OBSERVATIONS ON
JEWISH COMMUNITY LIFE IN UKRAINE
(Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, Krivoi Rog, Donetsk, and Kyiv)
Report of a Visit
March 21 – April 8, 2011
The writer visited Ukraine in March and April 2011, arriving in Kyiv on March 21 and
proceeding to Dnipropetrovsk the same day. From Dnipropetrovsk, she traveled to
three other Jewish population centers in eastern Ukraine: Kharkiv, Kryvyy Rih (Krivoi
Rog), and Donetsk. She then returned to Kyiv for five days, leaving the country on April
8.
Ukraine is a country somewhat smaller in territory than the American state of Texas. It
shares a lengthy border with Russia to its north and east, and is bounded by Belarus to
its north, and Poland,
Slovakia, and Hungary
to its west. Romania
and Moldova are its
southwestern
neighbors, and its southern
boundaries are the
Black Sea and the Sea
of Azov.1
Ukraine is divided into
24 provinces or oblasts,
one autonomous republic (Crimea), and
two cities with special
status – the capital city
of Kyiv and the Crimean port of Sevastopol, which hosts the
Black Sea naval fleet of
Russia.
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Map: http://www.geographicguide.net/europe/maps-europe/ukraine.htm. Retrieved May 11, 2011.
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The estimated population of Ukraine in 2011 is 45,134,707, 2 a precipitous
decline from its estimated 1991 population of approximately 53 million. 3 The
estimated 2011 birthrate is 9.62 live births per 1,000 population, and the
estimated 2011 deathrate is 15.74 deaths per 1,000 population, that is, the
number of deaths is projected to exceed substantially the number of live
births. The estimated life expectancy for individuals born in 2011 is 68.6 for
the entire population (62.8 for men, 74.8 for women). 4
The estimated 2009 populations of Ukraine’s five largest cities are: Kyiv, 2.8
million; Kharkiv, 1.5 million; Dnipropetrovsk, 1.01 million, Odesa, 1.00 million,
and Donetsk, 971,000. The 2011 population of Krivoi Rog is estimated at
667,874. 5
As was the case during the writer’s most recent previous visit to Ukraine in
April 2010, the general mood in the country was disconsolate. Primary
among the causes of discontent was widespread economic malaise, in part
reflecting global economic adversity and in part reflecting conditions
particular to Ukraine and certain of the other former Soviet states.
Unemployment was estimated to be as high as 30 percent to 40 percent in
Kharkiv and Donetsk, industrial cities with economies based largely on local
deposits of coal, iron, manganese, and other minerals. Some of the mines
had been depleted, energy costs had soared, and factories using these
resources had become obsolescent. Unemployment in cities with a more
diverse economic base was estimated at 15 to 20 percent. Recent university
graduates, the writer was told, had difficulty finding jobs in their specialties or
in any field that provided a salary sufficient to support even one person.
A new tax code effective in December 2010 “sends people into the black
economy,” said one observer, continuing that taxes are used as political
leverage to “punish” people and to obtain their businesses when they can no
longer pay the confiscatory taxes. The new laws are especially burdensome
to emerging small businesses, effectively stifling new economic initiatives in
their early stages.
Loopholes in a harsh payroll tax have been closed,
forcing many employers (including Jewish communal institutions) to either
2

Unless otherwise noted, most of the statistics on this page can be found in the CIA World Factbook at:
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/up.html. Retrieved May 11, 2011.
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Demographic trends in Russia are similar. Population loss in both countries reflects poor health care,
inadequate nutrition, substance abuse (tobacco, alcohol, narcotics), aging of the population, low fertility,
high mortality, emigration of younger age cohorts, impoverishment, and environmental degradation. The
2009 estimate of Ukrainians with HIV/AIDS was 1.1% (350,000) of the total population, a high rate.
Ukraine declared independence in 1991.
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Comparable life expectancies in Russia are 59.8 years for men and 73.2 for women.

See the Krivoi Rog municipal website at http://www.kryvyirih.dp.ua/ru/st/pg/181109220127846_s/.
Retrieved May 11, 2011.
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begin to pay taxes that they had long evaded or to reduce significantly the
size of their payrolls.
Energy costs had risen substantially, thus increasing the expenses for
heating and transportation; higher transportation costs generated higher
prices for food and other necessities. Inflation is estimated at 15 to 20
percent annually.
Corruption appears endemic, affecting not only business operations, but also
such aspects of daily life as medical care and grade school education. Apart
from the financial impact, ubiquitous bribery is exacting a toll on the psychic
well-being of individuals caught in its web.
Basic pensions were being paid on time, said several individuals familiar with
the state welfare system, but long-established welfare supplements for
specific handicaps or conditions were irregular, leaving many elderly and
disabled individuals in even more straitened circumstances than usual.
Perhaps not surprisingly, street crime had increased substantially in several
cities.
The political mood was characterized by great cynicism and disappointment.
The popular attitude toward the government of President Viktor Yanukovych
was less one of anger than one of resignation. Mr. Yanukovych’s government
is less open that that of its predecessor; press oligarchs assiduously selfcensor their publications and courts pursue opposition figures in dubious
legal procedures. Nonetheless, the situation concerning basic freedoms has
not yet deteriorated to that of neighboring Russia or Belarus.
The
government remains fractious and has few accomplishments to its credit.
Various polls suggest that 60
percent of young Ukrainians would like to leave the
country and pursue their careers elsewhere.
Viktor Yanukovych (right) “is not Putin,” declared one
observer. He has “no record in the KGB,” but he has few
accomplishments to his credit. Neither he nor his opposition
has been able to articulate a vision for Ukraine.
Photo:http://www.allvoices.com/contributed-news/7958604/image
/60916776. Retrieved May 18, 2011.

Responsible estimates of the size of Jewish population in Ukraine range
from 100,000 to 200,000, with the largest single number – 26,000 to 50,000 residing in the capital city of Kyiv. A somewhat smaller number of Jews is
believed to live in Dnipropetrovsk, and progressively smaller Jewish
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populations are to be found in Odesa, Kharkiv, and Donetsk.
Ukrainian city has even 10,000 Jews. 6

No other

No Jewish population center in Ukraine can be characterized as the center of
Ukrainian Jewry. Notwithstanding its stature as the national capital and the
relatively large size of its Jewish population, Kyiv remains without Jewish
leadership, a city with multiple Jewish offices but surprisingly little active
Jewish life. Odesa, as always, is the Jewish intellectual and cultural capital,
and Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv are important centers of Chabad activity.
However, the majority of Ukrainian Jews remain distant from Jewish
engagement, finding little of interest in contemporary Jewish life.
Antisemitism “is, was, and will be” widespread throughout Ukraine, said one
longtime observer, although, unlike the Soviet period, it no longer is statesponsored.
Instead, he continued, it is commonly expressed through
attribution of Jewish ancestry to repellent fictional figures in television
programs, allegations of Jewish ancestry in smearing political opponents, and
growing antisemitic commentary on websites. 7 Although law enforcement
officials sometimes pursue perpetrators of physical attacks on Jewish
individuals or Jewish institutional property, antisemitic hostility in political
exchanges and in media appears part of everyday life and draws little
response from a Jewish population that remains too timid to suggest that
such portrayals are offensive and unacceptable. 8
The writer interviewed 60 people during her travels in Ukraine, including four diplomats
attached to foreign representations. The diplomats are not identified by name or position
in this review.
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These numbers refer to self-identified Jews. They should be multiplied by three to account for nonJewish family members who are eligible for immigration to Israel under the provisions of the Israeli Law of
Return. The Jewish population of Russia is more concentrated, with large Jewish populations remaining
only in Moscow and St. Petersburg.
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See the summaries of interviews with Oleg Rostovtsev and Vyecheslav Likachev on pages 39-40 and
116-117.
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Unlike antisemitic assaults in contemporary western Europe, anti-Jewish bigotry in Ukraine appears to
stem from traditional Ukrainian nationalism rather than from anti-Israel sentiment.
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Dnipropetrovsk
Founded in 1778 on the banks of the Dnipr River, Dnipropetrovsk was known until 1926
as Ekaterinoslav in honor of Catherine II (Catherine the Great) whose troops conquered
the territory. As the Soviet Union consolidated its power in the 1920’s, place names
associated with the tsarist period were changed to reflect Communist control.9
Currently the third largest city in Ukraine, following Kyiv and Kharkiv, the population of
Dnipropetrovsk is slightly over one million. It was a closed city until mid-1990 due to its
extensive military industry, particularly Yuzhmash, a producer of intercontinental ballistic
missiles, booster rockets, and related products.
Dnipropetrovsk continues to be a center of heavy industry, hosting factories producing
cast iron, rolled metal, pipes, mining and agricultural machinery, large appliances, and
transportation equipment. Other prominent industries in the city include food processing
and apparel manufacture, the latter for European firms. Notwithstanding the current
economic crisis that affects the local economy, just as it affects the remainder of the
country, Dnipropetrovsk remains a relatively wealthy city in Ukraine. The oblast government is considered among the most enlightened and competent in the country;
private enterprise is encouraged and
supported, thus diversifying the economy and providing some hedge in
conditions of economic turbulence.
A view of the right bank of the Dnipr River,
showing some of the new construction in
Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: http://en.ukrainecityguide.com /upload_
files/fck_files/image/1(273).jpg&imgrefurl=http://
en.ukrainecityguide.com/regions/dnipropetrovsk/
Dnipropetrovsk.htm&usg=__kL8S6Uj4zbQw_.
Retrieved May 22, 2011.

Historically, the city has been an important source of leadership for the former Soviet
Union and for post-Soviet Ukraine. Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev, former Ukrainian
Prime Minister Valery Pustovoitenko, and former Ukrainian President Leonid Kuchma all
spent significant portions of their careers in important leadership positions in the city.
Yulia Tymoshenko, the immediate past Prime Minister of Ukraine, is a native of
Dnipropetrovsk.
Jews have lived in the region of Ekaterinoslav, part of the old Pale of Settlement, since
the late eighteenth century. By 1897, the Jewish population of Ekaterinoslav had
9

Grigoriy Ivanovich Petrovsky (1878-1958) was a prominent local pre-revolutionary political agitator,
exile, and subsequent political figure in the city. His family name was combined with that of the Dnipr
River to produce the current city name of Dnipropetrovsk.
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reached 41,240, more than one-third of the population of the entire city at that time.
Pogroms occurred in 1881, 1882, 1905, and 1918; the 1905 attacks were the most
devastating, killing 97 and wounding more than 100 people. Prior to the consolidation of
Soviet authority in the 1920’s, the Jewish community was highly organized, maintaining
a diverse network of Jewish religious, educational, and cultural institutions. It was an
important center of both Zionism and the Chabad movement. A small Karaite
community had its own prayer house.
Twenty years after the demise of the Soviet Union, Dnipropetrovsk is once again an
important center of both Zionism and the Chabad movement. The State of Israel enjoys
a robust image in the city, reflecting substantial emigration from Dnipropetrovsk to
Israel, continuing bonds between local Jews and their family members and friends in
Israel, the presence of many Israelis as teachers and other community professionals, a
stream of capable shlichim (emissaries) of Israeli organizations - the Jewish Agency,
the Joint Distribution Committee, and Nativ (formerly Lishkat Hakesher) - and the proIsrael views of Chief Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki. Regularly scheduled commercial air
service connects Dnipropetrovsk and Ben Gurion airport in Israel. Estimates of the
current Jewish population of Dnipropetrovsk range from 25,000 to 40,000; it is the
second largest Jewish population center in Ukraine, surpassed only by Kyiv.
Dnipropetrovsk is the center of the Chabad movement in Ukraine. Honoring the
historic presence of Chabad in the city that continued into the 1930’s, the late
Lubavitcher Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson appointed Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki
to the post of Chief Rabbi of Dnipropetrovsk in 1990. Rabbi Kaminezki is widely
recognized as the most effective large-city community rabbi in all of the post-Soviet
successor states.

1. As was the case during the writer’s most recent previous visit, in April
2010, the leading topic of discussion within the active Jewish community was
the rising Menorah Center, the
nearly 44,000 square meter Chabad Jewish community center
designed to resemble a sevenbranch menorah. The structure is
now almost entirely enclosed and
is scheduled to be dedicated in
early winter of 2012 and opened
for use later that year.
An architectural rendering shows the
seven-tower Menorah Center to the
side and rear of the Golden Rose
Choral
Synagogue
(grey-colored
pillared building) on Sholom Aleichem
Street in Dnipropetrovsk.
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The major entrance to the Menorah Center will be at the small tower immediately to the
right of the synagogue (as seen from the street). A long and broad corridor extending
from the entrance through the remaining towers will be a Jewish mall, its walls faced
with replicas of facades of old synagogues in the region. Interspersed among the
synagogue facades will be entrances into a kosher supermarket, a Jewish book and
artifacts store, a subsidized pharmacy, a business center, a bank branch, a notary, a
travel agency, several kosher restaurants, a banquet/wedding hall, a 350-seat
conference/concert hall, a lateral expansion of the existing synagogue prayer hall, and a
children’s synagogue.
The main corridor also will host the entrance to a Museum of Jewish History and
Culture in Ukraine, the only institution of its kind in the country.10 The upper floors of
the Menorah Center will include a hotel of about 90 rooms, an extended-stay
apartment hotel for individuals coming to the city for a week or more, and a hostel with
130 beds in rooms for four to six
people. The hostel will permit the
holding of Shabbatons and the accommodation of visiting youth delegations
at a reasonable cost.

The architectural drawing at right shows
an entrance staircase from the “mall” to
the Jewish history museum. (The building
also includes multiple elevators.)

Another section of the Menorah Center will host the hesed or welfare center operated
by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. Rabbi Kaminezki is
determined that Dnipropetrovsk Jewish elderly continue to feel comfortable in all of the
facilities and programs operated in the city by Chabad. All areas of the Menorah Center
will be handicapped-accessible.
The Menorah Center also will include program space for various children’s activities,
meeting rooms of different sizes, and Chabad community offices. It will not, however,
contain any sports facilities other than a privately-run fitness center.
Both construction and furnishing of the Menorah Center is being financed entirely by
Hennadiy Boholubov and Ihor Kolomoisky, principals of PrivatBank.11 The Chabad
10

The projected museum is the only comprehensive Jewish museum anywhere in the post-Soviet states
or eastern Europe. See the author’s April 2010 in Ukraine, p. 8, for further information about the
museum.
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Mr. Boholubov also is lay President of the Chabad Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk
Jewish Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины),
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community hopes to generate Menorah operating funds by renting office space in the
Center to various businesses, a common strategy for managers of Jewish community
facilities throughout the post-Soviet states. Some of the businesses, such as the
ground floor kosher restaurants and various shops, will be geared toward visitors to the
Center; however, management of the Center also is seeking unrelated commercial firms
that find the Center convenient for their office needs. Hotel guests will be charged
market rates for their accommodations, and use of all meeting and conference rooms
will require fees. A small underground parking garage may provide another revenue
stream. Notwithstanding these income-generating plans, several observers expressed
concern that the Center would be able to cover its annual operating expenses, which
one experienced property manager estimated at $3 million annually.
Adding to expenses is the need for various security measures. According to
Vyecheslav “Slavik” or “Zelig” Brez, Executive Director (Исполнительный директор) of
the Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины), which supports
Chabad interests in the city, the high visibility of the structure already has generated
antisemitic comments on the web and elsewhere. Israeli security experts, he said, have
been engaged as consultants in developing perimeter protection and other safeguards.
The fears expressed by Mr. Brez are echoed and expanded upon by others who believe
that the structure is ostentatious and that its control by Chabad only emphasizes the
hegemonic influence that Chabad exercises in local Jewish life. Further, commented
another senior local employee of Chabad (whose office will be in the new building), the
facility marks the creation of a “ghetto in the middle of the city,” a development that he –
and others – consider detrimental to the image of Jews in the area.
Jewish Education and Culture
2. Beit Tsindlikht, a Chabad-operated year-round preschool, is currently in its sixth
year of operation in attractive, newly renovated premises – a two-story rectangular
building - near the center of the city. Its rooms are spacious and well-equipped, and its
grounds include a variety of play apparatus. Highly regarded in Dnipropetrovsk, the
preschool currently enrolls 150 children between the ages of 2½ and six in space
intended for 140.12
which supports Chabad interests in the city, and Mr. Kolomoisky is lay President of Всеукраинский
Еврейский Конгресс (lit. translation, All-Ukraine Jewish Congress or English acronym VEK, also
known in English as United Jewish Community of Ukraine). Both former residents of Dnipropetrovsk,
Mr. Boholubov now spends most of his time in London and Mr. Kolomoisky lives in Geneva.
12

The lead gift for renovation of the building housing the preschool was provided by wealthy industrialist
Victor Pinchuk, who named the facility in memory of his maternal grandparents. A native of
Dnipropetrovsk, Mr. Pinchuk is married to the daughter of Leonid Kuchma, a past president of Ukraine,
and now spends most of his time in Kyiv. He is among the Ukrainian oligarchs who derived great
economic benefit from government favor.
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The preschool is operating “at the very limits” of available space, said Yudit Baram, the
highly respected principal. A plan to open a branch on the east bank of the Dnipr River
in space controlled by another Chabad institution collapsed when Chabad refused to
pay bribes in return for city operating permits. At least 25 families in that part of the city
had already expressed interest in such a branch location, said Mrs. Baram, and she is
certain that other families would have come forward as soon as Chabad had declared
that it would open.
Beit Tsindlikht pupils are divided among six groups according to age. Two of these
groups, with a total of 50 children, constitute a heder with an enhanced Hebrewlanguage program taught by Israeli teachers.
About 90 percent of the heder children are from
Chabad families, most of whom are from Israel;
their parents work in various Chabad programs
in the city.
Children in one of the heder groups gather
for circle time at Beit Tsindlicht.
Preschoolers in the back are carrying chairs
forward to join the group.
Photo: the writer.

Ninety-five percent of all pupils at Beit Tsindlikht are halachically Jewish; the remaining
five percent are from intermarried families who have a strong relationship with the
Chabad community. Most families pay approximately $44 monthly in tuition
fees, said Mrs. Baram, but about ten youngsters are enrolled at $20 monthly,
and another six or seven families pay nothing at all. The program is full-day
and includes both breakfast and lunch.
The overwhelming majority of Beit Tsindlicht pupils, perhaps 95 percent, continue their education at school #144 (see below), many of them in the machon
or yeshiva sections of the school, Mrs. Baram stated.
The remaining five percent enter other schools,
usually because their families have some connection
with such schools as teachers or administrators, said
Mrs. Baram. However, notwithstanding these connections, such youngsters often transfer to school
#144 after a year or two in the non-Jewish school.
Yudit Baram, right, is the Israeli principal of Beit Tsindlicht.
Photo: the writer (in 2010),
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Beit Tsindlicht, stated Mrs. Baram, employs a staff of 18 teachers, eleven of
whom are graduates of Beit Chana. 13 (Most of the remaining seven teachers
completed pedagogical training in Israel.)
Additionally, continued Mrs.
Baram, another two or three teachers also are completing bachelor’s degrees
(after earning a teaching certificate) or master’s degrees at Beit Chana on a
part-time basis. Beit Tsindlicht cooperates very closely with Beit Chana, she
added, noting that some Beit Chana students do their practice teaching at
Beit Tsindlicht.
Mrs. Baram noted with pride that Beit Tsindlicht sends a letter home with
each child every Friday. Tailored to the age group in which the child is enrolled, the two-page letter describes the theme of the week (such as the
beginning of spring), progress in both Russian and Hebrew reading readiness
(which alphabet letters were studied, new words), English words taught, arithmetic lessons, and lessons on the Torah portion of the week. Announcements may be made about forthcoming events.
Another Chabad early childhood program in the city, Ilana (named after a
child who died), operates in another building in a different part of
Dnipropetrovsk. Ilana is a daycare center, currently enrolling 35 youngsters
between the ages of one and three years.
3. School #144, which bears the formal name of Levi Yitzhak Schneerson Ohr
Avner Jewish Day School, occupies a three-building campus used as a boarding
school during the Soviet period. The main building houses 235 youngsters in grades
one through eleven in a general curriculum with a modest Jewish studies program. (See
below.) Another 168 pupils are enrolled in more intensive Chabad religious programs,
evenly divided between a
yeshiva katana for boys in a
second building and a
machon for girls in a third
building. (See below.)
The main building of School
144 is seen at left. The girls’
machon is behind this building
and the boys’ yeshiva katana
is to the left of the pictured
building.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

At its peak census in the late 1990’s, the school enrolled close to 700 youngsters, most
in the general program. At that time, it was the largest Jewish day school in all of the
post-Soviet states and one of the largest in all of Europe. Both the total number of
13

See pages 20-22 and 24-26 for information about Beit Chana Jewish Women’s Pedagogical College.
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pupils (503) and the number of youngsters in the secular program have been
decreasing over the years at the same time that both the raw number and proportion of
pupils in the more intensive religious sections has been increasing. The growth of the
Chabad religious programs reflects the increasing Chabad population in the city,
whereas the decreasing enrollment in the general program reflects both Jewish
demographic losses and a perception that the general studies program is inferior to that
in many other city schools.
The writer spoke with Principal Mikhail Gugel, a newcomer to the school during the
current academic year. Prior to coming to School #144, Mr. Gugel taught in other
schools for 15 years and then taught in several different colleges, including a
pedagogical college. He is a native of Dnipropetrovsk and, he said, he “knows
everyone” in the city.
His major objective, he
continued, is to improve the quality of secular
studies in the school; such improvement is critical to
attraction of new families and retention of current pupils.
School #144 must be competitive with the best secular
public schools.
Mikhail Gugel is new to School #144 this year. He has had
many years of experience in Dnipropetrovsk public schools
and in local universities and colleges. Mr. Gugel’s parents
live in Israel.
Photo: the writer.

Pupils have only six class hours of Judaic instruction each week, three of which are in
Hebrew language instruction and three of which are in Jewish tradition. Additional
hours of Jewish studies would impinge upon the quality of secular studies offered by
School #144, Mr. Gugel said. In addition to formal Jewish education, the school also
observes all Jewish and Israeli holidays. Shabbatonim are available to some grades
through funding from the Avi Chai Foundation.
Responding to the writer’s questions about Jewish demography and enrollment, Mr.
Gugel said that all pupils in the school this year are halachically Jewish, but some are
from intermarried families. Intermarried families predominate among self-identified
Jews in the city, he continued, although some such families are halachically Jewish
because the mother is Jewish. School #144 has sustained some enrollment loss in the
upper grades, said Mr. Gugel, because a large number of adolescent pupils have gone
to Israel on the Na’aleh high school in Israel program. Given available space in the
main building and the number of teachers employed by the school, School #144
probably could absorb about 500 pupils, instead of the 235 currently enrolled, said Mr.
Gugel in answer to a question.
The sister-city program linking Dnipropetrovsk and Boston has been helpful to
School #144, said Mr. Gugel. The Boston Jewish federation (Combined Jewish
Philanthropies of Greater Boston) provides training for School #144 English teachers,

12

and CJP also supports a winter camp in which Boston and Haifa teens joined their
Dnipropetrovsk counterparts for a week of informal education. Having observed the
winter camp in February, Mr. Gugel said that the camp program should consider the
inclusion of additional education components, for example, Jewish history of Ukraine.
In response to a question, Mr. Gugel said that the greatest material need of the school
was additional technical equipment and supplies for instruction in science. Instruction in
foreign languages, he added, would be significantly improved if the school had
headphones with which to equip a language laboratory.
Replying to another query, Mr. Gugel estimated that 85 percent of pupil families have
computers at home, almost all of which are connected to the Internet. Those without
computers, he continued, are permitted to use computers at School #144. It also is
likely, he stated, that parents without home computers use workplace computers for
personal matters and/or visit Internet cafes. School #144 is increasing its exploitation of
computers for communication with patents and is encouraging teachers to post
homework assignments on the school Internet site.
While visiting School #144, the writer observed a ceremony held in the auditorium of the
yeshiva katana in which awards were presented to winners of an ORT school robotics
contest that was held in the computer laboratories of School #144, which is affiliated
with ORT. Contestants from ORT schools in 12 cities across the post-Soviet states had
been brought to Dnipropetrovsk for a four-day competition in robotics design and
operation, as well as local sightseeing. Schools were permitted to enter two two-person
teams, one of pupils in
5th through 7th grade
and the other of pupils
in 8th through 11th
grade.
Awardees in the ORT
robotics competition pose
with their certificates and
prizes; the latter included
cameras and flash drives.
Some participates came
from as far away as
Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.
Photo: the writer.

4. Machon Chaya Mushka occupies its own building on the School #144 campus,
enrolling 84 girls. Approximately one-third of the girls are from Chabad families, almost
all of whom are Israelis, said Yael Borgen, an Israeli teacher supported by the Israeli
government through the Heftzibah program. Another 20 percent are girls who live in the
girls’ residential facility (see below) supported by Rabbi Kaminezki, and the remaining
50 percent are girls from local families. Asked about the appeal of the machon to local
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families whose relationship to Chabad lacked depth, Mrs. Borgen responded that
parents were attracted by the small classes that seldom exceeded twelve girls and by
the overall family atmosphere of the school.
The school day begins at 8:00 a.m. and ends at 4:00 p.m., said Mrs. Borgen,
acknowledging that its length was difficult for some of the girls. Additionally, a shorter
day is scheduled for Sundays. Approximately one-half of the day is devoted to Jewish
subjects (taught mainly in Hebrew) and one-half to secular subjects.
The secular
curriculum is geared toward the Israeli bagrut examinations, Mrs. Borgen said, and the
school also offers instruction in
music, dance, gymnastics, and art.
A group of machon girls begins
their ballet class in a small
exercise room in the machon
building. They are wearing the
tights that they wear with school
uniforms and the three in the
rear are wearing school uniform
blouses. None is wearing ballet
slippers or other footwear.
Photo: the writer.

It is school policy, said Mrs. Borgen, that all girls from the general Jewish
population pay no tuition for enrollment in the machon. However, Chabad
families pay tuition on a sliding scale adjusted to family means. All girls pay
for their textbooks, both secular and religious, she said.
The machon premises are separate from the rest of School #144. Girls have
their own classrooms, computer facilities, exercise room, and dining room in
their own building located in back of the main school building. However, Mrs.
Borgen observed, as the enrollment of the machon grows, it is increasingly
difficult to find appropriate space for all classes in this discrete structure.
Some classes now are held in a room designated for teacher preparation and
staff meetings. Girls from the machon rarely interact with other pupils on the
School #144 campus.
Rabbi Meir Stambler, Executive Director of the Chabad Federation of Jewish
Communities of Ukraine, told the writer in a later meeting that a new
Dnipropetrovsk campus for girls’ and women’s education now in the advanced
planning stage would include a residential high school for girls from
Chabad families throughout Ukraine.
Presumably, girls from Chabad
families in Dnipropetrovsk would attend the school as day students. The new
school might include girls as young as nine or ten, and it could open as early
as September 2012. Under such circumstances, the building on the School
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#144 campus now used as a machon might be converted into a Chabad early
childhood education center, perhaps enrolling girls from nursery school
through grade four. 14
5. The yeshiva katana (junior yeshiva) currently enrolls 84 boys officially
and another three who are not listed on official school records. The other
three are the sons of a rabbi from another Ukrainian city; because the yeshiva
officially is part of School #144, a Dnipropetrovsk public school, youngsters
who live outside Dnipropetrovsk lack authorization to attend it.
According to an administrator, more than 50 of the boys are from Chabad
families (the majority from Israel) now working in Dnipropetrovsk. Another 22
youngsters reside in the boys’ home sponsored by Rabbi Kaminezki, and the
remaining boys are from newly religious families in the city. The school day
begins at 8:00 a.m. and ends at 4:00 p.m. for younger boys. The curriculum
is split more-or-less equally between religious subjects (taught in the morning, mainly by Israelis) and secular subjects (taught in the afternoon).
However, some secular subjects, such as computer studies, are taught very
superficially. Older boys remain at the school until 5:30 for supervised
homework and extra-curricular activities. Very little homework is assigned in
religious subjects.
Although no public announcement has been made about a change of venue, it
is anticipated that a separate yeshiva katana facility will be opened within the
next several years for boys from Chabad families. In common with the
probable new machon for girls identified above, the new yeshiva katana is
likely to be a residential school for Chabad youngsters from throughout
Ukraine. (Many boys from Chabad families currently attend Chabad high
schools in Israel.)
At the time of the writer’s visit, no site had yet been
identified for such an institution.
6. Rabbi Yossi Glick, supervises several children’s programs in the city, including
residential facilities for Jewish youngsters from troubled homes. Few of the
children are orphans in a legal sense; referred to as “social orphans”, the overwhelming
majority are from single-parent homes in which the custodial parent is unable to provide
adequate childcare due to alcohol or drug addiction, impoverishment, or other problems.
Some parents are imprisoned. A few youngsters had been cared for by grandparents
unable to cope with the needs of active, growing children.
Rabbi Glick reported that the number of youngsters living in the two facilities
remains stable after a significant decline in the past several years; the
current census, he said, is 22 boys between the ages of six and 17 at the
14

For a report on the interview with Rabbi Meir Stambler, see pages 24-26.

15

boys’ home (a former synagogue) and 16 girls between the ages of five and
17 at the girl’s home (a former large private home). In the past, the boys’
residence had accommodated as many as 40 boys and the girls’ residence
had a peak enrollment of 28 girls. The decline in census is attributed to
overall Jewish population decline and to “competition” from relatively new
similar facilities for Jewish youngsters in nearby Zaporizhya and Krivoy Rog.
All youngsters in the two residential facilities are enrolled in the yeshiva
katana or machon, said Rabbi Glick. Three yeshiva students studying
abroad serve as interim dorm counselors in the boys’ home, and a family
resides in the girls’ home, which also is served by several local counselors.
Recreational activities at the two homes have been reduced somewhat,
noted Rabbi Glick, reflecting both financial constraints and the realization that
youngsters were overly busy with little time to relax or study. However, boys
and girls are taken on excursions and have recreational opportunities within
their residences.
Youngsters are rewarded with points for good behavior in the dormitories
and for achievement at school, Rabbi Glick responded to a question about
allowances. The points may be exchanged for various approved items at an
internal store, he continued. Previous experience
with cash allowances, explained Rabbi Glick, led
to outside purchases of cigarettes and beer – and
accompanying problems related to these products.

A native of Australia, Rabbi Yossi Glick manages
several Chabad children’s programs in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

Although youngsters in the two residential facilities frequently returned to
their own homes during vacation periods in the past, the number and length
of homestays has been significantly reduced in recent years, Rabbi Glick
stated. Even a short weekend stay can lead to regressive behavior back at
the residential program as children react to the destructive lives led by family
members and neighbors, he continued. Instead, children in the homes are
taken to various resorts in the Crimea, along the Dnipr River, and in other
areas during vacation periods.
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Although Chabad has struggled for years with the rather unappealing
premises occupied by the boys, no serious further renovation is planned for
the former synagogue, said Rabbi Glick. However, he continued, the roof
area of the girls’ home is being enclosed and will become a full apartment for
the supervising family in residence. It will include a full bathroom and
kitchen, said Rabbi Glick, unlike the current arrangements that force the
family to share bathroom and kitchen facilities with the girls. With such
private accommodations, the program should be able to attract a residential
family on a long-term basis.
In response to a question concerning the future plans of youngsters after
they complete the yeshiva katana or machon, Rabbi Glick said that providing
direction to further education for these young people after they complete high
school was the “biggest problem” that he faced. Many of the girls, he
observed, go on to a Chabad women’s college in Moscow or join relatives in
Israel. The boys, stated Rabbi Glick, attend yeshivas in New York or France
or go to Israel on their own.
Commenting about the general situation in Dnipropetrovsk, Rabbi Glick said
that the “shock” of the economic crisis of the last few years seems to have
given way to “cynicism” and “desperation”. People are consumed with worry
about such basic needs as food and medicine, he continued. Antisemitism
has increased, he added, boosted by antisemitic sites online and by
antisemitic responses to general Internet postings.
7. A Jewish big brother/big sister program was started in Dnipropetrovsk ten years
ago with the active encouragement and assistance of the Jewish Big Brothers & Big
Sisters of Greater Boston, a constituent agency of Combined Jewish Philanthropies
of Greater Boston, the Boston Jewish federation. According to its executive director,
Tatiana Kaplunskaya, the Dnipropetrovsk program now includes 57 pairs of
older/younger siblings. Additional children are on a waiting list for big brothers or big
sisters, said Ms. Kaplunskaya. Some former big brothers/sisters have withdrawn from
the program as they have married or even
have left Dnipropetrovsk, most going to
Israel.
Tatiana Kaplunskaya, left, heads the Jewish
Big Brothers/Big Sisters program in Dnipropetrovsk, assisted by Anya Abakunova. Ms. Abakunova is a graduate of School #144 and a
current big sister in the program.

Photo: the writer.
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The overwhelming majority of little brothers/sisters enroll in JBB/BS through School
#144, said Ms. Kaplunskaya. The remainder register through the local hesed. Some
older siblings are enlisted through Hillel, others through friends, and an increasing
number were younger siblings themselves in previous years.
Diminished resources forced the program to suspend the provision of small monthly
stipends to big siblings that enabled them to pay entrance fees into amusement parks or
other venues, purchase light meals or snacks, and arrange transportation for
themselves and their younger brothers/sisters. Instead, said Ms. Kaplunskaya, she now
arranges monthly events for the entire group (such as ice skating parties, bowling, or
visits to amusement parks) that include transportation, food, and, in some instances,
prizes. On other occasions, activities are arranged for smaller groups, such as age
cohorts. Groups always are accompanied by a psychologist, who observes youngsters
and follows up when behavioral patterns suggest that some professional intervention is
desirable. Group activities also facilitate the maintenance of kashrut, which often was
ignored when pairs engaged in activities on their own, Ms. Kaplunskaya added.
Notwithstanding the focus on group activities, continued Ms. Kaplunskaya, some big
brothers/big sisters still remain able to meet individually with their younger siblings,
sometimes taking them on walks or engaging in other low-key activities. Her dream,
said Ms. Kaplunskaya, is to marshal sufficient resources to organize a Shabbaton, an
event that would start on a Friday and conclude on a Sunday.
The Jewish big brother/big sister program receives an annual subsidy from Combined
Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston, the Boston Jewish federation.
Ms.
Kaplunskaya has visited the offices of the JBB/BS Association of Greater Boston and
marvels at its infrastructure.
8. Iosif Masakovsky, a local former computer technology teacher, manages a
continuum of Chabad Jewish education courses in which halachically Jewish
students and other young adults are compensated for their attendance. The program
begins with the STARS (Student Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers) course in which
students are paid $45 monthly for participating in weekly gender-segregated classes;
participants then move on to Stars Plus and other
programs that pay $100 weekly for attendance at three
weekly classes. Classes are held in the synagogue so
that young people become accustomed to synagogue
attendance. Coeducational celebrations of holidays are
held, and some instructors invite small mixed groups of
students to their homes for Shabbat.
Iosif Masakovsky is a local individual, largely self-taught in
Judaism. He manages an extensive program of Jewish education courses in which halachically Jewish participants are
remunerated for attendance.
Photo: the writer.
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Another program, Shiurei Torah (Torah Lessons), reaches out to students and young
adults across Ukraine in a series of lessons and conferences with a highly-structured
curriculum. Recognizing that some individuals may be apprehensive about entering
synagogues, some of the classes are held in neutral sites, such as conference rooms in
banks or office buildings.
Seminars for the training of teachers are held in
Dnipropetrovsk. All participants receive a significant stipend, Mr. Masakovsky said.
In response to a question, Mr. Masakovsky stated that separate classes are held for
non-halakhic Jews, some of whom wish to convert to Judaism. Participants in these
classes pay tuition and certain costs connected with the conversion process.
Most instructors are from Dnipropetrovsk. Some are local religious Jews and others
are rabbis who were raised in Israel, but now live in Dnipropetrovsk.
9. The Hillel student organization continues to grow, attracting about 100 students on a
regular basis to its varied events. About 25 of these individuals form a leadership
group, said Olga Tovkach, the Hillel director in Dnipropetrovsk. Several hundred may
attend holiday celebrations, most of which are held in cooperation with other
organizations, such as the Jewish Agency, in order to save money on facilities rental,
entertainment, and other items. Russian-language social networking sites have proved
effective in reaching out to uninvolved students, commented Ms. Tovkach.
The most popular Hillel program, Ms. Tovkach said, is an adapted Shabbat service.
Interested Hillel members convene at 6:30 p.m. on Friday evenings, light candles, and
listen to a Torah portion reflection that someone has prepared. Blessings are said for
wine and challah, and participants consume grape juice and
challah. The second most popular program is a Jewish
version of a popular Russian intellectual game – What?
Where? When? The Dnipropetrovsk Hillel team in this
game has won awards in competitions with teams from
other cities, Ms. Tovkach continued.
Olga Tovkach, left, is the director of Hillel in Dnipropetrovsk. She has been successful in converting the organization from one of the weakest large-city Hillels in the
post-Soviet states to a strong, vibrant student/young
adult group.
Photo: the writer.

