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To: The Council of Higher Education   

 

From: Yossi Hatzor, Chair, Dept. of Geological and Environmental Sciences 

 

Re: Reply to evaluation committee report from August 2013 

 

Dear members of the evaluation committee, 

 

Thank you for coordinating the communication between the department and the Council 

for Higher Education in connection with the self-study process and expert evaluation of 

university departments. The evaluation committee appointed by the CHE visited our 

department on January 9 – 12, 2013 and submitted their professional report to the CHE on 

August 2013. The department studied the comments and suggestions made by the 

committee very carefully. We believe the committee members have done a superb job in 

identifying both strengths and weaknesses of our department and clearly laid out some 

straight forward recommendation as of how to amend areas of weakness so as to boost the 

breakout of the department to a leading earth science department at the international 

scale.  We therefore wish to express our thanks and deep gratitude to the six members of 

the committee for their excellent and thought provoking report. 

 

This response will relate to each section in the order they appear in the committee’s report. 

Organizational Structure 
 

The committee commended the effective communication among all senior faculty members 

and between faculty members and students. We are proud of this attribute which has 

become a “trade mark” of our department both in Israel and abroad. 

 

The committee stresses the need to collaborate more within the faculty of natural sciences 

with departments such as mathematics, computer sciences, chemistry, physics, and life 

sciences, as well as with other faculties such as engineering sciences (dept. of structural 

engineering) and humanities social sciences (geography) in order to compensate for the 

small size of our departmental faculty in comparison with other earth science departments 

around the word. The committee have repeatedly stressed that 10 faculty members 

constitutes too small a department  to break out to the top rank internationally, as typical 

earth sciences departments consist of 20 to 30 full-time tenured positions.   
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An additional recommendation of the committee designed to compensate for this 

deficiency, would be the creation the creation of an extra-departmental umbrella structure 

within BGU that addresses various aspects of environmental studies. They have also 

suggested strengthening inter-university collaboration, specifically in the areas of 

geophysics, seismology, and fossil fuel research, to better utilize the professional expertise 

distributed among other universities in Israel. The committee also recommended 

expanding joint- and adjunct appointments, as a mechanism to expand the scope of 

research and to lighten the teaching load on our full-time faculty members.  

 

We have long been aware of how the small number of faculty members and the demands of 

the full teaching curriculum have limited our ability to compete as a leading department at 

the international scale. We therefore gladly seek to bring about implementation of the 

suggestions made by the committee. We have to date addressed this acute problem in the 

following ways: 

 

1. Department chairs in the past and present have made aggressive and proactive 

campaigns to replace retiring faculty with exceptionally bright and promising young 

scientists thus preventing possible freezing of “vacant positions” by the University. 

Thus Prof. Y. Eyal's position was occupied by Dr. I. Haviv who, as the committee 

writes: “established a program in low-temperature thermochronology that is 

operational and brings to the department a new research area that is unique in 

Israel”; Prof. S. Feinstein's appointment was taken by Dr. A. Kamyshny, who: 

“established an environmental biogeochemical laboratory rooted in stable isotope 

geochemistry that establishes Ben Gurion University in biogeochemistry with 

implications for environmental science”,  and when Dr. A. Ziv relocated to TAU, his 

position was taken by Dr. Granot who: “established a program in paleomagnetism 

and its application to tectonics and ocean structure”. The department, therefore, has 

seized the opportunity of retiring faculty to re-invent itself, with the aim of 

becoming competitive at the national and international scale; nevertheless, the 

number of faculty members remained unchanged. 

2. We have successfully won a Presidential appointment in 2012 by identifying a 

bright and promising young scientist, Dr. L. Goren, who “applies analytical solutions 

and numerical modeling to study a wide range of geological and geomorphological 

problems”. This Presidential appointment effectively increased the number of 

departmental faculty members by 10%.  

3. We have embraced the joint appointment mechanism recommended by the 

committee. Thus Dr. Tsesarsky was recruited on a joint appointment with Structural 

Engineering (50%-50%) already in 2006, and Dr. Kamai has now been recruited on 

a joint appointment with Structural Engineering in 2014 (100% SE – 0% (GES)). It 

should be pointed out that Prof. Adar from the Desert Research Institute has been 

servicing on a joint appointment (100% DRI – 0% GES) for many years. Prof. Adar 

and his team help us cover Groundwater Hydrogeology whereas Dr. Tsesarsky and 

now Dr. Kamai enhance the engineering geology track covering areas such as soil 
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mechanics, and geotechnical earthquake engineering. We note here that the 50% 

appointment of Dr. Tsesarsky in our department is in fact half of the position that 

was held by Professor Bahat, former Rector of BGU; the other half position of Bahat 

is still regarded by the University as  “frozen” due to retirement, in our opinion, 

unjustifiably.. 

