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1 PREFACE


Sustainable Development through Higher Education


A decade has passed: More than 10 years ago, APPEAR – one of the most successful programmes of the Austrian Development Cooperation – was established. With APPEAR, and in partnership with the OeAD1, the Austrian Development Agency pivoted its paradigm for cooperation in the field of higher education and science. The focus shifted from individual scholarships to institutional cooperation, building lasting North-South and South-South partnerships and higher capacities for research, teaching, and institutional management. Although scholarships still have their important role in international cooperation on higher education, they have an added value to institutional capacity development if they are embedded in the context of a broader cooperation between two or more institutions.


It appears that we have done something right. During the past 11 years, APPEAR has developed into a well-established and internationally respected programme through which 43 cooperation projects in 20 countries have been completed. In the six-year period of APPEAR II (2014–2021), a total of 17.000 students benefitted directly, and 80.000 indirectly. 84 scholarships for study in Austria were implemented, of which the majority were embedded in cooperation projects. In this perspective, APPEAR has clearly had an impressive footprint, both internationally and in Austria.


The introduction of the Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) was an important milestone for international harmonization of cooperation in the field of education. Whereas previously the education-related focus of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) was on universal primary education, the SDGs include targets for secondary and tertiary education as well. This is to the benefit of the overall attention given to the importance of higher education for development. However, APPEAR does not only contribute to SDG targets in the area of education, but to virtually all other SDGs as well: the knowledge and evidence generated and disseminated via APPEAR cooperation projects touches on so many of the grand challenges – from poverty reduction to clean water, zero hunger to climate, and clean energy to gender equality, to name a few.


Impacts and outcomes


As initiators and funders of APPEAR, we need to ask: has the programme achieved the desired outcomes? The APPEAR programme theory is based on creating impact through institutional capacities in the fields of research, teaching and management. In combination with a positive culture of scientific dialogue and the individual competences of graduated scholarship holders, the programme should translate into tangible contributions to the achievement of SDGs. A glimpse at just a few of the cooperation projects gives a flavour of the types of lasting outcomes that have been achieved.


In Burkina Faso, despite its relatively limited access to water resources, sweet water fish can play an important role as a source of protein, but also as a source of income. The government faced many challenges related to the sustainable management of fishery resources. Over a span of 10 years, the SUSFISH2 project has contributed to a better understanding of fishing and aquaculture and guided decision-making for policy and planning. Another impactful project is TEMACC-Ethiopia3: participatory action research was used to search for significant improvement in maternal and child healthcare practices in rural areas using information and communication technologies. Women from different communities benefit from this research into taking better care of the health of mothers and children.


APPEAR also improves teaching capacities. In the case of the transnational CaucaSusT4 project on sustainable tourism development in the Caucasus region, the results were not only changes in the academic structures. Importantly, the support of young scholars and university-practitioners in applying transdisciplinary approaches to research effectively contributed to shaping the scientific agenda and regional cooperation towards sustainable tourism. Another remarkable example is the AER5 project in the Rwenzori Region in Western Uganda. To benefit higher education and research as well as the community, a Master’s programme in agroecology at the Mountains of the Moon University was established, informing ecologically friendly agricultural practices.


Management practices within higher education institutions need to be improved to build sustainable partnerships. One outstanding example is the INEDIS6 project on Inclusion in Education for People with Disabilities in cooperation with three public universities in Ethiopia. Among many other results, a guideline on “Inclusion of Students with Disabilities at Higher Education Institutions” and a certificate course on inclusive community and school development were developed. Moreover, support for labour market access as well as cultural and sportive events were initiated to maximize the social participation and interactions of students with disability. Another successful cooperation with Ethiopia is PSICPCT7. The partnership between the Haramaya University and the University of Innsbruck enabled academic staff to acquire and employ strengthened capacities in handling and administering peace and development education, as well as skills in conflict analysis and peace facilitation. Both universities agreed to keep on working together in the future.


A pioneer in the field


The examples clearly demonstrate that the cooperation projects delivered services that are highly relevant to development, and hence APPEAR achieved its outcomes. This was confirmed by a programme-level evaluation in 2019, which attests that APPEAR plays a pioneering role in the area of cooperation in the tertiary education sector; it demonstrates an efficient programme implementation, and coherent and complementary activities with other initiatives of the ADA portfolio in the area of higher education/research.


In our view, the unique features of the programme constitute the foundation of its success. The participatory approach and a concept of culturally open-minded knowledge are two important principles that guide the programme. Moreover, a practically- and empirically-oriented approach is implemented, along with gender sensitivity and bottom-up and demand-driven activities. In other words: the thematic priorities for academic cooperation are defined by our partners in the global South, answer to the specific development challenges of the respective target country or region, and are addressed with a view to generating inclusive and tangible impact for communities.


To a bright future


To sum up, based on the solid foundation of its previous phase, APPEAR II flourished and continued to make impact. We are grateful to the entire APPEAR community for their hard work and incredible dedication, without which we could not have reached as far. Not to forget, the onset of the global COVID-19 related crisis in 2020 required yet additional efforts in many of the cooperation projects. We would like to thank all the project teams for the consistent quality of their contributions, our programme-level partner, the OeAD, for their tireless support and leadership, the members of the Selection Board for countless hours of valuable time and competent contributions, and the members of the Advisory Board for expert insight and guidance.


The journey does, however, not end here. The next, third phase of APPEAR has already started – with a timeframe of seven years and renewed commitment: to leave no one behind, and to maximise the benefits that universities can bring to their communities.


Heinz Habertheuer, Director Programmes and Projects International, Austrian Development Agency (ADA)


Matthias Themel, Advisor Education and Science (ADA)


Sebastian Palasser, Trainee (ADA)
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2 INTRODUCTION


Austrian Partnership Programme in Higher Education and Research for Development. Eleven years of development policy-relevant teaching and research – and this is just the beginning!


Eleven years of APPEAR


When a programme like APPEAR is in the midst of life, it becomes significant for thousands of people, and hundreds of institutions, it creates approaches to solutions, improves structures of knowledge generation and knowledge exchange, influences political, economic and cultural and social decision-making processes and basically operates on multidimensional levels of development policy. When we launched the first APPEAR call in 2010, we would not have dared to hope that APPEAR would enter another phase eleven years later with a longer term – until 2027 – and increased funding. APPEAR Phase III began at the end of 2020 and the 8th call of the internationally acclaimed programme was published in the spring of 2021. The generous continuation of the programme is due to the great number of high-quality projects in development research that have been carried out successfully, the provision of teaching relevant to development policy, the support for the management of higher education institutions in the partner countries, and the many years of excellent cooperation between the Austrian Development Agency (ADA) as the commissioning organisation of the programme and the Austrian Agency for Education and Internationalisation (OeAD) as the implementing organisation. This cooperation has always endeavoured to ensure the best possible framework conditions for the selected APPEAR partnerships and the management of the APPEAR scholarship programme, which is closely linked to the projects.


This book documents phase II of APPEAR, i.e., the activities and the projects carried out between 2015 and May 2021. 26 academic partnerships were carried out during that period. For about half of the projects, the term was extended in a cost-neutral manner due to COVID-19 so that they were not finalised until the spring of 2021. This is also the reason why this book will not be published in the autumn of 2021, as originally planned, but in the spring of 2022. In addition to the 26 academic partnerships and the total of 20 preparatory funding measures, 41 students from the partner countries were able to successfully complete their studies at Austrian universities with the help of an APPEAR II scholarship. Another 33 students from the partner countries were transferred to the third programme phase and will complete their studies within APPEAR III.


