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The environment is a very effective tool for people to people
interactions. The goal of our project is to use nature conservation as
tool to encourage positive interactions between people from Israel,
Palestine and Jordan in a context of ongoing conflict in the Middle
East. We believe that civil initiatives hold the key to breaking the
political conflict within the region.
&

&

&

!!!!!

!

&

History&of&the&project&
Regional cooperation on the subject of biological control between Israel and
Palestine was initiated by an emblematic person, Yossi Leshem. His idea is
to promote projects that help preserve nature and educate children to be
aware of the loss in biodiversity. Starting this project in Israel, Yossi Leshem
rapidly understood that to protect nature, we have to convince our
neighbours to participate in a global effort. This is why the project was
extended to Palestine and Jordan thanks several NGOs and the European
Community.

An Israeli farmer (Shauli Aviel, on the ladder) with a Jordanian farmer who holds a
barn owl nestling.

Yossi Leshem used several biological systems to promote regional
cooperation including bird migration and bats. Nevertheless, the most
successful project was about the use of the barn owl to limit the spread of
rodenticides. Not surprisingly the project started in the Kibbutz Sde Eliyahu,
a leading station in the field of organic agriculture. This project received
financial support from the Israeli Ministry for Regional Cooperation, the
Jewish Federation in Cleveland (USA), USAID-MERC, European Union and
the German Hanns Seidel Foundation. In Jordan, the project was leaded by
General Mansour Abu Rashid from the Amman Center for Peace and
Development (ACPD).
After the peace treaty between Jordan and Israel in 1994, the official
relationship between the two countries was normalized. The Jordan Valley
was the source of cross-border cooperation and the Biological Pest Control
Project using barn owls turned out to be a very promising “people to people”
initiative between Israel and Jordan.
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General Mansour Abu Rashid during the Peace treaty between Jordan and Israel (left)
and holding a barn owl (right).

Using&barn&owls&as&biological&pest&control&agents&of&rodents&in&agriculture:&
The&first&step&towards&a&global&project&
The Jordan Valley is world renowned as an area rich in human and natural
history. This region, which includes Israel, Palestinian Authority and Jordan,
has undergone a massive expansion of agriculture over the past 50 years.
Modern agricultural techniques have significantly increased1 yields that
have also resulted in significant negative impacts to the environment such
as decreased biodiversity and ecological imbalance. Modern agricultural
methods depend heavily on the use of chemicals for enriching poor soil and
controlling pest plants and animals (herbicides/pesticides). Rodents
constitute one of the most damaging groups of pest animals within the
Middle East with damage reaching up to 35% of certain crops such as
wheat. In the long-term, rodenticides are ineffective, problematic, costly, and
have severe negative impacts on the environment: pollute soils and water
sources, damage ecosystems, and have secondary poisoning health effects
on wildlife and humans. The danger to wildlife is particularly poignant in this
region being located along a major bird migration route of global significance
where it is estimated that over 500 million birds pass through twice a year.
Birds of course “know no boundaries” and Israel’s raptors, including barn
owls, move regularly into Jordan and Palestine where they are at risk of
secondary poisoning and hunting. Even in Israel, which has extensive laws
concerning the use of pesticides, meaningful enforcement and regulation is
sorely lacking. Unfortunately, the situation in Palestine and Jordan is much
worse. In these regions, law enforcement and regulation are totally
inadequate. Hunting and poisoning are of course significant causes of raptor
population declines throughout the world, but are especially apparent in the
Middle East. Illegal hunting of birds of prey is widespread in this region,
especially in Jordan and some areas of Palestine because many Muslim
people consider owls “bad omens”. In addition to hunting, secondary
poisoning from pesticides and rodenticides is also an important factor within
all countries. Thus, an important goal of our Barn Owl Project is to raise
public awareness about the usefulness of raptors and the benefits of
environmentally friendly agricultural practices.
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In the 1980’s a conservation plan was devised to reduce the use of
rodenticides and instead, use birds of prey as part of biological pest control.
Barn owl nesting boxes were erected in 1982 at Kibbutz Neot Mordechai in
the Hula Valley, in the hope of creating a barn owl population that could
control the rodent populations. Unfortunately, after a short time, rodenticides
were reintroduced to the fields, killing the barn owls and causing the project
to be abandoned.
A year later, Kibbutz Sde-Eliyahu, located in the Great Rift Valley, 7 km from
the city of Beit Shean, 30 km south of the lake of Galilee, was chosen as the
replacement for Neot Mordechai, due to its better environmental awareness
and support of nature conservation. Fourteen barn owl nesting boxes and
hunting perches were erected in fields and plantations in order to establish
stable barn owl populations. During the first couple of years there were
many ups and downs. The first nest box design came from Europe and did
not supply enough ventilation for the 40°C summers. However, within a
couple of years and after a few improvements to the nest box designs, a
population of barn owls was formed which is still thriving to this day. The
project is based on the erection of large numbers of nest boxes in farmland
(typically spaced at 200-400 meter intervals), a decrease in the use of
pesticides, and creating a friendly environment for raptors in general. After
integrating this project into first organic, then non-organic farming practices,
other farmers started placing nest boxes within the Valley, and later in other
parts of Israel. After switching from rodenticides to barn owls as a control
measure, other wildlife species (e.g. Kestrels), some of which also prey
upon agricultural pest species, have also reaped the benefits of the reduced
rodenticide use and population numbers have increased to their normal
levels.

