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Sustainable Desert Community  
 

Project Wadi Attir 
 
This is the fifth in a series of project updates that are produced periodically in 
order to keep our partners, funders, supporters and friends informed about 
developments in this ground breaking initiative involving a Bedouin community in 
the Negev desert in Israel. 

 
Project Update 
 
Just over four years ago we launched project Wadi Attir with three primary goals 
in mind: 
 

 To contribute to the well-being of the Bedouin population in the Negev. 
 

 To demonstrate Application of rigorous sustainability principles. 
 

 To develop a model for a sustainable agricultural enterprise in an arid 
environment, as well as a model process for community-based economic 
development. 

 

The idea was to leverage Bedouin experience, tradition and aspirations with 
advanced agricultural practices; cutting edge, integrated green technologies; a 
strong commitment to community values; and an independent, self sufficient 
economy. 
 

At the time, many regarded the proposed initiative as very unlikely, a bit of a 
fantasy even. Much has been accomplished in these last four years, however, in 
organizing and putting in place all the necessary ingredients and finalizing an 
intensive planning and design effort that was combined with a deliberate, 
continuous capacity building program involving the community. Now, with all 
statutory processes completed, all permits at hand, the site secured with a long 
term lease, and significant government funding assured, we are ready to start 
actual implementation. We are finalizing preparations and work on the project’s 
site is expected to commence in June. 
 

Project Wadi Attir has been developed to produce fundamental innovations on a 
number of fronts and it is expected that, when fully implemented, the project will 
produce multiple, positive, transformative impacts with far reaching implications. 



Even at this early stage, the project has already registered profound effects on the 
community involved and it made some very significant impacts:  

 

 It has greatly empowered individual members of the project team, all of whom 
gained a new sense of purpose, new professional capabilities, new confidence 
and a sense of better control over their own destiny and the future of their 
communities. Some have entered programs of higher education and some are 
now being invited to present the project’s unique approach to academic and 
general audiences. 

 

 Involvement with the project has had a marked impact on leadership of the 
Hura Municipal Council, its governance capacity and day-to-day operations, 
introducing new approaches to management and stimulating a number of new 
social and economic development initiatives, based on the project’s experience. 

 

 Members of the Wadi Attir Cooperative have been already impacting 
neighboring communities by exporting project experiences through innovative 
educational initiatives with local schools, and by offering technical assistance to 
local herd growers. Capacity building programs involving cheese making and 
cultivation of authentic desert vegetables have been offered to women in the 
community and have all been in great demand. 

 

 There has been a noticeable and growing sense of expectation among members 
of the broader Bedouin community and government agencies alike, all of whom 
are watching carefully for lessons to be learnt from the unique experience of 
project Wadi Attir.  

 

 The experience of working with the project, along the statutory and other 
planning tracks, has fostered a new kind of dialogue with government agencies 
where a creative collaboration and a sense of partnership prevails. 
Government’s interest in the project found a tangible expression in a recent 
commitment by a consortium of agencies and ministries to fund half the 
project’s implementation costs (currently estimated at $6M). 

 

 The project has excited the interest of many individuals and groups that are    
    committed to sustainable development. Visits to the project continue to be in 

great demand by people from Israel as well as abroad and presentations about 
the project have been taking place regularly with audiences in many parts of 
the world. 

 

Experience of the last four years seems to justify the confidence of those who 
believed in the project from its very inception and the numerous supporters and 
partners who joined us since. Implementation will produce a whole new set of 
challenges which we look forward to tackling with the same spirit of creativity, 
innovation and cooperation which characterized the project thus far.                       
                                                                                                                    
                                                                                                                Michael Ben-Eli 
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Development Highlights 
 

 By year end, the Project Design Team chaired by Dr. Ben-Eli, finalized its 
work on designing and integrating all the myriad components of the project 
plan. Sharon Heffer and Avi Freund finalized the site plan and all detailed 
drawings for site preparation work; Issac Meir completed designs for the 
visitors center and formulated a set of criteria for green building in arid zone 
-- the latter to guide the design of all future buildings on the site; soil 
enhancement plans were completed by Stefan Leu with Amir Musseri; Amit 
Gross and Michael Travis finalized the waste water treatment and biogas 
production plans; Danny Columbus completed detailed design for the 
irrigation system; Abraham Bechar and Yoav Shauli finalized designs for the 
solar energy production and cooling system; and Shlomo Kimchie completed 
design work for the composting plant.  

