
Israeli institutions is as meaningful to this
very day as its proximity to the govern-
ment of the Palestinian territories in Ra-
mallah. 

From very cautious and modest begin-
nings, a far-flung network developed
which now includes 35 Israeli and Pales-
tinian partner organisations. The Konrad
Adenauer Conference Centre in the heart
of Jerusalem, built by the Jerusalem Foun-
dation and supported by the KAF’s
Jerusalem office, has been in great de-
mand since May 2001 as a place for en-
counters where important conferences
and seminars are held for Jews, Chris-
tians, and Muslims living in the Middle
East.

It all started with a trip to Israel taken
in 1979 by Lothar Kraft, then director of
the Institute for International Solidarity. In
his report to the Foundation’s executive
board, he recommended beginning work
in Israel, explaining that “Israel, an Asian
country located in the Middle East, is an
emerging country, so that projects there
can be financed with BMZ funds. There are
a number of reasons why the Konrad Ade-
nauer Foundation should launch activities
in Israel: Our special relationship with the
country, the memory of the encounter be-
tween the two great statesmen, Adenauer
and Ben-Gurion, which has remained very
much alive in Israel, and a number of less
general considerations regarding the pro-
motion of the country’s socio-political de-
velopment”. Lothar Kraft rejected any
project-related co-operation with political
parties and trade unions “for the time be-

Reconciliation with the Jewish nation and
the state of Israel occupied top rank in Kon-
rad Adenauer’s list of political priorities.
Thus, on September 27, 1951, no more than
two years after the foundation of the Fe-
deral Republic of Germany, he stated be-
fore the German Federal Diet that the Ger-
man nation’s most eminent duty was to
breathe a spirit of vibrant and fruitful hu-
manity into its relations with the state of
Israel and the Jewish nation. These words
clearly show that, in his opinion, repara-
tions and the building of constructive re-
lations with Israel was not a mere exercise
in realpolitik,a tool with which to overcome
Germany’s isolation after the Shoah, in a
manner of speaking. Instead, Adenauer
regarded the reconciliation of the Jewish
nation as a moral pillar underpinning a
new, democratic, and constitutional Ger-
man state. 

Cautious Beginning
It was this spirit which prompted the
leaders of the Konrad Adenauer Founda-
tion to begin activities in Israel in 1980,
precisely 25 years ago. At first, until 1982,
these activities were directed from Ger-
many, after which they were handled by
a local representative and a branch office
in Israel.

Events proved that the decision to set
up that office in Jerusalem instead of, like
other foundations, in Tel Aviv or Herzliya
was both courageous and appropriate.
The situation of the office close to the go-
vernment of Israel and its parliament, the
Knesset, as well as to the most important
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ing” as well as any project involving Arabs
and interfaith committees. Instead, he pro-
posed co-operating with the Hebrew Uni-
versity on a variety of projects, such as: 
1. The Perach project (student develop-

ment service in Israel)
2. The project of the Paul Baerwald

School of Social Work
3. Projects involving the department of

political science
4. Media research (Institute of Communi-

cations)
5. Investigations in communications

science (Institute for Jerusalem Studies)
A comparison of these proposals with

the Foundation’s present programme of
work in Israel leads to three conclusions:
Starting in 1980, the Foundations had to
tread very cautiously at first. The memory
of the Shoah, ubiquitous in Israel, called
for a maximum of tact in dealing with Is-
raeli susceptibilities vis-à-vis German in-
stitutions.

Whereas the Konrad Adenauer Foun-
dation today is free to act in the political
arena practically without restraint, it had
no option at that time but to confine itself
to the academic and scientific field. Areas
that were far beyond the reach of the
Foundation in 1980, such as domestic-po-
licy projects, cooperation with politicians
and parties, supporting and demanding
civil rights for Israeli minorities such as
Arabs, Druze, and bedouins, and the 
inter-religious dialogue with, among 
others, the Israel Interfaith Association
are by now commonplace items on the
schedule of work in Jerusalem.

Given that even cooperating with
Arabs was problematical in Israel at first,
the very idea of launching joint Israeli-
Palestinian projects or assuming an active
role in mediating between Israeli and
Palestinian political leaders was out of the
question. Besides, there were no ad-
equately influential Palestinian partners
or partner organisations until the Pales-
tinian Authority was created. Today, the

dialogue between Israelis and Palestini-
ans is the most important element in the
Konrad Adenauer Foundation’s work in
Israel. 

The 25 years that lie between promo-
ting scientific projects at the Hebrew Uni-
versity and functioning as a mediator be-
tween two still-hostile nations contain a
history of developing trust in German-Is-
raeli relations that is truly wonderful.

