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Letter from the Executive Director

Welcome to our Summer 2015 
edition of Vision.  I am honored 

to report that based on a recent survey 
conducted by the Cohen Institute, a well 
regarded non-profit affiliated with Tel-
Aviv University, the results indicate a 
high level of satisfaction with the BSF, 
even among unsuccessful applicants. 

Work is underway to choose our next 
Transformative Science awardees.  We 
have adopted this definition for our 
panelists—Research driven by ideas 
that have potential to radically change 
our understanding of an important 
scientific concept, or lead to the creation 
of a new paradigm, or a new field of 
science. Such research is characterized 

by its challenge to current understanding 
or by its pathways to new frontiers. 
This program solicits applications from 
scientific teams who dream big, who 
have unconventional ideas and whose 
research has the possibility of making a 
large and significant impact. 

I continue to spend the bulk of my time 
with our National Science Foundation 
(NSF) collaboration.  This program 
is growing substantially and with 
further support from the Israeli Finance 
Ministry, in the coming years I believe 
its funding levels will equal or surpass 
the traditional BSF grants program that 
has been operating successfully for 
decades.

Sincerely,

Yair
Yair Rotstein
Executive Director 

Yair Rotstein, Executive Director of the U.S.-Israel 
Binational Science Foundation

Meet Thomas Crisman — 
Between Academia, Government and Retirement

From his home 
base in Florida, 

Thomas L. Crisman, 
Ph.D. has long 
served the United 
States-Israel Bi- 
national Science 
Foun dation (BSF).  

He was first appointed to the Board of 
Governors by the State Department in 
1997 and has since served two terms as 
Board Chair, once in 2001/02 and again 
in 2013/14. 

Today, Crisman chuckles, “I’m between 
academia, government and retirement.” 
His career has spanned 40 years, and 
his research specialty is in high de-
mand globally. He focuses in ecology, 
conservation, management and resto-
ration of fresh water ecosystems.  He 
has travelled the world conducting re-
search and advising governments and 

the private sector in Africa, the Middle 
East, Latin America, northern Greece 
and the Balkans to name a few.

He is now on special assignment for one 
year, taking time off from his position as 
Professor jointly in the Department of 
Integrative Biology and Department of 
Environmental & Occupational Health at 
the University of South Florida in Tampa.  
He is serving as a prestigious Jefferson 
Science Fellow in the U.S. Department of 
State, where he is an advisor on global 
water issues in the Office of Conservation 
and Water in the Bureau of Oceans, 
Environment & Science. The Jefferson 
Science Fellowship was developed ten 
years ago to bring senior level scientists to 
the Department of State to help integrate 
science with foreign policy.

Crisman believes the most important goal 
of BSF is to develop long term partner-
ships and strengthen relations between 

scientists in Israel and the United States.  
He loves the new BSF Transformation Sci-
ence awards that began in 2010 and the 
new partnership with the National Sci-
ence Foundation that began in 2012.  
“We can get brilliant young people start-
ed. And, we build up associations be-
tween scientists that last a lifetime. This 
cross fertilization of ideas creates innova-
tion,” he says of the programs. 

“I have grown to personally appreciate my 
fellow Board of Governor members, the 
country of Israel and the Israeli people.” 
The issues that board members wrestle 
with are never political. “It’s science,” 
he relates, “our challenges are many 
including how to increase the amount of 
funding we have available for our highest 
rated proposals.” 

To learn more about Tom Crisman, read 
the full story on the BSF website: http://
tinyurl.com/o5w8qt5



Jonathan Pruitt (L) and Inon Scharf (R) are studying 
insects and how stress relates to their development 

and personality.  

DeWayne Shoemaker with Eyal Privman attend 
the workshop “Biology and Genomics of Social 

Insects” in Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory.

Scientists Study Differences in How 
Americans and Israelis React When a 
Baby’s Health is in Question

The birth of a baby is an exciting and 
yet nerve wrecking event for any 

family. Imagine if that family finds out 
that their newborn has a rare medical 
condition, how do they absorb the news 
and how do they make good decisions 
for their future? Stefan Timmermans, 
Ph.D., Professor and Chair of the UCLA 
Department of Sociology, is exploring the 
inner workings of that decision making 
process and how the family’s medical 
team delivers the unsettling news. In 
the United States, newborns receive 
screenings to test for a myriad of unusual 
metabolic and other rare diseases. By 
contrast, in Israel, there is a focus on pre-
conception screening. 