Hillel activists also enjoy several volunteer activities, said Ms. Tovkach.
They visit with Jewish elderly in the Beit Baruch assisted living center and in
the hesed, she stated 15. Additionally, they visit lonely elderly Jews in their
15

See pages 30-32 and 28-29 for information about Beit Baruch and the Dnipropetrovsk hesed
respectively.
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homes, sometimes bringing them small gifts of food from sponsors. Another
volunteer activity is working with at-risk children.
Ms. Tovkach acknowledged that Hillel needs to strengthen its Jewish education programs. To that end, they are developing an adaptation of a JDC
education plan that will meet the needs of Hillel members. In response to a
question about participation of Hillel members in the Chabad STARS program
(see above), Ms. Tovkach said that some people attend both Hillel and a
STARS course. STARS, she noted, also refers halachically non-Jewish
applicants to Hillel.
A new Hillel program, said Ms. Tovkach, focuses on young married Jewish
couples, who often find that existing organizational activities do not meet
their needs. (It is not uncommon in the post-Soviet states for Hillel to expand
its better-known university programs to the post-college age cohort.)
The current annual budget of Hillel in Dnipropetrovsk is $46,000, Ms.
Tovkach stated. This amount covers her fulltime salary and that of seven
part-time staff.
Major donors, she continued, are Hillel International,
regional (CASE) Hillel, the Schusterman Family Foundation, the Genesis
Philanthropic Group (Moscow), United Jewish Community of Ukraine, and the
Joint Distribution Committee. Additionally, several local individuals contribute
small sums and/or in-kind donations, such as food products and team t-shirts.
Encouraged by both Iosif Akselrud, the regional Hillel director, and Rabbi
Shmuel Kaminezki, Ms. Tovkach has begun to raise funds locally for Hillel
operations. Clearly anxious about her initial efforts at fundraising, Ms.
Tovkach said that she and Mr. Akselrud had set a goal of $10,000 for the first
year; she had already raised $4,000, she stated proudly. Although Hillel
prefers cash gifts, she also is seeking certain material goods, such as
refreshments, office supplies, and team apparel.
Notwithstanding strong sister-city ties between Dnipropetrovsk and Boston,
no exchanges have occurred between Dnipropetrovsk Hillel and any Hillels in
Boston-area colleges/universities. However, said Ms. Tovkach, groups of
Hillel members from Cornell University in New York have visited Dnipropetrovsk several times in recent years.
Ms. Tovkach stated that Dnipropetrovsk Hillel fills two Taglit buses
(birthright Israel; 40 people per bus) every year, one in winter and one in
summer; other organizations in Dnipropetrovsk – the Jewish Agency, Nativ
(through the Israel Cultural Center), and Chabad – organize their own Taglit
groups, so the city is well represented in this program. Hillel does comprehensive follow-up programming for all local young people participating in
Taglit and attracts some of those who went on non-Hillel buses to local Hillel
programs.
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10. Beit Chana Jewish Women’s Pedagogical College was established in 1995 to
prepare teachers and childcare workers for Chabad-sponsored preschools and
elementary schools throughout the post-Soviet states. Initially, it recruited its all-female
student enrollment mainly from smaller cities and towns, assuming that Jewish young
women in such locales would be eager to escape their often-stifling environments for
free college programs in a larger city. Over time, Beit Chana grappled with the
consequences of lower educational achievement of girls from such circumstances and
with demographic developments that sharply reduced the number of Jewish young
women in smaller towns, regardless of their capacity to complete post-secondary
education programs. Further, notwithstanding their enthusiasm for relocation to a larger
city, many young women were reluctant to commit to residence in an isolated gendersegregated dormitory with a religious lifestyle for the duration of their course of study.
Beit Chana never reached its capacity enrollment of between 200 and 250 young
women. It achieved its peak of 165 students several years ago, and its 2008-2009
enrollment plummeted to 70. Acknowledging that the institution was unlikely to survive
without a “new vision”, Beit Chana has made several changes in its operational
procedures during the last several years and intends to evolve further in the future. In
collaboration with Crimean State University in Yalta, Beit Chana is now accredited to
offer a full baccalaureate degree, rather than just the certificate program
(approximately equivalent to an associate’s degree in the United States) that was its
highest diploma in its earlier years. Its curriculum now includes degree concentrations
in additional fields, including psychology, public relations, tourism, and finance, It
scrapped its residence requirement, opening its program to day/commuter students
from Dnipropetrovsk and environs.
In cooperation with Crimean State University, Beit Chana has developed both
baccalaureate and master’s degree programs that enroll practicing teachers on a
part-time basis. Some such students live and work outside Dnipropetrovsk and travel to
the city for intensive courses several times yearly. All of its degrees are recognized
both in Ukraine and Israel. According to Rabbi Moshe
Weber, Rabbi of the College and its Deputy President
for Jewish Studies and Jewish Education, Beit Chana
graduates are in demand for teaching positions in
Chabad schools throughout the post-Soviet states.
Rabbi Moshe Weber, left, has held administrative positions at
Beit Chana through several transitions. He directs the Jewish
studies and Jewish education component of the curriculum.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Weber stated that current enrollment at Beit Chana includes almost 70 students
who follow the traditional curriculum in pursuit of associate or full bachelor’s degrees; 45
of these young women live in the Beit Chana dormitory, and the remainder commute
from the city on a daily basis. Another 10 young women from the Chabad Akademia
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program in Kharkiv come to Beit Chana for intensive educational seminars enabling
them to earn baccalaureate degrees.16 Forty-seven women who already have
associate’s degrees in education and are teaching in various schools (in Dnipropetrovsk
and elsewhere) are enrolled in Beit Chana on a part-time basis, coming to the college
for several periods of intensive education each year so that they can complete
bachelor’s degrees. Additionally, Beit Chana hosts a twice-weekly intensive Judaica
program for young women, which is an outgrowth of the STARS course; students
receive stipends for their participation in this curriculum.
Expressing enthusiasm about the new Director of Beit Chana, Stanislav Sapozhnikov
(see below), Rabbi Weber said that Beit Chana has improved significantly in the last few
years. He expects Mr. Sapozhnikov to bring “revolutionary” changes to Beit Chana and
to Jewish education in Ukraine.17
11. Stanislav Sapozhnikov, a local individual currently writing his Ph.D. dissertation in
the field of educational administration, is the new Director of Beit Chana. His previous
education experience includes positions at several local universities and other
educational institutions.
Mr. Sapozhnikov said that he is charged with growing Beit Chana, expanding its
enrollment to between 200 and 300 women and adding to the list of its degree programs
so as to increase the appeal of the college. He foresees additional concentrations in
English, Hebrew, management, banking, and “Ukraine in the world (Украина во мире)”.
The new campus (see below) planned for Beit Chana will appeal to Jewish women
throughout Ukraine, he continued, because it will have modern dormitories with
amenities as well as up-to-date computer laboratories
and other facilities. However, he cautioned, Jewish
demographic decline has led to a situation in which very
few halachically Jewish young people remain in the
country; further, he continued, few halachically Jewish
young women have the type of Jewish background that
would attract them to a Chabad women’s college. Beit
Chana must have very strong programs to entice nonChabad Jewish young women to enroll.
Stanislav Sapozhnikov, right, a local non-observant Jewish
educator, is the new director of Beit Chana Jewish Women’s
Pedagogical College.
Photo: the writer.

Notwithstanding the inherent difficulties in expanding Beit Chana, Mr. Sapozhnikov said
that he is working very hard to attract the best possible instructors. The Beit Chana
compensation schedule already is “not the lowest” in the city and he believes that
16
17

See pages 25 and 53-54 for information about the Kharkiv Akademia program.

The former Director, Tamara Olshanitskaya, has retired and moved to Boston to be with her adult
children and her grandchildren who have resettled there.
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teaching conditions on the new campus will be excellent. In response to a question, Mr.
Sapozhnikov stated that he is not responsible for fundraising in support of Beit Chana.
12.
A new program operating from Beit Chana premises in 2010-2011 is the
International Hasidic Women’s Seminary. Managed entirely independently from Beit
Chana, the seminary is a one-year course for girls from Chabad families. Most
participants are approximately 19 years old and have already completed one year of
intensive religious studies in a post-high school Chabad seminary in Israel or
elsewhere. The first contingent of seminary participants included nine young women
from the United States, Brazil, Argentina, England, and Ukraine. The operational
language is English, although students were expected to possess “a background” in
Hebrew. The stated objective of the program is
to provide Chabad young women with a Jewish,
Hasidic, and practical education in preparation
for life as Chabad emissaries in Jewish
communities throughout the world.
The
Seminary is supervised by Rabbi Moshe Weber.
The inaugural class of Seminary students poses
outside their dormitory, which was built next to the
regular Beit Chana dormitory so that the two groups
could share dining facilities.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

Students are able to earn eight to 12 standard university credits from courses in
psychology, public speaking, professional writing, and special needs education. Girls
also are enrolled in classes in Judaism and Chabad philosophy, the latter facilitated by
the close proximity of Dnipropetrovsk to places of significance in Chabad history. The
girls traveled extensively in Ukraine, visiting these historic sites and other, newer
Chabad communities. Additionally, students planned and led afterschool activities at
the local Chabad day school (School #199) and planned and led a winter camp for
some 30 girls, daughters of Chabad rabbis throughout Ukraine. They also volunteered
in various capacities throughout the local Jewish community.
Most instructors are foreign-born Chabad-educated teachers who also have other
responsibilities in Dnipropetrovsk. However, several Chabad rabbis from other
Ukrainian cities traveled to Dnipropetrovsk once or twice weekly to teach classes, and
Israeli experts conducted some classes by Skype. The Skype lessons were deemed
problematic and will be replaced in succeeding years by Israelis who come to the city
for week-long periods of intensive instruction.
The cost of the inaugural program to families was $5,200 per student, which included
tuition, room and board, internal travel, and a class trip to Israel. This fee is significantly
lower than charges for Chabad year-courses in Israel, said Rabbi Weber. He explained
that the Dnipropetrovsk program is subsidized both by the local Jewish community (in
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return for the teaching done by the pupils) and by the Masa program of the Israeli
government. It is likely that the fee in 2011-2012 will be about $7,500, Rabbi Weber
stated.
The writer met with seven of the nine girls without any outsiders present. In response to
a question about their expectations, several of the girls said that they had not known
what to expect. Their major purposes in coming to Dnipropetrovsk, they continued,
were to meet other Chabad girls from different countries and to help the local Jewish
population. They were surprised by the highly developed Chabad infrastructure in the
city. One participant said she expected Ukraine to consist mainly of “cabbage and old
people”, and another assumed that Dnipropetrovsk was a “hick town”. The city was
larger and much more “alive” than they had anticipated.
They expressed appreciation for the help offered to them by Rabbi and Mrs. Weber and
said that everyone in the Chabad infrastructure (in Dnipropetrovsk and other cities that
they visited) was very supportive and caring. Further, it was a real privilege to be in an
area so rich in Chabad history. The caliber of instruction was excellent, except for some
of the classes conducted by Skype from Israel. (Some of the Israeli teachers were not
skilled instructors, and the spoken Hebrew of some was difficult to understand in the
distance learning transmissions.)
When asked if their parents had suggested that they come to Dnipropetrovsk for a year
or if the girls had heard about the course independently, each girl responded that she
had heard about the course on her own through various media and then persuaded her
parents of the value of such an experience. In response to another question, the girls
said that their parents were not afraid to let them go to Ukraine; Rabbi Kaminezki, they
continued, has such a fine worldwide reputation that their parents had full confidence in
any program associated with him.
Responding to another question, the girls said that they would recommend the program
unreservedly to their families and friends. No other program open to Chabad young
women, they said, combines all of the elements – learning, teaching, organizing camps
and other activities, volunteering, travel to places rich in Chabad history – that are
available to them in the Dnipropetrovsk Seminary.
In fact, although the first Seminary year was still in operation (in late March) and none of
its participants had yet returned home, its reputation had already attracted an
unexpected 90 applicants for the 2011-2012 academic year. However, the Seminary
would remain selective in accepting candidates, said Rabbi Weber; he was very leery
that it would become so large that it might become impersonal. Rabbi Weber, who had
just returned to Dnipropetrovsk from interviewing applicants in Milan, was visibly
pleased with the success of the program to date. The Seminary, he said, was the
beneficiary of great attention from many individuals in the local Chabad community,
including families who invited the girls into their homes for meals and found ways in
which to help them become engaged in various community activities. Many of the girls
themselves, he said, were daughters of Chabad emissaries posted in various countries
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and wanted to do similar work after they married, so they were eager to acquire some
experience in another part of the world. Further, he noted, each of the participants was
mature and conducted herself in an appropriate manner; no disciplinary issues had
arisen.18
13. Rabbi Meir Stambler is President of Beit Chana and Executive Director of the
Chabad Federation of Jewish Communities in Ukraine. He shared Rabbi Weber’s
enthusiasm about the Seminary, stating that the selection of Dnipropetrovsk by foreign
students as a place of Jewish learning brings prestige to Beit Chana and to Chabad in
Dnipropetrovsk. Further, he believes that the presence of fee-paying Jewish young
women from other countries will inspire and influence local Beit Chana students to
regard their own Jewish education more seriously.
Conventional Beit Chana students pay no fees (in return
for a teaching commitment), so sometimes they lack
seriousness in their studies; instructors and “even the
janitors” also regard the lack of financial commitment as
a lack of general commitment.
That international
students would pay so much to learn in Dnipropetrovsk is
revising the attitudes of many about the value of Jewish
education, stated Rabbi Stambler.
Rabbi Meir Stambler, left, is President of Beit Chana and a
prime mover in expansion of its current premises into a multifaceted campus.
Photo: the writer.

Regarding the 90 young women who had applied for the 2011-2012 Seminary year,
Rabbi Stambler said it was likely that only a portion of the 90 are serious applicants.
The Seminary staff probably will select a class of about 40 young women in mid-July;
the larger group might allow the admission of some girls on a scholarship basis, rather
than limiting the Seminary experience to girls from financially comfortable families.
Speaking about development of the Beit Chana campus, Rabbi Stambler said that
some easing of the financial crisis has enabled the college to move forward with
building plans. They have separated construction into discrete segments that can be
18

Rabbi Weber stated to the writer that Israeli and American Chabad families tended to educate their
daughters differently. In Israel, he said, families expect their daughters to graduate from high school,
successfully complete the bagrut (Israeli matriculation) examinations, receive a B.A. degree from an
accredited religious women’s college, and marry shortly thereafter (at age 21 or 22). American Chabad
families, he continued, may send their post-high school daughters to a one-year seminary program for
intensive religious education followed by a second year in a mixed program somewhat similar to that in
Dnipropetrovsk. American families are less concerned with a formal undergraduate degree and expect
their daughters to marry somewhat earlier, perhaps as young as 19. Chabad families outside Israel and
the United States decide which pattern they wish to follow.
See the interview with Rabbi Meir Stambler on this page for additional information about the Seminary.
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started as more funds become available. The first building, he said, is a new dormitory
that will accommodate 80 to 120 girls in the regular Beit Chana course of studies;
ground will be broken in May for this residence hall. Subsequent components will
include: renovation of the existing dormitory into a classroom building;19 construction of
a separate facility for a library, computer rooms, seminar rooms, and conference halls;
development of a hotel for teachers attending in-service education classes and for other
women/girls participating in Shabbatonim; and a sports facility with gymnasiums and a swimming pool.
Another dormitory specifically for religious girls may be developed separately
or appended to one of structures
already planned.
An artist’s rendition of the new Beit Chana
campus shows dormitory and hotel buildings in the rear, a rectangular classroom
building at left front, a library/computer/conference facility in the center, and a sports
facility at right.

The new campus, said Rabbi Stambler, is testimony to the Chabad belief in the
necessity of investing in local teacher training. Effective teachers, he continued, must
understand the local mentality and must speak the local language flawlessly. Also,
employment of local individuals is much less expensive than providing documentation,
transportation, housing allowances, school tuition for children, insurance, and other
expenses associated with hiring foreigners.
Rabbi Stambler confirmed details of a collaborative arrangement with Academia, a
Chabad women’s education program in Kharkiv currently enrolling about ten students.20
Chabad in Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv pay tuition and other expenses for post-high
school girls and young women in a variety of fields (such as medicine, pharmacy,
psychology, education, and fashion design) in return for participation by the students in
Kharkiv synagogue-based evening courses in Judaism, Hasidut, Jewish law, Jewish
history, and Hebrew. The Kharkiv Jewish studies curriculum is supplemented by three
two-week intensive seminars at Beit Chana, which include Shabbatons and related
programming.
The Special Needs Educational Resource Center, funded by Boston and enrolling
approximately 50 youngsters up to the age of 23, continues to operate at Beit Chana,
19

The existing classroom building, located some distance from the dormitory building, will be sold. Even
in the current depressed real estate market, Rabbi Stambler believes that a reasonable selling price is
between $2 million and $3 million.
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See pages 53-54 for more information about Academia.
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said Rabbi Stambler. The Chabad community is committed to its programs and would
assign appropriate space to it after the current Beit Chana classroom building is closed.
In response to a question, Rabbi Stambler said that Chabad in Dnipropetrovsk, as the
leading Chabad community in Ukraine, is seriously considering development of a
residential high school for girls from Chabad emissary families living in Ukraine.
Although the Dnipropetrovsk Chabad population is sufficiently large to sponsor its own
machon for girls, smaller Chabad Jewish populations are unable to provide such
education programs for their children; some send young girls to Israel at age 10 or so to
live with relatives and attend Chabad schools there.
A residential school in
Dnipropetrovsk, said Rabbi Stambler, would be much easier for girls and their families
because strong transportation links between the city and many other population centers
in Ukraine would enable frequent visits home. Chabad rabbis in several other cities had
already asked that Dnipropetrovsk establish such a school for girls between the ages of
10 and 17 or 18.21 Rabbi Stambler said that the projected school might open as early
as September 2012. It will be an Israeli-style Chabad school, he stated, with a full
secular studies program leading to Israeli bagrut (matriculation) examinations.
14. The most comprehensive Holocaust research center in Ukraine and perhaps in all
of the post-Soviet states is Tkumah, the Dnipropetrovsk-based Ukrainian Holocaust
Research, Education, and Memorial Center. Directed by Dr. Igor Schupak, Tkumah
is currently housed at the local hesed (welfare center sponsored by the Joint
Distribution Committee), Hesed Menachem, in the center of Dnipropetrovsk. Dr.
Schupak and his colleagues are eagerly awaiting the day when they are able to move
into the Menorah Center, a facility that will accommodate their research needs, library,
classrooms, and the Museum of Jewish History and Culture in Ukraine.22 Museum
premises will include a large hall of multimedia displays, a memorial space, and a
center designed specifically for children and families.
Overall, the objectives of Tkumah are to: (1) conduct scholarly research about the
Holocaust through interviews of survivors, examination of pertinent documents, and
expeditions to relevant sites; (2) educate contemporary Ukrainians about the Holocaust
through publications, development of school curricula, teacher training, and seminars
and conferences; (3) encourage dialogue between Jews and other Ukrainian ethnic
groups through seminars and conferences for youth, adults, and historians; and (4)
arrange museum displays and related programming about the Holocaust.
Creation of the new museum and education institute in the Menorah Center was
proving to be a “gigantic” project, said Dr. Schupak. The museum, he continued, would
be a gallery of life, destruction, and rebirth, that is, of Jewish life and civilization before
the Soviet Union and the Holocaust, the destruction during the Soviet period and the
21

A comparable residential school for Chabad boys also is under consideration.
Ukrainian youngsters graduate from high school at age 17.
22

See page 7.
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Holocaust, and rebirth of Jewish life after the collapse of the Soviet Union. Only in
Dnipropetrovsk, which Dr. Schupak considers the strongest Jewish community in the
post-Soviet states, could such a museum be developed. Among all the rabbis in the
region, Dr. Schupak continued, only Rabbi Kaminezki could bring together the financial
support for this project.
Notwithstanding the enormous amount of effort required to establish the museum, said
Dr. Schupak, Tkumah continues with its conventional work. These tasks include
research on the Holocaust; work with schools, teachers, and students; conferences;
publications; collaboration with Yad Vashem and other Holocaust-related institutions
abroad; monitoring antisemitism; and special events. Regarding the last-named, Dr.
Schupak said that both the Ukrainian national government and Dnipropetrovsk oblast
authorities are very eager to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the beginning of
World War II and the Holocaust. Under the direction of
Tkumah, such commemoration will include a scholarly
conference with numerous specialists from foreign
countries (including Israel, Germany, and Poland) to be
held in Kyiv, roundtable discussions and other events in
various Ukrainian cities, tributes to World War II veterans,
and participation by high school students in certain
creative work related to World War II and the Holocaust.
Dr. Igor Schupak is a frequent speaker at Holocaust-related
events, including a 2011 conference in Lviv at which the photo
at right was taken.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

In addition to his responsibilities at Tkumah, Dr. Schupak also is volunteer director of
programming for Limmud in Ukraine. He was preparing for “Limmud Tkumah”, which
will take place in Vinnytsia in June. Vinnytsia was chosen as the site, said Dr. Schupak,
because a location just north of the city was selected by Hitler for Führerhauptquartier
Wehrwolf, one of his eastern front military headquarters, in 1942-1943.23 Ruins remain
of the small complex of buildings and bunkers constructed there, which were destroyed
by the Nazis as they retreated from the area. The site is now part of a recreation zone.
Pictured at right are the remnants of a bunker at
Führerhauptquartier Wehrwolf one of the easternmost military
headquarters used by German forces during World War II. The
small complex at the headquarters site included a main house,
officers’ quarters, barracks, bunkers, and observation points in
trees. A Luftwaffe air base was located nearby.
Photo: http://www.darrelllehman.com/ukraine/ukraine15/pages/ P4170077.
html. Retrieved June 10, 2011.
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The name is derived from Werwolf (German for werewolf), but Hitler ordered it spelled Wehr, meaning
defense (as in Wehrmacht).
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In response to a question, Dr. Schupak said that antisemitism is increasing in
Ukraine. He attributed its growth to several factors. First, he said, is the influence of
several rightwing politicians, particularly Oleh Tyahnibok of the nationalist All-Ukrainian
Union Freedom Party. Through inflammatory rhetoric, Mr. Tyahnibok arouses “radical
tendencies” just below the surface in many Ukrainians, stated Dr. Schupak. Second,
continued Dr. Schupak, soccer hooliganism and similar mob action often includes
antisemitic rhetoric. Third, he declared, the ease of using the Internet has provided a
new vehicle for expression of anti-Jewish bigotry in general; in particular, he said, news
stories about the financial successes of certain Jewish oligarchs spawn antisemitic
commentary not only about the specific oligarch, but also about the Jewish people and
about Israel. Another medium for the expression of antisemitism, commented Dr.
Schupak, is vandalism in Jewish cemeteries; headstones may be toppled or defaced
with swastikas.
Welfare
15. Hesed Menachem, the JDC-sponsored welfare center, is centrally located in a
large building constructed originally as a preschool. In the absence of Hesed Director
Anatoliy Pleskachevsky, who was in Israel during the writer’s visit, several other hesed
professionals were consulted.24 Some anxiety among staff was palpable as the hesed
faces declining financial resources from year to year. JDC has terminated or sharply
reduced some services to Jewish elderly, usually by tightening eligibility requirements
so that fewer seniors qualify for specific benefits. In the meantime, the current building
continues to deteriorate as the hesed is among the community institutions slated to
move to the new Menorah Center as soon as it is completed.25 Obviously, it makes little
sense to renovate a building that soon will be abandoned.
The hesed maintains limited support services (such as issuing discount grocery cards)
to about 7,000 elderly clients in Dnipropetrovsk and is a base for services to about
1,000 additional Jewish aged who live in nearby cities, such as Pavlograd and
Dniprodzerzhinsk. Additionally, about 500 Jewish families receive welfare and other
assistance to deal with poverty, psychological issues, vocational needs, legal problems,
and childcare skills. About 120 special needs children rotate through the hesed in
disability-related groups for recreational and socializing purposes.26
A distribution center at the hesed continues to loan medical equipment, such as
wheelchairs and walkers, free of charge to those who need it. However, said staff
members, a local factory that manufactures many such items recently declared
bankruptcy and has closed. Replacing this local source of supply with another
24

See pages 45-47 for an interview with Esther Katz, JDC director for the region.
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Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki believes that all local Jews, including the infirm and elderly, should be
comfortable in the new Menorah Center and has insisted that the hesed be located there.
26

The approach of the Special Needs Educational Resource Center at Beit Chana is geared more
toward education than toward recreation.
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manufacturer inevitably will entail additional costs to cover transportation. They also
noted that some items, such as therapeutic mattresses, can be used only by one person
– for hygienic reasons – and are increasingly expensive to buy.
Hesed Menachem continues to operate an adult day center, hosting groups of about
30 seniors who participate in a full day of activities twice each month. Participants are
transported from and to their homes in private vans. They receive hairdressing services
at the hesed, participate in various cultural activities, socialize with others, and eat
breakfast and a warm noon meal. Some also
consult with physicians and receive referrals to
specialists, but staff noted that such medical
consultations are less common than previously.

Hesed senior adult day care participants engage in
chess, a favorite Russian pastime. On the wall behind
them is the handicraft of current and past hesed clients.
Photo: the writer.

Concern was expressed about new tax legislation that closes loopholes in
previous taxes imposed upon welfare payments and services. Recipients are
liable if their yearly assistance equals 1200 Ukrainian hryvnia (approximately
$263) annually in hesed services. Almost all clients receive more than this
amount in a combination of discount food and medicine cards, hesed-based
programs (such as the day care center), and/or patronage (homecare) service. Technically, the client should pay the taxes; however, fearing that many
elderly will be unable to understand the regulations and/or afford the payments, the hesed will submit payments for all clients. The new tariffs impose
a heavy financial burden upon JDC, both in paying the taxes and in maintaining the infrastructure necessary to oversee the process.
16. Ahavat Israel is a new organization established in early 2011 with the
support of Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki. Its mission is to bring Jewish life to
Jewish deaf and non-speaking individuals in Dnipropetrovsk. Although
many Jewish deaf have emigrated, at least 20 remain in the city and currently
participate in the group; all Jewish deaf were acquainted with each other prior
to the formation of the organization because all attended one or the other of
the two public schools in the city that serve deaf pupils. All use sign
language that was taught in these schools.
Rimma Margolina, a well-known local woman who manages the mikva and
also is involved in Chabad education programs, was asked by Rabbi
Kaminezki to coordinate the new group. She serves on a volunteer basis.
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The organization has a small budget, the largest segment of which is
provided by Rabbi Kaminezki. In the first three months of its existence, the
group held five meetings, some of which related to Jewish holidays. Ahavat
Israel has produced informational brochures for members about Jewish customs, Jewish holidays, and other Jewish matters. They have already secured
a commitment for four deaf Jewish young adults to join a Hillel Taglit
(birthright Israel) group in the summer of 2011; the group will be accompanied
by Chana Yehudit Shirova, a sign
language
interpreter
(whose
mother is deaf).
Ahavat Israel activists include (left to
right; Esther Mizina, an assistant;
Rimma Margolina, volunteer director;
Alla
Brovenko,
participant;
and
Chana Yehudit Shirova, sign language interpreter. Ms. Brovenko and
Ms. Shirova are mother and daughter.
Photo: the writer.

According to participants, almost all deaf and non-speaking adults work outside their homes, most women having been trained in city schools to be
seamstresses and most men are qualified for various factory positions. The
young people among them would like to use Ahavat Israel as a lobbying
organization to advocate for local para-Olympic competition in football
(soccer), basketball, swimming, chess, and other sports for deaf people.
Ahavat Israel activists acknowledged that the Joint Distribution Committee
once sponsored a group for hearing-impaired Jews in the city, but said that it
was closed some years ago. It is very important, they observed, that hearingimpaired Jews have their own organization for purposes of socializing
and mutual support.
17. The Beit Baruch Assisted Living Facility for elderly Jews opened in 2002, the
first of only two dedicated housing facilities for Jewish seniors in all of the post-Soviet
states.27 Beit Baruch provides accommodations, meals, medical care, and various
social activities to its residents. Some reside in single rooms, others in doubles with a
roommate. Each room has its own private bathroom. The facility is located in a
relatively quiet outlying district of Dnipropetrovsk on the site of a former preschool. The
original building was completely razed and then replaced by a clean modern structure.
Although the official capacity of Beit Baruch is 94, geriatric specialists from Boston
recommend that the total number of residents not exceed 75 to 80. The census at the
time of the writer’s visit was only 55, all of whom were between the ages of 78 and 97.
27

The second such facility is located in Kyiv. See pages 109, 113-114.
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Two newcomers were expected to join the group within the next few weeks, said
Alexandra Kizhner, manager of the facility. Beit Baruch also accommodates individuals
on therapeutic stays of two to two and one-half months as they recover from hip
replacement surgery; 51 such patients had been in Beit Baruch during the last 12
months, said Ms. Kizhner. The current relatively low
number of long-term residents reflects both economic
pressure deriving from the need for extensive subsidy of
the home and from the increasing number of patients with
dementia, each of whom requires an individual room
without a roommate.28
The Beit Baruch Assisted Living Center is one of two dedicated
Jewish elder care homes in all of the post-Soviet states.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

Residents pay 40 to 60 percent of their pensions for accommodation at Beit Baruch, an
amount that may cover as little as 10 percent or as much as 40 percent of the real cost
($5,000 annually) of their care at the facility.29 Subsidies to fill the funding gap are
provided by the Chabad Philanthropic Fund of Dnipropetrovsk and by Combined Jewish
Philanthropies of Greater Boston, the Jewish federation in Boston. The Adopt-a-Bubbe
program (see below) and foreign visitors provide many basic medicines required by
residents. (The Joint Distribution Committee provides no support to Beit Baruch.)
Alexander Gurevich and Ida Tsypkina are two wellknown residents of Beit Baruch. Mr. Gurevich, a
native of Kharkiv, ran away from a Nazi killing site in
that city as a child during the Holocaust. He is
president of the Beit Baruch residents’ council and
always wears a Lion of Judah pin that was given to
him by an American visitor. Ms. Tsypkina was a
well-known singer of general Jewish and Yiddish
songs. She continues to perform with the Beit
Baruch choir.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to receiving an operating subsidy from the Boston Jewish federation, Beit
Baruch has been the beneficiary of consulting services from geriatric care specialists in

28
29

The largest number of individuals ever to have resided in Beit Baruch concurrently was 72.

