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BACKGROUND
 
The participants represent leading non-governmental organizations and educational institutions whose programs directly benefit the people of Iraq and Afghanistan.  Some of these organizations persevered through the most difficult times in the two countries.  All were founded out of a desire to promote freedom and democracy in a region beset by oppression and intolerance.  
 
BIOGRAPHIES OF PARTICIPANTS
 
David Behring, President, Wheelchair Foundation (Danville, California)
Founded in 2000 by Mr. Behring’s father, the Wheelchair Foundation has donated more than 400,000 wheelchairs to physically disabled people around the world.  In partnership with the Departments of Defense and State, the Foundation’s Middle East Initiative has delivered more than 20,000 wheelchairs to Muslim countries, including 2,600 to Iraq and 5,800 to Afghanistan, and the organization plans to deliver thousands more to the region.
 
Peggy Blumenthal, Executive Vice President, Chief Operating
Officer, and Vice President of Educational Services, Institute
of International Education (New York, New York)
Founded in 1919, the Institute of International Education (IIE) is America’s largest and most experienced nonprofit educational exchange organization.  Ms. Blumenthal came to IIE in 1984.  Starting in 2004, the organization has assisted in reviving the Fulbright Student Program in Iraq and Afghanistan, bringing students from both countries to the United States to study at our Nation’s top institutions.  In addition, IIE’s Scholar Rescue Fund has received more than 85 applications for assistance from Iraq and Afghanistan, and the organization has awarded 17 fellowships to professors, researchers, and writers seeking safe haven in the United States and United Kingdom to continue their work in fields including the humanities, law, and the natural and social sciences.
 
Peggy Findley, Director of Finance and Operations, Spirit of America (Pacific Palisades, California)
Spurred by the events of September 11, 2001, this organization seeks to encourage and empower Americans serving abroad who want to help the communities where they live, providing vital services and improving the way citizens of other countries perceive America.  Spirit of America has provided millions of dollars of financial aid, medical supplies, clothing, tools, economic development assistance, and more.  Spirit of America continues to fulfill requests from American military and civilian personnel for items and services that improve the lives of the people in Iraq.
 
Laura Hillenbrand, Co-Founder, Operation Iraqi Children (Washington, D.C.); and Liz Wegman, Managing Director, Operation Iraqi Children (Overland Park, Kansas)
Operation Iraqi Children (OIC) was founded in April 2004 by actor Gary Sinise and Ms. Hillenbrand, an author who is best known for Seabiscuit: An American Legend.  OIC collects school supply kits, sports equipment, stuffed animals, shoes, and blankets from American citizens and sends them to American troops for distribution to Iraqi children.  To date, OIC has sent more than 24,000 boxes.  The organization’s aim is to provide the children of Iraq with the basic tools for education.  OIC also hopes to foster understanding between nations, generate goodwill between American soldiers and Iraqis, and provide concerned citizens a means to show support for our military.  Ms. Wegman joined OIC in 2004 to oversee day-to-day operations.
 
Vi Holland, Executive Director, The Fern Holland Charitable Trust (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma)
Vi’s younger sister, Fern, was killed on March 9, 2004, while working for the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq.  Fern worked to establish human rights, democracy, and tribal centers designed to promote and educate Iraqis on the fundamentals of democracy and the rule of law.  Immediately following Fern’s death, Vi established the Fern Holland Charitable Trust with the help of friends and family.  The purpose of the Trust is to provide economic and other support mechanisms to those causes for which Fern gave her life.
 
Mary Ellen Lane, Executive Director, Council of American Overseas Research Centers (Washington, D.C.)
The Council of American Overseas Research Centers (CAORC) is a private, not-for-profit federation of 19 American institutes of advanced study located in the Near and Middle East, South and Southeast Asia, Europe, and Latin America.  CAORC established an American Institute of Afghan Studies in Kabul two years ago and reestablished the American Academic Research Institute in Iraq, which is presently based in Jordan and has been funding scholarships and research opportunities for Americans and Iraqis.  CAORC was instrumental in providing the first program that brought young Iraqi museum professionals to the United States for restoration and preservation training at the Smithsonian and other museums and national heritage sites.   
 