This book is an ambitious undertaking – a research documentation that covers a wide variety of approaches to knowledge production relevant to development policy, and illustrates the diverse possibilities of transdisciplinary development research. As with the publication of the book on the first APPEAR phase1, the editor encouraged the 105 authors – 46 female, 59 male – to also address questions, problems and dimensions of knowledge production that are usually not addressed in research and project reports. Project planning, no matter how successful, can only partially anticipate the social reality of implementing a project. Flexibility, creativity and improvisation are indispensable prerequisites for successful project implementation in often-difficult research conditions. The fact that reality often turns out to be different from the research designs and their underlying programmatic guidelines is also addressed in this book. Thus, this book is not only a documentation of APPEAR II but also a discursive contribution on practical approaches to transdisciplinary and transcultural knowledge production, the overarching goal of which is defined by the criteria of the UN Sustainability Agenda 2030.


APPEAR basically pursues a lively intervention and interaction strategy, the developmental goal of which is the concrete improvement of people’s living conditions in the partner countries and regions. The focus is on participatory generation of knowledge as a basis for its application-oriented implementation. Knowledge production that does not follow hierarchical structures and paternalistic principles aims to achieve knowledge shared at the same level. In research, teaching, and the management of higher education institutions, APPEAR contributes to capacity development and creates spaces for transcultural and transdisciplinary thinking, and action oriented towards development policy goals. APPEAR is an ambitious programme of the Austrian Development Cooperation that is also characterised above all by flexibility and an empathetic approach to project contexts that are not always easy.


The APPEAR II instruments and principles


The programme contains two components that are closely interlinked and coordinated in the implementation. By funding master’s and PhD scholarships (component 2: ¼ of the direct costs) primarily within the framework of current higher education cooperations (component 1: ¾ of the direct costs), capacities in tertiary education institutions in the partner countries are strengthened significantly. Here the programme follows international trends that aim to prevent brain drain and favour institutional strengthening over “discretionarily” awarded scholarships.


Component 1, in turn, contains three instruments. Preparatory Funding allows applications for Academic Partnerships to be prepared jointly. Academic Partnerships allow cooperation between Austrian higher education institutions and universities or scientific institutions in the addressed countries to be carried out in congruence with national development plans – the thematic orientation of the programme for a maximum period of four years makes regional networks with extended project budgets possible. And the Advanced Academic Partnerships, with a maximum duration of three years, build on successful projects of APPEAR I whereby new and qualitatively substantial research questions, goals, etc. are set and implemented based on the results.


In APPEAR II, the principles of APPEAR I were continued programmatically and consistently. The programme management and the projects and activities followed a participatory and partnership-based, knowledge-plural, application-oriented, gender-sensitive and “bottom-up” approach. These normative, research-strategic orientations and guidelines for action are based expressly on the following five APPEAR principles: Cultural open-mindedness as an expression of respect for other cultures, social orders, knowledge systems and epistemologies; practical and empirical approaches, which also change social reality in a solution- and application-oriented way and thus contribute to poverty reduction; gender sensitivity as an expression of systematic support for young female researchers in particular and as an expression of the integration of gender-specific issues in the research design and in the analysis of the results; and bottom-up and demand-driven approaches, which basically address social, ecological, economic, cultural, etc. problems against the background of local and regional contexts and clearly define both the intent of the research and the use of the results. Moreover, social inclusion is considered as a cross-cutting theme in programme and project design and implementation.


The 26 Academic Partnerships from the programme phase APPEAR II presented in this book are, on one hand, strongly rooted in the social realities of the addressed countries and on the other hand part of a new transnational culture of knowledge that does not want science and tertiary education to be pursued for their own sake – or to exercise social distinction – but to help to concretely change the actual living conditions – especially the conditions of poverty – through practice-oriented utilisation of results. This approach also resolutely counters the “knowledge hegemony of the West”, which is often perceived in post-colonial contexts, sometimes also in the scientific context of colleagues from countries of the global South. APPEAR is just as little interested in a one-sided transfer of knowledge as in a dominant role of the “funding provider” – joint research and teaching across the boundaries of cultures, languages and knowledge systems require practised participation, a clear articulation of the respective cognitive interests and an egalitarian understanding of cooperation. The practice of “development-relevant” research in recent decades has often shown that scientific questions, project designs and, above all, methodologies tend to be oriented more towards the cognitive intent of the “donors” than towards the articulated problems and “institutional needs” of their partners in the global South. The often-used phrase “at eye level”, which on closer examination often obscures the analysis of real power relations, has far-reaching consequences in research practice. Thus, in APPEAR II, it was also of great importance that the entire project responsibility – from personnel decisions and reporting to the complete financial management and accounting of project funds – could be assumed by the partner institutions in the global South. In nine Academic Partnerships, out of a total of 26 that were carried out in APPEAR phase II, higher education institutions and scientific institutions in the partner countries used this possibility.


Geopolitical, development policy- and knowledge-relevant changes during APPEAR II


APPEAR is embedded in global, national and regional developments, discourses, conflicts and efforts to use science and research constructively to address problem situations. APPEAR operates on multidimensional levels of development policy – from poverty reduction, coherence and consistency with various (government) programmes to strategies for implementing the SDGs. APPEAR is thus not a static programme for the achievement of a certain target but a highly flexible intervention and interaction plan, as well as a living process that defines targets according to what is possible, to principles of what makes sense in development policy, defines mechanisms of implementation that require a high degree of quality assurance and enables participation and project implementation based on partnership. In order to meet these demands, a high degree of flexibility in the programme implementation is necessary, which has also been positively acknowledged in the programme evaluations carried out so far. This flexibility also requires empathy, i.e., responsiveness to the individual and institutional situations, to the project partners and scholarship holders, and to the national and transnational framework conditions. Accordingly, APPEAR has been constantly modified, developed and optimised over the past eleven years.


The “micro level” of the programme and project implementation is set against the “macro level” of political developments and global societal transformations that have gained particular significance in recent years. This also directly affects APPEAR – as a programme exposed to geopolitics and embedded in international communication and convention. Poor countries are also particularly vulnerable politically, which is also evident in the national problem situations of some of the countries addressed by APPEAR. Projects implemented in those countries require empathetic support and, of course, continuous vigilant monitoring on the part of the programme management. Here, too, flexibility is required, which cannot necessarily be described schematically but is of course within the normative framework of the APPEAR programme goals.


The approval of APPEAR II took place before the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by the United Nations, before Brexit, before the election of Donald Trump as US President and before the emergence or aggravation of a whole series of geopolitical changes or newly emerging problem situations that in any case play a part in development policy, including in the relationship between countries. Seven central problem or discourse areas will be briefly described in the following, all of which are globally significant, have had an influence on the programme implementation and will likely continue to do so. Since 2015, the geopolitical background and development policy context in which the programme is implemented has changed dramatically. Some project descriptions directly address aspects of the macro-political changes outlined here and especially conflicts, while in others the changed framework conditions for development-relevant research are implied. Common to all project contributions is the strong focus on the SDGs, which may seem too ambitious to some but which is also of fundamental importance for the third phase of the APPEAR programme. In the following, fundamental geopolitical changes that occurred in the second phase of APPEAR will be outlined briefly in order to contextualise the background of research and teaching relevant to development policy, especially in times of major crises and conflicts.


Wars, refugee movements, radicalisation


In 2015, massive migration movements to Europe took place. With mass migration of people from the new war zones in the Middle East and from African countries, the discourse on development policy also turned. Due to the widespread lack of a concerted EU refugee management policy, the Austrian Development Cooperation (OEZA) was confronted on one hand with a thematic upgrading – keyword “aid on site”, etc. – and on the other hand with the problem of compensating for the lack of national and transnational measures without a significant increase in bilateral and multilateral funds. The new war in Syria, the entry of Turkey and Iran into this war as regional powers of order, the direct confrontation between Russia and the USA in this war, the unresolved humanitarian catastrophes due to waves of refugees in the Mediterranean – all this has contributed to a profound feeling of insecurity within the “Fortress Europe”. Quantitatively speaking, African countries are most affected by migration movements, and the European perception of the “refugee problem” is mostly selective. Internal migration within Africa also affects partner countries of APPEAR II – for example, large refugee camps in northern Uganda or a large number of “internally displaced people” in Ethiopia and other African countries, currently also due to the brutal civil war in the Ethiopian province of Tigray.


