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A Model Sustainable Desert Community



The project's primary goals are: 

 To utilize local, authentic community
 resources in boosting social and economic  
 development, replacing a model of apathy  
 and scarcity with a model of success.

 To develop the capacity and skills of  
 members of the engaged community and,  
 indirectly, of the Bedouin community in  
 the Negev at large.

 To ensure that environmental quality and  
 integrity is protected, and to incorporate  
 sustainability principles in all stages of  
 planning and implementation. 

 To create job opportunities, encourage  
 economic independence, ensure the  
 integration of women into the work force  
 and enhance opportunities for achieving  
 that goal.

 To develop a reproducible model for  
 change-engendering initiatives.

Project Wadi Attir is a joint initiative of the 
Hura Municipal Council and The Sustainability 
Laboratory. Collaborating organizations 
include Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, 
the Jewish National Fund, the Negev Institute 
for Strategies of Peace and Development, and 
other local and international partners. 

Project Wadi Attir
Project Wadi Attir is an initiative of a 
Bedouin community in the Negev for 
establishing a sustainable, desert, farming 
operation integrating social, environmental, 
technological and economic considerations.  
The project is designed to leverage Bedouin 
traditional values, aspirations, know-
how and experience with sustainability 
principles, modern day science and cutting 
edge technologies. The project showcases 
a breakthrough model of sustainability 
practices in an arid environment, valid and 
replicable in its own region as well as in 
other arid parts of the world.  At every stage 
of planning and implementation strong 
emphasis is put on community values, along 
with a caring commitment by individuals 
to each other and to the environment. 
The project’s planning and development 
processes reflect these ideas deliberately and 
faithfully.

Project Wadi Attir will focus on developing 
the economy, self-reliance, welfare and well 
being of the engaged community. In the 
future, it will be a dynamic factor in inducing 
wider local development by creating and 
nurturing economic and social ties with 
neighboring Bedouin communities, by 
transferring knowledge and by offering 
educational and training programs.  



Background
The Bedouin population in the Negev 
includes some 180,000 individuals comprising 
approximately 28% of the population of the 
area as a whole.  About half of this population 
lives in seven municipalities which provide their 
residents with basic services: permanent housing, 
running water, electricity, education and health 
care. Most of the remaining population occupies 
temporary dwellings in scattered settlements 
unrecognized by the Israeli government and 
therefore is deprived of basic municipal services. 
Overall, the population is characterized both by
a very high birth rate and very low 
socioeconomic status: close to 60% of all families 
live below the poverty line. Many families in this 
sector derive their livelihood from small herds of 
sheep and goats.

The distress which marks the condition of the 
Bedouin population on the one hand, and the 
close proximity to centers for advanced research 
as well the rise of a new, visionary leadership 
from within the Bedouin community, on the 
other, presents the project’s initiators with 
both a challenge and a unique opportunity for 
applying a creative and innovative approach to 
economic and social development. While failure 
in government development policy and basic 
shortcomings within the Bedouin community 
itself are now widely recognized, Project Wadi 
Attir proclaims that “there is another way!”  



Unique Aspects 
Project Wadi Attir is a pioneering initiative the success of 
which will contribute significantly to the directly engaged 
community as well as to the Bedouin population of the Negev 
as a whole. The underlying objective is to create a replicable, 
groundbreaking model for sustainable development 
applicable to arid regions in general.

Conceived by Dr. Michael Ben-Eli, the project integrates a 
number of innovative dimensions which make it unique on 
several fronts. First and foremost, the project emphasizes an 
integrated systems approach which addresses simultaneously 
all the essential, key components, their interrelationships and 
their optimized integration into a coherent whole.

The project incorporates the following guiding principles: 

 Application of a comprehensive systems approach to
 project planning and the design of development processes. 

 Community participation and full commitment in all   
 stages of the project's development and implementation. 

 Incorporation of sustainability principles in all aspects of  
 the project. 

 Inclusion of a broad diversity of participants with all  the  
 talents, capabilities and necessary resources.

Community and Form
of Organization
Project Wadi Attir will be managed by an agricultural 
cooperative, the first of its kind in the Bedouin sector. 
The cooperative was recently established by a founding 
group of 12 men and women, all members of an 
Advisory Forum that has been involved with the project 
since its inception and early planning stage. 