 
 Supported by colleagues from the project team and working with specialty 

engineers and other professional resources, Yones Nabari led a heroic effort 
in completing the complex statutory process requirements and securing all 
the necessary permits that will allow timely start of implementation work. 
Dr. Mohammed Alnabari, Mayor of Hura, who spearheaded the opening of 
collaborative relationships with government, was able to leverage the project 
experience and launch a number of innovative social and economic 
development initiatives in Hura. 

 
 On June 24th, the project was honored with a visit by Shimon Peres, 

President of the State of Israel. In addressing the large audience assembled 
for the occasion, President Peres highlighted the significance of project Wadi 
Attir to the Bedouin community, as well as to the Negev as a whole. 

 
 On November 28, a Ministerial government committee chaired by Vice Prime 

Minister, Minister for Regional Development and Minister for Development of 
the Negev and Galilee, Silvan Shalom, voted unanimously significant funding 
for project Wadi Attir. Government sources will fund half of total 
implementation costs estimated at $6 million, on a matching basis. Funding 
will be spread over a period of three years. 

 
 The Jewish National Fund (JNF) and Keren Kayemet L’Israel (KKL), 

confirmed their commitment to project Wadi Attir and the JNF intensified its 
fund raising efforts on behalf of the project in the US. KKL is gearing up to 
undertake site preparation activities, the first phase in the project’s 
implementation program.  
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 2011 culminated with a very festive occasion – the cornerstone laying 
ceremony for project Wadi Attir. The event which took place on December 
13th, was held at the project site. It was attended by some 400 participants 
including many dignitaries from the Bedouin community, government, 
donors, and partner and supporting organizations. The guest of honor was 
Minister Silvan Shalom who addressed the gathering along with Russell 
Robinson, CEO of the Jewish National Fund; Efi Stenzler, Chairman of KKL; 
Mariam Abu Rakayek, founding member of project Wadi Attir; and others. 
Yones Nabari and his team worked hard with Shai Zauderer, the project’s 
graphic designer, to produce a thoroughly memorable celebration.  

 
 Last but not least, during the month of February, 2012, long term leases 

were signed with the Land Authority for the near 100 acres project site. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

       
      “The might of a nation is no longer measured in the size of its territory  
       but rather, in the productive use of the area under its control. One  
       important contribution of modern day technology is in delivering  
       increasingly more agricultural products from limited resources.  
       Inhabitants of the Negev, including the Bedouins, have been struggling  
       with the challenges of shortage of water and suitable agricultural land. 
 
       The development of project Wadi Attir as a model for sustainable  
       agriculture in arid areas is an important step and I am sure that the  
       Bedouin community involved in this project will be successful in  
       Developing innovative approaches which will greatly improve Bedouin 
       agriculture as well as the quality of life of all who live in the Negev.” 
                                                   
                                                 Shimon Peres, President of the State of Israel 
 

 
Other Significant Items: 

 
 Early in the year, three hundred, five year old olive trees were purchased 

and temporarily installed near the project’s thriving nursery. These trees 
will form the project’s olive grove that will be planted at the heart of the 
site and supply high quality olive oil for years to come. The trees have 
been doing well and are ready to be transferred to the project site.  

 
 With a grant from the Jewish Federation of North America Social Venture  

Fund, Mariam Abu Rakayek launched a program of training a group of 
local women in cultivating a variety of authentic, indigenous desert 
vegetables. Two training rounds have been held, over a period of six 
months each, focusing on summer and winter crops respectively. The 
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goal is to train women trainers who will then work with women in local 
communities to reintroduce traditional vegetables to family plots, 
improving nutrition and preserving authentic local species of vegetables. 
This very promising program will now be extended, in collaboration with a 
local high school, to work with a class of 27 teen age girls in a similar 
fashion.  

