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Uri Marinov

To Be  
or Not to Be





This is about the journey for preserving Israel’s environment,

from the days when we overlooked the damage we caused 

our land and our planet, to the “Green Era”,

as seen through the eyes of the man who established the 

Ministry of Environment and led the revolution.
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“If you want to learn about the health of a population, look 

at the air they breathe, the water they drink, and the places 

where they live.”

Hippocrates (5th century B.C.)



“In all the lands that stretch from Cadiz  

to the Ganges and the Dawn,

there are few who, free of a cloud of errors,  

can discern true good

from a host of opposites.”

Roman Poet Juvenal, Satire 10   



Dedicated with love to my wife,

our children and grandchildren,

in the hope that they would live to see a better world.
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How This Book Came to Be

With thanks to Z, without whom none of this would 
have happened.

In one of the newest buildings of the Sheba hospital, there is a 

center by the name of “The Institute of Medical Surveillance”. 

The center has been operating there for several years now, 

and it is frequented daily by dozens of people, most of whom 

are executives who undergo a series of periodic examinations 

within hours of their arrival there.

I was fortunate enough to personally know and work 

with Professor Chaim Sheba – the founder and first director 

general of the hospital. Several years later, following Professor 

Sheba’s passing, I also encountered his predecessor, Professor 

Mordecai Shani, who went on to become the hospital’s director 

general and who suggested I undergo a physical examination 

there. Since that time, I have been going there to have all my 

examinations.

On one such visit, in the early morning hours in one of 

the first months of 2012, I met a man in the waiting room, 

who served in a string of high-powered positions within the 

Israeli defense system, and later on, also managed one of the 
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country’s leading infrastructure facilities. I will not mention 

his name but will refer to him only as Z. Suffice to say that 

we had our fair share of heated arguments during the time 

he served in his senior civilian position, which led to my 

decision in the early 1980s, when I served as director of the 

“Environmental Protection Service” (EPS), to file a personal 

suit against Z on charges of air pollution, in accordance with 

the law for hazard prevention. 

All the measures we had taken against Z’s facility up to that 

moment bore little fruit, and so I was left with no choice but 

to consider a personal law suit. Ever since then, even after 

both of us have retired from our positions, whenever we 

would run into each other, we would do our best to remain 

civil toward one another. On that particular morning, much 

like previous occasions, we shook hands politely, and I 

immediately began to look for a place to sit. Since it was a 

particularly busy morning, the only available seat was on 

the bench next to Z. I sat with my back to him, and he must 

not have noticed that I was within earshot of him, because 

I heard him tell the man next to him who I was, and how I 

attempted to force him to diminish the air pollution that was 

“allegedly”, so he said, caused by his plant. He then went on 

with elaborate descriptions of how he “gave me the boot” 

and some other choice phrases I would rather not repeat.

If anyone of my readers recognizes Z, it might hurt his 

reputation, for the man fabricated the entire story. The truth 

was completely different; despite the disadvantage of the 

small government establishment I headed, compared to the 

high-end facility he managed, and despite the fact that he was 
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a war hero with social standing (while I was a young farmer 

and former kibbutz member who had only just returned 

from my studies abroad and was making my first move in the 

public sphere), Z was trying to recruit not only the Minister 

of Energy but also the Prime Minister himself for the war he 

waged against me.

Still, there was one thing he didn’t take into account; the 

fact that we knew we had to be trailblazers in this field and 

must not back down. Therefore, we issued a personal warrant 

against Z, which compelled him to diminish the damages 

for which his facility was responsible. There was nothing he 

could do; unlike his foes on the battle field in the depths of 

night, here Z had to surrender and retrieve his appeal to the 

Supreme Court. From that day on, he was forced to meet all 

of the restrictions we put on him. 

As I listened reluctantly to the story he was telling there in 

Sheba Hospital, I knew I had no choice; it was time to write 

down the entire truth – the whole history of how the Israeli 

environment has been preserved throughout the years. 

However, this was not the first time I heard such lies and 

fabrications; there have been many times when I heard the 

history of how we founded the “Environment Protection 

Service” and later, the Ministry of the Environment (which in 

2006 officially became the Israeli Ministry of Environmental 

Protection) and of my part as the founder of the ministry. 