A barn owl parent coming back to its nest. Amir Ezer.
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Towards&a&regional&project&
During the past twenty years, Kibbutz Sde Eliayhu has been using raptors
as an environmentally friendly and economically profitable solution for
eliminating rodents from their agricultural fields and plantations. Due to the
success of the project, a sister project was started opposite to the Kibbutz
Sde Eliyahu project on the Jordanian side of the border. The Israeli ministry
of Regional Cooperation funded the project to write a manual (translated in
Arabic) describing the management techniques (establishment and
maintenance of the barn owl nest boxes) to assist the Jordanians in starting
the project. In addition, an Israeli team, led by Yossi Leshem from the Tel
Aviv University, passing on the twenty years of experience in seminars on
both sides of the border. The hope is that the barn owls would be used as a
bridge to connect Israeli, Palestinian and Jordanian people. Our aim is also
to educate farmers on both sides of the border to stop using toxic pesticides
and to explain the benefits wildlife can offer us all (nature conservation). In
2002, a joint seminar on the subject of using barn owls as biological pest
control took place with great success. 20 Jordanian farmers came to Israel
for two days, learned about the project and left with motivation to start a
similar project in Jordan. After the success of the seminar in 2002, there was
hope that we would be able to place nest boxes in Jordan soon after. Due to
political situation caused by the start of violence, the cooperation was put on
hold. The project finally started in 2005 thanks the Jewish Community
Federation of Cleveland that founded the joint project between Jordan and
Israel. Unfortunately, due to their long held superstitions and beliefs,
Jordanian farmers were initially worried about having barn owls on their
farms. However, after the success of the first two years those farmers who
had erected nest boxes were soon asking for more, and new farmers were
also requesting boxes. The Jordanians learned how to monitor the nest
boxes by themselves.

Dr. Motti Charter (Israel) holding a barn owl with Jordanian collaborators.
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Dr. Motti Charter holding a small mammal with a Palestinian collaborator holding a
barn owl nestling.

