(The West Bank) 
When I was asked by the State Department to come here to the Middle East to help young entrepreneurs, I was told that I would be going to Jerusalem and Bahrain. “You bet!” I said. Then, upon further discussions, it turned out that I would be going to the West Bank and Bahrain.
That, of course, was a little different.

As both an American and a Jew (and a Jew who had never been to Israel before), my perceptions are based on what I hear on the news and read in the paper. While my wife thought this trip would be a great chance to make a difference, my brother was worried for my safety.
Admittedly, I felt some trepidation myself. But I also know that the foreign-service workers who staff our embassies and consulates around the world are highly dedicated, intelligent, capable people and if they said it was safe, I trusted them.

Boy am I glad I did.

On my first day in Nablus, I met with a group of young Palestinian women entrepreneurs. These dynamic young women were in various stages of starting a business. For example, the woman in the attached picture is Hayfa' Mobarakah. Hayfa’ is a 23 year old chemical engineer who also happens to live in a refugee camp. She is starting the first recycling business in Palestine (no one here, not even the Israelis I met, call it the “West Bank” and they were surprised we did) and she is on the verge of getting a patent for her product. 
There were many stories like hers.
I was in two cities in Palestine – Nablus and Ramallah. Both were far more developed than I anticipated, the people I met were uniformly better educated than I expected and they spoke almost flawless English (far better than my few words of Arabic, that’s for sure.) The Palestinians were warm, gracious, and appreciative. They had all sorts of ventures and were very interested in learning new ways, like e-marketing and social media for instance, to grow their businesses. 
They were so interested because, as they explained, entrepreneurship and small business is viewed as a very viable way to create a sustainable, strong Palestinian economy. And as one gentleman noted, whatever their political differences, there is a great example of an entrepreneurial society right next door in Israel. Starting but with little kibbutzes after independence in 1948 (collective farms) to its vast high tech sector today, Israel is illustrative of what an entrepreneurial culture can do for the wealth of a society. 
Like any small business people though, Palestinian entrepreneurs have challenges, but theirs are different than ours. They deal with an unstable political and economic situation, shipping goods out of Israel is a challenge, checkpoints are an issue, and terrorists live among them. So no, it is not easy.
That said, the exciting thing about working with them was that as entrepreneurs, they are the creators. Remember building a sand castle as a kid? It took an hour or so maybe but only a few seconds to kick it over. That’s the problem here. Destruction is far too common in this part of the world (Headline in the paper: ‘Hamas in Gaza burns to ground popular water park.’) That is why I so admired the people I met and spoke to: They are the creators, the builders of the sandcastle. These are people dedicated to something bigger, and tougher – creating a successful business for themselves, their families, their community and their nascent country. 
My personal take is that everyone on both sides seemed ready for peace and security and are just waiting for the deal to get done. I might be wrong, but how much confrontation can you live with? At some point, people just want to live.

Bahrain couldn’t have been more different, or, surprisingly, more similar. Bahrain is a highly developed island in the middle of the Persian Gulf. The only road off the island is a causeway that connects it to Saudi Arabia (a causeway Americans cannot cross, by the way.) 
Bahrain was the first country in the Middle East to discover oil, and is the first to begin to run out. As such, it is looking to transfer from a petrol-based economy to a more entrepreneurial one, and so in that regard, it is not unlike Palestine as entrepreneurship is a bit of a new idea.
That said, it is an incredibly dynamic city, full of western educated businesspeople (it was once part of the British Empire) and if you want to see some eye-pooping modern architecture, Google Manama (the capital) skyscrapers. 
Here I had meetings with members of the world-wide group the Young Entrepreneurs Association, as well as students and faculty at Bahrain University, and Bahrain Polytechnic. The Bahrainis were quite forward-thinking and most interested in entrepreneurial trends shaping business in this new century – things like e-commerce, microfinance, emerging markets in Asia, etc. 
It is so easy to see people different than us as, well, different. But entrepreneurs seem to share a special bond, be they sophisticated Bahrani startups, fledgling Palestinian businesswomen, or a Jewish kid from L.A., entrepreneurs share ideals, goals, and dreams that transcend politics and build bridges. 
Today’s Tip: If you would like to help a struggling third-world person escape from poverty by lending them a little start-up capital to start their own little business, ($100, give or take) then check out Kiva.org. It’s a great organization.
