
On 7 April 2002, the secretariat of
the Palestine Academy for Science and
Technology became yet another casu-
alty of the Israeli-Palestine conflict
when Israeli’s soldiers forcibly entered
the academy’s offices in Ramallah,
smashing the furniture and destroying electronic and
paper files. The incident led some members of the global
scientific community to call for a boycott of Israeli cul-
tural and research links until Israel “abides by UN
resolutions and opens serious peace negotiations with
the Palestinians.” 

Nature, Science, other science journals and the
International Human Rights Network of Academies con-
demned the proposed boycott claiming that the global
science community should support cooperation and
exchange, not isolation, even (indeed, especially) during
times of political crisis. Such efforts at international
understanding, they claimed, would not only help pro-
mote research but, perhaps more importantly, have the
added benefit of opening up avenues for cross-cultural

interaction that could ultimately
enhance global understanding and
harmony. 

In October 2001, less than six
months before the Israeli assault and
one year into the second intifada, the

Palestine Academy for Science and Technology issued a
draft ‘white paper’ describing the central role that science
and technology could play in the building of a prosper-
ous and peaceful Palestinian state. The report highlight-
ed the role that the academy, which was created in 1998,
could assume in such efforts.

Today, the Palestine Academy for Science and
Technology has 11 members, a small but elite roster that
includes most accomplished Palestinian scientists. The
academy is not only seeking to play a central role in the
promotion of science throughout the territory but also
envisions itself as a key actor in programmes designed to
promote science-based development. As Imad Khatib, the
academy’s secretary general recently noted, the organi-
zation “constitutes the focal point for Palestinian science
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PARTNERS

THE HOPE 
OF SCIENCE

THE PALESTINE ACADEMY FOR SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY HOPES TO HELP THIS

WAR-TORN LAND MOVE TOWARDS A PEACEFUL AND PROSPEROUS FUTURE BUILT 

ON A STRONG AND ENDURING FRAMEWORK OF SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY.  

THE INTERACADEMY PANEL WOULD LIKE TO LEND A HAND IN THIS EFFORT.

[CONTINUED PAGE 48]



and technology initiatives, virtually all of which are
geared towards capacity building at both individual and
institutional levels.”

The InterAcademy Panel on International Issues
(IAP), an organization of 85 science academies from
around the world that is dedicated to promoting the
capacity of its member institutions, recently expressed its
concern over the damage incurred at the headquarters of
the Palestine Academy for Science and Technology, and,
more generally, over the surge in violence and terrorism
in many parts of the world, including the Middle East.
The IAP, whose secretariat is located in Trieste where it
operates under the administrative umbrella of the Third
World Academy of Sciences (TWAS), also expressed its
support for doing whatever it could to help boost the
capacity of the Palestine Academy for Science and
Technology as quickly as possible.

What follows is a story of hope, based on the
Palestine Academy for Science and Technology’s future
plans for development and action first outlined in
October 2001 in the midst of a conflict that would soon
engulf the academy itself. It is a story of eternal hope in
a land that seems to have experienced nothing but eter-
nal conflict.

W hat is the role of a science academy? The Inter-
Academy Panel on International Issues (IAP),

launched in 1993 as a global network of science
academies dedicated to increasing both the capabili-
ties of its members and the role of academies within
their societies, embraces a broad view of the aca-
demies’ responsibilities – a view that is most compre-
hensively articulated in the organization’s statutes.

First, as the IAP notes, academies are designed to
serve as merit-based institutions that honour the most
accomplished scientists within their nations through
their election to the academies. Second, they are orga-
nizations that focus on scientific capacity building
through a variety of programmes, including the award-
ing of prizes to their most distinguished members;
research and training grants, especially for younger
scientists; and initiatives that seek to raise public
understanding and support for basic and applied
research. Third, academies are organizations that
often provide advice to governments either through
consultations on critical science-related issues or the
publication of reports that outline the nature of
science-based problems and the science-based options
that are available to address these concerns.

The broad range of activities spelled out in these
responsibilities apply to all academies. But what about
academies that find themselves in difficult situations
due to a lack of resources, paltry and fickle govern-
ment support, or an insufficient number of scientists
within their countries to create a critical mass of mem-
bership that such organizations need to survive and
prosper? 

And what about academies, such as the Palestine
Academy for Science and Technology, that find them-
selves caught in an intricate and deadly web of conflict
that not only forces their nations to focus on other,
more immediate concerns but also places the
academies’ very survival at risk?

The answer to the latter question is surprisingly
simple. Academies under such severe stress tend to
explore ways to do what other academies do – that is,
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to be of service to their nation’s scientific community
and of use to their larger society by nurturing oppor-
tunities to apply their knowledge and skills to a host of
everyday concerns.

The difference is that academies under severe
stress need help from others – either other academies
in better straits, organizations such as the IAP that
have been created in part to help such institutions,
and/or external agencies (most notably, foundations)
that can provide funding for both administrative
responsibilities and programmatic initiatives. 

Most of all, these academies need a stable and sup-
portive political environment that allows scientific
research to take place unencumbered by economic and
social uncertainty, political disruptions, threats and
even violence. There is no better
example of the academies’ persis-
tence to do what academies have
always done than the recent experi-
ence of the Palestine Academy for
Science and Technology.