 
 During the year, a group of 25 women from local towns and villages have 

undergone an intensive training course in cheese making. The course, 
part of the project’s planed dairy operation, was conducted by food 
engineer Arieh Gilboa. Of the 25 graduates, 7 women were selected to 
continue work with the project. We expect that this group will form the 
core of the Wadi Attir cheese production enterprise. A grant from the 
Green Environment Fund in Israel will help cover costs of carrying out an 
advanced course in cheese making, as well as the development of sample 
dairy products which will be designed, as a first step, for the local market. 

 
 Another grant received from the Jewish Federation of North America 

Social Venture Fund, supported a special capacity building program under 
which founders of the Wadi Attir cooperative have undergone a 
comprehensive program in cooperative management. The program, 
delivered by Reifi Goldman, Director of the Center for Cooperative 
Development at the Negev Institute for Strategies of Peace and 
Development (NISPED), covered such topics as introduction to the world 
of cooperatives; strategic management; cooperative business models; 
leadership and management in the cooperative context; managing the 
supply chain; the cooperative system in Israel; and more. 

 
 Shahde Abu Sbeit, founding member of the Wadi Attir cooperative who is 

directing the project’s educational initiatives, has been busy working with 
leadership of 14 high schools of the AMAL educational network in the 
Negev, as well as the newly founded Multidisciplinary Science School, 
AHED, in Hura, in developing a program of environmental studies that will 
be delivered at the project’s site. We expect to receive the first groups of 
students in the autumn of 2013. 

 
 Led by Shahde, project team members worked with a regional school for 

autistic children in Hura, and developed a magnificent green house which 
is being used for therapeutic learning experiences for the children who 
come from neighboring communities. This is the first outreach 
educational program developed by the project. 

 
 The project team started recruiting new young people from neighboring 

communities. Hasham Abu Shuldum and Kamal Abu Kaf have just joined 
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the project team as volunteers. They will assist project manager Yones 
Nabari with the implementation process.  

 
 Extensive soil testing has been performed throughout the project site in 

order to provide the basis for evaluating results of the agro-forestry and 
soil enhancement program in the future. The program, run by BGU’s 
Stefan Leu, is a critical component of the project’s innovative model for 
sustainable land cultivation in an arid zone. Amir Musseri, who joined the 
project recently, will be working closely with Stefan and will be 
responsible for overseeing the day-to- day implementation of the 
project’s soil enhancement program. 

 
 Israel’s Ministry of Energy and Water Resources announced a grant of 

nearly one million NIS, for project Wadi Attir. The grant is intended for 
the installation of the project’s advanced solar energy system to be used 
for the production of electricity, as well as hot water which will serve a 
number of needs including cooling buildings on the project’s site. The 
solar energy production system is manufactured by ZenithSolar, a start-
up Israeli company and a long time project Wadi Attir partner. The 
technology is based on innovations developed at the National Solar 
Energy Center of the Ben-Gurion University of the Negev. 

 
 The Ministry of Industry, Trade and Labor, under its small enterprise 

program, committed to work closely with the project team and provide 
professional guidance with business development and marketing to both 
the dairy and the medicinal plants operations.  

 
 Starting with the onset of the New Year, Alex Schutzman, a Technion 

educated engineer and experienced project manager, joined the project 
team. Alex will assist in coordinating and managing the project 
implementation process. A new implementation team which includes all 
the necessary contractors has been formed and will be chaired by Alex. 

 
 During the month of February, 2012, Dr Mohammed Alnabari and Dr. 

Michael Ben-Eli travelled in the USA on behalf of the JNF’s fund raising 
effort for the project. Mohammed and Michael visited Texas, California 
and New York, meeting with academic audiences, government officials, 
members of Jewish congregations and parlor meetings at individual 
homes. The story of project Wadi Attir generated enthusiastic response 
everywhere. We wish to thank  Ron Bernstein, Rosalie Birnbaum, Jessica 
cutter, Allison Darrow, Julie Malin, Aaron Parker, Laura Sherry, Rene 
Reinhard, and Larry Walker, JNF staff, for arranging the trip. 
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 The project continues to attract a large number of visitors, local and from 
abroad. In addition to a number of US delegations of the Jewish National 
Fund (JNF), this last year saw visits by groups of students from the Ben-
Gurion University of the Negev; the University of Haifa; the Technion; 
and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; student groups included farmers 
from Africa and South America on special training programs in Israel. 
Other groups included senior managers from Netafim, the leading drip 
irrigation company that is working closely with the project; a group of 
Israeli Defense Forces pensioners; and more. The project team has been 
delighted to host individuals who visited the project during the year, 
including Russell Robinson, CEO of the JNF; Brenda Zlatin, Israel Program 
Officer of the Jacob and Hilda Blaustein Foundation, among the 
foundations supporting the project; Robert and Joshua Arnow, lead 
donors to the project; and others. Numerous presentations about the 
projects have been held in Israel and abroad. 

