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The subjectoftree protectionin

both urban and open areas has

been virtuallyneglectedsince

the country'sestablishment,

very unpopularin certain circles

."Galon. "One day,"he says, "youdiscover that politicsisstrongerthan any historictree

By Ami ram Cohen

there, he's busy turningdown appeals
from developersand contractors to chop
down trees plantedcenturies ago in open

spaces that are now boomingreal-estate

locations.These are usuallysycamore
and ficus trees which are obstructing
construction of an upscaleneighbor-
hood or events venues thatwilldoubtless

have such arboreallyevocative names as

Neveh Shikma and Gan Hafikus.

When he is not battlingcontractors,

local council heads and cityplanners,
Galon isprobablyvisiting500-year-old
Atlanticpistachioat the Nebi Yushajunc-
tionin the Galilee, Bengalificusin Sde

Eliyahu,or the ancient sycamore that

was transplantedfrom Holon junction.
"I got the job of forest clerk of the

MinistryofAgriculture,and ofthe entire

country,in order to changethe situation,"

he says. "Historic trees, datingfrom the

earlysettlement daysin the Land of Is-

rael and also centuries beforehand, had

not survived the real-estate steamroll-

ers that trampledevery tree that kept
them from gainingmore space to build

on. took the jobbecause love trees and

believe in their connection to the history
of our people,and because found that

the job has teeth.Though itis very un-

pleasantfor me to say this,the subjectof

tree protectionin Israel in both urban

and open areas was not properlydealt

with since the state'sestablishment,and

that's massive understatement."

Though laws did exist for protection
of trees, ministryofficialsconcede that

for many years practicallynothingwas

done, and that the matter was leftto the

care of forestryofficialsat the Jewish

National Fund

Following petitionto the High Court

of Justice decade ago, againstthe fell-

ing of trees on Highway [theTrans-

Israel Highway],"explainsGalon, "the

Supreme Court ordered the agriculture
minister to appoint forest clerk,who

would enforce the law." Galon, who was

appointedtwo years ago, isthe thirdper-

son to hold the position.
Galon says he and his colleagueshave

tried to present proactivefront."The

problem with savingtrees from felling
in urban areas and open spaces isthat if

no one filesan appeal,or tattleson you,

or there isn't some resident who finds

out and cares, we don'thear about it.The

contractors also know that it'sbetter to

come to siteearlyin the morning,be-

fore the neighborsare up, because by the

time theyhear the saw, it'stoo late.In the

pastyear we have been encouragingthe

establishment of largemovement of

tree guardiansunder the slogan'Adopt
Tree.' One of their jobs is to snoop

around their area and report to us and

the authoritiesabout contractors milling

about,and about allsorts of numbers and

color markings on trees that indicate

planto chop them down.

"We were delightedto find that itis

very importantto residents that their

street remain green and shady,and they

are alsopreparedto fight.On the oppos-

ingside stand the localauthorities,which

benefit from the contributions and prop-

ertytaxes paidby the developersofshop-

pingmalls,parkinglotsand skyscrapers.

They need the supportof store and busi-

ness owners in citycenters, and of mar-

ket-stallowners who claim thatthe trees

'dirtythe sidewalk and obstruct shop-

views of the displaywindows.'"pers

Ancient oak

Since Galon has been on the job,the

prohibitionon fellingtrees without per-

mit has begun to be enforced. This was

partlydue to the introduction of new

regulationrequiringplanningcommit-

tees to submit plansinvolvingcutting

down trees to the forestclerk inthe pre-

liminaryplanningstages,for an opinion.

In cases where the clerk approves the

felling sometimes there isno alterna-

tive he isentitledto demand thatthe de-

veloperpay for the plantingand upkeep

of "substitute"trees, whose number and

costs are determined accordingto set cri

teria.Ifthe clerk decides the tree can be

moved to an alternative location,the de-

velopermust cover the cost of the move.

In two years, says Galon, "I have per-

mitted two trees to be felled,and de-

manded highvalue in exchange tens

of thousands of shekels and more. tell

the developer:Don't waste your time,

this tree is not coming down. You'd be

better off goingto the municipalityand

askingfor another plot."
Galon, ,85says his professionalin-

volvement in tree preservationbegan 30

years ago, as an employeeand head of the

departmentof gardeningand landscap-

ingat the AgricultureMinistry'svoca-

tionaltrainingservice.

