On Wednesday evening, as the Arava Institute "IT guy", I went over to our dormitories to investigate a communications complaint.  There was no internet connectivity in two-thirds of the campus; YouTube clips notwithstanding, the students use it as a primary means of correspondence and as a research tool for their course-work.  The problem  was more complicated than I’d anticipated, but eventually I got everything working again.

I’m apparently not the only person in the region having communications issues.  With U.S. urging, the Arab League last week recommended that Palestinians resume negotiations with Israel.   Then Joe Biden’s visit coincided with the at best curiously timed announcement of Israel’s ‘Ramat Shlomo’ construction project in East Jerusalem, fast on the heels of still smoldering Arab protests at increased Israeli residence in other Arab neighborhoods of Jerusalem.

Unsurprisingly, pandemonium ensued.  The Palestinians rioted.  Ms. Clinton berated Mr. Netanyahu seemingly for announcing the Ramat Shlomo project during Mr. Biden’s visit, not for the project itself.  Israel defended the decision.  The Obama administration is mouthing support for Israel and Palestinians and trying to distance itself from both at the same time.  Israel put security out in force and ‘closed’ the West Bank.  
In the ensuing madness, several of our Palestinian students who live in the West Bank were caught in the closure and prevented from returning  to the Arava Institute to study.   Having gone home for a short weekend to visit friends and families, they were trapped behind international politics, a military closure and obscure and conflicting rules about who can and cannot travel, when and where.  
***

No, it’s not easy.  And no, we’re not going to solve it tomorrow.  Israel, Jordan and the Palestinians will continue to make blunders, to misjudge.  The U.S. will continue to claim it’s working toward a solution, be it a Mitchell Plan or Tenet Plan or Road Map, or whatever the next iteration will be.  But here at the Arava Institute, we're  working towards a different future; one where we cooperate and communicate,  where we talk in a ‘safe space’ about hard issues and hard feelings.   

Israel lifted the closure of the West Bank today.  After three days of sitting at home, the Palestinian students made their way back to the institute confronting road blocks and soldiers doing security checks along the way.  And as I restored internet connectivity, the three students arrived after traveling for roughly twelve hours.  They were greeted by Americans, Israelis, Jordanians and other Palestinian students; Christians, Jews and Muslims.  Students raced over to shake hands, hug, applaud, and welcome them home.  Balloons and greetings had been posted on the returning students’ doors, and little gag gifts were presented to laughter and smiles.

Despite Hamas’ call for a “Day of Rage”, despite military closure, our Palestinian students braved it all to return to study at the Arava Institute for Environmental Studies at Kibbutz Ketura.  Symbolically, they could have chosen to protest; to stay home and to stop studying alongside Jersey girls, Jordanians and Jews.  But they chose a different path -- to study, explore, grow, and learn about the environment around them, both ecological and political.
Tonight I saw what makes me jump out of bed in the morning and head off to breakfast eager to start the day.  Tonight I saw what compassion and communication can bring.  I am so proud of our students and so grateful for the work I have – for tonight I saw what we grow down here in the arid sands and rocky wadis of the Arava.  Not just hope -- tonight I saw the Arava Institute and its students turn our values into action.  
Yonatan Chesler, 17 March 2010
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