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Developing Physics in Nablus 
 

Hadil Abualrob and Ahmed Bassalat are two young professors at An Najah University in 
Nablus, West Bank. They tell us about the development of Physics at this university.  

We arrived in 2008 at the University Paris-Sud in Orsay, with the combined support of the 
French Consulate in Jerusalem and the university, to do a Master's degree which then led to 
theses at the LAL (Linear Accelerator Laboratory) in Orsay and at SOLEIL, the synchrotron in 
Saclay. Returning to Nablus in 2016, we began teaching at An Najah University, where we 
were already assistants before our departure. We quickly launched various projects, in 
connection with our thesis laboratories: winter school in high energy physics, contact with 
SESAME, use of a telescope, invitations to foreign professors, work with CERN and 
collaboration with the University Paris-Sud.  
 

 
Overview of the new campus of An Najah University in Nablus 

 

1. Presentation of An Najah National University in Nablus (NNU)  
The University of Nablus originated as a school created in 1918. In 1965, it became a Teacher 
Training Institute and in 1977, a National University with 2 faculties: Science and Arts.  
It finds its own funding (donations and school fees) and receives limited assistance from the 
Palestinian Authority due to financial difficulties. It has 24,000 students enrolled, 60% of whom 
are women. It is currently the largest university in Palestine with 13 faculties, awarding 87 
Bachelor's degrees and 47 Master's degrees. It has 17 research centres. It employs 1080 teacher-
researchers and 900 administrative staff. It is now qualified to deliver PhD’s in physics, 
chemistry and recently in Islamic studies. It is the first and only Palestinian institution to award 
doctoral degrees at the moment.  

It now extends over 4 campuses. The old campus is for Humanities. The new campus is hosting 
the Sciences (Faculties and Research Centres), with the Faculty of Medicine and Health 
Sciences (medicine, pharmacy, optometry, health care, medical analysis laboratory), the 
Faculty of Veterinary Sciences, the Faculty of Engineering Sciences (physics, chemistry, 
biotechnology, mathematics) and of Information. It also includes the Hisham Hijawi Technical 
College. In Kadoorie is the Faculty of Agriculture. A very advanced hospital was created in 
2013. The university has a multimedia center, a broadcasting channel and a television channel.  
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The Physics Department was created in 1980 with very significant support from the University 
of Paris-Sud (Orsay), CERN, LAL and SESAME. It now has 6 professors, 12 assistants or 
associate professors, all Palestinians of origin, including 3 doctors trained in France (Orsay and 
Bordeaux). The others received their training in the United States, Europe (Italy) and Turkey. 
They teach 200 undergraduate students, 20 master's students and 4 thesis students with a 
majority of girls. Several professors, present since the creation, are reaching retirement age, so 
it will be necessary to ensure the succession. For more information on An Najah, see the 
websites https://www.najah.edu/en/ and https://sci.najah.edu/  
 

2. The High Energy Winter School in Palestine (WISHEPP).  

This school was created in 2016 by Achille Stocchi of the University of Paris-Sud-Orsay/LAL 
and Ahmed Bassalat of the Physics Department at An Najah University, with the support of the 
University of Paris-Sud, LAL, CERN and the fRench Consulate. The 2nd edition was held in 
November 2017, over a week: http://wishepp2017.lal.in2p3.fr/, while the 3rd WISHEPP took 
place from 10 to 16 November 2018: http://wishepp2018.lal.in2p3.fr/lectures/. 
It is addressed through 4 types of activities, to a very varied public:  

1) to physics students,  
2) to any student in Nablus and West Bank,  

3) to a wide audience for popularization conferences (e. g. "Do we understand Einstein's theory 
of relativity? The case of the Twin paradox" by Jean-Marc Lévy Leblond. Or "A journey in the 
world of particle physics: The Higgs boson discovery" by Marie-Hélène Schune and Achille 
Stocchi).  

4) finally, special events are organized for high school teachers in the northern West Bank and 
their students: campus visits, conferences (e.g.: the colour of the sky, the adventure of particle 
physics...) 
In addition to its promoters, the school is run by several teachers or researchers from Orsay, 
Nice, Florence and CERN. In plenary session, it welcomed Rolf Heuer, the former Director 
General of CERN, heads of International Relations (Patrick Fassnacht in 2017, Martin Gastal 
in 2018) and CERN Communication, James Gillies.  
Bachelor's and Master's students meet and follow 3 to 4 courses a day on subjects such as 
particle physics, gravitational waves, detectors, accelerators and cosmology. For the TDs, 
students form teams. About ten students who are particularly active during the sessions are 
offered scholarships for an internship in France, the objective being to create a research team.  
This school was created to promote Science and Physics, and now involves the entire Physics 
department. It receives significant support from the French Consulate, the university and the 
government. The Minister of Education came to award the diplomas in 2017 and opened the 
school in 2018, together with the Minister of Telecommunications, at the invitation of Professor 
Kerieh Rassas, who studied in Paris-Sud in 1990 and is Vice-President of the University and 
Advisor to the Prime Minister.  
For the future, our ambition is to extend it to the region and then to the national and international 
levels. For the first session, we announced 45 student places and received 130 applications from 
4 universities (NNU, PTU Tulkarem, AAU Jenin and Birzeit). To meet the demand, we doubled 
the number of seats and asked speakers to double their courses. In 2018, we received 20 
international applications, including 4 from Gaza, but unfortunately only one Jordanian student 
obtained the visa.  