The wealthiest people at Beit Baruch are World War II combat veterans who receive generous monthly
pension bonuses for their wartime service. With the passage of time, the number of such individuals is
diminishing.
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Boston. Beit Baruch offers conditioning classes, physical therapy, arts and crafts, and
other programs to its residents.
Ms. Kizhner stated that 43 of the current residents are suffering from dementia, 28 have
had strokes, and 16 have had heart attacks. Twenty-four have cancer. Eighteen have
diabetes, five of whom require insulin. (Some residents
suffer from more than one of these conditions.) Many are
bed-ridden. Eleven residents died in 2010, the eldest of
whom was 99; the most common cause of death was
cancer. Additionally, continued Ms. Kizhner, 15 people
left the facility in 2010 to join relatives in other countries,
most in Israel or Germany.
Alexandra Kizhner, the manager of Beit Baruch, is respected by
Beit Baruch residents and other members of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish community as well. She had emigrated to
Israel and worked in a senior housing facility there before
returning to Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

18. Adopt-A-Bubbe/Adopt-A-Zayde is an independent assistance program created
by Dr. Judith Patkin, the Executive Director of Action for Post-Soviet Jewry in
Waltham, MA. The Dnipropetrovsk organization supports elderly Jews in
Dnipropetrovsk itself and in 15 additional cities or large towns and numerous smaller
towns in eastern, central, and southern Ukraine.30 However, the total number of towns
served has declined as Jewish populations in these villages have diminished to the
point where service calls are economically prohibitive. At any given time, said Yan
Sidelkovsky,31 who, along with his wife Tanya Sidelkovsky, directs AAB operations in
the Dnipropetrovsk region, approximately 1,000 Jewish seniors are in their service
census. Elderly people who die are replaced by younger pensioners; the younger
pensioners may have greater needs because they do not receive the government
pension bonuses given to veterans of World War II. The program also supports some
working-age Jews who are chronically ill or handicapped, as well as some Jewish
families with young children in which the parents are unemployed.
The Sidelkovskys are assisted by local coordinators in most of the larger Jewish
population centers in which AAB is active; the coordinators receive modest stipends for
their work, but these stipends are less than full salaries. In some cities, volunteer
physicians also are enlisted in AAB efforts. The program attempts to address
30

The program also operates in several other cities. However, this report deals only with the actions that
are directed from its Dnipropetrovsk office. In addition to assisting Jews, Adopt-A-Bubbe also reaches out
to elderly Righteous Gentiles, i.e., those from families who helped Jews during the Holocaust.
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Yan Sidelkovsky also represents the Boston Jewish community in Dnipropetrovsk. See pages 48-49.
Tanya Sidelkovsky was visiting one of the smaller AAB communities, along with Dr. Patkin, who was in
Dnipropetrovsk at the time that the writer spoke with Mr. Sidelkovsky.
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individual needs, providing food, clothing, and medicine according to the requirements
of each client. It works with local physicians and with physicians and pharmaceutical
outlets in the United States to fill prescriptions. Adopt-a-Bubbe also provides medicines
to Beit Baruch in Dnipropetrovsk, and medicines and medical supplies (such as
syringes, catheters, and surgical instruments) to several hospitals, both as general
assistance and as a “guarantee” of admission and competent treatment for AAB clients
requiring hospitalization.
Mr. Sidelkovsky stated that the need for AAB services has grown as inflation
continues to erode purchasing power and the Joint Distribution Committee continues to
reduce assistance to Jewish elderly and other Jews in need. The cost of gasoline and
other fuels has increased 30 to 35 percent during the last year., said Mr. Sidelkovsky,
affecting prices paid for public transportation, electricity, and heating. Prices are raised
incrementally several times over the course of a year, an approach that Mr. Sidelkovsky
termed “soft” escalation. Buckwheat (гречика), a staple of the Ukrainian diet,
has disappeared from stores, along with wheat, sugar, and milk, said Mr. Sidelkovsky. Some of these products are local, he continued, and a record
amount of wheat was harvested in Ukraine last season. He attributed the
food shortages to monopoly control of markets, a situation endorsed by the
government as it placates wealthy profiteers and generates higher tax revenues from increased prices. The nutrition content of sausages has been reduced, he noted, as the government has approved the usage of artificial additives or extenders as replacement for real meat. Prices of fruits and
vegetables have soared in recent months.
The political scene in Ukraine is just as disturbing as the economic situation,
continued Mr. Sidelkovsky. Politicians are fighting constantly in the Rada
(parliament), mainly over pensions and other benefits awarded to themselves.
Ordinary people, especially poor people, live under enormous stress, which
leaves them vulnerable to disease. Many people have lost hope. Mr.
Sidelkovsky said that he does not understand how
individuals manage independently, without help
from someone else or from a welfare organization.
Yan Sidelkovsky (right) plays a prominent role in the
Boston-Dnipropetrovsk Jewish sister-city relationship.
He is the local representative of the JCRC-Combined
Jewish Philanthropies effort in Dnipropetrovsk and he
works with his wife Tanya in the Adopt-a-Bubbe program. (Tanya Sidelkovsky was visiting several of the
AAB communities at the time of the writer’s interview.)
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

Other than the distribution of food and medicines, perhaps the most popular
Adopt-a-Bubbe program is the warm home day centers, which are held in the
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apartments of participants. Adopt-a-Bubbe currently operates two warm
homes in Dnipropetrovsk (one on each side of the Dnipr River) and ten others
in its service region. Twelve to 15 seniors attend each warm home every
month, with some people rotating in or out each session so that more individuals are able to participate. The hostess prepares some dishes, but
guests bring others so that the hostess is not overwhelmed and more people
feel valued. In addition to consuming a hot, nutritious meal, participants celebrate birthdays and holidays, sing, dance, watch videos, and take part in
other activities. The opportunities for socializing and for intellectual exercise
are just as important as the hot meal, said Mr. Sidelkovsky.
Mr. Sidelkovsky acknowledged that the Joint Distribution Committee had
initiated the warm home program and then abandoned it as a consequence of
budgetary pressures. He believes that Joint is embarrassed by Adopt-aBubbe success with its expanded version of the original JDC concept and
noted that Joint in Dnipropetrovsk has tried to resume its own warm homes on
a limited basis. However, said Mr. Sidelkovsky, Joint brings cooked food,
rather than permitting participants to derive satisfaction from preparing their
own meals. Further, Mr. Sidelkovsky said, JDC has been unable to replicate
the joyous atmosphere typical of Adopt-a-Bubbe warm homes.
Synagogue-Related Programs
19. Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki is the Chief Rabbi of Dnipropetrovsk and is regarded by
most observers as the most effective community rabbi in all of the post-Soviet
successor states. He has built an unparalleled community infrastructure, deftly raising
and managing funds from wealthy local Jews,
international Jewish organizations, and the Boston
Jewish community with which Dnipropetrovsk Jewry
enjoys a twinning or sister-city relationship.

Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, left, is widely regarded as the
most successful community rabbi in the post-Soviet
states. He has been in Dnipropetrovsk, a city of great
historic importance to Chabad, for 20 years.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question about
remains a major problem. The
percent more than the previous
property development have been

the local economy, Rabbi Kaminezki said inflation
local Chabad infrastructure, he said, must raise 20
year simply to maintain services. Real estate and
hit hard, he continued, but most other businesses are
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managing. He has heard of very few business bankruptcies, he said. However, he
observed, many people are working in the “black economy” so that they or their
employers are able to avoid paying taxes; the tax schedule is unreasonably high,
impeding business development.
Rabbi Kaminezki noted that state pensions are being paid on schedule and that the
currency exchange rate remains stable, two factors that boost confidence in the
economy.
Regional (oblast) governance is very important; the governor of
Dnipropetrovsk oblast is exceptionally competent, stated Rabbi Kaminezki. Only 36
years old, the governor has taken various measures to encourage business
development and diversification of the local economy; he is close to President Viktor
Yanukovych and to other people in power (in Kyiv). The governor, Alexander Vilkul,
also is very concerned about improving traffic conditions, Rabbi Kaminezki added, and
is mindful of ecological concerns.
Rabbi Kaminezki confirmed reports that the writer had heard earlier concerning the
forthcoming development of a Dnipropetrovsk-based residential yeshiva katana (junior
yeshiva) for sons of Chabad emissaries throughout Ukraine. The yeshiva would
accommodate boys from the age of about 10, many of whom would commute to their
homes on weekends. No site has been selected yet, Rabbi Kaminezki said, but it is
likely that such an institution will open within the next several years. Neither of the two
current options – an existing Chabad yeshiva katana in Moscow or any of several such
yeshivot in Israel – is satisfactory, due to distance and other factors.
Rabbi Kaminezki spoke with great satisfaction of the development of a new fund
established to assist Chabad rabbis in smaller Jewish population centers. Supported by
Rafael Rutman, a British businessman in Kyiv, and other donors to Chabad, the fund is
directed toward the maintenance of day schools and other community institutions in
smaller cities in which local donors are difficult to find. Chabad centers in the largest
Ukrainian Jewish population centers – Kyiv, Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, Odesa, and
Donetsk – are ineligible for support from this fund. The fund is managed from
Dnipropetrovsk, the largest Chabad community in Ukraine and the seat of the Chabad
Federation of Jewish Communities in Ukraine.
Throughout the writer’s visit in Dnipropetrovsk, the local Chabad community was abuzz
with excitement about the then-forthcoming marriage of Yehudis Kaminezki, the eldest
child of Rabbi Shmuel and Chana Kaminezki. The wedding, with a guest list numbering
1200, took place in the Dnipr Arena, a football stadium, early in June. The marriage of
Yehudis was the first wedding of a Chabad emissary child in the post-Soviet states after
the collapse of the Soviet Union.32
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Two other Chabad emissary daughters were married shortly thereafter, one in Moscow and the other
in Donetsk.
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20. Vyecheslav “Slavik” or “Zelig” Brez is the Executive Director (Исполнительный
директор) of the Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community
(Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины), which
supports Chabad interests in the city. The 2010-2011 budget for the community is
$4.8 million, a modest increase over the 2009-2010 budget of $4.5 million.33 However,
said Mr. Brez, as of March 30 [the date of the interview], the Philanthropic Fund had
only $4.2 million in cash and good pledges. He was very concerned about Chabad
ability to support its summer camps and certain facility renovations scheduled for the
summer months, he continued. Implementation of some new programs in adult Jewish
education has been delayed. However, notwithstanding the uncertainty of the Chabad
financial situation, the Philanthropic Fund had increased its allocations for care of the
sick by 30 percent, most of which was designated for surgical procedures and medications. It was imperative to assist ill members of the local Jewish community, Mr. Brez
said; the cost of medical care had risen substantially, far beyond the means of many
families.
The Board of the Philanthropic Fund includes 85 members, each of whom contributes a
minimum of $500 monthly to the Fund, responded Mr. Brez to a question. If a Board
member falls behind in his payments, Mr. Brez continued, he may be retained on the
Board for six to 12 months. A few individuals who had been removed from the Board
for non-payment had recently re-joined the Board after paying all missed assessments.
The Chabad community was anticipating continuing cutbacks in the allocation from
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston, the Jewish federation in Dnipropetrovsk’s sister-city. From a high of $200,000, the Boston allocation was expected to
dip to $120,000 in the current fiscal year. Boston funds support designated program
areas, such as Beit Baruch, the hip replacement program, food at School #144, and the
Big Brother/Big Sister program.34
Board members serve on certain functional committees, such as Jewish education,
welfare, culture, media, and regional operations outside the city. However, said Mr.
Brez, it is difficult to find individuals who are willing to chair these committees.
Opportunity for leadership responsibility generally does not attract people to the
Board, he continued.35
Consistent with its decision to allocate additional funds in support of medical care, the
Chabad community was proceeding with its plans to open a community medical clinic
on the ground floor of Beit Baruch, the assisted living center.
A lay oversight
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The Dnipropetrovsk Chabad fiscal year coincides with the Jewish calendar year. The projected budget
for 2008-2009 was $5.5 million, but this amount was slashed substantially in late 2008 after the onset of
the international economic crisis.
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Allocations from the Boston Jewish community also support certain secular projects in Dnipropetrovsk,
such as a women’s gynecology center at a local hospital and a pediatric care center at another hospital.
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The chairman of the Board of the Philanthropic Fund of the [Chabad] Dnipropetrovsk Jewish
Community and its largest donor is banking magnate Hennadiy Boholubov. Mr. Boholubov has held this
position since inception of the Fund.
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committee for the clinic was established in 2009-2010 and was working under the
direction of Alexander Radinsky, a young Jewish physician who was an early graduate
of School #144. The clinic has its own budget and operates independently from the
Board of the Philanthropic Fund. Expecting to open in September 2011, the clinic has
acquired all of the necessary permits and licenses from various authorities and has
engaged a manager.
The principal purpose of the clinic, said Mr. Brez, will be to provide first-class medical
care to the estimated 6,000 elderly Jews in the city. The clinic will attract excellent
physicians with admitting privileges in good hospitals and will have a superb laboratory
that will evaluate test results quickly and accurately.36 Records will be maintained in a
sophisticated computer system. Non-Jewish individuals residing in the neighborhood of
Beit Baruch also will be able to use the clinic. Fees will be charged on a sliding scale so
that the clinic is financially viable and, indeed, will generate revenue. The clinic will be
accessible through a separate entrance and reception
area so that the lives of Beit Baruch residents are not
disrupted. Transportation by van will be available
between the Golden Rose synagogue and the clinic.
Vyecheslav “Slavik” (also known as Zelig) Brez is
regarded as a very competent executive director of
the Chabad Jewish community infrastructure in
Dnipropetrovsk.
He is a local man from a nonobservant family who has become more observant as
he has worked with Chabad.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Brez expressed concern about the general economic situation, stating
that the rate of inflation since January was about 30 percent. Petrol had
risen 30 percent in cost, he said, and electricity charges were about 15 percent higher. Public transportation had risen about 25 percent, he continued.
The greatest price increases, Mr. Brez said, were in several food items, particularly buckwheat (гречика), which had more than doubled in price. Taxes
had risen severely, continued Mr. Brez, endangering the economic viability of
small and medium-size businesses. Further, a number of tax loopholes have
been closed, imposing new financial burden on some businesses and service
organizations. In response to a question, Mr. Brez said that unemployment
seemed stable.
Regarding antisemitism, Mr. Brez stated that the community had engaged
someone to monitor both the Internet and local newspapers on a part-time
basis to check antisemitic articles and commentary.
All incidents are
recorded and sent to the SBU (Служба Безпеки України (СБУ); Sluzhba Bezpeky
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Medical testing facilities in the post-Soviet states are notorious for their inaccuracy, corruption, and
rudeness.
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Ukrayiny), the Ukrainian successor to the KGB. The rising Menorah Jewish community
center has attracted antisemitic graffiti and threats, Mr. Brez continued, probably
because of its size and prominence.37 He is worried about security of the structure;
Israeli consultants have been engaged to advise on perimeter protection and other
security measures. Mr. Brez observed that no physical attacks had been committed
against individuals in hasidic garb during the last year.38

21. Igor Romanov is Director of the regional office of the Union of Jewish Religious
Communities (Объединение юдейских религиозных общин), the Chabad
religious organization in Ukraine. The Dnipropetrovsk region includes 16 communities in
Dnipropetrovsk and Kirovohrad oblasts. The role of
the regional office is to reach out to Jews in
population centers that are too small to have resident
rabbis.
Igor Romanov represents Chabad in small Jewish
population centers.
He manages several Chabad
outreach programs and also maintains contact with police
and judicial systems throughout the area, including
Dnipropetrovsk itself, on behalf of Chabad.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Romanov stated that almost all resources for regional programs are raised
locally, in Dnipropetrovsk and in some of the smaller Jewish population centers in which
donors can be found. Lev Leviev no longer sponsors programs in the periphery, and
the Chabad Federation of Jewish Communities has withdrawn support from the larger
cities that would have been directed to regional towns. Some local Jewish businessmen in these smaller centers have indeed stepped forward with contributions in cash or
in-kind products, such as soft drinks that are consumed at holiday celebrations. Mr.
Romanov is still raising funds for Pesach seders, which would take place in little more
than two weeks time. Local yeshiva students will lead the seders. The students also
read megillas in some of these communities at Purim, said Mr. Romanov.
The Dnipropetrovsk Chabad office distributes 5700 food parcels twice annually (Rosh
Hashanah and Purim/Pesach) in Dnipropetrovsk and the region, Mr. Romanov
continued. These are provided by Hennady Boholubov, President of the Chabad
37

Others in Dnipropetrovsk said that some antisemitism regarding the Menorah Center derives from
widespread aversion to one of its sponsors, oligarch Ihor Kolomoisky.
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See interview with Oleg Rostovtsev, pages 39-40, for further comments about internet-based
antisemitism in Ukraine.
See pages 40-41 for statements by Mr. Brez about the Jewish women’s microenterprise loan fund.
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Jewish community. Another 120 individuals in small towns receive Shabbat food
parcels in exchange for attending monthly classes in Jewish studies.
Mr. Romanov stated that some of the smaller Jewish population centers currently
served through his office probably will disappear within one or two decades. They are
populated mainly by middle-aged and older people now, he explained; young people
leave for study or employment opportunities elsewhere and do not return. In nearby
Pavlograd, he noted, the remaining Jews were incapable of dealing with an incident of
antisemitic vandalism in the local Jewish cemetery; Mr. Romanov’s office was
instrumental in working with police to apprehend two perpetrators and in arranging for
Dnipropetrovsk Hillel members to repair the damage and clean the cemetery generally.
In response to a question, Mr. Romanov said that he is not optimistic about the
Ukrainian economy. Inflation, he explained, probably is at least 15 percent annually,
and unemployment probably is much higher than the officially acknowledged 15 to 20
percent. A government drive to close tax loopholes, particularly a tax on payrolls, will
be very problematic for business owners and for managers of non-profit organizations,
such as the Dnipropetrovsk Chabad philanthropic association. Even now, he continued,
many people live in the shadow economy – and this phenomenon will only grow.
22. Oleg Rostovtsev is a media specialist whose primary client is the Chabad Jewish
community structure in Dnipropetrovsk. He is responsible for the community website
(http://djc.com.ua) a community newspaper (Shabbat Shalom), and a weekly television
show, Alef. Each episode of Alef is shown twice weekly
on a regional network and draws several hundred thousand
viewers to its program of interviews with local Jews and
visiting Jewish guests, information about Jewish holidays
and Jewish current events, and news from Israel. Because
of its large audience, it attracts significant advertising. Mr.
Rostovtsev also produces various compact disks for the
community, arranges and manages press conferences,
and serves as a guide/contact person for visiting reporters
and other media specialists.
Oleg Rostovtsev is a media specialist employed by the
Dnipropetrovsk Chabad community.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

Mr. Rostovtsev observed that the commentary section of the community website is
attracting a minimum of 500 antisemitic responses every month on a variety of
themes, including resentment of wealthy Jewish oligarchs, anger at Jewish property
developers who construct large buildings that “change the character of the city”, dislike
of monuments commemorating the Holocaust or other episodes related to Jewish life,
and ridicule of local yeshiva students. Some of the comments, he said, are written in
almost “illiterate” language and others are fairly sophisticated. In response to a
question, Mr. Rostovtsev acknowledged the possibility that just a few people were
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writing multiple comments, but the community lacks the resources to fully monitor the
site and trace their sources. The Jewish community reports these findings to
appropriate state authorities, but it is not apparent that the authorities follow up on these
submissions.
Mr. Rostovtsev observed that many bookstores stock antisemitic literature, placing it in
their Jewish sections alongside legitimate volumes on Jewish history, Hasidism, and
other Jewish subjects. The problem of historic antisemitism, he continued, is
exacerbated by the self-isolating conduct of many hasids who reject communication
with the larger local community and live apart from general society. The Russian
Orthodox church, he commented in response to a question, generally condemns
scurrilous commentary on Jews, but a “huge quantity of myths” [oгромное количество
мифов] about Jews and Judaism remains current in Ukrainian culture.
Continuing on the role of hasidism in Ukraine, Mr. Rostovtsev said that he
understands and appreciates the historic roots of Chabad in the region. Nonetheless,
he stated, local Jews need a Jewish alternative to Chabad; a more modern, egalitarian
approach to Judaism is more appropriate in the twenty-first century. He observed that
the Israel Cultural Center, Jewish Agency, and Hillel all attract individuals to their
programs who are seeking a different approach to building their own Jewish identities;
Chabad, he said, excludes many people who consider themselves Jewish, but feel
uncomfortable in a Chabad environment. That it operates a monopoly in Dnipropetrovsk regarding Jewish religious practice is unfortunate; notwithstanding the crowds
that the synagogue attracts for Shabbat services,39 most Jews in urban areas are “not
sympathetic” to Chabad, said Mr. Rostovtsev.
In response to a question, Mr. Rostovtsev said that the economic crisis was “deeper”
(глубже) now than previously. Government policy has led to increased state control
over the economy, a situation that has suffocated the emerging middle class, inhibited
investment, and caused unemployment.
Mr. Rostovtsev estimated the local
unemployment rate to be 30 to 40 percent, some of it masked by part-time work,
furloughs, or other deceptive practices.
23.
The Jewish women’s microenterprise loan fund, initiated with funds from
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the Jewish federation in
Dnipropetrovsk’s American sister city) continues to generate new businesses in
Dnipropetrovsk. All loans are processed through PrivatBank, a large Ukrainian bank
controlled by two Dnipropetrovsk Jewish leaders, Hennady Boholubov and Ihor
Kolomoisky. Loan applicants must submit business plans to a committee of local
Jewish leaders and PrivatBank representatives. The committee meets once monthly
and has approved about 50 loans since inception of the program, said Vyecheslav Brez,
Executive Director of the Chabad philanthropic fund in the city; many loans have been
paid back, continued Mr. Brez. No defaults have occurred.
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In earlier interviews, Mr. Rostovtsev and others have described Shabbat services in Dnipropetrovsk as
social networking opportunities useful for exchanging gossip.
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Natalia Rier, who directs the loan program, said that not all applicants understand the
requirements for success in obtaining a loan and operating a successful business. Only
10 to 15 percent of those who express interest in acquiring a loan ever present a
serious business plan, she said. Her office provides advice on developing a business
plan, she continued, but inadequate education prevents many women from obtaining
necessary information, comprehending local conditions,
and constructing a workable plan. The level of financial
education among many applicants is very low, and
necessary legal assistance is very expensive. Further,
many women [and men] lack necessary computer and
other technical skills necessary in contemporary society.
Natalia Rier, right, has directed the Jewish women’s microenterprise loan fund since its inception. Most loans are in the
$1,000-$1,500 range. A somewhat similar loan fund initiated
by the Joint Distribution Committee was overly complex and
failed.
Photo: the writer.

In a separate discussion, Mr. Brez said that the local Jewish community and its Boston
colleagues would like to expand and diversify the loan fund; they are examining
several loan funds in Israel to see if any policies and practices there might be adaptable
to Dnipropetrovsk. The new Menorah Center, noted Mr. Brez, will include a full office
and teaching space for the microenterprise loan program. Instruction will be provided
and encouraged in basic office skills, business practice, economics, and marketing.
Computers and other relevant technology will be available.
National and International Organizations
24. The regional headquarters of the Jewish Agency for Israel (Sochnut, JAFI) is
housed in a suite of offices and program rooms in a modern building in Dnipropetrovsk.
The Dnipropetrovsk center also supervises JAFI coordinators in Krivoi Rog, Zaporizhya,
and Melitopol, as well as volunteer representatives in Alexandria and Kirovograd.40 Its
major mission centers on Jewish identity-building through formal and informal Jewish
education and it encourages emigration of local Jews to Israel. Lena Zbarzhevsky, a
native of Dnipropetrovsk, is now in her second year as JAFI director in the city. She left
the city as an adolescent when she emigrated to Israel with her family.
Aliyah (emigration to Israel) has increased in 2011 over 2010, Ms. Zbarzhevsky said.
So far, four to five more individuals from the region are going to Israel every month over
the same month in 2010, she stated, and she expects the growth in aliyah to continue
throughout the year. (The total aliyah from the region in 2010 was 292.) In response to
40

The Kharkiv office of JAFI supervises its programs in Donetsk and the surrounding area.
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a question, Ms. Zbarzhevsky said that the average age of olim (immigrants in Israel)
from Ukraine was 32; the predominant groups were young singles and young families.
Another significant group consists of middle-age and older people who need medical
care not available or too costly in Ukraine.
Answering another question, Ms. Zbarzhevsky said that the primary driver of aliyah
was economic distress; local inflation was 24.9 percent, she said, and many individuals
and families simply could not make ends meet. A related important stimulus to aliyah,
she continued, was fear of political instability under the Yanukovych government.
Commenting on various absorption programs in Israel, Ms. Zbarzhevsky said that the
Na’aleh high school in Israel program remains stable. The previous five-month
Selah college/university program has been changed to a 10-month Selah Masa format
(see below), in which participants will study both Hebrew
and English, as well as learn about various aspects of life in
Israel; some will use the new format as the first step in
aliyah, to be followed by enrollment in an Israeli college or
university, and others may regard it more as an academic
year abroad program and will return to Ukraine upon
completion of the course.
Lena Zbarzhevsky emigrated to Israel as an adolescent with her
family from Dnipropetrovsk. Twenty years later, she has returned
to direct JAFI operations in the region.
Photo: the writer (in 2010).

Regarding Taglit (birthright Israel tours), Ms. Zbarzhevsky stated that three different
groups operate Taglit tours from the Dnipropetrovsk region; both JAFI and Hillel offer
two trips annually (one in summer and one in winter), each consisting of one bus for 40
young people. The Israel Cultural Center also sponsors two buses annually, she
continued, but these include participants from throughout Ukraine, not just Dnipropetrovsk or the Dnipropetrovsk region. The age range for Taglit is 18 to 26; the average
age of participants is 22/23, said Ms. Zbarzhevsky.
Many returning Taglit participants then decide to enroll in Masa, a 10-month program
that enables young adults to explore specific interests. Fifty young people from the
Dnipropetrovsk area have joined various Masa programs during the 2010-2011
academic year, Ms. Zbarzhevsky stated, and she expects significantly more to enroll for
2011-2012 courses. Most Russian-language Masa programs are offered at little or no
cost, she said, observing that a $1,000 to $1,500 co-payment is manageable for many
young people. Among the most popular programs in this category are those dealing
with computer technology, business management, English-language study, and
Hebrew-language/Jewish tradition. Some courses offered by Orthodox religious groups
are not only free, but provide stipends as well. Masa courses targeting Englishspeaking Jews may cost as much as $5,000; although some native Russian-/Ukrainian-
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speakers are fluent in English and possess the language skills to participate in such
courses, they are unlikely to be able to make a co-payment of that amount.41
A new program that is very appealing to many aliyah candidates is a work-study trial in
which individuals test actual employment opportunities in their own specialties. They
are provided with room and board and can earn as much as $700 monthly while
working and studying in such fields as computer technology, journalism, and translation.
Their work experience enables them to make employment connections leading to job
offers.
In response to a question about local activities, Ms. Zbarzhevsky said that JAFI
operates youth clubs in Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhya, and Krivoi Rog. Although
technically open to young people from the age of eight through young adulthood, the
clubs effectively serve only university students. JAFI also sponsors occasional youth
activities in Dniprodzerzhinsk and several other cities, although these are not in the
format of structured clubs. In Dnipropetrovsk, JAFI also operates a Sunday school
that attracts about 15 youngsters between the ages of eight and 12 every week. The
curriculum includes Hebrew, other Jewish subjects, English, and some recreational
activities; during the summer months, the Sunday school becomes a day camp
enrolling a larger number of youngsters.
None of the participants, said Ms.
Zbarzhevsky, attends the Chabad Jewish day school in the city; the children may not be
halachically Jewish, their parents fear the religious orientation of the school, and the
school itself is not prestigious. Due to budgetary constraints, said Ms. Zbarzhevsky,
JAFI is unable to offer any activities for adults other than ulpan classes with Jewish
identification components; however, secular Talmud study will be offered in 20112012.
The Jewish Agency will offer three summer camp sessions in 2011, each based at a
site on the Black Sea and each aimed at a specific age group (ages 12-14, ages 15-17,
and students). Each camp session will accommodate 90 campers for a period of eight
days. Most counselors are former campers who have completed training courses, said
Ms. Zbarzhevsky. The director also is a local individual, but six or seven specialists
from Israel will join the staff to lead particular programs.
With support from the Pincus Fund and another Jewish Agency program, JAFI also
sponsors Community Home, an Internet role-playing game that attracts individuals
between the ages of 16 and 30. Dnipropetrovsk activists compete with five other teams
in the region to build their own local Jewish community for the future. Ms. Zbarzhevsky
commented that high on the agenda of all participants are Jewish pluralism and a highquality Jewish day school that is open to all youngsters of Jewish heritage regardless of
halachic background.
Ms. Zbarzhevsky stated that local Jews clearly desire a Jewish communal infrastructure
that offers multiple approaches to Judaism and Jewish practice with mutual respect
among all Jews and Jewish organizations. Rabbi Kaminezki understands this need for
41

See page 64 for a report of a Kharkiv student unable to afford payment for a particular MASA course.
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diverse Jewish community programs and thus welcomes programs of the Jewish
Agency, Israel Culture Center, and certain other groups, she continued.42
The Jewish Agency will move its local offices and program space to the Menorah
Center when that structure is ready for occupation, said Ms. Zbarzhevsky. Rabbi
Kaminezki would like the entire Jewish population to be represented in that building –
and the Jewish Agency needs to be with the rest of the Jewish population.
25. Nativ was established in the 1950’s as the Lishkat Hakesher (Liaison Office) by the
then Prime Minister of Israel to operate covertly among the Jewish population of the
then Soviet Union, maintaining contacts and assisting immigration of Soviet Jews to
Israel. Although the rationale for its maintenance in the post-Soviet era has been
questioned, it continues to exist under the influence of Russian-speaking immigrants in
Israel and is responsible today for managing Israeli consulates in the post-Soviet states;
in that capacity, it issues Israeli visas to new immigrants. It also operates Israel
Culture Centers (attached to consulates) in a number of cities with significant Jewish
populations.
The Israeli consul in Dnipropetrovsk, said that the local Israel Culture Center sponsors
various programs related to Israeli culture, including an Israel cinema club, and also
offers Hebrew ulpan classes43, a Jewish women’s club,
and seminars on Israeli business. Its major youth
activities are sponsorship of adapted Israeli Scout
groups among local teenagers and various sports
clubs. In cooperation with other Israel Culture Centers
in Ukraine, it sponsors two Taglit (birthright Israel) trips
to Israel annually, along with Taglit follow-up programs.
Nativ sponsors its own Masa program, offering a
number of different courses of study free of copayments at Ariel College in Samaria (the West Bank).
A participant in the Israeli Scout group tries a ropes course at
a Scout encampment on an island in the Dnipr River in
nearby Zaporizhya.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.
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In the past, Rabbi Kaminezki’s tolerance for different expressions of Judaism has not extended to nonOrthodox interpretations of the Jewish faith. Other Jewish religious groups exploring a possible presence
in the city have been made to feel unwelcome.
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Unlike the Jewish Agency, which charges fees for its ulpan classes, the ICC ulpan is cost-free to
participants. However, Jewish Agency ulpans include Jewish identity components and are viewed by
most observers as providing a superior level of Hebrew-language instruction.
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The consul noted that the ICC will work with almost any Jewish affinity group in the
area, including those rejected by the synagogue because some or all of its members
are not halachic Jews. A number of different Jewish organizations use the ICC large
multi-purpose room for their own meetings and/or social activities.
26. Esther Katz, an Israeli, is the new director of the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee (Joint, JDC) in Dnipropetrovsk, replacing Amir Ben-Tzvi who
has been transferred to Kyiv.44 Ms. Katz stated that Joint provides welfare services to
7,000 Jewish elderly in the city through Hesed Menachem.45 Additionally, said Ms.
Katz, JDC provides various forms of assistance –
welfare, psychological, legal, vocational, and instruction
in childcare – to 510 at-risk Jewish families. About 120
special needs children and youth rotate in various groups
according to disability and age through Hesed
Menachem, each group coming to the hesed one day
every one to two weeks for programs geared to their
specific needs. In addition to Dnipropetrovsk clients,
Joint provides assistance to additional Jews who live in
smaller cities and towns.46
Esther Katz, left, a veteran JDC professional, is in her first
year of fieldwork in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question, Ms. Katz estimated the Jewish population in the city at
50,000 to 60,000 people according to the Israeli Law of Return, that is, individuals with
at least one Jewish grandparent and thus eligible for citizenship in Israel. Emigration
of Jews from the Dnipropetrovsk area is high and generally removes those individuals
who are more actively engaged Jewishly from the community; those who remain, said
Ms. Katz, are less like to be committed to Jewish peoplehood and Jewish continuity.
Further, she continued, the rate of intermarriage is very high and is a deterrent to local
leadership development; individuals with diluted Jewish identity are unlikely to be
interested in volunteer work on behalf of the Jewish community.
Answering another query, Ms. Katz said that JDC continues to operate family camps
as part of its Jewish renewal agenda. Joint partially subsidizes these programs, but all
participants pay at least a portion of the cost. About 1200 families from nine cities in the
Dnipropetrovsk region have taken part in such workshops, which usually are held at
resorts. Although JDC had once been optimistic that participants would become
community leaders, it is now recognized that few are eager to assume leadership roles;
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See pages 28-29 for information about Hesed Menachem in Dnipropetrovsk.
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See pages 84-85 for information about JDC services in Krivoi Rog.
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however, she continued, it is possible that some will become volunteers in some
capacity. On the other hand, she noted, it is obvious that some children in these family
camps admire the madrichim [leaders, especially of youth programs, many of whom are
Hillel activists], so it is possible that some of the youngsters will assume activist roles.47
Speaking about the economy, Ms. Katz said that the private sector is much more
developed in Dnipropetrovsk than in other Ukrainian cities, but, nonetheless, the local
economy remains very problematic. Officially, unemployment is 8.7 percent, she
said, but actual unemployment is much higher and is increasing. Huge industrial plants
close, she continued, and throw thousands of people out of work. Technically, some or
all people remain on the payroll, but they are not receiving salaries; because they
remain on an official payroll list, no unemployment insurance is activated. Some
factories, she continued, supplied nearby markets in neighboring Russia, but lost these
markets when the Soviet Union collapsed. Ms Katz observed that eastern Ukraine has
many “monogorods” [моногород], single-industry towns in which the local economy falls
apart when a large factory closes. Further, added Ms. Katz, new taxes are “killing” the
emerging middle class and destroying small businesses. The taxes have been
introduced incrementally, destroying some businesses in December of 2010 and others
in January and April of 2011. Another increase scheduled for December 2011 will drive
even more businesses into bankruptcy, she said.
In response to a question about the greatest needs of Joint in Dnipropetrovsk, Ms.
Katz identified two priorities. First, she said, JDC needs to provide more services for
elderly Jews who are ineligible for welfare services provided through Holocaust
restitution funds; if an individual was not in an area occupied by Nazi forces during
World War II, he or she is ineligible for services provided through the Conference on
Jewish Material Claims against Germany or other Holocaust-related support
organizations. Such elderly, who include all evacuees as well as younger seniors born
after World War II, receive fewer essential services than Holocaust survivors or wartime armed forces veterans. Second, said Ms. Katz, JDC needs resources for
employment services, including computer training. Even relatively young adults lack
computer skills vital to the contemporary labor market.
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The programs at JDC family camps usually include a mix of resort recreational activities, informal
Jewish education, and structured discussion groups. Some programs are planned for family units, and
some are directed toward separate groups of adults and children. Although the writer did not ask Ms.
Katz about the level of family participation in all activities, other JDC personnel have acknowledged that
some individuals avoid the Jewish education components and spend the majority of their time in various
recreational pursuits.
In general, JDC has found it very difficult to recruit indigenous Jews to leadership positions in local
heseds. In addition to the Jewish identity issues addressed by Ms. Katz, local Jews have told the writer
(and others) that they view JDC as an alien organization controlled by foreigners in Jerusalem and New
York. They have no desire to become nominal authority figures (or stooges, as several people have said)
when other individuals outside the country are exercising real control.
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Ms. Katz confirmed that Hesed Menachem and the small Jewish community center
program48 will move into the new Menorah Center upon its completion. The Jewish
community center will need to coordinate its activities with other programs operated in
the Menorah Center, such as an independently-operated fitness center. The JCC will
focus on children’s programs, particularly on afterschool activities and expanded
offerings for special needs groups. JDC general offices will remain in their current
premises, a small office building.
In answer to a question about the probable fate of the current hesed building, Ms.
Katz said that no decision had yet been made about its disposition after hesed services
are moved to the Menorah Center. The current structure, a former school, is in poor
physical condition, but the property on which it stands is in a good location.
Asked about collaborative efforts with World Jewish Relief, a British organization, Ms.
Katz responded that WJR supports various activities related to children’s welfare,
including the Mothers for a Better Future program. Mothers for a Better Future targets
young single mothers, offering them childcare skills, vocational assistance (to make
them more competitive in the marketplace), legal advice, and psychological services.
WJR also supports programs for special needs groups and humanitarian aid for families
in economic distress.
27. One of the groups that uses the Israel Culture Center premises for some of its
meetings is Project Kesher, a local Jewish women’s group associated with the larger
umbrella organization of the same name.
The Dnipropetrovsk Project Kesher
representation is one of more than 150 similar Jewish
women’s groups throughout the post-Soviet states. As
is true in most Project Kesher groups, said Ella
Sidorenko, a Project Kesher leader in Dnipropetrovsk,
the local Project Kesher association is divided into
several separate interest sub-groups.
Ella Sidorenko, right, is a long-time activist in Jewish women’s
activities in Dnipropetrovsk and is a leader in Project Kesher
in that city.
Photo: the writer.