There would always be someone jumping up and claiming 

that it wasn’t true.
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There was one individual, whose name I have forgotten 

long ago, who would follow me like a shadow and find any 

opportunity to shout out that it wasn’t me who succeeded 

against all odds and contradictory interests to establish the 

ministry. Over the years, I have encountered quite a few 

individuals who swore that they were the ones who established 

the Ministry of the Environment with their bare hands. 

Well, it’s time to tell the true story. As the one who was 

there since the very start of the foundation of the Israeli 

environmental administration – from a complete lack of 

awareness to the establishment and operation of an official 

government ministry – I always believed that this story must 

be written, even before that morning at Sheba Hospital.

The one who urged me to do it was Professor Yechezkel Dror. 

As a professor of political science and a researcher in the field 

of public administration, I have often invited him to lecture 

before our service staff, and he adamantly claimed, all those 

years, that it was my duty to write a journal and systematically 

document everything that was happening. Unfortunately, not 

only did I not listen to him, but some of the articles I have 

written and the speeches I have made got lost over the years 

one way or another. The files that had been kept in my office, 

throughout the twenty-three years during which I served as 

head of the Environmental Protection Service and as Director 

General of the Ministry of Environmental Protection, were 

locked away, and I was denied access to them the very day 

that Minister Ora Namir announced that my term in office 

was over. I must say that the speed with which the security 
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officer and/or the clerks at the state archives react to changes 

is defiantly admirable: Not an hour passed from the moment 

my dismissal had been announced, before two representatives 

of the state archives appeared in my office. Without a single 

word, they gathered all the files in my office, including personal 

files in which I kept drafts of articles and speeches, and took 

them away.

Throughout my entire 23 years of working in the government 

sector, I have never given any thought to what I might do 

after my service is over; and unlike others, I never bothered 

transferring any documents or written materials to my home. 

I did not even own any copies of Biosphere, the paper we 

have been publishing since 1971 when I was still head of the 

Life Sciences Division at the National Council for Research 

and Development. The staff at the archives permitted me 

to take only a small portion of the articles, and several book 

chapters and other published materials. That is the reason I 

have avoided writing this book all those years.

When I became a professor at the department of Natural 

Resources and Environmental Management at Haifa University, 

my colleague Professor Nurit Kliot and I offered students an 

optional course, inviting them to participate in the writing of 

the book. We entrusted them with a long list of topics, yet the 

submissions we received did not reflect the nature we were 

hoping the book would have. I decided it would be better to 

write the book myself rather than attempt to rewrite works by 

students. A short while later, I abandoned that idea too – until 

that day when I ran into Z at Sheba Hospital. I never wrote a 

journal during my work in the government, but as I have been 
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retelling the history of the struggle to protect the environment 

to students for years, I did have the details written down, both 

on paper and in my memory. Seeing as there is no shortage 

of scientific publications in the environmental field (a field 

that until about 40 years ago was an uncharted territory and 

today is in the center of public debate), I decided to tell the 

story in first person. After all, I was there for every moment 

of it: every plot twist, every achievement, facing every hurdle 

and hardship, and anticipating any breakthrough.

I experienced, firsthand, the struggle against bureaucracy, 

petty politicians, stake holders and heavyweight moguls; I 

faced budget problems; and understood the need to learn, 

develop, catch-up and progress from one moment to another 

in a world where one moment’s sensation becomes ridiculous 

ancient history the next.

Now, nearing the end of the beginning, a few words about 

the title of the book and its cover photo: Any person who has 

ever been asked to appear on the radio or television, knows 

that moment when the technician pins a microphone on the 

interviewee’s chest and asks them to say a few words to make 

sure the microphone is working. In the professional lingo, this 

is called a “balance.” For many, this is an awkward moment as 

they try to find the “right words” and usually end up counting 

from one to ten. I, however, use any such opportunity to 

quote the famous phrase that Shakespeare put into Hamlet’s 

mouth: “To be or not to be, that is the question.” At times, 

the technicians would snicker at this, and probably say to 

themselves, let’s see if he knows the rest; to which I would 

respond by continuing: “Whether ‘tis nobler in the mind to 
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suffer the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. Or to take 

arms against a sea of troubles, and by opposing end them?” 

(At this point the technicians would lose their patience, cut 

in and say: “Okay, that’s enough!”). 

