PEACE Programme 
Steering Committee Meeting

UNESCO, Paris, 14-15 December 2009

Report of the meeting
Participation and Quorum: 4 members of the Committee attended the meeting: Professors Barakat, Masri, Hodali and Bjertness. Prof. Annick Suzor–Weiner who had left the University of Paris-Sud for an appointment with the French Embassy in the US, was represented by Prof. Pierre Sebban. Professors Francisco Lodeiro, John Morgan and Kim Van der Borght sent excuses for not being able to attend because of other commitments. With 4 members present and one represented, there was a quorum and the meeting could be held in keeping with the By Laws of PEACE.

 

Several representatives of member universities had been invited to attend the meeting:  Prof. Frederic Ogee, Vice- President, Univ. Paris Diderot (Paris 7), Prof. Christine Mengin, Vice- President, Univ. of Paris 1, Prof. Maria Jose Lera, University of Sevilla and Mr. Francisco J. Medina, Director of the Office for Cooperation and Development of the same university, Prof. Fouad Badran, CNAM, Paris, Prof. Jean Deprez, Univ. of Paris – Sud. Prof. Roland Lombard represented CICUP. Their active participation in the debates helped turn the meeting into one of the most intense and fruitful sessions of the Steering Committee. 

 

Mr. M. Miloudi, SC/PSD and Ms Ariana Stahmer, representing Mrs. S. Bahri, Chief ED/HED/ICE attended the meeting on behalf of UNESCO. Mr. Marcio Barbosa, Deputy Director General and Mrs. Krista Pikkat, Cab/DG attended the Opening Session.
Opening Session: Prof. Barakat, the President of PEACE, declared the meeting open, welcomed the participants and submitted the draft agenda for approval. He then made a brief presentation of the current situation of the Palestinian universities. He stressed in the first place their continuous growth in student and staff numbers. According to the latest available figures, in 2008 there were 180.905 students enrolled in the 12 universities, 12 university colleges and 7 community colleges that form the higher education system of Palestine. There has also been a continuous development of new programmes, especially at MA/MSc and BA/BSc levels. Prof. Barakat pointed out at the same time the difficulties and privations that all institutions are facing under occupation. Conditions are particularly severe for the universities in the Gaza Strip. 

Mr. Marcio M. Barbosa, Deputy Director General of UNESCO, greeted the participants and congratulated the PEACE Network for its recent achievements. He stressed UNESCO’s appreciation of its contribution to promoting academic cooperation with the Palestinian universities and referred in particular to the need for close cooperation and synergy of action between PEACE and the relevant units of UNESCO, including the UNESCO Office in Ramallah.   
Debates of the meeting
Discussions were particularly lively with regard to Item 2 of the Agenda, devoted to “The situation of the PEACE Scholarship Scheme”. Prof. D. Chitoran presented the Working document and the annexes devoted to this item, stressing that the Scheme has become the major line of action of PEACE and is now being recognized as a major contributor to academic staff development for the Palestinian universities. The number of grants has grown considerably over the last 3 years, especially after 9 PEACE candidates had been awarded Erasmus grants for PhD studies within the framework of the EMU Project coordinated by the Vrije Universiteit Brussel, one of the most active member universities of PEACE. 
The PEACE Programme allocates practically its entire budget - obtained mainly from membership fees – to the Scholarship Scheme through the allocation of 300 EUR/month and through covering international travel expenses to those Palestinian students who do not receive a full grant from the European universities (9 grantees in the academic year 2007/2008 and 7 in 2008/2009). This arrangement has worked well with several European universities, but budgetary constraints do not allow PEACE to extend it on a larger scale. 

Despite these achievements, all speakers underlined that further steps are needed in order to further increase the number of grants or at least to keep it at the attained level. Several issues were raised in the discussions:

· Many more Palestinian students than those listed as PEACE grantees go for studies abroad, especially under bilateral agreements of their universities or on other existing grant schemes. It was argued that at least those students going for studies to PEACE member universities should be included as PEACE grantees, particularly if the PEACE Programme had facilitated the award of the respective grants. This would give a new impetus to the Scholarship Scheme.

· Increased attention should be paid to preserving equity in the distribution of grants among Palestinian universities and to keeping a proper gender balance in offering grants. 

· Do all PEACE grantees return to Palestine after finishing studies abroad? 