The cooperative will base its activities on values of 
personal responsibility and integrity, creativity, fairness, 
equality, mutual support and democracy in governance 
as expressed by the project’s declaration of principles. 
Membership in the cooperative requires that individuals 
act with honesty and transparency, sensitivity to others 
and responsibility to the community as a whole. A 
cooperative was chosen as the most appropriate form of 
organization since it brings a new model to the Bedouin 
community that combines economic management with 
social responsibility.  

In its initial operating stage, the project will provide 
employment for some 30 individuals. In the future, 
the cooperative will encourage participation by new 
individuals, as well as whole communities that can join 
the project as providers and consumers of products 
and  services or as full members in the cooperative. 
Membership will be open to any individual or group 
committed to the project's fundamental principles and 
that can contribute to the community's social, economic 
and educational objectives.

Since its inception, the project has inspired uniquely diverse 
collaborations between individuals, groups and various 
organizations including members of the Bedouin community, 
local non-profit organizations, kibbutzim, academic 
institutions, professional organizations, government 
agencies, and private sector companies. 



Project Wadi Attir – Declaration of Principles
Project Wadi Attir commits to a vision of humanity in which all people live in peace; use the planet’s resources wisely; 
avoid adverse impacts on other forms of life while actively enriching life’s complex fabric; develop communities which 
encourage the creative self-realization of individuals as well as society; and celebrate the underlying mystery, unity and 
sacredness of all existence. 

Project Wadi Attir subscribes to the five core Sustainability Principles developed by the Sustainability Laboratory.* The 
project will embody these principles in the way it is designed, realized and managed, providing a breakthrough model 
for enduring sustainability practices. In this model, community well-being and authentic values are emphasized along 
with respect for nature and fellow human beings, a productive mode of living, creativity, innovation, harmony, beauty, 
joy, integrity and love. 

As a community-based enterprise comprising an integrated, organic farming operation adapted to an arid 
environment, the project seeks to accomplish the following: 

 Maximize the use of renewable resources; eliminate harmful emissions and other adverse impacts; aim for  
 near zero waste and the highest resource productivity; implement a continuous flow of by-products by   
 integrating key functions; and rely on the use of non-fossil, clean sources of energy.  

 Demonstrate the operation of a productive, just, self-sufficient and fiscally sound economy managed to  
 systemically enhance key, interdependent forms of capital resources: financial, natural, human, social, and  
 manufactured through conscious, deliberate design. 

 Emphasize the care, respect and well-being of animals and plants through all phases of their life cycle, and  
 intentionally enhance the biodiversity of the project site. 

 Establish a collaborative, equitable, communal undertaking, emphasizing cooperation, mutual support,   
 transparency, inclusion in governance and the sharing of all responsibilities and benefits while empowering
 and educating individuals as well as the community as a whole. 

Project Wadi Attir will be carried out by an initial nucleus of committed individuals forming a founding community. 
With time, it will continuously widen its circle of inclusion to incorporate neighboring communities in its cooperative 
structure. Scalability will be a key design objective, as will be the goal of developing a replicable model of value locally 
and in other parts of the world.
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Integrated Systems 
and Implementation of 
Sustainability Principles
Effective implementation of sustainability principles requires 
a holistic perspective rooted in an understanding that focused 
isolated intervention is insufficient in the context of complex 
systems. Accordingly, the various operations and functions intended 
for Project Wadi Attir – agriculture, infrastructure, tourism, and more, 
will all be linked and integrated with each other as well as with the 
site and the local environment to cohere as a viable whole.

Project Wadi Attir is designed to realize the core principles of 
sustainability in its approach to natural, human, social, manufactured 
and financial resources. This means that the project is committed 
to producing positive economic results, enriching the life of its 
community, ensuring optimal resource productivity and preventing 
adverse impacts on the environment. 

The project will aim to achieve carbon neutrality; to minimize 
harmful emissions; to decrease waste, emphasize recycling and 
maximize the use of all by-products; to enhance the soil's nitrogen 
sequestration by utilizing appropriate plants; to enhance local 
biodiversity and restore soil fertility; to maximize the use of 
renewable energy sources; to recycle waste water and effect a 
conscientious water management regime.  

