorner
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responsible.” The high rate of repayment, he believes, 

is also based on recipients’ understanding that their 

repayments help someone else.

Although he recently stepped down as IFLA chairman 

and now serves as its voluntary president, Jaffe has not 

slowed down. In the wake of the 2011 social justice protests 

across Israel, he is hoping to raise adequate funds to offer 

NIS 100,000 no-interest mortgage loans to top up bank loans 

currently available to young couples. “I always focused on 

education at all levels, and on access to education 

and housing. People without decent housing can’t raise 

families; they can’t get their lives in order,” he says, while 

welcoming the recent government decision to provide free 

pre-school education. 

Born in Cleveland, Ohio, Prof. Jaffe immigrated to Israel in 

1960. In 1956, he had volunteered in the Jerusalem ma’abarot 
(transient camps) for immigrants from Middle Eastern 

countries while completing his MSW at Case Western 

Reserve University. Working in “tents, tin huts and muddy 

fields” on “medical issues, hygiene, contagious diseases — 

an eclectic mix,” convinced him to return to Israel with a 

doctorate, so that he could be involved in policy. 

Jaffe has been shaping social welfare policy in Israel since 

the 1960s. He headed the Jerusalem Municipality’s welfare 

department in the early 1970s and created models that were 

later replicated countrywide. It is Jaffe who suggested the 

Project Renewal twinning concept whereby overseas Jewish 

Federations and individual philanthropists create direct 

links with grassroots leaders in specific disadvantaged 

neighborhoods in Israel. 

Having worked with numerous public figures and NGOs 

and having served on many ministerial committees, Jaffe 

has a prescription for tackling Israel’s social ills: “The first 

sector (government), the second sector (business), and the 

third sector (non-profit entities and philanthropists) need 

to work together — and in close cooperation with each 

other — to solve Israel’s social problems.” And what is the 

recipe for creating a good NGO? “Choose good people, have 

a clear vision, guaranteed continuity, transparency and 

accountability,” says Jaffe.

As for philanthropists, he says, 

“They are the real unsung heroes. 

Without money, you can’t do anything. 

It’s really not enough to have a good 

idea. Most of these people don’t want 

publicity; they just want to be helping 

partners. I have so many wonderful 

contacts with people like that.”  

The Science of Philanthropy
The Hebrew University’s Center for the Study of Philanthropy in Israel was 

established at the Paul Baerwald School of Social Work and Social Welfare in 

2006, in cooperation with — and thanks to the support of — the Israel-

Joint Distribution Committee. With a mission to develop and promote basic 

and applied research on philanthropy in Israel and Jewish communities 

around the world, the Center seeks to provide a comprehensive picture of 

current trends in philanthropy and the emergence of a “new philanthropy” 

in Israel, as well as changes in the tradition of giving in the Jewish world, 

says its founding Director Prof. Hillel Schmid, a former dean of the Baerwald 

School and a leading scholar of philanthropy and civil society studies.

In 2010, together with Israel’s Central Bureau of Statistics, the Center 

compiled the first database of philanthropy in Israel which has been widely 

employed by decision-makers and professionals in the field. Likewise, studies 

published by the Center — in Hebrew and English — have become essential 

teaching resources and have prompted much public discourse. The Center for 

the Study of Philanthropy in Israel is a member of the European Research 

Network on Philanthropy, has a memorandum of understanding for the exchange 

of research and teaching with the Center on Philanthropy at Indiana University 

and has held three international conferences to date.

“We hope to further expand our research to cover subjects such as the role 

of philanthropy in shaping public and social policy, philanthropy in the Arab 

sector, the influence of foundations on social advocacy and the relationship 

between philanthropy in Israel and in the Jewish world,” says Schmid.

“When it comes to philanthropy, the picture in Israel is complex,” he 

says. “One of the main challenges is that we lack a culture of giving due 

to inadequate education. The responsibility for giving and volunteering is 

not restricted to the wealthy. As a society, we need to be aware of the need 

for everyone to contribute. There are too many tasks for us to rely solely 

on government.”