"One of the firstthings undertook,

with dozens of volunteers, was survey

of mature trees. received ton of infor-

mation, some of which requiredverifi-

cation.Somebody writes to you that he

saw 1,000-year-oldoak. What? Where?

He didn't say. You send volunteers out

to check. Some sitesyou have to visitin

person.

"Some of»the sites we documented

for example,the avenue featuringWash-

ingtonpalms at Mikveh Israel [agricul-
turalschool] are importantelements in

the historyof the Land of Israel.Every
Tu Bishvat we issue pamphlet,on recy-

cled paper, incidentally,with 24 suggest-

ed arboreal tours. You travel around, you

beginto care and you start protecting.
"Tree conservation beginswith edu-

cation: raisingchildren on the notion

that you don't touch trees. You do not

carve into them, do not break branches,

do not uproot and do not chop down as

theyused to teach regardingwildflow-

ers. We started process called 'Adopt
Tree' with kindergartensand elemen-

tary-schoolchildren, and we also run

conferences for kindergartenteachers,

so theywill work on creatinglove and

understandingof trees. Caringfor trees

creates deepemotional interest.These

kids,who in another 20 years willbe the

architects,the planners,the developers,
the contractors, and the mayors, will

come to those positionswith an aware-

ness thattrees are off-limits;that tree is

like historicbuilding,like wildflower,

like livingcreature. You don'thurt it."

Of course, sometimes one has to cut

tree down. Galon describes the case of

three cypresses standingon plotin Tel

Aviv: "Someone boughtthe plot,wanted

to build on it,and obtained fellingli-

cense. The neighborsfiled an appeal
on the specifiedday,but itwas too late

we managed to stop them from felling
the third one. Itturned out the developei
had had valid permitfor longtime

and we decided to allow the third tree

to be felled,but we set high'exchange
for it .-about NIS ,000,03which iirate

lotfor one cypress. The developerwas

obligedto underwrite the planting,can

and wateringof new trees at the site 01

nearby.Certainlyat the planningstage
the developershould never have beer

given permitin the firstplace."

Holon's symbol

Our tour with Galon beginswith the

ancient sycamore at Holon junction,esti

mated to be 006-004years old.The syca

more is the symbol of Holon, and this

oncwas transplantedfour years ago in ■c

complicatedand expensiveengineering

operation.

Initially,the JNF's regionalforestn
officialhad authorized the cuttingdowr

of the tree, located at the site of new

interchangebeingplannedby the Israei

National Roads Company. When Galon

■who was not yet servingas forest clerk

heard about the plan,he organizedap■

pealsto the transportationminister,the

city'smayor, and the CEO of the Ayalor

Highways Corporation.Aside from Ho•

Ion CityHall which countered thatthe

roads company had been given permil
and nothingcould be done about it nc

one even answered him



turned to the head of the JNF's for-

estrydepartment,Dr. Tzvika Avni, who

was astounded by the story,and said he

knew nothingabout it,"he recalls.Avni

rescinded the order,but the tree stillhad

to be moved, as itwas in the middle of

the interchange,which was alreadyun-

der construction.

Galon says the National Roads Com-

pany eventuallyagreed to transplant
the tree, "maybe because theyunderes-

timated how much itwould cost them.

Followingthe instructionsof agronomist

Danny Elmaliach, who accompaniedthe

project,they excavated to 5.1meters

and hoisted the tree with cranes onto

platformthat was covered with thick

layerof soiland roots. The totalweight
was around 60 tons. They moved it few

dozen meters south. The preparations
for thistook three months."

Galon says the projectcost the roads

company about NIS 5.1million."It was

the biggestand most expensivetree re-

locationever conducted in Israel.Today
such transfer can be carried out forNIS

.000,005The importanceof the project

layin the fact that itcreated an aware-

ness that trees have great meaning,and

thatiftheymust be moved, there isgreat

financialcost attached."

