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The Bedouin Population in Transition: Site Visit to Abu Basma Regional Council

June 28, 2005, Myers-JDC-Brookdale Semi-annual Board Meetings
Members of the Myers-JDC-Brookdale Board participated in a unique visit to the newly established Bedouin Regional Council of Abu Basma in the Negev. The Institute has been asked to take part in planning social services for the new Council, and the site visit was an opportunity to become more informed about this issue and about the overall challenges facing the Bedouin population in Israel. For the past four years, the Institute has been working intensively with the Bedouin population of the Negev on a groundbreaking survey of Bedouin children and youth, with a special focus on disabled children. The findings of this survey, supported by Andrea & Michael Dubroff and the Helen Bader Foundation, will be instrumental in planning appropriate services for the population. 
Background

Prof. Jack Habib, Director of the Institute, provided a broad overview of the Bedouin population in Israel, the challenges it faces as it undergoes the significant transition from a traditional life-style to life in permanent villages, and the key issues addressed by the government and voluntary sectors. 
· The Bedouin population in the Negev includes some 180,000 people, 67% of whom are children and youth ages 0-18.
· The State of Israel and the Bedouin community are in conflict over the issue of ownership and use of land in the Negev. This conflict has negative ramifications for the social services in unrecognized settlements. 
· The Bedouin population is divided by tribal conflicts that have lasted for years. 
· The community suffers from economic distress and poverty, exacerbated by a high birth rate.
· Polygamy is still practiced; in many families, the father has multiple wives. 
· Social and economic changes have created a serious generation gap.
· The infant mortality rate in the Bedouin population is high. Many disabilities and genetic disorders are a result of consanguineous marriages.
· The rate of pre-school attendance is extremely low due to a lack of facilities in both recognized towns and unrecognized settlements. 
· There are high dropout rates, especially among boys in grades nine and ten. The most significant dropout rate among girls occurs earlier, between grades eight and nine.
· The eligibility rate for matriculation is extremely low. 
· The physical condition of most schools is poor.
· Few frameworks exist to provide informal activities for children and youth in their free time.
· Social services and manpower are sorely lacking in the region. Furthermore, some of the existing services are not appropriate for the Bedouin population. 
Dr. Aaron "Arale" Zohar, Director-General of the newly established Abu Basma Regional Council, described the process that led to the establishment of the council. Abu Basma, "the father of the smile," was founded on January 28, 2004, with the aim of implementing a government decision to establish eight new Bedouin settlements. These settlements are meant to absorb approximately one-third (20,000 inhabitants) of the residents of unrecognized settlements.

The Regional Council faces a variety of challenges, including: 

· Illegal construction on a large scale
· A nearly complete lack of leadership

· The highest rate of unemployment in Israel

· An insufficient service system in areas such as education and health

· A lack of infrastructure

· An insufficient budget

The Regional Council has set the following priorities:

· Community participation in all stages of planning and establishing settlements 
· Empowering residents through informal educational activities and the development of democratic processes
· Creating sources of employment for the population in general, and for women in particular 
· Empowering women 
· Developing leadership 

· Health care 
Zohar concluded: "This is an immense challenge for the State of Israel. We feel like pioneers. If we don't make the change - nothing will happen. If we are the first, the State will follow us. I ask you in the name of Abu Basma Regional Council: Share with us in this important issue and give us the backing we need."

The site visit was also accompanied by Dr. Thabet Abu Ras, Executive Director of the "Abu Basma Project", which was established by the JDC and the New Israel Fund. This new project aims to advance and develop the villages in the Abu Basma Regional Council; it is coordinating activities among the government, NGOs and the Bedouin communities themselves. Thabet is a Professor at Ben-Gurion University who specializes in geography and environmental studies. 
Existing Services and Plans for the Future
Our first stop was the elementary school in the village of Abu Qrenat, where we were warmly received by the principal and several teachers. After a playful game of soccer with a group of children dressed in the red uniforms of "HaPoel Tel Aviv" (the soccer team recently began sponsoring the school), we were led to a beautifully decorated classroom. The school's 1,000 students study from 8:00 a.m. until 2:00 p.m., five days a week. There are no after-school activities, nor are there summer programs. The students follow the regular Israeli curriculum and, according to the school principal, "have good achievements." After graduating from elementary school, the boys continue to the high school in the nearby village of Ara. Most of the girls do not continue their studies, due to their parents' objection to their attending school far from home. 
Khir Elbaz, a social worker who will officially join the staff of the Abu Basma Regional Council in the coming months, met us at the Abu Qrenat elementary school and presented the situation of the community from his perspective. "It's hard to get people out of a culture of relying on social security payments and into an employment culture," said Elbaz. "The new Regional Council recognizes this.  There is a need for creative, innovative thought and for developing a new cadre of leaders." Regarding the impact of the changes in Bedouin society on young girls, Khir pointed out: "we receive girls at age four, and tell them they have a right to a wonderful future; but 12 years later they return to a culture that has not gone through the system. Their mothers and grandmothers don't believe in these changes. This creates dissonance. We must work simultaneously with all age groups. All systems must work together: health, education, social services. Fortunately, that's the approach of the Head of the Regional Council. We need to develop this approach and, to that end, we require resources of knowledge, money and professional experience." 