At a Center for the 
Study of Philanthropy 
in Israel seminar, 
researcher Dr. Michal 
Almog-Bar (at podium) 
and representatives 
of Israeli nonprofit 
organizations discuss 
the impact of a proposed 
amendment to Israel’s 
Law of Associations

Founding Director of the Center 
for the Study of Philanthropy 
in Israel Prof. Hillel Schmid 
(left) at the Center’s third 
international conference, held 
in May 2011, with keynote 
speaker Prof. Paul Schervish, 
Director of the Center on 
Wealth and Philanthropy at 
Boston College
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International 

By Daniel Avihai-Kremer

High-ranking alumni of the Hebrew University’s 
year-long international programs are working to 
improve healthcare, agriculture and nutrition in 
their home countries, while a student from Nepal 
experiences a newly created international program 
in community and development studies

Ambassador 
Dr. Josephine Ojiambo, 
Kenya
“My experiences at the Hebrew 

University make me reflect on how 

far I have come in life — in fact, they 

motivate me to encourage others to 

pursue careers in public health,” says 

Ambassador Dr. Josephine Ojiambo, 

the Ambassador/Deputy Permanent 

Representative of the Kenya Mission 

to the United Nations and a graduate 

of the 1988/9 international master’s 

in public health 

(IMPH) program 

at the Braun 

Hebrew University-

Hadassah School of 

Public Health and Community Medicine 

who was the recipient of a scholarship 

from MASHAV, Israel’s Agency for 

International Development Cooperation. 

With her leadership qualities, vast 

experience and extraordinary range of 

skills — from research methodology 

and epidemiology to international public 

health and community development, 

and policy advocacy, planning and 

programming — Ambassador Ojiambo 

has been a vital asset to Kenya and far 

beyond. She has played leading roles 

in women’s organizations, UNICEF and 

public health NGOs, in particular in 

areas such as HIV/AIDS and malaria. 

Ojiambo fondly remembers the “good 

network of friends” she made in 

Jerusalem. Indeed, she maintains 

close connections with the Braun 

School through 

its collaboration 

with her as a 

founder of Maseno 

University’s School 

of Public Health and Community 

Development, which was established 

with the assistance of the Kenyan 

government. Now that she is in New 

York, Ambassador Ojiambo is also 

involved with the American Friends 

of Hebrew University and she is a 

proud life member of the Nassau 

County Chapter of the Hadassah 

women’s organization. 

Kibrom Tesfasellassie 
Kidane, Eritrea
“I was my country’s first master’s-

level nutritionist, and I work closely 

with health personnel and community 

volunteers in the field to reduce 

mortality rates and improve nutrition 

Impact

Ambassador Ojiambo 
has been a vital asset to 
Kenya and far beyond

among our children,” says Kibrom 

Tesfasellassie Kidane, a Pears 

Scholar (see page 23) on the 2005/6 

international master’s program in 

nutritional sciences at the Hebrew 

University’s Robert H. Smith Faculty 

Deputy Permanent 
Representative of the 
Kenya Mission to the 
United Nations and 
Hebrew University 
IMPH alumna 
(1998/9) Ambassador 
Dr. Josephine Ojiambo 
in New York 
 

IMPH alumnus 
and Legacy 
Heritage Fund 
Scholar (2006/7) 
Dr.Bhanu Pratap 
(left) and Red Cross 
volunteers conduct 
a field visit to TB 
patients in India

Pears Scholar 
(2005/6) Kibrom 
Tesfasellassie 
Kidane during 
a field visit in 
Eritrea
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of Agriculture, Food and Environment. 

Shortly after his return home, Kidane 

joined UNICEF and, in 2010, was 

appointed its top-ranking national 

nutrition specialist. 

In a country where malnutrition in 

children aged under five is estimated 

at 10-21 percent, Kidane spends much 

of his time out in the field as he seeks 

to meet the Millennium Development 

Goals on reducing mortality rates 

and improving 

nutrition. 