My acquaintance with “Hamlet” began during the time I 

was sent by Kibbutz Nahal Oz to serve as an instructor for 

the northern branch of the United Kibbutz Movement in Tel 

Aviv. I decided to take advantage of that opportunity to study 

theatre. One afternoon, I unapologetically knocked on the door 

of Peter Frye, one of the most significant theatre directors in 

those days and a teacher at heart, on Zeitlin Street, thinking 

it would be interesting to get to know and maybe even work 

with the man. It was his wife, actress, Batya Lanzet, who 

opened the door. I introduced myself, and she immediately 

invited me in. Thus began our strong friendship, which, sadly, 

lasted only a short time.

A while later, Peter invited me to be his assistant on a 

production he was directing called They Knew What They 

Wanted, Hem Yad’u Ma Retzonam. I then spent several 

fascinating weeks in the shed of the Ohel Theatre on HaYarkon 

Street in Tel Aviv, following closely the cast led by the great 

star Meir Margalit, who would make everyone laugh during 

rehearsals.

Still, my “theatrical career” was soon nipped in the bud; for 

before the play even premiered, I was elected by the Ministry 

of Agriculture to travel to Denmark for six months as part of 

an agricultural youth exchange program; that was an offer I 

could not refuse.
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I met Peter Frye again upon my return from Denmark, and he 

suggested I join a group of young actors he was instructing, in 

the hopes of transforming them into a theatre group. Together 

we worked on “Hamlet,” but that theatrical endeavor, too, came 

to a swift end when I was sent to the United States on behalf 

of the United Jewish Appeal to appear at a benefit for Israel.

I returned from across the sea with a small transistor 

radio, which must have been one of the first of its kind in the 

country, and a tape-recorder. I used that extraordinary devise 

to record monologues from “Hamlet” that I would read out, 

and I slowly began to memorize them all by heart. I enjoyed 

recording them and playing them to others.

I had one more, brief encounter with the theatre, when 

I served as director, Hey Kaylos’s assistant on the Eugene 

O’Neill play The Emperor Jones. Immediately after, I began my 

university studies, so my experiments with the world of theatre 

ended completely. Still, I never forgot the Hamlet monologue. 

The first half of that monologue perfectly represents my 

feelings about what is happening in the world with regard to 

the environment and the answer to the question of whether 

or not we will still be here in the future, and whether or not 

there is a future to this world depends solely on us.

I used that monologue frequently when I began my work in 

the environmental field; it was the first little step in the long, 

arduous, and fascinating journey I have been on for most of 

my life – over forty-five years now.

There was an image I saw several years ago, which always 

takes me back to that same feeling: It was a painting by the 
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name of “Life and Death” by the artist Gustav Klimt that I saw 

hanging in the Leopold Museum in Vienna, when I visited 

there with my wife. What drew me to this painting more than 

the others in the museum was the image of the angel of death, 

as it stood gazing upon a group of people, all sleeping or dead, 

and only one woman had her eyes open.

Klimt created that painting between 1910 and 1915, but 

I attribute it to the situation that our world is in, even in 

this day and age: The entire world’s population seems to be 

dormant, and only one woman is watching the angel of death 

as it stands in the doorway.

I purchased a postcard of the painting in the museum gift 

shop, and it stands on my work desk to this day. I often present 

the postcard in my lectures and ask the students to tell me 

what it represents to them. Only a few see what I see in it.

Unfortunately, I don’t believe that many of the policy leaders 

in Israel or abroad truly fathom – on the practical level, beyond 

just words – the fact that we must wake up and prevent the 

danger that is hovering above our heads, the danger of us 

destroying the planet on which we live. Global warming is 

the most severe problem we are facing nowadays, and we 

only have a few years to prevent the catastrophes that might 

endanger the entire existence of our civilization.
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Between the Cowshed  
and the Tower

From a mud puddle in Nahal Oz to CBS studios  
in New York

Following several rainy days in the winter of 1956, Kibbutz 

Nahal Oz was buried in mud. Although bits of pavement 

could still be seen leading from one spot to another, most of 

the land was a puddle of muddy waters, and you had to have 

your boots on to keep from sinking. Come morning, the sun 

finally shone, and after a whole night of milking cows, I was 

finally on my way to the dining room for breakfast.

At the Ayanot Agricultural School, I learned that cows must be 

milked three times a day to maximize their production. Thus, 

with unrelenting stubbornness, I awake at 2 a.m. to the sound 

of the guard on duty, put on my reeking work clothes, and 

make my way in the darkness to our small cowshed. We still 

don’t have a milking machine, so I pull up a little stool amid 

the manure, sit down, and begin milking, while occasionally 

getting whipped by a piss-drenched cow tail. The cows line up 