In order to minimize its ecological footprint and maximize effective 
use of resources, Project Wadi Attir is committed to an overall design 
whereby by-products from one process will be used as primary 
resources in other processes by implementing an integrated, 
continuous, closed loop system of use, recycling, and reuse.



The Site
The 100 acres site intended for the project is situated 

in a hilly region, some 10 miles northeast of Beer-

Sheva. It is adjacent to highway 31 which passes to 

the south of the town of Hura, connecting the Shoket 

intersection to the west of Hura with the city of Arad 

and the Dead Sea to the east. Along its southeastern 

flank, the site borders on Wadi Attir, a deep ravine 

from which the project derives its name. Entry to the 

site will be provided by an access road planned by the 

National Roads Commission. Water will be provided 

by a pipeline laid by Mekorot, Israel's national water 

company. The climate is typical of the local semi-arid, 

desert conditions.  

The site will be divided into two main areas: the 

first will include 55 irrigated acres, of which 18 acres 

will comprise fields dedicated to the cultivation of 

medicinal plants and indigenous vegetables, while the 

remaining 37 acres, divided into three equal sub-plots, 

will be dedicated to open grazing. The second area of 

33 acres is designated for construction and will include 

various facilities such as the animal pens, the dairy and 

milking center, the administration quarters, visitor’s 

center and training facility as well as the compost 

production, solar energy and recycling facilities. An 

additional plot of some 12 acres will be developed as a 

free grazing range.    

Project Wadi Attir



Primary Areas of Activity
The arid nature of the region and the invaluable 
experience of its Bedouin population in desert agriculture 
were the underlying considerations in selecting the 
project's primary areas of activity: animal husbandry and 
the production of meat and dairy products; the cultivation 
of medicinal plants and the development of a related 
range of products; and the re-introduction and cultivation 
of nutritious, desert hardy, indigenous vegetables from 
endemic seeds.  

All these activities have been at the heart of the Bedouin 
tradition, experience and lifestyle for centuries. They will 
be leveraged by advanced modern technology with a 
focus on the production of all-organic products. 

In addition, the site will function as a center for research 
education and training for local communities and it will 
develop initiatives for eco-tourism in the area.

Herding 
Currently, the primary product from animal husbandry in 
the Bedouin sector is raw meat. The project will optimize 
the comprehensive use of all possible by-products 
associated with herding including meat, dairy products, 
wool and manure. 

All meat and dairy products will be developed according 
to organic guidelines in order to reflect the project's 
underlying principles and to avoid competition with 
other herders and farmers in the neighboring Bedouin 
communities. A number of factors were taken into 
consideration in determining the size of the herding 
activity, including the available size of the site, the 

expected output, rate of growth, the level of effort required 
in production and care, and the initial size of the founding 
community.

Plans are for a herd of 600 heads, comprising 200 Awasi 
sheep and 400 Nubian goats – breeds suitable for the 
region's arid climate. The herding operation will include 
three spacious pens designed to provide optimal living 
conditions; a milking facility easily accessible for the 
animals; a dairy plant; a barn; three watered grazing plots 
of 12 acres each for free range grazing; and an additional 12 
acre plot, accessible to the animals, which will be left wild.

Medicinal Plants
Many desert plants possess potent therapeutic qualities 
effective for the treatment of a wide range of ailments.  
A significant part of the site will be dedicated to the 
cultivation of medicinal plants used for generations by 
Bedouins for their health benefits. 

The medicinal plant operation will preserve, develop and 
showcase Bedouin knowledge of natural remedies.
15 government approved medicinal plants will be cultivated 
on the site to be used in the production of a wide range of 
healing and body care products including infusion teas, 
a line of cosmetics products and a variety of soaps. In the 
future, the extraction of active ingredients will be added to 
the range of marketable products.

18 acres will be devoted to the cultivation of medicinal 
plants, and will include facilities for separation, drying and 
production.  



Education, Research and 
Visitors Center
The site will function as a research, 
education and training center for 
local area schools and as a source of 
ongoing empowerment and training for 
surrounding communities. In addition, a 
program combining both eco-tourism and 
ethnographic-tourism will be developed as 
an important source of income responding 
to a growing worldwide interest in this 
particular type of travel experience.  