4. The 'adjunct' position option has proven less effective in ameliorating the teaching 

load of full time faculty members, as there is no funding for its implementation. Dr. 

R. Weinberger from the Geological Survey of Israel was recruited in 2013 as an 

adjunct associate professor to assist in the field of structural geology, upon the 

retirement of Prof. Y. Eyal. However budgetary constraints have denied us full use of 

this appointment.   

5. In December 2013 we have finalized the formal recruitment of Dr. Harold Vinegar, a 

Harvard PhD, member of the US Academy of Engineering, and one of the leading 

authorities in the world in petroleum geosciences, as a Full Professor in our 

department on the Experts Track (unpaid). The Rector was instrumental in enabling 

us to recruit Dr. Vinegar as a regular faculty member rather than adjunct, so that Dr. 

Vinegar can take an active role within the department in developing a graduate 

program in Petroleum Geosciences, obtaining research funding, teaching upper-

level courses, and instructing graduate students. We strongly believe that a leading 

international expert of his caliber within our department will lead us to breakout 

into the leading international echelon in the field of fossil fuels research, an issue 

that is repeatedly mentioned in the committee’s report 

6. Our efforts regarding intra-university programs that can be merged into the 

suggested “umbrella” structure include joint undergraduate tracks and dual-degree 

programs with the departments of computer sciences, life sciences and structural 

engineering. This year (2014) we launched a track in tunneling jointly with the 

structural engineering department as a prospective dual-degree program in 

structural engineering and geological sciences. 

7. Our department has developed strong ties with the Inter-University Institute in Eilat 

(IUI). Several of our faculty members routinely perform their research at IUI using 

the institute’s research infrastructure, with space dedicated for BGU researchers.  

Many of our undergraduate and graduate students take courses given in IUI.  

8. Our department is playing an active role in the forthcoming establishment of a new 

Israeli Center for Mediterranean research. When the new facilities come online, 

members of our department affiliated with the center and their students will benefit 

from research opportunities and broad curriculum offerings in marine sciences 

being planned at the center.  In line with the committee's recommendations, 

establishment of strong collaboration with these institutes will augment our 

environmental track with research and course offerings on the ancient and modern 

marine environment.   
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Faculty 
 

We have noted above our diligence in replacing retiring academic staff with bright, 

energetic, and ambitious young faculty members. Proof of excellence by these new recruits 

along with our other staff was demonstrated in 2013 by the awarding of five Israel Science 

Foundation grants in the field of Earth and Environmental Sciences, out of seven awarded 

nationally (71%). This success rate is unprecedented in earth sciences in Israel. Moreover, 

the statistics for 2013 in both competitive and non-competitive grants show that in total 

amounts per faculty member places our department at the top of the Faculty of Natural 

Sciences, the faculty that itself heads the grant-winning charts among all other faculties at 

the university (reported to us by the Rector).  

  

The committee strongly stresses the importance of a strategy to increase the number of 

appointments by 50% over the next decade, with the goal of stabilizing at a minimum of 15 

by 2024. The rationale laid out by the committee is both the heavy teaching load that 

hampers faculty research, the necessity for minimal coverage of the varied fields of 

research in the earth and environmental sciences, and the critical mass necessary for intra-

departmental research interactions.  One way of accomplishing this goal is foreseeing 

national needs in the light of the growth prospects that will result from the forthcoming 

relocation of many IDF units to the Negev. Our university has recognized the potential 

inherent in this expansion for increase in enrollment at BGU.  In the light of the committee's 

recommendation, we are embarking on outreach designed to make the prospect of 

academic research and degree programs in earth and environmental sciences attractive to 

military personnel, civilian infrastructure specialists, and their families, who will be coming 

to the Negev for planning, construction and maintenance of this long-term endeavor.  We 

have taken two initiatives in this direction, which have the potential to be greatly expanded 

in the near future: 

 

1. We have commenced in the academic year 2013-14 the pilot phase of a military 

reserve program ('Atuda'), where a highly selected cohort of high school graduates 

complete an undergraduate degree in the engineering geology track in advance of 

their full-time military service. The first students are now enrolled in this program. 

Their tuition is fully covered by the IDF. 