Moreover, there were further regional political and religious radicalisations during the term of APPEAR II, which have also affected projects: Islamic fundamentalism in East Africa, Boko Haram in West Africa, particularly affecting the north of Burkina Faso, border conflicts in Armenia over Nagorno-Karabakh, then open war and radicalisation in the Israel-Palestine relationship due to a unilateral US foreign policy. Due to the project activities carried out so far, this region has a special significance for APPEAR II.


Recapture of Afghanistan by the Taliban


The editorial deadline for this book coincides with an event with proportions of historic significance for the whole world. On 15 August 2021, the radical Islamic Taliban marched into Kabul, having conquered the whole of Afghanistan in barely two weeks, and after a whole series of provincial towns had been handed over to them without a fight. These developments could have a significant impact on APPEAR III. This refers both to the above-mentioned Islamic fundamentalism and, in particular, to the entire Middle East and to the context of migration and refugee movements, which is so important for development policy.


The withdrawal of troops by the US administration under President Joe Biden has led to a radical system change in Afghanistan much faster than expected. The Afghan national army, which was highly armed by the West, above all the United States, was hardly able to counter the triumphant advance of the Islamic militia. In the first few days after the recapture of the entire country, chaotic scenes – especially at the airport in Kabul – occurred, thousands of people wanted to flee because they were afraid of revenge and retaliation, and the horrors of the deobandist Taliban regime (1996 to 2001) – a fundamentalist dictatorship where neither human nor women’s rights were respected, where there was no TV, no music, no secondary school for girls, where women had to wear burqas and were only allowed to leave the house with male consent – are deeply rooted in the collective memory. Although the Taliban currently claim to be more moderate, saying that although they will not establish a democratic system they will respect women’s rights within the limits of the Sharia, observers are extremely sceptical and assume that this is just a propagandistic strategy.


Apart from the question of how it was possible for the country to fall entirely into the hands of the Taliban in such a short time – contrary to all expectations and forecasts, especially those of the “Western world” – there is justified concern that an enormous wave of refugees from Afghanistan will be the result of this conquest. Moreover, the rush campaign has brought the Taliban into possession of military equipment – weapons, tanks, aircraft, drones – worth around 80 billion US dollars. This makes the Taliban the best-equipped radical Islamic organisation in the world. It remains to be seen what influence this will have on other jihadist movements such as Al Qaeda or IS – Islamic State, what general boost they will experience as a result of the Taliban’s victory and what possible impact this will also have on intervention areas of APPEAR III.


US Palestine policy, trade war with China, Russia as a power of order in the Middle East


The drafting of APPEAR II took place before the election of Donald Trump as US president. After this election and the installation of the new US administration, which was particularly supported by right-wing and fundamentalist religious parties in Israel, the regulations of coexistence between Israel and the occupied Palestinian territories that are legitimate under international law have been successively disavowed with the aim of creating a two-state solution in accordance with the Oslo Accords. Examples of this include the transfer of the US embassy to Jerusalem, the “recognition” of Jewish settlements in the occupied territories and the presentation of a “US peace plan for Palestine” that attempted to legitimise positions contrary to international law and was in no way agreed with by the Palestinians. The aggravation of the situation has led to a permanent war-like situation in Gaza, which has also effectively made entry and exit impossible in the second APPEAR project phase and also escalated into open warfare in the spring of 2021. It remains to be seen and hoped that the new US administration under President Joe Biden – which in principle is in favour of a two-state solution and is also critical of Israel’s settlement policy – can contribute to de-escalation in the region.


The trade war between the USA and China has contributed to further geopolitical and, especially, geo-economic uncertainties. Linked to this unilateral policy of the former US administration was also a systematic weakening of the UN and its component organisations – for example, through withdrawal or suspension of US membership payments. The trade war with China has been followed very closely in many African countries and has in any case strengthened China’s position in Africa in the perceptions of relevant observers and commentators. Although the new US administration has taken the first few steps towards de-escalating the relationship between the USA and China, as far as the economy is concerned the Democratic president – at least in the first half of 2021 – has continued the combat rhetoric towards the world’s most populous country and also uses old and new enemy images towards the transatlantic allies, which give little hope for a reasonably conflict-free coexistence of the two superpowers.


The massive organisational, financial and military support of President Assad’s Syrian war regime by Russia, the Iranian axis, the dangerous entry of Turkey – as a NATO member – into the Syrian war, especially against US-backed Kurdish units and infrastructure, the US sanctions against Iran, which are visibly tightening, the enormous war-induced refugee rates in Lebanon but also in Turkey and thus in Greece present us with scenarios that lead us to expect a geopolitical radicalisation of the use of violence as a political means.



Systematic disinformation and new knowledge discourses


Due to the worldwide rise of right-wing populist parties and discourses during the APPEAR II programme phase – from Trump to Bolsonaro, Orban, Erdogan or Duderte – the systematic functionalisation of fake news has become, so to speak, acceptable. Allegations have been and are made that satisfy the emotions of their own clientele in particular without this “information” needing to have anything to do with reality. The means for this have increasingly become social media, the content of which is subject to no or only very peripheral quality and legitimacy controls. Systematic disinformation has become en vogue again as a political strategy. In this respect, too, the current situation differs from the initial situation of APPEAR II. For, in the “post-factual age”, science, evidence-based thinking, the structure of the method of research and the problem-solving proposals that can be derived from it are increasingly confronted with a legitimacy dilemma that has been exacerbated in a demagogic way. Rationally structured argumentation often seems powerless in the face of emotionally charged claims – “there has always been climate change, we humans are not to blame for it”. The method of science is rationality; where rationality is negated, rational analysis and interpretation of results can achieve nothing. A paradox – in a world that is thoroughly characterised by scientific knowledge and the resulting technology, scientific knowledge is called into doubt to make political pocket money out of it.


APPEAR is a flexible intervention and interaction programme that promotes science, research, teaching and higher education management in the partner countries in order to develop and offer evidence-based solutions to development policy-relevant problems. APPEAR is thus also in the discourse on the importance of evidence-based knowledge and its impact on the – sustainable? – future of all of us. This discourse on knowledge is also conducted above all in the partner countries that suffer equally from knowledge deficits and from being patronised by knowledge – of whatever kind. Only knowledge conceived and developed in partnership can balance out this imbalance between “North” and “South” and be a bulwark against the demagogy of disinformation and its proponents.


Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and normative consensus on education


The preparations and approval of APPEAR II took place before the adoption of the SDGs, which took place on 25 September 2015 at the United Nations World Summit. Although the terms of reference of APPEAR II anticipate the SDGs, the thematic priorities were assigned from the perspective of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), which at that time were still being implemented – sometimes successfully. With the entry into force of the 2030 Agenda, no more differentiation will be made between industrialised and developing countries when it comes to sustainable development efforts; the focus will be on the gradual implementation of the 17 goals and 169 sub-goals in partnership. The thematic priorities of APPEAR II directly or indirectly affect a large number of goals. This strong focus on the SDGs gives APPEAR an additional fundamental transnational thematic anchoring oriented towards sustainable development, which above all promotes the achievement of the 2030 Agenda goals.


APPEAR is also contextualised in particular by SDG 4, which aims for “inclusive, equitable and quality education” for all. This goal basically subsumes all education sectors, including the tertiary sector. Education and knowledge are no longer negotiated “in a neutral way” in SDG 4 but on the basis of a clear normative definition: As Goal 4.7 states, “all learners should acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable development.” This normative definition, to which the previous phases of APPEAR were also committed, has now been made binding as a transnational political consensus by the 2030 Agenda.