Another sycamore that received prop-

er treatment and did not requirereloca-

tion isthe sycamore figinNetanya,esti-

mated to be 002,1-008years old,likelythe

oldestinthe country.The Arab villageof

Um Khaled stoodthere inthe past,and to-

daythe tree isthegloryofthepublicpark
on Mintz Street.Oral historyhas itthat

Napoleon'sarmy camped beneath iten

route from Jaffa to conquer Acre. Later

on, Judith and Moses Montefiore vaca-

tioned initsshade;itismentioned inLady
Judith'sletters.Three years ago the city
of Netanya refurbished the park around

the tree, but no one touched it.

We move on to Mikveh Israel.Galon

bringsstudents of allages, locals and

tourists,to see Mikveh's hallmark avenue

of 83-year-oldWashingtonpalmsand its

Bengalificus an enormous tree thatlocal

loresays was plantedby the agricultural
school'sfounder, Karl Netter, 122 years

ago.The tree issome 15 meters high,has

crown spread0f35 meters indiameter,and

trunk thatmeasures 5.6meters around.

The Bengalificus,he says,istheleirgest

tree in Israel:"Itis speciesof epiphyte
tree whose branches send roots into

the groundand grow additionalroots, al-

lowing singletree to take over an enor-

mous area. Thanks to thistree the whole

area north of the synagogue at Mikveh

looks likeequatorialjungle.You can no

longerdistinguishthe originaltree from

itsderivatives.Beneath the vast canopy

of branches and leaves created here,

sort of giganticcave has formed, which

extends an entiredunam [quarteracre]."
Over the years, the Mikveh Israelficus

has served as the source of ficustrees in

many other parts of the country, which

have alsoturned intolittlejungles,notes

Galon: "If we had 000,3ficus like these

in Israel, instead of parks and lawns

that consume loads of water and do not

provideshade the country would look

different.Alumni of the school, some of

them 90 and older,say theymiss that tree.

Even 75 years ago, itwas not small."

From Mikveh Israel,Galon hurries on

to Petah Tikva, where he grew up.

"InJanuary ",9002he explains,"a well-

known developerappealed decision by
the JNF's forestrydepartmentto deny
him permitto fellthe eucalyptusgrove
next to Beilinson Hospital.At stake are

some 80 trees that are 50 years old the

onlygreen space in the area. The devel-

oper was granted buildingpermitfor an

industrialstructure and an underground

parkinglot,but in the meantime wants

to remove the grove so he can build an

abovegroundlot,too. The case involves

residentsfrom the nonprofitassociatior

Petah Tikva Is Me, who are bringing
lot of pressure to bear to preserve the

grove, and are significantfactorin the

city'splanninginstitutions."

Galon found that althoughthe devel■

oper did have buildingpermit,ithad

expired,and the municipalzoningplar
did not include permissionfor the park

inglot.

"I had toughconversations with him

He said was gettinghung up on de■

tailsand harassinghim. He pressured
the AgricultureMinistry,took his case

to the chairman of the JNF and tried

everything."
When Galon was approachedby the

JNF, he says he toldthem: '"Friends,you

are off the case. It'snow in my jurisdie■

tion.'In the meantime, the Petah Tikv£

municipalityremoved itssign,which had

talked about the lovelygrove itwas nur

turingforthepublic'sbenefit. guess the}

were sure thebusinesswith thedeveloper
was done deal and that he was goingtc

build parkinglotthere.Well,he isn'tgo■

ingto,because denied the appeal."
But Galon has been around long

enough to know that nothingis ever fi■

nal.So he suggests checking"from time

to time to see ifthe trees are stillthere

because there can be allsorts of surpris■
es. For the time being,though,he can'1

remove singletree and he also knows

."we are keeDins an eve on him

stories100,1

We didn't make it to Afula, but we

heard the story about its trees, which

Galon says is "the most interestingcase

I've encountered. In the center of town

stands group of 70-year-oldeucalyptus
trees. Beautiful and healthyones, close

to the famous avenue of Washingtons,

plantedin .0291In one corner stands

huge tree that isisolatedfrom the rest.

developerbought plotthere and was

granted permitto build shoppingmall

on it.The tree was in his way, and he re-

ceived fellingpermitfrom the JNF's

regionalforestryofficial.