[image: image1.jpg]World
Health
Organization
Coliaborating
Center

TP 1100 - U212 - 0IXN
MYERS - JDC - BROOKDALE INSTITUTE
LS deme - i - abe

i

o
Ao
oy
e
wyn



Fewer Words, More Deeds
Amram Qalaji, the Head of Abu Basma Regional Council, was formerly the Director of the Ministries of Social Affairs and Interior. He has a long-standing reputation in Israeli civil service for his professionalism and honesty. He has been in office at Abu Basma for one year. "I feel there is a systematic solution to the challenges facing the Negev Bedouins - to make them citizens," states Qalaji. "All forces are involved 
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jointly, at multiple levels of governance: We have a member of each village in the Council, and village-level Regional Committees, which have formal legal status. It is very important to us to include the people in the planning process." Qalaji's employment vision for the region includes using regional resources, farming and small businesses. He plans to develop regional social services, accessible education facilities, and informal after-school activities for all ages. He shared with us his plans to begin construction of a new elementary school during the summer, and a new high school during the coming months, for both of which he has secured funding. 

While we were at the Abu Qrenat elementary school, we were joined by a central leader from the younger generation of the Bedouin community: Amal al Saneh al Hajuj, the shepherdess turned McGill University graduate who established and directs Ajeek, the Negev Institute for Strategies of Peace and Development. The Institute had the pleasure of inviting her to speak at the Institute's seminar on Arab Women and Girls held in Haifa in January 2005, which was sponsored by the Marshall Weinberg Fund for Professional Collaboration and Development. Amal described how women in the Bedouin community are marginalized in three ways: 

1. as part of the Palestinian minority in the state of Israel
2. as residents of the Negev, located in Israel's periphery  

3. as part of a traditional society which is presently undergoing rapid changes 

Amal highlighted the difficulty of living in two worlds simultaneously. She loves her community and, at the same time, strives to maximize the opportunities which the outside world has to offer. Her mother's generation is in crisis due to the loss of their status as producers – the status they held in the tribes' nomadic days. She described the entrepreneurial initiatives she has led, such as Desert Embroidery and Negev Weaving (which we visited later that day), which aim to meet the women's need to be productive and utilize their strengths, knowledge and experience. Amal strives to develop local leadership, raise awareness of building and contributing to the community, and cultivate a cadre of change agents. 
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From the school we traveled along a dusty desert road, currently being paved thanks to the Regional Council's successful fundraising efforts, until we reached the home of Sheikh Salman Abu Qrenat, who warmly hosted us for lunch. The Sheikh said: "We welcome all of you into our village. We work in full cooperation with the Abu Basma Regional Council to develop our village. The Council has already started to pave the main road and we are optimistic regarding the future. We invite you to visit us again a few years from now to see our new developed village." He added: "Amram Qalaji, the Head of the Council, is the right person at the right time." Institute Board members conveyed their gratitude at Sheikh Salman's hospitality and wished him continued success in developing the village. 
Women's Roles and Leadership 

In the town of Lakiya, one of seven recognized Bedouin towns, we visited two entrepreneurial ventures described to us earlier in the day by Amal: Desert Embroidery and Negev Weaving.  Khadra al Saneh and Naama al Saneh, Amal's cousin and her sister, described these businesses, both of which were established to generate income and give women an opportunity to develop traditional skills and acquire experience in production and business management roles. Approximately 200 women in each of the two businesses receive raw materials and, in their spare time at home, produce embroidered squares of cloth which are used to make dresses and other items, or weave rugs. The women are paid monthly, and are gratified to be making an income doing something they know how to do and enjoy. Many of the women's husbands and local male leaders have attempted to close down these businesses, which challenge their traditional authority.  Yet the women have no intention of backing down from their professional and personal development.


Comments from our Board Members
Lee Kohrman: "It was heartening to meet dedicated people who want to fix this long-standing fault line within Bedouin society. I was impressed by the dedication to this enterprise, and we can leave here optimistically."
Herb Kronish: "I was very impressed with what is being done and it is important for the State of Israel. It's time for the government of Israel to treat its Arab citizens equally to the Jews, and it's good for peace in the long term." 
Nora Barron: "What struck me was the timing of the visit when new villages are just being recognized - it is a prime moment in the context of the development of the population. They seem to want to move forward, they have a desire to move ahead with their life-style. What was very telling and impressive was the young woman who spoke of her grandfather who had studied in Istanbul and ever since then, that tribe is more accepting and encouraging of education. Whatever we can do to further promote education and this population is worthy." 
Susan Becker: "The experience here today was an educational one. We have to do what we can to contribute to this extraordinary effort."
Michael Bellman: "I knew very little about the Bedouin community, it's terrific to see them coming from consumers to contributors. It was exciting to be here when these changes are taking place." 
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Amram Qalaji, the Head of Abu Basma Regional Council, presented plans for a new school complex in Abu Qrenat (with Jack Habib)





Lee Kohrman and Sheikh Salman Abu Qrenat exchanged wishes for the success of the Abu Basma Regional Council





Susan Becker and Herb Kronish listening to Khadra al Saneh, Director of Desert Embroidery, a Bedouin women's entrepreneurial initiative, in Lakiya.  
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Nora Barron, Michael and Cookie Belman, watch soccer game at village of Abu Qrenat. The provision of after-school activities for children is a priority of the new council.
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