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Good morning Ladies and gentlemen!

I think today, contrary to the previous two days, most of us at PCBS are going to have a very special occasion, simply because most of us were born and grew up in this university.  

This morning, you are sitting in a lecture hall  that has been used for all sorts of elections, therefore, I think, to us  it represents an element of democracy.  I remember being party to elections which were held for the union of Bir Zeit University employees, students, teachers etc.    

This morning, we are sitting in a university which will go down in history as the place where it all started.  Looking back at the early seventies and eighties, and even today, Bir Zeit University has been known for its central leading role in leadership creation.   

I can tell you that when the Madrid conference  started, and contrary to the general knowledge, the negotiations were between Israel and Bir Zeit University,  because most of the delegate members were from Bir Zeit University, including myself.  

I am very honored to be speaking from a podium where I personally did my undergraduate studies, and where I am still on leave for the PLO from Bir Zeit University.  

This morning, I am introducing to you a person who has been very central in promoting education, and promoting national causes,  Dr. Hanna Nasser.  I met him in the beginning when it was Bir Zeit College.  He used to play soccer (or football) with us.  Then in 1974, he was deported for being an active leader in working against the occupation.  Since then he has been assuming several positions in the PLO executive committee and Palestine National Council etc.   

Dr. Hanna Nasser has been very instrumental in putting this university into the working. And I am very honored to have him open today’s session.

Welcoming Address
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Dr Hanna Nasser

President of Bir Zeit University
Thank you, Hasan, for your very kind words.  Yes, we are very proud of  our colleagues, who have been, sort of, kidnapped by the Palestinian National Authority.  But, I think that is really part of the responsibilities of the university, and we look forward to continued cooperation with both the PLO and the various organizations that are under the headings of the PLO. 

Let me say that I am very  pleased  to welcome this distinguished gathering to Birzeit University and to extend the University’s support for this important initiative of the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics.  Promoting scholarly cooperation between international and local experts and academics has been a key element of Bir Zeit University’s mission.   We recognize that while our problems may be particular to Palestine, the solutions require developing our national capacity to utilize and to contribute to global knowledge systems.  It is thus appropriate that a university today is an actual “hall of nations”, and the language of statistics predominates over all our local dialects.

On institution building against all odds
As a person not specialized in statistics, I hesitate to comment on a topic on which you are all so much expert.  I, however, have a few comments on the topic of today’s session: “institution building against all odds”.  Here, the experience of Palestinian universities may be quite relevant.  I am not sure whether the survival and development of these universities over the past decades of military occupation constituted a statistical improbability.  However, I do know that we confronted enormous obstacles that are probably known to all of you.

Some of these obstacles still remain.  Indeed, our present situation has its own difficulties. We in the West Bank are still experiencing military occupation while anticipating self-government.  This is a volatile mixture which should not be allowed to continue, particularly when accompanied by continued Israeli settlement and continued Israeli army presence and activity.  However, we are clearly on the threshold of a new era - an era which requires new capabilities, which you are addressing today in one important aspect.  For the Palestinian universities, our main challenge can now be identified as developmental, educational and capacity building in the fullest sense, i.e.  developing a nation and a prosperous economy.

I am quite certain that the newly founded Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics faces similar challenges.  Within this framework, one should note that the establishment of Palestinian authority in Gaza and Jericho in July 1994, and the transfer of powers in November 1994 in the West Bank in five civil spheres (education, health, social welfare, tourism and taxation) have created an “instant” need for a wide range of professional skills.  Among these needs, one of the most pressing is clearly reliable statistical information as the basis of any sound public planning.

There are no instant experts
However, as we all know, there are no instant experts and solutions.  Fortunately, local academics, well aware of this need, have been working for several years on planning and preparation for what today is the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics.  The survival and development of Palestinian higher education also was an important factor in diminishing the “brain drain” and developing local academic and research capacity that could contribute to the Bureau.

In other words, we can improve the odds by serious and sustained investment in education and research.  As you discuss strategies for immediate capacity building in statistics, whether in strengthening human resources, designing systems or developing technical infrastructure, Palestinian higher education and the education system as a whole, has a complimentary and long-term role to play.  This role could include improving the education of mathematics and statistics in schools and universities, supporting policy-oriented statistical research, or identifying and investigating the social and economic questions that statistical information can help to answer.

As the numerous ecological, political and economic crises on our globe should tell us, sustainable development is an integrated and interdependent process.  The international cooperation and scholarly exchange evident in this room today is perhaps one indicator that this process does not necessarily have to take place “against all odds”.  As a person involved in education, I must believe that knowledge, skills and human endeavor can change the course of play.  I am sure that as statisticians you will agree with me.

Once again, and on behalf of Bir Zeit University, I do welcome you and wish you a productive and successful conference.
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Some highlights from the discussion

On Mediterranean cooperation
“A Conference organized by the EU Statistical Office will examine the key needs of the national statistical systems of the Mediterranean countries in order to define priority areas for co-operation”

“..training could be one of the more important components in the future Meditterenean regional programme of statistical co-operation which I  just mentioned”

On organizational issues
“Someone needs to talk about the need to maintain the creativity, the imaginativeness, the capacity for flexibility of your people”

On ways to finance activities:
“the PCBS will have some powerful tools to be sold to the market... specific tabulations of the data available to PCBS... the computer center facilities... the interviewer network .. might be sold at market prices.” 

“One list should include basic needs that PCBS has to satisfy anyway and then, second, a list of projects.. not necessarily according to any rank order but according to the specialties of the various donor organisations.”

On training 

“In matters of training I think you should have a bigger vision... why not think in a regional perspective? Why not link the training question to the general development of the Palestinian educational infrastructure?”

“..training should be done in ..cooperation with universities.  However, universities are more inclined to give the theoretical training. They do not have the practical capabilities. It is only in cooperation with a statistical bureau that they can start training in applied statistics”

On cost reduction
“I think your insistence   on the problem of costs.. is ..a little exaggerated.. you have full right to make mistakes..”

“..it is a luxury to be able to make mistakes. This is against accountability.. Don’t ever take this attitude because it will create a lot of trouble in the future.

On holy spirits
“I have a theological problem with two and now three holy spirits. I will very much prefer that you identify the father, the son and the holy spirit of the statistical system.”
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