
The Oleander Initiative

From Beirut to Jerusalem...to Hiroshima? The Middle East, Peace Building and Japan's "City of Peace" 

Ray Matsumiya has worked in public diplomacy and peacebuilding in the Middle East region since 
1997. During this time, his organization, the University of the Middle East Project (UME) has 
implemented 45 programs in the United States, Spain, Morocco, Jordan, Lebanon, and Egypt for over 
2500 educators and civil society leaders. However, during UME’s 20-year history, no program has been 
more effective than one implemented in a most surprising location – Japan. 
 
In 2016, UME implemented the Oleander Initiative - a program that gathers high school teachers from 
throughout the Middle East/North Africa (MENA) region and the US to Hiroshima, Japan to co-design 
peace education projects for their students. Over the past three years, the "lessons of Hiroshima" have 
resonated deeply in the MENA region and Oleander educators have gone on to impact tens of 
thousands of students in their home countries.  
 
This presentation will explore why the Oleander Initiative has been so successful including: the political/ 
cultural perceptions of Japan in the MENA region, the intercultural dynamics of American and Middle 
Eastern participants interacting in the third culture of Japan, and the unique qualities of the “City of 
Peace” that make it a particularly effective location for peacebuilding programs.  

A brief description of the Oleander Initiative can be found on the next page.  
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The Oleander Initiative
Months after the atomic bomb was dropped over Hiroshima, Japan, a small patch of 
red oleander flowers bloomed out of the irradiated rubble. Since then, red oleander 
has symbolized both the dangers of nuclear war and the hope of a more peaceful 
future. In a similar spirit, the Oleander Initiative leverages the “power of place” of the 
city of Hiroshima – the first city to be devastated by nuclear weapons – to harness the 
power of education to promote more peaceful societies.  

The Oleander Initiative gathers educators from around the world to work together and 
transform the lessons of Hiroshima into locally relevant and impactful peace 
education activities for their students.  The Oleander Initiative generates deep 

awareness of the catastrophic humanitarian impacts of nuclear weapons and equips participants with unique 
intellectual tools to promote peace within their educational systems. 

Program Description: From July 31– August 9, 2019, 20 educators from the Middle East, North Africa, US and 
Japan will gather together during the 74th anniversary of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, today a vibrant 
metropolis known as the City of Peace. During the program, Oleander educators develop lesson plans for their 
students informed by interactions with atomic bomb survivors, Japanese educators, and from experts on the 
humanitarian impact of nuclear war. These lesson plans -- fine-tuned and co-developed with Oleander staff and 
fellow participants during the program – are designed to have a concrete and tangible impact on their students 
and communities. After implementing their lesson plans, Oleander educators widely disseminate Oleander 
content within their educational systems via “train the trainer” workshops. Now in its fourth year, the Oleander 
Initiative has potentially impacted over 187,000 students in the US, Middle East, North Africa and Japan.  

Organizer: The Oleander Initiative is organized by the University of the Middle East Project (UME), a US 501c 
3 non-profit, non-partisan organization that builds bridges through education. Since its inception in 1997, UME 
has implemented 45 programs for over 2500 educators and community leaders. These programs have been co-
organized with prestigious agencies such as the U.S. Department of State, UNESCO, the UN Alliance of 
Civilizations, and the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Endorsements: Endorsements include: Kazumi Matsui, Mayor of Hiroshima, Tomihisa Taue, Mayor of Nagasaki, 
US Senator Edward Markey, Farouk EL-Baz, prominent Egyptian scientist, and Henry Rosovsky, Former Acting 
President of Harvard University and Order of the Sacred Treasure (瑞宝章) recipient.

Program Activities:

• Instruction from top academics in the fields 
of peace education and nuclear weapons issues

• Testimonials from hibakusha atomic bomb 
survivors 

• August 6thatomic bombing memorial 
ceremony hosted by the city of Hiroshima

• Educational collaborations with teachers and 
students from Hiroshima

• Visits to Miyajima and Hiroshima Castle

• Rich cross-cultural activities between Middle 
East, US and Japanese participants   

• Attendance at the World Conference against A 
& H bombs, the oldest and largest of its type

• Personalized guidance to assist development 
of educational activities best suited for Oleander 
educators’ local contexts

• Cultural Activities including Kagura 
performance, tea ceremony, and calligraphy
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