2. In the academic year 2013-14, a joint program majoring in tunneling was launched 

together with the department of structural engineering. This is a dual-degree 

program to be completed in 4.5 years, with students enrolling through engineering 

for the time being, pending final approval. The extremely heavy load required in this 

program means that enrolled students will be highly selected for excellence. The 

four students enrolled to this joint program have their tuition fully covered by the 

Israel Ministry of Transportation. 

We expect the University to do its part as well by allowing us to recruit 4 additional faculty 

members between 2014 and 2024, in addition to replacing retiring faculty members over 

that time period. 
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The committee has found it odd that faculty members holding the entry- rank of Lecturer 

are prevented from instructing and supervising PhD students. We agree and are 

negotiating with the Kreitman School of Graduate Studies for relaxation of these 

restrictions. It should be noted, however, that in our department, faculty members have 

cooperated with each other such that no prospective students have been turned down due 

to this restriction. Furthermore, by the time the 4-year PhD degree is awarded, most of the 

Lecturers have been promoted to Senior Lecturer. 

 

Regarding the issue of post-doctoral students, we agree with the committee that they are 

too few, we are losing out on their potential to enhance research conducted at the 

department, and they could be instrumental in promoting international recognition. In fact, 

our situation is very similar to many other departments of natural sciences in Israel in this 

regard, indicating that this is a national problem. We believe that a serious national-scale 

effort by the Israeli government and the heads of the universities is necessary to 

dramatically increase the number of post doctorate positions in Israel, by allocating 

adequate funding for post-doctorate fellowships aimed at PhD's graduating from 

internationally recognized institutions of excellence. The recent initiative of the Israeli 

government to offer international fellowships specifically geared towards graduates of 

institutes in China and India is a step forward; such government-initiated programs should 

be expanded towards the broader international community. Indeed, our faculty members 

have answered calls for competitive post-doctoral fellowships in Israel for Israeli and 

international students, and in 2014 one post-doctoral scholar from Israel and one from 

China are now at our department.  

Students, Teaching, and Learning Experience 
 

Student Enrollment 

The committee noted that the department has a large student population.  Most of the 

students continue to graduate schools and eventually find employment related to their 

education in the earth and environmental sciences, and that some also pursue graduate 

studies abroad in first-rate universities. They raised a concern about the standards for 

admission of undergraduate students and, in particular, that the significant growth in the 

number of students in recent years may reflect in part lower standards. 

 

During the last four years the total number of students enrolled in the Department of 

Geological & Environmental Sciences increased significantly from 143 to 179 (see Fig. 1). 

Students are admitted to the B.Sc. program largely on the basis of a statistic called the 

“Quantitative Summation” score (called “Quantitative Sechem” in Hebrew). This score is 

based in roughly equal parts on the candidate's national matriculation grade average and 

on the psychometric exam grade. During this period the average Quantitative Sechem of the 

B.Sc. students was 648±17. Although the data (see Fig. 1) show an increase in the average 

Quantitative Sechem, this increase is statistically insignificant.   
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Figure 1: Left -  Total number of students enrolled in the Department 2008-2013, Right -  Average 

Quantitative Sechem of students enrolled in the department 2009-2013 

 

Nevertheless, the above data show that the significant growth in the number of students in 

recent years was not accompanied by lowering the academic standards of the admitted 

students, in contrast to what might be implied by the committee’s comment. 

  

We agree with the committee that as our graduate students are often motivated by 

environmental research prospects in their decision to enroll to our department, it is 

necessary to augment our course curriculum in these fields, and accordingly, new courses 

added to the environmental track are listed below. We concur also that recruiting new 

faculty members in the field of climate research is crucial for strengthening the 

environmental program in our department, and efforts to recruit faculty members in this 

field are now under way. 

 

We have no information regarding the entrance statistics in the other earth sciences 

departments in Israel. However, we do know that several candidates rejected for 

undergraduate studies at our department were accepted by the parallel department in one 

of the other universities. 

 

The committee noted the significant growth in numbers of students in the past three years 

while the number of faculty members has remained essentially constant.  This growth in 

enrollment: “while exciting in many aspects, has put significant burdens on the faculty 

through squeezed budgets and time, restrictions on space (classroom, laboratory, and work 

space), and stresses on laboratory instruction and equipment availability”. We fully agree 

with this statement and call on the University to acknowledge this by enabling us to expand 

our activities by budgetary, equipment and space allotments, and primarily, by additional 

appointments.   