Five Representatives
From 1982 to 1987, the Foundation’s
Jerusalem office was led by Norbert Chau-
vistré. He forged and enlarged the Foun-
dation’s contacts to the Hebrew Univer-
sity, promoted minor Jewish-Arab pro-
jects together with the village of peace,
Neve Shalom, and Bnei Brith Schem, and
developed initial contacts to political par-
ties. This was also the time when the Foun-
dation negotiated with the government of
Tel Aviv about building a Konrad Ade-
nauer Centre in Yaffa, a process that was
strongly supported by Paul Wink at the
Foundation’s headquarters.

In 1987/88, Mr Chauvistré was suc-
ceeded by Hartwig Lürick whom the Foun-
dation had “borrowed” from the Federal
Ministry for Family and Youth Affairs,
where he had been working for the Ger-
man-Israeli youth exchange programme.
During his time in office, the foundation
stone of the Konrad Adenauer Centre in
Yaffa was laid by the then chairman of the
Foundation, Bruno Heck, and the mayor
of Tel Aviv. It was a very ambitious pro-
ject which unfortunately got stuck in the
administrative jungle later on and was 
quietly shelved. 

From 1989 to 1994, the KAF office in Is-
rael was led by Michael Lange, who went
on to become the Foundation’s coordina-
tor first in South Africa and later in Egypt,
where he is today. He succeeded in or-
ganising the first education seminars to be
held in cooperation with a subsidiary of
the Likud block, ASSI, overcoming the
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ban on talks and contacts with Germany
proclaimed by the right wing of the Likud
party. Similarly, it was he who initiated
the Foundation’s cooperation with the
Center for Jewish-Arab Economic Deve-
lopment, a non-governmental organisa-
tion which promotes economic coopera-
tion between Jews and Arabs in Israel, as
well as with the Moshe Dayan Center at
Tel Aviv University, focussing in this case
on academic cooperation with the Arab
sector in Israel. 

Both these partnerships have stood the
test of time. Finally, Mr Lange’s era saw
the foundation of “Coexistence”, an asso-
ciation supported by the Konrad Ade-
nauer Foundation which was intended to
be a forum for the Israeli-Palestinian dia-
logue but was forced to close down after a
very short life for a number of highly dif-
ferent reasons. At least, the Foundation
succeeded, through this association, in as-
sembling Israeli and Palestinian politi-

cians around one and the same table long
before the time of Oslo. 

Between 1994 and 1996, the Founda-
tion’s office in Israel was managed by Ger-
hard Wahlers, who heads the international
co-operation branch today. He succeeded
in persuading Benyamin Netanyahu to be-
come the first Likud chairman to visit Ger-
many, the fruit of years of labour spent in
an attempt to forge contacts with the Likud
party. Assuming that our assessment of
Likud’s influence in Israeli politics and of
Sharon’s role in the peace process is cor-
rect, we may say without exaggeration that
without its attempts to approach Likud,
maintained over many years, the Konrad
Adenauer Foundation would not be in a
position today to act as mediator in the Is-
raeli-Palestinian conflict. Another aspect
of outstanding importance was the exten-
sion of the Foundation’s cooperation with
the Center for Jewish-Arab Economic De-
velopment and the Moshe Dayan Center
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as well as the foundation of the Helmut
Kohl Institute of European Studies at the
Hebrew University, which celebrated its
tenth anniversary this year. Finally, mo-
ving the KAF office from the outskirts to
the centre of Jerusalem was a step of more
than symbolic significance. Today, the
Foundation’s position right at the political
centre of Jerusalem and Israel is true even
in geographical terms.

In 1997, Gerhard Wahlers was suc-
ceeded in Israel by the author of this arti-
cle. He similarly attempted to expand the
Foundation’s field of action and influence
in Israel as well as beyond its borders in
the Middle East as a whole. At the same
time, projects were increasingly co-fi-
nanced by the Foundation’s partner or-
ganisations, which helped to enhance its
programme considerably.

Today, the 250 or so seminars, confe-
rences, and workshops held by the Foun-
dation each year may be subsumed under
three key objectives.

Promoting Peace – a Key Issue
Following Konrad Adenauer’s dictum that
“domestic policy decides how we live, fo-
reign policy decides whether we live”, the
Foundation’s work in Jerusalem revolves
around joint Israeli-Palestinian projects.
Solving the urgent problem of the Middle
East conflict is the only way of permanently
ensuring the existence of Israel, and the on-
ly way of overcoming the untenable and
sometimes even inhuman conditions pre-
vailing in the Palestinian territory.