The eco-tourism program will introduce 
visitors to important ecological issues and 
demonstrate sound practices involving 
careful resource management, recycling, 
the use of alternative energy sources and 
the importance of locally grown products. 
The ethnographic program will focus on the 
human, social and cultural narrative.  Visitors 
will be introduced to Bedouin society, 
tradition and culture through lectures, 
workshops, informal discussions and 
personal stories. 

The Visitors Center will be constructed in 
stages and will include classrooms, research 
facilities, an exhibition area, offices, a 
restaurant and a gift shop for selling the 
farm’s products.

Indigenous Vegetables
Modern, industrialized agriculture has, to 
a large extent, replaced ancient Bedouin 
knowledge of vegetable cultivation. Plant 
species have been hybridized or genetically 
modified in order to accommodate modern 
day requirements of prolonged shelf life, 
disease resistance and compatibility with 
mechanical harvesting. These processes have 
had a destructive impact on the plants' genetic 
variety, making crops vulnerable to disease and 
pests. 

The indigenous vegetable program of project 
Wadi Attir will involve the following:

 Locate indigenous seeds that are still   
 preserved by some Bedouin families.

 Collect, prepare and re-introduce    
 these seeds and grow now rarely available   
 indigenous vegetables.

 Establish a seed bank for the preservation of  
 this important genetic material.

 Develop a women-led training program   
 to help spread the cultivation of indigenous   
 vegetables on family managed plots.

Approximately 1.5 acres of irrigated land 
will be designated for the cultivation of 
native vegetables, including a seed bank and 
processing facility. 



An advanced infrastructure system, currently 
under development, will embody sustainability 
principles and form the basis for integrating the 
various activities on the site. It will consist of the 
following components: 

Energy Production:  An obvious advantage 
of the region's arid climate is intense solar 
radiation. To maximize use of this natural 
resource, a solar energy production system will 
operate on the site.  The electricity produced 
by this system will be fed directly into the 
utility grid. It will produce a steady source of 
income which will finance the project’s energy 
needs. Hot water, a by-product of cooling the 
photo-voltaic solar cells in the system under 
consideration, will be used to process wool, 
yielding lanolin, which will be used, in turn, 
in the production of cosmetic products from 
medicinal plants. Hot water will also be used 
by application of special technology for various 
cooling purposes on the site. 

Water and Waste Water:  Water constitutes a 
scarce and precious commodity in the region. 
Accordingly, a careful water management 
regime will be applied throughout the site. 
Irrigation of the grazing areas and agricultural 

plots will utilize fresh water provided by a new 
treatment plant recently constructed in the 
vicinity of the town of Hura.  

Waste water from the milking facility and dairy 
plant will be used in various ways: because of 
its high nutritional value, "curd water" from the 
dairy will be returned to the pens as drinking 
water for animals, while the remainder will 
be used in the production of compost and 
methane gas that will be used as a fuel. Waste 
water from the visitors center, the kitchen 
and restaurant will be treated in an open-air 
biological system and sewage will be treated 
by a separate constructed wetland system and 
used for the irrigation of landscaping  around 
the buildings on the site.  

Solid Waste: Solid waste from animal pens 
and agricultural plots will be used in the 
production of compost. The latter will be used 
to fertilize grazing and plant growing areas.  
Any surplus will be packaged and offered 
for sale. Solid waste unsuitable for compost 
production will be directed for processing in 
the appropriate regional facilities. 

Infrastructure and Building Design



Soil Enhancement:  The local soil is, in general, very poor in 
content of organic matter. For this reason, a state of the art 
program will be employed in order to enhance soil quality 
by introducing organic matter, and planting and seeding 
of grass. The program will focus on enriching soil organic 
carbon, ensuring adequate quantities of seed reserves in the 
soil, and strengthening cycles of nutrients and the presence 
of appropriate micro-organisms.  Levels of organic substance 
in the soil will be monitored regularly to ensure consistent 
quality over time. The primary goal of the soil enhancement 
program is to support a high yield of organic fodder on the 
site. It will include extensive planting of selected trees  and 
other appropriate plants, the introduction of organic matter, 
seeding plots with alfalfa and other high nutrient grasses, 
adding small quantities of animal manure after the first rain, 
and fencing the site for protecting the plants. Experiments 
will be conducted on small plots in order to gain experience 
with optimizing quality and increasing quantities of yield. 