· Should grants be restricted to PhD studies only, or should they be awarded for Master level studies as well? 
After clarifications of these questions, discussions were continued, leading to a number of conclusions summed up briefly below:  
· There is a great diversity among the countries of Europe and their institutions of higher education in the allocation and management of grants for foreign students. PEACE has consequently adopted a flexible approach in handling its Scholarship Scheme. While it is absolutely necessary to maintain this flexibility, the current size of the Scheme calls for the adoption of certain guiding principles and practices that would facilitate management and implementation. (Hence the need to revise the Guidelines for the PEACE Scholarship Scheme, discussed below in this Report).
· The main objective of PEACE remains constant: to contribute to Staff Development needs of the Palestinian universities by offering possibilities for studies abroad- especially at the PhD level - to graduate students and young academics who will return to teach and do research at their universities of origin. This can be achieved only if there are more offers of grants from the member universities. Some of them have already been offering more than one grant on a longer term basis. The objective set by the Steering Committee was to have all PEACE member universities offer at least one full grant. 

· Any other existing possibilities to increase the number of grants should be used, notably:
· bilateral agreements between Palestinian and European universities; 

· securing grants for PEACE candidates through Erasmus Mundus ECW, TEMPUS and other academic mobility programmes;
· including the offer of grants in the academic and research projects supported by PEACE (e.g. the ICDE Project, initiated by the University of Pavia with support from the Italian government and other donors has secured a number of 6 PEACE full grants thus far).

· involving PEACE in the implementation of UNESCO supported projects that foresee grants for studies abroad (e.g. the Palestinian Teacher Education Strategy). Through the facilities offered by its member universities, PEACE could help increase the number of students benefitting from grants without additional budgetary allocations. 

Discussions under the same Item shifted then to the financial resources for the Scholarship Scheme. It was pointed out that the Scheme has grown to a size that renders it absolutely necessary to secure funding from external sources. Prof. Barakat informed that the application for funding submitted to Al Makhtoum Foundation has not succeeded yet because the Foundation is currently reassessing its programmes and has postponed examinations of new applications. The current economic crisis does not render the search for external funding easy. It was agreed however that PEACE should increase efforts and develop the necessary expertise for this important task. The search for grants has been left too much in the hands of the PEACE Office at UNESCO. It is necessary to involve the members of the Steering Committee of PEACE – both current and past members – in this search. 
Under the same Item 2 of the Agenda, Professor Barakat presented the Revised Guidelines of the Scholarship Scheme, insisting on those aspects that needed revision. The members of the Committee discussed and adopted the Guidelines as presented in the document annexed to the Report.
Item 3 of the Agenda, was devoted to academic programmes and projects. The discussions focused mainly on:
· The Palestinian Virtual University Project. Prof. Hodali (Al Quds Open University) and Mr. Miloudi (SC/PSD, UNESCO) presented the current state of preparation of the project and its future prospects, following reply of the DG of UNESCO to HE, Minister Lamis’s letter;
· Participation of PEACE in the implementation of the Palestinian Teacher Education Strategy;
· Launching a UNITWIN/UNESCO Chairs Project involving universities and colleges in three Arab countries (Jordan, Egypt and the Palestinian Territories), leading US community colleges and European PEACE member universities. Details about this initiative will be finalized with the Division of Higher Education of UNESCO;
· Preparing and submitting projects within the framework of the existing programmes which are open to Palestinian universities. Prof. Fouad Badran, (CNAM, Paris), Prof. Deprez, (University of Paris-Sud) and Prof. M.  Lera (University of Seville) presented the experiences of the TEMPUS projects in which they and their institutions were involved. It was stressed that this is an area in which the PEACE Programme has the potential to play a more active role in initiating and preparing project proposals and in involving its member universities in their implementation. The strength of the PEACE Network resides in its 60 member universities. This should increase chances for approval of the projects to which it associates its members.   

    

Item 4: PEACE International Conference and the 8th Session of the General Assembly of PEACE

In discussing this Item, the Steering Committee members and the invited participants pursued 3 main objectives: securing interest and therefore a broad participation in the Conference, rendering it as visible as possible, so as to contribute to strengthening PEACE, and obtaining external support for its organization. The following proposals emerged from the discussions:

Dates: First half of November 2010. 