"Fortunately,Afulahas abunch ofgreen

activists,who startedyellingand making

scenes and filedan appealwiththe chiefof

the JNF forestdepartment,who debated

what to do. Meanwhile, the developer's

fellingpermitexpired,but thatdidn'tpre-

vent him from gettingup earlyone morn-

ingand bringinghisworkmen to cut down

the tree. He had no permit,but he was cer-

tainthatnobodywould notice.

"A policeofficer who happened tc

glanceout of window of the policesta-

tion nearby saw workmen with saws

moving around and asked what was go-

ing on. The developershowed him the

permit,as ifeverythingwere in order.

The policeman noticed the expiration
date, and called JNF inspectorto ask

what the deal was."

The JNF immediately ordered the

confiscation of the permit,and of the

developer'stools,and the tree was saved.

"For now," adds Galon.

When the developercomplainedto the

AgricultureMinistry,the case arrived at

Galon's desk. He says he asked the devel-

oper to givehim two days to review the

matter.

"Icame there and saw beautifultree,

impressive,healthy,standingin corner

and not botheringanyone. The onlytrou-

ble was that it was keeping developer
from buildingan additional four meters

inside the plothe had bought.So he'll

have mammoth shoppingmall minus

four meters. recommended leavingthe

tree in itsplace."
At that stage,the developerturned to

the head of the JNF's forestrydepart-
ment. According to Galon, "he said he

had domestic problems,and that ifhe die

not build the mall he would commit sui

tide. He had 100,1stories.The forestry

chief was unimpressedand refused ti

renew his permit,so the developerpe

titionedthe High Court againstthe JNI

and the ministry.
"Three weeks before the High Cour

hearing, get callfrom someone wh(

said he saw the tree, and it'sdying.Th<

JNF dispatchedan expertto the site,an(

allthe tests indicated that the tree ha(

been poisoned.Fortunatelyforus and foi

the tree, rain felland helpedwash awaj

the poison.By the court hearingithac

begun to recover. Later on it bloome(

and went back to lookinggreat."
At the hearingSupreme Court Presi

dent Justice Dorit Beinisch asked the

developerwhy the tree deserved to b<

cut down. The developer,Galon recalls

"whippedout an opinionby an experthe

had commissioned, who wrote that the

tree would not survive the constructioi

and would die, and even quoted some

JNF peoplewhoclaimed itwas not wort!

leavingthe tree there for the same rea

son. So she said: see here an opinionbj

Galon of the AgricultureMinistry,wh(

writes that the tree ishealthy,and as fa!

as I'm concerned, he is the ultimate au

thorityon the subject ...Two months latei

there was another hearing,attended b3

members of the district[planning]com

mittee, and in the interim the tree recov

ered fully.The Supreme Court ruled tha

the tree would remain inplace."
few weeks ago itturned out that the

contractor was granted buildingpermi
and had begun buildingthe mall close t(

the tree and not in accordance with the

directiveshe received from the forestry

officials.There is now an investigatioi
under way concerningwhether the de

veloperviolatedthe court ruling.

On ShapiraStreet in Petah Tikva is

giantlemon eucalyptustree. This is spe

cies of eucalyptuswith leaves that taste

like lemongrass and gorgeous white

trunk,which sheds itsbark twice year

Many say thisparticulareucalyptusisthe

most beautifuland impressiveurban tree

in Israel.The municipalityeven placed

signnext to itthat encourages passersb}

to look at itand smell itsleaves.

"About 10 years ago,"says Yisrae

Galon, "a branch broke off and fell01

the car of ladywho was drivingby,wh(

happenedto be pregnant.There was n<

damage, not to the woman, the car :0

the pregnancy. But the agitatedwomai

demanded that the cityprune the tree.

managed to preventthe terribleprunini

theywere planningto do, and to do les

massive pruning,without harmingitsap

We started process called"Adopt Tree" with children.In

another 20 years theywillbe the architects,the planners,the

developers,the contractors and the mayors, and willcome to

.'those positionswith an awareness thattrees are off-limits



pearance. JNow tne city is planning to tie

the tallbranches with cables, to reduce

the risk of their breakage.That is one

of the ways we recommend to prevent

trees that are beginningto break from

endangeringthe public."