Eco and new youth movements, and the “last decade”


The discourse on climate change of course already played a central part globally in 2014 – predominantly seconded by established environmental organisations that are also present in the media. Nevertheless, it has intensified and become even more polarised in recent years. The adoption of the Paris climate goals on 12 December 2015 should have been the beginning of a spirited global action against the incipient ecological catastrophe. This was followed by the withdrawal of the USA – which did not become legally binding – from the transnational legally binding agreement, which was one of the first decisions to be reversed by the new US administration. The past years were also marked by a denial of climate change by right-wing populist politicians in particular. At the same time there has been an increase in extreme weather events – floods, droughts, fires – an exponentially accelerated melting of glaciers, polar ice, permafrost, a progression of species extinction due to climate change, etc. As a consequence of these dramatic events, new ecological protest movements have formed worldwide, the most prominent example of which being the pupils’ movement “Fridays for Future”.


The analyses and reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change of the United Nations and the World Meteorological Organisation have impressively shown that limiting atmospheric warming to an average of less than 2 degrees Celsius worldwide can only be achieved with rigorous political measures that would have to entail far-reaching changes in people’s behaviour – especially in the richer countries. Based on the scientific findings analysing climate change, the discourse on the “last decade” has developed; between 2020 and 2030, radical climate policy action could still prevent the worst effects of the climate change. European climate policy under the new EU Council Presidency and the measures laid down in the coalition agreement of the Austrian federal government are based on these scientifically substantiated scenarios. In the past decade, research and evidence-based teaching within the framework of APPEAR have made an important contribution to the understanding of the changing ecological framework conditions in the addressed countries and regions and have also provided insights into the possibilities of socio-ecological transformations, and the new programme phase APPEAR III will also set significant accents in dealing with the consequences of climate change. As the contributions in this book show, it is not only technological or agricultural solutions that count but always also the social framework conditions under which evidence-based problem solutions can be implemented in the reality of human interaction.



COVID-19 pandemic and its research-practical and science-strategic implications


The last one and a half years of the programme phase of APPEAR II were marked by a worldwide exceptional situation – the pandemic spread of the COVID-19 virus and the resulting “lockdowns” led to economic and social upheavals in almost all countries of the world, which have also affected and continue to affect Austria and the target countries of APPEAR II. Research and teaching were also affected here and there, and many activities that should have been carried out at the end of the respective projects could no longer be carried out. The APPEAR II projects should have been completed by the autumn of 2020 at the latest; in agreement with the contracting body, the Austrian Development Agency (ADA), the programme was extended until May 2021 but there was no real easing of the situation even at that point.


Development research mostly takes place in conditions that are not so easy to manage, and during the COVID-19 crisis the project staff did a great job within the limits of what was possible. All of the APPEAR II projects presented in this final report were eventually completed successfully.


Although the global situation eased in the summer of 2021, mainly due to the widespread use of vaccines, the further development of the pandemic cannot be predicted, also due to newly emerging virus mutations – currently, for example, the delta variant. The situation may soon ease largely but new waves of infection may also emerge, the consequences of which cannot be assessed at the time.


In the partner countries, provided that reasonably valid data is available at all, the situation is very divergent. Based on the statistics, the situation in most African countries, for example, is not exactly comprehensible. It is to be hoped that the hypothesis that “young populations” are less affected by the pandemic has proved or will prove to be true in social reality. Only 4% of the population on the African continent are older than 64 years – this might indicate a low mortality rate despite a sometimes-high rate of infection. Especially in developing countries, measures to limit the spread of infection can only be implemented to a limited extent. In the informal sector, the basic necessities of life have to be earned day by day, hand washing at regular intervals requires running water, and social distancing is difficult in urban informal settlements. The lack of healthcare facilities and treatment options exacerbates the situation. The macroeconomic impact is already huge: developing countries are particularly affected by the slump in commodity prices and global trade, currency devaluations of up to 25% on average, increases in the price of imported goods and foodstuffs, capital flight and the lack of family support from abroad. COVID-19 exacerbates national and global inequality but also contributes to questions being asked in new contexts that reach far beyond the current pandemic.


Transformation of knowledge – from APPEAR II to APPEAR III


What do knowledge and insight contribute to our coexistence in this world, on this blue planet that has become so vulnerable and perhaps more familiar to us for that very reason? Haven’t we known for a long time how peaceful coexistence based on socially and culturally compatible and resource-saving technologies would be possible and what preconditions for gender-equitable participation would have to be created so that human rights, education for all and democracy will not remain empty promises? Living and doing business – for a fair, intergenerational and sustainable future that provides all those not yet born with the same opportunities to enjoy life as we are able to? Generations of researchers have compiled the relevant knowledge for sustainable development, for a future worth living that is available to all the earth’s citizens, down to the smallest details, written it down and made it accessible to an interested global society. There is much resistance to this knowledge – there are science sceptics, nationalists who instrumentalise everything that does not correspond to their interests; there are conflicts, violence, poverty and wars. But all this resistance cannot change the fact that for quite some time now scientists have put themselves at the service of people, of humanity, analysing questions concerning the future in a solution-oriented way and deriving from them concrete options for action that can gradually lead to a sustainable future.


Development research is part of this scientific tradition. APPEAR considers itself to be part of this scientific tradition and to continue it with regard to development policy goals. Development research aims to contribute through evidence-based knowledge to eradicating poverty and hunger, to enabling gender equality, achieving food security and food sovereignty, transforming conflicts, enabling economically meaningful coexistence – without exploitation and systematic degradation of human beings, etc. A difficult but all the more fascinating task.


In order to accomplish this task step by step, Austrian researchers cooperate with scientists in the partner countries in APPEAR. For Austrian science, too, development research is an enrichment of the research landscape and teaching in higher education. APPEAR has enabled many, especially young Austrian researchers, to gain fundamentally new experiences in transcultural contexts, to participate in the elaboration of solutions to problems that transcend the boundaries of languages, legal spaces, disciplines, culturally self-evident facts and epistemological certainties. Entering new international fields of research that see themselves as an active contribution to sustainable global developments transforms and universalises knowledge and leads out of the narrowness of a specialisation in subdisciplines. This requires multiple skills that can only be acquired in research practice.


This reciprocal approach, which no longer allows for a substantial separation between science from the “hegemonic North” and the “global South”, has received fundamental confirmation through the integration of the SDGs into the knowledge discourse, which is also programmatically continued in the third phase of APPEAR. It is not only the modes of interaction and the participatory possibilities of joint knowledge production that are important but above all the research interests themselves. In the new, holistic understanding of universal science there is no local solution to sustainability challenges that will not also be globally relevant, and no global problem-solving strategies that do not also have a local significance – whether in the social, technological or natural sciences – and gain relevance for regional contexts. Just as the SDGs remove the semantic – and ideological – division between “developing countries” and “industrialised countries” to make it clear that all people face similar issues, problems and possible solutions and that all governments of the world are responsible for the well-being of all, the division into disciplines in science is also, if not obsolete, at least strongly relativised. Science that does not contribute to a sustainable future fit for humanity is useless and loses its legitimacy – especially if it is financed by public funds. What is needed is systemically linked thinking, evidence-based, realistic anticipation of the future that opens up new spaces, a sustainable understanding of complexity and comprehensible explanations that form a good part of individual and social reality construction. And a new self-image of science is also important because responsibility for the future of humans can neither be hidden behind useless data graveyards nor – as has happened for centuries – fundamentally denied.
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3 PALESTINE



3.1 Rooting Development in the Palestinian Context


Project Coordinator: Ayman Rezeqallah


Coordinating Institution: Birzeit University, Centre for Development Studies (CDS)


Partner Institution: University of Vienna, Department of Development Studies, Al-Azhar University, Deanship of Planning and Quality Assurance


Partner Country: Palestinian Territories


Project Duration: 15 January 2016 – 15 March 2019



3.1.1 The advanced academic partnership – ROOTDEVPAL


The advanced academic partnership Rooting Development in the Palestinian Context successfully established academic partnerships between the Centre for Development Studies (CDS), Birzeit University, Al-Azhar University, and the Department of Development Studies, University of Vienna (DDS). Furthermore, it transcended academic borders by closely connecting the aforementioned partners with two community-based organisations (CBOs) working in Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon, namely the Community Development Committee (CDC) in Zarqa, Jordan, and Mousawat in Mar Elias, Lebanon. The partnerships were based on the following components:


Working out the development agenda Rooting Development


The project partners further deepened, articulated and promoted an alternative vision for development by integrating and building on the developmental challenges, experiences, and popular strategies of various segments of the Palestinian population in their different locations. This strategy allowed the partners to bridge the divide between academic knowledge producers, community-based knowledge and development strategies.