According to Ms. Sidorenko, the Dnipropetrovsk Project Kesher group includes a total of
about 50 activists as well as additional women who participate in activities on an
occasional basis. The largest cohort, perhaps 20 to 25 women, is the Beit Binah group,
which focuses on Jewish education. Another group of about 15 women meets at the
Special Needs Resource Center at Beit Chana; all of these women are mothers of
48

The latter currently occupies three activity rooms in the office building attached to the Golden Rose
Choral Synagogue.
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children enrolled in the Center. Many are young single parents, said Ms. Sidorenko,
and they are dependent on each other and Project Kesher for psychological support in
raising their special needs children and addressing their own needs. The third Project
Kesher group, continued Ms. Sidorenko, consists of 12 to 15 older female Hillel
members. Project Kesher also enjoys a relationship with a women’s business club
sponsored by the Israel Cultural Center; among other activities, this group has held
seminars on Israel business opportunities and also studies time management issues
related to managing careers and families.
In addition to focusing on its own specific agenda, said Ms. Sidorenko, most Project
Kesher groups also address various women’s health issues. In a society that remains
squeamish about discussing certain health issues in public, many local women are illinformed on matters concerning their own physical and mental well-being; fortunately,
she continued, the larger Project Kesher organization has prepared excellent programs
on this subject.
Project Kesher also works in intergroup relations, encouraging tolerance among the
different ethnicities in Dnipropetrovsk. On Holocaust Memorial Day, it brought together
women of Latvian, Lithuanian, Belarusan, Georgian, Jewish, Russian, and Ukrainian
backgrounds for roundtable discussions in the multipurpose room at the Israel Culture
Center.
In general, said Ms. Sidorenko, the entire local Project Kesher group convenes only
on Jewish holidays. Many members, she said, will gather at the ICC for a Pesach
seder that will focus on the role of Jewish women from the Exodus until now. Most subgroups, such as Beit Binah or the group at the Special Needs Resource Center, meet
monthly.
Project Kesher encourages its members from different cities to meet and exchange
ideas, said Ms. Sidorenko. For example, some local Project Kesher women met with
Dniprodzerzhinsk counterparts during Chanukah, and another local cohort met with
Project Kesher women from Krivoi Rog at Tu b’Shvat. Ms. Sidorenko and other Project
Kesher leaders attend national seminars focusing on acquisition of leadership skills and
on program concepts.
28. The sister-city relationship between the Boston and Dnipropetrovsk Jewish
communities, various details of which are noted elsewhere in this section, was initiated
in 199249 and today is the most comprehensive of any “kehilla” project connecting North
American and post-Soviet Jewish population centers. It involves both Jewish and nonsectarian entities in each city, although most of the latter appear to have been promoted
by Boston-area Jews. Almost all projects involve assistance from Boston to
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The writer, who was living and working in Cambridge at the time, was one of two individuals who
initiated the project under the auspices of the Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Boston.
The other founder, Dr. Judith Wolf, remains active in the partnership; her family has provided leadership
and resources for the special needs program at Beit Chana.
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Dnipropetrovsk. The relationship also includes some projects involving Haifa, Boston’s
Partnership 2000 city in Israel.
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the Boston Jewish federation)
provides essential subsidies to Beit Baruch, the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish day school, and
certain other programs. Education components of the relationship include consultations
in special education to the special needs program housed at Beit Chana and
methodology for teaching English as a second language at School #144. Exchanges of
teachers take place annually, and Boston-area Jewish teens travel to Dnipropetrovsk for
a winter camp with local Jewish adolescents. Occasionally, the teen exchange also
involves youngsters from Haifa as well. A medical care program provides critical
expertise in geriatric care, as well as advice, training, and advanced technology in
pediatrics and obstetrics/gynecology to Dnipropetrovsk clinics and hospitals. Boston
Action for Post-Soviet Jewry, although an independent entity, initiated its Adopt-aBubbe program in association with the sister-city effort.
Although some refer to the relationship as a “partnership,” almost all initiatives and
funding originate in Boston. Unlike other relationships between North American Jewish
federations and post-Soviet Jewish population centers, the Boston-Dnipropetrovsk
relationship does not include collaborative projects with the Joint Distribution
Committee, the Jewish Agency for Israel, or the Hillel student organization.
Kharkiv
Founded in 1653 at the confluence of the Udy, Lopan, and Kharkiv rivers, Kharkiv today
is a city of 1.4 million people, the second largest municipality in Ukraine. Capital of
Ukraine from 1921 to 1934, it remains a center of industry, culture, and higher education. Its industrial core is based on armaments and complex machinery, some of
which has been sold in controversial arms deals to rogue states. Notwithstanding the
relative sophistication of a portion of its economic base, however, the larger economy of
Kharkiv and the surrounding area is floundering, a result of general Ukrainian economic
conditions, poor governance and a failure of local officials to embrace private business
initiatives.
Kharkiv is a major university center in Ukraine, hosting more than 25 institutions of
higher education, including 13 national universities. The total number of students in the
city is about 150,000, of whom approximately 9,000 are from other countries.50 Young
adults are very visible throughout the city as they attend classes in universities and
other institutions of higher education. Perhaps as many as 26,000 scientists are
employed in Kharkiv’s universities and three national research institutes.
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One individual familiar with foreign student enrollment in Kharkiv said that a substantial number of
Arabs and other foreign Moslems study at various post-secondary education institutions in the city.
However, continued this source, Islamic and/or pro-Palestinian agitation is minimal because security
forces are quick to deport any foreigners who espouse extremist views.
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The city is highly Russified, a product of its location near the Russian border and the
key role of its industrial and educational institutions in the former Soviet Union.
At left is the main building of the Kharkiv
National University of Radioelectronics, one
of many highly regarded institutions of higher
education in the city. It currently enrolls
about 12,000 students in 34 specialties.

Photo and other information:
http://www.kture.kharkov.ua/opencms/opencms/K
NURE/ index.html?__locale=en.
Retrieved July 11, 2011.

29. The Jewish population of Kharkiv probably is between 15,000 and 30,000
according to the Israeli Law of Return, although the writer has heard both higher and
lower estimates. Jews are prominent in almost every sphere of Kharkiv life, including
government, business and industry, education, and culture; most openly identify as
Jews and are friendly to Jewish organizations. However, as is the case in most postSoviet large cities, only a small proportion of local Jews participate in any form of
Jewish life.
Jewish Education and Culture
30. The Chabad Jewish day school (School #170) enrolls a total of 352 youngsters, a
significant decrease from its maximum of 502 in 2003. The largest single number –
pupils in grades five through 11 – convene in the upper two floors of a general public
school building. A renovated kindergarten building accommodates the Chabad
preschool and lower school. Also included in the pupil census are a small machon for
girls in grades five through 11, which meets in classrooms in the choral synagogue, and
a yeshiva katana for boys in grades five through 11, which meets in a partially
renovated smaller synagogue.
Grigory Shoichet, School 170’s veteran and highly respected principal, was quick to
emphasize the academic achievements of School #170, a seriously underfunded
institution in a city known for its strong school system. Of the 260 schools in the city, he
said, #170 ranks 32nd. It is especially strong in mathematics, physics, and biology;
School #170 has done very well in academic competitions in all of these subjects, he
observed. The great weakness of the school, he continued, is in computer science;
JDC managed to divert an ORT computer laboratory intended for the school to its own
Jewish community center (where it was used for a fee-based adult education program)
some years previously and School #170 has been unable to muster resources to
replicate the ORT school program on its own. The school currently has five computers.
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It is very difficult to raise money among school families for computers or any other
school needs, stated Mr. Shoichet, because the school population is overwhelmingly
poor. He estimated the unemployment rate among parents at 30 to 40 percent,
observing that many local factories had closed. Even well-educated engineers
previously employed in some of these plants have been unable to find jobs. Mr.
Shoichet said that the school provides both breakfast and dinner to its pupils, and some
youngsters remain in the school until 6:00 p.m. rather than go home to empty
apartments while their parents scramble for whatever work they can find.51
The curriculum of School #170 includes three to four class periods in Jewish
subjects each week, Mr. Shoichet stated. Tough government standards mandate
inclusion of art, music, and other subjects in the school curriculum, he said, and limit the
number of classes in religion that can be taught in public schools. The school
supplements formal instruction in Jewish subjects with the development of small
museums on Jewish history in
Ukraine, the Holocaust, the role
of Jewish women in Jewish
history, and several other topics.
Grigory Shoichet, fourth from left,
stands with some of his pupils in
front of a school museum display.
Declining enrollment has freed
classroom space for conversion into
small museums.
Photo: the writer.

School #170 has a small physical training room and rents a larger sports hall in a
nearby medical school. Mr. Shoichet, a former Ukrainian national boxing champion, is
in his mid-70s. He provides intensive physical training to interested pupils individually.
Mr. Shoichet said that School #170 relies on funds raised by Kharkiv Chief Rabbi
Moshe Moskovitz. It receives nothing from Lev Leviev, the Chabad philanthropist who
supports many newer Jewish day schools in the post-Soviet states. Mr. Shoichet
observed that the Jewish Agency for Israel is suffering from its own budget crisis and is
unable to provide funds for additional day school programs as it used to do. The
government of Israel, he added, should offer more help to Jewish day schools, if only to
better prepare pupils for aliyah and productive lives in the Jewish state. However, he
said, he is fortunate to be working in Kharkiv with Chief Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz, who is
a настоящий раббин, a “real” or “genuine” rabbi, someone who “touches peoples’
hearts”.
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Dinner, which is served in the early afternoon, is the main meal of the day for many Ukrainians and
Russians. It usually includes soup, a meat course with side dishes, and dessert. Almost all post-Soviet
Jewish day schools with which the writer is familiar provide a hearty mid-day dinner for their pupils.
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31. The yeshiva katana directed by Rabbi Levi Raices enrolls 40 boys in fifth through
11th grades. (These boys are counted as part of the School #170 census.) The
yeshiva katana operates as a mesivta, that is, it offers a full program of general
academic studies as well as a full religious studies program. The majority of boys are
from poor families, said Rabbi Raices, and receive a
small stipend that is intended both to supplement family
income and to “compensate” boys for the single-gender
circumstances of their school experience.
Most
youngsters live at home, said Rabbi Raices, but a
minority live in dormitory rooms that have been
constructed within the old synagogue in which the
mesivta classes are held.
Rabbi Levi Raices, left, manages the Kharkiv Chabad
yeshiva high school and has other teaching responsibilities
in the Kharkiv Chabad community.
Photo: the writer.

Upon completing the mesivta, said Rabbi Raices, about half of the boys will enroll in the
Chabad yeshiva in Moscow. The other half, he continued, will attend local universities
or colleges, or enter the work force. One graduate, Rabbi Raices noted, is a prison
guard.
In addition to the yeshiva katana, Chabad operates a heder in the old synagogue that
educates 15 to 20 boys who are sons of Chabad rabbis in the city. The heder provides
an intensive religious education to boys until they reach bar mitzvah age.
Not limiting his teaching to youngsters, Rabbi Raices also teaches a twice-weekly
class to 40 retired men in the synagogue dining hall. Lunch is served. Chabad is
eager to bring these men into the synagogue, said Rabbi Raices, so that they feel that
they are part of the community.
Apart from his teaching responsibilities, Rabbi Raices is publishing a set of books
entitled Навстречу Мошиаху (To Meet the Messiah), a Russian-language translation
(from Hebrew) of a collection of stories, articles, and brief excerpts from midrash,
Talmud, and history interspersed with sayings of Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,
the seventh and last rebbe of the Chabad Lubavich movement. So far, said Rabbi
Raices, he has published four volumes in the series. He believes that because all of the
entries are fairly brief, these books may appeal to many readers who are uncomfortable
with longer, more complex explications of Chabad philosophy.
32. The Kharkiv Chabad machon currently enrolls 40 girls in fifth through 10th
grades. (These girls are counted as part of the School #170 census.) They meet in
classrooms in the main choral synagogue for an extended-day curriculum that includes
both general and religious classes. According to Principal Miriam Yakimenko, five girls
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are the daughters of local rabbis and most of the remaining 35 are from local nonobservant families attracted by small classes, free meals and transportation, the
extended-day schedule, and a sense that the school is safe. One girl from another city
(Chernigov) lives in an apartment with older girls who attend the Akademia women’s
college. (See below.)
The secular studies program is strong, said Ms. Yakimenko. Machon girls earn high
scores in various academic competitions. Ms. Yakimenko stated that she would like to
increase enrollment in the school to 60 or 70 girls, noting that classes with fewer than
five or six girls can be just as difficult to teach as classes with 40 pupils.
In response to a question, Ms. Yakimenko said that
most girls who complete the machon enter the
Akademia program or enroll in Chabad women’s
colleges in Moscow, Zhytomyr, or Israel.
Miriam Yakimenko, who is a graduate of School #170, now
directs the Chabad machon in Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

33. Kharkiv Chabad operates a post-secondary school program for young women,
enabling them to enroll in the local university/institute program of their choice while
concurrently studying Jewish subjects in late afternoons and evenings at the
synagogue. Known as Akademia, the program currently (2010-2011) enrolls ten young
women between the ages of 18 and 30 who are pursuing degrees in such fields as
medicine, pharmacy, psychology, business management, education, and fashion
design.
According to Pearl Kolnak, director of Akademia,
participants also study synagogue-based courses in
Hebrew, Judaism, Jewish law, Torah, hasidut, and
Jewish history. Additionally, said Ms. Kolnak, the
women attend three intensive seminars each academic
year at Beit Chana in Dnipropetrovsk where they listen
to special lectures, participate in holiday observances,
and engage in other Jewish activities.52
Pearl Kolnak, right, directs the Akademia program for young
women in Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.
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For information about Beit Chana, see pages 20-22.
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The major attraction of the Akademia program to young women, acknowledged Ms.
Kolnak, is that tuition costs are fully paid – 80 percent by Beit Chana in Dnipropetrovsk
and 20 percent by the Kharkiv Chabad community. Additionally, participants receive
small stipends for the duration of their studies. Most young women in the program are
from poor families, Ms. Kolnak stated, and probably would be unable to attend
university or another post-secondary school program without external financial
assistance.
Participants serve as assistants in the Chabad preschool, school, and machon during
the school year and also work as counselors in the local Chabad summer camp.
Of the 10 current Akademia students, said Ms. Kolnak, eight are from Kharkiv and
commute between their homes, the synagogue, and their places of study. Some of
these young women are graduates of School #170, but others attended other schools.
The two remaining students are from Chernigov; along with a Chernigov girl in the
machon, they live in an apartment that Chabad has rented for them.
34. Lycée Sha’alavim is a struggling Jewish day school started in 1994 and
then abandoned in 2009 by the Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of
America (OU; New York). Throughout the writer’s visit in Ukraine, rumors circulated that the school would soon close; however, Yevgeny Persky, its principal, assured the writer that it would remain open for the foreseeable future.
From a peak enrollment of 220 in 2000-2001, its current census is 96
youngsters in grades 1-10, and 12 children in a kindergarten.
Recounting history of recent financial support of the lycée (a private school
that receives some state funding, but less than general public schools), Mr.
Persky said that the Orthodox Union told him initially that financial support
would be reduced incrementally over a three year period, beginning with the
2009-2010 school year and ending entirely at the
conclusion of the 2011-2012 school year. However, the OU subsequently informed him in September 2010 that funding would be terminated
immediately.
Yevgeny Persky, principal of Lycée Sha’alavim in
Kharkiv, is eager to find a reliable funding base for
the Lycée after its original American sponsor
terminated support.
Photo: the writer.

Upon hearing of the OU decision, Mr. Persky began contacting various
potential sources of support, both in Ukraine and abroad. A sponsoring
organization is necessary, said Mr. Persky, if only because Ukrainian law
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requires that all private schools be responsible to a charitable organization; it
is not permissible to be truly independent.
He has used his own resources and borrowed money from friends to keep the
school going.
The Lycée received a small grant and then a larger
contribution from World Jewish Relief, the British organization. 53 Parents
who could afford to pay tuition have been asked to do so. The pre-school
charges fees, as do most pre-schools in Ukraine. Many teachers agreed to
work without pay. The Joint Distribution Committee has made a grant, and
Mr. Persky has identified other sources of support that may enable the school
to continue operations for the near future.
However, in addition to
conventional operating funds, the school building requires substantial
renovation.
As Orthodox Union support began to look shaky in 2010, Mr. Persky
implemented less restrictive enrollment qualifications, changing requirements from halachic Jewish background (matrilineal descent) imposed by the
OU to Jewish identity according to the Israel Law of Return (one Jewish
grandparent), thus greatly expanding the potential enrollment pool.
The loss of OU affiliation also entailed the loss of licensed OU Israeli
teachers of Hebrew and other Jewish subjects who were paid by the Israeli
Ministry of Education. Mr. Persky has turned to Midreshet Yerushalayim,
the Russian-language division of the Schechter Institute in Jerusalem, 54 for
methodological assistance in preparing local teachers to assume roles as
Jewish studies teachers. Most of the local teachers of Jewish studies are
graduates of the Lycée, but lack both university-level education in Jewish
studies and professional training in the teaching of Hebrew or other Jewish
subjects. Midreshet Yerushalayim also is providing some financial assistance
for Lycée pupils to attend the movement’s summer camp, Ramah Yachad, in
western Ukraine. However, Midreshet Yerushalayim is unable to provide the
substantive operating subsidy that the school requires to ensure financial
stability.
Mr. Persky is hopeful that the transformation of the Lycée from an Orthodox
school to a more liberal Masorti school would enhance its enrollment
prospects, believing that a more inclusive environment would appeal to more
families. However, the long-term financial outlook for the school remains
uncertain; equally, the school must overcome local rumors of its imminent
closure.
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The World Jewish Relief grants have been designated for integration of special needs youngsters into
the Sha’alavim program.
See a WJR video presentation about Sha’alavim on YouTube:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-J9k6h85e_0. The second grant was received just before Chanukah,
leading Mr. Persky to refer to it as a modern-day Chanukah miracle (чудо).
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The Schechter Institute of Jewish Studies is associated with the Conservative/Masorti movement.

56

35.
International Solomon University, a proprietary institution, was
founded in Kyiv in 1992. An “East Ukrainian branch” [in Russian, Восточноукраинский филиал] was established in Kharkiv in 1998. Located in a wing of
a large prestigious Kharkiv high school (Ukr., Харківський технологічний ліцей
№ 9), the Eastern branch of ISU currently enrolls 325 students; the reality of
demographic decline in Ukraine, said its new Director, Julia Ukis, bodes ill for its
growth.
Dr. Ukis stated that the Eastern branch is organized into three faculties or schools:
economics, computer science, and Jewish studies. Clearly reticent to disclose details
about ISU, Dr. Ukis would not explain the focus of the Jewish studies program. She
said only that some of its graduates continued their studies in advanced degree
programs elsewhere, others teach (not necessarily in
Jewish schools), some work for the Joint Distribution
Committee, and “many” emigrate.
Dr. Julia Ukis, an economist, is Director of the Eastern
Ukraine branch of International Solomon University. She
replaced the founding director, Dr. Boris Elikin, who died
in January 2011.
Photo:
http://www.msu-kharkov.edu.ua/ob_universitete/obrachenie_directora.
Retrieved: July 13, 2011.

Compared to many other local post-secondary institutions, said Dr. Ukis,
tuition at ISU Kharkiv is relatively inexpensive. Additionally, the government
pays tuition for two groups of students, orphans and visually impaired, to
attend ISU. Blind students, she continued, all attended a specialized high
school where they learned to take notes on special computers; almost all
visually impaired and blind students, she said, are older than other students
because their disability necessitated a longer time for completion of the high
school curriculum.
In response to a question, Dr. Ukis said that she did not know the percentage
of Jewish students among the entire ISU Kharkiv enrollment. However, she
continued, it is likely that they constitute a disproportionately larger share of
the enrollment than the proportion of Jews among all citizens of Kharkiv. 55
36. The Hillel student group in Kharkiv has long been one of the most
vigorous in the post-Soviet states, perhaps reflecting the large number of
students in the city. According to Julia Pototskaya, the longtime director of
Kharkiv Hillel, and her assistant, Dmitry Golovinov, between 400 and 500
students currently are activists in the organization. Hillel makes extensive
use of Russian-language social networking computer sites, especially
55

For information about International Solomon University in Kyiv, see pages 96-97.
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Vkontakte, to recruit students and then keep in touch with them. Hillel also
tries to address the needs and interests of individual students, referring them
to other organizations if that seems appropriate; for example, said Mr.
Golovinov, Hillel refers students interested in learning Hebrew to the Jewish
Agency for Israel.
In response to a question, Mr. Golovinov said that among the most popular
activities in Kharkiv Hillel are classes in Jewish tradition, which attract
about 40 people on a regular basis. 56 Those individuals who are the most
comfortable in this subject matter often work with a Jewish teen club at the
JDC-sponsored Jewish community center, attempting to pass on Jewish
tradition to a younger generation.
Kharkiv Hillel members also enjoy volunteering; they have worked in a residential facility for at-risk children and a hospital, and have also cleaned public parks, playgrounds, and Jewish cemeteries. Some Hillel students work as
madrichim or leaders in JDC-sponsored family camps. They also have played
a leading role in a city-wide Week of Good Deeds.
Kharkiv Hillel is well-known for creative activities, particularly drama and
musical productions. In addition to these group activities, independent Hillel
student artists were scheduled to draw, paint, or photograph Jewish sites in
the region; a select group of 20 student artists also would visit historic Jewish
locations in western Ukraine, such as Berdichev and Uman. An exhibit of
their work will be mounted at a central location during the next academic
year.
Taglit (birthright Israel) trips to
Israel remain popular. Kharkiv Hillel organizes at least one 40person Taglit bus every year.
Kharkiv Hillel students in Jerusalem
during a recent Taglit trip.
Photo:
http://picasaweb.google.com/hillelcase/2009?fe
at=directlink#5392589441193874706.
Retrieved July 14, 2011.

Kharkiv Hillel continues to host student groups from abroad, having been
visited recently by a group from Yeshiva University in New York and a Hillel
delegation from the University of Michigan. The University of Michigan Hillel
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The Hillel courses in Jewish tradition have been designed in part to appeal to students who may not be
halachically Jewish and thus who are ineligible for STARS study. The Hillel interpretation of Jewish
tradition is more open and liberal than that promoted by Chabad and other Orthodox groups.
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students joined with Kharkiv Hillel members in several volunteer projects,
including repairing homes and cleaning yards of elderly Jews in Kharkiv and
in the nearby smaller city of Konotop.
Welfare
37. Boris Murashkovsky, the veteran director of the JDC hesed in Kharkiv,
stated that the hesed provides services to 9,500 clients in Kharkiv and the
surrounding area. About 2,500 of these individuals live on monthly pensions
of $100 or less, he said, which enables them to pay for utilities, but is
insufficient to cover the cost of food and medicines as well. They generally
do not pay various maintenance assessments from their apartment buildings
and many live in fear that they will be ejected from their residences for failure
to fulfill these financial obligations, Mr. Murashkovsky
said.
He is aware of several homeless Jewish
families, he said; usually, they live in entrance ways in
various buildings, including apartment houses, residing
with their few remaining belongings until they are expelled by apartment owners who do not want ‘vagabonds’ living in common space.
Boris Murashkovsky, left, is a veteran and articulate director
of the JDC hesed in Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

In general, said Mr. Murashkovsky, people become homeless for either of two
reasons. Some, he explained, have been swindled out of their apartments in
some sort of scam. Others, he said, have fallen into serious debt and are
forced to sell their residences in order to pay creditors (some of whom are
racketeers).
Economic conditions in Kharkiv continue to deteriorate, Mr. Murashkovsky
stated. He expects more Jews to become homeless.
In response to a question, Mr. Murashkovsky said that the hesed no longer
operates any hot meal programs or distributes food parcels. He noted that
Chabad continues to host two dining rooms, one at the synagogue that feeds
40 people daily (and 70 on Shabbat, according to Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz)
and one in the building of the lower school that feeds 30 people on weekdays.
Hesed Board members provide some individual financial support to these
nutrition programs, said Mr. Murashkovsky, but such support is individual
philanthropy and not a hesed allocation, he stressed. The hesed now
addresses nutrition needs only through the sale of discount cards that
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seniors purchase in order to receive discounts at a specific chain of
supermarkets.
In all, 1,300 people, almost all of them elderly, receive homecare through the
hesed, Mr. Murashkovsky stated. Two hundred of these individuals are bedridden and almost totally isolated, he continued. He believes that expanded
homecare services should be a priority for the hesed, but resources are
lacking for further development of homecare services. As he had done in
previous years, Mr. Murashkovsky bemoaned the difference in care available
to Holocaust survivors and those of comparable age and need who were not
in an area occupied by the Germans during World War II. Those ineligible for
Claims Conference support are aware that others in more-or-less the same
health situation are receiving more services; the former are very resentful of
the latter, he said.
In addition to caring for Jewish elderly, Mr. Murashkovsky continued, the
hesed provides some assistance to approximately 1,500 Jewish children,
including youngsters with developmental disabilities and psychological
issues. They also have begun to work with autistic children. Major forms of
aid include material support to impoverished families, periodic day care of 80
children in groups according to need, and working with parents to help them
understand their children’s needs and provide a supportive home atmosphere.
Mr. Murashkovsky stated that the new JDC facility 57 should provide more
space for various welfare activities, including a senior adult day care
program that will operate in shifts. Some attendees will come by van, he
said, and others will take public transportation. Expanded space in the new
building also will permit the operation of more special-interest clubs for
Jewish elderly. Because the new facility is equipped with an elevator and
handicapped-accessible lavatories, JDC also will be able to offer more
programs for people with disabilities, he continued. In response to a
question, Mr. Murashkovsky acknowledged that, notwithstanding the new
building with its great potential, no budget had yet been designated for any
new welfare programs.
Synagogue-Related Programs
38. Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz and his wife Miriam Moskowitz have served the
Jewish population of Kharkiv for 20 years; a native of Caracas, Rabbi
Moskovitz is among the veteran Chabad rabbis in the post-Soviet states and
is highly respected in the city and beyond. Mrs. Moskovitz, a native of
Australia, also is very active in the community and highly regarded.
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See pages 65-66.
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Among the Moskovitz’s many achievements is recovery of the large choral
synagogue and its restoration in the style of its initial design. Originally
constructed in 1903, it was used as a sports hall during most of the Soviet
period. In addition to a large prayer hall, it now also contains: a basement
with a large kitchen and dining hall, medical dispensary, and three classrooms; a ground floor with the prayer hall and offices; and two upper floors
with a total of eight classrooms, several club rooms, and a library.
Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz and Miriam Moskovitz
are highly regarded in Kharkiv, where they have
lived and worked for more than 20 years.
Photo: the writer (in 2009).

The choral synagogue was designed by Jacob
Gevirts, a well-known St. Petersburg Jewish
architect, and constructed in 1903.
Photo:
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kharkov_Syna
gogue1.jpg. Retrieved July 17, 2011.

The interior of the synagogue prayer hall was
restored to its former elegance under the
direction of Rabbi and Mrs. Moskovitz. It had
been used as a basketball court and then
abandoned during the Soviet period.
Photos:
http://www.synagogue.kharkov.ua/photo.php?url=img/
syna_01.jpg&name. Retrieved May 11, 2009 and
subsequently printed in the writer’s report A Spring
Visit to Ukraine – March-April 2009.

As noted elsewhere, both the girls’ machon and the young women’s
Akademia program meet in synagogue classrooms. Local STARS classes
(70 girls and 30 boys), said Rabbi Moskovitz, use the classrooms at different
times, and several club rooms accommodate various activities for children.
The large dining hall in the basement provides hot lunches for 40 elderly
Jews on weekdays and 70 on Shabbat, Rabbi Moskovitz stated. Additionally,
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Rabbi Moskovitz noted, a business club of young men between the ages of
20 and 40 gather in a smaller dining room for lunch every Friday to learn
about business from successful older Jewish entrepreneurs.
Rabbi Moskovitz has developed a (Chabad) Jewish Community Board of
Trustees of some 50 individuals, each of whom contributes a minimum of
$1,000 monthly to local Chabad operations. Within this group of 50 people,
Rabbi Moskovitz noted, is an executive of four men (three younger men and
one older man) who are exceptionally active; this group, said Rabbi Moskovitz, gives significantly more money, is much better informed, and recruits
new members for the Board. Members of the Executive respect each other,
Rabbi Moskovitz continued, and feel a strong responsibility toward the Jewish
community. They believe that the synagogue must be a home to every Jew.
The magnificence of the building itself attracts people, Rabbi Moskovitz
noted. In all, said Rabbi Moskovitz, he raises enough money locally to cover
all expenses for the community, except salaries and expenses for local
STARS classes (which are supported by outside donors) and salaries and
expenses for two Israeli teachers of Jewish subjects at the day school (who
are supported by the Israeli Ministry of Education).
In addition to the regular Board of Trustees, Rabbi Moskovitz continued, one
wealthy individual, Alexander Feldman, 58 distributes about $15,000 monthly of
his own money through the synagogue. Mr. Feldman personally receives
needy Jews at the synagogue who petition him for various types of support.
In addition to offering funds for food, medical care, and housing, Mr. Feldman
also pays lawyers to help individuals
resolve legal problems.
Alexander Feldman, right, controls the massive
Kharkiv wholesale and retail Barabashovo market, as well as a number of other business
concerns.
Photo:
http://www.kyivpost.com/news/nation/detail/93039/#ixzz1SI
kygBS2. Retrieved July 17, 2011.

Another private sponsor, said Rabbi Moskovitz, distributes parcels of kosher
sausage, kosher wine, and other products to the homes of elderly Jews in the
city on their birthdays. Young people enrolled in the STARS program visit the
homes of recipients and write reports of their findings, thus providing the
synagogue with information about people who require their assistance.
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Alexander Feldman, a native of Kharkiv, is the principal owner of Avec, a company with major interests
in property development, food processing, and transportation. He is the founder of the Ukrainian Jewish
Committee (modeled loosely after the American Jewish Committee) and also is a member of the Rada,
the Ukrainian parliament.
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Chabad also owns and operates its own summer camp at a site outside the
city. Plans to renovate it into a year-round facility await better economic
times.
39. The Union of Orthodox Jewish Congregations of America (OU; New
York) maintained a significant Jewish education presence in Kharkiv from
1992 until 2009. Their program included a Jewish day school, 59 a downtown
youth and student center, and a summer camp. The youth and student center
operated a morning yeshiva and other educational programs for university
students, a Saturday evening Jewish café for young people, programs for
adolescents, and a dormitory that housed out-of-town high school pupils
enrolled at Lycée Sha’alavim. All of these activities were led and supervised
by teams of three young Israeli modern Orthodox rabbis and their wives who
also taught Jewish-content classes at the Lycée; the rabbis remained in
Kharkiv for terms of three years, then returned to Israel and were replaced by
other young rabbis.
The program was strongly Zionist in direction,
encouraging participants to make aliyah and providing some guidance for
those who elected to do so.
Over time, the depth and breadth of the OU program contracted, reflecting a
lack of leadership and commitment within the Orthodox Union, Jewish
demographic losses in Kharkiv, and the economic crisis that began in 2008.
In 2009, the program was closed upon revelation in the local press of a
scandal involving local Kharkiv OU leadership. Dmitry Shuval, the 27-year
old chairman of the Kharkiv OU program, was arrested for embezzling OU
funds that were invested (unsuccessfully) in London; he had taken out loans
on some OU property to finance his speculative efforts in the British capital.
At the time of the writer’s most recent visit to Kharkiv (March 2011), the
Orthodox Union was said to retain use of one floor (instead of the previous
three floors) of the downtown building; some programs continued within this
space, directed by a young modern Orthodox couple from Israel whose
sponsorship was not clear to local Jews or to Rabbi Moskovitz. Rabbi
Moskovitz and others anticipated that it was just a matter of time before the
downtown presence ended.

National and International Organizations
40. The Jewish Agency for Israel office in Kharkiv supervises all JAFI operations in
Kharkiv and the surrounding region and in Donetsk and the Donetsk region. In the
absence of Elena Faingold, the director of the JAFI office, who was out of town, the
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See pages 54-55 about Lycée Sha’alavim.
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writer met with George Faingold,60 Ms. Faingold’s husband, and with Anya Landberg,
the director of JAFI education programs in the region.
Mr. Faingold said that aliyah from the area (Kharkiv and Donetsk) was “very high” in
2010, totaling 440 people compared with only 250 in 2009. Even greater emigration to
Israel was anticipated in 2011, he continued; he noted that 110 people had already left
for Israel during the first three months of the year. The economic situation was
“pushing” people out of Ukraine, he explained. The situation in small industrial centers
near Donetsk was especially dire, he continued; these were cities with obsolescent
single industries in metallurgy or related fields. Young people in these areas saw no
future for themselves in Ukraine and were eager to leave.61 Ms. Landberg commented
that many Jewish young people in the area identified strongly with the Jewish people
and with Israel because they had attended JAFI summer camps and also participated in
Taglit (birthright Israel) and other programs.
Ms. Landberg described JAFI educational programs in the region. In all, she said,
JAFI operates 13 Hebrew ulpans, of which six are located in Donetsk, three are in
Kharkiv, and the remainder in other cities. Each ulpan meets twice weekly in two-hour
sessions and includes Jewish identification content, she said. Ms. Landberg noted that
all JAFI ulpans now require fees from participants, whereas the Israel Culture Center in
the same building offers an ulpan free of charge.
The JAFI Youth Club in Kharkiv attracts 70 young people on a regular basis. They
range in age between 13 and 25, said Ms. Landberg, and are divided into age groups
for various activities, including holiday celebrations and intellectual games. As many as
400 come for special events, such as Israel Independence Day.
JAFI operates two week-long summer camp sessions, enrolling a total of 250
youngsters and students from the region. One camp session is for teenagers and the
other is for students. Although summer camp is by far the most popular JAFI youth
activity, said Ms. Landberg, the length of the sessions seems to be reduced from one
year to the next because of financial concerns. JAFI rents a local camp facility near
Kharkiv, she continued, but problems have arisen with this site and JAFI will need to
find another place for future use. In response to a question about winter camps, Ms.
Landberg said that the last winter camp was held about five years ago; JAFI no longer
has funds for winter camp programs.
Taglit (birthright Israel) trips to Israel always have full rosters, stated Ms. Landberg.
JAFI operates three from the region (Kharkiv and Donetsk), one each in winter, May,
and August. Each goes with a full busload of 40 participants and a waiting list of people

60

Mr. Faingold, a native of Vinnytsia, is an experienced emissary, having previously worked for the Joint
Distribution Committee in the former Soviet Union. The writer later met with Mrs. Faingold in Donetsk.
See pages 77-79.
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See pages 67-80 for more information about the Donetsk area.
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left behind. Hillel also has its own Taglit trip, she noted, as does the Chabad STARS
program.
About 60 percent of Taglit participants subsequently enroll in Masa programs, almost all
of them in preparation for aliyah, Ms. Landberg stated. In response to a question about
the most popular Masa programs, Ms. Landberg said that these include a Beershebabased program in computer science and photography, a medical science course, a
Beitar program in Jerusalem (which includes an ulpan, Jewish history course, and
volunteer opportunities), and a sports program. Local participants were very sensitive
to co-payment requirements, Ms. Landberg noted, and find certain Masa programs
effectively closed to them because of mandatory fees.
The writer met with a group of approximately 20 local students and other young adults
who were participating in a training course to become JAFI madrichim (youth
leaders). They readily answered questions posed by the writer. Their fields of
university studies or work include engineering, architecture, radio electronics,
psychology, teaching, and law. All of them had attended JAFI summer camps. (One
girl said she had participated in various JAFI programs over a period of nine years.)
Half of them had already been on a Taglit trip to Israel, and the rest said that they
wanted to go on a Taglit trip in the near future. Some of the students said that they
have relatives in Israel. None had yet participated in a Masa program, but several were
exploring various Masa possibilities;
the architecture student wanted to
enroll in the Masa architecture program, but it is too expensive for her
and, thus, she is considering other
Masa options.
Some of the JAFI Kharkiv madrichim
candidates are seen at left. George
Faingold, husband of the director of the
JAFI office in Kharkiv, is at far left.
Photo: the writer.