The Palestine Academy for
Science and Technology was estab-
lished in 1998 at a time when the
movement towards peace within the region seemed to
promise a better future for Palestinians and Israelis
alike. “Our motivation,” says Imad Khatib, the acade-
my’s secretary general, “was to create a scientific orga-
nization that could provide a sound foundation for the
territory’s growing scientific community and, at the
same time, create an institution that could advise the
government on a variety of science-related policy
issues. In essence, we hoped to create a hybrid struc-
ture that was part science academy and part research
council.”

The fledgling organization soon enjoyed a degree
of success both as a respected nonpartisan institution
within the territory and one of the primary focal points
of Palestinian science for those outside the region.

“One of the misconceptions that the rest of the
world has of Palestine is that it is a place devoid of
education and science,” says Khatib. “While our facili-
ties are not well funded and while education and
research are often interrupted by events beyond our
control, it is important to note that there are a number
of universities and research centres that have survived

despite the harsh environment in
which they have been forced to
operate.”

For example, the University of
Al-Quds (notably, its Applied Re-
search Institute of Jerusalem, which

concentrates on agricultural research); the An-Najah
University (notably, its Centre for Renewable Energy
Research); and the University of Birzeit (notably, its
Community Health Unit which conducts health policy
research) are sparse oases of higher education in an
otherwise parched research environment. At the same
time, the ministries – for example of environment,
industry and education – provide at least bare-bone
research frameworks designed for the study of long-
term, chronic problems in a land where the only future
that usually counts is the here and now.

“As a result, part of the job of the academy,” says
Khatib, “has been to coordinate and efficiently utilize
existing scientific personnel and institutional
resources. In short, we have tried not to launch
activities that would duplicate existing efforts. And we
have sought to tap the talents of Palestinian scientists
currently working in the nation’s universities and
research centres to advance the academy’s agenda.”

One of the most intriguing activities to take place
during this period was a study of regional water issues,
undertaken by scientists from the Israel Academy of
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The Palestine Academy
was established when
the movement towards

peace seemed to promise
a better future.



Sciences and Humanities, the Palestine Academy for
Science and Technology, the Royal Scientific Society of
Jordan, and the US National Academy of Sciences. 

“We worked together,” says Khatib, “on a problem
that knows no political boundaries and one that is like-
ly to be of crucial importance to Israel, Palestine and
the entire region in the years ahead.” The study did
not lead to any significant changes in policy but it did
help raise the public profile of an issue that often gets
drowned out by more immediate political and diplo-
matic concerns. This is just one example of why a
revival of a fruitful dialogue between the Israel Aca-
demy of Sciences and Humanities and the Palestine
Academy for Science and Technology on matters of
common interest would benefit the entire region.

Like so much else in the Palestine territory, progress
on the scientific front was brought
to an abrupt halt by events sur-
rounding Palestine’s second intifada
that began in September 2000 and

the Israeli military action that ensued. “Like much of
the rest of Palestine, the academy and the territory’s
educational and research centres have been under a
state of siege that has only intensified as the fighting
has intensified,” says Khatib. “It’s a siege that culmi-
nated with assault on the academy’s headquarters last
April.

Despite this serious setback, Khatib and his col-
leagues hope to rebuild and indeed broaden the reach

of the academy in the years ahead. “Peace must come
first,” he observes, “but once we achieve a degree of
lasting tranquility, I hope that we can again begin the
process of building the academy in ways that follow
the blueprint outlined in our “Science and Technology
Draft Report” published in October 2001.

The report envisions the academy as the “premier
science and technology body in the country” and it
calls on the institution to “pursue programmes guided
by the principles of competence, competitiveness and
conscience.” Because the report’s authors believe that
science and technology are “the most important factors
for national economic growth,” they foresee the acade-
my being fully engaged in “the socio-economic devel-
opment” of Palestine.

To advance this ultimate goal, the report proposes a
three-pronged strategy that focuses
on developing a sturdy and sustain-
able science and technology infras-
tructure; devising an agenda that
makes science more relevant to
Palestine’s current problems; and
improving the governance and man-
agement of science and technology to
ensure that the resources invested in

these enterprises are used wisely and effectively. “Issues
related to health, education and nutrition,” the authors
note, “should be at the top of the science policy agenda
and programmes designed to promote science-based
development should receive primary attention.”

“We know that we will not be able to rebuild the
academy on our own, let alone transform it into a pow-
erful and influential voice for science-based develop-
ment without external help,” Khatib acknowledges.
“We also know that the Palestine Academy for Science
and Technology is just one small player among many
(and not a very big player at that) trying to address an
bewildering array of complex issues that now seem to
defy solution.”

“Nevertheless, we hope the groundwork we have
laid over the past several years will not go to waste. As
circumstances improve, we will be ready to lend our
hand to building a stable and prosperous society for
our long-suffering people. With assistance from our
scientific friends from around the world, we believe
that we can ultimately make a difference.”                    ■
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The Palestine Academy
stands ready to lend its
hand to build a stable
and prosperous future.