The project enabled 17 rounds of discussion about alternative and resistance development amongst various academics, activists, CBOs, NGOs and community leaders in Jordan, Lebanon, the West Bank, the Gaza Strip and Vienna. The significance of conducting comprehensive debates on development among Palestinian refugee communities in all four localities lies in connecting critical readings, experiences and practices under conditions of settler colonialism in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, and the denial of the right to return for Palestinian refugee communities in Jordan and Lebanon. This enabled the establishment of common ground to continue and deepen our understanding of various developmental issues, practices and theories in the Palestinian context.


The final conference held in the Dheisheih refugee camp in Bethlehem, came about as the culmination of all the rounds of discussion and ideas about alternative and resistance development.


Training of new fieldworkers in Jordan and Lebanon


47 out of 73 trainees from Jordan and Lebanon completed a three year training program in social science research methodologies with a special focus on community-based research in Palestinian refugee camps.


The program provided additional spaces for Palestinian students and social workers, most of them living in refugee camps themselves, to engage with theoretical, epistemological and methodological questions about social science research in the Palestinian context. Due to the lack of applied research training programs at public universities and limited access to higher education institutions in Lebanon and Jordan in general, such long-term engagements and possibilities to collectively discuss research projects are extremely necessary. The critical knowledge that the trainees gained through conducting fieldwork in various Palestinian refugee camps and their active engagement with the local communities were reflected within their research papers focusing on a variety of topics, i.e. renting apartments to Syrian refugees in the Burj Barajneh camp in Lebanon, the difficult living conditions of Palestinian refugees from Gaza in Jordan, as well as social media as a space for youth activism.


The most challenging questions throughout the different training workshops and collective discussions among the trainees were how engaged research practices can be employed on the ground and what are their implications. Which kind of research has to be produced in times of war, conflict and the ongoing denial of the right to return for Palestinian refugees? How can the knowledge produced be communicated back to the different communities the trainees worked with?


These debates further inspired the production of an appendix to an existing research handbook for quantitative and qualitative research methodologies in the Palestinian context that was developed in the first joint APPEAR project between DDS and CDS, which includes research in the Palestinian diaspora. Furthermore, two summer schools in Beirut (in 2017) and Vienna (in 2018) together with colleagues of the advanced training program from Birzeit and Al-Azhar university provided space to work on some of these challenging questions.


Some of the participants of the training program successfully established their own research units under the umbrella of CDC and Mousawat and are now continuing to cooperate in different projects with some of the partner institutions.


Advanced Training Program


The program strengthened the partnership between BZU and Al-Azhar University, which in turn laid the foundation for a jointly coordinated training program in social science research methodologies for MA students. The cooperation aimed to bridge the gap between theory and fieldwork practice and offered the opportunity to jointly develop research projects, discuss research processes and outcomes.


25 students successfully completed the training program which brought together workshop sessions held by various Palestinian academics from diverse fields in social science based at Birzeit and Al-Azhar university. The three year program enabled the trainees to gain in-depth knowledge about conducting fieldwork and actively engaging with local communities. They also participated in two summer schools together with their colleagues in Lebanon and Jordan to present their experiences and challenges throughout the research process.


Among the key results of this project was the production of a proposal for a Master’s program in community development at CDS. The concept for the proposal was approved in November 2018 by the council of BZU and later discussed at the academic council of the university in March. It is currently being examined by the steering committee and was to be submitted to the Ministry of Higher Education in June 2019.



Academic Network for a Young Generation of Researchers and Fieldworkers



One of the main achievements of this component was the creation of sustainable personal and professional relationships among a young generation of researchers and fieldworkers from the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, Lebanon, Jordan and Austria.


Key to these networking activities was the Vienna based research cluster at DDS, which organized various lecture series, (international graduate) workshops, rounds of discussion, film screenings, radio shows and seminars at the University of Vienna. It also disseminated articles and information about the project in German-speaking news outlets and, therefore, contributed to the dissemination of the project’s activities both within and outside academic circles. Furthermore, the research cluster was the responsible body for working out the topics and program for two summer schools that were held in Beirut 2017 and in Vienna 2018.


In addition, it provided a space for discussing the academic work of PhD-students from Austria and Palestine in order to be able to critically reflect on approaches, methodologies and theoretical issues underpinning each work. All of these PhD-theses focus on specific aspects of Palestinian history and current political and societal conditions in Palestine and the Palestinian diaspora respectively.



3.1.2 Reflections


by Ayman Abdul Majeed


The APPEAR project facilitated the establishment of an academic partnership between the Centre for Development Studies (CDS) at Birzeit University, Al-Azhar University, and the Department of Development Studies (DDS) at the University of Vienna.


Moreover, the project has connected the aforementioned academic institutions with the community-based organisations (CBOs) in Palestinian refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon, namely the Community Development Committee (CDC) and Mousawat. The project offered a space to reflect upon a number of questions related to development in the Palestinian context, and provided an alternative vision for partnerships within development projects focusing on research approaches and methodologies. Therefore, Rooting Development in the Palestinian context aimed at transgressing borders between academic and community based knowledge production by including experiences of trainees, local activists and communities.


The following focal points engender a systematic understanding of these following issues:


Contextualising knowledge production


Development in Palestine must be discussed having regard for its economic political and social context in order to be able to assess the repercussions of colonialism, international aid and its impact on Palestinian institutions. Palestinian communities in their different localities have to be addressed through a framework of knowledge production that focuses on these pillars in order to render visible the effects on their lives, closely related to the communities’ experiences on the ground.


The context issue is reflected through our need to understand the Palestinian experience on the ground. Examining this context of the experience of the Palestinians requires us to delve into the details of their economic and social life focusing on the interior rather than the exterior.



Identifying power relations



Understanding hegemonic power relations within knowledge production on development enables us to shed light on neoliberal fault lines in the Palestinian context. Intensive discussions with communities in Lebanon, Jordan and Palestine served to shed light on resistance strategies of development that reveal artificial concepts produced by the aid industry and peace agendas by siding with local economic elites or, on the other hand, moving closer to the centre rather than the margins.


Therefore, Rooting Development in the Palestinian Context developed alternative frameworks that have been drafted by listening to the experiences of the field. How such frameworks and multiple understandings of development will be implemented on the ground has to be decided together with different communities rather than implementing them from the top down.


The final conference “Rooting Development in the Palestinian Context”, also included a discussion on common grounds for a development agenda in the diaspora and refugee camps, through the question of identity, themes of authority and power dynamics exploring how current models, practices, resources and knowledge from different communities can strengthen popular forms of development as well as collective consciousness and practices.


Using alternative methodologies and tools


The exchange of experiences among participants in all different project components, and the dialogue with the local Palestinian communities enabled the development of a methodological framework that was based on different needs, which directly addressed local living conditions and challenges.


Research methods and an understanding of their influencing mechanisms reiterated the importance of interactive participatory research that responds to and draws upon a multi-dimensional picture of the historical context and future orientations. This vision and understanding privileges qualitative rather than quantitative research approaches that generalise and detach themselves from reality. While pointing to the fact that quantitative data analysis and figures are important, they have to be enhanced with lived experiences.