Israel is entitled to live in peace and se-
curity, while the Palestinians are entitled
to develop independently in their own
autonomous state.

After his first election to the office of
prime minister in the spring of 2001, Ariel
Sharon declared that he was not prepared
to negotiate with the Palestinians “under
fire”. Nor was his position changed much
by the objection that violence cannot be
ended by violence but only by political ne-

gotiations. Yet it was with the knowledge
of Mr Sharon (and Mr Arafat) that the
KAF’s Jerusalem office together with its
partner, the Israel Palestine Centre for Re-
search and Information (IPCRI), formed
unofficial working groups composed of
official representatives of both sides
which, although not empowered to nego-
tiate about peace, are in a position to in-
fluence both governments for two reasons:
First, these working groups approach so-
lutions for day-to-day problems arising
between the two nations without too much
noise, i. e. without the attendance of the
press. Second, these think tanks develop
model solutions for ending violence in the
conflict.

One of the day-to-day problems that
arose was the question of whether the Is-
raeli side would be prepared to open its
gates again to Palestinian commuters,
taking, of course, all necessary safety pre-
cautions. Until the outbreak of the second
Intifada late in September 2000, around
140,000 Palestinians from the West Bank
and the Gaza Strip had found employ-
ment in Israel. These were all fathers of
generally large families, aged 35 and over,
a guarantee for the Israelis that they
would return home after work and would
not stay in Israel illegally. When the In-
tifada began, 140,000 fathers of families
lost their jobs, and about one million de-
pendants were deprived of their monthly
income. With the assistance of the Foun-
dation’s economic working group, the
number of commuters holding special
permits later increased again to almost
50,000. As this example shows, the Foun-
dation’s working groups were instru-
mental in solving problems in the interest
of the people on both sides despite the po-
litical stagnation that prevailed during
the Intifada. Other working groups talked
about water problems, environmental-
protection issues, security questions, and
border regulations. There was even a
working group on strategy composed of
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high-ranking politicians of both sides
which, for instance, discussed for the first
time the concept of partial withdrawal
from occupied territories, a model later
implemented by Ariel Sharon when Israel
withdrew from the Gaza Strip.

The most important contribution to-
wards the development of mid-term per-
spectives was the discussion and adop-
tion of an economic road map supple-
menting the political road map drawn up
by the U.S., the EU, the UN, and Russia.

A Key to Coexistence
This road map was given to the Four
Greats, accompanied by the comment
that there was no denying that enhancing
economic co-operation and improving
the social situation of the Palestinians was
one of the keys to peaceful coexistence –
perhaps the most important among them.

Be that as it may, the dialogue meetings
of government representatives from both
sides which the Konrad Adenauer Foun-
dation, together with its Israeli-Palesti-
nian partners, has been organising for
years are extremely stable and successful,
maybe because they are unofficial and
shy of the press.

As peace appears hardly conceivable
without overcoming the hatred felt par-
ticularly by Palestinian youths towards Is-
rael, we are working on the development
of teaching material to be unofficially in-
troduced in the schools of both sides, co-
operating with our partner organisation,
the Middle East Children’s Association
(MECA), and around 300 teachers from
both nations.

All these efforts boil down to one thing:
Peace begins with education, particularly
the education of young people!

Two or three times a year, Israeli and
Palestinian teachers meet at large confe-
rences to debate ways and means of sup-
plementing this teaching material with
proper teachers’ guides for educating
pupils in a modern, open concept of

democracy. Fifteen mixed working groups
prepare drafts and submit them to a steer-
ing committee which approves, dupli-
cates, and distributes them to around 600
teachers for incorporation in their lessons.
It is plain to see that this cautiously-intro-
duced supplementary material serves to
counteract hatred, intolerance, and fun-
damentalist indoctrination. That it also
serves to enhance mutual understanding
is confirmed again and again by credible
presentations.

Walls in the Mind
These two eminently important dialogue
projects are accompanied by bilateral in-
service training seminars for journalists,
students, and professors. Only if you
watch Israelis and Palestinians in three- to
four-day seminars held outside the crisis
region will you be able to understand that
walls in the mind can be breached in a
process which, though slow, yields en-
during results.

To support the Foundation’s Israeli-
Palestinian activities, Israeli-Jordanian
economic conferences have been held
since 1999 to promote trade between the
two countries, which is now expanding at
two-digit rates.

Once again, it is true that day-to-day
cooperation among Jordanians and Is-
raelis assists in gradually reducing all
those preconceived judgements about the
detested neighbour that were built up by
propagandists.

People frequently ask the KAF office
why an organisation from Germany, of all
nations, should be so capable of assisting
the Israelis and their neighbours in over-
coming the barriers of language and ac-
tion between them.

