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Blackened Forest,Black Swan

charred trees, and 44 deaths.Duringthe

heightof the blaze, watched,from thepatio
ofmy home inHaifa,fourGreek water-bomb-

ingplanescirclein neat formation,dipping
intotheMediterranean to scoop up water, then

flyingeast,circlingback and expertlydiving
down the Carmel hillsidesto dump tons of

water on the fire.Many countriesswiftly
came to Israel'said Greece,Turkey,Cyprus
and Russia, to name few. Even the

Palestinianssent threefiretrucks.

Expectedly,the dailypapers scream

"Negligence!Failure!"and seek to pinthe

blame on someone, anyone.Why didn'tIsrael

have water-bombingplanes?Why did Israel

not organizeitsfire-fightersin national,pro-

fessionalorganization,ratherthanleavingitto

each budget-strappedlocal authority?Why
were many firetrucksso old theycould not

even climbthe steeproad to BeitOren, kib-

butzthatsufferedheavydamage?"A two-bil-

lionshekel 045$(m.) screw-up,"screamed

the businessdailyThe Marker.

Israelis world leader in investigatory

commissions. It must be our Jewish DNA.

Norman Bentwich, BritishJew who was the

firstattorneygeneralinMandatoryPalestine,

wrote in his biography,"Wanderer Between

Two Worlds,""theJew isnot onlythe scape-

goatofhistorybut the barometerof libeny."
Afterthebirthof Israel,we are no longerthe

scapegoatsof history.But we are definitely
obsessed,almostdaily,withcreatinghistory
of scapegoats.

Perhapsjournalistsshouldreadmore care-

fullythe best-sellingbook by Nasim

NicholasTaleb,"The BlackSwan," firstpub-
lishedin .7002Taleb uses "blackswan" as

metaphorfor rare events that are unpre-

dictableand have highimpact,but thatare

highlypredictableinhindsight.(BlackSwans

were thoughtnon-existent,impossible,until

discoveredin Australia;then theirexistence

was of course obvious.)With littleor no rain

thissummer, tinder-dryforests,too-densely-

plantedforestsand few fire-breakroads or

fireaccess roads,ofcourse theCarmel Forest

firewas predictable.Those seekingscape-

goatshave 02/02hindsight.But theirfore-

sight?Generally,legallyblind

Taleb saysrightlythatthe world pretends
Black Swans do not exist. We arrogant

humans pretendeverythingisunderstandable

and predictable.Ifthisis so, then someone is

alwaysto blame forevery disaster.For Taleb,

the 9002-7002globalcrisiswas Black Swan.

He isat odds with economist NurielRoubini,

who says itwas White Swan predictable,
and infactpredicted(Roubiniwarned of itin

speechesas earlyas .)5002myselfwrote an

articlein Hebrew business dailyin 2005

headed "the US Shipis Sinking."But the

extent and nature ofthe 9002-7002crisisdefi-

nitelymakes it Black Swan. No one foresaw

it.And so istheCarmel ForestFire.

There willalwaysbe importantthingsthat

we do not know, Talebwrites.Pretendingthat

we shouldalwaysknow what we do not know

isverydangerous.The problemis,we do not

know what we do not know. So we cannot pre-

pare for the consequences. Sometimes, he

notes, thereare positiveBlack Swans. Louis

Pasteur wrote. "chance favors the prepared
mind."Ifyou prepareyour mind forserendip-

itousevents. you are betterequippedto seize

them. This ishow penicillinwas discovered,

when in 1928 Alexander Flemingnoted how

bluemold in Petridish "circlesthewagons"
to keepout staphylococcusbacteria.

"Our world is dominated,"Taleb writes,

"bythe extreme. the unknown, and the very

improbableand allthe while we spendour

time engagedin small talk,focusingon the

known and therepeated..The futurewillbe

increasinglyless predictable,while both

human nature and socialscience conspireto

hidetheideafrom us."

Taleb isspeakingdirectlyto Israel,nation

thatfacesmore Black Swans than any other,

exceptperhapsHaiti,and has developedenor-

mous socialresilienceto deal with them. The

peopleof Israelhave pulledtogetherto sup-

portthosewho lostlovedones and possessions

in the fire.My synagogue quicklyraised

money and synagoguefullofclothingforthe

childrenwhose Yemin Orde orphanageburned

down. The IsraelAir Force performed

superbly,coordinatingfleetof 35 water-

bombingplanesin highlycomplexand risky

operation.Firefightersworked almostwithout

sleepforfourdays.
Enormous energy is wasted on finding

scapegoats.It'stime we stoppedthis.Let's

debriefthefire,draw conclusions,takeappro-

priateaction,look to the future and move

ahead. Let us emulate nature. Soon, green

shootswillappear in the smolderingruinsas

nature againrenews itself.Israelhas had, and

will alwayshave, flocks of Black Swans.

Treatingthem allas iftheywere White Swans,

whileseekingthoseto blame, isfutile,arrogant

and destructive.

The writer is senior research associate,

S.Neaman Institute,Technion
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