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Letts report good news, too, says young Israeli journalist
ByJANICE ARNOLD

Growing up in Israel, Tomer Avital's communication with
Palestinians was pretty well limited to asking a shopkeeper the
price of something, despite the fact he grew up in a village in the
north, just a few kilomefres away from an Arab town.

He assumed they'd have no interest in knowing him, because
his impressions of Arabs were formed by what he'd seen in the

media. Arabs made the news when they were violent or express-
ing hatred oflsrael.

"I thought we Israelis were dealing with war-hungry animals.
At 15, I barely knew there were Palestinians living in refugee
camps," says Avital, now 26.

Avital doesn't blame the Israeli media. He felt they were do-
ing as fair a job as they could. In fact, he went rnto joumalism
himself even before finishing college, freelancing first for the
newspaper Yediot Achronot and later Ha'aretz and the national

TV news program Mabat.
Over the course ofhis four-year career, he has concluded that

there's a need for the media on both sides ofthe Palestinian-Israeli
divide to do stories about each otherthat aren't aboutthe conflict.
He's not suggesting that media organizations cut back on hard
news, but he wonders whether some
space or air time could be devoted to
less pressing information - for ex-
ample, cultural, health or educational
happenings - on the other side.

Couldn't Israeli and Palestinian
writers and broadcasters who don't
cover the conflict get together make
contacts and kick around ideas?

It's original thinking such as this
that brought Avital to Montreal this
year.

Avital is a Sauv6 Scholar, one of
a dozen young people from arorurd
the world (including two Canadians)
selected for their leadership poten-
tial. They spend an academic year
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here for informal study, community engagement and reflection.
Avital was the sole Israeli in this year's group, whose mem-

bers hailed from places such as Kyrgyzstan and Myanmar, and
only the second Israeli in the six-year history of the program,
which is sponsored by the Jearure Sauv6 Foundation, established
in memory of Canada's first female govemor general and associ-
ated with McGill University.

The scholars, all university graduates under 30, are chosen
for their potential to make a difference in their own societies and
perhaps make the world a better place. Those with a grasp of
intemational affairs and a desire to meet youths of other cultures
are preferred. They live together in a mansion on Doctor Penfield
Avenue and have full access to all courses (but don't wnte exams
or get credits). They're kept busy with seminars featunng promi-
nent people from many fields, cultural and recreational events,
field trips, and professional development workshops.

They're expected to get involved in a commurity-based orga-
nization - in Avital's case, it's been Reporters Without Borders
- and to undertake a personal project. Networking the Gap is
Avital's. He envisions organizing a three-day workshop for 15
Israeli, Palestinian and possibly other Middle Eastem joumal-
ists on neutral ground in Europe, led by leading media figures. It
could be a model for joumalists from other world hot spots.
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The scholars, all university graduates under 30, are chosen
for their potential to make a difference in their own societies and
perhaps make the world a better place. Those with a grasp of
intemational affairs and a desire to meet youths of other cultures
are prefened. They live together in a mansion on Doctor Penfield
Avenue and have full access to all courses (but don't write exams
or get credits). They're kept busy with seminars featuring promi-
nent people from many fields, cultural and recreational events,
field trips, and professional development workshops.

They're expected to get involved in a community-based orga-
ntzation- in Avital's case, it's been Reporters Without Borders
- and to undertake a personal project. Networking the Gap is
Avital's. He envisions organizing a three-day workshop for 15
Israeli, Palestinian and possibly other Middle Eastem joumal-
ists on neutral ground in Europe, led by leading media figures. It
could be a model for journalists from other world hot spots.

Avital was a medic in the military and graduated from He-
brew University in political science and literature in 2007. He
became involved in One Voice, a non-govefirmental organiza-
tion that builds ties between Palestinians and Israelis.

He leamed about the Sauv6 program from Liran Gal, a scholar
last year, and thought it would give him the time and connections
to put his ideals into action.

"The extremists may get all the attention, but the moderates
are the majority on both sides. Every poll shows that. And I think
that the solution has to come from us, the people, not the politi-
cians or the UN... We can't just sit back and wait for things to
happen," Avital said. The media has a strong impact on people's
thinking, he believes, and that's why he'd like joumalists to be
more aware of the role they can play in "humanizing" people on
the other side ofthe conJlict.

But Avital isn't starry-eyed. He thrnks the Israeli media take
pains to be balanced, but the Palestinian media portray Israel
only as a fearsome enemy.

His long-term aim is to change perceptions. After his work-
shop, an Israeli joumalist, for example, might use his new con-
tacts to interview a Palestinian Facebook user when writing an IT
article on social networking, he said. Such reporting might help
Israelis relate to the Palestinians on a more human level, and vice
versa. Networking could be marntained via the web, he suggests.
A database ofmedia contacts could also be developed.

He has found an organization to endorse the frst workshop,
the Canadian Intemational lnstitute of Applied Negotiation, an
NGO dedicated to promoting dialogue and peace, but he needs
$50,000 to make the workshop areality, and he's seeking other
like-minded goups.
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