An&Ecologically&Sustainable&Approach&2007O2010:&USAIDOMERC&
The next step of the project was to initiate a scientific program between the
partners. In addition to Jordan, we also wanted to incorporate the
Palestinians into the project in order to enlarge the environmental pest
control project regionally. USAID-MERC funded our project that tests
whether naturally occurring avian predators can be used to control
agricultural rodent pests in order to reduce rodenticide use and contribute to
local sustainable economies. This study was performed in different
landscape type in terms of climate, geography, soils and ecology (Israel Beit
Shean, Palestinian Authority Jericho and Jordan Northern Jordan Valley).
The project was designed such that the Israeli (The Israel Ornithology
Center of the Society for the Protection of Nature Israel and Tel Aviv
University), Palestinian (Palestine Wildlife Society), and Jordanian (The
Amman Center for the Peace and Development) teams cooperated during
all the different stages of the project.
Field personnel from all regions had an extensive training together to assure
quality control and standardization of the methodology. These training
sessions occurred at the beginning of each field season and took place
within the different regions. Study sites from the three regions were set up
with 64 nest boxes each, rodent survey, monitoring of nest boxes and crop
yields were reported from plots with and without nest boxes. Each partner
was responsible for all aspects of the project within their area as well as the
collaborative activities.
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A barn owl with a vole. Amir Ezer.

An&Ecologically&Sustainable&Approach&2007O2010:&EU&funded,&
Hanns&Seidel&Foundation&and&Peres&Center&for&Peace&and&Development&
To improve cooperation, long-term dialogue and experience exchange
between Arabs and Israelis in the Jordan Valley as a means to strengthen
civil society action in peace building and conflict transformation, Hanns
Seidel Foundation in cooperation with the Palestine Wildlife Society, Amman
Center for Peace and Development, the Israel Ornithological Center of the
Society for the Protection of Nature, and the Tel Aviv University started a
three year European Commission funded project in 2008. The project was
designed to contribute to the preservation of environmental quality and
ecological balance in the Jordan Valley (Israel, Palestinian Authority and
Jordan) by reducing negative impact on wildlife, soil and water resources
caused by the over-use of pesticides. Furthermore, the project aimed to
increase the adoption of biological pest control as a sustainable resource
management model by farmers in the Jordan Valley through expanding
regional cooperation between Jordan, Israel and the Palestinian Authority of
the West Bank & Gaza in support of the Middle East Peace Process.
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Shimon Peres and Dr. Motti Charter releasing a kestrel.

Motti Charter repairing a barn owl nest box.
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A barn owl box in Israel. At the back Palestine (Jenin Region). Motti Charter.

University&of&Lausanne&and&AddaxOOryx&Foundation&
In 2011, the project ran the risk to collapse due to the lack of financial
resources. After having visited the field sites with Yossi Leshem and Motti
Charter in 2009 and 2010, we decided to join our efforts for a new start. In
2012, I obtained a three-years grant from the Addax-Oryx Foundation in
Geneva. The main aim of this project is to cover the costs involved by the
coordination of the cooperation project between Israel, Jordan and the
Palestinian Authority. Since then the project took off again and we were able
to keep the cooperation alive but also to start new projects. The Addax-Oryx
grant helped us convince different partners to continue this wonderful story.
Since 2012 we succeeded in:
1) We obtained 10’000 euros from the Office of the Czech Republic in
Ramallah to finance the project in Palestine in 2013.
2) We started a project at a Circassian middle school in Israel. The Muslim
Circassian schools were very motivated to learn about nature
conservation and participated actively in conservation projects run by
Motti Charter.
3) We convinced the Hanns Seidel Foundation from Germany to finance 5
workshops to bring Israeli, Jordanians and Palestinians together in Israel
and Jordan.
4) We obtained money from the Israeli government to organize three extra
workshops and to finance our activities in Jordan.
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Etienne Dubuis (Journalist at the Swiss newspaper “LeTemps”), Alexandre Roulin &
Amir Ezer constructing a barn owl box at Moshav Ram On.

Etienne Dubuis (Journalist at the Swiss newspaper “LeTemps”), Alexandre Roulin &
two farmers from the Circassian community explaining the threat caused by voles in
their fields. They spontaneously fixed barn owl boxes in their fields.
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Legs of a pair of Israeli and Jordanian barn owl pair. Motti Charter.

!!!!!

!

!!!!!

!

!!!!!

!