“My major 

responsibilities 

are to assist 

in the preparation, implementation, 

monitoring and evaluation of a national 

nutrition program in cooperation with 

Eritrea’s Ministry of Health.”

His studies at the Hebrew 

University were undoubtedly helpful. “I 

often refer to the program’s materials, 

in particular from the courses on 

maternal and child nutrition, human 

nutrition and public health,” says 

Kidane. “For me, it was all about the 

best friends, the best moments, the 

best program.”

Dr. Bhanu Pratap, India
“The IMPH program is highly valued 

by the International Red Cross 

movement,” says Dr. Bhanu Pratap, 

now serving as program support 

delegate with the local International 

Federation of Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies (IFRC) delegation 

in Sri Lanka. 

Pratap — a Legacy Heritage 

Fund Scholar on the 2006/7 IMPH 

program — joined 

the IFRC’s Regional 

Delegation for South 

Asia on graduating. 

He initially served 

as regional senior officer for HIV/

AIDS and then received promotions 

to regional health manager and 

senior regional health manager. He 

was posted to Sri Lanka in 2011, 

tasked with “supporting community 

development programs, in particular 

the post-conflict recovery program 

for internally displaced populations, 

which includes the creation of owner-

driven shelter construction, water and 

sanitation, healthcare, and sustainable 

support development.” 

a formative experience 
in ‘team work and group 

dynamics’ 

The IMPH program was a formative 

experience in “team work and group 

dynamics that helped me develop 

as a person and a professional,” 

says Pratap, now married to fellow 

IMPH student Tatyana Ten from 

Uzbekistan. “I can now contribute 

more to developing community-based 

approaches that extend beyond public 

health and affect health overall.”

Marisa Garcia, 
Philippines
When she left the University of 

Southern Mindanao (USM) to attend 

the 2003/4 international master’s 

program in plant sciences at the 

Hebrew University’s Robert H. Smith 

Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment, Marisa Garcia was 

Since its establishment over 

40 years ago, the 12-month 

international master’s in public 

health (IMPH) program at the Braun 

Hebrew University-Hadassah School 

of Public Health and Community 

Medicine has attracted over 700 

students from 90 countries.
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in international NGOs. Offering courses in economics, culture and 

anthropology, international relations, organizational studies and 

regional studies — all taught in English — the program comprises 

four consecutive semesters, with the third devoted to an 

internship with a local or international NGO. 

Deshemaru, 28, is hardly new to the field. After graduating 

from high school, she volunteered in an HIV program of the 

United Nations Development Programme in Nepal. Upon 

completion of her undergraduate degree in sociology and English 

in Kathmandu, she began working as a program coordinator with 

the Israeli non-profit organization Tevel b’Tzedek (see page 6) 

that promotes social and environmental justice worldwide. 

She learned about the Glocal program during a visit to Nepal 

by its internship coordinator and realized that it could provide 

the academic knowledge and training that she feels she needs to 

further her personal and career goals. Deshemaru, who has 

completed coursework for a master’s degree in anthropology in 

Nepal, hopes that the Glocal program “will improve research 

abilities, enable me to see the wider picture of development, and 

develop skills to work in communities.

“I began the program knowing what I would do after completing 

it,” she says. “I plan to return to Nepal and work with an NGO that 

empowers women in the fields of education and women’s health 

in Nepal and throughout Asia. I must do something to improve 

women’s lives in Asia, and I can start in Nepal.”

him on his retirement in 2007.

“My master’s studies at the 

Hebrew University qualified me to 

handle the project,” says Garcia, 

who also continues to research areas 

such as organic farming and crop 

variety trials at the University of 

From Kathmandu to Jerusalem
Sabita Deshemaru’s passion has taken her 4,818 kilometers from 

her home in Kathmandu, Nepal to Jerusalem. Hers is not the 

religious passion of the pilgrim, but rather a burning desire to 

influence and improve people’s lives.