Asked why they had enrolled in the madrichim course, a young man said that he
wanted to be part of the Jewish community, and a young woman responded that she
wanted to learn leadership skills. A peer leader of the group said that the various JAFI
programs prove that a person can be Jewish without going to a synagogue, a comment
that elicited general agreement from many of the other young people. In response to a
question concerning possible parental objection to their participation in JAFI activities,
all of them said that their parents were aware of their involvement in the Jewish Agency
and approved of it; a young man added that even his non-Jewish father endorsed his
JAFI activism. Several other participants indicated that they also are offspring of mixed
marriages in which the non-Jewish parent supports JAFI involvement. Because a large
number of the participants had indicated interest in future aliyah, the writer asked the
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males if they would willingly serve in the Israel Defense Force; the young men
responded affirmatively, one individual stating that the IDF was the only army in the
world in which he would serve.
The writer also met with 15 parents who were attending a briefing about the Na’aleh
(high school in Israel) examinations that their 14- or 15-year old children would soon
take.62 In response to questions, the parents said that they believed that their children
would have a better future in Israel than in Ukraine; they were enrolling their teens in
Na’aleh because completion of high school in Israel would help their offspring integrate
into Israeli society. Some doubted the likelihood that their children would be admitted to
a high-quality high school or university/college in Kharkiv; opportunities for a good
education were stronger in Israel.63 Families had attended a three-day seminar in which
Na’aleh – and a broad choice of specific Na’aleh programs - was fully explained to
them, so they felt well-informed about the substance of Na’aleh and the opportunities it
afforded their children. One-third of the parents said that they have relatives in Israel. It
is likely that they will join their children in Israel at a later time; the adults are remaining
in Ukraine for now because their employment skills do not transfer well into the Israeli
economy, they need to care for elderly parents who are too frail to go to Israel or do not
want to leave Ukraine in their old age, or another reason.
41. The Israel Cultural Center, located in the same building as Kharkiv JAFI offices, is
managed by the same team that manages the Israel Cultural Center in Dnipropetrovsk.
The writer was unable to visit the Kharkiv center due to time constraints.
42. Oksana Galkevich, the Director of American Jewish
Joint Distribution Committee operations in the Kharkiv
region, was preoccupied with the forthcoming dedication of
the Wohl Center,64 a new Jewish community center that was
to be opened on March 29, one week after the writer’s visit to
the city. Many international guests were expected for the
event.
Oksana Galkevich directs JDC operations in Kharkiv and the
surrounding area.
Photo: the writer.
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The tests, which are administered in the Russian language, not only measure a youngster’s academic
readiness for studies in Israel, but also evaluate a young person’s psychological readiness to separate
from his/her family, live in dormitory accommodations, and generally adapt to new surroundings.
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Suggested, but not explicitly stated, in some parental responses was that bribes were necessary to
assure entrance to the better secondary schools and universities/colleges in Ukraine. The parents were
unable/unwilling to make such payments.
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The naming gift was from The Maurice and Vivienne Wohl Philanthropic Foundation of Great Britain
and was obtained through World Jewish Relief. Other funders included the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee and the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany.
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The new Wohl building encompasses 3,700 square meters of space over two
floors plus a half basement; it includes premises for both a Jewish community
center and the hesed or welfare center. 65 As is the case in other new large
JDC Jewish community centers in St. Petersburg and Odesa, the Kharkiv
facility is constructed around an atrium. The building includes an elevator
and is fully wheelchair-accessible. Community center space features a 250seat theater, two dance studios, an art
studio with a kiln, a computer animation studio, club rooms, and an upscale daycare center designed to attract middle- and upper-class families. 66
The atrium of the new Wohl Center is shown at
left.
Photo:
http:/www.ejewishphilanthropy.com/new-jcc-opensin-kharkov/. Retrieved July 18, 2011.

No sports hall or swimming pool is included in the Wohl building. Premises have been
set aside for commercial space, income from which is expected to support Jewish
community center operations. Ms. Galkevich acknowledged that no tenants had yet
been secured. She and her staff had been preoccupied with opening the building, she
said, and had not yet really tried to find tenants. She acknowledged that JDC would
need to find revenue-generating activities that would not “kill the Jewish element” in the
Center.
Ms. Galkevich stated that she is aware of the controversy engendered by the
development of similar large JDC Jewish community centers in St. Petersburg and
Odesa without community involvement and with insufficient financial support for
construction or full operation. Neither facility has engaged the local Jewish population
and each is underutilized. Steep user fees limit accessibility to the general Jewish
public. Ms. Galkevich said that she trusts her staff and a volunteer corps to address
these issues in Kharkiv.
Responding to questions about the general economic situation in Kharkiv, Ms. Galkevich said that economic conditions are worse today than they were two years
previously, i.e., at the time of the writer’s most recent previous visit, and, she said,
circumstances were likely to decline further. Inflation is severe; it affects the cost of
65

An earlier JDC-built Jewish community center was badly designed and badly located. Hesed
operations had been located in a dilapidated older facility not fully accessible to many of its clients. The
Wohl Center is close to several public transportation lines.
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See http://www.jta.org/news/article/2011/04/05/3086729/jcc-opens-in-kharkov-ukraine and Barry
Toberman, “Ukrainian dream realised in presence of WJR backers,“ Jewish Chronicle (London), April 7,
2011.
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utilities, petrol, transportation, food, and medicine. Clearly, each of these economic
sectors is related to the others, she continued, noting that increased petrol costs
generate increased transportation costs and thus affect the cost of food and other items
transported from one place to another. Basic pensions are being paid on time, Ms.
Galkevich declared, but welfare supplements for specific disabilities are in arrears. A
new tax code, said Ms. Galkevich, is “killing” small businesses.
Miscellaneous
43. Replacing a failed Egyptian-theme restaurant, the Shalom kosher restaurant
attracts both Jewish and non-Jewish customers. A private business, the owners found
the Egyptian-theme decor too expensive to
replace so diners consume kosher meals
surrounded by images of pyramids and other
symbols of Egypt and the Arab Middle East.
The Shalom kosher restaurant in Kharkiv is furnished
in an Egyptian theme.
Photo: the writer (in 2009).

Donetsk
Located about 120 miles east of Dnipropetrovsk, Donetsk is the fifth largest city in
Ukraine (following Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odesa, and Dnipropetrovsk) with an estimated 2010
population of 982,000.67 It was established in 1869 and originally named Yuzovka
(Юзовка), an approximate transliteration of the surname of John Hughes, a Welshman
who developed several coal mines and built a steel plant in the area. Coal, iron, and
other minerals have defined the city, providing it with the resources for a heavy
industrial base, including ferrous and non-ferrous metallurgy, coke-based chemicals,
mining equipment, and machine-building. The city also is home to lighter industry, such
as food processing.
Donetsk is the administrative center of Donetsk oblast and one of the key cities of
eastern Ukraine. Although it does not rival Kharkiv as an academic center, it is
nonetheless the location of several very strong academic institutions. It is a major
67

See http://donetskstat.gov.ua/statinform/chisl_ruh1.php.
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transportation hub and also is well known for its sports teams, especially in football.
The Donetsk population is almost evenly divided between Ukrainians and Russians;
close to the Russian border, it is highly russified and, in common with Dnipropetrovsk,
its citizens are significantly involved in Ukrainian national politics. Estimates of its
Jewish population range from 6,000 to 20,000.

Over 40 coal pits are located within Donetsk
city limits. Seen at left are mining tips and
industrial areas, along with accompanying
pollution.

Photo:
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://ww
w.kinkaa.com/imgd/Donetsk--55189.jpg&imgre.
Retrieved July 18, 2011.

The Kalmius River, which runs through the city, formed part of the tsarist-era border between
the Pale of Settlement in which Jews were permitted to live and the rest of European Russia,
which was generally closed to the Jewish population.
Photo: http://www.mapofukraine.net/donetsk/donetsk_ukraine.html. Retrieved July 18, 2011.
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Jewish Education and Culture
44. Or Menachem, also known as Donetsk School #99, is housed in a large former
general public school building located in a remote area of the city. Established 15 years
ago by Chabad, its current enrollment in grades one through eleven is 153, a significant
decline from an enrollment of 256 when the writer last visited the school in 2005. All but
two or three pupils are halachically Jewish, said school officials. According to Principal
Zinaida Skamrodina, Or Menachem enjoys a good reputation in the city and its pupils
do very well on state examinations. Graduates of Or Menachem, said Ms. Skamrodina,
attend universities and colleges in Donetsk and Odesa, and some girls attend Beit
Chana in Dnipropetrovsk. Included in the regular enrollment figures are 14 girls in a
religious machon and 14 boys in a yeshiva katana. Almost all of the youngsters in the
more intensive religious programs are children of rabbis.
Five Israeli teachers, one of whom is supported by the Israeli Heftzibah program, are
responsible for the Jewish studies program at Or Menachem. At minimum, said Ms.
Skamrodina, pupils in the regular curriculum have five class periods in Jewish studies
each week, including lessons in Hebrew language, Jewish tradition, and Jewish history.
In response to a comment by the writer regarding the advanced computer technology
courses that she remembered from her previous visits to the school, the writer was
shown the current computer facility, which little resembles its previous sophistication.
Somehow, an earlier relationship with ORT had been severed and the school lacked
resources to replicate ORT equipment and the ORT curriculum. Or Menachem retains
14 computers, most of which are 12 years old. Only six of the computers are
operational, said an instructor. The obsolescence of the computers and related
equipment means that the level of computer technology taught at the school is very low.
The computer technology instructor and Ms. Skamrodina estimated that 85 percent of
school families have computers at home
and that all such families are on the Internet.
Or Menachem uses e-mail and the Internet
for some communications with pupil
families, they said.
Two or three students share use of a single
obsolescent computer at Or Menachem in
Donetsk due to a lack of modern technology.
Photo: the writer.

Very few parents assist the school financially, said Ms. Skamrodina in response to a
question. However, she noted, some with applicable skills help to repair damage to the
facility. The largest outside source of financial assistance, she continued, is the Avi
Chai foundation, which provides funding for two annual Shabbatons. Avi Chai used to
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support certain extra-curricular activities at Or Menachem, Ms. Skamrodina said, but
this type of assistance is much lower than it used to be.
Notwithstanding the loss of Avi Chai funding for enrichment activities, the school retains
much of its traditional strength in the arts. The writer viewed presentations by a girls’
dance group and a coeducational drama group.
A girls’ dance group with Israeli-style choreography and a coeducational drama group, which
appeared to draw on Jewish folklore for its
vignettes, performed for the writer in a school
dance studio. The Or Menachem curriculum has
been enriched by a strong arts program since the
school’s inception.

Photo: the writer.

45. A Chabad preschool is located on the ground floor of an apartment building. Its
premises include two classrooms and several smaller rooms, as well as an adjoining
playground with a small assortment of playground equipment. Legally, said the
preschool management, the playground belongs to the preschool, but it is broadly used
by neighborhood families as well – without permission from the preschool.
The preschool operates year-round, enrolling 30 children between the ages of two and
six. The youngsters, all of whom are Jewish according to halacha, are divided into two
groups according to age. If space were available, said the director, the preschool
probably could develop a market of about 40 youngsters. They have tried to find larger,
more modern premises, but an appropriate facility is difficult to obtain.
The preschool employs two teachers, one of whom is from Israel and the other is a
graduate of Beit Chana in Dnipropetrovsk. Additionally, a student teacher from a
Chabad pedagogical college in Israel does her practice teaching at the preschool.
Families pay a monthly fee for their children’s lunch, but the preschool is tuition-free. A
few families, said the director, help the
school in various ways. Almost all
youngsters go on to Or Menachem day
school after completing the preschool.
Children prepare for Shabbat on Friday at
the Chabad preschool in Donetsk. Ties
and hats were distributed to boys, head
scarves to girls. The girls pretended to
light candles and everyone drank grape
juice. Shabbat songs were sung.
Photo: the writer.
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46. It is common in Ukraine and Russia for Jewish organizations to form and then
embark upon a long and difficult search for appropriate operating premises. The
opposite situation may be occurring in Donetsk where space has been found for a Hillel
student group before Hillel has officially organized in the city. For reasons that remain
unclear, Donetsk – notwithstanding its fine academic institutions – was excluded from
the list of almost 30 post-Soviet cities in which Hillel student groups were organized in
the 1990’s. Youth groups engaging students meet at both the Jewish Agency and at
Jewish community center programs organized by the Joint Distribution Committee, but
no Hillel organization has been formed. In the last few years, the newly-strengthened
Hillel in Dnipropetrovsk began to include Donetsk students in some of its activities.
In recent months, both Donetsk students and JDC began to explore the possibility of
using a small abandoned building close to the JDC building as a youth center. The
neglected structure was under the very loose supervision of JDC. Over time, it had
become filled with trash. After confirming its availability, students completed a laborious
process of removing accumulated debris and renovating the structure. A lavatory was
installed, and furnishings were acquired for its large single room. Students began to
meet in their new quarters. Pressure began to build on Hillel for seed money, which
was obtained. Although Hillel was not yet formally organized in late March at the time of
the writer’s visit, it appeared that the once-abandoned building would soon be home to
an official Donetsk Hillel group.
A newly-organized Hillel group in
Donetsk will be among the very first in
the post-Soviet states to have its own
building. A former nursery school, the
structure at right now consists of one
large renovated room and a lavatory.
However, additional space in the rear
of the building remains to be cleaned;
it may provide additional program
space.
Photo: the writer.

Synagogue-Related Programs
47. Rabbi Pinchas Vishedski, a Chabad hasid from Israel, arrived in Donetsk in 1994
and immediately began to develop a network of services for local Jews. Nine other
Chabad rabbis and their families have joined him in the city; further, Rabbi Vishedski
has supervised the posting of additional rabbis in nearby smaller Jewish population
centers, such as Luhansk, Mariupol, and Makiivka.
A great increase in Jewish community activity has occurred in recent years, Rabbi
Vishedski told the writer. Many individuals have come forward as Jews and a large
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number of them, not only wealthy people, are eager to participate in and assist the
community in whatever way they can. The congregation has grown, so much so that
the existing synagogue is too small to accommodate all those who would like to come to
Shabbat services. Rabbi Vishedski currently is negotiating with municipal authorities
about the acquisition of new property in the same neighborhood on which a new
synagogue could be built. He noted that a recent Purim celebration was held at the
local dolphinarium; all 1,000+ tickets were sold within four days. Further, said Rabbi
Vishedski, community activists organized the entire event; earlier in the year, Jewish
activists had organized multiple community seders on their own. Donetsk is no longer a
“Soviet” community waiting for direction from above, he said. People, especially
younger individuals, are willing to give their time, money, and enthusiasm.
Their
conduct is evidence of a “big revolution” in Ukraine.
Nonetheless, he continued, although local Jews are willing to participate in community
activities, they still remain hesitant to accept leadership responsibilities. His younger
brother, Rabbi Vishedski noted, is a Chabad shaliach (emissary) in Basel, a city with a
Jewish population of about 4,000 – and a highly organized Jewish communal
infrastructure with multiple organizations and
committees. When a Basel Jewish leader came to
Donetsk on a business trip, Rabbi Vishedski arranged
for him to speak with Donetsk Jewish activists about
leadership and assuming leadership roles.

Rabbi Pinchas Vishedski, left, is successful in his role as
Chief Rabbi of Donetsk.
Photo: the writer.

A Board of some 15 individuals, each of whom contributes a minimum of $6,000
annually, provides some general guidance and support to the local Chabad infrastructure, said Rabbi Vishedski. These individuals cover about 65 percent of
community expenses, he continued; the remainder is contributed by Yechiel Eckstein’s
International Fellowship of Christians and Jews, the Israeli government Heftzibah
program in support of Jewish studies teachers, Lev Leviev, and certain overseas
individual donors and organizations cultivated by Rabbi Vishedski or people working on
his behalf. The total budget for the Chabad infrastructure is $1+ million, Rabbi
Vishedski said.
In response to a question, Rabbi Vishedski said that Rabbi Eckstein’s organization
provides a monthly food parcel distribution to about 200 impoverished Jewish
youngsters and also supports some youth social programs. About 200 children also
received credits of approximately $80 at a local store so they and their families could
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purchase new clothing. Donetsk, said Rabbi Vishedski, does not have as many wealthy
Jews as Dnipropetrovsk, so very large gifts from individual local donors are unusual.
Rabbi Vishedski’s own welfare programs support a soup kitchen offering hot meals to
45 people daily. Approximately 35 such clients come each day, and the remaining ten
places are occupied by a rotating larger group of somewhat less needy individuals,
each of whom comes several times each week.
Another local welfare program is the maintenance of children’s homes for Jewish
youngsters from at-risk home situations. The separate boys’ and girls’ residences
accommodate a total of 36 youngsters between the ages of seven and 17, said Rabbi
Vishedski. All attend the Jewish day school.
Chabad organized community seders this year in six different halls. Participants
purchased tickets available at three different prices, representing different levels of
service. The graded seders are evidence of a new level of responsibility in the Jewish
community, said Rabbi Vishedski; individuals are beginning to see themselves as
partners with the organized community, acknowledging that they must work with the
official community to provide services and not expect the official infrastructure to do
everything for them.
He believes that the current economic crisis has encouraged
people to think in terms of community.
The Donetsk Chabad infrastructure is one of the leading producers of kosher food in
Ukraine. Two rabbis work exclusively in this domain, said Rabbi Vishedski, inspecting
farms and factories and otherwise supervising kosher certification. Local enterprises
produce kosher meat, poultry, wine, cereals, dairy products, and chocolates, he said.
Importing of foreign kosher food continues, Rabbi Vishedski stated, but imported kosher
products often cost as much as 20 times more than local non-kosher food. Locallyproduced kosher food also is more expensive than non-kosher food, he said, but the
price differentiation is much less.
Speaking more generally, Rabbi Vishedski estimated the Donetsk Jewish population
at about 15,000 people, many of whom remain distant from Jewish life. Rabbi
Vishedski said that he and his colleagues have a great deal of work to do in reaching
out to those who have not yet come forward. The synagogue is approached fairly
frequently, he noted, by individuals who believe they have some Jewish ancestry and
would like assistance in confirming their Jewish heritage. Many such people, Rabbi
Vishedski observed, are contemplating aliyah and need proof of Jewish background in
order to obtain an Israeli visa; he and his colleagues are very pleased to help such
individuals find the records that they need, Rabbi Vishedski noted.
In response to a question, Rabbi Vishedski said that the economic situation in the city
was “not good”. People have little confidence in the future, he stated, and, therefore,
very little investment occurs. Some small businesses seem to be successful, he noted,
but big business is “dead”. Unemployment probably is about 15 percent. When
unemployed Jews approach him for help in obtaining work, Rabbi Vishedski stated, he
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often asks local Jewish businessmen if they can provide jobs. He also asks Jewish
store owners to give discounts to needy Jews. Continuing inflation also is a problem
throughout Ukraine, said Rabbi Vishedski, attributing it to the weak American dollar.
Responding to another question, Rabbi Vishedski stated that antisemitism is not a
major issue. Occasionally, some antisemitic hooliganism occurs, such as antisemitic
graffiti, but such acts are rare. One doesn’t feel antisemitism in the general
atmosphere, he commented.
48. A major accomplishment of Rabbi Vishedski is the opening of a Chabad Jewish
community center in 2005.68 Located diagonally across the street from the current
synagogue, the JCC includes a number of class and activity rooms, a fitness room, a
large library, a computer room with eight
workstations, and a community hall. According to Tamara Zeitlina, the JCC
director, up to 400 people use its facilities every week.

The blue-domed Chabad JCC is a short
walk across the street from the Chabad
synagogue.
Photo: the writer.

The JCC offers classes in Hebrew, English, and Jewish tradition. It hosts a veterans
club and other activities for Jewish seniors. It sponsors a youth club and classes for
preschool children and their caregivers. A small museum-caliber display of local Jewish
history is on view in an ensemble of glass cases outside the library. The library is so
extensive and provides such a pleasant working atmosphere that it is visited by Jews
and non-Jews alike, said Ms. Zeitlin.
The community hall is used for conferences, concerts, and weddings. It seats 250 in a
theater setting, 140 when people are seated at tables. The stage curtain (see photo on
facing page) is a prop; the facility does not include a stage.

68

At the time that the community center was first contemplated, Rabbi Vishedski was approached by the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, which offered a substantial contribution to the project in
return for JDC naming rights to the building and transfer of legal title to the building to JDC. The local
Chabad philanthropic board rejected the take-over proposal.
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The fitness hall is a gift from Rinat Akhmetov, a Donetsk oligarch who is the wealthiest
individual in Ukraine with a net worth estimated by some at $16 billion.69 His major
financial interests are in coal mines and the steel industry. He also owns the leading
Donetsk professional football team. Mr. Akhmetov is a Moslem of Tatar origin.

The photos above show the community hall and the fitness room in the Donetsk Chabad Jewish
community center.
Photos: the writer.

49. The Masorti (Conservative) movement has maintained a small presence in
Donetsk, led by Aleksandr Ivashenko, a local individual who teaches Jewish studies and
Hebrew language at a local university, since 2005.70 Mr. Ivashenko is a lead teacher in
the Hebrew ulpan operated by the Jewish Agency for Israel as well.
With financial support from Masorti Olami (World Council of Masorti/Conservative
Synagogues), the Masorti movement rents several classrooms and the library at a
centrally-located Donetsk public school for its programs, most of which take place on
Sundays. A Sunday school attracts about 30 youngsters between the ages of 10 and
17, as well as their parents; the curriculum includes Hebrew, Jewish tradition, Jewish
dance, and Jewish cooking (both Ashkenazi and Sephardi). A chapter of the Marom
student group has about 30 members, said Mr. Ivashenko. About 60 people attend
most Masorti holiday celebrations, he noted.
Additionally, the Donetsk community receives funding to send 15 to 20 youngsters to
Camp Ramah Yachad (the Masorti movement camp in western Ukraine), said Mr.
Ivashenko. Camp Ramah Yachad is very important to developing a sense of Masorti
community, continued Mr. Ivashenko. Attendees remain in contact with each other
between camp sessions, he said, exchanging ideas and building a sense of identity and
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See http://www.forbes.com/profile/rinat-akhmetov. Retrieved May 20, 2011.

The impetus for establishing a formal Masorti presence and educational program in Donetsk was a
visit to the city by Gila Katz, who occupies a senior position in Midreshet Yerushalayim, the Russianlanguage outreach program of the Schechter Institute of Jerusalem. Ms. Katz contacted Mr. Ivashenko
who was thought to be interested in Masorti Judaism.
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connection as Conservative Jews.
preparing Ukrainian Jews for aliyah.

Additionally, Ramah plays an important role in

In response to a question, Mr. Ivashenko said that he probably will remain in Ukraine
and is not considering aliyah for the foreseeable future. He enjoys his work, combining
responsibilities at the university, the Jewish Agency, and with the Masorti movement.
However, he continued, he would like to spend a semester or longer in study at the
Schechter Institute in Jerusalem, the central educational institution of Masorti Judaism
in Israel.
The primary source of Mr. Ivashenko’s formal Jewish education to date is the Open
University of Israel, which offers numerous distance-learning courses in the Russian
language. Mr. Ivashenko estimated that he has completed 23 or 24 such courses,
focusing on Jewish history; he has earned a B.A. with
Honors from the Open University, having written two major
papers in this endeavor.71 Mr. Ivashenko learned Hebrew
through Jewish Agency ulpans; his knowledge of Jewish
tradition is based on Open University courses, Jewish
identity seminars attached to Jewish Agency ulpans, and
teacher seminars at Camp Ramah Yachad.
Aleksandr Ivashenko is the leader of the Masorti (Conservative
Jewish) presence in Donetsk.
Photo: the writer.

Asked about the greatest material needs of Masorti in Donetsk, Mr. Ivashenko said
that they need additional salary support for teachers, especially individuals capable of
teaching Jewish subjects to adults. Further, he continued, they would like to add
English-language instruction to Sunday school classes because its inclusion would
make the program much more appealing. They also need to purchase songbooks, a
computer, and a printer.
In response to a question about participation in activities sponsored by Chabad, Mr.
Ivashenko said that he had attended several holiday celebrations at Chabad. However,
he continued, the Chabad approach to Judaism was not attractive to him.
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Jewish history is a major area of concentration within the Russian-language offerings of the Open
University. Mr. Ivashenko’s principal papers were on The Holocaust in Donetsk and A Comparison of the
Times of the Destruction of the First Temple and the Bar Kokhba Revolt.

77

National and International Jewish Organizations
50. The Jewish Agency for Israel program in Donetsk is managed from the JAFI
Kharkiv office. The director of the regional program, Elena Faingold, travels to Donetsk
once monthly and was there at the time of the writer’s visit to the city.72 Mrs. Faingold
stated that the region covers five areas: Kharkiv (estimated Jewish population 14,000),
Poltava (2,000), and Sumy (2,000) in northeastern Ukraine, and Donetsk (18,000) and
Luhansk (4,500) in far eastern Ukraine. Other cities in the territory include Mariupol
(2,500), Kremenchuk (2,000), Kramatorsk (700), and Artemivsk (500).73 The Jewish
population in a number of these smaller population centers is rapidly disappearing, said
Mrs. Faingold.
Mrs. Faingold stated that her current JAFI assignment in eastern Ukraine holds great
personal meaning for her. She herself was born in Donetsk; she had married a nonJewish local man and then divorced him. At the age of
37, she and their daughter went to Israel on aliyah. She
subsequently married Mr. Faingold, a former JDC
emissary, whom she met in Israel. She has renewed
contact with family and acquaintances who remain in
Donetsk, she said.74
A native of Donetsk, Elena Faingold enjoys her posting in
eastern Ukraine.
Photo: the writer.

The Donetsk JAFI office, said Ms. Faingold, employs no Israelis. Financial constraints
forced closure of its youth club, she continued, and further budgetary issues will compel
JAFI to move to smaller premises in the near future. A local Jew serves as aliyah
coordinator, and Mr. Ivashenko is the lead Hebrew teacher. In all, JAFI operates six
Hebrew ulpans in the city and additional ulpans in the regional centers of Artemivsk,
Kramatorsk, and Mariupol. Each of these ulpans includes Jewish identity programming.
Fees are required for all ulpan courses now, stated Ms. Faingold; on the one hand, she
commented, required payments mean that students are more serious about studying;
on the other hand, she said, she knows that some potential aliyah candidates cannot
afford even modest fees for ulpan instruction and thus receive no instruction in Hebrew
before arriving in Israel.
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See pages 62-65 for an account of the writer’s visit to the JAFI Kharkiv office.
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Many other observers believe that the Jewish population of Kharkiv is somewhat larger than that of
Donetsk.
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Mrs. Faingold travels between Kharkiv and Donetsk by train, a somewhat uncomfortable seven-hour
trip.
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Aliyah from the region jumped 40 percent in 2010 over 2009, said. Mrs. Faingold. At
least 419 from the area are currently enrolled in pre-aliyah programs, she continued. In
response to a question, Mrs. Faingold said that the primary factor generating aliyah is
the ongoing bleak economy. Many factories have closed, throwing not only working
class people into the ranks of the unemployed, but also affecting highly qualified
engineers who are “now reduced to selling shmattes [Yiddish; old clothing, rags] in
street markets.” Local Jews are concerned about the future of their children, worry
about increased street crime, are leery of increased criminal infiltration of business, and
bemoan the declining level of education. Corruption is rife in all levels of education, she
said; even elementary school teachers are demanding bribes to ensure high marks for
children. The legal system is corrupt at every level. Deceit and fraud affect almost all
aspects of daily life. Further, the level of medical care is abysmal; she is concerned
about her own health because she knows of no local physicians with whom to consult if
a medical problem arises.
Most olim, Mrs. Faingold said, are young families with children. Further, she noted, new
immigrants are in one of two groups, those who are well-prepared for the move and
those who go “blindly,” without preparation. Almost all in the first group live in large
cities, particularly Donetsk and Kharkiv, and take advantage of JAFI seminars in these
cities that address such matters as the Israel education system, Israeli banking and
insurance, the Israeli housing market, purchasing a car in Israel, and other practical
issues. However, she continued, people from smaller population centers find it difficult
to attend such seminars in the larger cities. JAFI maintains no Israeli presence in these
smaller cities and towns, no people who can provide consultation. Of course, she
added, even some olim from larger cities elect to bypass the orientation meetings,
claiming that relatives already in Israel will advise them, but often the relatives are
themselves ill-informed and struggling as new immigrants. Once they arrive in Israel,
Mrs. Faingold said, it is readily apparent which olim have participated in pre-aliyah
orientation seminars and which ones have not done so. She considers aliyah
preparation to be the single largest problem in the aliyah process, she noted. The
mechanics of providing aliyah orientation for people from smaller towns, Mrs. Faingold
said, can be addressed by organizing annual two- or three-day aliyah preparation
seminars at regional resorts; however, JAFI has no funds for such conferences, she
stated.
About 100 Jewish young adults from the region participated in Taglit tours under JAFI
auspices in 2010, said Mrs. Faingold in response to a question. More needs to be
done, she continued, in the area of Taglit follow-up programs, but such programs
require resources beyond the JAFI budget. About 50 percent of Taglit participants
enroll in Masa courses.
Participation in the Na’aleh high school in Israel program has increased, largely due to
the local economy. Mrs. Faingold explained that parents do not see a future in Ukraine
for their children so they are eager to enroll their teens in Israeli high schools where
they can begin to integrate into Israeli life even before university. Local officials in
Kharkiv, said Mrs. Feinberg, are expressing concern about a Jewish adolescent “brain
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drain”, but she doesn’t yet know if such concern will develop into a serious problem for
the program.75 In response to a question about JAFI summer camps, Mrs. Faingold
said that Donetsk-area youngsters participate in the summer camp managed from the
JAFI Kharkiv office.
51. Ludmila Saprykina directs operations of the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee in Donetsk, working from a small, overcrowded building that was built as a
preschool. Unlike the Jewish Agency, the JDC mandate in Donetsk is confined to
Donetsk and the surrounding area; the region does not included Kharkiv, which is
managed separately.76 Ms. Saprykina said that JDC believes that the Jewish
population in Donetsk oblast is about 15,000, half of whom reside in Donetsk itself.
Outside Donetsk, the major Jewish population centers are in Mariupol, Kramatorsk, and
Artemivsk. Smaller Jewish population centers – some with about 60 Jews – exist in
even smaller cities that are (or were) mining or factory towns, dependent on mining
and/or a single mining-related industry. The mines shut down and the local economy
collapses; younger people
leave, but older people lack
the energy to uproot themselves and therefore remain
alone, said Ms. Saprykina.
Ludmila Saprykina, at far right,
and her deputy, Anna Salkova,
manage JDC operations in the
Donetsk area.
Photo: the writer.

The welfare program of JDC reaches 4,000 elderly Jews, 2,800 of whom are eligible
for enhanced services through the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany. JDC previously operated six heseds in the region, but financial difficulties
have forced closure of three of them; those that remain are in Donetsk, Mariupol, and
Kramatorsk, said Ms. Saprykina. Approximately 300 Jewish seniors receive patronage
services, that is, shopping, cooking, cleaning, and other assistance provided to those
who are homebound. Additionally, continued Ms. Saprykina, the hesed extends
assistance to about 300 Jewish children up to the age of 18 and their families. This
assistance includes psychological counseling, material goods (food, medicine, clothing),
afterschool activities, and participation in a summer day camp that is operated in the
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Na’aleh has generated periodic similar concern in other areas; from time to time, officials in different
regions have attempted to curtail the program or have asked youngsters/families to sign pledges that
Na’aleh participants will return to their country of origin after completion of high school and university
studies in Israel. Such pledges are difficult to enforce and usually are considered meaningless.
76

See pages 58-59 and 65-67 for information about JDC operations in Kharkiv.
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large back yard of the hesed. Many of the families served by JDC are single-parent
families in which the custodial parent is under enormous stress, said Ms. Saprykina.
A Jewish community center program focusing on children and youth includes a youth
club attracting about 100 teens, Israeli dancing, and informal Jewish education.
Kabbalat Shabbat programs draw about 70 participants. Family Shabbatons are held
twice each year. Additionally, all Jewish holidays are celebrated. A Purimspiel
attracted about 400 local Jews, both seniors and youngsters. JDC was instrumental in
obtaining use of a once-empty building on its grounds and in arranging for students to
clean and renovate it. Ms. Saprykina expressed hope that Hillel would organize in
Donetsk, using that structure as its base.77
Rabbi Vishedski has been helpful to JDC in all of its Jewish renewal programs, Ms.
Saprykina said. In response to a question, she said that World Jewish Relief, the
British organization, finances a large portion of the humanitarian aid extended by JDC
through the hesed.
One of the most critical problems for JDC in the area, said Ms. Saprykina, is the small
size and the condition of the building that it uses; however, she believes it is unlikely
that new quarters will be secured. The city enables use of the premises without charge,
as long as it is used for social purposes. The building contains no elevator; thus,
programs for older people are confined to the ground floor. Offices and activity space
for youth are on the second floor.
Krivoi Rog (Krivyy Rih, Krivyy Rig)
Although the previous Ukrainian government strongly encouraged the Ukrainianization
of all Ukrainian place names, the Russian name of Krivoi Rog has continued to be more
commonly used than is Krivyy Rih, the Ukrainian equivalent. The city was founded in
the 17th century as a Cossack village, but expanded rapidly in the late 19th century
following discovery and exploitation of high-grade iron ore deposits in the area. Krivoi
Rog stretches some 130 kilometers (81 miles) in length, connecting numerous mining
sites, some of them now inactive. Production of iron and steel, chemicals, and
engineering equipment dominate its economic base. Krivoi Rog is located approximately 136 kilometers southwest of Dnipropetrovsk.
Its general population in
2011 is about 668,000.
The Jewish population of the city is estimated by local Jews to be between 7,000 and
10,000. The extreme linear nature of Krivoi Rog has impeded development of a sense
of community among local Jews.
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See page 71.
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Jewish Education and Culture
52. The Ohr Avner Chabad day school now enrolls 84 pupils in grades 1-9. (In 2005,
enrollment was 100.) A related pre-school program is housed elsewhere. The current
school structure is a renovated older school that once consisted of three parallel
buildings. The two larger original buildings now are connected by a sizeable atrium and
the third building, to the left of
the other two, is connected to
the center building by a smaller
enclosure.
A five-sided modern glass and steel
structure encloses a large new
atrium connecting two of the three
buildings of the Krivoi Rog Chabad
school.
Photo: the writer (in 2008).