 

Study Program with few electives 

The committee feels very strongly that the undergraduate program with the various tracks 

imposes an extremely heavy teaching load on the small number of faculty members on one 

hand, and on the other does not allow for sufficient elective courses. We are trying to 

equilibrate between the small number of faculty members on one hand and the broad 
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interests of the students on the other, in fields spanning the environment, paleontology, 

geochemistry, geophysics, the solid earth, engineering geology, and much more. We believe 

that within the department, elective courses should build on prior knowledge and be 

designed for increased depth. Our policy has therefore been to channel the students into 

specialty fields and provide them the best possible preparation in narrower fields in which 

they make their choices. Feedback from peers in academia and industry tell us that our 

graduates are well prepared. 

 

Student Research Opportunities 

The committee positively reviewed the participation of undergraduate students in research 

in departmental laboratories, and recommended that more effort be made to enable them 

to actualize research experience. The department will accordingly encourage involvement 

of undergraduate students in research projects through direct approach to faculty 

members, or by expanding the “Undergraduate Research Project” elective offered to 

promising third year students. 

 

Environmental Sciences 

The evaluation committee argued that there is disconnect between the name of the 

department, “the Department of Geological and Environmental Sciences,” reflected by the 

strong geological emphasis of the faculty’s research and the thin course offerings in 

environmental science.  

 

We accept the truth of this observation, but also note the necessity for expansion of the 

environmental track to be a gradual effort taking into account the number and skills of 

available personnel. As part of our continuous effort to expand the environmental track we 

recently added the following courses: 

 

1. Problems of Water Pollution – Dr. A. Kamyshny 

2. Environmental Organic Geochemistry - Dr. A. Kamyshny 

3. Pre-Cambrian paleoceonography - Dr. A. Kamyshny  

4. Analytical Methods in Geochemistry - Dr. A. Kamyshny (once every two years) 

5. Early Diagenesis – Dr. O. Sivan 

6. Introduction to Physical Oceanography – Prof. Y. Ashkenazi (from DRI) 

7. Environmental aspects of petroleum geosciences - Dr. Kamyshny (once every two years) 

 

Our efforts towards discovering new potential recruitments to effect this change are 

ongoing. For example, at present we have under consideration as potential staff, two files of 

scientists currently employed at top level universities abroad, both conducting state of the 

art research emphasizing paleoclimates and climate change. 

 

Geophysics 

The evaluation committee found that fields related to Geophysics, and in general 

quantitative approaches to earth and environmental sciences, are underrepresented 

relative to their importance in leading research programs. The committee noted, however, 

that we are aware of this problem, and that we have recruited new faculty members, Dr. 

Roi Granot and Dr. Liran Goren, to partially close this gap. The necessity of further 

enhancing these fields will be further considered by the department as part of the new 

strategic expansion plan and will be given high priority. 
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Industrial Relations 

The review committee evaluated the extent to which the department is connected and 

positioned in its relations with industry.  They thought that such connections can lead to 

funding sources, stimulating opportunities for faculty and students, and employment 

opportunities for graduates of the program.  

 

There have been many interactions with industry in recent years, and this trend is now 

increasing. Many of our students answer calls for summer or part-time jobs in the mineral 

industries in the Negev and vicinity, beginning their careers as routine workers, well-sitters 

and supervisors of field projects, and as graduates now continue as employees and 

management in private engineering or consulting firms and in government agencies 

dealing with the environment, and within industry as officers in charge of compliance. 

Infrastructure projects such as development of the Israel Rail network and the extensive 

tunneling activities associated with it have recruited our graduates (and sometimes 

undergraduates) in tunneling projects, in geological mapping tasks, as well as in standard 

engineering geology activities. The defense industry has discovered that many of our 

graduates have useful skills, e.g., in tactical utility of geological data. Finally, the emerging 

boom in oil and gas exploration in Israel has not passed our students by - at least four are 

fully employed by Israel Energy Initiatives (IEI), some more in other companies, and the 

ties between the department and this industry are growing. 

 

The role of the department in the university as a whole 

The committee recommended that the department offer basic and broad earth science and 

environmental science courses aimed at the general student population outside the 

department. We call attention to the online course "Fire and Ice and Rain of Iron; Change 

points in the History of the Earth", that ran for 5 years, attracting 600 students per session, 

received high reviews, and was dropped in 2011 when support of the university was 

withdrawn. In 2013-14, upon retirement of Prof. S. Feinstein, the course “Introduction to 

Geology for Geography Students” has now been handed over to an external instructor since 

our regular faculty members are swamped by the departmental curriculum. While the 

department completely accepts the importance of giving such courses, it is not possible to 

offer them without the university recognizing the necessity of appropriate support, 

whether by permanent or at least by external staff. 
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