In order to realize this desire, Deshemaru is studying — 

thanks to a scholarship from a donor in California — in the 

second cohort of the Hebrew University’s new Glocal community-

development master’s program. Overseen by the Faculty of Social 

Sciences, the program aims to impart expertise in fields relevant 

to the development of local communities in impoverished regions 

and create a cadre of qualified professionals to serve effectively 

Southern Mindanao’s Agricultural 

Research Center.

Flaubert Nana Sani, 
Cameroon
Flaubert Nana Sani’s master’s studies 

in plant sciences at the Smith Faculty 

handling small-scale research studies 

funded by local sources.

Garcia, from the island of Mindanao 

in the Philippines, had been awarded 

a scholarship by the Joint Japan/

World Bank Graduate Scholarship 

Program. On returning home, she 

joined the project on Household 

Enhancement and Livelihood Program 

for Muslim Communities (HELP MC) in 

Mindanao, funded by the Department 

of Agriculture to support the peace 

process by alleviating poverty 

through intensified implementation of 

agricultural technology-based income 

enhancement measures in fruit, rubber 

and oil palm production. Then led by 

Dr. Pablito P. Pamplona, the project is 

now headed by Garcia who succeeded 

Sabita Deshemaru, 
Mount Scopus 
campus, Jerusalem

International plant 
sciences program 
alumna (2003/4) 
Marisa Garcia 
(in short-sleeved 
top) helps Muslim 
farmers establish fruit 
orchards in Mindanao 
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Since 1997, nearly 150 students 

from 90 countries have attended 

the one-year international master’s 

programs in plant, nutritional or 

animal sciences and over 2,000 

practitioners from 120 countries 

have participated in one of over 25 

short-term postgraduate programs 

run by the Division for External 

Studies at the Robert H. Smith 

Faculty of Agriculture, Food and 

Environment.

in 2002/3 as a Coutu Scholar gave him 

the “knowledge to develop a strategic 

science-based approach to prioritizing 

and addressing plant health risks 

and issues that affect productivity, 

environmental sustainability and 

competitiveness of agricultural crops 

in Africa,” he says.

As assistant to the senior 

scientific officers in phytopathology 

and entomology at the Inter-African 

Phytosanitary 

Council of 

the African 

Union, Nana 

Sani is actively 

applying that knowledge. Having 

created a four-year plant health 

strategic plan, he continues to develop 

projects that promote effective plant 

health and quarantine services control 

systems, and he is preparing a strategic 

plan for invasive weeds and agricultural 

pest management and prevention. “We 

are also encouraging the African Union 

Commission’s 54 member states to 

comply with the International Standards 

for Phytosanitary Measures” he says.

“Early on, Israel understood that 

education is the key to success and that 

educating and training people who are 

determined to learn ensures development 

and progress. This was the lesson learned 

and taken home.”

Prof. Cui Fuqiang, 
China 
“I will never forget the IMPH 

program’s courses in epidemiology and 

community-oriented primary care,” 

says Beijing-based Prof. Cui Fuqiang, 

deputy director of China’s National 

Immunization Program, director of 

the Hepatitis Division of the Chinese 

Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention (China CDC) and a widely 

published research 

scientist. “I learned 

so much that helped 

me develop my 

research model when I 

returned to China.”

The program was an “eye-opening” 

experience, he says, that “gave me 

both epidemiology skills and the 

self-confidence to pursue my career.” 

Indeed, after graduating in 2004, 

Fuqiang moved to Beijing to join 

China CDC. He has published over 

I learned so much 
that helped me develop 

my research model

Top: Coutu Scholar 
(2002/3) Flaubert Nana 
Sani in Cameroon 
Below: Beijing-based 
IMPH alumnus 
(2003/4) Prof. Cui 
Fuqiang during a 
vaccination campaign in 
Sichuan, China.  

30 articles in which he was the first 

author, been granted over $3 million 

in research support and recently 

received his doctorate from the 

University of Basel.