Currently under development to the right of the existing structure are additional
buildings accommodating a new sports hall, assembly hall, and a preschool with a
capacity of 45 children. The school grounds already include extensive play grounds
and sports fields, perhaps the most substantial developed outdoor area that the writer
has seen at any Jewish day school in the post-Soviet states.
A portion of the large atrium is seen at right.
Visitors have observed that the atrium stands
empty most of the time and probably could
have been used as a sports hall if it had been
designed for that purpose. Instead, a new
sports building is under construction for a
school with a small and declining enrollment.
Photo:
http://www.krjew.com/index.php?option=com_co
ntent&task=view&id=22&Itemid=148. Retrieved
July 21, 2011.

The school is private, charging a small monthly fee to all families who are able to pay
such charges. If families are unable to pay the full fee, they give whatever they can
afford; all families pay something. Not all pupils are halachically Jewish, but all are
Jewish according to the Israeli Law of Return.
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In addition to day students, the school hosts nine boarding pupils up to the age of 13
in purpose-built premises. Youngsters reside in two- or three-bed rooms, each with its
own bathroom.
Synagogue-Related Programs
53. Rabbi Liron Edri, a Chabad rabbi from Israel, arrived in the city in late summer of
2001 and has proved to be a strong leader for a Jewish population that had little
effective indigenous leadership at the time. He has been adept in working with local
officials in obtaining suitable property for a Jewish day
school and additional land for a new synagogue. (See
below.) Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki assisted him in making
contact with several individuals with Krivoi Rog roots who
have provided financial support for these undertakings.
Rabbi Liron Edri, an Israeli, is an effective community rabbi in
Krivoi Rog.
Photo:
http://www.krjew.com/index.php?option=com_datsogallery&Itemid=2
7&func=detail&catid=79&id=1739. Retrieved July 21, 2011.

54. A new synagogue was completed in 2010, funded by a former Krivoi Rog resident.
It seats 180 individuals on the main floor, with a portable mechitsa (barrier separating
men and women) used during the
week. An upstairs women’s gallery
accommodating 70 people is used on
Shabbat. Unlike many other new or
renovated synagogues in the postSoviet states, the Krivoi Rog
synagogue contains an elevator,
which can be programmed for
Shabbat.
Krivoi Rog synagogue.
Photo:
http://www.djc.com.ua/?page=news&type=ne
ws&mnu=9&artid=3721.
Retrieved July 27, 2010.
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Surrounding the prayer hall are a number of classrooms and meeting rooms that
accommodate a youth club, STARS classes for 45-50 students, a computer facility that
offers computer instruction, a women’s club, a synagogue welfare office, a kosher food
and Judaica store, a kitchen and dining facility, and offices. A synagogue welfare
program distributes food parcels (provided through the International Fellowship of
Christians and Jews), clothing, and some cash subsidies
to needy individuals. A Jewish war veterans group also
meets at the synagogue. A small, but well-designed local
Jewish history museum occupies a room on the second
floor.
The synagogue also displays the work of
contemporary local Jewish artists, some of whom have
been able to attract purchasers through this exposure.
The interior of the prayer hall is faced with Jerusalem stone.
The Jewish history museum (below) contains detailed wall
displays as well as historic artifacts. The map shows Jewish
Communities in Europe before World War II and the Holocaust.
The photographs are of prewar Jewish life under the caption
Spirit of a People. Professionals working in the museum
continue to do research on the Holocaust in the area.

The synagogue kosher store (right) was well-stocked for
Pesach and also carried Judaica merchandise.
All photos of the synagogue interior were taken by the writer.

A community mikveh with its own entrance is built into the lower level of Rabbi Edri’s
home. His home also includes several suites for use by people who wish to be within
walking distance of the synagogue.
Three other Chabad families now live in Krivoi Rog, working in various aspects of
Jewish communal life. One of the rabbis, said Rabbi Edri, is an Israeli; a second is from
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Dnipropetrovsk and studied for the rabbinate in England and Toronto; and the third,
from Kharkiv, studied in Israel and New York.
International Jewish Organizations
55. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee and World Jewish Relief
opened a new Jewish community center/hesed in Krivoi Rog in 2009. Known as Beit
Graham, in honor of the Graham family of Great Britain who contributed a sizeable gift
to renovate an existing building, the structure is a former two-story preschool. The
restoration included installation of an elevator.
Beit Graham premises now include a spacious library also used as an adult day center,
a multi-purpose room with a stage, two dance studios (with full-length mirrors and ballet
hand railings), a small sports hall, activity rooms for small children, other program
rooms, and various offices. Director Vyecheslav Botvinnik spoke with special pride of
lavatories that were modern, handicapped-accessible, and exceptionally clean.
The hesed, said Mr. Botvinnik, actually has been operating since 1997. It currently
serves 1700 clients including 70-80 homebound individuals who receive various types
of patronage assistance in their homes. More mobile clients, he continued receive
discount cards that can be used in three different supermarkets. Additionally, 144
Jewish elderly divided into six groups of 24 are transported to Beit Graham by bus, two
groups at a time on a rotating basis, for a day center program that includes a hot meal,
health screening, and various social services and activities. People are assigned to day
center groups according to the area of the city in which they live; the city is too long for
a single bus to go from one district to another, picking up
or discharging people along the way.
However, a
separate group of 15 handicapped individuals from
several different districts has its own day center program
one day every week.
Despite his stern countenance, Vyecheslav Botvinnik, is a
pleasant man with a sense of humor. Upon introducing himself
and before the writer could even respond, Mr. Botvinnik stated
that he is not related in any way to Mikhail Botvinnik (19111995), a world champion Soviet chess player.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to hesed programs for senior adults, continued Mr. Botvinnik, Hesed Graham
conducts a day care program for 28 small children considered at-risk. The youngsters
are provided with three meals each day and a program that is rich in music and other
forms of cultural expression, as well as socializing experiences. Mr. Botvinnik said that
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the program is very expensive to operate because it must provide transportation to
children, many of whom live some distance away from the building.
The Jewish community center program caters to about 1,000 individuals from
childhood through middle age, said Mr. Botvinnik. It emphasizes music, dance, art, and
various clubs or interest groups. (The writer, who visited the facility late in the
afternoon, saw several children’s ballet classes in progress, as well as some children
entering the building with musical instruments. The writer also visited a Mazel Tov
program, a group of mothers with small children at play in a well-equipped room; in
addition to providing play experiences, the program also taught participating young
mothers about various childcare issues.)
Kyiv
Situated on both banks of the Dnipr River in the northern part of the country, the origins
of Kyiv are lost in antiquity. It is, however, known as the “mother of all Russian cities,”
long pre-dating cities in Russia itself. Kyivan Rus – the city and territories around it - is
considered the forerunner of the modern Russian state. In 988, Prince Volodymyr of
Kyiv designated Orthodox (Byzantine rite) Christianity as the state religion of Russia
and established its seat in Kyiv. Kyivan Rus attained its greatest powers in the eleventh
and twelfth centuries when it was a trading center between the Baltic and
Mediterranean seas. Sacked by Mongols in 1240, the lands of Kyivan Rus were
successively under Tatar, Lithuanian, and Polish control from the fourteenth century and
then annexed by Russia in 1686. The third largest city in the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics, Kyiv was occupied and almost completely destroyed by German forces
between September 1941 and November 1943.
Now the capital of independent Ukraine, Kyiv is the political hub of the country and an
important center of Ukrainian commerce, industry, culture, and education. Increasingly,
prominent businessmen from other parts of the country are relocating to Kyiv in order to
be close to government, national financial institutions, and other critical national
organizations. It is as well a magnet for
younger people wishing to build careers
in post-Soviet Ukraine.
The 2011
population of the city is estimated at 2.8
million.
Densely packed new apartment buildings
are typical of new developments on the east
bank of the Dnipr River.
Photo:
http://www.google.com/imgres?q=kiev+images&
hl=en&sa=X&rls=com.microsoft:en-us:IESearchBox&tbm=isch&tbnid=X97vp_ECxf2FhM.
Retrieved July 24, 2011.
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Notwithstanding the relatively large size (26,000 to 70,000 people) of the Kyiv Jewish
population, Jewish community life in the capital remains weak and lacking in spirit.
Kyiv, said one observer, is a city of Jewish offices, but almost empty of Jewish life, as
such. Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, the Chief Rabbi of Kyiv and Ukraine, appears to be
absent from the country on more days than he is present, and no other individual has
emerged as a leader of Kyiv Jewry. The majority of Kyiv Jews remain aloof from all
organized Jewish activity. Not only is there little noticeable dynamic Jewish life in Kyiv
itself, but the capital seems to provide little stimulus or direction for Jewish life in the rest
of the country.
Jewish Education
56. The Orach Chaim day school (School #299), operating under the auspices of
Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, is the oldest of five Jewish day schools in Kyiv. It currently
enrolls a total of about 200 pupils in grades one through 11,78 a significant decline from
its peak enrollment of approximately 470. Boys’ and girls’ classes meet in separate
buildings, each a former preschool located some distance from the center of the city.
The general Jewish demographic decline is but one factor in the loss of pupils; the
remote locations of the buildings, their lack of modernity, a secular curriculum that lags
behind that of elite public and new private schools, the intensity of the Orthodox Jewish
curriculum, the requirement that all pupils be halachically Jewish, and the single-gender
education model are additional significant deterrents to greater enrollment. The need to
maintain four separate buildings (schools for boys and for girls, dormitories for boys and
for girls) imposes a major financial burden on the Orach Chaim system. The
dormitories now accommodate approximately 20 youngsters, whereas they previously
housed over 60 children.
Khariton Gilgur, the veteran and respected principal of the school, expressed doubt
about its future. The frequent and protracted absences of Rabbi Bleich, he said,
contribute to a sense of drift in several of his endeavors, including the school. Among
the most problematic issues is the “antiquated” state of the school buildings;79 Mr. Gilgur
fears that they will fail periodic city inspections. A new stimulus to declare one or more
of the buildings unsuitable is that the municipality now acknowledges a shortage of
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An additional 35 boys are enrolled in a related heder and 30 girls attend a related machon with an
intensive Jewish studies course. Seventy children attend an associated preschool. The heder is located
in a building adjacent to the synagogue, the machon is located in the girls’ school, and preschool classes
are held in an Orach Chaim dormitory building.
79

Most of the four buildings were constructed in the 1960’s of material that is “more sand than cement,”
said Principal Gilgur in 2009. The girls’ school, in particular, has an unattractive façade, covered in graffiti
and with several broken outer windows. Orach Chaim must replace 100 broken windows in its four
buildings every year, acknowledged Mr. Gilgur. (The damage appears to be perpetrated by common
vandals – “bandits,” as they are called in Ukraine - rather than by antisemites, Mr. Gilgur stated.)
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preschools. Authorities could force closure of an Orach Chaim building and return it to
city control; after renovation, said Mr. Gilgur, it could be opened as a city preschool.
Municipal education authorities impose a battery of tests to monitor student progress
in city schools, said Mr. Gilgur. Orach Chaim pupils do well on these examinations, he
continued; the school even has received academic achievement awards of new
classroom technology and grants for travel to historic sites. However, he noted, the city
is not obligated to pay salaries of teachers of secular classes with fewer than 30 pupils
– and many Orach Chaim classes have only 20. The first grade has only 18 pupils.
Orach Chaim cannot survive if it has to provide resources for the compensation of
teachers of secular subjects, as well as religious subjects.80
All teachers are paid on time, said Mr. Gilgur. Some donors pay vendors, including food
purveyors, directly without going through Orach Chaim. Mr. Gilgur is speaking with an
American Jewish man who has lived in Kyiv for many years about potential support of
the school, but does not know if this individual’s ideas would be acceptable to Rabbi
Bleich.
The Jewish studies curriculum now includes two classes (one in Hebrew and one in
Jewish tradition) every day on Monday through Thursday, but only one class on Friday
due to an early dismissal for Shabbat. Avi Chai supports several Shabbatonim every
year, but payment for these programs is made through a
bureaucratic process involving the Joint Distribution
Committee. Management of the Avi Chai grant is very
expensive, said Mr. Gilgur.

Khariton Gilgur, right, has been principal of the Orach Chaim
school since it was established in 1990.
Photo: the writer.

Some alumni of Orach Chaim have started to support the school, but only at a low
level, said Mr. Gilgur. Few of them are capable of making large gifts, he observed.
Most graduates attend local universities or colleges, Mr. Gilgur said; very few of them
expressed any interest in attending a yeshiva, and their current interest in Orach Chaim
focuses on the secular curriculum, not the religious studies component.81
80

Generally, the government pays base salaries of all teachers of secular subjects. However, it is very
common for Jewish day schools and other specialized schools to provide bonuses for the most gifted
teachers as compensation for low state salaries. The Ministry of Education of the State of Israel pays
salaries and other expenses for some Israeli instructors of Hebrew and religious subjects who teach in
post-Soviet Jewish day schools.
81

See pages 107-109 for a report of an interview with Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich.
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57. The Simcha-Chabad Jewish Academy was established in 1992 by Berel Karasik,
then a Chabad-associated local leader in Kyiv. The two-building institution is located in
the Dniprovskiy district of the city, on the east bank of the Dnipr River. Simcha is
affiliated with Tsirei Chabad (Young Chabad), an Israel-based faction of the Chabad
movement. The school receives no financial assistance from Ohr Avner, the educational
arm of the Chabad-controlled Federation of Jewish Communities. The writer spoke with
Rabbi Mordechai Levenhartz, director of Tsirei Chabad programs in Ukraine, and his
wife Devorah, who is a teacher at Simcha.
Rabbi Levenhartz began the discussion by thanking the Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Chicago for its gift enabling the school to install a security fence around school
property. He added that United Jewish Community of Ukraine, an indigenous
umbrella body, also had been helpful, purchasing security cameras and financing the
employment of better trained and more professional security guards. No antisemitic
graffiti had been scrawled on the buildings since these measures had been
implemented, said Rabbi Levenhartz. Hooligans no longer loitered in the vicinity of the
school; cigarette butts and narcotics
paraphernalia were no longer found on
school grounds.82
Israelis Devorah and Rabbi Mordechai Levenhartz are committed to maintaining the
Simcha school in the impoverished Dniprovskiy neighborhood.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Levenhartz and Mrs. Devorah Levenhartz said that enrollment in the school
continues to decline, from 540 in 2007-2008 to 440 in 2008-2009 to 392 in 2009-2010,
and 255 in 2010-2011. However, the preschool census has risen somewhat, from 72 in
2009-2010 to 80 youngsters in 2010-2011. All pupils are Jewish according to the Law
of Return, that is, they have at least one Jewish grandparent. However, said Rabbi and
Mrs. Levenhartz, more children in the preschool and lower grades are halachically
Jewish because the school started to check family documents more carefully about five
years ago. They had noticed, they continued, that some children seemed to be entering
Simcha under false pretenses, their parents claiming Jewish ancestry when there was
none. The character of the school was changing as a result. The school is a “magnet”
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The school, which is located in an impoverished area, had been the site of severe antisemitic attacks,
including arson and crude daubing on school walls. See the writer’s 2010 report, April 2010 in Ukraine,
pages 58-60.
A school secretary also thanked the writer, observing that she no longer was compelled to walk through a
forest of drug syringes and other narcotics materials on her way into the school building every morning.
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in its generally poor neighborhood; if they were to remove all enrollment restrictions,
they said “more than 700” youngsters would flood the two buildings.
The preschool and grades one through four are located in one building, and grades five
through 11 are in a second structure. The school has a strong Israeli atmosphere. In
response to a question, Rabbi Levenhartz said that pupils come to Simcha from all over
the city. Transportation is difficult. Simcha rents two large buses, each seating 55
youngsters, and five minibuses, each seating 18. Additionally, Simcha owns two 30seat buses, which it received as a gift.
Simcha has 15 working computers, all of which were received several years ago as a
gift from a Kyiv-based Israeli company that closed its Ukrainian operations. The
computers are old and are not connected through a network, said Rabbi Levenhartz.
About 70 percent of Simcha families pay partial tuition costs, Rabbi Levenhartz
responded to a question. Parents
also have paid for a new playground
and for some new windows.
As is the case with most schools using
former preschool buildings, Simcha
classrooms are small and inadequate
for middle and high school youngsters.
The class at right is a biology class.
Science laboratory facilities are very
limited.
Photo: the writer.

United Jewish Community of Ukraine provides a small annual subsidy to Simcha. The
salaries of two Judaic studies teachers are paid through the Heftzibah program of the
Israeli government, but these payments are 30 percent less than they used to be
because Heftzibah eliminated funding for apartment rentals, insurance, and plane
tickets between Israel and Kyiv. Avi Chai provides $15,000 annually for Shabbatonim,
said Rabbi Levenhartz.
Rabbi Levenhartz stressed that Simcha is not just a school, but also a community.
One of the buildings contains a small synagogue that has its own community rabbi.
The synagogue is used every day, said Rabbi Levenhartz, and is especially active on
holidays. Individuals who wish to stay over Shabbat can use synagogue-provided
mattresses that are placed in classrooms.
The Simcha social welfare program is coordinated with the hesed, said Rabbi
Levenhartz. Food parcels are distributed to 200 homes in the neighborhood, and many
of these troubled homes are visited twice weekly by Simcha volunteers. Recipients of
the food parcels are encouraged to attend holiday celebrations at the Simcha
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synagogue and to integrate into the Simcha community. Some older men attend
lessons at the synagogue in return for small payments, Rabbi Levenhartz said.
In response to a question, Rabbi Levenhartz said that most Simcha graduates remain
in Kyiv, attending local universities and colleges. Some also go to Israel, usually joining
one or another Jewish Agency program.
58. The ORT school was established in 2000 as a lyceum, an elite secondary school
with a competitive admissions policy. In common with the Simcha school (see above),
the ORT lyceum occupies two separate small buildings. It is located on the east, or less
prosperous, side of the Dnipr River in a generally unattractive area.
Yuri Kinkov, the veteran principal of the lyceum, opened a discussion with the writer by
declaring that conditions at the school are ככה-ככה, using the Hebrew expression for
“so-so”. The lyceum has existed for ten years, he continued, and just completed a
serious re-accreditation process. No major academic problems exist. Most teachers
remain at the school from year to year. World ORT
continues to support the lyceum and, through the Israeli
government Heftzibah program, the lyceum has found
an excellent new Israeli director of Hebrew and Jewish
studies to replace the former Heftzibah teacher who
returned to Israel after five years at the school. The new
Heftzibah teacher, he noted, is a native of Odesa.
Principal Yuri Kinkov, left, surprised the writer by using a few
words of Hebrew during an interview.
Photo: the writer.

The lyceum currently enrolls 258 youngsters in grades five through 11,83 a decrease
of 20 from the previous academic year. The families of 241 of these pupils have
documentation proving that their children are eligible for emigration to Israel under the
Israeli Law of Return, that is, that these youngsters have at least one Jewish
grandparent; the remaining pupils, said Mr. Kinkov, may also be Jewish, but their
families lack documentation of Jewish heritage.84 Mr. Kinkov stated that the reputation
of the lyceum is such that many non-Jewish families would like to enroll their children in
the school.
All pupils at the lyceum are from middle or lower class families, Mr. Kinkov said.
Wealthy families send their children elsewhere. In response to a question, Mr. Kinkov
stated that about 95 percent of school families have computers at home and most are
83
84

Schools with lyceum status are not permitted to enroll youngsters in grades one through four.

ORT schools frequently enroll some non-Jewish youngsters, especially from families in the school
neighborhood, for reasons of public/community relations.
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connected to the Internet; however, he continued, there is real concern among parents
about unsuitable material on the Internet to which their children might be exposed.
Parents want to know how to control what their children see and hear on their
computers.
Some parents now are providing some support to the lyceum, Mr. Kinkov said. For
example, they have provided funds for security measures and for certain repairs to the
school buildings.
Several have purchased computer technology accessories,
complementing the equipment made available by ORT.
The Jewish Agency for Israel, he stated, has provided madrichim (leaders) for certain
holiday celebrations at the school. The Jewish Agency also organized a shorashim
(roots) trip to the Carpathian Mountains for 19 tenth graders and two teachers. The
Israel Culture Center sends madrichim for Yom Haatzmaut (Israel Independence Day).
Avi Chai awarded the lyceum a grant for three Shabbatonim, but it took so long for the
funds to traverse the JDC bureaucracy that the school lacked time to plan for the
Shabbatonim and thus these events were not held.
Mr. Kinkov also noted that the Brodsky synagogue now has a mobile matzot factory,
which came to the lyceum to enable pupils to make their own matzot for Pesach. Mr.
Kinkov stated that he also participated in this activity alongside the youngsters; it was
very enjoyable, he acknowledged.
Pupils in grades 8 through 11 have daily classes in Jewish studies, responded Mr.
Kinkov to a question. Three periods weekly are in Hebrew-language instruction, one in
Jewish tradition, and one in Jewish history. Youngsters in grades 5 through 7 have two
additional class periods in Jewish studies - one in Jewish music and another in Jewish
art. Also, continued Mr. Kinkov, Jewish studies are integrated into the secular
curriculum in several areas of study. For example, he said, pupils read Ukrainian or
Russian Jewish literature as part of their coursework in Ukrainian or Russian literature
and Jewish history is studied as part of world history. Older pupils create Jewish art on
computers.
The lyceum received an award from Microsoft in the form of a new computer
curriculum that includes software and lesson plans. Mr. Kinkov was flown to Capetown,
South Africa, to receive the award personally, he said; he was the only person from
Ukraine at this event. He enjoyed the trip very much, but acknowledged that he did not
understand everything that was presented in the accompanying computer workshop;
however, faculty at the lyceum are able to implement the new program.
In response to a question about a potential new building for the lyceum that he had
discussed last year, Mr. Kinkov said that talks for another facility are in abeyance. The
district education official with whom he had previously discussed acquisition of a more
modern building is no longer employed in the same capacity; Mr. Kinkov would like to
give the new person more time to settle in to his position before raising the issue again.
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As he had stated in previous years, Mr. Kinkov said that the Lyceum would function at
its best if all of its classes could meet in a single building with an auditorium or large
multi-purpose room in which all pupils could meet and hold school events, such as
assemblies and holiday celebrations. Additionally, the school needs a sports hall and
modern science laboratories.
In speaking of school necessities, Mr. Kinkov also stated that a larger budget would
enable the Lyceum to pay bonuses in order to employ the very best teachers available.
ORT cannot compete with many other schools in attracting top-notch pedagogues, he
said.
59. Time constraints prevented the writer from visiting the two remaining Jewish day
schools in Kyiv. The Perlina School, an independent Chabad school under the
sponsorship of Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich, is known for its outstanding
preschool and its Hebrew- and English-language programs. It enrolls about 130 pupils
in a renovated former preschool with an excellent outdoor playground and a soccer
field; however, the facility is too small to accommodate expansion critical to
development of a first-rate middle school and high school. The current building lacks
science laboratories, adequate computer space, and an appropriately-sized sports hall.
In common with other schools, the Markoviches have encountered severe difficulty in
acquiring suitable school premises. However, the Markoviches have embarked on a
new education venture, a school for autistic children, at another site. (See the following
page.)
The Mitzvah School is a small preschool and elementary school accommodating about
100 youngsters. It operates under the supervision of Rabbi Moshe Asman of the
Brodsky synagogue.
School #128 is a public school that housed an optional secular Jewish studies
component from 1990 through the 2009-2010 school year. Established by the Israeli
government in a drive to advance secular Jewish Zionist education (and provide an
alternative to religious Jewish day schools then in early stages of development in
Russia and Ukraine), School #128 never attracted a large number of Jewish pupils.
The institution is, and has been, a mediocre public school with a steadily declining
general student body and more rapidly declining Jewish enrollment. Despite the
provision of an ORT computer technology program arranged by the Israeli government,
the principal of School #128 was unsympathetic to its Jewish section; his hostility,
combined with a diminishing Jewish pupil census, led to termination of Israeli state
support for the School #128 Jewish studies program after the 2009-2010 school year.
In the meantime, the Masorti/Conservative movement is planning to open an optional
Jewish studies section in another school that already has a significant Jewish
enrollment and is respected in the city. The new program will be initiated in the 20122013 school year.
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60. Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich opened a school for autistic children in
Kyiv in 2010. In the absence of Rabbi and Mrs. Markovich, who were attending to
family matters in Israel, the writer met with Natalia Struchek, director of the school, and
Ina Sergienko, mother of a child with mild autism who is now enrolled in the mainstream
Markovich Perlina school. The program for autistic children is named Дитина з
майбутнім (Ukr.; English translation Children with a Future).
In an earlier discussion, Mrs. Markovich told the writer that she and Rabbi Markovich
had been approached in recent years by a number of Jewish families seeking educational programs for their autistic children. After unsuccessfully attempting to integrate
several such youngsters into regular Perlina classes, the Markoviches decided to open
a dedicated school for autistic children. They approached specialists in their home
country of Israel for advice and visited various Israeli institutions working with autistic
youngsters before proceeding with their plans. No full-day programs with meal or social
services had existed in Ukraine prior to the launch of the Markovich program.
With the help of several families with autistic children, the Markoviches obtained an
underused preschool building and renovated it according to recommendations of Israeli
experts. The demand for such education is so great that the normally ponderous and
corrupt Kyiv education bureaucracy issued them a 10-year operating license without
even inspecting the facility, which, in any case, was not yet completed at the time
operating permission was secured. The relevant official, who is known “to like
envelopes”, i.e., to expect envelopes containing bribe money, did not request payment
of any kind.
The two-story building contains four self-contained
suites of rooms, two suites on each floor. Each
suite is designed to accommodate eight to ten
youngsters with comparable needs, but the school
opened with only nine children in the fall of 2010
as Ms. Struchek, a local woman with some foreign
training in working with autistic children, prefers to
gain experience in the facility and with other
teachers before expanding to full capacity. The
intent is to open the school to a broad range of
autistic youngsters, not just Jewish children.
Jewish content is available for Jewish families, but
the Jewish atmosphere is discreet.
A portion of the Markovich school for autistic children
is seen at right. The school grounds are expansive
and most of its territory is enclosed by a fence.
Photo: http://www.childfuture.kiev.ua/photo.html.
Retrieved July 25, 2011.
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Ms. Struchek said that the nine enrolled children range in age from three to ten. The
school day begins at 8:00 a.m. and concludes at 6:00 p.m. Additionally, said Ms.
Struchek, the school has accepted a small number of children under three years of age
who receive individualized attention for several hours every day. The primary aim of the
school is the acquisition of social skills that will permit children to engage in formal
education, separate from their parents, and, if possible, integrate into a regular school.
The program employs specialists in psychology, child development, speech, and other
fields. Certified teachers in conventional school subjects teach those youngsters who
are ready for such instruction. Attendants are employed in order to provide
each youngster with individual supervision when he or she is not receiving
therapy or personalized instruction.
Each child was accompanied by an attendant during a school program.
Photo:http://www.cwf.com.ua/.
26, 2011.

Retrieved July

One of the critical problems in Ukraine regarding autism, stated Ms. Struchek, is that the
condition often is diagnosed very late, sometimes only when a youngster has been
expelled from a conventional school for misconduct. Pediatricians have not been
trained to recognize symptoms in early childhood. Sometimes parents who approach
pediatricians or other medical specialists upon observing that their child is not
developing normally are treated in a crude manner. Not all families are sufficiently
sophisticated or have enough resources as Mrs. Sergienko,
who took her child to Israel for evaluation at the age of two.
Ms. Struchek observed that most families with autistic
children become isolated because their children require
constant attention and cannot be taken anywhere due to
their odd behavior and an unsympathetic public.
As soon as an attendant stepped away, the child kneeling at a
window at left seemed to become obsessed with some small toys
and would not respond to a request from a teacher that he
engage in other activities.
Photo: the writer.

Most children at the Markovich school did not speak at all when they entered the
program. Some would not respond to others and recoiled when touched by a teacher or
another person. Several could not feed themselves and/or had extraordinary food
preferences. The school developed a special diet for each child. All food is kosher and,
for now, is prepared at the mainstream Perlina school, which is located in the same
neighborhood, and brought to the special school. Ms. Struchek noted that the special
school is not now charged for the food brought from Perlina, but, obviously, standard
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accounting procedures require that all food be included in the special school budget; it
is likely that this “new” expense will be charged to their own statement in the near
future. It also is likely, Ms. Struchek continued, that the special school will have to
develop its own food preparation system as its enrollment grows. (The building includes
a suitable kitchen, which is not currently used.)
The school also will need to create an indoor fitness and physical education center in
available space and improve the fence that already encloses most of the school yard.
Additionally, they need to obtain more sensory toys, which, Ms. Struchek observed, are
available in Israel.
Although the school had not yet been open for a full academic year, some children
already have made remarkable progress. Some now speak in full sentences, express
preferences for certain activities, and even say ‘thank you’ at appropriate times. The
progress is visible to teachers and parents alike. Parents can observe their children at
almost any time through a password-protected website that monitors children in most
activities. Ms. Struchek said that she hoped
parents would mimic teacher interaction with
the children so that parental behavior is both
constructive and consistent with that
encountered by their children in the school.
An autistic child, assisted by an aide, presents
flowers to Mrs. Markovich. Rabbi Markovich is
seated behind his wife. The man to the right of
Rabbi Markovich appears to be taking a photo
with a cell phone.
Photo: http://www.cwf.com.ua/.
2011.

Retrieved July 26,

Ms. Struchek and Mrs. Sergienko said that tuition for each child enrolled at the school
is $2,000 monthly; however, they said, very few families pay the full fee. The school is
actively seeking sponsors. Their major expenses, Ms. Struchek continued, are $5,000
weekly for 12 teachers (some of whom trained abroad) and $10,000 monthly in facilities
charges (rent paid to the city for the building) and utilities. Completion of the fence that
partially encloses the school yard will cost $25,000.
Ms. Struchek and Mrs. Segienko stated that all concerned with the school are
committed to establishing and maintaining an institution of excellence, one that will
become a national center for the teaching of autistic children. They already are advising
families from out of town, most of whom bring their children to the school periodically.
The school develops work plans for the parents to use in working with their youngsters
at home; communication with out-of-town families is maintained through passwordprotected web conferences. It also offers parent education for both local and out-oftown families. The school intends to teach master classes to other professionals.
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In the meantime, the two women continued, they openly acknowledge their own need
for professional development. An expert in the field from San Francisco was
scheduled to come to Kyiv in the near future for a week of lectures and evaluation at the
school. The school paid for her transportation and hotel accommodations, but she had
agreed to provide her consulting services without charge. They are eager to receive
training and guidance from other sources as well.
A probably distant dream, added Mrs. Sergienko, is development of a camp/resort for
autistic children and their families. She is aware of a suitable site near Kyiv, she
said.
61. As noted elsewhere in this paper, a residential program for youngsters from
troubled homes is maintained by Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich. Another facility for Jewish
children is operated by Rabbi Moshe Asman of the Brodsky synagogue. In general, the
number of youngsters in these programs throughout Ukraine has declined sharply in
recent years, probably reflecting the general Jewish population decline.
62. International Solomon University, a private proprietary institution, opened in Kyiv
in 1991. Its predominantly Jewish management reached out to Jewish individuals and
organizations for acceptance and support; a large number of its students during its first
decade were Jewish young people, including many from smaller towns in western
Ukraine, whose inferior high school preparation precluded admission into more
traditional institutions in the Ukrainian capital.
The writer spoke with Dr. Aleksandr Rosenfeld, rector of ISU. Dr. Rosenfeld, who was
curt and dismissive throughout the interview, said that enrollment in ISU now is about
2,000, a number that many outside observers consider exaggerated. He continued that
the majority of students are from out-of-town, and that many reside in ISU dormitories.
ISU offers both bachelor’s and master’s degrees, stated Dr. Rosenfeld. In response to
a question, he said that the major areas of concentration are computer science, biology,
history, sociology, law, finance, and marketing. Within the history department, he
continued, students may elect to specialize in Jewish history; the ISU Jewish history
program emphasizes Hasidism, Holocaust studies, and Zionism, he stated, noting that
each of these areas has strong roots in Ukraine.
When the writer asked about the number of students enrolled in Jewish studies, Dr.
Rosenfeld responded that these courses are “not popular”. The writer then asked if the
lack of popularity stemmed from difficulties obtaining subsequent employment in the
field, Dr. Rosenfeld replied affirmatively. “Кому это нужно?” (“Who needs it?”), he
responded, referring to Jewish studies.
The primary foreign languages taught at ISU are English and French, said Dr.
Rosenfeld. Hebrew would be taught if students were interested in learning it, but
students do not ask for Hebrew courses.
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Other individuals in Kyiv with whom the writer spoke said that ISU focuses on its law
and finance concentrations because these departments are profitable. Enrollment at
ISU may be as low as 500, stated a professional at a Kyiv Jewish organization,
observing that the ISU Jewish market had “evaporated” due to Jewish population
decline in the smaller cities and towns in central and western Ukraine from which ISU
draws its population. This professional doubted that any identifying Jews remain at the
institution. Poorly prepared students of all ethnic backgrounds now had other choices
due to the emergence of other institutions since Ukrainian independence. ISU simply is
not competitive in any field, claimed several people. They also noted that many Jewish
professors, as well as qualified academics of other ethnic backgrounds, have left the
institution because its salaries are very low.85
63. Iosif Akselrud is the Director of Hillel CASE, the section of the Hillel student
organization that oversees Hillel operations in Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, Georgia,
Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan. He is less concerned with specific Hillel programs in Kyiv
than with overall management issues, he said. He described his responsibilities as
fundraising, staff deployment and training, and other large questions concerning the
entire CASE area. Although aware of Hillel operations in Kyiv, his role transcends local
issues.
One of Mr. Akselrud’s major accomplishments has been the establishment of a
functional indigenous board of directors for Hillel CASE. In 2010, its first year of
existence, the board raised $45,000; its goal for 2011 is $60,000, Mr. Akselrud said.
Apart from the board, Mr. Akselrud himself is one of the most successful indigenous
fundraisers in the post-Soviet states. His efforts yielded almost $400,000 in 2010,
including the $45,000 from the board; other major contributors, stated Mr. Akselrud are
the Genesis Philanthropic Group of Moscow, the Hamama
incubator program of the Jewish Agency for Israel, the
Dutch Jewish Humanitarian Fund,86 and Vadym
Rabynovych of Ukraine. The remainder of the CASE
Hillel budget of $1,134,000 is provided by Hillel
International. CASE Hillel, noted Mr. Akselrud, now
submits to an annual independent audit, a measure that
remains rare among local non-profits.
Iosif Akselrud, right, is one of the most successful Jewish
fundraisers in the post-Soviet states. His primary work is with
Hillel, but he also is influential in other groups.
Photo: the writer.
85
86

See page 56 for information about the International Solomon University branch in Kharkiv.