 
 On March 2, Lillian Ben Zion (1913-2012) a dear friend and enthusiastic 

supporter of project Wadi Attir, passed peacefully in her house in New 
York. Dr. Mohammed Alnabari, represented project Wadi Attir at her 
funeral, held in Haifa on March 5, 2012. May her memory be blessed. 

 
Funding 
 
During 2011, we were happy to welcome the following new donors to the growing 
group of supporters of project Wadi Attir: The Green Environment Fund in Israel; 
A prominent Israeli foundation which wishes to remain anonymous; The Moses 
Feldman Family Foundation; the Jacob and Hilda Blaustein Foundation; Jeffery 
Gural; Lillian Ben Zion, and two anonymous donors from the US. 
 
Launching project Wadi Attir and supporting its planning and pre-implementation 
work during the last four years was made possible by generous contributions from  
the following individuals and foundations: 
          
         Diane Archer and Stephan Percer                                                

Joan & Robert Arnow                                   
Kathi & Peter Arnow                                    
Elyse & Joshua Arnow                                  
Ruth Arnow 
Anonymous 
Anonymous 
Anonymous Foundation (Israel)                                                   
Michael Ben-Eli                                             
Lawrence Benenson 
Lillian Ben Zion                                     
Martin Blackman                                          
Joanna Corrigan 
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Jeffery Gural                                            
Ron Guttman 
Jewish Federation of North America Social Venture Fund 
JFN/Richard and Rhoda Goldman Fund 
Tony Leichter 
Murray Nathan & Rita Calderon   
Susan & Randy Richardson  
Joe Rosenblatt  
The Robert Sillins Family Foundation 
The Arnow family Fund 
The Green Environment Fund 
The Moses Feldman Family Foundation 
The Jacob and Hilda Blaustein Foundation 
Shirley and William Fleischer Foundation 
Michael Sonnenfeldt  
Michael Weinstein  
Bill Wiener 
Roy Zuckerberg      
 

All our accomplishments to date would not have been possible without the generous 
support of all our funders and the forward looking philanthropic leadership of 
members of the Arnow family.  
 
Disbursement of Funds, 2010 and 2011 
 

Funds raised for the project have been managed through a special project account 
set up by the Negev Institute for Strategies of Peace and Development (NISPED), 
who has been acting as our local fiscal sponsor. As of January 2012, the project 
began managing its own financial accounting after it received non-profit status from 
the State of Israel. The office of Eyaid Ahmad will continue to serve as the project’s 
accountants. 
 

Disbursement of funds January 1, 2010, through December 31st, 2011, by major 
categories is summarized below: 
 

Local Project Team and Secretary:       176,789  
Accounting:                                                 23,649  
Travel:                                                        47,074  
Equipment and office supplies:                        3,957  
Hospitality:                                                    1,474  
University research team:                             46,500  
Service providers:                                      136,042  
PR and outreach:                                         27,401  
Capacity building:                                        21,661  
Land leasing costs:                                         2,574  
Unexpected and Misc.:                                   7,091  
Total:                                                  $494,212  

 8



Total implementation costs of project Wadi Attir is estimated at $6 million. The 
government of Israel has undertaken to cover half the project costs, on a matching 
basis. JNF and KKL committed to undertake the site preparation work estimated at 
$1.5 Million and a private donor agreed to match funds raised by JNF up to $0.5 
million. The reminder, will be raised over the next three years. In addition, we are 
currently working to secure $150,000 in operational costs for 2012, to cover a 
transition period, before government funds begin to flow. 
 