As the China CDC field tutor 

for MPH students, he teaches his 

students to “follow my experience 

from Hebrew University — for 

example, establishing clear definitions 

for variables and creating a dummy 

table before embarking on a study.” 
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Student 
By Gail Lichtman

Woman to Woman
“Our program is holistic in its approach: we work with 

master’s students who, in turn, work with women from low 

socio-economic backgrounds,” says Yael Nevo, 30, herself a 

master’s student in cultural studies and the coordinator of 

the Women’s Leadership Program, which is overseen by 

the Unit for Social Involvement in the University’s Dean of 

Students Office.

The two-year scholarship program 

provides guidance to master’s students 

who run groups in self-awareness 

and empowerment for women from 

underprivileged sectors of society. This year, 11 master’s 

students from diverse fields are leading four groups in 

Jerusalem: two for Jewish women and two for Arab women. 

“Both the women and our students go through a process of 

understanding the place of women in their communities and 

Hebrew University students are committed to action beyond the 
classroom, applying their knowledge and skills to helping others

Action
‘When we started, the 

women barely spoke up. 
Now, they speak freely’

society at large,” says Nevo. 

“I was interested in leadership and women, but there 

weren’t any such programs in the Arab sector,” says Suzan 

Hassan-Daher, a 28-year-old master’s student in criminology 

in the Faculty of Law who is now in her second year of 

leading a group in Isawiya, an Arab neighborhood adjacent 

to the University’s Mount Scopus campus. Hassan-Daher 

and her co-leader Nada Elyan started the 

group by recruiting women at the local 

community center.

“At first, we offered the women 

practical knowledge in order to connect 

with them. This year, we are trying to show them what 

they can do with that knowledge.” With 20 women aged 25 

to 50 participating in the group, Hassan-Daher is proud of 

the progress the women have made. “When we started, the 

women barely spoke up. Now they speak freely, even on 

controversial issues such as polygamy and 

child marriage. I hope that the members of 

our group will go on to become grassroots 

leaders and organize more groups that help to 

empower women.” 

Master’s student in political communication 

Ortal Hackshur, 25, is the co-leader of a group 

in Jerusalem’s southeastern neighborhood 

of East Talpiot that comprises women from 

low socio-economic backgrounds under the 

care of social services. While still in its initial 

stages, the group already has six members, all 

mothers aged 35 to 55, and Hackshur hopes it 

will eventually include 15 women.

“We want to give them a framework for 

Women’s 
Leadership Program 
participants and 
master’s students 
Suzan Hassan-
Daher (left) and 
Nada Elyan lead a 
women’s group in 
Isawiya
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expressing themselves and for building their self-confidence,” 

she says. “It is very much a ‘two-way street’ experience since 

I too am learning so much as they tell their life stories.” 

Legal Reality
“Brera gets me out into the real world and shows me what I 

can offer as a lawyer”, says Ornan Steinberg, 27, a fourth-year 

student in the University’s joint LL.B. and philosophy program 

and co-director of the Brera Center’s legal division. Steinberg 

and co-director Edan Kaplansky, 26, a third-year student in 

the LL.B./MBA joint program, recruit and train students and 

supervise the 11 coordinators of the Center’s legal programs. 

Brera, a volunteer program founded in 1998 by Hebrew 

University students with backing from the Faculty of Law, 

provides student volunteers with a framework for providing 

free legal guidance and social assistance.

“Brera’s legal division has 100 volunteers,” says Steinberg. 

“First-year law students provide guidance to clients in 

Jerusalem courts, including magistrate and municipal, rabbinic 

and family courts. Second- to fourth-year 

students volunteer in other ways by 

offering free legal advice and other kinds 

of assistance such as giving lectures in 

the community, accompanying children 

who are victims of crime through legal processes or helping in 

a methadone clinic.

“We do not provide legal representation. We deal with 

people, not cases — anyone can seek our help in filling out 

forms, filing motions and getting advice about procedures. 

The emphasis is on empowering the individual.”

“Many people are completely lost when they have to deal 

with the courts,” adds Kaplansky. “It is amazing how 10 

minutes of procedural advice can make a world of difference 

to them.”

