OBSERVATIONS ON
JEWISH COMMUNITY LIFE IN UKRAINE
(Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, and Kyiv)
Report of a Visit in May 2012
The writer visited Ukraine in May 2012, arriving in Kyiv on May 7 and proceeding to
Dnipropetrovsk the same day. From Dnipropetrovsk, she traveled to Kharkiv and
subsequently returned to Dnipropetrovsk. She concluded her trip in Kyiv, leaving the
country on May 18.
Ukraine is a country somewhat smaller in territory than the American state of Texas. It
shares borders with seven other countries: Russia to its east and north; Belarus to its
north; Poland, Slovakia, and Hungary to its west; and Romania and Moldova to its
southwest. The Black Sea and the Sea of Azov form its southern border.
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.

Eastern Ukraine – the territory east of the Dnipr River – borders mainly on Russia and is
more russified in language and general outlook than the remainder of the country. A
strong natural resource base of iron ore, coal, and other minerals has generated an
economy based on heavy industry in this segment of Ukraine. Central and western
Ukraine often is characterized by smaller cities and towns. Portions of western Ukraine
were controlled by other countries throughout its history until Soviet rule was
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consolidated through Red Army triumphs and subsequent occupation in World War II.
The influence of Poland, especially, remains strong in the westernmost part of Ukraine.
Ukraine declared independence in 1991.
The estimated population of Ukraine in July 2012 was 44,854,0651, a steep decline from
its estimated 1991 population of approximately 53 million.2 The estimated 2012
birthrate is 9.59 live births per 1,000 population, and the estimated 2012 death rate is
15.76 per 1,000 population, that is, the number of deaths is expected to exceed the
number of live births substantially. The estimated life expectancy for women born in
2012 is 74.77 years; life expectancy for men born in 2012 is 63.07.3
The estimated populations of Ukraine’s five largest cities in 2012 are: Kyiv, 3.0 million;
Kharkiv, 1.5 million; Dnipropetrovsk and Odesa, 1.0 million each; and Donetsk, 971,000
(2009 estimate for Donetsk). Internal migration from smaller cities to larger metropolitan
areas, particularly Kyiv, continues today; it is possible that the population of these large
metropolitan areas is larger than noted due to the influx of unregistered migrants from
smaller population centers.
The writer’s May journey in Ukraine was her most depressing experience in that country
since it became independent from the former Soviet Union in 1991. Despair was
commonplace; a sense of despondence seemed omnipresent.
Confirming her
observations, a foreign emissary in Kyiv commented that “great disaffection” is
prevalent everywhere. A local Jew employed at an executive level in the Jewish
community stated that Ukraine is “moving toward disaster” and that the future of the
country is “bitter” for all who remain within its borders. The key issues are economic
and business-related, all agreed. The global economic downturn has affected Ukraine
severely. Conflicting local tax laws deter transparent compensation for goods and
services. Politically well-connected individuals instigate punitive tax inspections against
their competitors and arrange to confiscate businesses that they find attractive.
Investment, therefore, is minimal; economic stagnation and unemployment are the
inevitable results.
Corruption is endemic at all levels; at least 50 percent of individual income, asserted a
Kyiv-based analyst, is accrued “in envelopes”, i.e., illegally. Compounding “everyday
lawlessness”, stated another observer, is the growing “appetite” of clerks, whose
demands increase from day to day. The cost of doing business used to be predictable,
1

Unless otherwise noted, most demographic statistics in this section can be found in CIA World Factbook
at https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/up.html. Retrieved June 4, 2012.
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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% of the total population, a high rate.
3

Comparable life expectancies in Russia are 73.18 for women and 60.11 for men. The life expectancy
gender gap is notable.
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he said, but that no longer is the case. One doesn’t know on Monday, he continued,
what will be the price of completing a transaction on Friday. Purchasing and developing
real estate is a difficult and costly venture with numerous intermediaries, some of
dubious authority, demanding personal fees and incentives for the completion of
bureaucratic tasks. Inevitably, financial corruption leads to corruption of the soul and a
sense of defeat and hopelessness.
The rule of law remains elusive, subject to corruption and intimidation. Opponents of
the governing elite are persecuted4, and much of the oligarch-controlled media is
subject to self-censorship. “It’s not as bad as Russia,” said one prominent Jewish
figure. “It’s not a dictatorship.” However, he continued, underlying “tension” exists, and
many people are fearful of speaking out. As in Russia, the Internet offers some
anonymity and has become a major source of news for those in large urban areas,
replacing print media and television.5
The government of President Viktor Yanukovych is fractious
with few accomplishments to its credit. The opposition also
is badly divided with no faction able to provide an attractive
alternative. Various polls suggest that 60 percent of
Ukrainian young people would like to emigrate and build
their lives elsewhere.
Viktor Yanukovych has been President of Ukraine since February
2010. He is considered by many to be a political bully and
thoroughly corrupt.
Photo:
http://www.wizatbusiness.com/ukrainian-election-finallyresolved/2010/02/. Retrieved August 21, 2012.

Another issue of concern is Ukraine’s large and often overbearing neighbor, Russia.
Not only does Russia control a significant portion of Ukrainian energy resources,
Russian oligarchs – as well as Ukrainians with close ties to Russia - also are prominent
in Ukrainian business and industry. A heavy Russian presence is visible in Ukrainian
culture, and the Russian Orthodox (Православ; Pravoslav) church persistently attempts
to undermine the Ukrainian Orthodox church. Russia also maintains a naval base in
Sevastopol on the Crimean Peninsula. Erosion of Ukrainian sovereignty clearly is the
Russian goal, stated one foreign analyst. “They [Russia] do not need to physically
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The trial and subsequent imprisonment of Yulia Tymoshenko, former Prime Minister and electoral
opponent of current President Victor Yanukovych, is the most prominent, but certainly not the only,
example of government harassment of those who challenge its power.
5

Internet access remains limited in some areas outside major cities. Where accessible, the cost of
Internet service is more expensive in these locales, a situation exacerbated by the reality that personal
incomes generally are significantly lower outside urban areas.
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occupy Ukraine,” said another. Russia has enough leverage in Ukraine to be highly
influential without deploying Russian troops on Ukrainian territory outside Crimea.6
Responsible estimates of the size of the Jewish population in Ukraine range from
80,000 to 200,000, with the largest single number – 20,000 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 populations are to be found in Odesa,
Kharkiv, and Donetsk. No other Ukrainian city has even 10,000 Jews.7
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 effective Jewish leadership,8 a
city with multiple Jewish offices but little sense of Jewish activism or direction. 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 common throughout Ukraine, most frequently expressed through
attribution of Jewish ancestry to repellent fictional figures in television programs,
allegations of Jewish ancestry in smearing political opponents, and escalating
antisemitic commentary on websites. Antisemitic daubing sometimes appears on walls
and in Jewish cemeteries, but anti-Jewish physical attacks on individuals are relatively
rare. Nonetheless, some Chabad or other Orthodox rabbis attired in traditional religious
garb rarely walk in public without the accompaniment of security personnel. In general,
law enforcement officials seem reluctant to pursue reported cases of antisemitic attacks
against property, even when security cameras have recorded the images of
perpetrators.9
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Yanukovych is from Donetsk, a highly russified industrial center in eastern Ukraine. He has many ties to
Russia and Russians; however, he is thought to want to lead an independent Ukraine, if only to retain
power over a large more-or-less discrete economic base. Yanukovych, declared an observer, does not
want to lead Malaya Rossiya (Малая Россия, Little Russia; a historic Russian term for Ukraine as an
effective Russian colony that most Ukrainians find highly offensive). His power base is independent
Ukraine, where he and his cronies find it easy to maintain control.
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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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Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, a Brooklyn-born Karlin-Stolin hasid, is the Chief Rabbi of Kyiv and Ukraine,
but now spends approximately half of the year outside Ukraine. He is unable to exercise leadership in
absentia. See pages 76-78.
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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. See pages 86-87.
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Local antisemitism sometimes is provoked by the annual gathering of 20,000 to 25,000
foreign Hasidim and sympathizers every Rosh Hashanah on a pilgrimage to the grave
of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav (1772-1810) in the small town of Uman.10 Conflict
between residents and crowds of visitors is almost inevitable, especially when each side
is primed by alcohol. Eager for tourist revenues from the visitors, many residents are
nonetheless offended by the conduct of the Hasidim. Further, said one observer
familiar with the annual incursion, the situation is exacerbated by local corrupt practices
in which the mayor and several other officials manage to retain a disproportionate
share of tourist revenues for themselves, depriving other Uman citizens of
compensation for the considerable disruption of their lives. The “Uman situation”, said
one foreign diplomat, is “painful” –
and no solution is in sight.
Jews pray in Uman under the protection
of Ukrainian police.
Photo: Sergei Supinsky,AFP. Copyright
2010. Retrieved August 23, 2012.