For information about making tax deductible contributions in support of project 
Wadi Attir, please contact Joshua Arnow at info@sustainabilitylabs.org 
 
 
Photo Gallery 

 

 
First winter crop of indigenous wheat from a rare stock of seeds – grown by the women led vegetable  
program at project Wadi Attir.. 
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Learning to prepare the soil.                                           Laying the irrigation system.    
 

                             
Tending to young seedlings.                                             Caring for a growing plant.   
 

                             
Weeding the field.                                                            Collecting seeds from the first summer crop. 
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Prof. Issac Meir presenting at a Project Design Team            ZenithSolar engineer, Abraham Bechar, discussing                       
meeting.                                                                                    the solar energy/cooling system.      
 

                              
Project manager Yunes Nabari receiving shipment of           The project’s 300 young olive trees are ready for transfer  
olive plants.                                                                             to the project site.  
 

                             
Local women during the project’s cheese making           Food engineer, Arieh Gilboa, with a student  
class.                                                                                 during a cheese making class. 
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Students during the cheese making class.                           Graduation ceremony and certificates award for  
                                                                                             the class of new cheese makers.                                           

                
A classroom/green house developed for the                       Sign proclaiming the contribution of the project  
Regional School for Autistic Children.                               team at the school for autistic children. 
 

                  
Ariel Daloomy, of NISPED, opening a course on                     Reifi Goldman, of NISPED, delivering a session on 
cooperative management, designed for the project                   managing cooperatives. 
team.                                                         
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Lillian Ben Zion (1913-2012), presenting Dr. Alnabari           Robert Arnow, lead donor, visiting with the project  
with her contribution to the project.                                          team. 
 

               
Hebrew University students of agriculture from around          Engineers Without Borders students, for a summer  
the world visiting the project.                                                    session at the Technion, visiting the project. 
 

              
Munich based film maker,Gabriela Sperl, during a                  A group of local students visiting the project’s 
visit to the project.                                                                     nurseries. 
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President Shimon Peres visiting project Wadi Attir.                Ghadir Hani and Nawwaf Nabari welcoming  
                                                 President Shimon Peres. 
 

                             
A school choir receiving President Shimon Peres.               President Shimon Peres with Dr. Michael Ben-Eli and 
                                                                                              Dr. Mohammed Alnabari at the project’s office. 
 

             
December 11, 2011, corner stone laying ceremony                Minister Silvan Shalom addressing the gathering. 
for project Wadi Attir. 

 14



                             
 Russsell Robinson (JNF) with Minister Silvan                     Project team members Ali Alhawashle, Fahed  
 Shalom and Efi Stenzler (KKL) at the ceremony.                 Alasibi and Yones Nabari signing the scroll.   
                                               

           
Dr. Alnabari, Nawwaf Nabari, Minister Shalom                  Project team members Mariam Abu Rakayek and  
and Dr. Michael Ben-Eli during the ceremony.                    Naifa Nabari signing the scroll. 
 

                                              
              Joshua Arnow and son Eli, lead donors.                             Project Team member Ibrhim Al Atrash. 
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                                                                                    **** 
 
 

Project Wadi Attir is a joint initiative of the Hura Municipal Council and  
the Sustainability Laboratory. 

 
 

                                                                                                                             
 

Participating partners include the Ministry of Development of the Negev and the 
Galilee; the Ministry of Agriculture; the Authority for Economic Development of 
the Arab, Druze and Circassian Sector; the Authority of Bedouin Settlement in 
the Negev; the Jewish National Fund (JNF); Keren Kayemet L’Israel (KKL); The 
Blaustein Institute for Desert Research of the Ben-Gurion University of the 
Negev (BGU); Kibbutz Kramim; AMAL Educational Network; NETAFIM; 
ZenithSolar; and the the Negev Institute for Peace and Development Strategies, 
(NISPED). 

 

 
 

                                                     
 

                                               
 
 

 
***** 

For more information please contact  
 

info@sustainabilitylabs.org  
 

or the local project office 
 

wadi.attir@gmail.com 
 
 
 

 
229 East 85th Street P.O. Box 1571, New York, NY 10028 Tel: 212 767 9936   www.sustainabilitylabs.org     
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