We cannot compare history, we must
learn from it. This truism seems to be at
the bottom of a phenomenon that has
been increasingly evident in the work of
the Foundation for years. Many a far-
sighted Israeli has been motivated by the
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miracle of the reconciliation between Ger-
many and Israel after the Shoah to urge
particularly German organisations to en-
hance their promotion of joint Israeli-
Palestinian projects. This development
might be summed up aptly by asking: If
the impossible came true in Israeli-Ger-
man relations, why should not the same
thing happen between Israelis and Pales-
tinians?

Thus, the German-Israeli dialogue
evolved into an Israeli-Palestinian dia-
logue with strong German involvement a
long while ago. The Konrad Adenauer
Centre is now a place of encounter where
confidence is built between Jews, Chris-
tians, and Moslems in the Middle East.

Enhancing Democracy and 
the Rule of Law
Throughout the 56 years of its existence,
Israel has been defending its democratic
constitution in a very largely undemocra-
tic environment.

What is more, there are large segments
of the population such as, for example, the
Arab minority (twenty percent), Russian
immigrants (twelve percent), ultra-ortho-
dox Jews (twelve percent), and oriental
Jews who have scarcely any democratic
education on the western pattern to build
on.

Frequently, security considerations
take precedence over the further en-
hancement of civil society because of the
permanent conflict with Israel’s Palesti-
nian and Arab neighbours. This is not 
really an ideal seedbed for democratic
constitutional development. In other
words: There are many and varied inter-
ferences that disturb Israel’s democratic
development. This is why the Konrad
Adenauer Foundation is increasingly re-
quested by influential organisations, local
governments, and university institutes to
advise and assist them in organising so-
cially critical forums. Key subjects often
include human and civil rights, the pro-

motion of women, the minority rights of
the Arab population, and the inter-reli-
gious dialogue. The Israeli government
also makes use of the services of the KAF
office. Thus, for instance, the Foundation
played a key role in the year-long effort to
develop a new Israeli civil code.

The point is that the way in which the
Foundation influences the political de-
bate is characterised by delicacy, discre-
tion, and a total lack of superciliousness.
The Foundation is in demand as a partner,
not a know-all. Moreover, supercilious-
ness would be about the last thing to raise
a German organisation in the esteem of
the Israelis. Therefore, the Foundation
was all the more pleased when it was re-
quested to establish a Konrad Adenauer
Programme for Jewish-Arab cooperation
together with Tel Aviv University.

This centre is well on its way towards
co-ordinating and controlling all activi-
ties undertaken by the country’s largest
university that particularly affect the
Arab population.

This is all the more important because
Israel’s Arab minority not only feels but
actually is disadvantaged, as demon-
strated by measurable objective data. The
Arabs’ life in less-developed peripheral 
regions, their traditional family structures
with a single breadwinner and a large
number of children, and the absence of ca-
reer opportunities for family fathers freed
from military service constitute objective
reasons establishing their socially inferior
position in the Jewish-dominated society
of Israel.

The Konrad Adenauer Programme at
Tel Aviv University enables us to increase
the extent to which the public is aware of
this bundle of problems. Among other
things, the programme aims to improve
the infrastructure in the Arab sectors, the
housing and labour market, the education
and training system, and participation in
public life. Integrating the Arabs more
profoundly into Israeli society should be
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in the interest of the Jewish majority, since
it is concerned about the stability of the
state.

Promoting Bedouins
Another aspect of particular importance
in the work of the KAF office is the pro-
motion programme for bedouins at Ben
Gurion University. It consists of two
parts: First, an extensive research pro-
gramme provides the requisite know-
ledge about the situation and living con-
ditions of the bedouins at the threshold of
our modern industrialised world. Pub-
lished by the Foundation in cooperation
with the Centre for Bedouin Research, the
Statistical Annual on bedouins in the south
of Israel has long since become a standard
book of reference for politicians, adminis-
trators, businessmen, and scientists. Pub-
lications about the social situation of fam-
ilies with up to 25 children and about the
situation of women provide the funda-
mental knowledge needed for political
action.

We will have to place the role of
women, defects in health care, education
problems, and trouble with the transition
to modernity on our agenda if we want to
avoid major upheavals in the swiftly-
growing bedouin society.

Very much down to earth, the second
part of the project is designed to promote
pupils from socially-disadvantaged back-
grounds to assist them in making the dif-
ficult transition to university education.
Again, our target group includes the
bedouins living in the south of the coun-
try.