Another generator of local antisemitism has been large lavish weddings of daughters of
several prominent Chabad rabbis. Hundreds of guests have descended upon cities for
these festivities; in one instance, the wedding was held in the local football stadium, the
only venue capable of accommodating the mammoth crowd. Various services provided
by rabbis to guests may interfere with city life for several days. Even when local nonJewish residents are included in the celebrations, resentment of the extravagance and
disruptions often has a strong antisemitic tinge.

The writer interviewed 45 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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Uman is located in Cherkasy oblast (region), south of Kyiv and west of Vinnytsia. Its year-round
population is approximately 90,000. See pages 86-88 for further discussions of the Uman situation.
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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.11
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 capable in the country;
private enterprise is
encouraged and supported, thus diversifying the economy
and providing some hedge in conditions of economic
turbulence.
Oleksandr Vilkul was appointed governor of Dnipropetrovsk
oblast in 2010.
He enjoys a reputation of exceptional
competence in a country in which too few officials are known
for their skills and tolerance.
Photo:
http://most-dnepr.info/news/economics_eng/41951.htm.
Retrieved August 24, 2012.

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 now imprisoned by
the current President 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
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
11

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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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
Zionist stance 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 has been the case for several years, the leading topic of discussion among the
Jewishly-active population in the city is the 44,000 square-meter Menorah Center, now
nearing completion after several construction
delays.
Intended to be the largest Jewish
community center in the world, the structure
resembles a seven-branch menorah and looms
over the Golden Rose Choral Synagogue. The
ground floor and several other sections of the
building are scheduled to open for the Jewish
holidays in 2012, but the remainder of the building
requires significant additional interior work.
The Golden Rose Choral Synagogue is dwarfed by the
new Menorah Center rising behind and to the side of it.
Although the Menorah Center appears to consist of
seven separate towers, it is a single L-shaped structure with a tall center section and three stepped
sections on each side.
Photo: ЕВРЕЇ ДНІПРОПЕТРОВЩИНИ:
історіа та
сучасністью. (Дніпропетровськ: Арт-Прес, 2011) ,109.
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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, a kosher restaurant and a café, a banquet/wedding hall, a 350-seat
conference/concert hall, a
small hotel, a hostel for
student
groups,
lateral
expansion of the existing
synagogue prayer hall, and
a children’s synagogue.
The photographs at left show
two of the replicated old synagogue facades that line the
ground-level floor of the
Menorah Center. The photos
were taken in May 2012 while
the Center was still under
con-struction.
Photos: the writer.

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.12 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 approximately 100 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 left shows an
entrance staircase from the mall to the
Jewish history museum. (The building
also includes multiple elevators.)
12

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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In an effort to establish and maintain the Menorah Center and adjacent synagogue as
the center of Jewish life in the city, Rabbi Kaminezki has invited other major Jewish
organizations to base their operations in the new facility. Thus, the Center will host the
Jewish Agency, Hillel student organization, JDC hesed and community center,13 and
certain other Jewish organizations.
The Menorah Center also will include program space for a limited array of 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.14 The Chabad
community hopes to generate Menorah operating funds by renting office space in the
Center to various organizations and 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 incomegenerating 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.
Hennady Boholubov (top) and Ihor Kolomoisky (bottom) are
among the five wealthiest individuals in Ukraine, each with a net
worth of several billion dollars.
Photos: Boholubov - http://www.torahcafe.com/scholar/mr-gennadybogolyubov_0000000461.html;
Kolomoisky - http://www.ukrainianguide.com/5-wealthiest-ukrainianoligarchs/. Both retrieved August 28, 2012.
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Although JDC will locate its major activity centers in the Menorah building, its offices will remain in
another structure.
14

Mr. Boholubov also is lay President of the Chabad Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish
Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины), 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.
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Although the Center is somewhat less conspicuous than it was at the time of its
conception four or five years ago due to the development of other large buildings in its
immediate vicinity, it remains pretentious and ostentatious, thus stoking fear in
Dnipropetrovsk and elsewhere that it will generate antisemitism. The reality that
independent Jewish organizations, such as the Jewish Agency for Israel and the Hillel
student organization, feel compelled to move their operations to a Chabad facility only
underlines the hegemonic influence of Chabad in Dnipropetrovsk, commented both
local and non-resident observers. Expanding on that theme, several Jewish community
professionals expressed apprehension that potential participants in, say, JAFI or Hillel
activities, will forgo such involvement in order to avoid any contact with religionassociated structures in general or Chabad in particular.
Jewish Education and Culture
2. Chabad maintains two early childhood education centers in the city, neither of
which the writer was able to visit during her May 2012 journey. The Ilana day care
center enrolls about 35 children between the ages of one and three. A much larger
program is Beit Tsindlicht, a preschool accommodating about 150 youngsters between
2½ and six in a two-story structure with a well-equipped playground.15 Both programs
operate a full day, serving both breakfast and lunch. Each is highly regarded by
participating families and by professionals as well. Both charge tuition, although
accommodation is made for a small group of youngsters from disadvantaged home
situations.
Almost all children are halachically
Jewish. Although a significant proportion of lead
teachers and administrators are Israeli women
educated in Israel, the majority of instructors were
trained at Beit Chana.16
Chabad nursery school children visit a shmurah matza
factory operated by Chabad near Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: ЕВРЕЇ ДНІПРОПЕТРОВЩИНИ:
історіа
сучасністью. (Дніпропетровськ: Арт-Прес, 2011), 44.

та

A plan to open a second early childhood program on the east (and less well-developed)
side of the Dnipr River in premises controlled by Chabad collapsed in 2010 when
15

The Ilana program is named in memory of a former participant who died as a young child. Beit
Tsindlicht is named in memory of the maternal grandparents of Viktor Pinchuk, a native of Dnipropetrovsk
who now lives in Kyiv and is married to the daughter of Leonid Kuchma, a past President of Ukraine. Mr.
Pinchuk, who provided the lead gift for development of the building, is an oligarch with major interests in
iron and steel products, as well as other industries.
16

See pages 19-22.
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Chabad refused to pay bribes in return for city operating permits.
currently operates at capacity.

Beit Tsindlikht

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 315 youngsters in grades one
through eleven in a general curriculum with a modest Jewish studies program. (See
below.) Another 175 pupils are enrolled in more intensive Chabad religious programs,
i.e., 90 boys in a yeshiva
katana and 85 girls in a
machon, each in its own
separate building.
(See
below.)
The main building of School
144 is seen at right. 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
pupils (490) 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 Jewish demographic
losses, parental disdain for the religious studies program and for Chabad, and a
perception that the general studies program is inferior to that in many other city schools.
Mikhail Gugel, principal, stated that the school remains a public school and charges no
tuition. It receives the regular municipal allocation for its secular studies program and is
subsidized by the local Chabad Jewish community (Благотворительный фонд
Днепропетровского еврейского общины) for the religious studies component, ongoing
upkeep and renovations, and periodic equipment upgrades, such as several additional
smart boards and some new computers (replacing obsolescent ORT-supplied
computers) for the 2011-2012 academic year. Major renovations are underway on the
third floor, Mr. Gugel commented.17
17

Mr. Gugel said that the main building was constructed in 1936 as a boarding school (with dormitories
on the upper floors) and was converted into a military hospital during World War II. Following the war, it
reverted to use as a boarding school; the smaller structures now housing the machon and yeshiva katana
were built as vocational workshops in the 1950’s and 1970’s respectively.
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The Avi Chai Foundation continues to support an annual Shabbaton for a limited
number of pupils and their parents, continued Mr. Gugel. The most significant outside
funder is the Boston Jewish federation (Combined Jewish Philanthropies) which,
through its Jewish community sister-city relationship with Dnipropetrovsk, provides
funding for two short-term camps,18 English-language library books, and training of
English-language instructors. CJP also purchased new equipment for the school
kitchen in 2011-2012, said Mr. Gugel.19
In response to a question, Mr. Gugel said that the school needs even more computers
and related equipment, electronic textbooks, and laboratory equipment and supplies for
instruction in both physics and chemistry. A previous plan
to build a full-size sports hall and community rooms
seems to have been abandoned; the school has only a
small gymnasium in the yeshiva and a small fitness studio
in the machon building that is used only by girls enrolled
in the machon.
Principal Mikhail Gugel came to School #144 in 2010 after
many years of experience in Dnipropetrovsk secular schools
and local colleges and universities. His parents live in Israel.
Photo: the writer (in 2011).