Timmermans teamed up with Israeli 
scientist Aviad Raz, Professor of 
Organizational and Medical Sociology 
in the Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology at Ben-Gurion University 
of the Negev. They received a BSF 
grant to consider the differing pre-natal 
and post-natal screenings in their host 
countries as a basis for studying the 
effect on the family when the timing 
of delivering news about the health of 
their infant differs. 

Timmermans’ work draws from medical 
sociology and science studies and uses 
ethnographic and historical methods 
to address key issues in the for-profit 

U.S. health care system. Similarly, said 
Raz, “My research focuses on religious 
and ethnic groups and identities in 
contemporary Israeli society, especially 
in the context of health and family studies; 
as well as on the social and bioethical 
aspects of medical organizations, 
medical sociology and cross-cultural 
bioethics, especially in regard to 
community genetics and patient support/
disability organizations.”

Raz and Timmermans started their 
partnership in 2010 and began 
creating the groundwork for a larger 
research study. “With additional data 
gathered in Israel from interviews with 
geneticists and biologists working 
at the NBS laboratory at the Tel-
Hashomer hospital in Tel-Aviv,” said 
Raz, “we finalized what has become 
the four year BSF-funded research 
program that launched this year.”

Their research is further supported 
through The Rosalinde and Arthur Gilbert 
Foundation – BSF Multiplier Research 
Grants Program. “I am thankful to the 
Gilbert Foundation for this special support 
and the opportunity to work together with 
Professor Raz in this exciting and useful 
research,” related Timmermans. “Often 
the social sciences are overlooked in 
favor of the hard sciences yet we believe 
it’s important to understand people’s 
behavior and the important health 
implications. Social dimensions translate 
into vital health outcomes.”

“My work can inform the geneticist how 
better to deliver medical information to the 

family,” Timmermans explained. “I have 
had the privilege of sitting in the room 
when families learn the news about the 
health of their infant. My observations can 

later inform how we better communicate 
this complex and potentially devastating 
news.” He stated, “I have great empathy 
for what these families go through. We 
hope our work will help ease the burden 
of relating the news and developing 
better ways of communicating critical 
health information.”

Raz continued, “Testing each and every 
newborn is one of the largest public 
health programs around. Yet in Israel it 
is little known or discussed by the public. 
We are trying to find out why, in light 
of the avid consumerist drive the Israeli 
public shows for prenatal testing. In 
Israel, parents whose newborns receive 
an abnormal test result hear from the 
medical system, but many do not know 
what the information really means. The 
baby looks healthy, and many parents 
are not sure what to make of the 
screening result in terms of the required 
medical supervision and treatment. By 
talking with parents and hearing their 
own experience, and comparing this 
to what happens in California where 
more than 50 diseases are being 
screened for, the project enables us 
to better understand, and improve, 
the complexities of risk communication 
between parents and doctors.”

Read more about their research on the 
BSF website: http://tinyurl.com/o9ljky3

My observations can later inform how we better 
communicate this complex and potentially 
devastating news.

Bergmann Awardees — Young Scientists Are Recognized

Named for Professor E. D. Bergmann, 
an internationally recognized organic 

chemist, the award honors Bergmann for his 
pivotal role in establishing the BSF and his 
service on its Board of Governors until his 
death in 1975. One of his special interests 
was the encouragement of young scientists. 
To honor his memory, in 1976 the Board of 

Governors established a special grant of 
$5,000 in his name that is awarded annually 
to promising young scientists. Candidates 
for the Prof. Bergmann Memorial Award are 
researchers of exceptional merit who are 
newly awarded BSF grantees and who meet 
the Bergmann criteria of being no more than 
35 years old and having received a doctoral 

degree within the past ten years. In 2014, 
four scientists were awarded the Bergmann 
Memorial Awards. Each share a deep 
curiosity, a passion for their work and an 
enthusiasm for scientific research.  We present 
a quick overview of their collaboration here. 
Read the full stories at the BSF website: http://
tinyurl.com/q9ovao5

and one black, that are now found in 
the United States and the phenomenon 
that these two species hybridize in the 
USA. They also are using cutting edge 
techniques to study and compare the 
genomes and physical traits of fire ants 
from the United States and from their 
native ranges in South America. This 
will help them understand how fire ants 
adapt to novel environments and how 
social behavior evolves. 