Green Building Design: The buildings on site are designed 
according to "green building" guidelines incorporating 
appropriate technologies for energy conservation, passive 
heating and cooling, natural lighting and the use of energy 
efficient appliances. Under consideration are alternative 
systems such as evaporative cooling, earth integrated 
construction, air-to-ground heat exchangers, and passive 
and hybrid solar heating. Such systems, employed by the 
Department for Desert Architecture and Urban Planning at 
Ben-Gurion University of the Negev in other building sites, 
will be tested for their applicability and incorporated in 
buildings and other functions on the site.     



Project Wadi Attir was launched in early 
2008 with a process that involves four 
main phases:

Phase 1: Concept formation, organization  
 and preliminary planning   
 – completed, August 2008.

Phase 2: Planning for all aspects of the  
 project and the statutory   
 process     
 – completion expected   
 by December 2009.

Phase 3: Transition and preparation   
 for implementation including  
 pre-implementation planning;  
 fund-raising for implementation;  
 fencing the site; completing  
 site preparation work including  
 soil enhancement and tree   
 planting
 – completion expected
 by March 2010.

Phase 4: Phased implementation
 – commencing April 2010 and  
 staged over 3-4 years.
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Today, in fall 2009, the project is in 
an advanced planning stage that will 
culminate with the preparation of a 
project document and the finalization 
of the basic design of all necessary 
project components.

An intensive statutory review process 
is well underway and the project plan 
has already been accepted for filing by 
the regional planning authority. Final 
approval is expected by the end of 
2009, enabling full implementation to 
commence by mid 2010. 

Implementation will proceed in stages 
over three to four years. In the first 
stage, animal pens will be constructed, 
along with the milking center and 
dairy, and the herd will be assembled. 
Concurrently, plans for medicinal 
plants and indigenous vegetables 
will be implemented. The visitors 
center will be built in three stages. It is 
designed in a modular fashion in order 
to accommodate expansion in the 
project’s needs over time.    

Development Phases and Current Status



000
575

575
200

575
400

575
600

575
800

000
576

576
200

000
194

194
200

194
400

193
800

193
600

193
400

193
400

193
600

800
193

194
400

200
194

000
194

200
576

576
000

575
800

575
600

575
400

200
575

194
600

194
800

194
800

194
600

000
575

38
036
0

360

360
360

380

380

36
0

38
0

380

0            100          200

(m)

1

2

3

4

5
6

7
8

9

1. Constructed Wetlands
2. Visitors Center
3. Dairy & Milking Plant
4. Animal Pens
5. Quarantine
6. Logistics
7. Medicinal Plants
8. Hay Storage
9. Compost Plant

Pasture

Medicinal
Plants

Pasture

Pasture

Medicinal
Plants

4
4

Preliminary Cost Estimate
for Implementation
Implementation costs of Project Wadi Attir are estimated
at $4.5M according to the following breakdown:

Herding Operation
3 animal pens; live-stock; milking facility; dairy; barn; 
quarantine facility.  
Total herding operation – $1.3M  

Medicinal Plants and Indigenous Vegetables
Processing plant; drying shed; seed preservation facility; 
storage; mechanical equipment and tools.
Total medicinal plants and indigenous vegetables – $0.4M

Visitors Center
Building comprising three sections including entrance and 
exhibition hall; auditorium; laboratories; classrooms; library; 
kitchen; restaurant; gift shop; conference room and offices.
Total visitors center – $0.9M

Site Preparation and Infrastructure
Survey and fencing; site preparation and soil enhancement; 
solar energy facilities; irrigation system; waste and grey water 
treatment facilities, bio-gas, compost production, and various 
recycling facilities; plants, trees and planting.
Total site preparation and infrastructure – $1.0M

Other costs 
Planning fees; taxes and 15% contingency
Total other costs – $0.9M

Total Estimated Implementation Costs – $4.5M
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