At their schools, senior pupils are given
special lessons in mathematics, English,
and Hebrew. At the same time, they take
courses, most of them in technology and
natural science, that are held on Fridays at
the Negev Ben Gurion University, com-
prising no less than 130 teaching units per
year. After the fourth academic year, we
were vindicated once again: Having

passed their finals, 180 young bedouins,
most of them women, may now look for-
ward to their academic studies at Ben Gu-
rion University.

Konrad Adenauer’s political heritage
obliges the Foundation to maintain its
particular responsibility towards Israel. It
was this reason, among others, which
prompted the author to contact Jerusa-
lem’s legendary ex-mayor, Teddy, Kol-
lek, in 1997 to talk with him about build-
ing a Konrad Adenauer conference centre
right in the middle of Jerusalem, and to
conclude agreements with him about the
realisation of this ambitious project.

Israel – Germany – Europe
With the assistance of Federal Chancellor
Helmut Kohl, Minister President Erwin
Teufel, and – most importantly – our
friends of the Jerusalem Foundation, Ruth
Cheshin, Yssachar Ben-Yaakov, and Irène
Pollak, we were able to find funds for fi-
nancing the project on a sound basis.

In 2005, around four years after it 
opened its doors, the house is now a ge-
nerally-recognised centre of German-Is-
raeli dialogue as well as a much-frequent-
ed location where Jews, Christians, and
Muslims meet. More than twenty years af-
ter the first plans were drawn up, the idea
of building a Konrad Adenauer Centre in
Israel was finally realised with the aid of
some major sponsors from Germany.

Not a single Israeli demonstrated
against the building, and not a single cri-
tical word was uttered about a conference
centre being named after a German post-
war politician. Indicating that relations
have meanwhile returned to normal, this
also shows that the name of Konrad Ade-
nauer is highly respected in Israel.

On the other hand, the fact that discus-
sions with high-ranking German guests
can be quite emotional at times proves
that it is as important as ever to nurture
the German-Israeli dialogue, particularly
in Israel itself. During the second Intifada,
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when tourism faltered and pilgrims
shunned the Holy Land, the fact that open
and critical debates by and with Germans
continued without interruption at the
Konrad Adenauer Conference Centre
was registered with particular gratitude.

Still regarding its very existence as
threatened by a hostile environment, Is-
rael increasingly felt left in the lurch by
Europe in the past few years. Demands
for Palestinian autonomy, often uncriti-
cal, and criticisms of Israel’s policy, often
biased, alienated Israel from Europe. For
the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, it is
fortunate indeed that the Helmut Kohl In-
stitute for European Studies at the He-
brew University should be available as a
forum for the exchange of ideas with the
increasingly unloved continent far be-
yond the academic framework. Its impor-
tance as a think tank assisting the govern-
ment in European matters, as a research
centre for students of developments in Is-
rael and Europe, and as a site of debates
on European policy is growing steadily.
Slowly, the insight is emerging in Israel
that, next to its strong partnership with
the United States, the country needs a se-
cond pied à terre in Europe to ensure the
stability of the state.

Both the Konrad Adenauer Conference
Centre and the Helmut Kohl Institute
serve as a bridge between Israel, Germany,
and Europe, at the same time adding to the
socio-political relevance of the Founda-
tion in Israel.

The Sequel to the Success Story
The obligation of the Germans to defend
Israel’s right to exist will remain. The Kon-

rad Adenauer Foundation’s mission to
work for peace, freedom, democracy, and
justice applies to Israel, but it equally ap-
plies to the Palestinian territories and the
Palestinians. There is no contradiction in
this, although each side is inclined to in-
terpret anything that is done on behalf of
the other as siding with their respective
“opponent”.

The art of influencing developments
consists of striking a balance between
these two maxims of action, promoting
both Israel and Israeli-Palestinian recon-
ciliation, striving for what is possible
without losing sight of reality, and avoi-
ding any bias.

Ultimately, it is in the interest of both
Israelis and Palestinians that the societies
of the two nations should develop sepa-
rately as well as jointly in the future. To
participate in this development remains
the “most eminent duty” of all Germans
who, after all, were themselves given an
opportunity to live in peace, freedom,
democracy, and justice after the misdeeds
of the criminal Nazi regime.

This year, we remember the sixtieth an-
niversary of the end of the war in 1945
and, more particularly, the Shoah. We are
able to look back on forty years of Ger-
man-Israeli relations as well as on 25
years of work done by the Konrad Ade-
nauer Foundation in Israel. What a year,
and what a development in German-Is-
raeli relations!

The Konrad Adenauer Foundation
may well feel proud and contented about
its achievements as it passes on to the next
part of its way. Our success story so far
should not be preserved but continued.

Johannes Gerster
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