Paula Nirschel, Founder, Initiative to Educate Afghan Women (Bristol, Rhode Island)
Paula started the Initiative to Educate Afghan Women (IEAW) in 2002 after learning that Afghan women were denied education and restricted to their homes under the Taliban’s rule.  Presently, the organization is helping 20 women matriculate at 10 universities across the United States.  The women who participate in the program are required to return to Afghanistan each summer to aid in the reconstruction efforts.  In May, Paula will see her first class of six students graduate.  Next year, the organization plans to help 30 students attend American universities.
 
Rend Al-Rahim, Co-Founder and Executive Director, Iraq Foundation (McLean, Virginia)
A native Iraqi, Ambassador Al-Rahim co-founded the Iraq Foundation in 1991 with the purpose of promoting a vision for democracy and human rights and of promoting international understanding of Iraq’s potential as a contributor to political stability and economic progress in the Middle East.  From November 2003 through December 2004, she served as Iraq’s Representative to the United States and the Iraqi Chief of Mission. 
 
Suraya Sadeed, Founder, Help the Afghan Children (Fairfax, Virginia)
Ms. Sadeed founded Help the Afghan Children in 1993 after witnessing the devastating effects the civil war had brought to Afghani children and their families.  Her courageous and successful efforts in providing aid, education, and hope to more than 1.5 million children during the years of the oppressive Taliban regime have won her honors and recognition both in Afghanistan and in the United States.  In partnership with Afghanistan’s Ministry of Education, the organization provides innovative educational programs such as peace education, computer literacy, teacher training, and environmental awareness to supplement the regular curricula.  In addition, Ms. Sadeed is now helping to create Afghanistan’s first Women’s Leadership Institute. 
 
Lee Stuart, Founder, Native American Indian Management Organization (Stockbridge, Georgia)
Mr. Stuart retired from the U.S. Army in 2002 after 32 years of service, which included his involvement in Vietnam, the Gulf War, and Operation Enduring Freedom.  Following his retirement, Mr. Stuart worked as a USAID Local Governance Program contractor, serving as Senior Civilian Operations Officer for the entire northern zone of Iraq in 2003 to 2004.  He used the money he earned in Iraq to help start the Native American Indian Management Organization (NAIMO) to promote his “Character Education” program, which conducts comprehensive training and development for physical educators, coaches, and administrators in Iraq.  
 
Zainab Al-Suwaij, Co-Founder and Executive Director, The American Islamic Congress (Arlington, Virginia)
Born in Basra, Iraq, to a religious Shi’a family, Ms. Al-Suwaij participated in the southern uprising against Saddam Hussein in 1991 and subsequently fled to the United States.  She co-founded the American Islamic Congress following September 11, 2001, to provide a voice for progressive Muslims in the United States to oppose the forces of extremism in the Muslim-American community.  Ms. Al-Suwaij has led AIC’s endeavors in Iraq since the liberation, including overseeing the Iraqi Women’s Educational Institute. 
 
Merry Ellen Turner, Director of International Programs, University of Nebraska at Omaha (Omaha, Nebraska) 
The University of Nebraska at Omaha began its involvement in Afghanistan in 1973 with the establishment of the Center for Afghanistan Studies and a university exchange program with Kabul University.  In 2002, with funding from the Department of State’s Bureau for Educational and Cultural Affairs, the university began to host Afghani women educators in Omaha for intensive training programs.  They have had seven groups, training a total of 85 female teachers.  Following the training sessions, the teachers return to Afghanistan to conduct workshops for other teachers throughout the country.
 
Kurt Newman, Surgeon in Chief, Children’s National Medical Center of Washington, D.C. (Bethesda, Maryland)
Dr. Newman has led Children’s efforts to develop an Iraqi Healthcare Service and Training Initiative to provide technological, educational, and direct care support to the Iraqi medical community.  Early initiatives have included implementing a mini-fellowship for Iraqi psychiatrists to develop the field of child psychiatry in Iraq and hosting nursing leaders from Iraqi children’s hospitals to help strengthen pediatric nursing education in Iraq.  Children’s also established the International Center to Heal our Children, which fosters, promotes, and maintains the health of children traumatized psychologically by war and conflict.
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