The Jewish studies component of the school curriculum consists of three class
periods weekly in Jewish tradition and three class periods in Hebrew language
instruction. All Jewish holidays are observed, and Jewish content is included in music,
art, and drama.
A more comprehensive Jewish studies program would interfere
(мешаться) with the general studies curriculum – and the secular studies component
is far more important to parents than is the Jewish program, said Mr. Gugel. School
#144 continues to improve its secular instruction, he noted, and has done well in
municipal competitions in various subjects. Nonetheless, the school is not considered
among the strongest or most prestigious in the city.
Curricula in the yeshiva katana and machon emphasize religious studies. Both are
directed by Israelis and the predominant language of instruction in Chabad subjects is
Hebrew. Although both boys and girls also study general subjects, the secular studies
program in the yeshiva katana, in particular, is limited.
18

A winter camp, Havaya, enrolls adolescents from Dnipropetrovsk, Boston, and, periodically, Haifa, for
a two-week session that usually is held in the Dnipropetrovsk area. (Haifa is Boston’s Partnership
community in Israel.) In June, following the close of school, a two-week English-language day camp is
held for elementary school children in Dnipropetrovsk. Teachers at the camp include both day school
teachers and visiting instructors from Boston. School #144 English-language instructors also have
attended summer teaching seminars in Boston, but CJP did not offer such a program in 2012, Mr. Gugel
noted.
19

See pages 43-44 for additional information about the Dnipropetrovsk-Boston relationship.
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Envisaging future enrollment, Mr. Gugel said that he expected that the school would
grow marginally in the next few years. He observed that 32 youngsters would graduate
from eleventh grade in June 2012 and that 50 children had already registered for the
2012-2013 first-grade class. Demographic factors, including a policy that limits
enrollment to halachically Jewish youngsters, constrain school growth.20
At the time of the writer’s visit in May, plans were proceeding to open a separate
yeshiva katana in fall 2012 with boarding facilities for boys between the ages of
approximately 10 and 16. Enrollment would be limited to youngsters from Chabad
families so that high standards of study and commitment to Chabad tradition would be
maintained. A market for this type of institution is known to exist, especially for the sons
of Chabad emissaries stationed in small Ukrainian towns who fear inability to educate
their children in communities with very few other Chabad families. Further, it is hoped
that the high quality of such an institution would attract boys from Chabad families in
other countries whose families are eager for them to imbibe the rich Chabad history in
this area of Ukraine. However, a decision was made shortly after the writer’s visit to
postpone opening of this program for at least one additional school year.
4. Under the sponsorship of Tzivos Hashem (Heb., The Army of G_d), a Chabad
children’s organization, Rabbi Yossi Glick manages several children’s programs in the
city. The best known of these are separate residential facilities for Jewish boys and
girls from troubled home situations. Often referred to as “social orphans,” most of the
youngsters are from single-parent homes in which the
custodial parent is unable to provide adequate childcare
due to alcohol or other substance addiction, impoverishment, or other problems. Some parents are imprisoned. A
few youngsters have been cared for by aging
grandparents unable to cope with the needs of active,
growing children.
Rabbi Yossi Glick, a native of Australia, manages several
Chabad children’s programs in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Glick stated that the number of children in the Dnipropetrovsk homes continues to
decline from year to year, although the loss has been less dramatic recently. At the
time of the writer’s visit in May, 21 boys between the ages of six and 17 resided in the
20

It is generally posited that 80 percent of married Jews in Ukraine are married to someone who is not
Jewish. Dnipropetrovsk Chabad standards on the admission of non-halachically Jewish youngsters into
its programs are elastic, reflecting the level of Jewish commitment in the child’s home and, some say, the
level of family financial support of Chabad programs in the city. The number of non-halachically Jewish
youngsters in the Dnipropetrovsk Chabad school is very small.
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boys’ home, a renovated former synagogue, and 15 girls lived in the girls’ home, a
former private residence. In the past, the residential program had accommodated as
many as 40 boys and 28 girls. The decline in census reflects the general Jewish
demographic decline and “competition” from relatively new similar programs operated
by rabbis in nearby Krivoy Rog and Zaporizhya.
All of the youngsters are halachically Jewish, said Rabbi Glick, and all are enrolled in
either the yeshiva katana or the machon. In response to a question about further
education of these adolescents after they leave the homes at age 17, the age of
high school graduation in Ukraine and Russia, Rabbi Glick said that post-graduation
programs remain “the biggest problem, a headache every year.” Graduates need a
support system, he acknowledged, but Tsivos Hashem lacks the resources to provide
continuing guidance. Some boys find sponsors for yeshiva study in the United States,
and others enroll in local colleges or institutes. However, acknowledged Rabbi Glick, he
and his colleagues lose contact with many of their previous charges; additionally, he
said, 17-year olds do not always make wise decisions. He is aware that some are not
successful in their adult lives.21
In response to a question about the economic viability of the residential program,
Rabbi Glick said that allocations from Tsivos Hashem continue to decline and the
subsidy from the Chabad Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community
(Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины) does not
cover the funding gap. The last few years have been “very tough” due to the global
economic situation, he continued; fewer donors are coming forward. This year (20112012) has been “the worst” in terms of fundraising in all of the years that he has been in
Dnipropetrovsk. Accordingly, plans to renovate the badly dated boys’ home have been
scrapped, and construction of an apartment for house parents in the girls’ home also
has been postponed indefinitely. Youngsters residing in the homes have fewer
recreational opportunities than previously. Staff have not been paid for two months,
noted Rabbi Glick, and this is not the first time that he has been unable to meet payroll
obligations.
5. Iosif Masakovsky, a local individual previously employed as a computer technology
instructor, manages a continuum of Chabad Jewish education programs open to
halachically Jewish young people. Participants are subsidized for attendance and
achievements as measured on periodic examinations. About 650 young adults are
engaged in these programs, but only about 350 appear to be really active and
committed. These 350 receive stipends for their involvement, said Mr. Masakovsky.
The previously touted STARS (Student Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers) courses
have declined in scale, Mr. Masakovsky stated. Some participants, he and others
21

The American yeshiva that Dnipropetrovsk boys most often attend is operated by an individual with
close ties to Chabad in Dnipropetrovsk. In the past, Rabbi Glick has spoken of girls who are recruited to
religious seminaries in Israel and drop out shortly after beginning their study programs, overwhelmed by
religious constraints in such institutions.
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stated, enrolled in the program under false pretenses; they were not students and were,
in fact, incapable of absorbing the college-level Jewish curriculum that had been
prepared for them. A number of them had limited intellectual capacity and/or
psychological or emotional issues. They were disruptive in class. Their motivation for
joining the program was receipt of Chabad stipends. Even some young people who
successfully completed the course had shown that their primary interest had been
receiving subsidies. As soon as their courses of study ended and the grants ceased, he
explained, many of them broke with the community and declined any further
involvement with Chabad.
Today, Mr. Masakovsky continued, most compensated courses of study proceed under
the general rubric of Shiurei Torah (Heb., Torah Lessons). Several formats exist,
including “770” (so called because 770 Eastern Parkway is the address of Chabad
world headquarters in Brooklyn), which requires six classes per week. All students
must be halachically Jewish and all classes are gender-segregated, although some
social events are held in an effort to encourage contact between halachically Jewish
young men and women.
Most of the instructors, said Mr. Masakovsky, are baalei tshuvah (;בעלי תשובה
previously secular Jews who become Orthodox) of Russian-speaking background,
some of whom have lived in Israel for 10 to 15 years. Such individuals, Mr. Masakovsky
continued, understand the Russian psyche and often are very effective teachers.
The impact of these programs is clear, Mr. Masakovsky asserted. Dnipropetrovsk has
seen many more traditional Jewish weddings in recent years, followed by a growth in
the number of local Orthodox families. Stipends are an
effective instrument in encouraging traditional Jewish
education, he said, but then young people continue to follow
observant Jewish lives on their own without financial
incentives.
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, mostly young
adults, are remunerated for attendance.
Photo: the writer.

6. Olga Tovkach continues to direct the Hillel student organization in Dnipropetrovsk
with considerable success. Ms. Tovkach reported that Dnipropetrovsk Hillel has about
1,000 names in its data base; up to 250 unique individuals participate in at least one
Hillel activity every month, she said. In all, she continued, the 201-2012 academic year
then coming to an end has been highly successful for Hillel.
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Facilitating increased student participation has been a Campus Entrepreneur Initiative in
which seven trained student interns have conducted outreach activities at the three
largest universities in the city.22 They have indeed engaged Jewish students not
previously involved in any Jewish activity, said Ms. Tovkach. Another successful tactic
has been the staging of many meetings and events in cafés and other neutral spaces.
Much “resistance” remains among students to attendance at activities in or near a
synagogue, she continued; clearly, young people are more comfortable in premises not
connected with religious practice.23
Hillel also has attracted new participants through large-scale non-religious Jewish
events, such as a big Purim party, Ms. Tovkach said. However, Jewish religious
tradition can be palatable when it is introduced through a gradual and voluntary
program; Hillel distributes simple Shabbat kits to interested individuals who then learn
how to conduct a Shabbat dinner through a brief series of lessons.
Asked about programs that are particularly popular, Ms. Tovkach responded that
Shabbatonim held at a site outside the city draw as many as 160 students. Obviously,
such events are costly; students are expected to pay a fee, but not all do so. JDC has
been helpful in covering some of the expenses, Ms. Tovkach
noted. The madrichim (leaders) for Shabbatonim are trained
through various Hillel seminars and workshops.
They
volunteer their services without compensation.
Olga Tovkach, left, has revitalized Dnipropetrovsk Hillel in recent
years, bringing to it a sense of vitality and innovation.
Photo: the writer.