The involvement of trainees (advanced training and new field researchers) in the participatory training program enabled them to gain in-depth knowledge about conducting fieldwork and actively engaging with local communities, with fundamental ethics to build trusting relationships using; participatory research and interactive tools and methods, respect for human dignity, respect local community experience and knowledge, and do-no-harm principles.


Going beyond fragmentation


One main achievement of the project was to develop approaches that go beyond the failure of Palestinian liberation and the neoliberal state building project in Palestine.


Speaking of the limitations of power in this context leads to searching alternatives to theoretical approaches based on societal and geographical fragmentation of Palestinian communities, reiterating a sense of disability within the researched community, mainly refugees, restraining them to the margins of their personal life.


Knowledge production that inscribes displacement and excludes discussions on the right to return of refugees has to be overcome. New directions of knowledge production beyond fragmentation have to point towards possibilities in the future to overcome rather than reinforce stagnation.


Through the rounds of discussion on alternative and resistance development; the significance of conducting comprehensive debates on development among Palestinians refugee communities in Palestine and the diaspora went beyond fragmentation and depended on connecting critical readings, experiences and practices by establishing common ground to continue and deepen our understanding of various developmental issues, practices and theories in the Palestinian context.


Critical reading of stereotypes


Various discussions and research experience within the project period identified gaps between hypothetical assumptions and “theoretical parachuting” of knowledge production about development without grounding scientific research in everyday experiences of Palestinians. By employing a methodology of critical reading guided by collective discussions and community experiences, different problematic stereotypes and conceptual frameworks could be identified.


The final conference of the project Rooting Development in the Palestinian Context and the round of discussion on alternatives consolidated the concept of development between the various Palestinian communities, which can be defined as a unique exercise as Palestinians in the diaspora have been excluded from a joint discourse and theories on development since the Oslo Accords.


Examining these issues added a critical view on concepts of development, with the objective of eliminating the notion of surrendering to individualism, and returning to production and self-reliance as a collective act through an understanding of local experiences and expertise.



3.1.3 Transcending the academic realm in conflict and war zones


by Helmut Krieger


After having successfully finished our first APPEAR project entitled ‘Conflict, Participation and Development in Palestine’ in 2014, one of the main questions we raised when submitting the application for our second APPEAR project was how to re-connect Palestinian communities in their different localities in Palestine, Jordan and Lebanon. In light of the geographical, social, political and economic fragmentation of Palestinian society caused by the Nakba in 1948, we asked ourselves whether we would be at all able to contribute to such an essential process of re-connecting communities across borders. Therefore, how could we design a project that should include such a necessity? Why was it necessary at all?


Re-connecting Palestinian communities


One of the starting points was the question of how to deal with the uneven and nevertheless interrelated development of the different spaces of domination Palestinian communities have to deal with: An ongoing colonial power in the West Bank, the siege on Gaza imposed by Israel more than a decade ago as well as the repercussions of the war in Syria on the social and political landscape in Lebanon and Jordan, not to mention the quite different basic conditions Palestinian communities are confronted with in these two countries. Furthermore, instead of just finding solutions, the Oslo process, as an imperial conflict regulation mechanism starting in the early 1990s, undoubtedly enabled the occupying power to expand its settlement activities in the occupied Palestinian territories while creating the overall image of a peace process that excluded all Palestinian communities outside of Palestine. One of the consequences of such a so-called peace process was western donors’ support to establish a Palestinian National Authority in the West Bank and Gaza Strip without territorial sovereignty, while disconnecting them from all Palestinian communities living outside of Palestine. These communities became what W.E.B. Du Bois once famously asked from the perspective of Afro-American communities: “How does it feel to be a problem?”


Re-connecting academic knowledge production with community-based knowledge


While such a multifaceted fragmentation of the Palestinian (refugee) society was the basic condition of our work, another important factor should be included in our project as well: our understanding of transdisciplinarity. If it is necessary to bridge the divide between academic knowledge producers and community-based knowledge and development strategies, then it is an essential task to integrate and build on the developmental challenges, experiences and popular strategies of various segments of the Palestinian population in their different locations. In order to achieve this and to draw on already wide-spread criticism levelled by (Palestinian) scholars and activists at the Oslo process and its dominant development model, we were confident of being able to establish a community of critical knowledge producers by systematically integrating Palestinian popular movements, social initiatives, community leaders and activists in our project. With that, we intended to outline alternative development ideas beyond the dominant model enforced on Palestinian communities in their different localities over the last 25 years. Such a draft should thus reflect the diversity of Palestinian society within and outside of Palestine.


While our understanding of transdisciplinarity bridged the gap between academic and community-based knowledge production, we realised that we also have to deal with academic knowledge production on another level: mainstream research approaches to Palestinian communities.


Re-connecting participatory field research methodologies and epistemologies with grassroots organisations


A fundamental problem evident in many Western research projects on Palestinian communities is that grassroots Palestinian organisations and/or NGOs, which are involved in such projects, are primarily needed to generate data. This subordinated position prevents them from taking a formative and participatory role in various projects, despite their being deeply rooted in their local communities. Such research practices reflect a colonial approach that exploits local staff as well as local respondents. If this is the mainstream way of producing academic knowledge communities, rather than working together with them, then it was clear to us that we had to fundamentally challenge these power asymmetries. By establishing a training program for fieldworkers in Jordan and Lebanon, we intended to provide well-educated young people from local communities with additional qualifications in social science research methods and, consequently, provide local fieldworkers with the knowledge and skills to better leverage and negotiate their local relations through collaboration with Palestinian academic partners. Furthermore, such professional training in participatory research methods should also extend our own research capacities for future research projects beyond the funding period to Jordan and Lebanon.



Institutionalising critical knowledge production



Mainstream research approaches and epistemologies are deeply affected by Eurocentric models of academic knowledge production and their institutional settings. This understanding has also led us to the idea to create an alternative institutional platform as one of the components of our project. Based in Vienna, a research cluster should provide the necessary space for a young generation of PhD students, researchers, and fieldworkers from Austria, Palestine, Jordan and Lebanon to establish a network of alternative knowledge production in/on Palestine and Palestinian communities. PhD students from Austria should learn from fieldworkers’ experiences and analyses and thereby critically reflect on methodologies and epistemologies they use in their own research. Fieldworkers in turn should be able to classify and evaluate their work on a methodological and theoretical level. This two-way learning process should create sustainable personal and professional relationships that can be utilised beyond the project cycle as well.


While the research cluster should contribute to institutionalising critical knowledge production on Palestine at the University of Vienna, an advanced training program at Birzeit University (BZU) and Al-Azhar University should create the foundation to also establish a new Master’s program in community development at BZU. With that, we intended to bridge the gap between theoretical approaches to development and the practical applications the current education system in the West Bank could not afford.


Success and limitations


Designed as a partnership between the Centre for Development Studies (CDS) at Birzeit University, the Department of Development Studies (DDS) at the University of Vienna, Al Azhar University in Gaza, as well as the NGOs Community Development Committee (CDC) from Zarqa, Jordan, and Mousawat from Beirut, our fundamental approaches and perspectives were laid down in the following four project components:


• to work out the Palestinian development agenda Rooting Development by establishing a community of critical knowledge production


• to train new fieldworkers from Palestinian communities in Jordan and Lebanon


• to establish an advanced training program at CDS


• to build an academic network for a young generation of researchers and fieldworkers from Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon and Austria.