Award Winner Studies  
Cocktail Parties
Imagine you are surrounded by people at 
a fun and exciting party. You hear people 
around you talking, glasses clinking, and 
a sports game on a big screen television. 
What happens in your mind that allows 
you to instantly focus on the conversation 
about a friend’s recent trip to Cuba? 
Called the Cocktail Party Problem, this 
is what intrigues Elana Zion Golumbic, 
Senior Lecturer in the Gonda Brain 
Research Center, Bar Ilan University. 
As a cognitive neuroscientist she enjoys 
bridging the world of the physical and 
biological sciences with cognition. 

A recent recipient of the Bergmann 
Memorial Award, Zion Golumbic 
related, “From my perspective the big 
benefit of the BSF is the ability to sustain 
professional relationships”

Zion Golumbic studies how the brain 
distinguishes between the inputs from 
different speakers and can turn up 

the volume on one conversation while 
ignoring another. “Airplane pilots are an 
example for ‘attentional experts’, who 
excel in concentrating on one thing while 
scanning many other inputs at the same 
time,” related Zion Golumbic. “Many 
in our society find this difficult, such 
as the aging population with hearing 
loss, or those faced with the challenges 
of ADHD. As we better understand 
our behavior within the Cocktail Party 
setting, we can train people to gain 
control and be better attenders.”

Her colleague is David Poeppel, Professor 
of Psychology and Neural Science in 
the New York University Department of 
Psychology. He said, “We generated 
several papers together, bridging insights 
from animal physiology, human cognitive 
neuroscience, experimental psychology, 
and language research. She made 
fundamental progress using two highly 
complex brain recording techniques, the 
MEG and Electrocorticography (ECoG).” 

Spiders, Ant Lions, and 
Worm Lions — Their Stress 
Teaches Us About Our Stress 
“Why spiders?” chuckled Jonathan 
Pruitt, Assistant Professor, Department 
of Biological Sciences, University of 
Pittsburgh of his work with arachnids. 
“Frankly more of them fit into a drawer 
than, say, a Gorilla.” 

Award Winners Study Fire 
Ants — Invaders and Mutants
The BSF funded collaborative research 
between Eyal Privman, Assistant 
Professor, Institute of Evolution, 
Department of Evolutionary and 
Environmental Biology, University of 
Haifa and DeWayne Shoemaker, a 
researcher entomologist at the United 
States Department of Agriculture-
Agricultural Research Service, Center 
for Medical, Agricultural, and Veterinary 
Entomology in Gainesville, FL. Together 
they are studying the social biology and 
genomics of fire ants. “The fire ant is a 
horrible pest,” said Privman. “Millions 
of dollars are lost by the agricultural 
industry in damage each year. “

“I was honored to be among the 
Bergmann Memorial Award winners in 
2014,” related Privman. “I’m investing 
the award receipts into personnel for the 
laboratory. It will help fund a graduate 
student who will work with me on 
analyzing the ants’ genomic sequences.” 

Privman acknowledges that this 
prestigious award is good for his 
career. As a young researcher, the 
Bergmann award acknowledges his 
achievements and he is delighted to 
have been recognized.

Privman and Shoemaker are studying 
two different species of fire ants, one red Bergmann, continued on page four
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Howard Cedar, M.D., Ph.D.

Howard “Haim” Cedar — 
A Leader at BSF and in Genetic Research

Modest and unpretentious, Howard 
“Haim” Cedar, MD., Ph.D., the 

Harry and Helen L. Brenner Chair 
in Molecular Biology at the Hebrew 
University Hadassah Medical School in 
Jerusalem and a member of the Israel 
Academy of Science, has served on the 
BSF Board of Governors for four years. 
A former award recipient and panelist, 
Cedar knows better than most the 
importance of this funding organization. 
“The BSF is funding wonderful, 
wonderful scientific work through the 
collaborative partnerships,” he said. 
“Our concept is to engage scientists. We 
wrestle with wanting to support more 
research teams or giving more money to 
fewer laboratories. While the amounts 
might not be tremendous, we want to 
encourage people to work together.”