Hillel activists also enjoy volunteer work, Ms. Tovkach continued. They organize
holiday celebrations at Beit Baruch, the assisted living center for senior adults.24 They
also deliver food parcels to bedridden seniors (лежающие) and do repair work in the
homes of elderly people. They organize major events (such as picnics or holiday
celebrations) for the Big Brother/Big Sister program, hosting as many as 60 pairs of
children and their volunteer older siblings. Many Hillel activists themselves are big
22

The Campus Entrepreneur Initiative is an international Hillel program that also is active in the United
States and other countries.

23

The current Hillel office is located in a small Jewish community center attached to the Golden Rose
Choral Synagogue (Chabad). When the Menorah Center is complete (see pages 7-10), Hillel will transfer
its office and activity space to that facility; it also is located adjacent to the Chabad synagogue, a fact that
Ms. Tovkach did not address.
24

See pages 25-27 for more information about Beit Baruch.
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brothers or sisters, noted Ms. Tovkach.25 During Good Deeds Week (Неделя добрых
дел), Hillel participants entertain pediatric cancer patients who are in children’s
hospitals. Hillel students also have undertaken other charitable endeavors, such as
raising funds for musical instruments needed for children’s musical ensembles.
Hillel continues to organize intellectual games on Jewish themes (similar to Jewish
trivia contests), which remain very popular in the post-Soviet states.
The
Dnipropetrovsk Hillel team has competed in a large Ukraine-wide Hillel Jewish trivia
tournament in Odesa, she noted. Another intellectual pursuit is the study of Jewish
given names; Hillel encourages its members to adopt their own Jewish names after
studying the meanings of various first names and relating their findings to their own
family history.
Another program on the Hillel agenda is a young families club. Many young Jewish
families find that existing organized Jewish activities do not meet their needs and are
eager to adapt the Hillel “atmosphere” to their
new circumstances. (It is common practice in the
post-Soviet states for Hillel include post-college
individuals in their programs.)
A wall poster entitled Rules of Our Home occupies a
prominent position in the Dnipropetrovsk Hillel office.
Among other things, it admonishes Hillel members to:
observe cleanliness; respect co-workers and listen to
them; ask before taking things and if something is
removed, put it back in its proper place; not bring
alcoholic drinks into the premises; use ‘literary
speech’ in conversing with people – and if you forget,
put five hryvnia into the tzedekah box.
(An adjoining poster informs people that smoking on
the adjoining balcony is forbidden by Rabbi
Kaminezki.)

Jewish education remains a problem area for Dnipropetrovsk Hillel, noted Ms.
Tovkach. The most recent staff person to hold this portfolio resigned and now Hillel is
attempting to find another qualified individual for the post.
Responding to a question about interaction with Hillels in foreign countries, Ms.
Tovkach said that a group from the University of Maryland Hillel came to
Dnipropetrovsk for an alternative spring break program. They spent seven days in the
region, including a Shabbaton and a three-day segment in Donetsk, a large industrial
city to the east in which the local Hillel is a recently-started endeavor. While in Donetsk,
25

For more information on the Big Brother/Big Sister program in Dnipropetrovsk, see the writer’s
Observations on Jewish Community Life in Ukraine March 21-April 8, 2011, pp. 16-17.
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continued Ms. Tovkach, the Maryland group did volunteer work with Jewish elderly,
children, and a group of special-needs children. Ms. Tovkach commented that the visit
would have been more productive for Ukrainian Hillel members if it had occurred during
a local vacation period; because their American guests arrived during regular academic
classes, local Hillel-member students were unable to interact with the Marylanders as
much as all would have liked.
Notwithstanding the close and productive sister-city relationship between Boston and
Dnipropetrovsk, the Hillels of Massachusetts have never initiated any exchanges with
their counterparts in Dnipropetrovsk. However, a young leadership group consisting
of Jews between the ages of 25 and 45 from both Boston and Haifa did visit Dnipropetrovsk during the past year, said Ms. Tovkach. The visitors were very impressed with
the local Hillel volunteer agenda, she noted.
Taglit (birthright Israel) remains a key component of the Hillel program. A part-time
Taglit coordinator recruits participants, 40 young people in each of two buses annually.
Additionally, the Taglit coordinator organizes pre-trip orientation and post-trip activities.
Taglit “changes lives,” said the coordinator, who was in the Hillel office during part of the
interview. The coordinator stated that it changed her own life; only half Jewish (on her
father’s side), she had no connection with Jewish tradition or the organized Jewish
community prior to her Taglit experience. Now she was employed in the Jewish
community, studying Judaism and contemplating conversion, and considering aliyah.
Other than Ms. Tovkach, most Hillel staff are employed on a part-time basis according
to capabilities in specific areas. The entire staff (six or seven people) meets once
weekly in person to coordinate programs. Further communication is by telephone or email, said Ms. Tovkach. Staff turnover is high, she observed, because many young
staff members go on aliyah to Israel.
The annual budget of Dnipropetrovsk Hillel is $52,000, stated Ms. Tovkach. Most of
this amount comes from Hillel International, she said, but a sizeable sum is provided by
United Jewish Community of Ukraine.26 Dnipropetrovsk Hillel raised $8,500 locally in
2011, Ms. Tovkach reported, its first year of serious fundraising in the city. She hopes
to raise $15,000 in 2012, she asserted, noting that 2012 is the Bar Mitzvah year of Hillel
in the city.
Ms. Tovkach noted that Moishe House is likely to open a residence in Dnipropetrovsk
soon, subsidized in part by an allocation from the Jewish federation (Combined Jewish
Philanthropies) in Boston. She believes that the establishment of this program in
Dnipropetrovsk will provide a significant boost to Jewish life for young adults in the city.
Hillel is looking forward to cooperating with it.27
26

The chairman of United Jewish Community of Ukraine is Ihor Kolomoisky, who spends most of his time
in Geneva. Vadym Rabynovych, the founder of UJCU remains very active in the organization. The
executive director is Iosif Akselrud, who also is director of Hillel in Ukraine. See pages 69-70.

27

For information about Moishe House in Kyiv, see pages 73-74 in this report.
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7. 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 associate-degree 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 postsecondary education programs. Further, notwithstanding their enthusiasm for relocation
to a larger city, many young women were reluctant to commit to residence in an isolated
gender-segregated 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 curriculum and
operational procedures during the last several years and intends to evolve further in
the future. Three curriculum changes during the last several years have generated an
increase in enrollment to 151 women in several discrete programs.
First, in
collaboration with Crimean State University in Yalta, Beit Chana developed a full
bachelor’s degree program and limited master’s degree option that offers majors in
education and several other fields. Various paths may be pursued in completing these
degrees. Second, it scrapped its residence requirement, opening its program to
day/commuter students from Dnipropetrovsk and environs. Third, it is offering stipends
to Jewish girls enrolled in other institutions in return for the participation of these girls in
an intensive Jewish studies program at Beit Chana.
Rabbi Moshe Weber, Rabbi of the College and its Deputy President for Jewish Studies
and Jewish Education, said that 50 girls live in the Beit Chana dormitory; some enrolled
after ninth grade and others entered after high school
graduation (eleventh grade). Most who entered at the
tenth grade level would remain for four years and earn a
teacher’s aide certificate.
Many who entered after
completion of high school will complete a baccalaureate
program from Crimean State University that requires
three residential seminars at Crimean State.
Rabbi Moshe Weber, right, is an Israeli who continues to lead
Beit Chana and other Chabad women’s Jewish education
programs in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo; the writer.
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A group of about 22 non-resident young women, continued Rabbi Weber, are enrolled
in a six-year program combining academic study, religious instruction, and community
work. Some are single mothers and some never finished high school. Most want to
become teachers.
About seven young women who are high school graduates, he noted, are pursuing joint
degrees at Beit Chana and Crimean State University in fields other than education
(such as English, psychology, and accounting).
They must reside on campus at
Crimean State for a significant portion of their degree program.
Another program enrolls almost 60 mature women already working in the community in
education and other fields. Some possess only an associate degree or comparable
credential; these students are trying to complete bachelor’s degrees at Beit Chana.
Others, who already have bachelor’s degrees, are working toward master’s degrees;
some of the latter are Beit Chana graduates.
Eleven young women currently studying medicine, law, or comparable fields also study
Jewish subjects intensively twice weekly at Beit Chana for four years. Their motivation
for enrolling in this program, acknowledged Rabbi Weber, is a significant stipend that is
sent directly to the secular institutions in which they are enrolled. All participants must
sign contracts outlining their obligations in religious study and practice.
Finally, said Rabbi Weber, Beit Chana enrolls a small number of local Jewish girls of
high school age who come from unstable homes and may have been struggling in local
public schools. They pursue their high school education at Beit Chana, receiving
tutorial and other support. They live in the Beit Chana dormitory and often enter Beit
Chana post-secondary programs after completing high school. In response to a
question, Rabbi Weber said that Beit Chana is in contact with a number of public
schools because Beit Chana education majors do practice teaching at these institutions
(in addition to Chabad schools); sometimes teachers at these schools identify Jewish
pupils who would benefit from counseling and other services that Chabad might provide.
A future change, which Rabbi Weber anticipates with be in effect by the 2013-2014
academic year, is accreditation of Beit Chana degree programs by Touro College,
an American Jewish-sponsored institution of higher and professional education.28
American educational degrees, he observed, are highly prized and should bring great
prestige to Beit Chana programs. Beit Chana already is accredited by the Israeli
Ministry of Education.