After having successfully carried out a wide range of activities that led to impressive results during and after the project period, the question whether we have achieved what we intended to achieve is nevertheless not an easy one to answer. In terms of our objectives to re-connect Palestinian communities and transcend academic boundaries on different levels, initial steps have been taken that can be used to further develop our approaches and perspectives. In view of the more than harsh conditions Palestinian communities within and outside of Palestine are confronted with, these initial steps are only small ones on a path fraught with many stumbling blocks, but many steps might ultimately turn alternative ideas into powerful visions. By contributing to re-connect Palestinian communities in their different localities, we were able to follow one of the most necessary and, at the same time, difficult paths.



3.1.4 Enumeration of results


• Establishing sustainable networks with Palestinian communities in the West Bank, the Gaza Strip, Jordan and Lebanon with a special focus on refugee camps. A minimum of 180 CBOs and grassroots organisations participated in 17 community-based rounds of discussion and the final conference Rooting Development in the Palestinian Context. These organisations mainly work with youths, women, disabled individuals, local councils, agricultural cooperatives, youth initiatives and activists.


• A total of 1,700 people were directly involved in the meetings, seminars and training sessions as well as being included in research activities through various focus group discussions, in-depth interviews and surveys that were held in multiple areas.


• 73 fieldworkers were involved in different stages of the training program on social science research methodologies in Jordan and Lebanon, 47 of them (32 female and 15 male) successfully completed the training.


• The CBO Mousawat established a partnership with the Institute for Palestine Studies, which is a research centre specialised in Palestine Studies in Lebanon.


• 23 MA students from Birzeit University and 18 from Al-Azhar University participated in the advanced training program in the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. 25 of them graduated at the end of the project (16 of them female).


• The trainees of both training programs drafted 20 research papers with a special focus on socio-economic and political challenges living under occupation in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and in the diaspora.


• More than 150 students directly participated in activities held by the project partners at Birzeit University, Al-Azhar University and the University of Vienna.


• 500 students participated in project related lectures by attending courses taught by Ayman Abdul Majeed and Abaher Al-Sakka at BZU, Ali Abu Zeid at Al-Azhar University and Helmut Krieger at BZU and DDS.


• 16 academics and researchers were involved in the training and mentoring of trainees and students in different areas (7 of them were female).


• Two summer schools were held in Beirut (2017) and Vienna (2018).


• An appendix to the existing handbook on social science research in the Palestinian context was drafted, focusing on the experiences and lessons learned through working with colleagues from Jordan and Lebanon.


• CDS developed a proposal for a Master’s Program in Community Development. The university council approved the concept for the proposal in November 2018. The proposal was submitted to the Ministry of Higher Education in June 2019.


• Four scientific papers will be published in Idafat, the Arab Journal of Sociology by the end of this year.


• Numerous articles, reports and discussions about project activities were disseminated in scientific and non-scientific media outlets.


• The project raised the awareness of numerous colleagues at Birzeit University, Al-Azhar University and the University of Vienna regarding the importance of transcending borders in knowledge production between academics, marginalised communities, activists and CBOs in the four localities, and the centrality of Palestinian refugee camps as a central point of reference in discussions about alternative development.


• At the end of the project, DDS, CDS and Mousawat, together with other partners were able to successfully submit another project entitled ‘Knowledge Production in Times of Flight and War – Developing Common Grounds for Research in/on Syria (KnowWar)’ to the Austrian Development Agency. Designed as a capacity development and research project, KnowWar will not just further strengthen the already existing long-standing cooperation, but will extend it to academic colleagues from Syria as well.
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A panel on main findings of the training program by some of its participants held at the final conference at Ibda’ Center in Dheisheh Refugee Camp in Bethlehem in January 2019
From left to right: Anas Lahaseh, Ghada Shafout, Karam Abu Alhala, Khaled Zeideldine, Horeih Hamed
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Visit at Sabra and Shatila refugee camp in Lebanon by participants of the training program in 2017
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Closing ceremony at the summer school in Vienna in 2018
From left to right: Ayman Abdul Majeed (CDS), Manal E’Mar (CDC), Rawya Mousa (Mousawat), Dr. Helmut Krieger (DDS)
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Public panel discussion at the summer school in Vienna in 2018
From left to right: Kassem Sabah (Mousawat), Dr. Helmut Krieger (DDS), Manal E’Mar (CDC), Klaudia Wieser (DDS), Dr. Lena Meari (IWS, Birzeit University), Ayman Abdul Majeed (CDS), Maya Zebdawi (translator)





3.2 Strengthening Higher Education Capacities in Palestine for Gender Equality


Project Coordinator: Sanaa Aboudagga


Coordinating Institution: Islamic University of Gaza


Partner Institution: University of Graz


Partner country: Palestinian Territories


Project duration: 12 June 2017-30 November 2020



3.2.1 The project – SHE-GE


Answering the request by the Islamic University of Gaza (IUG), the Department of Sociology at the University of Graz (Uni Graz) engaged in this academic partnership for the development of gender studies. The project intended to strengthen “skills in social sciences as an instrument to systematically analyse the reasons for poverty and to empower capacities in social science research”. As such, the project facilitated the development of gender studies as a core discipline within the social sciences. In the absence of gender studies at any institution of higher education in the Gaza Strip, the IUG was a forerunner and eager to develop its staff capacity in that field.


Designed for a period of three years, this cooperation project and its ideals and activities were demand-driven, responsive to the partnership expectations, and empirically grounded based on the social and political realities of the Gaza Strip. The project was rooted in a thorough assessment by the IUG partner of the needs, potentials and circumstances of IUG, wishing to establish a Centre for Women’s & Gender Studies (WSC) with an interdisciplinary orientation, institutionalised by staff development, curriculum development and research development, and supplemented by an outreach component to women’s groups and the community as a whole.


With this approach to capacity building, the project resulted in:


• Staff development: One-year postgraduate module in Interdisciplinary Gender Studies (16 ECTS) taught in English during the first and the second year of the project and certified by Uni Graz for IUG staff. The module was taught online with the opportunity to hold personal consultations.


• Curriculum development: a) Developing an MA programme in Women’s and Gender Studies at IUG and submitting it for accreditation. b) English and Arabic-language reference library development, compiling and translating into Arabic an anthology of texts as a base for the courses at IUG. c) Reforming the curriculum of the IUG course ‘Human Rights’. The Human Rights course is one of the courses that is taught at IUG for all students from all disciplines. This activity aimed at redesigning this course to include components on women’s rights and gender equality.


• Research development: “Mirror MA theses”: This activity was an add-on to the capacity building in terms of developing research collaboration and competence in gender issues. Project staff from IUG and Uni Graz formulated four MA student research projects leading toward an MA thesis. Each of the four topics were researched by a student simultaneously at IUG and Uni Graz and supervised by the faculty at the respective universities, the projects thus “mirroring” each other.


• Establishment of a Women’s and Gender Studies Centre. The Centre was equipped and acted as a research and studies hub in the field. The Centre was established by the beginning of the 2nd year and led the educational and research activities in the field of Women’s and Gender Studies.


• Community Outreach: Capacity building of the local community in the field of Women’s and Gender Studies: a) As part of the Centre’s activities, the Centre’s staff and the IUG staff who received education in the field of Gender Studies at Uni Graz developed two training modules targeting higher education actors and women’s organizations in Gaza.


• Public lectures on various topics of gender issues to target women’s groups, higher education institutions, government administration and the general public.


Given the restrictions on travelling to and from Gaza, the project used creative and innovative methods of learning and academic exchange through online communication (distance learning platform, student blogs in the case of the mirror MA theses and workshops) and all of these activities provided capacity for a future MA programme in women’s and gender studies at IUG.


The whole project was based on the Palestinian National Development Strategy regarding higher education, the Palestinian National Gender Strategy, and the Palestinian National Strategy to Combat Violence against Women. The project had the full support of the Minister for Women’s Affairs, the Rector of IUG and the Rector of Uni Graz.