A pioneer whose curiosity continues to 
this day, Cedar’s work concerns how 
cells select the genetic information they 

need to function and ignore the rest of 
the genetic package. He describes the 
genetic information, or DNA, contained 
within every cell of our bodies as “an 
instruction booklet.” During his career, 
Cedar’s ground-breaking research has 
received prominent recognition including 
the Israel Prize and the Wolf Prize in 
Medicine, the Israeli version of the 
Nobel. In 2008, he was appointed the 
Hebrew University’s first Edmond J. Safra 
Distinguished Professor. He received 
the highly-prestigious Emet Prize in Life 
Sciences in 2009; and, more recently, 
became one of five recipients of the 2011 
Canada Gairdner International Awards.

“Science in Israel and the United 
States,” said Cedar, “has a lot in 
common, there is a shared line of 
communication between scientists. In 
both countries, people grow up learning 
to ask questions, being critical and 
giving credit to others. This is important 

to our shared culture and why scientists 
from our two countries work so well 
together.”

“There are different types of science,” 
he said, “applied and basic. In Israel, 
most of the work is basic research done 
in small labs built on a specific idea. 
This is the hallmark of Israeli research. 
BSF is an avenue for sharing this basic 
research with the world.”

To learn more about Haim Cedar, read 
the full story on the BSF website: http://
tinyurl.com/qenrafe

Learn More

Founded in 1972 by an agreement between 
the United States and Israel, the United 

States-Israel Binational Science Foundation 
(BSF) brings together premier American 
and Israeli researchers to promote scientific 
partnership between the two countries through 
collaborative, world-class research in a wide 
variety of basic and applied scientific fields. 
The areas of research include mathematics, 
physics, chemistry, biology, life sciences, and 
biomedical engineering, among many others.

For more information on the BSF, visit our 
websites at:

http://www.bsf.org.il     http://www.afbsf.org

U.S.-Israel Binational Science Foundation
Headquarters
Yair Rotstein, Executive Director
8 Hamarpeh Street
Jerusalem ISRAEL 91450
972-2-5828239
yair@bsf.org.il

U.S.-Israel Binational Science Foundation
United States Office
Carol Effrat, 
Deputy Director of External Affairs
288 Addison Drive
Kissimmee FL   34759
305-588-9277
carol@bsf.org.il   

He and his research collaborator Inon 
Scharf, Senior Lecturer, Department of 
Zoology, Tel Aviv University were both 
Bergmann Memorial Award winners 
in 2014. Their work has real world 
applications that might help us better 
understand how humans deal with stress. 
Their BSF funded research involves 
studying insects and how stress relates 
to their development and personality.

“We both work with invertebrates that 
build traps,” said Scharf. “I study worm 
lions and ant lions. Both of these species 
dig pits in the sand and wait for their 
prey to step in.” Scharf is interested in 

learning if the unique personality types 
observed in the insect will last the insect’s 
lifetime through the metamorphosis 
stages of larva, pupa and the adult. 
He observes that insects do display 
unique personality traits but strives to 
understand if these traits correlate with 
their behavior through life. 

“With my research,” explained Pruitt, 
“personality traits are unique to each 
animal and to each type of breed. 
Consider how different your pet beagle 
is from your pet golden retriever. Stress 
in the wild influences if the animal lives 
or dies, if it can acquire resources and 

territory. Stressors over time define the 
animal’s personality. I’m interested in the 
evolutionary origins of stress.”

Their Bergmann Memorial Awards 
added both additional financial 
resources and prestige. Said Scharf, 
“This award for young researchers is 
very important. What I love about the 
BSF is it’s emphasis on getting scientists 
together.” Pruitt concurred, “I like the 
BSF’s emphasis on collaboration. Most 
funding agencies don’t stress that 
aspect. Collaboration creates a cross 
fertilization synergy.”

Bergmann, continued from page three