	 3	

 

 
 

 
 

A group of high school girls 
from around Nablus, invited to 
An Najah University for public 
lectures in physics and 
astronomy at the WISHEPP 
Winter School (November 2018). 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
After the 2017 school, 5 students went on a 5-month internship: 2 in a summer school in 
Slovenia, one in a summer school at CERN and 2 in SESAME. A student did his master's 
internship in France and returned to An Najah to support his master's degree. Internships (a 
dozen since 2016) are funded as much as possible by the host laboratories or by Ministry grants. 
Two students came to complete their studies at the LAL with 3-month internships during which 
they participated in the writing of 2 articles on the LHCb experiment at CERN and the VIRGO 
experiment.  

Its promoters underline the high quality of the public in these schools, especially students who 
are of very high standard. The proposal to regionalize this winter school was well received, 
with real political will and strong support from the President.  
 

3. Collaboration with the international research centre SESAME (Direct. Khaled Toukan)  

SESAME is an accelerator for the Middle East located in Jordanian territory. Annual visits are 
organised for around ten students, who have been able to do their internship at the end of their 
studies (Licence) or Master's degree. Another student is completing her Master internship on 
the use of the very first infrared beam for water analysis. However, crossing the border is still 
a problem: it is often only open for 3 hours on Fridays and Saturdays...  
 

4. The Telescope  

A telescope was donated by Suleiman Baraka (professor at Al Aqsa University in Gaza) to the 
physics department of An Najah. He was blocked in Gaza by Israel for 3 years until Rami 
Hamdallah (Prime Minister and current President of the university) put him in an official car. 
It is now installed on the roof of the university but we are not allowed to move it! Nevertheless, 
we try to make many high school students and our students benefit from it through observations 
and experiences. Sessions are also held for a wider audience. We are looking for teachers or 
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researchers to make it work and make the most of it. A volunteer from the United States, Robert 
Hyndryx, has had very successful stays. We are calling for specialists.  
 

5. Invitations of professors  

We invited Prof. John Weiner to teach a Master's course with Hadil Abualrob in March 2018 
for two months. This experience was very positive because it allowed us to see other ways of 
teaching and to welcome specialists. We intend to renew it.  
 

6. PhD in Physics  

For the first time in Palestine, a PhD in Physics was awarded in 2017. It is a great source of 
pride.  
 

7. Centre of Excellence for Particle and High Energy Physics (CEP2)  
A server and equipment were donated by CERN and the LAL to start creating CEP2. We thank 
the donors and hope that these devices will be able to reach us.  
 

8. Conclusion  

A strong international collaboration, initiated during doctoral studies in France and maintained 
after the return of the young doctors, has led to the creation of an annual winter school (even if 
it is often hot!), opening the doors of physics and research in the field of HEP, synchrotron and 
science conducted at CERN and SESAME. International collaborations are the best way for 
countries with only a small scientific community and limited budgets to develop research and 
science. SESAME will undoubtedly improve the quality of research in the region.  

We are looking for new collaborations with other international institutions, student exchanges 
and expertise, especially to get the most out of our telescope. A policy of inviting teachers 
makes it possible to add skills in areas that are not yet well developed locally. Two-month 
invitations are desirable, although not easy especially for active teachers, and require that the 
schedules be arranged, which often happens anyway to accommodate the schedules of students, 
many of whom have to work to pay their tuition fees.  

Finally, an Erasmus + mobility project recently obtained with the University of Paris-Sud will 
finance student and teacher exchanges for 2 years, but it will be necessary to work to make the 
Palestinian system compatible with the European LMD system.  
In addition, CERN signed in 2015 an International Cooperation Agreement (ICA) with the 
Prime Minister of the Palestinian Authority, to admit Palestine as a collaborative state to CERN.  
Bilaterally, an agreement was signed between Paris-Sud and An Najah universities in 2009 and 
has since been renewed. There is no joint committee at the country level, but there is a Hubert 
Curien (Al Maqdisi) program of the French ministries (MEAE and MESRI) that supports 
collaborative research projects, including 2 with An Najah University.  
 

 Ahmed Bassalat, Hadil Abualrob 
An Najah National University  

 


