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Environment and Peace: Theory, Politics and Activism
Sarah Ozacky-Lazar and Shahar Sadeh
(abstract)

In early 2008, the Forum on Environment and Sustainability was established at the Van
Leer Jerusalem Institute as part of the "Mediterranean Neighbors Umbrella." The Forum
is meant to serve as an arena for developing regional thinking about the environment
and the meaning of regional sustainability, so as to develop theories about this topic,
acquire knowledge and tools, create new fields of activity related to the environment, and
encourage regional networking. In addition, the Forum aspires to place environmental
issues at the forefront of the political negotiations and to initiate regional cooperation
in environmental and sustainability projects. The Forum comprises several discussion
groups with a total membership of more than 80 Israelis and Palestinians. The discussion
group reported on here brought together Israelis affiliated with peace, human rights, and
environmental NGOs to discuss the link between the political process and environmental
issues and the possibility of using the environment as a tool for conflict mitigation.

The report provides some initial background on the nexus of the environment,
development, security, peace, war and political conflicts, as manifested in international
activity. The increasing awareness of this nexus has produced a series of international
committees and conferences during the last three decades and even the award of the
Nobel Peace Prize to environmental activists. Nevertheless, this awareness remains largely
external and declarative; it has yet to penetrate the public mind and still has not spawned
significant political activity.

There are several advantages to using the environment to resolve conflicts,
create cooperative ventures, build bridges between enemies, and forge peace: A broad
environmental perspective and dealing with natural resources force people to find ways
to overcome political, ethnic, and national boundaries and to adopt a philosophy that
transcends borders and is oriented to the long term. In addition, a focus on the environment
could help depoliticize the conflict, prevent its perpetuation, and lower its intensity, and
even make peace stronger and more stable.

One example of this is the Nile Basin Initiative (NBI), aimed at resolving the fierce
conflict about water, which over time has developed into a tool for promoting peace
and stability in the region. Another initiative in our part of the world, even though
it never came to fruition, is the 1994 Bahrain Environmental Code of Conduct for the
Middle East. The various states of the region, including Israel, are parties to this code.
The code expresses the recognition that "a comprehensive, just and lasting peace in the
region, development and environmental protection are interdependent and indivisible."
The signatory pledged to "coordinate their environmental policies with one another."

As stated, a special group of members of peace, human rights and environmental
NGOs met as part of the Forum at The Van Leer Jerusalem Institute. Its goal was to
stimulate the domestic Israel discourse and thinking about the connection between the
political process and the environment and to promote interorganizational cooperation.
The group brought together representatives of some 20 civil society organizations in an

21




attempt to realize the latent potential of cooperation on environmental issues as a tool
for mediation and for promoting dialogue and peace, based on examples from elsewhere
in the world. The group's discussions brought to light the link between the environment
and peace. They illuminated the need to develop comprehensive thinking among the
organizations on ways to apply environmental issues in the political and diplomatic arena
- as a factor that transcends borders and can help foster a culture of peace - and on ways
to make the social-environmental movement in Israel more aware of what is taking place
in the Palestinian territories.

The sessions dealt extensively with the link that actually exists between political
issues and the environment and the link that is expected to be made, both at the
theoretical level and the practical one, based on the participants' experience in their own
work. Detailed surveys by group members of their efforts in both of these content worlds
and of how they deal with various problems served as the basis for fruitful discussions and
stormy debates; outside experts enriched members' knowledge of current developments
in these domains. The group conducted a study tour of the West Bank, which focused on
political-environmental problems such as unlicensed garbage dumps, the discharge of
sewage into watercourses, and the environmental impact of the separation fence.

The members of the group brought up many ideas for work in the field, for learning,
writing, and discussion - including drafting a joint covenant for the organizations, studying
test cases, writing position papers, selecting topics for joint activity, studying models of
past environmental management in the West Bank, creating an Israeli-Palestinian forum
for peace and the environment, setting up an Israeli-Palestinian situation room to deal
with common environmental problems, etc. It was proposed that the peace organizations
decide whether and how they should increase their involvement with the environment,
and that the environmental organizations decide whether and how to heighten their
involvement with political issues. The sessions made us realize more strongly that in the
reality of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict it is indeed natural and essential to deal with
environmental issues, but that it is also complex, because of the political overtones of
all environmental action. We learned that several peace and human rights organizations
do include environmental justice in their brief and are active in this domain, even if only
implicitly.

The Forum on Environment and Sustainability is continuing its work on the link
between these two issues, along with a small number of other organizations. Civil society,
including environmental organizations and peace and human-rights groups, must continue
the deliberations and dialogue in this matter so that they can play a role in the drafting
of agreements and raise a clear and new voice about this vital issue. We recommend that
the environment and sustainability issues be included in the core of the final-status
negotiations with the Palestinians. We hope that the public debate on the matter, of
which the working group was only the beginning, will spread and intensify.
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