Place: The members of the Committee were unanimous in stressing that all efforts should be made to hold the Conference in Palestine in keeping with the principle of rotating PEACE conferences between Europe and Palestine. Prof. Barakat informed that the University of Hebron has the logistic capacity to host it. Discussions referred to difficulties of access to Hebron by representatives of all Palestinian universities in Gaza. It was also mentioned that some European potential participants might be discouraged to attend if conditions in the Occupied Territories deteriorate. It was pointed out in fact that the prolonged tense situation in the Palestinian Territories might render very uncertain or even impossible to hold the Conference in Hebron.

 

Accordingly, the members of the Committee thought it advisable to consider as an alternative the organization of the Conference in Europe. Prof. Lera and Mr. Francisco Medina, Director of the International Relations Office of the University of Seville extended the official invitation to host the Conference in Seville. The President and the other members of the Committee expressed warm thanks to the University of Seville for the generous offer. Technical details of the organization of the Conference were discussed, should the final decision be taken to hold it there. The two alternatives will be kept open until spring 2010, when a final decision should be taken and the official invitations launched. 
   
Title, main Theme and Topics of the Conference: Following extensive discussion, the members of the Steering Committee decided to retain the following title of the Conference: International Academic Cooperation, an Efficient Tool to Enhance the Quality of Teaching and Research in Palestinian Universities. 
Having in mind the celebration of  2010 as the International Year of the Raprochement among Cultures and in order to secure wider visibility to the event, they decided  to devote a special session of the Conference to the Role of the Universities in Promoting Dialogue among Cultures and Civilizations. While including presentations of existing positive experiences and good practices trough which universities in various parts of the world contribute to dialoguee among cultures and civilizations, the special session will focus on the Role of the Palestinian Academics in the Diaspora in Promoting Dialogue among Cultures and Civilizations. Efforts will be made to place the Conference under the auspices of UNESCO, of the UN Alliance of Civilizations and to organize it in cooperation with the Anna Lindh Euro-Mediterranean Foundation for the Dialogue between Cultures.
Depending on the number of participants (minimum 100, maximum 150) parallel sessions could be organized during the first day when dealing with the main theme of the Conference. Possible topics for the parallel sessions could be: 
· Priority needs of Palestinian universities that could be addressed through international academic cooperation;
· Setting up consortia of PEACE member universities to support various academic projects at Palestinian universities. 
The possibility of organizing a meeting of Palestinian PEACE grantees with European students and academics involved in exchanges with Palestinian universities as a special event of the Conference will also be considered.
The International Conference could be organized in two working days according to the following preliminary programme: 
 - First day (morning): Official opening and key-note addresses on the main Theme    

 - First day (afternoon): Parallel sessions and Student meeting

 - Second day (morning and early afternoon): Special session

 - Second day (late afternoon session): General Assembly of PEACE   

The possibility of extending duration by half a day will be considered, depending on the number of participants. 
  
Item 5: Election of a new Vice President of PEACE
Prof. Barakat explained the necessity to elect a new VP of PEACE, to replace Prof. Annick Suzor-Weiner who left the University of Paris Sud for an assignment with the French Embassy in Washington. He expressed the sincere thanks of PEACE for her outstanding contribution to revive the PEACE Programme through her remarkable energy, dedication, wisdom and competence and, above all else, through her exceptional humane qualities. 
Pointing out the positive experience acquired during the period when Prof. Suzor-Weiner was the Vice President through her constant support to the work of the PEACE Office at UNESCO, the President informed the members of the Committee that, following consultations with Prof Suzor-Weiner and with several member universities of Paris, he submits the candidature of Prof. Frederic Ogee, Vice President for International Affairs of Paris-Diderot (Paris 7), for the position of VP of PEACE. The University of Paris-Diderot is one of the largest Parisian universities and has a very broad range of academic programmes, encompassing areas that are of interest to the Palestinian universities. Several speakers took the floor to express their full endorsement of the proposal. In accepting the position, Prof. Ogee pointed out that the high standards for the job set by Prof. Suzor-Weiner will be very difficult for him to attain and maintain, but promised that he will do all he could to support PEACE in the first place through reviving the involvement of French universities in PEACE activities, beginning with the universities of Paris and of Ile de France. 