28

The main campus of Touro College is in New York City. However, it also has branch campuses and/or
instructional sites in Florida, Berlin, Jerusalem, and Moscow. It is strongly identified with Orthodox
Judaism in philosophy and practice.
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In speaking with Rabbi Weber and with Rabbi Meir Stambler in 2011, the two men
expressed great enthusiasm for a major building project that would significantly
expand the campus on which the Beit Chana dormitory building is now located. A sixbuilding complex had been designed, including new
structures for classrooms, a library and conference
center, a sports center (including an indoor swimming
pool), a dormitory (replacing the current facility), and
hotel-type accommodations for women attending inservice seminars. During the writer’s 2011 visit, funding
was being sought for construction of the first two buildings in the complex.
Rabbi Meir Stambler, right, is President of Beit Chana and
Executive Director of the Chabad Federation of Jewish
Communities in Ukraine.
Photo: the writer (in 2011).

However, these plans have changed radically as a consequence of a generous offer
from a wealthy local Jewish businessman. The donor identified a large vacant building
in the center of the city, just a few blocks from the Golden Rose Choral Synagogue,
which he has purchased and has offered to renovate as a new Beit Chana. The land
on which the building is located is large enough to accommodate a second building as
well, a new structure that will be a dormitory. Thus, instead of occupying two older
structures some distance from each other in relatively remote areas of the city, Beit
Chana will be centrally located
in a single modern twobuilding complex within easy
walking distance of the main
synagogue and the rising
Menorah Center.
The future Beit Chana academic
building previously was used as a
military institution.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

The building has large rooms and a graceful center entrance and staircase. It is
sufficiently solid to permit addition of a third floor. An elevator and additional modern
amenities will be included in its renovation.
An architect has been engaged to develop the new complex; his plans should be
complete by March or April in 2013, stated Rabbi Stambler. Assuming that various
permits can be obtained without delay, construction should begin shortly thereafter.
The new buildings might be ready for occupancy during the 2014-2015 academic
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year.29 Rabbi Stambler noted that the special needs education center currently located
in the Beit Chana academic building would be transferred to the new complex. (See
below.)
Both Rabbi Stambler and Rabbi Weber appeared confident that the combination of a
modern centrally-located two-building campus and Touro College accreditation would
boost the prestige of Beit Chana and its capacity to serve the needs of Chabad
education in Ukraine. It would no longer be a provincial institution housed in
unattractive hand-me-down facilities in relatively remote areas of the city.
8. Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk launched an International Hasidic Women’s Seminary
during the 2010-2011 academic year. Although based at Beit Chana, it is entirely
independent and designed as a one-year seminary course for girls from Chabad
families who have already completed one-year of intensive religious studies in a posthigh school seminary in Israel or another country. Supervised by Rabbi Weber, the first
year of the seminary attracted nine young women, most of whom were 19 years old,
from the United States, Argentina, Brazil, England, and Ukraine. The program featured
conventional academic courses, immersion in the rich Chabad heritage in Ukraine, and
volunteer undertakings. So enthusiastic about their experience were the participants
that their communications with friends and relatives yielded more than 90 applications
for the 2011-2012 year even before the first-year girls went home.
However, only four young women actually enrolled in the 2011-2012 course. According
to Rabbi Weber, the Dnipropetrovsk seminary fell victim to competition from new and/or
upgraded programs based in Brooklyn, Vienna, and Moscow that cater to the same
Chabad demographic group. The other programs offer a full year of academic credit ;
additionally, the Moscow program is free of charge and provides a stipend, whereas the
Dnipropetrovsk program cost $7,500 to participants. The accreditation of Beit Chana by
Touro College, which probably will occur in 2013,30 should equalize the academic
strength of the different programs. In the interim, i.e., for the 2012-1013 academic year,
seminary girls at Beit Chana will travel to Moscow twice during their Dnipropetrovsk
sojourns for intensive course work leading to Moscow-based Touro academic credit
(that will be recognized at other Touro campuses). In a July conversation, Rabbi
Stambler said that 16 girls were expected to participate in the 2012-2013
Dnipropetrovsk seminary under these interim arrangements.31
29

Although disposition of the two existing Beit Chana buildings has yet to be determined, one option is to
convert the dormitory building to a yeshiva for sons of Chabad emissaries (see page 13) and return the
current classroom building to the municipality for use as a city-funded preschool, which was its original
function.

30
31

See page 20.

Whereas many Chabad young women in Israel pursue bachelor’s degrees in women’s religious
colleges that follow a three-year curriculum common in Israeli post-secondary educational institutions, the
norm in North America and many other areas is for Chabad young women to forgo formal academic
degrees in favor of two years of post-high school study followed by marriage and child-rearing.
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9. A Special Needs Educational Resource Center, funded by Combined Jewish
Philanthropies of Greater Boston, enrolls approximately 50 special needs Jewish
children, adolescents, and young adults. It operates in a suite of rooms at the Beit
Chana classroom building and uses an adjacent outdoor play area designed especially
for them. Different groups of children and adolescents, classified according to age and
nature of disability, attend the Center on different days. Programs for disabled young
adults are more limited. A number of support activities are available to parents of these
individuals.
Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, the Chief Rabbi of Dnipropetrovsk, said that Chabad is
committed to serving this population group. It is almost certain, he declared, that the
program will move with Beit Chana to the centrally located new building following its
renovation.
10. 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 temporarily 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.32 Museum premises will include a large
hall of multimedia displays, a memorial space, and a center
designed specifically for children and families.
Dr. Igor Schupak, a native of nearby Zaporizhya, is a recognized
authority on Ukrainian Jewish history, particularly the Holocaust in
Ukraine. He has written history textbooks for Ukrainian schools
and is the author of more than 100 scientific papers. Dr. Schupak
earned a Ph.D. in history from the University of Toronto.
Photo:
http://en.limmud.org.ua/index.php/programma/prezentjory/37schupak. Retrieved September 10, 2012.

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.
Increasingly, however, American Chabad families are recognizing the advantages of a bachelor’s degree
for their daughters and are seeking seminaries that provide significant credit toward a formal degree.
32

See page 8.
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The writer was unable to speak with Dr. Schupak during her May trip to Dnipropetrovsk.
However, it was known that a major portion of his work during that period concerned
development of the museum displays to be installed in the Menorah Center. In an
earlier interview, he emphasized a vision encompassing all of Ukrainian Jewish history,
that is, of Jewish life and civilization before the Soviet Union and World War II, the
destruction during the Soviet period and the Holocaust, and the 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.
Welfare
11. Hesed Menachem, the JDC-operated welfare center, occupies a large building
originally constructed as preschool. Well-located in the center of the city, the hesed
nonetheless is moving into smaller premises at the Menorah Center. The existing
hesed building, said JDC Dnipropetrovsk Director Esther Katz, is in deteriorating
condition and cannot be renovated to accommodate hesed needs. Additionally, Rabbi
Shmuel Kaminezki believes that elderly Jews should be welcomed into a Jewish
community and cultural center along with all other Jews.
Ms. Katz stated that the hesed currently (May 2012) serves 7,500 elderly clients in
Dnipropetrovsk and the surrounding region. Of these, 4,500 individuals comprise a
“core” welfare group who receive comprehensive services from the hesed, including
regular food parcels and home care. Another 3,000 receive supermarket and pharmacy
discount cards, optical and other medical care as needed, and are invited to certain
social events, such as holiday celebrations, at the hesed. Additionally, the hesed
continues to operate a senior adult day care center serving groups of elderly Jews,
about 30 each day, who come to the hesed twice each month for social and cultural
activities, breakfast, and a hot lunch. Medical consultations, which previously were a
feature of hesed services, now are available much less frequently.
The hesed also provides modest services to several hundred at-risk Jewish children
and their families. It operates a limited number of social and cultural programs for
special needs children and young adults.33

33

See pages 41-42 for an interview with Esther Katz.

