The narrow strip of land between Jaffa and Haifa that includes the vast majority of the Israeli people, will not survive without a large settlement in the south and the Negev. The urgent, critical and supreme goal of our generation is to make the desert bloom and to settle it.  Of all of the struggles we have confronted and will confront in the future, this is the most difficult and the most blessed.
David Ben Gurion – April 6th, 1948.

We have come along way in our understanding and our perception of deserts since David Ben Gurion’s days.  Deserts are no longer viewed as wastelands of no value that must be conquered. Today we recognize the uniqueness and beauty of the desert landscape and that even a wilderness contains life, splendor and inspiration.  Today we look for ways to balance the development of the desert’s potential with the preservation of the deserts wonders.  Named after the first Prime Minister of Israel, a visionary who believed that Israel’s future lay in the Negev, Ben Gurion University of the Negev has been the leader of sustainable development in the periphery for 40 years.  Here on Kibbutz Ketura, David Ben Gurion’s dream is realized.  Alongside, green fields, tall date palms, and red algae filled pipes, Kibbutz Ketura flourishes in the stark beauty of the Arava Valley surrounded by the brown mountains of the Negev to the west and the red mountains of Jordan to the east.  
The Arava Institute, founded here on Kibbutz Ketura as a center for environmental leadership in the Middle East, takes its name from this valley but the root of the Hebrew word Arava means to “mix”.    At the institute, we bring, Jews, Christians and Moslems together, Israelis, Palestinians, Jordanians and students from all over the world in order to teach them that nature knows no borders.  Where better to see this then in the Arava Valley.

The agreement that we are signing today between Ben Gurion University and the Arava Institute will enable the Institute to continue to grow and to flourish along side the Eilat Campus and the Sde Boker Campus, pioneering academic and research excellence throughout the Negev and the Arava.  As we stand here in the warm Arava sun, we are reminded of the great potential this beautiful desert holds for peoples throughout the region.  We want to thank Ben Gurion University for recognizing this potential and providing us with the inspiration for big dreams and the tools to fulfill those dreams.  

I want to thank Professor Jimmy Weinblatt, Rector of Ben Gurion University for attending the ceremony today and for signing in the name of the University and Professor Rivka Carmi, President of Ben Gurion University for her enthusiastic support for this partnership.   

I want to thank the Hevel Eilot Regional Council, the Toronto Jewish Federation, the Partnership 2000 Steering Committee and the Jewish Agency for Israel for their continued support of the work of the Arava Institute and for fostering a strong relationship between Ben Gurion University, Hevel Eilot and the City of Eilat.  I would also like to thank all those people who were critical in helping us achieve this agreement:

Shaul Krakover, Yael Eidan, Danny Blumberg, Guri Zilcha, Michael Beyth, Miriam Sharton and Elli Groner.  I of course want to thank the students, staff, faculty and alumni of the Arava Institute for helping to create this oasis of peace. Thanks to Keren Kolot for being great hosts.  Finally, I would like to thank the members of Kibbutz Ketura for allowing the Arava Institute to plant its roots on the kibbutz and to share with us some of its plentiful sunshine.           

