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In the past two years, Project Interchange has accelerated its outreach to Muslim leaders around the 
world.  
 
This seminar was designed to enhance understanding of Israel and extend relationships with leading 
French Muslims identified by AJC’s Representative in Paris.  Through these efforts, a diverse and 
high ranking group of French-Muslim leaders were invited to Israel and received by Israeli and 
Palestinian government elite, including Presidents Shimon Peres and Mahmoud Abbas.  Participants 
met with members of the Israeli Knesset and officials of the Palestinian Authority in Bethlehem. The 
group enjoyed a dinner hosted by the Ambassador from France to Israel, Jean-Michel Casa, at his 
residence; and a visit to Haram Al Sharif. The delegation also learned about projects aimed at 
encouraging cooperation between Arab and Jewish Israelis, such as the "Bridge over the Wadi" 
School in Kfar Kara; and about the state of interfaith and intergroup relations with Dr. Rabbi Dov 
Maimon. Briefings with Israeli political and civic leaders provided insights into contemporary Israeli 
society and politics. An understanding of Israel’s security concerns emerged from tours of the 
security barrier in the North and review of regional strategic issues with IDF representatives and 
non-governmental experts. 
 
 
Participants 
 
Rachida Belliard  
Development Director,  
Pertinence Conseil & Formation 
 
Malika Benlarbi  
Deputy Prefect of Police, Paris 
 
Boris Boillon  
Diplomatic Advisor to the President on the 
Maghreb, the Arab world & Israel  
 
Jeannette Bougrab  
Member, French Administrative Supreme Court   
 
Hanifa Cherifi  
General Inspector & Ombudsman 
Ministry of Education  
 
Mohamed Douhane  
Commandant of Police, Paris 
 
Mafjid El Jarroudi  
President, French Young Entrepreneurs 
 
Nacer Kettane  
General Director and CEO of Beur Radio & TV  
 

Dalila Kherchouche  
Journalist, Madame Figaro  
 
Fadila Mehal  
Director of Culture 
National Agency for Culture and Equal 
Opportunity  
 
Fadia Otte  
President of Safe World Peace  
 
Aziz Senni  
Businessman and community leader 
 
Francois-Aissa Touazi  
Senior Advisor on Middle East Affairs, AXA 
Corporation 
 
Tayeb Touazi  
Deputy Mayor of Dreux 
 
Valerie Hoffenberg (Staff) 
Director, AJC Office 
Paris, France 
 
Sebastien Kopelianskis (Staff) 
Assistant Director, AJC Office, Paris 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



Participant Comments  
 
Mohamed Douhane:  
“This trip was illuminating…we now have to light the flame of brotherhood in our country and put the 
candle on the table of discord.  I had never experienced a trip that has been as fulfilling as this one. 
I will never thank AJC enough for what I discovered.” 
 
Nacer Kettane:  
“I could not pronounce the name of the country, I would only say the “Zionist Entity” and I did not 
believe Hamas was a terrorist organization. Now I fully understood that Israelis have a strong 
commitment for peace. I thought Israel was a bossy, self-confident and dominator (sic) country. I 
realized that the society is in fact diverse, almost fragile, and I therefore understood its need for 
security. It is probably the only country in the region where, in the same city, people can attend 
freely to a service either in a synagogue, a mosque or a church. It would not be the case in 
Jerusalem is it was still under Arab domination.” 
 
Dalila Kherchouche:  
“Before the trip, I was pro-Palestinian. Now, I am both pro-Palestinian and pro-Israel, because one 
cannot go without the other. I discovered a very open-minded society, and a will for peace.” 
 
Rachida Belliard:  
“The trip made profound changes in my perception of the conflict.” 
 
Jeannette Bougrab:  
“Visiting Israel enabled me to understand myself better. Going to Yad Vashem and debating with 
Rachel Korazim on the Impact of the Holocaust on Israeli Society were the most touching moments. 
I could relate to my own suffering and to the global issue of integration of minorities, including in 
France. I was also fascinated by the dynamism of Israeli civil society.” 
 
