Evaluation of IAF seminar "Strategic Planning", May-Jun 2011 – Ilai Harsgor-Hendin

I participated in IAF seminar "Strategic Planning" which was held between May 22nd and June 3rd. It was my second IAF seminar, after participating in the "Liberalism Today – Freedom First" seminar last year. This time I represented "Be Free Israel", in which I manage all the online activity. I came to the seminar in order to improve my planning skills as well as passing this knowledge to the rest of the organization.

Unlike my last seminar, this one was less theoretical and much more practical. In fact, the subject was the most practical subject I can think of: How to achieve a goal. It sounds simple, but in order to plan a strategy for any organization, one has to conduct an extensive research and do a lot of thinking.

Of course, as usual, the seminar was well organized. The academy is a very convenient place which offers all needed services, including nice rooms, high quality and varied food, convenient seminar rooms and very good conditions in general. As in my previous seminar, the administrative staff was very friendly. In fact, I felt quite at home.

The seminar was organized step by step. We learned about the importance of vision and goals and had many discussions about the right way to handle these issues, both in theory and in practice. The seminar included both lectures about various subjects (like Game Theory) and self practicing in various fields like an environmental scanning in Cologne. Each subject was based on the previous steps, so at the end of the seminar we got quite a good picture of what strategic planning is about.
Most of the seminar was focused on the business world and less on NGOs and political parties, so we couldn't get to the unique characteristics of planning strategies for these organizations.

The seminar included two excursions: a short one to Cologne, in which we had an opportunity to visit the city and make a SWOT analysis for our group task, and a long visit to Hamburg. The Hamburg excursion combined in a very nice way a visit of the city and a study of strategic planning in practice. We had the opportunity to learn about the urban renewal of the HafenCity area, which is a very impressive example of long term planning. We also visited an advertizing firm and got an idea of strategic planning in our fast changing world. Another meeting was with one of the campaigners of the FDP in Hamburg, who led the party to impressive results during the last elections.

Another important visit at the last day of the Hamburg excursion was a visit to the German Military Academy. I must admit I thought it would be about military strategy. Instead we learned about the training process of military officers and the role of the army in recent conflicts. As an Israeli, this was an emotional experience more than an educational one. It showed that the world is changing.

I must mention the high professional level of the facilitators: Dr. Rolf Freier and Wulf Pabst. They shared with us their knowledge and gave convincing answers to questions that we encountered during the seminar. Their openness and kindness made the seminar very pleasant.

The experience of getting to know people from other countries wasn't a new experience for me, but this seminar gave me a unique experience. I was happy to meet people from countries that Israelis usually don't have the opportunity to meet, like Pakistan, Lebanon and Indonesia, as well from places like Egypt, Palestine and even Turkey, which have uneasy relations with Israel lately. All these people were nice and friendly. We talked about the situation in the Middle East and agreed about our common values.

I believe the gathering people who share similar ideology from all over the world can be helpful not only for spreading Liberal values, but also for worldwide networking and mutual work on common goals. We can consult each other and share knowledge from our countries. I learned a lot from examples given by our German facilitators, as well as experiences that the other participants have shared.

From a time perspective I know this seminar has helped me a lot. I can think about well organized strategies and plan future objectives. The processes and methods I learned serve me and Be Free Israel, especially these days when we think about the organization's long term strategy.

I want to thank the FNF staff in Jerusalem and in Gummersbach for the high quality of the seminar, both in organization and content. Special thanks to Anne Cohen-Koehler, Amir Bar-On and Rana Alami from the Jerusalem office, who made all the arrangements and gave me the opportunity to participate in the seminar, to Birgit Lamm, who runs the amazing educational work in Gummersbach, to Michael Eckhardt, who took care of all our needs and of course to the facilitators: Dr. Rolf Freier and Wulf Pabst.