“Last year we had a case where an ex-con started working 

in a supermarket,” Steinberg recalls. “He hadn’t been paid 

and thought the only action he could take was to burn down 

the store. We explained about the labor court and helped him 

file a complaint. A week later he came to thank us because 

we had prevented him from going back to prison.” 

For both Steinberg and Kaplansky, the initial attraction to 

Brera was the fact that it operates on the principle of ‘pure 

volunteerism’. “It is very gratifying to use my knowledge and, 

at the same time, help others,” says Kaplansky. 

Benjamin Newman, 26, a third-year student in the joint 

LL.B. and philosophy program, is co-director of Brera’s 

community division together with Center director Osnat 

Hitron, a fourth-year law student. “Our division is open to 

all,” says Newman. “You don’t have to be a law student or 

even a student.” Started in 2003, the division’s programs 

vary from year to year since volunteers can initiate their own 

projects, with Brera providing logistics and training. 

This year, some 30 volunteers are involved in programs 

that include assisting the elderly, running 

a science and technology club for children 

in a low-income neighborhood, and 

working in a kindergarten for refugee 

children. One of the division’s ongoing 

programs, Ladders, teaches Hebrew to new immigrants from 

Ethiopia and Latin America, University employees who do not 

speak Hebrew and refugees. 

“Our programs have an impact on society,” says Newman, 

“and our volunteers are motivated by their belief in pure 

volunteerism — it is hugely satisfying to be part of that.”

In a Strange Land
“Since there is no infrastructure for African refugees living 

in Israel and the government doesn’t provide them with 

services, I decided that creating a practicum for students 

would be one way to provide services for this community,” 

says Tali Ehrenthal, 29, a master’s student in social work 

and criminology.

Ehrenthal began working with African refugees in Israel 

Left: Women’s 
Leadership Program 
coordinator Yael Nevo 
(right) and program 
participant Ortal 
Hackshur. 
Above: Brera Center 
legal division 
co-directors Edan 
Kaplansky (left) and 
Ornan Steinberg

‘It is very gratifying to use 
my knowledge and, at the 

same time, help others’
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Hold Highlights of Friends of the Hebrew University
scheduled events during 2012/2013
May 15 New York American Friends’ Gala Awards 

dinner honoring Nira & Kenneth Abramowitz and 

Tina & Michael Lobel 

May 17 Chile Chilean Friends’ Scopus Award dinner honoring 

José Antonio Viera Gallo

May 31-June 8 Europe & Israel American Friends’ President’s 

Mission to Europe & Israel

June 3-8 Israel Canadian Friends’ Land of Creativity friendship mission

June 8-13 Jerusalem Board of Governors annual meeting

July 8 London British Friends’ Alumni Fun Run to support Unit for Diagnosis and Support for Students 

with Learning Disabilities

July 26 London Young Legal Committee of British Friends’ Religion and the Law event

August Europe Brain & Art Exhibition commences seven-city European tour

September 8 Los Angeles annual Bel Air Affaire student scholarship event & Humanitarian Torch 

of Learning Award

September 6, 9 Toronto Canadian Friends’ Best of Hebrew U symposium

September 11 Ottawa Canadian Friends’ Best of Hebrew U symposium

September 20 Chicago Leaders of Distinction Awards dinner honoring Alison Gutterman, 

Frances Krasnow & Mary Ann Tuft

October Moscow Russian Friends’ 10th anniversary celebration

Oct. 19-Nov. 1 Israel & Barcelona Canadian Friends’ Live, Learn & Explore mission

October 23-30 Israel British Friends’ Living Legacy mission 

November Buenos Aires Argentinean Friends’ Scopus Award ceremony

November 4-5 Jerusalem Board of Governors’ Executive Committee meeting

November 20 Brussels Belgian Friends’ Scopus Award gala

November 29 London British Friends’ Legal Group 60th annual dinner with guest 

speaker Lord Grabiner QC 

January 2013 Punta del Este Argentinean Friends’ summer symposium

January 13 Palm Beach Scopus Award Gala honoring Barbara & Richard Rothschild

February 16-23 Mexico City Mexican Friends’ Three Women, Three Expressions annual symposium