The Special Needs Educational Resource Center at Beit Chana (pages 22-23) emphasizes education,
whereas the hesed emphasizes social and cultural programs. Some special-needs young people
participate in both programs.
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12. 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.34 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.
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.

Although the official capacity of Beit Baruch is 94, American geriatric specialists
recommend that the total number of residents not exceed 75 to 80. The census at the
time of the writer’s visit was only 51 individuals, all of
whom were in their 80’s and 90’s. Beit Baruch also
accommodates individuals on therapeutic stays of two to
two and one-half months as they recover from hip
replacement surgery; however, only four such individuals
had been in Beit Baruch during the last 12 months, said
Beit Baruch management. The current relatively low
number of both short- and long-term residents reflects
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.35

A Beit Baruch resident traverses the entrance hall with the aid
of a caregiver en route to the dining hall.
Photo: ЕВРЕЇ ДНІПРОПЕТРОВЩИНИ: історіа та сучасністью.
(Дніпропетровськ: Арт-Прес, 2011), 66.

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
34

The second such facility is located in Kyiv. See page 84.

35

The largest number of individuals ever to have resided in Beit Baruch concurrently was 72.
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($5,000 annually) of their care at the facility.36 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 Joint
Distribution Committee provides no support to Beit Baruch.)
By far the most significant change in Beit Baruch since the writer’s most recent previous
visit in 2011 was the departure of Alexandra Kizhner, the longtime manager, who
returned to Israel – and her replacement by Mila Ruvinskaya.
Ms. Ruvinskaya’s most recent past employment had been as
a director of patronage (home healthcare) services for the
hesed. In that capacity, she usually was responsible for the
care of 160 homebound seniors and the 30 workers who
attended to them.
Mila Ruvinskaya, right, is the new manager of Beit Baruch.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Ruvinskaya and Victoria Laschenko, the head nurse, provided the writer with
information about the then-current census of Beit Baruch residents. Most were from
Dnipropetrovsk and from other cities and towns in the eastern part of Ukraine, such as
Zaporizhya, Kherson, Zhovti Vody, and Kharkiv; one resident was from Chernihiv, which
is much closer to Kyiv than to Dnipropetrovsk. About 80 percent had some form of
dementia, said Ms. Laschenko.
In 2011, continued Ms. Laschenko, 23 new patients entered the facility, 11 left (most to
join family in Israel or Germany), and 16 died. Only four of the original residents from
2002 remained. Beit Baruch was home to ten
World War II veterans, she added.
The poster at right was in the Beit Baruch day room
at the time of the writer’s visit. The legend reads,
“Grandmothers and grandfathers – Thank you for
life”. Note the military tanks in the lower corners.
The poster commemorates [World War II] Victory
Day (May 9) and was brought to Beit Baruch by day
school students as part of Victory Day observance.
Photo: the writer.
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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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Ms. Ruvinskaya stated that five nurses worked on shifts in the facility, assisted by 12
caregivers. Additionally, two physicians were in attendance. A psychologist and a
fitness instructor were employed on a part-time basis.37 Beit Baruch residents also
enjoyed arts and crafts classes and some sang in a choir.
A new community medical clinic (see below), which is located on the ground floor of
Beit Baruch, is providing great benefits to residents, said Ms. Ruvinskaya and Ms.
Laschenko. Necessary travel to specialist physicians, an often arduous endeavor for
frail elderly, is reduced in frequency as several such specialists now make regular visits
to the clinic.
Much of Beit Baruch philosophy and practice is based on guidance from geriatric
specialists in Boston, particularly those affiliated with Hebrew Senior Life, the largest
provider of elder care in the Boston metropolitan area. Founded in 1903, Hebrew Senior
Life is affiliated with Harvard Medical School. Dr. Lewis Lifsitz, Professor of Medicine
and Director of the Institute on Aging Research at Hebrew Senior Life, has made
several extended visits to Dnipropetrovsk to advise Beit
Baruch and several Dnipropetrovsk medical institutions on
geriatric care.
8318
Dr. Lewis Lifsitz of Boston is a prominent geriatric care physician and
frequent visitor to Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: http://madrc.mgh.harvard.edu/lewis-lipsitz-md. Retrieved September 14,
2012.

13. The Jewish Medical Center opened in February 2012 in ground floor premises of
the Beit Baruch Assisted Living Facility. Although housed in its own wing of Beit
Baruch, it is accessible from inside the residence without going outdoors. It also has its
own separate outside entrance so that non-resident clients and staff may enter and
leave without disturbing Beit Baruch. JMC fulfills a longtime goal of the Dnipropetrovsk
Chabad community to provide high-quality medical services to the Jewish population at
low cost. The clinic also is open to non-Jews and does not discriminate in the provision
of care.
Directed by Alexandr Rodinsky, a leading physician in Dnipropetrovsk, JMC is
accredited to provide several types of medical services. The accreditation and licensing
procedure is very complex, stated Dr. Rodinsky, due to multiple layers of Ukrainian
bureaucracy. Notwithstanding the difficulty of obtaining these permits, JMC is now
authorized to provide both geriatric and pediatric medical services.
Both construction of the facility and provision of its modern furnishings and advanced
medical technology were financed by local Jewish philanthropists. Friends and
37

Beit Baruch has a fitness studio on its lower level, which is equipped with various fitness apparatus.
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associates in Boston also have been instrumental in securing certain medical
equipment. Local Jewish philanthropists support major ongoing operational expenses;
most patients are asked to pay symbolic fees equal to 20 percent of market rates for the
care that they receive.
In addition to Dr. Rodinsky, two primary-care physicians and two nurses are on JMC
staff. Dr. Rodinsky would like to expand the medical staff, but some well-qualified
physicians, he said, are reluctant to commute to an
outlying, low-income area of the city. In particular, he
continued, he is finding it difficult to hire a good
pediatrician.
Dr. Alexandr Rodinsky, who is an early alumnus of the local
Chabad day school, directs the new Jewish Medical Center
in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

JMC primary-care physicians refer patients to the best specialists in the city, all of whom
are associated with first-rate hospitals and with the medical academy. Additionally, the
Center boasts a sophisticated medical laboratory with advanced diagnostic equipment
and highly qualified technicians. All professional personnel are well paid, thus reducing
the likelihood of corruption. Further, all medical records are computerized, a rarity in
Ukraine where most medical records are kept by hand in cumbersome registers.
Efficient computerized records deter the common practice of overmedication in which
physicians are compensated by local drug companies according to the amount of
medicine prescribed.
The focus in geriatric medicine, continued Dr. Rodinsky, is in general medical care for
individuals over the age of 70. Dr. Lewis Lifsitz of Boston (see page 27) has been very
helpful in defining the range of practice, said Dr. Rodinsky. JMC provides thorough
physical examinations for all new Beit Baruch patients and cares for them throughout
their residence, accepts referrals from the hesed (see page 24), and is available to
Jewish and non-Jewish seniors from all areas of the city. It offers general internal
medicine, diabetes management, high blood pressure treatment, and physical therapy
protocols.
In pediatric care, JMC provides general care and also works with the Special Needs
Educational Resource Center to provide medical assistance for this group of children
and young people; general pediatric clinics and hospitals often are unable/unwilling to
address their needs, Dr. Rodinsky said. JMC also has prepared a booklet for parents
on child illnesses, including symptoms that should prompt attention by a physician.
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Additionally, JMC attends to hospitalized patients, becoming their medical advocates
in institutions known for their bureaucracy, dubious hygiene, callousness, and lack of
basic services. It develops post-operative care protocols and oversees post-surgical
treatment
In response to a question about patients from the surrounding district of the city, a
low-income area in which few Jews live, Dr. Rodinsky said that about 25 percent of total
JMC patients are from this neighborhood. He is somewhat surprised and disappointed
by their low use of the facility, notwithstanding good signage in the district designed to
attract new patients, especially seniors. However, he explained, it is a poor area of the
city with few services – and some people simply are too beaten down to request a
better level of healthcare. Their life experience has been bitter and their expectations
are low; further, he added, the clinic staff knows that some local people are antisemitic
and simply do not trust any institution managed by Jews.
When the local economy improves, it is likely that the clinic will open another facility in
the center of the city. In the meantime, said Zelig Brez, Executive Director of the
Philanthropic Fund, the community operates a daily free shuttle service between the
synagogue and clinic.38 An intermediate step in development of a full clinic, Mr. Brez
continued, is the installation of a small medical office in a centrally-located community
building that will take blood and urine samples to be transferred to the existing clinic for
analysis.
With the exception of a few small signs in the district where the clinic is located, the
clinic does not advertise. It relies on word-of-mouth recommendations to attract new
patients.
14. 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 18 additional cities or large towns and numerous smaller towns in eastern,
central, and southern Ukraine.39
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 and Tanya
Sidelkovsky, who direct AAB operations in the Dnipropetrovsk region, between 950 and
1,000 Jewish individuals are on their client list.40 Elderly people who die are replaced
by younger pensioners; the younger pensioners may have greater needs because they
38

See pages 35-36 for an interview with Mr. Brez.

