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Since 1991, we have been carrying out a multi-track program to promote peace, cooperation, and security in the Middle East.  We sponsor activities among Israelis and Palestinians, on the one hand, and promote regional cooperation, on the other.

TV Documentaries on Final Status Issues 
We are currently producing a four part television documentary on final status questions, including Jerusalem, refugees, settlements, and the nature of the states.  Each documentary will be aired on local Palestinian and Israeli television, and internationally in English and other languages.  The aim will be to demonstrate that solutions can be found even to the most contentious problems, without threatening the existence of either side.  The documentaries will seek to educate the public on the hard issues and to help create an environment in which such issues can actually be settled.  They will serve as a tool for call-in discussions and town meetings to prepare the public for possible solutions to problems now considered intractable.  Broadcast is expected in the fall 2004.

Common Ground News Service (CGNews) 

Our Common Ground News Service is now received weekly by more than 200 regional publications and 9,800 individuals.  CGNews syndicates articles that are accurate, balanced, and solution-oriented to news outlets throughout the Middle East and worldwide. To date, we have placed over 1,100 articles in regional papers and online journals.  CGNews appears in English, Arabic, and Hebrew versions.  It is also available on the web at www.sfcg.org/cgnews/middle-east.cfm. 

TV Production with Ma’an Network

In the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, incitement provides a substantial barrier to forward movement.  Hateful speech poisons the entire atmosphere.  Both sides are understandably concerned about what they believe to be vilification from the other.  While there is no equivalence between the rhetoric of one side or the other, it can safely be said that both Palestinians and Israelis believe they are regularly slandered and defamed.  Israelis complain of anti-Semitism; Palestinians complain of racist speech.  Moreover, both parties take words very seriously and believe that rhetoric threatens their national existence – whether the threat of “being thrown into the sea” or being “transferred” out of their homeland.

We would like to stimulate a debate in both Israeli and Palestinian societies on the issue of incitement.  As a first step, in partnership with the Ma’an Network of Palestinian independent TV stations, we are currently producing a series of fifteen talk shows on reframing incitement which will be broadcast throughout the Summer of 2004. 

Radio Soap Opera

In partnership with MEND (Middle East Non-Violence & Democracy), a Palestinian NGO, we are now airing the second, 26-part season of a dramatic radio series, Il-Dar Dar Abuna (Home Is Our Home).  The series is being broadcast by nine stations on the West Bank and in Gaza, and it stresses themes of non-violence and individual responsibility.  A televised version of the series is now in the advanced planning stage.
First Common Ground Film Festival in Jerusalem

Opening night of the first Common Ground Film Festival in Jerusalem, co-sponsored with the Jerusalem International YMCA, was a resounding success drawing a sold-out crowd of 630 people.  The festival began June 22nd with the feature film Monsieur Ibrahim telling the story of a relationship that develops between a Muslim shopkeeper and a Jewish boy, which was then followed by a reception of Middle Eastern cuisine and live music.  The atmosphere was lively and jovial, with laughter erupting throughout the film and crowds socializing late into the night, all demonstrating the community’s thirst for a medium that fosters hope and peace.  The rest of the four day festival met with equal success showing documentaries on truth and reconciliation in South Africa, Rwandan society ten years after the genocide, stories from Northern Ireland political prisoners, and a Vietnam War veteran connecting with his former Vietnamese enemy.  The documentaries were followed by discussions with the films’ directors, engaging the audience in an exploration of the films’ messages of hope and its application to other conflicts.  The high energy of the week concluded with anticipation towards the prospect of a second Jerusalem Common Ground Film Festival next year.

Eliav-Sartawi Awards for Common Ground Journalism in the Middle East

Search for Common Ground is currently in the judging phase of submissions for this annual competition to recognize and encourage journalism which contributes to a better understanding between people and to maintaining political dialogue in the Middle East. 

Created to honour journalists whose writing has opened windows of understanding on the peoples in the region and the issues that divide them, awards will be offered for articles published between March 15th, 2003 and April 1st, 2004, in Arab, Israeli, or Western publications (recognised newspaper, magazine, or other periodical). Each article submitted for consideration will be reviewed by a distinguished international panel of judges. Each winner will receive a monetary award of €1,000.  An Awards ceremony will be organised in Brussels in September 2004. 

This year’s judges are as follows: 

ARABIC PRESS

Emad Omar

Abdel Monem Said

Hazem Saghiyeh (Al-Hayat)

 

HEBREW PRESS
Lauren Gelfond (Jerusalem Post, 2003 Awardee)

Anat Saragusti (Israeli Channel 2)

Ze’ev Schiff (Ha’aretz)

 

WESTERN PRESS

Tracy Wilkinson (LA Times, 2003 Awardee)

Zel Lurie

Patrice de Beer (Le Monde)

 
Bulletin of Regional Cooperation in the Middle East

Now in its twelfth year, the Bulletin of Regional Cooperation in the Middle East is a quarterly newsletter that chronicles cooperative activities, publications, and funding sources involving the Middle East.  Over the years, it has become the definitive reference source for non-governmental activities in the region.  The first edition of the Bulletin of Regional Cooperation in the Middle East appeared in 1992 to chronicle what many thought was a non-existent field.  Twelve years later, we are still committed to reporting on regional cooperation - and to making such cooperation, not the exception, but the rule. 