3.2.2 Why was it important to start the project in Gaza?


by Sanaa Aboudagga, Amani Al Maqadma


To start with a little bit of context, the Gaza Strip is the southern part of the Palestinian Territories. It is located in the heart of the Middle East directly on the Eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea. It is administratively divided into five governorates with independent local authorities. Following the political situation in the Gaza Strip in 2006, a siege was imposed on the Gaza Strip affecting all developmental, educational, economic, and international activities in the Gaza Strip, which has had devastating effects on large segments of the civilian population, both men, women and children.


The Palestinian women, especially Gazan women, have been facing serious challenges as they have had to endure difficult circumstances due to a lack of opportunities and complex vulnerabilities in addition to the difficulties women usually face in the many parts of the world (poverty, domestic violence and violence against women, discriminatory legislation).1 Their roles are manifold and they form the lifeline of their communities: heading households, raising children, sustaining subsistence livelihoods, and caring for the sick, wounded, and elderly. Women have been at the forefront of developing day-to-day survival strategies for their families.


The Palestinian Authority (PA) took its responsibility towards supporting women and enhancing their lives by being committed to equality and equity, respect for human rights, and the active involvement in eliminating all forms of gender-based discrimination.2 This commitment is especially visible in the development of two Cross-sectional National Gender Strategy Promoting Equality and Equity plans 2011-2013 3 and 2014-2019. These two plans have concentrated on different aspects including: 1) Supporting the institutions and organisations that work in the field of women’s empowerment to enable them to provide high quality services to women in society; 2) Capacity building of Palestinian women to enable them to act as future leaders in the community.


Furthermore, during the past decade, the Palestinian government has taken several ground-breaking decisions that all demonstrate commitment to advance gender equality and the empowerment of women. In 2006, UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security was adopted; in 2008, the Palestinian Women’s Bill of Rights was developed; in 2009, CEDAW, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women was endorsed; in 2010, the Ministry of Women’s Affairs established a UNSCR 1325 National Committee4; in 2011, the Palestinian National Strategy to Combat Violence Against Women 2011-20195, and also in 2011, the first Cross-Sectorial Gender Strategy 2011-2013 were adopted6. The government established Gender Units across line ministries and national committees to combat violence against women in line with Security Council Resolution 1325 and Gender-responsive Budgeting (NDP 2014-2016, p.64).


However, with this obvious commitment from the PA’s institutions and NGOs towards gender equality and the empowerment of women, in addition to the high enrolment rate of women in higher education institutions, the male-female labour market gap in Palestine is still considered to be the highest in the MENA region; adding to this, there is inequality in the daily wage and participation in the decision-making process at all levels. Based on the World Bank statistics, the unemployment rate for males with higher education in Palestine was 16.2% compared to 47.8% for females with higher education in 2016. The statistics in the Gaza Strip are even worse; according to the Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) in 20187, 29.4% of women in Gaza participated in the labour force, while the unemployment rate among women there stood at 74.6%. Furthermore, women’s participation in decision-making and holding leadership positions, according to PCBS (2019)8 data, is still limited compared to men in both the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.


To contribute to achieving the national plans and commitment towards women’s empowerment and gender equality, there is an obvious need for national collaborative integrated efforts that are distributed among different societal actors and that can bring about transformative change. Tertiary education in Gaza, as an important sector, has a crucial role to play in yielding a shift towards gender equality, as it is considered a stage through which young people form their identity, personality and perceptions towards bringing about positive change in respect women’s issues in society. This indicates that the interventions made by higher education institutions in Gaza with regard to women empowerment and gender equality are of great consequence if conducted properly and in connection with the values of the Gazan community that respects the positive sides of the culture in place on the ground.


This is where the role of the Islamic University of Gaza (IUG) comes into play, one of the biggest and oldest universities in Palestine and Gaza. IUG has a respected position in both the Palestinian community and the tertiary education sector in general. In relation to values, IUG has been established, as its name indicates, to reflect the Islamic image and teachings in addition to having faculties of Sharia and Islamic Law, besides the many other applied and social sciences faculties. IUG’s educational position in the community has been created through its comprehensive and strategic planning, where the university tries to keep pace with developments in different fields, as well as responding to societal needs through its national and international collaboration activities. Even though IUG’s academic staff are drawn from different disciplines and graduated from well-recognised universities worldwide, there are no faculty members specialised or partly involved in the field of Women’s and Gender Studies, and no programme in this field is offered at IUG or at any university in the Gaza Strip. Moreover, there is no women or gender studies centre at any university in the Gaza Strip.


The SHE-GE project at IUG aims to build the capacity of the university in the field of gender studies to enable IUG to tackle critical women’s and gender issues in society. The participatory and demand-driven approach of the SHE-GE project was utilised from the very beginning of the project proposal preparation in such a way that the project was designed to cover the needs of IUG as an institution. Specifically, the SHE-GE project embarks on a pioneering journey for IUG as it combines institutional capacity in women and gender issues in addition to enhancing staff capacity, research and reaching out to the community. This was possible thanks to the remarkable partnership and cooperation with Uni Graz. The Department of Sociology at the University of Graz is the only department in Austria that has a chair in the Sociology of Gender. In addition, the Uni Graz also offers an inter-faculty Master of Arts (MA) in Interdisciplinary Gender Studies9. In this unique combination, the Uni Graz was able to offer outstanding experience, knowledge and skills that IUG finds important for establishing a partnership. Prof. Libora, Dr. Brigitte and her team successfully supported IUG in their efforts to establish WSC, the first of its kind in Gaza, and to implement the many different activities that were designed to promote the concept of gender equality.


The establishment of the WSC at IUG acted as the umbrella for all educational and research activities at IUG in the field of women’s and gender studies. The establishment encompassed installing the equipment, developing its webpage, developing the WSC strategic plan for three years and annual plans for three years. Moreover, the centre was supported with a variety of library resources: the compilation of women’s and gender studies electronic and print publications in Arabic, and the provision of more than 400 books. In addition, during the project, five online gender-specialised courses were developed by Uni Graz, many workshops and lectures were held with audiences from IUG and other higher education institutions in Gaza. In this way, the foundation of the WSC makes it possible for IUG to provide continuous learning and research in relation to women and gender issues.


The project team’s approach in implementing the project helped to engage many IUG staff, students and the larger Gazan community in the project activities. In the early stages of the project, the SHE-GE team at IUG formed an internal consulting committee whose members were drawn from the faculties of Sharia and Law, Religious Foundations, Engineering, and Education. The role of this committee was to disseminate project concepts and participate in the project’s various activities. This gradual approach created acceptance among different university actors with regard to the use of “Gender” and “Gender equality” terms and to understand how these concepts are connected to women’s rights under Islamic Sharia law. Consequently, various projects activities were implemented successfully at the wider level of the university, which enabled the creation of a culture of acceptance of the term “Gender” at the university. For instance, a committee from the faculty of Sharia and Law developed a chapter entitled “Women Rights in the Sharia Law, International Law and the Palestinian National Law”. This chapter has become part of the material of the human rights course that is offered as a university requirement course. Furthermore, different IUG staff successfully completed the “Multidisciplinary Gender online courses” that were designed by Uni Graz. In addition, many university administrative and academic staff from IUG, other higher education institutions in Gaza and the community completed the training that was designed by three IUG staff who were enrolled in the “Multidisciplinary Gender online courses”.


It is possible to say that the university witnessed an interest in understanding the concept of “gender” with regard to how this term relates to Islamic values, meaning that IUG staff started to reflect on gender issues in the different student discussions, sessions, research and projects. Moreover, different departments started to recognise the term “gender” in student research projects and theses. This interest was further disseminated to other staff in Gazan universities. For instance, some of the staff from other Gazan higher education institutions who participated in the WSC training started to reflect on some of their university courses in order to reform the curriculum by placing more emphasis on gender and women’s rights in the community. In other words, the SHE-GE project succeeded in pointing out the importance of applying the “gender lens” in various institutional, educational and social activities at the horizontal level.
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