Madjid El Jarroudi:  
“It was very stimulating, it had a thorough overview of the Israeli challenges. I am now convinced 
that most of the Israelis want peace and the idea of a viable Palestinian state is completely 
accepted.” 
 
Malika Benlarbi:  
“Meeting President Peres was one of the most touching moments of my life. I was struck by his 
greatness, his humanity, and the emotion he shared with us.” 
  
Fadila Mehal:  
“I understood the complexity of the regional stakes, and the role of the neighboring countries. I was 
very surprised by the openness of our discussions and how open-minded is the Israeli society, that 
speaks with no taboo.” 
 

Evidence of Impact 
 
Following the Israeli incursion into Gaza, and during a reunion with the AJC's France Representative, 
alumni developed and then published a National Plea for understanding and tolerance 
which appeared in Le Parisien newspaper January 10th, 2009. 
 
Furthermore, alumnus Nacer Kettane, founding president of the most popular TV station and Radio 
Channel in the Muslim community, had the idea, together with Bernard Abouaf, director of the #1 
Jewish radio station, to organize a conference to enhance inter-religious dialogue and promote 
national coexistence. Both stations heavily advertised the conference, entitled “A Better 
Understanding for an Improved Coexistence” to help achieve this objective. 
 
On February 5th 2009 many PI alumni from the French Muslim and other previous seminars 
participated in the Conference, which was held at the National Assembly and organized by the AJC 
Paris office.  The Conference was a big success, as more than 300 people (40% Muslims, 40% Jews 



& 20%Christians) attended the four round tables on intercultural dialogue, the values of the French 
Republic, the role of religion in the State and the question of identity. 
 
Key participants included experts from different Institutions (National Education, Police, Social 
Centers), representing civil society, religious leaders and key politicians such as the Majority Leader, 
two Members of Government and a leader of the opposition. 
 
Alumni Mohamed Douhane, Fadila Mehal, Fadia Otte, Naima M’Faddel, Hanifa Cherifi were asked to 
be speakers at the round tables. Their experience during the Project Interchange seminar was 
discussed, and they mentioned how enlightening the experienced had been.  Mr. Francois Touazi 
also provided a list of 150 very important and influential Muslim leaders whose attendance he 
recommended. Several media articles mentioned the conference, one of which is listed and 
translated into English below. 
 

 
Translation: 
 
French Muslims Issue an Appeal 
They remember from their trip to the Middle East last September (sic), a phrase of Mahmoud Abbas: 
“Tell the French who identify with the Palestinian cause that I would never accept one single violent 
act against young Jews perpetrated in the name of our cause.”   
 
These are the sentiments, emphasized by the President of the Palestinian Authority that a dozen 
high level French Muslims want to share with French society.  Doctor, radio news Presenter, Chief of 
police, Deputy Prefect of Paris, business manager, writer, consultant, Association Directors-- this is 
the nature of a group of important figures from northern African origin, who with the support of the 
American Jewish Committee, have spoken out against the importation of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict to France. 
 
This appeal coincides with the demonstration taking place today in Paris at 3pm, at the Republic 
Square, against the IDF offensive in Gaza. “We ratify our commitment with the creation of an 
economically viable Palestinian state, living side by side with the State of Israel, in peace and 
security” say the signatories. “We refuse the import of violence to the French landscape, which 
undermines the cordiality in which we live together and to which we are all committed.” 
 
Condemn anti-Semitism 
This appeal resulted from a general state of vigilance against all community friction. “The conflict in 
Gaza creates a state of social tension in France” describes Aziz Senni, business manager and author 
of “The Social Elevator is Broken, I took the Stairs.  “We should condemn the anti-Semitic acts in 
France.”  While in Israel, these French leaders have also met with Shimon Peres, the President of the 



State of Israel. They anticipate other exchanges with Jewish representatives in France and in local 
neighborhoods. 