The Dutch Jewish Humanitarian Fund (Joods Humanitair Fonds) was established in 2002. Its mission
is to support projects restoring Jewish life in former Communist countries, Jewish education, mutual
respect between people, and support civilian victims in war zones. Its asset base derives from unclaimed
Jewish property remaining in the Netherlands following World War II and the Holocaust.
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Other than persistent funding problems, Mr. Akselrud said that one of the most
significant issues facing Hillel at this point is a clear loss of interest among Hillel
students in Jewish educational programs. When Hillel was first organized in the
early 1990’s, he continued, students seemed to have an almost limitless appetite for
Jewish education – Jewish tradition, Jewish ritual, Jewish music, Jewish history, and
almost every other aspect of Jewish education.
Some current students, he
acknowledged, are veterans of Jewish camps and other educational programs, which
certainly was not the case 15 years ago. Perhaps they already know as much as they
want to know, although not all students have not had these formative experiences. He
also believes that new recreational opportunities, such as bowling and student-oriented
nightclubs, are competing for student time. He has organized a committee of education
experts, many from the Jewish Agency and the Joint Distribution Committee, to study
this issue and advise Hillel on new Jewish education programs that will be appealing to
contemporary Jewish young people. Mr. Akselrud noted that he is trying to work closely
with JAFI, JDC, and Nativ (formerly, the Liaison Bureau), overcoming past rivalries and
animosities. However, the relationship with JDC now is much different than it used to
be; JDC no longer is the financial agent for Hillel, a separation that has facilitated new
partnerships with others who might not have wanted to work with JDC or a JDC affiliate.
Another issue, continued Mr. Akselrud, is that the Taglit program, as valuable as it is,
sometimes seems to be taking over Hillel. Hillel CASE organized 10 Taglit trips in 2010
from its region, he said, and Hillel has become a travel agency in doing the necessary
planning for these journeys. On the other hand, he lamented, Hillel lacks funding to do
appropriate follow-up programming with Taglit participants upon their return to
Ukraine. He fears that some of the benefits accruing to Taglit dissipate due to lack of
follow-up with tour members.
Mr. Akslerud observed that he also is struggling with several personnel issues,
including replacing a Hillel director in a major city. Political infighting among Hillel staff
members was a problem in some areas, he added.
In response to a question, Mr. Akselrud said that Ukrainian Hillel students enjoy working
with counterpart Hillel students from the United States and other countries and are
pleased to host such groups when they come to Ukraine. Both New York and Israeli
Hillel students visited Hillel groups in Kyiv and Odesa in 2010-2011, and the New York
groups were guests of Lviv Hillel as well.
CASE and Russian Hillel students were eligible for a new selective-entry Holocaustrelated program this year, stated Mr. Akselrud. Those who had shown particular
interest in the Holocaust were invited to participate in a special Holocaust seminar in
Lithuania, he said. The seminar required pre-seminar orientation sessions and was
funded by the Genesis Philanthropic Group and led by Yad Vashem.
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64. An organization bearing the name of Aish Hatorah, the international Orthodox
Jewish outreach organization, owns a small three-story building in an outlying district of
Kyiv in which it conducts various Jewish educational programs. Igor Karasik, its director
stated that the Aish Hatorah central office in Jerusalem ceased funding its Kyiv
operations about five years ago, but Mr. Karasik decided to retain the name anyway.
His programs continue under the general supervision of Rabbi Mordechai Raichenstein,
a former Aish Hatorah rabbi in Kyiv. Rabbi Raichenstein now works in Mogilev and
Gomel (both in Belarus) under the auspices of a different
organization; he offers some guidance, but no funding to
the Kyiv operation. JDC previously provided a small
subsidy, and several different individuals and organizations support specific programs. Two families who live
on the upper floors of the building pay rent.
Igor Karasik, right, studied Judaism in Aish Hatorah programs in
Kyiv. However, after Aish Hatorah withdrew from the city, Mr.
Karasik retained control of the Aish Hatorah building and tries to
operate various Jewish education and welfare ventures from its
premises.
Photo: the writer.

Their newest program, said Mr. Karasik, is training Jewish-interest tour guides, a
project that is funded mainly by the Hamama incubator venture of the Jewish Agency,
but also will receive a subsidy from JDC. The tour guide program, which was scheduled
to begin in the near future, had selected 15 young men and women for an intensive
three-month course that would include Jewish history, Jewish tradition, Hebrew, and
English. Upon completion of the course, individuals would be available for institutional
or commercial employment to assist Israeli, American, and other scholars, researchers,
heritage seekers, and tourists. Most of the instruction would be based in Mr. Karasik’s
building, but, obviously, some training also would occur in the field.
Mr. Karasik himself leads Jewish-interest tour groups in central and western Ukraine.
He also arranges logistics for other groups that wish to do their own touring.
Additionally, he teaches in and handles logistics for other short-term programs,
including Shabbatonim, for various organizations. Among his other services, continued
Mr. Karasik, is kashrut supervision for the Jewish Agency, JDC, and Midreshet
Yerushalayim (Conservative movement).
Most instructors and other professional staff at Aish Hatorah have other jobs that, in
fact, are their primary sources of income, said Mr. Karasik. They work as teachers in
Jewish day schools, staff members at JDC, or staff at other Jewish organizations. Mr.
Karasik himself also works in the matza factory operated by Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich.
Almost everyone needs a second income in order to survive, said Mr. Karasik.
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In response to a question, Mr. Karasik said that his organization no longer teaches
STARS courses. The STARS organizers made a “political decision”, he said, to
withdraw from his facility because, they told him, no rabbi supervises the overall
program under his auspices. Mr. Karasik noted that his STARS program had been the
largest in the city, enrolling some 80 young people. It had been transferred to Rabbi
Bleich’s supervision, he continued, and it is unlikely, he said, that these numbers have
been maintained by Rabbi Bleich.
Individual donors provide hot lunches from the Aish Hatorah kitchen to 40 Jewish
elderly from the neighborhood four days each week, and a wealthy observant Israeli
businessman with commercial interests in Kyiv distributes kosher food parcels through
Aish Hatorah to 40 observant families in the city
The well-stocked Jewish library in the building remains popular among local Jews. Its
original collection was provided by JDC.
Clearly, a major appeal of Mr. Karasik’s operation to outsiders is its very independence
from outside supervision; yet this same lack of affiliation forces Mr. Karasik to constantly
scramble for programs and funding sources. He openly acknowledges that he might be
more successful in generating work and attracting sponsors if he spoke English. Most
money for Jewish programs is still coming from overseas, and Mr. Karasik finds it
difficult to make a case for his programs and services when he is required to speak
through an interpreter. The general Jewish philosophy of his operations appears to be
an open modern Orthodoxy.

65. Iosif Akselrud, the Director of Hillel CASE (Hillel in the post-Soviet states outside
Russia), also serves as Chairman of Limmud in Ukraine on a volunteer basis.87
Modeled on the original Limmud programs in England, Russian-language Limmud
promotes Jewish education on a variety of subjects through conferences and events.
Major forthcoming Russian-language Limmud seminars in or near Ukraine are
scheduled for Vinnytsia88 in June, Odesa in October, and Kishinev in November, said
Mr. Akselrud. His responsibilities in Limmud dovetail very nicely with his responsibilities
in Hillel, Mr. Akselrud stated, because 70 percent of Limmud participants are Jewish
students.

66. Moishe House opened in Kyiv in August 2010, one of 37 such houses worldwide.
The Kyiv program currently accommodates three young women as residents in a welllocated relatively large and well-maintained three-bedroom apartment.
The
international Moishe House organization pays more than 50 percent of expenses for the
87

For information on Hillel in Ukraine, see pages 97-98.

88

See page 27.
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group, but the young women themselves share other costs. In return for the Moishe
House subsidy, the residents are obligated to plan and manage a large number of
Jewish events for other Jews in their twenties. Such events include Shabbat dinners,
book clubs, discussions, group participation in Jewish community celebrations, and
other experiences. With program ideas and other assistance from the Moishe House
headquarters in California, the Moishe House vision is to connect young Jews with their
communities, encourage pluralistic Judaism, and build Jewish leadership.
Two of the three young women in Kyiv Moishe House work in the Jewish community,
one at the Israel Culture Center attached to the Embassy of Israel and the other at Lo
Tishkach (See below.) The third is a lawyer. Several had heard about Moishe House
through the Ukrainian Union of Jewish Students, an indigenous organization said to be
more loosely structured than Hillel. One had
learned about it while studying at Paideia, a
Jewish studies program in Stockholm.
Jewish young adults gather for an evening event
in the living room at Moishe House in Kyiv.
Photo: http://www.slide.com/s/WF1nVEZ95z-BjqJpqpC5dI
ZuTJ4PguI.
Retrieved July 29, 2011.

The two Kyiv Moishe House residents with whom the writer spoke said that they host a
number of holiday events in Moishe House or at larger venues. They also sponsor
lectures and discussions on such topics as the role of women in Jewish life, Jewish
cooking, and Jewish practices in death and mourning. They have organized Jewish Kyiv
excursions for young people. They hold frequent Shabbat dinners, usually followed by
discussions; the average number of participants in Shabbat dinners is 14 to 16, said the
young women, but once 20 people came. They believe that their role is to explore
Judaism, not to teach Judaism. Most of their guests are secular, they said.
They acknowledged their dependence on, and admiration for, Aryeh and Stephanie
Pelcovits, a young American modern Orthodox couple volunteering in Kyiv for a year
with the Jewish Service Corps.89 They have celebrated Shabbat and attended a
Pesach seder at the Pelcovits apartment because they required a demonstration of how
such observances should be conducted.
One of the Moshe House residents told the writer that the primary appeal of Moishe
House to her is that it provides comfortable living space in a safe neighborhood. Prior
to moving into the Moishe House apartment, she had lived with her family in a smaller
city near Kyiv and commuted to the Ukrainian capital daily by train. She enjoys some
89

See pages 124-125.
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aspects of Jewish life, she said, but she believes that Israel is a “ghetto” and she has no
interest in that country.90

67. JAFARI (Jewish safari) is an organization that creates Jewish cultural and
educational programs for the Kyiv Jewish population. Its primary event is a mobile
Jewish scavenger hunt that operates every other week with a hiatus during the
coldest winter months. Leaders Masha Putskova and Marina Lisak explained that five
or more people participate as a team in a vehicle. The hunt begins several hours after
the end of Shabbat and usually continues for four hours, although a separate version
can be arranged for two hours. The late hours of competition, said the two women,
assures that traffic will be relatively light.
Up to 20 cars compete in each hunt, seven of them regularly and the others on an
occasional basis. Most individuals are young adults, said Ms. Putskova and Ms. Lisak,
but family groups also participate. Young couples with small children are welcome if the
youngsters are seated in appropriate child seats. Participants pay a small entry fee to
cover expenses. Information about the hunts is transmitted through social networking
Internet sites and by word of mouth.
Most competitions are structured around a specific theme, such as a particular
Jewish historic figure or event. Participants are given a set of 10 envelopes to be
opened in a numbered sequence; each envelope contains a clue, often written in a
humorous or ironic style, about a specific building or monument related to the theme.
Upon reaching the building or monument, participants call or text information to the
organizers that verifies identification of the target. The organizer may ask for certain
details about the site. Those responding correctly are authorized to open the next
envelope and proceed in the search. Occasionally, said the two women, colleagues are
posted at a specific site to check that the cars did indeed reach the intended target.
At a certain time after midnight, all competitors gather at the Aroma café for coffee, a
presentation on the significance of the theme that was being pursued that evening, and
a summary of competition results.91 In response to a question, the two women said that
police and many ordinary citizens are familiar with such urban safaris and are not
troubled by groups of cars showing up at a specific site for a few minutes and then
driving off to other sites.
Ms. Putskova and Ms. Lisak also own a company called Купи слона (Buy an
Elephant, a reference to well-known Russian children’s literature), which carries the
tagline an agency of positive emotions. This firm creates and manages events for
children, including parties, tours, and even Hebrew-language instruction. They have
90
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Aroma café in Kyiv is one of a number of international cafés modeled on, and owned by, the popular
Aroma cafés in Israel.
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worked in Jewish schools and camps and also in city-wide Purim celebrations. They
also have developed special Jewish safaris for particular organizations. Additionally,
they lead Hebrew-language tours of Kyiv for visiting Israelis. Outside the Jewish
communal infrastructure, they have created
secular events for large international
companies, such as McDonald’s and
Procter & Gamble.
Masha Putskova, left, was a philosophy major
in university and now teaches Hebrew and is
active in various aspects of Jewish culture.
Marina Lisak, right, is an investment manager.
The two women studied Hebrew in JAFI ulpans
and now create and manage popular Jewish
cultural events.
Photo: the writer.

68. The Lo Tiskach Foundation – European Jewish Cemeteries Initiative was
established in 2006 with the goal of gathering and organizing all known data on
European Jewish burial grounds so that it is readily accessible to all interested
individuals.92 A critical component of the program is engagement of young European
Jews in this task so that they learn about the burial grounds and pre-Holocaust Jewish
life and culture in surrounding communities. Lo Tishkach participants are expected to
undertake practical work in the preservation and protection of these cemeteries and
mass graves.
Lo Tishkach was founded by the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany and the Conference of European Rabbis. Its Ukraine representation was
initiated in 2009 with financial support from the Genesis Philanthropic Group
(Moscow) and both financial and logistical support from the Ukrainian Vaad
(Association of Jewish Organizations of Ukraine).93 The writer met with Yana Yanover,
coordinator of the Lo Tishkach Ukraine office, which is located within Vaad premises in
Kyiv.
Ms. Yanover said that the Lo Tishkach program in Ukraine expands upon work
previously done under the supervision of Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, Chief Rabi of Kyiv
and Ukraine, and the United States Commission for Preservation of the American
92

Lo Tishkach (Heb.,  )לא תשכחis translated as Do not Forget. In addition to creating a data base of all
European Jewish burial grounds, information is gathered about local laws and practices affecting their
protection and preservation. Data thus assembled facilitates advocacy for maintenance of these sites.
The headquarters of Lo Tishkach are located in Brussels. See their website at www.lo-tishkach.org.
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Heritage Abroad. In just its first year of operations in Ukraine, Lo Tishkach identified 10
previously unknown burial sites in the Kyiv region and another 35 in the Cherkassy
region, Ms. Yanover said.
Lo Tishkach expedition groups may be Hillel students, groups of other young people
interested in history, or foreign Jewish young people desiring to explore historic Ukraine.
Recruiting seminars, said Ms. Yanover, are held throughout the year in different
Ukrainian cities. Recent seminars have been held, she continued, in Kyiv, the
Carpathian Mountain area (known as Zakarpatiya or Transcarpathia), Liviv, Crimea, and
Kharkiv. All relevant Jewish community groups are notified in advance of the seminar
so that potentially interested students and young adults will attend. The goal is to
recruit attendees to expeditions, preferably in their own regions so as to strengthen a
sense of Jewish community and continuity. Participants are asked to propose their own
projects within local areas, that is, decide which burial grounds to clean, whether to
focus on monument development or fence construction, or other matters. Local rabbis
are invited to explain all relevant Jewish laws regarding burials and related topics.
Many expeditions are scheduled for university vacation periods in order encourage
student participation.

Information about Jewish burial sites and
locations of mass slaughters during the
Holocaust is published by Lo Tishkach in a
series of books, such as the 106-page
catalogue on Jewish burial grounds in the Kyiv
region. Similar volumes exist about Jewish
burial grounds in other regions of Ukraine.
The Jewish burial grounds depicted on the
cover of the Kyiv region catalogue are
(clockwise from top): Skvyra Jewish Cemetery
II, Kyiv Jewish Cemetery IV (Kurenivske),
Dymer Mass Grave, Borodianka Jewish
Cemetery, Bila Tserkva Jewish Cemetery II
(Kyivska), and Makariv Mass Grave (memorial
monument).
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Lo Tishkach arranges all travel logistics and distributes questionnaires to participants
about burial sites that are visited. Through completed questionnaires, Lo Tishkach
assembles information about the size and condition of the burial grounds, maintenance,
number and conditions of gravestones or other markers, current use of the site,94
restorative work needed, and history of the local Jewish community. In the case of
execution sites during the Holocaust, information is sought regarding the number of
victims and the circumstances of their murder. Expedition members are expected to
undertake physical labor in cleaning sites.
In addition to local people, Ms. Yanover said that Lo Tishkach is open to organizing
expeditions for foreigners. In July, she continued, Lo Tishkach expects to host about
30 English-speaking young people in a pilot project; participants will meet in Lviv and
proceed from there to Transcarpathia, formerly a part of the Austria-Hungarian Empire.
About 270 Jewish burial grounds are known to exist in this mountainous region.
Preparatory seminars are being held through Skype technology, Ms. Yanover
explained.

The catalogue includes at least one page for each
of 52 Jewish burial grounds in the Kyiv region.
The page about Yahotyn Jewish Cemetery (right)
describes its history and notes that it is no longer
in active use. Jews now are buried in a section of
a municipal cemetery. Fewer than 100 Jews
remain in Yahotyn today, said the description.
The orange band at the bottom of the page says
that the cemetery currently is undemarcated and
unprotected. The remaining gravestones (10 in
all) “are at risk from weather erosion and the
effects of vegetation, and there is evidence of rubbish dumping at the site.” Other information in the
orange band outlines assistance needed in this
cemetery: determine and enclose borders, and
restore gravestones. An orange band indicates
that the site is “seriously threatened.” A green
band indicates that the site is “not under threat.”

94

Many old Jewish cemeteries were destroyed during the Soviet period and subsequently used as sites
for construction of various buildings.
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In response to a question, Ms Yanover said that the total Lo Tishkach budget for
Ukraine in 2010-2011 (September to September) is $80,000, excluding her salary and
certain special projects. Her office is awaiting news on several grants for which they
have applied.

69. The Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies was established in 2002 as a nongovernment organization in partnership with the Institute of Political and Ethnic Studies
of the National Academy of Sciences of Ukraine. It maintains a small office in a building
of the National Academy of Sciences in Kyiv. Its staff consists of five local individuals
along with an Austrian volunteer.95 The writer spoke with Anatoly Podolsky, director of
the Center, during a visit to the organization’s office.
Dr. Podolsky stated that the Center works in two areas,
Holocaust research and Holocaust education.96 In the area of
research, he continued, the Center organizes several annual
study trips to Poland and one to Yad Vashem in Israel. It
maintains very good contacts with Poles in relevant positions,
he said. The Center publishes a scholarly journal every six
months that reports results of research in Poland, Ukraine,
and other countries. At the present time, Dr. Podolsky stated,
there is great interest in comparing the fates of Jews and
Roma who lived in the Carpathian mountain area during the
Holocaust.97
Efforts of the Center in education include various conferences for teachers and pupils,
as well as publications suitable for various groups. It encourages research into the
Holocaust by high school students. A three-day competition in the topic is held every
year in Kyiv, and the most noteworthy papers are published in an anthology. This
program is partially financed by grants from the Embassy of the United States, said Dr.
Podolsky.
The Center’s publishing program is diverse, said Dr. Podolsky. It includes student
research, its own research, memoirs of survivors, various official records of the period,
and translations of useful materials published abroad.
Dr. Podolsky stated that the government of Ukraine provides little political, moral,
or financial support for Holocaust studies. The Holocaust is remote to them; they
know that the Holocaust occurred in Europe, but somehow Europe does not include
95

The Austrian volunteer, a young man, serves as an intern in lieu of military service in Austria.
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Dr. Podolsky earned his Ph.D. at Bar-Ilan University in Israel. The topic of his dissertation was The
Nazi Genocide of Jews in Ukraine (1941-1944).
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The northernmost location of the Carpathian Mountains is in the border area between Slovakia and
Poland. The Carpathian Mountains extend southward through western Ukraine and eastern Romania.
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Ukraine in this period. They claim that the Holocaust is not central to Ukrainian history.
Many Ukrainian Jews are wealthy, government officials say; therefore, the Jews should
finance all aspects of Ukrainian Holocaust studies.
Primary funders of the Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies include The Rothschild
Foundation (Hanadiv) Europe, the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the Swedish
Holocaust Memorial Association. However, said Dr.
Podolsky, support from these and other funding sources
remain irregular. Nonetheless, he continued, he remains
“optimistic” about the capacity of the Ukrainian Center to
continue its work.
Dr. Anatoly Podolsky, right, faces continuing financial problems
in managing the Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies.

Photo: the writer.

In response to a question about contemporary antisemitism in Ukraine, Dr. Podolsky
said that it is “marginal.” Anti-Jewish stereotypes persist, he continued, and sometimes
antisemitic comments are made during political campaigns about Jewish or partlyJewish candidates; he cited recent elections in Odesa, Kherson, and Uzhgorod as
examples. Bigoted commentators are quick to call attention to Jewish family names, Dr.
Podolsky observed, and to scapegoat Jewish oligarchs about current economic
problems. Nonetheless, he does not perceive antisemitism as a major problem.

Rabbinic Presence
70. Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, a native of Brooklyn and a Karlin-Stolin hasid, is the
Chief Rabbi of Kyiv and Ukraine. He arrived in the country in 1989 and presides over
the Great Choral Synagogue98 in the Podil district of Kyiv, an area of significant Jewish
population prior to World War II. In the more than 20 years that he has served in Kyiv,
Rabbi Bleich has developed a number of Jewish community institutions, including the
Orach Chaim day school, homes for Jewish children from unstable families, a Jewish
98

The Great Choral Synagogue on Schekavitskaya street in the Podil district of Kyiv should not be
confused with the Main Choral Synagogue in the same city. The latter, better known as the Brodsky
synagogue, is larger and more centrally located. Built with funds contributed by Lazar Brodsky of the
wealthy sugar industry family at about the same time as the Schekavitskaya street synagogue, the
Brodsky synagogue was confiscated by Soviet authorities in 1926 and converted into a workers’ club. It
later became a variety theater and a children’s puppet theater. After substantial international pressure,
the Brodsky synagogue was returned to the Jewish community in the 1990’s and restored. Rabbi Moshe
Reuven Asman, an independent Chabad rabbi, presides over the Brodsky synagogue.
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summer camp, an assisted living residential center for elderly Jews, a matza factory, the
Jewish Confederation of Ukraine, the Union of Jewish Religious Organizations of
Ukraine, and the Kyiv Jewish Religious Community.
Rabbi Bleich’s native American English and familiarity with American culture have
facilitated easy access to American representations in the Ukrainian capital. He also
represents Ukrainian Jewry in the European and World Jewish Congresses as well as in
other international Jewish organizations. Yet he is increasingly an outsider, noted more
for his absence from the country while attending to family
matters, fundraising, and appearances at international
conferences than for local presence. Further, he is a
Karlin-Stolin hasid in a country in which Jewish religious
life is dominated by Chabad.
His outsider status,
compounded by ongoing economic developments, is felt
within his own institutions in Kyiv. Several of his umbrella
organizations have shriveled, his publications have
ceased, his day school is withering, and his own
synagogue no longer is open on a daily basis.
Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, Chief Rabbi of Kyiv and Ukraine, no
longer resides in the country on a fulltime basis.
Photo: the writer.

In a meeting in his synagogue office, Rabbi Bleich told the writer that he has engaged a
fundraiser in the United States to seek support for his various community institutions.
Because the fundraiser is being compensated according to the amount of money he
raises, he has a strong incentive to work diligently, Rabbi Bleich noted.
The new community building to the right of the synagogue remains incomplete, Rabbi
Bleich acknowledged. However, he is confident that new sewage pipes will be installed
in the near future and that the structure will be ready for a grand opening in September,
in time for the yahrzeit (annual anniversary of a death) of the mother of the principal
donor, Aleksander Rodnyansky, a Kyiv communications magnate. As he had stated in
previous discussions, Rabbi Bleich will try to lease space in the community building to
an independent kosher restaurant operator and perhaps to another independent
individual capable of managing a small hotel to be located in the structure. Other
program areas to be located in the community building are a large multipurpose hall for
community events, a kosher food and Judaica store, and a mikveh.
About 50 young men are learning in a yeshiva that is housed in the Vladimir Shifrin
Educational Center, a structure located to the left of the synagogue. The yeshiva is a
“serious” learning institution, stated Rabbi Bleich, but smicha (ordination) is not a goal
for most students. Contemporary Ukraine offers few employment positions for [nonChabad Orthodox] rabbis, Rabbi Bleich continued, so it is anticipated that young men in
the yeshiva will remain there only a few years and then leave to teach, supervise
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kashrut, and/or work in secular positions; all will be educated to live observant Jewish
lives and those who are successful in the general economy will be able to contribute
funds to Jewish life in the city and the country. He expects that all will contribute in
some way to “building [Jewish] community” in Kyiv and Ukraine.
The heder for boys from religious families also is located in the Shifrin building. Rabbi
Bleich volunteered that its program of secular studies requires improvement. About 35
boys from a variety of Orthodox backgrounds are enrolled in the heder, Rabbi Bleich
said. The machon for religious girls enrolls about 30 girls, continued Rabbi Bleich, and
convenes at the Orach Chaim girls’ day school. About 60 percent of the girls in the
machon are from Russian-speaking homes and only 40 percent are from homes of
rabbis, Rabbi Bleich noted.
The older building in back of the synagogue continues to accommodate a matza
factory that will have produced 200 tons of matza in 2011, Rabbi Bleich said. The
matza will be distributed throughout the post-Soviet states, much of it in custom cartons
carrying the design and logo of different Jewish organizations.
Rabbi Bleich acknowledged that his assisted living center is facing severe economic
difficulties. Only two floors are occupied because no funds are available to furnish the
remaining two residential floors. The endowment fund consisting of money from
residents who sold their apartments in order to move into the assisted living center does
not yield sufficient income to support building operations. Some unfurnished units are
being rented to students and other people of limited income who will bring their own
furniture and prepare their own meals in the apartment kitchenettes, rather than eat in
the general dining hall. This rental program will be expanded, said Rabbi Bleich, in the
hope that rental income will improve the financial viability of the assisted living project.
In response to a question, Rabbi Bleich acknowledged that several of his Jewish
umbrella organizations are dormant or functioning only at a low level. These will be
re-organized, said Rabbi Bleich, so that they provide real services in an economically
efficient manner.99
71. Rabbi Aleksandr Dukhovny, a native of Kyiv, has been rabbi of the Kyiv Hatikvah
Congregation for 12 years, succeeding several foreign-born rabbis who had served in
the position for much shorter periods of time. Rabbi Dukhovny completed his rabbinic
studies at the Leo Baeck Rabbinic Training Seminary in London.
The Hatikva Congregation currently has almost 500 members, said Rabbi Dukhovny.
Most members pay dues, which are limited to 1.5 percent of income for employed
individuals and a lower sum for retired individuals. The congregation occupies a 110
square-meter ground-floor apartment, which includes a 60-seat hall, several smaller
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See pages 117-118 about the Kyiv Jewish Community, a secular organization associated with Rabbi
Bleich.
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rooms, and offices. The premises also serve as a base for World Union of
Progressive Judaism activities in Ukraine.
Hatikvah Congregation operates a family Sunday school, said Rabbi Dukhovny, which
includes English-language instruction, art, and drama. About 25 teens are active in a
Netzer youth club. The congregation also sponsors Jewish activities in two municipal
preschools in Kyiv that enroll a total of 65 children. Parents of some of the children in
these kindergartens are active in Hatikvah.
The World Union for Progressive Judaism currently is raising funds for new Hatikvah
premises, Rabbi Dukhovny stated. The desired property will be between 300 and 500
square meters, which will accommodate existing Hatikvah/WUPJ programs in the
Ukrainian capital (excluding the preschools) and
allow room for expansion. The likely site, continued Rabbi Dukhovny, is a floor or significant
portion of a floor in a modern commercial building
near public transportation. He is confident that
more attractive premises will bring new members
to Hatikvah.
Rabbi Alexander Dukhovny stands in front of the ark in
the Kyiv Hatikvah Congregation, joined by Alexandra
Haydar, President of Hatikvah.
Photo: the writer.

Forty-nine WUPJ congregations exist in Ukraine, all of which are appropriately
registered with relevant state authorities. Twenty-eight of these operate a full range of
activities, said Rabbi Dukhovny, and the remainder offer selected programs. WUPJ
subsidizes only two of these congregations, Hatikvah in Kyiv and the Progressive
congregation in Yevpatoriya.100
Seven congregations have their own physical
premises, usually pre-war synagogues that were restored to the Jewish community after
being used for other purposes in past decades. Rabbi Dukhovny observed that
possession of physical premises often brings Jewish businessmen into the community
because they see an actual structure that they can develop and maintain.
Congregational twinning programs with congregations in the West usually are key
components in the success of various local congregations, noted Rabbi Dukhovny. The
additional funds that these relationships generate often enable local groups to offer
programs that they could not otherwise support. About 20 WUPJ congregations in
western countries assist Ukrainian congregations in this manner, Rabbi Dukhovny said;
however, some such relationships are more active than others.

100

Yevpatoriya hosts one of three WUPJ congregations in Crimea. Collectively, these congregations are
served by Rabbi Mikhail Kapustin, the only other WUPJ rabbi in Ukraine.
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Odesa, said Rabbi Dukhovny, probably will be the next WUPJ congregation to be
assigned a rabbi. The Odesa WUPJ congregation is very active, led by a five-person
board, four of whose members are returnees from Israel. In response to a question,
Rabbi Dukhovny stated that three Russian-speaking Reform/Progressive rabbinical
students are enrolled at the Abraham Geiger College in Potsdam and one is studying
at Leo Baeck Rabbinic Training Seminary in London.101
Notwithstanding continuing efforts by some Orthodox rabbis to delegitimize
Progressive/Reform Judaism, Rabbi Dukhovny believes that liberal Judaism is
increasingly accepted as an authentic expression of the Jewish faith. He noted that
he has been asked to lead community services at Babi Yar, lead Jewish education
programs for employees of the Joint Distribution Committee, and teach in Limmud.102
The JDC connection is evident, Rabbi Dukhovny continued, in the growing activism of
a number of hesed directors across Ukraine in local WUPJ congregations. In fact, said
Rabbi Dukhovny, five hesed directors are chairmen of Progressive congregations. In
some cases, Rabbi Dukhovny noted, WUPJ congregations with foreign sponsors are
able to recruit these supporters to contribute to hesed welfare programs as well.
In response to a question, Rabbi Dukhovny said that WUPJ in Ukraine will hold a twosession summer camp in Crimea, each encampment enrolling about 100 youngsters
between the ages of 13 and 17 for a session of eight to ten days. Both sessions have
waiting lists, stated Rabbi Dukhovny. A significant operating subsidy is provided by the
Dutch Jewish Humanitarian Fund (Joods Humanitair Fonds),103 but families are asked
to pay $62 per camper per session. Rabbi Dukhovny noted that efforts are made to
develop leadership among the older campers and, indeed, some youngsters between
the ages of 15 and 17 actually lead services at camp and in their home congregations.
Rabby Dukhovny stated that he is pleased with the accomplishments of the
Reform/Progressive movement in Ukraine. At age 60, he continued, he is beginning to
think about retirement, but has not yet determined his plans for the future.

72. The Masorti/Conservative movement maintains a center within the premises of
the Ukrainian Vaad in Kyiv. Although no rabbi currently is in residence at the center,
that situation is expected to change in early 2012 when a Russian-speaking student
currently completing studies at the Israeli Masorti seminary in Jerusalem is ordained as
101

Because the government of the Federal Republic of Germany pays for training of clergy, WUPJ now is
directing most of its rabbinic students outside English-speaking countries or Israel to the Potsdam
program.
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Rabbi Dukhovny expressed anger about an interview with Rabbi Bleich that appeared in a Ukrainian
magazine in which the latter said that Reform Judaism is not authentic Judaism. See “Янки с
украинскими корнями,” Weekly UA, #12 (April 2010).
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See footnote 87.
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a rabbi and then moves to Kyiv. In the meantime, the Kyiv Masorti center operates a
number of programs led by individuals trained in Masorti teaching seminars and other
programs.
Vladimir Sapiro is the lead Hebrew teacher in a Masorti ulpan offering four different
levels of instruction as well as a conversation group. In total, about 60 adults are
enrolled in these classes, said Mr. Sapiro. Finding existing Hebrew-language
textbooks unsuitable for Russian-speakers, Mr. Sapiro is currently writing his own
series of texts. To date, he has completed four volumes
and is working on volumes five and six. The series is
accompanied by a compact disc so that the student can
hear native Hebrew spoken well, said Mr. Sapiro. Each
textbook, he continued, also includes information about
Torah, Jewish history, Jewish literature, and related
subjects.
Vladimir Sapiro, left, is the lead Hebrew teacher in the
Masorti kehilla in Kyiv and also the author of a textbook
series for Hebrew-language students.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to offering Hebrew classes, the Masorti center operates a family Sunday
school that is attended by about 50 families, celebrates all Jewish holidays, and
organizes Shabbat observances about once monthly. Many participants, continued Mr.
Sapiro, are individuals who are just discovering their Jewish heritage. More activities
are held in warmer weather, Mr. Sapiro stated, because Masorti groups then are able to
hold events outdoors, escaping the crowded confines of the Vaad. The atmosphere at
all of these events usually is very good, very comfortable, said Mr. Sapiro.
It is anticipated, said Mr. Sapiro, that the movement will move to larger premises when
the rabbi arrives. Although the Vaad offices are new and clean, they are not optimally
organized for Masorti activities and space is very limited.
Masorti operates a summer camp, Ramah Yachad, in the Carpathian Mountains. Prior
to sessions for youngsters and for family groups, Mr. Sapiro and staff from Midreshet
Yerushalayim, the Russian-language division of the Schechter Institute in Jerusalem,
will lead a seminar for teachers in Masorti Sunday schools and ulpans.
Madrichim (leaders) for Ramah Yachad and for Masorti youth clubs are trained in a
special Masorti leadership development program, Mr. Sapiro said. Most are selected
from campers at Ramah Yachad.
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The writer observed 12 to 15 university
students and older high school pupils in
a session of a Masorti leadership
development course. In the photo at
right, participants were learning icebreaker activities, such as describing an
oddly-shaped piece of metal and suggesting possible uses for it. They also
lined up according to shoe size and
explored other ways of introducing
people to each other and initiating conversations.
Photo: the writer.

As noted previously, the Masorti movement intends to offer an optional Jewish
studies section in an existing high-quality public school beginning in the 2012-2013
school year. The particular school has a substantial Jewish enrollment and is welllocated in central Kyiv.

Welfare Activities
73. The writer did not visit the JDC hesed, which is operating at reduced capacity due
to severe budgetary constraints and problems with the hesed building itself. According
to Amir Ben-Tzvi, the new JDC director in Kyiv, the condition of the structure is so
dreadful that it cannot be renovated. Additionally, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, the location of the
hesed – on a small hill and some distance from public transportation lines - suggests
that renovation is ill-conceived anyway.104
74. The Home for Assisted Living sponsored by Rabbi Yaakov Bleich currently
accommodates 27 elderly Jewish men and women on the second and third floors of a
six-story building intended to house 85 when fully occupied. Nine apartments on the
second and third floors remain empty, said Manager Victor Popov, but three of them
were scheduled to receive new residents after Pesach. The fourth and fifth floors would
not be opened to additional senior residents until the financial condition of the enterprise
improves substantially. The economic model for the structure is based on an incomeproducing trust generated by funds from the sale of residents’ previous private
apartments
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See pages 123-124 for a report of an interview with Mr. Ben-Tzvi.
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In an attempt to boost income, the home is now renting apartments on the third and
fourth floors to several families, including a rabbinic family of 10 individuals. However,
said Mr. Popov, the financial situation remains dire, mainly due to inflation. The cost of
almost all utilities has risen enormously, he noted. He has had to fire several staff, and
salaries are being paid at least one month late to those employees who remain.
Various communal facilities are located on the ground floor of the building, including a
kitchen and dining room, synagogue/social hall, and medical offices. A new hair
dressing salon has been added, and some repairs have been made to the exterior of
the building.
The Kyiv Jewish Home for Assisted
Living is located in a pleasant
residential area near markets and
public transportation.