 

Item 6: Financial situation of PEACE 

Prof. Chitoran presented the Financial Report covering the period elapsed since the last General Assembly of PEACE held in Paris on 7 November 2007. The Working document and the attached annexes prepared by the PEACE Programme Office at UNESCO contained detailed information concerning income received and expenses made over the period November 2007-November 2009, as reflected in the bank statement of the 4 accounts for which the Office has responsibility. The Committee members appreciated the efforts made by the Office to secure the execution of the Programme efficiently, with minimum running costs. Prof. Barakat presented information on the income received and expenses made in Palestine, as reflected in the PEACE bank account in Ramallah. He further informed about the on-going audit of PEACE by a Palestinian branch of the reputed auditing company PriceWaterhouseCooper, stressing that the audit is vital in terms of transparency of the  financial activities of PEACE and for increasing its chances to secure external funding from foundations and donor agencies.  

Noting that, following the considerable increase of the number of grants supported by PEACE, its expenses have exceeded income (by €8.417,05 in 2008 and by € 9.908 in 2009) and that the balance of all PEACE accounts combined was, on 15 November 2009, of €13.097,47 and USD78,012.59) the Committee members focused discussions on ways and means to secure a stable budget for PEACE in the future. There are two major sources for this:  (a) Increasing income from membership fees and (b) Securing additional external funding.

With regard to income from membership fees, the members of the Committee appreciated the positive developments in securing more payments during the last three years. In 2009, 26 European member universities paid their fees, bringing an income of € 24.232. Through the efforts of the President of PEACE payment of the fees by several Palestinian universities has also been secured. On that basis, it is realistic to expect income from membership fees to arrive at the level of 30.000 - 35.000 EUR per year (including payment of the fee by the Palestinian universities). 

They agreed to: 

· Launch a vigorous campaign to attract new member universities in Europe and, more especially, in the USA and Canada

· Request member universities which have not paid their fees (especially in Italy, France, etc.) to do so; 

Prof. Chitoran mentioned that securing funds from membership fees has been left mainly to the PEACE Office at UNESCO. He asked for a more active involvement of the Treasurer and of all the members of the Steering Committee – including former members – to secure more fee payments and to contact new universities in their own countries to invite them to join PEACE. 

The members of the Steering Committee stressed that securing additional external funding has become vital for PEACE at the present stage. They underlined the need for PEACE to develop the necessary expertise and contacts in the search for external funding, tapping a wide range of possible sources:  

· Funding organization and agencies, especially in the Arab States. Despite unsuccessful attempts thus far, efforts in this direction should be continued with perseverance.

· The EC Programmes to which Palestinian universities are entitled to apply. The ERASMUS Mundus ECW project under the coordination of VUB has been renewed. Unfortunately, two TEMPUS projects submitted by the University of Paris Sud (Prof. Annick Suzor-Weiner) and the University of Seville (Prof. Lera) have not been accepted. However, member universities should be encouraged to continue to submit projects to the EC higher education programmes. 

· Two new potential sources, EMUNI and the Anna Lindh Foudation, which PEACE has joined recently, should also be used. 

· Suggestions made on previous occasions to turn to North America (USA and Canada) for possible funding should be pursued in earnest. 

Under Item 7 Miscellaneous, Prof. Bjertness informed that there will be a research conference at Birzeit University on 1-2 March 2010, in which he will discuss “Time allocated to research and brain drain, in relation to competence building in research and higher education in Palestine”. To prepare for his talk, he will submit a questionnaire to all Palestinian universities elucidating these important factors. He asked for the support by PEACE and of Prof. Barakat to facilitate his task. 

Closing session: During the closing session, several participants took the floor in appreciation of the meeting and expressed their confidence that it will lead to the further development of PEACE. Prof. Chitoran stated that the PEACE Office at UNESCO will continue to provide the assistance expected from it. He mentioned that there had been occasions when he did not receive sufficient support from the part-time office assistant, but expressed full confidence that matters had been clarified and the office will continue to work smoothly, especially in light of the important decisions adopted by the Steering Committee. 
The President expressed thanks to the PEACE Office at UNESCO for the careful preparation of the meeting. He then thanked the participants for their active participation in the meeting, expressing both satisfaction for its very fruitful debates and confidence that it will mark a new beginning in the activity of PEACE.  He further wished them all warm season’s greetings and best wishes for happiness and prosperity in 2010.  
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