39

The program also operates in several other regions of the former Soviet states. 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.
40

Yan Sidelkovsky also represents the Boston Jewish community in Dnipropetrovsk. See pages 48-49.
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do not receive the government pension bonuses and other government benefits (such
as discounts on utility use) 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 core services of AAB are distribution of general food parcels to a long list of
elderly and provision of food, clothing, and medicine tailored to the specific needs of
particular clients, such as food and medication for diabetics. AAB also assists patients
in hospitals who usually are required to bring their own linens and medicines, as well as
food. Additionally, AAB provides 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.
Yan and Tanya Sidelkovsky manage the Adopta-Bubbe program in Dnipropetrovsk and the
surrounding region.
Yan also is the chief
representative of the Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Boston in Dnipropetrovsk. See pages 33-34.
Photo: the writer.

The Sidelkovskys are assisted by part-time local coordinators, many of whom are
recent retirees, in most of the larger Jewish population centers in which AAB is active.
The coordinators receive modest compensation for their work, a supplement to their low
pensions. However, said the Sidelkovskys, many of the coordinators are now 65 to 75
years old themselves and need assistance from AAB.
In some cities, volunteer physicians are enlisted in AAB efforts. Consulting
physicians in Boston also provide assistance. Additionally, certain medicines and
medical implements are obtained in Boston and brought or shipped to Dnipropetrovsk.
A signature social program of Adopt-a-Bubbe is the warm home day centers, which
are held in the apartments of participants. Adopt-a-Bubbe currently operates two warm
homes in Dnipropetrovsk (one on each side of the Dnipr River) and 12 others in its
broader 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. With financial assistance from AAB, the hostess and other participants
purchase food for a full hot meal; both the hostess and some guests prepare the dishes
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.
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Mr. Sidelkovsky acknowledged that the Joint Distribution Committee had initiated the
warm home program and then abandoned it as a consequence of budgetary
pressures.41
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. Additionally, noted the
Sidelkovskys, Adopt-a-Bubbe is badly in need of new office and storage space. Their
existing premises, in the semi-finished basement of the Golden Rose Choral
Synagogue, were badly flooded during the initial construction of the Menorah Center;
some supplies were destroyed, and the atmosphere remains unpleasant.
However, said Mr. Sidelkovsky, the opening of the new Jewish Medical Center (see
above) has been a real “blessing” for the Jewish community in an otherwise trying time.
AAB clients are referred to the Center, where they receive excellent care previously
unavailable in the city.
15. The writer was unable to visit Ahavat Israel, an organization initiated in 2011 to
bring Jewish life to Jewish deaf and mute individuals in the city. Established with the
endorsement of Chief Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, the group reaches out to the
approximately 20 deaf Jews in Dnipropetrovsk, almost all of whom know each other
because they attended either of two public schools that service children with hearing
disabilities. All use sign language that was taught in these schools and almost all are
employed as seamstresses or factory workers, skills that were deemed appropriate for
this population group.
Synagogue-Administered Activity
16. 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, foreign donors, international Jewish
organizations, and the Boston Jewish community with which Dnipropetrovsk Jewry
enjoys a twinning or sister-city relationship. Determined to maintain a Chabad
monopoly on Jewish religious practice in the city, he welcomes non-Chabad Jewish
organizations that eschew forms of Jewish religious education or expression that
contradict Chabad observance.
41

JDC has reinstated a limited warm home program, sometimes providing only tea and cake to
participants. On other occasions, commercially pre-cooked food items are served. The Sidelkovskys
maintain that actual preparation of a meal is critical to maintaining a sense of self-respect among elderly
participants. The cost of ingredients for such a meal varies from city to city, said Ms. Sidelkovsky, but
AAB usually budgets about $50 per meal. Often, individual guests will bring several bottles of wine, some
chocolates, or other treats on their own.
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In response to questions from the writer, Rabbi Kaminezki stated that critical Western
press assessments of political and economic developments in Ukraine were
generally accurate. The “atmosphere” is not good. President Yanukovych hoards
power, and print media appears censored [often by the media owners themselves as a
form of self-protection]. Some people are apprehensive
about speaking out, and a general sense of tension exists.
However, the Internet carries open criticism of President
Yanukovych and of Yanukovych’s son.42
Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, a native of Israel, is widely considered the most accomplished community rabbi in all of the postSoviet successor states.
He has been Chief Rabbi of
Dnipropetrovsk, a city of great importance in Chabad history,
for more than 20 years.
Photo: the writer.

Economically, various pressures on business generate strong adverse consequences
and deter business growth, said Rabbi Kaminezki. Associates of Yanukovych continue
to confiscate businesses that they desire, demanding 50 percent ownership without
any compensation to the legal title-holder. Such actions have occurred in a number of
different cities, including Kyiv, Odesa, Donetsk, and Zaporizhya. Confiscations have not
occurred in Dnipropetrovsk, stated Rabbi Kaminezki, attributing this good fortune to the
skills and determination of the oblast (region) governor, Oleksandr Vilkul. Nonetheless,
Rabbi Kaminezki continued, local business owners remain concerned about potential
business losses and their ability to expand into other regions.43
Another matter of concern to business owners, said Rabbi Kaminezki, is a tax code that
is punitive and enforced capriciously.
It is unlikely that anyone pays all tax
assessments, he continued, because no one can afford to do so; however, local tax
authorities are very aggressive and all businesses feel enormous pressure. Customs
duties, he added, are extraordinarily high, deterring trade and depriving businesses of
materials and equipment needed for general operations and expansion.44
All of these issues [plus the corrupt legal system] combine to discourage business
growth, summarized Rabbi Kaminezki. The International Monetary Fund and the World
Bank have severely criticized financial practices in Ukraine; foreign investors are
42

Viktor Yanukovych’s older son, Oleksandr, nominally a dentist, has become one of the wealthiest
individuals in Ukraine since his father assumed power.
43

In response to a question, Rabbi Kaminezki said that no Jewish community property has been seized
during this wave of confiscations. It appears that synagogues, schools, and other Jewish-held buildings
are “immune” from seizure, he said.
44

Rabbi Kaminezki did not mention another deterrent to business, the corrupt legal system that prevents,
for example, business confiscations and other abuses from being challenged.
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frightened about business development in the country, fearing its massive corruption,
business confiscations, excessive taxation and customs charges, and lack of legal
protection. Local individuals share the same fears. Consequently, business is
stagnating, if not actually declining. Unemployment is growing; especially noticeable,
said Rabbi Kaminezki, are dismissals of individuals who populate the once-growing
middle class.
Dnipropetrovsk actually is suffering less in the current business climate than other
areas in the country, stated Rabbi Kaminezki, because the oblast and city governments
Nonetheless, local
work hard to maintain a business-friendly environment.45
businessmen are not oblivious to the situation around them and most now are very riskaverse. Investment has declined. People are waiting and watching, hesitant to commit
large sums of money to business development. Obviously, this atmosphere has had a
serious impact on fundraising for the needs of the Jewish community.
About 90 individuals are members of the Board of Trustees (Попечительский совет)
of the Philanthropic Fund of the [Chabad] Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community
(Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины), said Rabbi
Kaminezki. The official minimum contribution for Board membership is $1,000 monthly,
he continued. If individuals are struggling financially, they pay what they are able to
contribute in a given month; the Board does not “push” people who encounter difficulty,
but all members are expected to fulfill their obligations eventually, Rabbi Kaminezki
averred.
As in other countries, many Jewish donors prefer to “follow their money” and contribute
heavily to designated projects that they “own”, rather than commit very large sums to
the Philanthropic Fund. Thus, individual donors are financing the Menorah Center and
the new buildings for Beit Chana. A pledge has been obtained from another benefactor
to cover the operating costs of the proposed yeshiva katana for boys from Chabad
families (see below) and Rabbi Kaminezki is seeking designated funding for
development of the actual yeshiva premises. An individual donor contributes $300
monthly specifically to help diabetes patients obtain high-quality insulin and appropriate
food, and yet another local Jew is providing significant assistance to cancer patients.
Rabbi Kaminezki continues to receive individual local Jews in his office every
week, many of whom are seeking financial assistance for medical care. Usually, he
said, 60 to 70 people come each Sunday between 9:30 a.m. and 2:00 or 3:00 p.m. Two
assistants manage the flow of petitioners and follow up on recommendations. Cash
may be disbursed for specific purchases, and referrals are made to the Jewish Medical
Clinic for evaluation or to other organizations. All financial aid for medical care is
coordinated with the local office of the Joint Distribution Committee; sometimes
Chabad and JDC share expenses in funding surgery, medications, or other medical
needs.