Photo: Rabbi Bleich’s office.

Ukrainian Jewish Organizations
75. The Association of Jewish Organizations and Communities of Ukraine, better
known as the Ukrainian Vaad, is chaired by Iosif Zissels, a longtime Jewish community
observer and leader in Ukraine. The Vaad works in four main areas: Jewish property
preservation and restoration, as well as archival research; interethnic tolerance;
representation of Ukrainian Jewry in various international forums; and operation of
Jewish community programs in small Jewish population centers, focusing on summer
camps for adolescents. The Vaad has sponsored heritage expeditions to places of
Jewish interest in Ukraine, and Mr. Zissels himself is regarded as a capable analyst of
Ukrainian Jewry.
Mr. Zissels stated that the Vaad currently is working on as many as 100 different
projects in its areas of interest.
These include research, interfaith activities,
strengthening Jewish studies in Ukrainian universities (especially in Kyiv-Mohyla
Academy, a prestigious Kyiv university), development of small Jewish museums in
various parts of Ukraine, strengthening Jewish identity, preserving the Jewish cultural
heritage through restoration of old synagogues, monitoring local antisemitism (see
below), and assisting the smaller and much poorer Jewish population in neighboring
Moldova to undertake similar measures in their country.
Fulfilling all of these tasks is very difficult, observed Mr. Zissels, in the current situation
of economic crisis in Ukraine. The country is recovering very slowly, he continued,
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and funds simply do not exist, even for formally approved projects, such as
development of a state Jewish museum in Lviv.
The Vaad will continue to operate its summer camp, Shorashim, in the Carpathian
Mountains in 2011. About 120 children and adolescents will attend a single two-week
session. The Vaad receives no subsidy from JAFI for this venture, noted Mr. Zissels.
Mr. Zissels observed that about 800 synagogue buildings exist in Ukraine, 65 of which
are used by Jewish communities. Many others, he continued, are used by government
authorities for other purposes, particularly sports halls.105 Recovery of these facilities
for Jewish communal use would be easier, Mr. Zissels commented, if powerful rabbis in
various locales would be more generous in approving their distribution to other Jewish
groups ready to use them, instead of attempting to
prevent such groups from acquiring any property of their
own. It often happens, explained Mr. Zissels, that a
chief rabbi who is unable to use a building approved for
restitution blocks other Jewish groups from acquiring the
structure and using it for activities that he cannot control.
Iosif Zissels, right, deals with complex political issues in his
role as director of the Ukrainian Vaad.
Photo: the writer.

About 2,000 Jewish cemeteries remain in Ukraine, Mr. Zissels stated, 260 of them in
Transcarpathia alone. It is extremely expensive to maintain them, he continued.
Foreign donors who used to contribute to the restoration and maintenance of Jewish
cemeteries, continued Mr. Zissels, now seem “obsessed” with contributing to the efforts
of Father Patrick Desbois, who publicizes killing grounds, but does little to preserve
them.
The writer asked Mr. Zissels, who has developed several demographic analyses of the
Ukrainian Jewish population, about the number of Jews in Ukraine. Mr. Zissels
responded that the probable number is 105,000, 85 percent of whom will acknowledge
their Jewish heritage. About 25 percent of all Jews in Ukraine, he continued, live in
Kyiv. Approximately 95 percent of Jewish men and 90 percent of Jewish women intermarry, Mr. Zissels declared. About 300,000 people in Ukraine are eligible for Israeli
citizenship under the Israeli Law of Return, he stated.
76. Vyecheslav Likachev is employed by the Vaad as a specialist on antisemitism in
Ukraine. Mr. Likachev stated that the current number of violent antisemitic acts is low.
105

The large halls and high ceilings of many synagogues spurred conversions of these structures into
basketball courts or other sports premises.
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Further, he stated, the amount of antisemitism in print also is low; anti-Jewish bigotry in
the print media, said Mr. Likachev, tends to be found in small-circulation rightwing
journals. The amount of antisemitism in media would increase substantially, Mr.
Likachev added, if Moslems paid for it as had been the case with the many bigoted
publications of MAUP ((Міжрегіональна Академія управління персоналом or
Interregional Academy of Personnel Management) between 2002 and 2007.106 In the
mainstream press, observed Mr Likachev, antisemitic commentary may appear in such
newspapers as Ukrainskaya pravda in articles about the business affairs of certain
Ukrainian Jewish oligarchs, Ihor Kolomoisky in particular.
Antisemitism on the Internet is a growing problem, responded Mr. Likachev to a
question. The Internet reaches many more people than does print media, and no
government legislation is in place to monitor, let alone address, hate speech in
electronic media. Between 60 and 70 percent of antisemitic websites originate in
Russia, Mr. Likachev commented, because the Internet is
more developed there and because all Ukrainians read
Russian. Even then, he added, some of the worst
Russian antisemitic sites are translated into Ukrainian for
the broadest possible exposure. A number of antisemitic
forums and blogs exist, he stated; further, those online
news sources that seek reader responses often generate
substantial antisemitic commentary.
Vyecheslav Likachev, left, is a specialist on Ukrainian
antisemitism for the Ukrainian Vaad. He has conducted many
surveys that monitor anti-Jewish bigotry in the country.
Photo: the writer.

The issues of antisemitic content in various media cannot be divorced, Mr. Likachev
observed, from the larger issue of freedom of speech. Freedom of speech as a basic
human right is still a very shaky concept in both Russia and Ukraine, he said, and some
very decent individuals believe that any struggle against antisemitic commentary in the
media must be very skillfully managed so as not to jeopardize freedom of speech. Mr.
Likachev also observed that Ukrainian culture and language, in common with Russian
culture and language, often is emotional and intemperate. Therefore, notions and
impulses that might be suppressed in other settings are expressed in Ukraine and
Russia.
In response to a question, Mr. Likachev said that almost all Ukrainian antisemitism is
“traditional,” rooted in Ukrainian nationalism. Leftwing antisemitism, which he
acknowledged is common in the West, is not a factor in Ukraine. The most severe
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It was widely reported that MAUP received funding from several Middle Eastern governments during
this period.

117

rightwing antisemites, i.e., neo-Nazis, Mr. Likachev stated, are more concerned about
Africans, Asians, and people from the Caucasus Mountain area than about Jews.
The number of Arab students at Ukrainian universities is small, Mr. Likachev stated.
The Middle East in general is not interesting to Ukrainians, Mr. Likachev continued, so
Arabs are unlikely to persuade Ukrainians to join in anti-Israel activity.
77. The Kyiv Jewish Community is a secular organization operating under the
auspices of Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich. The writer spoke with Anatoly Shengait,
Executive Director (Исполнительный директор) of KJC, who emphasized that KJC is
an umbrella organization, striving to bring all Jewish organizations in the city together
under one roof for community-wide actions. The organizations with which KJC tries to
work include all Jewish religious denominations, all five
Jewish day schools, and religious and non-religious
Jewish organizations, e.g., Jewish youth groups,
veterans clubs, and B’nai Brith. Of course, Mr. Shengait
commented, he cannot order anyone to do anything, but
most groups participate in the community-wide holiday
celebrations and other events that KJC organizes.
Anatoly Shengait has worked with Rabbi Bleich for many
years. He currently directs the Kyiv Jewish Community, a
secular organization operating under Rabbi Bleich’s auspices.
Photo: the writer

A major function of KJC over the years, said Mr. Shengait, has been the staging of
large festivals in public halls for Chanukah and Purim. Jews from small towns in
central and western Ukraine – such as Kaniv, Korosten, Ternopil, Bila Tserkva, and
Zhmerynka – come into Kyiv by bus for these events. A complex entertainment
schedule is devised, each group taking responsibility for specific components of the
day. JDC and other organizations also are involved. Jewish university students provide
considerable labor. The expenses of KJC events used to be covered by KJC, i.e., by
funds raised by Rabbi Bleich; however, stated Mr. Shengait, Rabbi Bleich no longer is
able to generate such support. The major donor behind KJC festivals now is Vadym
Rabynovych, a controversial Ukrainian businessman.
A second direction in KJC programs is unified advocacy for Israel. Last year, said Mr.
Shengait, more than 10,000 people attended at least part of a three-day Israel fair
designed to present a positive image of Israel. Initiated by Nativ and also supported by
the Jewish Agency, KJC was heavily involved in the organization and logistics of this
event which attracted many Ukrainian non-Jews who were curious about Israel and
Jews. Part of the fair was staged in a 200-meter long museum facility that had been
designed to resemble an Israeli street; storefronts and booths showcased Israeli art and
Israeli firms that do business in Israel. An Israel film festival was held; all films were
subtitled in Ukrainian or Russian, and many showings were followed by discussions
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about the films. Israeli dance and music groups performed.107 Lectures and panels
were held on Israeli science and technology, the Israeli system of justice, and other
topics. The event was so successful that it will be repeated, Mr. Shengait stated, and
Nativ and other groups may expand it to other cities.108
In response to a question, Mr. Shengait said that the major financial backers of the
Israel fair were local businesses with ties to Israel, the Embassy of Israel, Nativ, and a
few local individuals. The office of the mayor paid for almost all advertising, which
included time on television and banners or placards on city streets and the metro. Mr.
Shengait estimated the value of municipal advertising at approximately $200,000. KJC
was asked to reimburse the mayor’s office for $1,000. When asked the reason for the
municipal largesse, Mr. Shengait replied that he had been asking himself the same
question.
Another KJC activity, stated Mr. Shengait, is the Shavua Tov discussion group that
convenes periodically at the Jewish Agency.109 The group is composed of intellectuals
who discuss specific ideas and concepts, such as Jewish identity, Jewish leadership,
and lashon hara (לשון הרע, gossip). Mr. Shengait continued that KJC also is one of the
principal forces behind www.jewishnet.ru, a new Ukraine-based Russian-language
website focusing on local Jewish news, the Russian-speaking Jewish diaspora, and
Israel.
78. The Jewish Fund of Ukraine and the Jewish Forum of Ukraine, both directed by
Arkady Monastyrsky, share basement-level premises in Kyiv. The principal program of
the former is operation of Kinor, a Jewish cultural center, in one large multi-purpose
room and several smaller conference rooms. Kinor offers a number of activities to its
more than 1,100 members, 40 percent of whom pay a modest membership fee. These
activities include clubs and performances in various areas of Jewish culture (music, art,
drama), a Jewish women’s club, and classes in Hebrew and Yiddish. It exhibits work of
local Jewish artists and has published several books on Jewish subjects, Jewish sheet
music, and audio cassettes of Jewish music. It coordinates Jewish cultural festivals and
has organized traveling exhibits of Jewish culture. Kinor also has been active in
Holocaust remembrance and in interfaith activities.
Elaborating on some of these programs, Mr. Monastyrsky said that the Jewish Fund
recently had issued a number of compact discs on Jewish films, traditional Jewish
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certain Israeli groups were represented and others were not. In particular, complaints were received
about the absence of Gesher, a renowned Israeli bilingual theater ensemble.
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Mr. Shengait also said that a group of Chabad men attempted to persuade Jewish male visitors to
wrap tefillin, an event that was not on the official program. However, the Chabad team was permitted to
remain and continue their activity.
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songs, the Holocaust, Jewish heroes of World War II, partisan fighters in World War II,
and Anna Frank.110 Copies of the CD’s were distributed to many Jewish communities
throughout Ukraine.
The Jewish Fund convenes groups of Holocaust survivors in several cities - including
Kyiv, Kherson, and Bila Tserkva – monthly in local cafés and restaurants for “dialogues
between generations” with [predominantly non-Jewish]
high school and university students.
The dialogues
program, said Mr. Monastyrsky, is subsidized by the
German government.
The Fund also continues its
Holocaust commemorations under the title of Six Million
Hearts.
The Jewish Fund of Ukraine, directed by Arkady Monastyrsky,
right, operates a Jewish cultural center in Kyiv and engages in
other cultural activities and Holocaust-related programs
throughout the country.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Monastyrsky noted the forthcoming 70th anniversary (September 29-30, 2011) of
the Nazi slaughter of Jews at Babi Yar.
JFU would participate in various
commemorations of this tragic event, he said. He continued that 150 Holocaust
massacre sites in Ukraine remain without commemorative monuments.
Ihor
Kolomoisky and Vadym Rabynovych of United Jewish Community of Ukraine have
provided funding for some monuments, Mr. Monastyrsky commented, but other
potential sources of support seem to have been “diverted” to the work of Father Patrick
Desbois, whose major work lies in publishing accounts of the Holocaust in Ukraine. The
written accounts are important, acknowledged Mr. Monastyrsky, but it also is crucial to
preserve the killing grounds themselves and to appropriately memorialize those killed at
each site.
In response to a question, Mr. Monastyrsky said that the primary financial supporter of
JFU is Oleg Grossman, a local businessman. Additional donors include other Jewish
businessmen, and PrivatBank (Ihor Kolomoisky and Ihor Boholubov). The Joint
Distribution Committee, the Jewish Agency, and several foreign governments and
foreign foundations support specific programs. He is always seeking additional funds,
he said.
79. United Jewish Community of Ukraine was established as the All-Ukraine Jewish
Congress in 1997 by controversial Ukrainian oligarch Vadym Rabynovych.111 Its current
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Anne Frank, adolescent author of a diary written while hiding from the Nazis in Amsterdam during
World War II, is known in Russian-speaking countries as Anna Frank.
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Mr. Rabynovych is persona non grata in several Western countries.
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name was adopted in 1999. Mr. Rabynovych stepped down from formal responsibilities
in 2008, naming Ihor Kolomoisky of Dnipropetrovsk as his successor.112 Its part-time
executive director is Iosif Akselrud.113
According to Mr. Akselrud, the annual budget of UJCU is $3 million, almost all of which
is provided by Mr. Kolomoisky and Mr. Rabynovych. Instead of operating its own
programs, UJCU supports existing institutions, focusing on Jewish education. It
subsidizes Jewish day schools and contributes 50 percent of the cost of a number of
Sunday schools operated by the Jewish Agency.
It also underwrites family
Shabbatonim in which the Jewish Agency provides content. Additionally, UJCU
supports the Hillel student group in Ukraine. Outside the education field, said Mr.
Akselrud, UJCU contributes to
the restoration and repair of old
synagogues.
Vadym Rabynovych is in the photo
at left and Ihor Kolomoisky appears
in the photo at right.
Photos: Mr. Rabynovych from file at
http://photo.unian.net and Mr. Kolomoisky from http://djc.com.ua/?mnu
=25. Both retrieved on August 7, 2011.

International Jewish Organizations
80. The Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI; Sochnut) operates a multi-faceted program
focusing on Jewish identity-building and encouragement of aliyah (immigration to
Israel). In common with other Jewish organizations, it has faced severe budgetary
constraints during the past several years and has curtailed some programs while
preserving others only by working collaboratively with other groups.
The writer spoke with Bilana Shakhar, chief emissary of JAFI in Ukraine, and Idan
Peisakhovich, aliyah emissary. Mr. Peisakhovich explained that JAFI maintains six
representative offices in Ukraine and Moldova;114 about 230,000 individuals in the two
112
113
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Mr. Kolomoisky spends most of his time in Geneva.
Mr. Axelrud’s major employment is with Hillel. See pages 97-98.

The JAFI office in Ukraine is responsible for both Ukraine and Moldova. Moldova is south of Ukraine.
(See map on first page of this report.)
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countries are eligible for aliyah to Israel.115 Aliyah is increasing, he said; 1,533 left
Ukraine and Moldova for Israel in 2009 and 1,701 in 2010. So far, he continued, aliyah
in 2011 [as of April 3] is 13 percent ahead of 2010 and is expected to remain higher
throughout the year.
Aliyah is increasingly personalized, Mr. Peisakhovich stated, so as to ease absorption
in Israel. Two of the most popular current programs are for physicians and computer
specialists to fill specific positions in the Jewish state. These courses are highly
structured, said Mr. Peisakhovich, and are very successful; most participants in these
JAFI programs are between the ages of 27 and 35.
Additionally, he continued,
municipalities operate their own absorption programs, offering tax abatements and
various other privileges for immigrants who elect to settle in their towns. Many towns,
said Mr. Peisakhovich, sponsor “family adoption” programs in which a local family
“adopts” an immigrant family and introduces them to local life. The adopting family will
explain banking procedures, health plans,
and other matters that are critical to
successful absorption. Mr. Peisakhovich
said that such relationships often deepen
over time and are very helpful to new immigrants.
Bilana Shakhar and Idan Peisakhovich stand
in front of a map of Ukraine in the JAFI Kyiv
office.
Photo: the writer.

Israel programs for young people are in great demand. Three to four JAFI groups go
on Taglit (birthright Israel) trips every year – and there is always a waiting list, said Ms.
Shakhar. Most participants are from the city of Kyiv itself. Mr. Peisakhovich had just
returned from a three-day seminar for future participants in Masa (intensive, often
specific-interest program of at least five months) and Selah (10-month preparation for
university/college in Israel); a total of 80 people attended - 40 future participants and
one of his/her parents. Mr. Peisakhovich recalled that most of the families were poor
and from small towns, such as Bila Tserkva (Belaya Tserkov) and Tulchyn. Most of the
young people are not halachically Jewish and few are interested in learning about
Judaism, Jewish history, or any other aspect of their Jewish heritage. Some are weak
academically. Their primary interest in Masa or Selah is escaping the impoverishment
of small Ukrainian towns and a hope for better economic circumstances in Israel. A
recent Masa fair in Kyiv drew between 300 and 400 young people, Ms. Shakhar noted;
most attendees were from Kyiv, but approximately 100 made their way to the Ukrainian
capital from smaller cities.
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Ms. Shakhar stated that all Selah programs now are 10 months in duration; it was
impossible, she said, for participants to achieve university-level Hebrew in the previous
five-month course. The new Selah course is divided into two five-month components;
the first five months consists of an intensive Hebrew ulpan (400+ hours of Hebrew), and
the second five months includes less intensive Hebrew instruction, English, preparation
for exams, and excursions around Israel.
JAFI needs to strive for consistency, Ms. Shakhar continued, in aliyah preparation
provided to people in smaller towns and large cities. People in the latter are better
educated generally and have access to many more programs addressing Jewish
identity, Jewish heritage, and Israel. Jews from small towns bring a weaker general
education and are isolated from Jewish life. A series of Shabbaton seminars could be
very helpful in bridging the gap, said Ms. Shakhar, but JAFI lacks the funds for such
programs. She noted that JAFI even lacks funds to accommodate all young people who
request places in JAFI summer camps.
In response to a question, Ms. Shakhar said that JAFI also lacks financial support for
the student clubs that it used to sponsor. The Jewish Agency continues to operate
youth clubs, but these do not focus on students.
Ms. Shakhar stated that the Jewish Agency trains madrichim (leaders) for its summer
camps and youth clubs. It has operated special training sessions for art students and
counselors in other subjects.
Another youth-oriented program of the Jewish Agency, continued Ms. Shakhar, is
assistance to local Jewish day schools in informal Jewish education. JAFI staff go to
schools to lead programs about Israel or other Jewish subjects according to the
requests of the schools for activities related to particular holidays or other topics for
specific age groups.
JAFI continues to offer Sunday school classes in its own building with both separate
and joint programs for children and their parents. It also operates a two-year Bar/Bat
Mitzvah program for youngsters attending JAFI camps, an art program for teenagers,
and ulpans. It is the coordinating agency in Ukraine for the Open University of Israel,
which offers 15 to 20 Russian-language distance-learning courses in Jewish history,
Jewish and Israeli literature, Bible and other Jewish texts, and Israeli government. JAFI
also sponsors community celebrations on Israeli holidays, sometimes in collaborative
efforts with other groups.
81. Amir Ben-Tzvi is the new director of Joint Distribution Committee operations in
central and western Ukraine, having assumed these responsibilities after several years
in a similar position in Dnipropetrovsk. Mr. Ben-Tzvi stated that, historically, Joint had
focused disproportionately on welfare services in Kyiv, assigning far fewer resources to
Jewish renewal than it usually does in major cities.
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The JDC welfare caseload in the Kyiv area includes 12,000 individuals. The budget for
services to elderly adults is increasing, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, because the Conference on
Jewish Material Claims against Germany (Claims Conference) is increasing allocations
to Nazi victims, i.e., those who resided in an area of Nazi occupation during World War
II, for a period of three years, after which it is anticipated that Claims Conference funds
will drop precipitously. The major beneficiaries of enhanced Claims Conference support
are eligible seniors who require homecare; homecare services will be expanded
significantly with the receipt of additional funds. Concurrently, continued Mr. Ben-Tzvi, it
is likely that budgetary resources for food and medicine will drop considerably. Further,
no increased funding from other sources is foreseen for Jewish elderly who are
ineligible for Claims Conference support.
The much maligned Kyiv hesed building remains open, Mr. Ben-Tzvi stated, and
continues providing various services to both elderly and child clients of JDC. The dining
service ended several years previously, and certain other JDC hesed-based programs
also have ceased or been curtailed in some manner. The building itself is in bad
condition and cannot be renovated. Even if renovation would be possible, Mr. Ben-Tzvi
said, the poor location of the structure – at the crest of a small hill and distant from
public transportation lines – argues against redevelopment at that site. Obviously,
purchase of a new site and development of a new structure
– one that might be designated for 25 percent hesed use
and 75 percent Jewish community/cultural center use –
would be extremely expensive. In addition to the standard
property and construction costs, continued Mr. Ben-Tzvi,
corruption in Kyiv related to building projects is extraordinary
and would be very problematic for Joint for both economic
and moral reasons.
Amir Ben-Tzvi is now director of JDC operations in Kyiv and
central/western Ukraine after a successful term in a comparable
position in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Ben-Tzvi would like to increase Jewish renewal programming at Joint in Kyiv, in
areas engaging youth and families. He is seeking financial support for such activities by
eliminating or reducing JDC allocations to certain local groups, such as Aish Hatorah
and the Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies. Mr. Ben-Tzvi noted that Joint sponsors
the Jewish Service Corps program, which selects American Jewish young adults for
service positions abroad. Two JSC volunteers currently are working in Kyiv (see
below); among their responsibilities is providing assistance to Moishe House.116
Regarding the general economy, Mr. Ben-Tzvi estimated annual inflation at 15 to 20
percent. The cost of utilities has doubled in the past year, he said. New tax laws, Mr.
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Ben-Tzvi continued, are forcing the closure of small and medium-size businesses,
unless their owners are willing to enter the black economy and try to survive without
paying taxes. “Black” businesses, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, will not do business with the
hesed because the hesed is “white,” that is, it reports all of its financial transactions.
82. The Jewish Service Corps is a recently-initiated program of the Joint Distribution
Committee in which young American Jewish adults with university degrees engage in
year-long paid service work related to JDC overseas programs. Most placements are in
Israel or in diaspora Jewish communities, but some opportunities also exist in
developing countries in which JDC conducts non-sectarian humanitarian projects. JDC
covers travel and housing expenses, insurance, a monthly stipend for living expenses,
and a year-end bonus.
The writer spoke with Aryeh and Stephanie Pelcovits, who arrived in September 2010
as the first JSC Fellows to serve in Ukraine. They are recent graduates of New York
University and modern Orthodox in Jewish religious orientation. In discussing their
mission, Ms. Pelcovits referred to their pioneer status by
saying that they were “filling a niche that did not exist”.
More seriously, they concurred that their major
responsibility is to engage young Jews between the
ages of 18 and 30 in informal Jewish settings.

Stephanie and Aryeh Pelcovits, left, were JDC Jewish Service
Corps fellows in Kyiv in 2010-2011.

Photo: the writer.

By early April, they had hosted over 60 different young people at Shabbat dinners, eight
individuals at a time, in their apartment. They meet people through circulating at
different synagogues, small minyans that meet in Kyiv, Moishe House, and other Jewish
programs that attract young adults. They had consulted with Moishe House residents
on procedures for running Shabbat dinners and conducting other Jewish rituals at the
Moishe House apartment. They led programs at Jewish seminars and camps. They
traveled outside their Kyiv base to do similar work in other Jewish population centers.
One of their unexpected constituencies proved to be a fairly large number of young
Jews working in Ukraine as members of the United States Peace Corps. Some of
these individuals, said Ms. Pelcovits, clearly were looking for an English-language
Jewish connection during their tenure in Ukraine. Several young Jewish Peace Corps
volunteers had taken the Pelcovits couple to the villages in which they were stationed
so that they can engage remnant Jewish populations in these locales.
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In response to a question, both Aryeh and Stephanie Pelcovits said that they speak
“decent Russian” after participating in Russian classes that the JDC had arranged for
them. Communication with Ukrainian Jewish young people was not a serious problem,
they said, since many Jews in their target age group speak English.
The Pelcovits couple were due to return to the United States in July; Mr. Pelcovits would
begin medical school shortly thereafter. Before their departure from Kyiv, they said,
they would like to create a programmatic infrastructure that continues after they
leave. They envision a program that teaches young adults how to plan and carry out
home-based Shabbat dinners and other small-group Jewish rituals.
83. B’nai B’rith International maintains two lodges in Ukraine, one in Kyiv and one in
Lviv. Both are supported financially by a patron in London. The writer spoke with Felix
Levitas, a longtime activist in Ukrainian Jewish life and current President of B’nai B’rith
in Kyiv. In explaining his own background, Mr. Levitas said that his family had resided
in Kyiv for many generations; some were killed in
pogroms during the Russian Civil War in Ukraine (19181920). His father, continued Mr. Levitas, escaped from
Kyiv in 1941 and returned to the city in 1944, finding that
all of his relatives who had stayed behind had been
slaughtered at Babi Yar.
Felix Levitas is a former history professor and current President
of B’nai Br’ith in Kyiv.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Levitas himself learned about the Holocaust when he and his father listened in
secret to Kol Israel broadcasts about the Shoah. Upon finishing high school, Mr.
Levitas first worked in a factory as that was the politically correct path at the time. After
accumulating the necessary labor credentials, Mr. Levitas subsequently studied history
and then worked as a history teacher. As soon as conditions improved under
perestroika, Mr. Levitas began to write books on Jewish history, including the
Holocaust. His research led to a position at International Solomon University; he
became Dean of Jewish Studies at ISU, a position that he left five years ago.117 He now
teaches at a pedagogical institute, teaching graduate courses to history teachers
returning for advanced degrees. Mr. Levitas also continues to do research and write
about Jewish history. He has written about the Beilis trial, the Bund in Ukraine, and
Babi Yar.
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In response to a question, Mr. Levitas said that antisemitism is no longer a major
problem in Ukraine; it is confined, he continued, to a small rightwing political party and
to some strongly bigoted websites. The most effective antidote to antisemitism, he
stated, is more education about Jewish life in Ukraine, including the Holocaust. Trips to
Israel also are very helpful, especially if Yad Vashem is on the itinerary. Tkumah, the
Dnipropetrovsk-based Holocaust studies center plans excellent local seminars about
Jewish history and the Holocaust, Mr. Levitas declared, but Tkumah lacks sufficient
funds to organize the number of seminars required in Ukraine. Mr. Levitas himself
conducts seminars for his education students and for teachers; whenever he can
arrange financial support, these seminars include trips to Israel (and Yad Vashem).
Regarding B’nai B’rith, Mr. Levitas said that its target membership group is Jewish
intellectuals – professors, teachers, physicians, engineers, writers, and other cultural
figures. Its programs in Ukraine emphasize Jewish culture and social welfare projects.
They organize lectures on Jewish history and other topics. Their main social welfare
work has three major directions. First, they provide food and medicine for 112
impoverished elderly Jews in Kyiv. Second, they also assist some 15 Righteous
Gentiles,118 also all in Kyiv. Third, B’nai Brith provides some help to impoverished
Jewish war veterans in Kyiv.
Mr. Levitas readily acknowledged that the majority of B’nai B’rith members in Kyiv
are over 70 years of age and that their numbers are declining. At its peak, said Mr.
Levitas, Kyiv B’nai B’rith had 80 members; it now has 55. The Lviv lodge is younger;
it has attractive offices and has organized exchanges with B’nai B’rith lodges in Poland
and England.
Kyiv B’nai B’rith uses office space provided by Arkady Monastyrsky of the Jewish Forum
of Ukraine. In addition to the major subsidy provided by a donor in England, Kyiv B’nai
B’rith receives certain project grants from JDC.
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Commentary
84. The Jewish population of Ukraine continues to decline in numbers, weakened by
emigration of its younger and more strongly Jewishly-identified individuals and by
intermarriage, assimilation, high mortality, and low fertility of those Jews who remain.
Jewish population centers exceeding 10,000 individuals exist in only five cities – Kyiv,
Dnipropetrovsk, Odesa, Kharkiv, and Donetsk.119
85. Remnant Jewish populations reside in scores of Ukrainian cities and towns, 20
individuals in one place, perhaps 800 in another. Such demographic clusters invariably
are predominantly elderly; equally invariably, Jewish organizations find it economically
prohibitive to provide a full range of services to people in such small population
concentrations.
Young Jews flee these locales, seeking higher education opportunities in larger cities
that many may find appealing as future residences. Jews from the periphery also
constitute a disproportionately large segment of those Ukrainian Jews who emigrate to
Israel. Nonetheless, as long as some Jews remain in these areas, Jewish organizations
will continue to grapple with the issue of service provision to small Jewish population
clusters.
86. Intensive residential experiences – summer and winter camps for children and
youth, family camps, seminars, and Shabbatonim – are known to provide a format in
which skilled practitioners can transmit a sense of Jewish identity. Such formats are
inherently expensive as they require transportation, lodging, food, program materials,
and competent staff. Further, these experiences are most successful when conducted
as a well-planned sequence of events, e.g., summer camps followed by winter camps, a
Shabbaton followed by a longer family camp, etc. Almost all sponsoring organizations
of these programs now require some payment from participants.
87.
Provision of welfare services to individuals in remote areas is even more
problematic. Basic medical care in these regions is often lacking, housing conditions
may be primitive, and some residents may be hesitant to accept Jewish-sponsored
assistance in the presence of suspicious less fortunate neighbors.
88. In a land both rich and terrible in Jewish history, some Ukrainian Jews remain
absorbed by their collective past, exploring the events of those years that Soviet rulers
had forbidden them to acknowledge. Expeditions to sites of historic Jewish significance
are popular. Resources are sought to demarcate and preserve old cemeteries and
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Holocaust massacre grounds, to build monuments to the slaughtered at sites of mass
shootings. Clearly, the Jewish identity of many Ukrainian Jews is defined less by
Jewish religious tradition, contemporary Jewish culture, or Zionism, than by a vaguely
understood Jewish cultural legacy against a background of successive tragedies.
Examination of this history has provided a gateway to Jewish identification that many
post-Soviet Jews have found elusive through other institutions. Such programs as
academic Jewish studies, secular Jewish seminars, Limmud, Hillel, Taglit, Masa, Jewish
camping, and heritage travel that build on this complex history may indeed encourage a
cultural Jewish identity and sense of Jewish peoplehood that is consonant with
contemporary Ukrainian Jewish life. A strong Jewish religious identification may or may
not follow. A strong identification with Zionism and Israel may be a consequence of
such Israel experiences as Taglit and Masa.
89.
Contemporary Ukrainian Jewish emigration to Israel is almost entirely a
consequence of local economic malaise and political anxiety. The Jewish Agency for
Israel, which actively encourages and facilitates aliyah (immigration to Israel), is well
aware of these conditions and operates its programs accordingly. It is seeking
resources for strengthened Israeli experience programs and is emphasizing personalized aliyah and enriched absorption assistance in Israel.
90. Almost every Jewish-interest program in Ukraine is limited by inadequate financial
resources. In addition to weakened fundraising results in western countries and the
declining value of the United States dollar, Ukrainian inflation challenges the
continuation of established and proven programs. Corruption often is a decisive factor
in impeding acquisition of appropriate program premises; not only does it increase
costs, it carries a heavy toll in abandonment of ethical and moral standards. Western
and Israeli organizations almost uniformly reject the payment of bribes, but burdensome
new tax measures in Ukraine will test the capacity of any organization to fully adhere to
Ukrainian law.
91. The current generation of Ukrainian Jewish young people is newly empowered – by
a growing variety of Jewish organizations and programs, by their own increasing
command of the English language that enables them to participate in international
Jewish life, and by electronic communications. They can reach beyond the Chabad
rabbis who dominate Jewish communal existence in some areas of Ukraine and
connect with other, more contemporary means of Jewish expression. Hillel, Limmud,
different Israel experiences, and other programs have broadened their horizons.
Accordingly, the Hasidic dominion over Jewish communal life may be less tolerated, the
ascendance of Chabad may be a phenomenon of the past. Notwithstanding the
forthcoming completion of the massive Chabad Menorah Center in Dnipropetrovsk,
younger urban Jews even in that city are looking beyond Chabad for a Jewish life that

129

accommodates modernity and their twenty-first century aspirations. Surveys suggest
that these aspirations include Jewish pluralism, which rarely is associated with Chabad.
Jews of all ages might be aided in their quests for a more open Judaism by more vibrant
and accessible representations of Progressive/Reform and Masorti/Conservative
Judaism than currently are available in Ukraine; modern Orthodoxy, which might appeal
to some young Jews, seems to have abandoned Ukraine altogether.

92. Israel commands a major role in the lives of many Ukrainian Jews, if only because
most of them have relatives or friends in that country. Air links between the two states
are strong, and recently instituted visa-free travel regulations facilitate the maintenance
of relationships between individuals, families, and institutions. Emigration of Ukrainian
Jews to Israel continues and is increasing, reflecting economic distress and political
uncertainty in Ukraine – and also reflecting acknowledgement of Israel as a welcoming
home.

93. Fundamental differences exist between Jewish life in Ukraine and Jewish life in
Russia. Among these are the concentration of Jewish activity in two Russian cities and
the more dispersed nature of Jewish initiatives in Ukraine. Neither country hosts an
indigenous Jewish civic organization with a broad funding base, but the Russian Jewish
Congress has progressed much further in that direction than United Jewish Community
of Ukraine; the Russian group also demonstrates a more encompassing and thoughtful
allocations process than its Ukrainian counterpart. Wealthy Jews in Moscow have
joined forces to establish the Genesis Philanthropic Group, which supports Jewish
identity-building among Russian-speaking Jews in multiple countries, but, with few
exceptions, wealthy Ukrainian Jews seem unable to maintain civil relations with each
other outside Dnipropetrovsk (and even in that city collaboration often is forced) and
lack the vision necessary to create a comparable fund of national, let alone global,
Jewish significance.

Betsy Gidwitz
Chicago, Illinois
August 22, 2011
Unless otherwise indicated, all photographs and translations are by the writer.
Ukrainian orthography generally is favored over Russian orthography.
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