Since February 2004, the Bulletin has been an exclusively on-line publication and was expanded to include Hebrew and Arabic versions, in addition to English.  By focusing on collaboration and dialogue, the Bulletin offers an alternative perspective on the region and encourages the kind of activity that we would like to replicate and expand.  It features a calendar of events for regional seminars and conferences, funding opportunities for NGOs, and fellowships for individuals, as well as articles about regional people-to-people activities.  It also offers a review of recent books and publications on important Middle East issues. 

Assistance to Palestinian NGOs
A key part of our work with Palestinians and Israelis is a campaign to have non-violent action in the Gandhian, Martin Luther King-sense adopted by both sides.  While a non-violent campaign might seem very distant in these violent times, we believe it is a potential paradigm-breaker.  Above all, we see non-violent action as a means to end the violence that is making impossible the idea of meaningful negotiations.  Our role is to catalyze, educate, and help enlarge sentiments toward non-violence that are already present.  The following is a list of our current activities:

We are providing technical assistance to several Palestinian NGOs to strengthen their capacity to encourage non-violence.  Activities to date include peer mediation, training of trainers, a radio soap opera, a non-violence magazine for teens, and training of journalist to report in a ‘common ground’ way.  Additionally, Search for Common Ground held a three and a half day workshop on design, monitoring and evaluation for several Palestinian NGOs working in the conflict resolution field.

Regional Security 
In June, 2004, we convened a small group of diplomats from Egypt, Israel, the United States, and the Arab League with expertise in nonproliferation and disarmament.  Speaking in their unofficial capacities, these experts explored ways to manage an increasingly proliferated Middle East and to work toward the ultimate removal of all weapons of mass destruction (WMD) from the region.  They discussed recent developments in Libya, Iran, and Iraq, as well as the Arab League Summit’s recent call for an international conference on disarmament and Israel’s upcoming review of its strategic policies. Based on their recommendations, we are considering additional meetings or publications to build momentum for nonproliferation and disarmament.
This meeting was an extension of our Security Working Group, which since 1991 has acted as a nucleus of dialogue and discussion over key security concerns shared widely in the Middle East. Composed of former government and military officials, academics, and journalists, in 2003 the SWG dealt with the issue of incitement in the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the possibility of reviving the Arab Peace Initiative. 

Cooperative Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) Preparedness
We are facilitating regional cooperation against the threat of terrorism and other incidents involving nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons.  For many years, the SFCG Middle East Security Working Group had discussed the need for arms control in the region.  The group met in November 2001, when the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Centre and the release of anthrax in the U.S. mail gave prominence to concerns about terrorism and WMD, even as the worsening Palestinian-Israeli continued to stifle security dialogues among parties across the region.  Participants in the meeting, who included strategic analysts from across the Middle East, agreed that they all shared a common vulnerability to unconventional attacks and asked SFCG to design a project to mitigate that vulnerability.  

A follow-on meeting of subject-matter experts recommended that the project deal not just with the threat from biological and chemical weapons, but that it also build dual-use capabilities to address related civilian concerns.  As a result, we formed the Middle East Consortium on Infectious Disease Surveillance (MECIDS) and the Middle East Chemical Risks Consortium (CRC).  Both groups are composed of official and nongovernmental experts from Egypt, Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority.

MECIDS met for the fourth time on March 26-27, 2004.  The participants—who include the heads of the Israeli and Jordanian Centres for Disease Control—regularly share their experiences with the SARS crisis and other regional health issues.  They have agreed to establish a surveillance system for food-borne disease outbreaks that will link their respective Ministries of Health.  In addition, they are developing a week-long training course in interventional field epidemiology for public health professionals in the Middle East, which will be held in September, 2004.

The Chemical Risks Consortium met from March 24-25, 2004.  To date, the CRC participants have cooperated on writing two books.  In the first, Common Ground on Chemical Risk: Case Studies from the Middle East, participants presented case studies of a particular chemical incident from their respective states, from which new lessons and recommendations for incident response in the region were derived.  This project is novel not only because it produced rare cooperation among these four nations, but also because the Middle East is thinly represented in published literature on disasters.  The book is currently being typeset and will be published shortly. In the second book, which is in the manuscript phase, participants collected data on the organizations and equipment available in their countries to respond to a chemical incident.  They agreed upon a hypothetical scenario of a severe chemical accident that would affect Egypt, Jordan, Israel, and Palestine, and they are using this scenario to develop recommendations for how the countries should coordinate and cooperate in the case of a chemical attack or accident. The books will be distributed to governments in the region and organizations concerned with chemical incident response, and we will publicize them as an example of regional cooperation.
