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destruction of open spaces. In his Tel-Aviv apartment he puts
into practice his own doctrine against wasting land and lives in a
high rise block. There are piles of speeches, newspaper clippings.
letters, books and pamphlets which be has written,

Even before anyone in Isreal had even heard the words ecology,
Tamir was already fighting-first a Tel Aviv city councilman, then
in Jerusalem as a Knesset member for the Liberal party in 1965,
As MK, he succeeded in mustering a majority against

the Reading D power station in north Tel-Aviv. "Even the
Communists and Agndat Yisrael supported me,” he recalls,

He was stopped in his tracks, however, by then Prime Minister
Levi Eshkol, who caved into pressure from employees of the
electric company and imposed party discipline on the vote. The
next Prime Minister, Golda Meir, to whom Tamir appealed to
initiate a debate on environmental issues, told him, "l don't know
what that is. You should discuss it with Dinitz.”

Simha Dinitz was her chief of staff at the ume. Even Finance
Minister Pinhas Sapir unashamedly admitted that he knew very
little about the wbjm he evenasked Tamir what all that
“ecology-shmecology” talk meant. Finally, they did him a favor
and formed a Knesset Environmental Committee as part of the
Internal Affarrs Committee as well as an Environmental
Authority, which after 16 vears, in 1988, became the Ministry of
the Environment.

It 15 difficult to understand how Tamir found his place as one of
the leaders of the Liberal party. His beliefs are almost Marxist,
"We are traveling the same road as all the capitalists who exploit
the land and nature's resources. Each year, we have 120,000 new
cars in this country, with the encouragement of the government,
Each new immigrant is encouraged to buy a new car. Until this
entire country 1s choked with roads, interchanges, multilevel
highways and bridges. the heartless and visionless bureaucrats
will not be satisfied.

We are all living lives of eat, drink and be merry here, and who
benefits? The investors who worship Mammon. The riots in
Seattle are just the beginning of a revolution against the
exploitation of the masses by the money magnates,” Tamir said.

A few years ago, he was approached by former chief of Staff
Maoshe Levy, who heads the Trans-lsrae! Highway Company, to
size up the extent of the opposition of Life and Environment 1o
the project. We are keeping track of vou, Tamir recalls Levy
telling him, and we know that you :.-uum:lf:iu not OWN a car, so
apparently your intentions are sincere.” 1 told him: "You of all
people, someone who grew up close to the Eanh will go down in
history with a black stain next to your name.”

At first, explains Tamir, the Kibbutzim from which land was to
be appropriated for the road, promised that they would fight
alongside the environmental campaigners. "But they were bought
up with compensation money,” he says, and they never came (o
any more meetings.

"The exploitation and abuse of agricultural land is the greatest
crime ever committed in Israel, because it leaves no reserves for
the existence of the nation in its land. We will end up with a
situation like that of the Crusaders. They abandoned the land and
agriculture and fortified themselves in their strongholds, and that
is how they were destroved. We are fortifying ourselves in urban
monstrosities and the signs of corruption and decay are
clear-crime, 1.ml¢nc¢ aggressiveness and the total enslavement
[0 mammon,

Exactly 20 vears ago, Tamir stood on the Knesset podium and

directed his words to the mimster of agriculture, Anel Sharon.
"There has been in creasing pressure from vanous sources (o
obtain land for urban construction and other commercial
purposes. It is very likely that some of the land requested is
agncultural land. .. In relation to this phenomenon, | would like
vou to answer the I'ul]r.mmg uestion: What is the total area of
d‘E[‘ILUiTLIFEtl land in Israel? What was the area of such land ten
vears ago? What is the effect of the constant erosion of
agricultural land used for roads. construction, industry and
energy’

Sharon answered that since the establishment of the state, about
one million dunam (250,000 acres) of agricultural land had been
reallocated for construction and development, But he promised
that the representative of his Minisrty on the Committee for the
Preservation of Agricultural Land, “will vigilantly prevent any
further changes in the allocation of agnculwral land. Israel is
considered very advanced in this area, and we are obliged to be
ever-vigilant in the h;tfebuﬂrdmﬁ of agricultural land and
withstand all pressure.

Even then, Tamir did not believe Sharon, and he knew that the
government would not be able to withstand the pressure to
reallocate land. He also predicted that it would not be able 1o
fight demand where the over-pumping of water from the
Kinneret and wells was concerned either. For the Jast 20 years,
his umbrella organization has published newspaper
advertisements warming of the deterioration of Israel’s water
TESErves.

