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“‘My Life’s Ambition’: Entrepreneur Seeks Mideast Peace through Economic Development”
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By Paula Amann, News Editor

Leo Kramer prefaces his story with this declaimer, “It’s not my way to go looking for awards.”

Yet, just last month, the Washington, D.C., businessman was honored by the Los Angeles-based Council of Iranian American Jewish organizations.

The award came to Kramer “in recognition of his efforts in the great international campaign for saving the lives of 13 innocent Iranian Jews in Shiraz, safeguarding the security and the integrity of the whole Jewish community in Iran.”

Said council public affairs director Faryar “Frank” Nikbakht: “Mr. Kramer’s contacts were extremely important to us to attain support of the U.S. State Department, because at that time [May-June 1999]—due to rapprochement between the Clinton administration and the Iranian government—we were not sure that we could even get any support.  We did and this was greatly due to Mr. Kramer.”

Pressed for details, Kramer himself, long involved in international trade, notes his consulting role with the Council on Media Issues and with Los Angeles radio station KRSI (Sedaye Iran/Voice of Iran), which broadcasts call-in shows to Iran daily.

The New York-born Kramer is concerned that, aside from a few demonstrations, the U.S. Jews have not raised their voices enough on behalf of human rights in Iran.

“The Iranian situation comes very close to what the Russian situation was at first: When the question of Russian Jews came up, the American Jewish community opted for a quiet approach,” he said.  “The same thing is happening with Iranian Jews.  You get very little public exposure.”  

Meanwhile, Kramer said, he devotes himself largely to economic approaches to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

“It’s my life ambition.  It absorbs most of my time and money,” he said.  “I started out with the assumption that there will not be Jewish life in Israel without a solution to the Palestinian problem.”

It all began, he said, with a New Year’s party in Amman in about 1990, before the peace process or its current stalemate were issues of public discussion.

Invited by a Jordanian acquaintance, he found himself meeting with Palestinian leaders who sought help setting up direct trade with Europe.

Looking into the problem and consulting with Israeli officials, Kramer found roadblocks—and an eye-opening glimpse of poverty.

“You could not send products to market outside of Gaza, except to sell to Israelis,” he said.  “When I visited Gaza, it was hard for me to see that a place Jews controlled was under such misery.”

So Kramer is furthering such projects as a industrial college n Gaza and a trading center in Ramallah.

“What we need in this process is not teas and conferences,” said Kramer.  “We simply need to let these people [the Palestinians] have a way of life—to earn a living , have dignity.  It’s a Jewish requirement actually.”

Asked about corruption in the Palestinian Authority as a cause of want among the people there, he countered, “This constant thing in the Jewish community of focusing on the other side seems to be a way of avoiding our responsibility.” 

Jonathan Strum, an international trade attorney and Georgetown University professor who specializes in Israeli law, pays tribute to what he sees as Kramer’s foresight.

“He was one of the first to recognize this: That Israel has some responsibility for the economic well-being of Palestinians and the economic well-being of Palestinians is in the security interest of Israel.”