'Apainfuloccasion'

Galon's effortsare not alwayssuccess-

ful."One day you discover that politics
isstronger than any historic tree. In the

Petah Tikva market, theydecided to build

walls.There was an enormous 130-year-

oldeucalyptustree inthe way, so theyre-

quested fellingpermitfrom the JNF's

regionalforestryofficial,and gotit.This

was before became forestclerk.

"Area residents and activists from

Petah Tikva Is Me launched campaign
to save the tree, and enlisted to help
them as an expert,but mainly,as person

who cares. even took partone nightin

demonstration theyorganized.The stall

owners held counter-demonstration and

shouted thattheyhad no intentionof los-

ingmoney because of thisfilthytree.The

residents filedan appealand lost. sent

letterto senior municipalityofficial

whom know personally,and asked him

to stopthe felling.didn'tget reply.
"To my chagrin, accompanied the

fellingof the tree, which went on over two

nights.Itwas painfuloccasion,to watch

them, duringPetah Tikva's 130th year,

cut down historiceucalyptusthatcould

without douht have been leftthere. The

circumference of thistree'strunk mea-

sured about nine meters, and in itsplace

theyset up three market stalls.

"Six months after the tree was cut

down, ran into the senior CityHall of-

ficialat some conference, and said to

him, What's the story?You never even

answered me! He said,Listen, Yisrael,

you can't imaginethe pressure we came

under at the market. You know nothing
about politics."

The Petah Tikva municipalitysaid in

statement: "The fellingof the tree was

done out of lack ofchoice,forpublicsafe-

ty considerations, and with the permis-
sion of allrelevant bodies. The former

chief forestryofficial,Dr. Tzvika Avni,

by force of hispowers, denied the appeal

that was filedand permittedthe tree to

be felled.In exchange,the municipality
undertook to planttrees throughoutthe

cityat totalvalue of NIS ,000,001and it

isimplementingitscommitment."

One local authorityGalon mentions

quite bitisTelAviv."One morning year

and half ago, the tree guardiansin the

citydiscovered that the trunks of the In-

dian rosewoods the bigtrees that shade

the northern stretchof Ibn Gvirol Street

had been marked with numbers inred,"he

says. "Suspicionsarose thatthe markings
indicated fellingas part of the street's

infrastructure upgrade,which has been

under way forfiveyears."He toldthe mu-

nicipalitythat"I had conditionalappeal

bythe residentsand demand thatthe trees

not be touched. At firsttheydidn'tunder-

stand who was. seniormunicipalityof-

ficialrang me up and saidthatif thought

thatbecause ofmy nonsense theywere go-

ingto stopthe developmenton Ibn Gvirol,

was wrong. He told me, We've already
done 90 percent of the work, we made

bicyclepaths,sidewalks.What's thisnon-

sense ofyours about the trees?"

Galon explainedthat he was operating

accordingto law that had been inplace

for40 years, and toldthe officials,'"Start

gettingused to beingsupervised.'They
went straightto the agricultureminis-

ter and requestedclarifications.He told

them, With alldue respect,Yisrael is

regulator,and he does hisjobaccording
to the law.From hereon in,you must work

oppositethe ministry'sforestclerk.

"The ministryset up team to look

into the residents' appeal,and it was

decided to authorize the fellingof some

of the trees. The 15 that were marked

would be transplanted.Additionally,the

appealscommittee criticized the mu-

nicipalityfor itsdecision not to planthe

street in such way as to preserve the

significanttrees. The preparationfor

the transfer lastedtwo and halfmonths

and cost NIS 000,07per tree.

"Two trees were moved to Milano

Square,but unfortunatelytheydid not

survive the move and died, and 13 went

to Park Hayarkon,and took reallywell.

The municipalityplantedBunge'shack-

berry trees alongIbn Gvirol, which in

another 20 years will do the work of the

Indian rosewoods."

At least one good thingcame out of

affair,Galon declares: "Because of this

case, there was positivechange in the

atmosphere and in the municipality's

attitudetoward residents regardingthe

tT*pf»c in thp r\tv

Alon Ror

Transfer of the sycamore from Holon. Cost

the roads company NIS 5.1million