“There was a conspiracy of silence among all those involved,” he
says, and lists them: the association of lendscape architects
which recommended increasing lawn areas in Israel, farmers and
industrialists who pressured the authorities to set low water
prices, mayors who encouraged the use of water because they got
it cheap from the Mekorot Water Company and sold it at a high
price 1o the residents of their cities. “One would have to have
been blind not to see all this, but nevertheless, no one cared about
any of these problems.”

Tamir also has an explanation for this indifference. “We have
lost the genes of the bond to our land. The vears of exile has
caused them to atrophy. because everything - the land, the streets
— belonged to the govim. Jews had to worry primarily about
making a living, about protection. So the same thing happened
when the Jews came back to Israel.”

Even the religious Jews, to whom Tamir always appealed, did
not see the relationship between the Bible and the need to
preserve the land. “Of all people. the religious ones who have so
many children, What will they leave them? | asked their rabbis
what will happen in another 10 vears when we have nine million
people here. They don’t care. Just see how Bner Brak looks.™

But Tamir refuses to give up. While he is furious at the lack of
action by MKs to improve the environment, he draws
encouragement from the commitment shown by Environment
Minister Dalia Itzik. He also points to a speech that Prime
Minister Ehud Barak gave a few months ago at the first session
of the ministerial r:ummittee on environmental affairs, “He spoke
like a real ecologist,” Tamir compliments him, although the
Prime Minister before him did not take any interest at all in the
subject,

“This is the terrible tragedy of an intelligent, clever and blind
nation”, he says. And although he Thimself believes in
compromise and discussion, he expects Eh:l.ll one day, “there will
be a revolution here, just like in Seautle.”
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Long before anyone in Israel had
even heard of the word
‘ecology’, one man was leading
a crusade against the
exploitation of perhaps the most
precious resource, writes Ruth
Sinai

Green Action memberss protest against Trans-Isroel Highway

hen Yosef Tamir fought in the Haganah, he and his
comrades were in charge of holding the line on the
road which the British used to take north from Lod.
For two years. on and off, Tamir slept by night in
ditches at the side of the road. Today, that road has 2 number -
444 - and Tamir has come 1o the site to position himself against
an enemy which he considers even more dangerous than the one
be faced 60 years or so ago: the Trans-Tsrael Highway,

The people who asked Tamir to join them at the Nahshonim
junction last Thursday, wanted him to block the bulldozers with
his body and get himself arrested. After all It is not every day that
a respected former member of
the Knesset, almost 85 vears
old, gets carted off in a paddy
wagen. They hoped that the
headlings would awaken public
interest in their struggle.

But militant protest is not
Tamir's style. The activists
failed to convince him even
after they explained that the
police would treat him gently,
With his tie and peaked cap. he
15 4 strange bird m the cotion
fields of Kibbutz Nahshonim,
where the young members of
Green Action and other groups
have erected a protest tent not
far from the bulldozers which are preparing the area for the
highway. Accompanied by Dr. Alon Tal, founder of Man, Nature
and Law organization, Tamir approached the area where the
mobile homes housing the offices of the highway paving
contractor are located. But the moment tempers flared and voices
were raised, Tamir turned his back and left the site.

Tal, who in two months will inherit Tamir's position as chairman
of Life and Environment, the umbrella organization of all the
environmental organizations in Israel, remained behind. He stond
his ground in front of the bulldozers. It’s nothing personal he 1old
the driver, who had no choice but to turn off the motor. 1 want
them to build a railroad here instead of a road.”

Meanwhile, two police squad cars showed up along with a patrol
vehicle. They held Tal for questioning together with another
demonstrator, Tamar Keinan, "This is the changing of the guard,”
said Tamir after Tal left. | am from the imermediate generation,
but | decided to identify with the youngsters.”

The moderate path that Tal has trodden until now to get her with
Tamir is being pulled out from under him. "We did whatever we
could to bring about a public debate on the matter of the highway.
It didn’t happen,” Said Tamir. "We went to the High Court of
Justice, and that didn’t help even though the judges swid that a
proper environmental survey of the area had not been conducted
before the work began. We got 57 Knesset members to sign a
petition against the road but they are not doing anvthing. “For
years | helieved that the rule of law must be the foundation of our
fight for the environment, but | have gotten to the point where |
am willing to take desperate steps.”

Sounding the alarm
Tamir, however, has not lost hope, and this in itself is surprising.
For over 40 vears now, he has been sounding the alarm, beating
the drum, shouting and nagging people about the dangers of
pollution to our rivers, over-pumping in the Kinneret the drving
up of wells, the sale of agricultural land to speculators, and the
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