INTERSECTIONS

Fostering Green Leadership among Palestinian Youth
through Art and Environmental Education
Environmental work with children and youth in Palestine
The study tour representative from Palestine was Samih Abu Zakieh, an artist and founder of The
Palestinian Child Arts Center (PCAC), which engages youth in a variety of programs in order to promote
creativity and culture. Each year, their staff gather to decide activities, programs and projects that range
across a number of subjects, including environmental education and awareness.

Samih is an artist and Director of the
Palestinian Child Arts Center (PCAC). He has
experience in graffiti art and children’s art,
and has an important role in training and
designing cultural programs for children and
youth. He has taken part in many conferences in the USA, Palestine, Arab countries,
and other international conferences and
seminars. He is also responsible for many
programs for raising awareness and dealing
with art and graffiti issues. The aim of these
programs is to explore how to use art in
a peaceful way, and keep the children of
Palestine safe.
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According to Samih, Palestine suffers from a plethora of environmental issues, some of which have been
exacerbated by the occupation. He has witnessed trees being cut down, forests being taken over for the
development of settlements, illegal drilling of groundwater wells, as well as waste management problems
and littering. The population suffers from extreme water shortages and from increasing pollution.
Mentoring young leaders
In light of these problems, it is important to teach children about environmental issues and to provide
them with the confidence that they can become leaders who can make a difference. One of the Palestinian
Child Art Center’s programs is called “Smart Leaders.” The program hosts 100 children--between 12 and
16 years of age--who participate in a weeklong summer camp that focuses on environmental issues in
Palestine. Participants get to visit environmental museums and complete environmental tracks, as well as
taking part in a variety of art and music activities. The program is designed to develop capacity in children
and youth to grow into environmental leaders in Palestinian society.
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The center also offers a program called Environmental Chat, that brings together children and youth in
weekly meetings to discuss environmental issues. The Environmental Conference, in turn, is an annual
meeting that gives children and youth the opportunity to present and discuss environmental issues and
initiatives they have worked on in the local community. Increasing children’s knowledge and giving them
a voice on environmental issues is key to the organization’s activities. In order to increase the children’s
motivation to participate, all program participants are given certificates for having been part of local and
international conferences, as well as trips and excursions.

USFS Program Manager Kristina
Bell poses with Palestinian youth
at PCAC’s annual Smart Leaders
Conference

Gender can be a cultural challenge for youth programs in the Middle East. The participation of boys and
girls in a mixed program is not culturally accepted in the city where Samih’s organization operates. The
center approaches this challenge by engaging younger boys than girls in their activities, which makes it
more culturally acceptable for them to jointly participate in a youth program. The presence of both male and
female trainers further helps to generate trust in the program within the local community. “Support and
sponsorship from local companies shows us that community trust in our activities is growing,” says Samih.
The power of art
Samih is a talented artist who believes that art can change people. He established PCAC in 1994 to offer
artistic activities, such as drawing, music, and theater, to Palestinian Children. “Children love art, it is
one of their favorite things!” says Samih. As an artist, Samih has created art murals with environmental
themes and has organized art exhibitions for children’s environmental drawings and models. As the study
tour in Cairo came to an end, Samih gave each fellow participant a symbol of peace and cooperation that
he had drawn in his hotel room.
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Samih presents children’s artwork to USFS Program Manager
Kristina Bell in Palestine.

Experiencing Egypt
While in Egypt, Samih instantly bonded with children and youth at the various project sites the study tour
participants visited. At each site, he asked the youngest participants how they felt about and experienced
the project, always making sure that their feelings and opinions were heard. “Egypt will always be the
mother of the world (Um El Donia),” Samih laughs, “Since I travelled back to my beautiful home Palestine,
my heart has continued beating with love for Egypt and the Egyptian people”.
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Samih planted seedlings in Cairo
and connected with children in the
Delta village of Shubra Qubala.

