AN INTERVIEW WITH:

Bob Lapidot

Bob Lapidot is Head of the Division of International Relations of the Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities.

Bob, how and why
is the Academy
involved in regional
S&T cooperation?

What have you
done so far to
change that?

Can you give us
some sample
figures?

Were there any
unexpected
results?

What's next?

LAPIDOT: Based on its highly successful program in the People's Republic of China, the
Israel Academy felt that scientific cooperation could and should play an important role in
normalizing relations between the countries of our own region. Since 1994, the Academy has
been deeply involved in the meetings of the Scientific Academies of the Middle East Region
(SAMER), initiated by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences (NAS), and related activities
(The FORUM, Winter 1997). We felt that a lot of regional S&T cooperation was going on
unnoticed and unreported.

LAPIDOT: For one thing, we commissioned a comprehensive survey of Arab-Israeli
cooperation in basic research during 1995-99, at both academic and nonacademic institutions
throughout our region. The report, submitted just last month (January 2000), was authored
by Paul Scham, a researcher at the Truman Institute for Peace at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem. On January 25, 2000, Prof. Jacob Ziv, the President of the Israel Academy,
presented these results and related materials to a special meeting of the Knesset Commission
on S&T. This session on Regional S&T Cooperation was also attended by Israel's Minister
for Regional Cooperation, Shimon Peres. People seemed impressed by the actual size and
scope of such cooperation.

LAPIDOT: Sure. Of the 217 projects reported, about 60% involved Israeli S&T cooperation
with Palestinian (PNA) partners, 16% involved Egyptian partners, 14% involved Jordanian
partners and 6% involved Moroccan partners. About 22% of the projects were in Social
Science Research, Environmental and Water Research, Agricultural and Veterinary Research,
and Medical Research (each). Only about 4% were in such exact sciences as Physics. The
European Union supported 54% of the projects; the U.S., 24%; Israel, 19%. However, the
large U.S. Middle-East Regional Cooperation (MERC) projects shift these figures, in dollar
terms, sharply towards U.S. funders and Israel-Egyptian cooperation.

LAPIDOT: Yes. Arab countries seemed reluctant to cooperate jointly with Israel, preferring
bilateral projects. Projects involving a strongly interested, high-ranking Arab official able
to provide political support were also more successful. Personal social relations between the
Israeli and Arab participants were also usually surprisingly positive. Conversely, the number
of Israeli Arabs participating in such research was surprisingly few.

LAPIDOT: We would like to use our information to help identify opportunities and potential
donors for future regional S&T projects. Meanwhile, we are gearing up for three SAMERinspired regional S&T workshops — on Micronutrient Deficiencies (Ramallah), Water Research
(Amman) and Biodiversity (Sde Boker) — all to be held this year. We are also now distributing
the results of our recent joint SAMER report on Water for the Future, published by the NAS
in 1999. The Academy is a particularly useful locus for such joint activities.

Dead Sea Working Group to Enliven Education
In June 1999 the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities and the Planning and Budgeting
Committee (PBC) of the Israel Council for Higher Education held a joint international workshop
on The Future of the Research University (The FORUM, Summer 1999). The workshop brought
together Israeli academics and decisionmakers and recognized international experts — such as Sir
Brian Fender, Chief Executive of the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), and
Prof. David Litster,Vice President for R&D and Dean of the Graduate School of the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology (MIT) — to discuss the problems and opportunities facing research universities
in today's new climate. Participants shared their country's experiences and their implications for
Israel's ongoing restructuring of its system of higher education.
To further explore these challenging ideas and options, and to lay the groundwork for future action,
the Israel Academy and PBC held a followup ad hoc meeting of selected senior Israeli participants
at the Dead Sea (November 28-29, 1999). A Central Steering Committee, headed by Israel Academy
President Prof. Jacob Ziv and PBC Chairman Prof. Nehemia Levtzion, was set up to oversee the
subsequent work of several subcommittees, the first of which will deal with:
* Increasing Public Understanding of Academic Research
* Funding Israeli Academic Research
* Industry-Academic Policy and Relations.
Prof. Levtzion noted that the first committee could also help Israel's PBC and scientific community
present a better, more positive case to the Government. The second committee could provide
useful feedback on the PBC's allocation formulas, which determine the size of national block grants
to Israel's universities and colleges. Prof. Ziv noted that competitive grants programs, such as the
Israel Science Foundation (ISF) provide the PBC a useful way to promote Israel's existing research
strengths, but that a new umbrella organization is needed to include mechanisms for proactively
addressing Israel's weaknesses and starting new fields. Prof. Joshua Jortner, former President of the
Israel Academy and former PBC Chairman, noted the advantages of such ad hoc organizations as
TELEM (The FORUM, Autumn 1998) and FIRST, which meet this need without a proliferation of
new official organizations.
Prof. Jortner noted that the industrial funding of academic research is quite different from public
funding and often carries different conditions (e.g., secrecy). Prof. Zehev Tadmor, former President
of the Technion, agreed and noted that industrial funding usually comes from personal contacts and
a close common interest in specific practical problems. It is thus largely noncompetitive in nature,
and scientific quality may suffer. Prof. Ziv noted that faculty credibility must be maintained and that
Israel, while encouraging industrial-academic cooperation, must develop more explicit policies for
industry-related faculty research, absence and return. The participants agreed to meet biannually
to report their progress on these and other critical issues.
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