May 2013 London Elliot Philipp FRCS FRCOG annual memorial lecture

May 7 Winnipeg Canadian Friends’ Gala dinner honoring Moe Levy

June 7-12 Jerusalem Board of Governors annual meeting

Contact your local Friends of the Hebrew University for full listings
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New Olim program 
student co-
coordinator Dafna 
Cohen-Laub treats 
a patient in the 
voluntary dental 
clinic  
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some five years ago. “I went to a lecture and learned of the 

horrors they had been through. Their experiences reminded 

me of my Holocaust-survivor grandparents.” Unable to turn 

her back on their plight, Ehrenthal volunteered to help and 

became active in the Refugees and Asylum Seekers voluntary 

organization which “assists the refugees with such basics as 

finding housing, dealing with employers and providing food.”

The practicum she initiated at the University’s Paul 

Baerwald School of Social Work and Social Welfare — 

with six social work undergraduates participating this 

year — seemed a natural outgrowth of her involvement. 

“Our students have knowledge and training in social 

work, so the practicum is an ideal opportunity to provide 

professional help to the community,” she says. “Four of the 

students work with children on a one-on-one basis in their 

homes and the other two with families and singles.”

Third-year student Josh Weiner 

works with “individuals and groups 

most at risk. These are people with 

serious problems who cannot manage 

on their own. I have one teenager who 

was held in a torture camp in Sinai for 

an entire year.

“I try to find them medical and psychological help, teach 

them Hebrew and help them deal with Israeli bureaucracy. 

This practicum is giving me hands-on experience. It forces 

me to be creative and to network to find resources in order to 

help these refugees.”

“What inspires me is the refugees’ strength,” says 

Ehrenthal. “They have gone through so much, yet they still 

have the resilience to keep on going.”

Dental Intervention
“Dental care is not always a top priority for new Ethiopian 

immigrants who have other, more pressing problems,” 

says Dr. Alon Livny, coordinator of the New Olim program 

of the Department of Community Dentistry in the Hebrew 

University’s Faculty of Dental Medicine. Each year, some 

40 fifth- and sixth-year dental students — supervised by 

clinical instructor volunteers from the Faculty — give their 

time and expertise to treating Ethiopian 

immigrants living at the Mevessaret Zion 

absorption center, just outside Jerusalem. 

“We provide dental health instruction 

and screen about 30 to 40 patients at the 

absorption center each time; we bring 

the more urgent cases to our clinic which operates every two 

weeks. Each patient is assigned to two students: one treats 

and the other assists,” says Livny.

Dafna Cohen-Laub and Gilad Wasserman, both in their 

sixth year, are the program’s student coordinators. “We make 

sure there are enough volunteers to give the treatment and 

that the immigrants come on the right day and time,” says 

Cohen-Laub. “Every patient is challenging. Most do not speak 

Hebrew and have never been to a dentist. The only treatment 

they are familiar with is tooth extraction — usually without 

painkillers — so they come to us with great fears, which we 

try to allay.”

“It is very rewarding work, especially when you realize 

that some of the patients have been in pain for a long time,” 

says Wasserman. “I remember one woman who had been in 

severe pain and was so happy after treatment.”

While the students receive no academic credit or 

payment for their work, they are compensated in other 

ways. “It is great to help these new immigrants,” says Livny. 

“But the program teaches our students something even 

greater — giving to the community. The fact that half of 

all fifth- and sixth-year students volunteer in this program 

is highly encouraging. They are not just doing it for the 

experience since they have plenty of other opportunities to 

gain experience. Undoubtedly, the impetus is their desire to 

contribute to society.” 

‘Every patient is 
challenging. Most do not 
speak Hebrew and have 
never been to a dentist’

African refugees 
attend Hebrew class
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