45

Rabbi Kaminezki’s assessment of the relatively favorable business environment in Dnipropetrovsk is
shared by diplomats and other observers in Kyiv with whom the writer has conferred.
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On its own, Chabad operates several welfare programs, stated Rabbi Kaminezki. It
continues to provide hot lunches to 50 to 60 people daily in a dining room located in the
old synagogue. It also distributes food parcels to needy Jewish elderly and to some
impoverished families. Another ongoing project is the renovation of dilapidated
apartments in which Jews live; in the cases of elderly Jews residing in such units,
renovation of their homes may delay their entry into Beit Baruch, a far more expensive
form of assistance. Aware that elderly Jews ineligible for Claims Conference funds
receive much less JDC aid than
their counterparts who lived under
Nazi occupation, Chabad splits the
cost with JDC of support that
equalizes care for the two groups.46
Elderly Jews are served lunch, the
heaviest meal of the day, in the lower
level of the old Chabad synagogue.

Photo: ЕВРЕЇ ДНІПРОПЕТРОВЩИНИ:
історіа та сучасністью. (Дніпропетровськ: Арт-Прес, 2011), 65.

Rabbi Kaminezki shares the excitement of Rabbi Moshe Weber and Rabbi Meir
Stambler about the new Beit Chana buildings. Israeli specialists are providing welcome
advice about planning the extensive renovation of the existing building and developing
the new dormitory structure, stated Rabbi Kaminezki.
A new yeshiva katana designed specifically for boys aged 13 to 16 from Chabad
families will open in September, 2012, Rabbi Kaminezki said. Initially, it will be located
in an existing structure, most likely an ordinary house that will be renovated to
accommodate both classrooms and dormitory facilities. As soon as Beit Chana girls
vacate the current Beit Chana dormitory, that structure will be remodeled as a yeshiva
with classrooms, a dining room and other facilities, and a dormitory to house out-of-town
youngsters. Although the initial enrollment will be small, Rabbi Kaminezki anticipates
an eventual enrollment of as many as 150 boys – two classes of 25 students in each of
three age levels (13-14, 14-15, and 15-16 years old, corresponding to eighth, ninth, and
tenth grades). Dnipropetrovsk and the surrounding region are so significant in Chabad
history and tradition that the yeshiva is likely to attract boys from many countries whose
families want them to experience this rich Chabad atmosphere. Rabbi Kaminezki is
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The Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany (known as the Claims Conference)
provides welfare assistance through the Joint Distribution Committee to Jewish elderly who lived in areas
under German occupation during World War II. Individuals who were evacuated to regions beyond
enemy occupation are ineligible for such aid, as are others who were born after the end of the war.
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currently speaking with highly qualified Chabad educators in Israel, trying to engage one
or more to lead the yeshiva, teach, and counsel the boys.47
17. 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. Mr. Brez stated that the Philanthropic Fund
budget for 2011-2012 is $4.8 million, which is the same as the previous year. (The
budget excludes expenses for the Menorah Center, Beit Chana, the Jewish Medical
Center, and certain other projects/programs that are financed separately.) About 20 of
the approximately 90 members of the Board of Trustees (Попечительский совет) of
the Philanthropic Fund have either ceased supporting the community completely or
have decreased their gifts significantly due to the economic crisis, said Mr. Brez.
However, he continued, they are retained on the Board in the hope that they will resume
their contributions as soon as their financial circumstances improve. Learning from
Federations in North America, Mr. Brez stated that the
Philanthropic Fund now has developed its own
campaign video as a tool in local fundraising.
Vyecheslav “Slavik” Brez is the Executive Director of the
Chabad Jewish community infrastructure in Dnipropetrovsk.
A local man from a non-observant family, Mr. Brez has
become more observant as he has worked with Chabad; he
has adopted the Jewish name of “Zelig”. Mr. Brez is
considered one of the most competent Jewish community
professionals in all of the post-Soviet states.
Photo: the writer (in 2011).

All in all, Mr. Brez said, the local Chabad community raises 85 percent of its budget
locally; in 1998-1999, it raised only 30 percent of a much smaller budget locally.
Contributions from the Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the
Boston Jewish federation) amount to $110,000 annually.48 The Philanthropic Fund
applied to the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany (Claims
Conference) for $40,000 to subsidize assistance to Jewish elderly residing at Beit
Baruch, stated Mr. Brez, but the Joint Distribution Committee blocked the allocation.49

47

A month or so after the writer’s visit, Rabbi Kaminezki postponed the opening of the new yeshiva for
one academic year. He had been unable to find appropriate educators who wanted to lead the new
institution in Dnipropetrovsk, he said. He needed more time to find appropriate personnel.
48

The $110,000 does not include Boston allocations to several Dnipropetrovsk medical clinics. These
clinics provide care to both Jewish and non-Jewish patients.
49

Historically, JDC has successfully intervened to maintain a monopoly on Claims Conference support for
welfare assistance to Jews in different cities in the post-Soviet states.
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The Philanthropic Fund is reaching out to engage heretofore uninvolved Jews and build
their commitment to the [Chabad-directed] Jewish community, said Mr. Brez as he
delineated approaches to several different groups. A priority target group has been
young Jewish businessmen, some of whom are sons of men already on the Board. A
second group is young professionals, such as doctors and lawyers. A third group
consists of students, many of whom already are active in Hillel or in other Jewish
student groups. Chabad tries to develop programs appropriate for each of these groups
that will encourage young adult Jews to make Judaism and the Jewish community
essential components of their lives.
Mr. Brez expressed satisfaction with the work of the Jewish Medical Center to date,50
but acknowledged that its remote location at Beit Baruch limited its usefulness to the
Jewish community. People were dependent on an infrequent shuttle service, a long bus
ride, or private transportation to access its care. Expansion in the center of the city was
critical to its success, he said, but it is likely that current economic conditions will deter
opening of a second comprehensive medical center for several years.
In general, Mr. Brez continued, the Chabad community is deferring all new endeavors
because it just cannot absorb any new expenses. The only new projects/programs that
it will consider are those that are fully funded by donors.
In response to a question about several acts of violence in Dnipropetrovsk that had
received fairly wide publicity abroad in the last year, Mr. Brez said that perpetrators of
these acts had not yet been found. Although a victim of a well-publicized murder was
Jewish, antisemitism was not believed to be a motive in the assault.51
No antisemitic attacks on property had been recorded in the last year, said Mr. Brez.
However, he continued, antisemitism is rampant on the Internet.
18. 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. The regional
office, said Igor Romanov, whose responsibilities include this portfolio, provides
financial, spiritual, and community-building assistance. Typically, he explained, the
regional office rents premises in each town for a small community office and program
center. A rabbi visits the three largest Jewish population centers periodically to teach
50
51

See pages 27-29.

Hennady Akselrod, a prominent 45-year old property developer, was murdered, supposedly by an
armed man on a bicycle, in April 2012. Mr. Akselrod, who kept a distance from the Jewish community
and was not a contributor to it, was said to be heavily in debt. An earlier attempt to kill him and two
partners failed in summer of 2011. Following Mr. Akselrod’s death, two small plastic bombs were
detonated in Dnipropetrovsk; no targets were apparent and no one was injured. Property damage was
minimal. The two incidents do not appear to be related.
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classes in Judaism (to local men). Student rabbis are sent to all towns to conduct
seders; some 2,000 Jews participated in such local seders this year, said Mr. Romanov.
The regional office provides matzah and certain other food items, such as fruit juice, but
is dependent upon local businesspeople and seder participants to finance the remainder
of the seder.
Hennadi Boholubov, President of the Chabad Philanthropic Fund in Dnipropetrovsk,
distributes food parcels through the regional office to some 5,850 Jews in the region
(including the city of Dnipropetrovsk itself) twice annually, continued Mr. Romanov, at
Rosh Hashanah and for Purim/Pesach. Given the extent of the economic crisis, the
parcels were increased in size this year. However, certain other financial assistance
that Chabad previously extended to Jews in small towns was suspended several years
ago when other donors encountered financial difficulties and terminated their aid.
The regional office also provides community and civic assistance. Mr. Romanov
described a recentl visit to Pavlohrad as an example. He had traveled to Pavlohrad
(population 119,7000,52 located almost due east of Dnipropetrovsk), with Rabbi Shmuel
Kaminezki and Israeli Consul Nelly Shulman.53 Together
with local Jews, they commemorated 200 years of Jewish
history in the city. They met with the mayor and participated
in several events marking the bicentennial anniversary.
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.

19. 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.
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www.adm.dp.gov.ua. Retrieved September 27, 2012.
See pages 42-43 for more information about Ms. Shulman.
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Additionally, Mr. Rostovtsev monitors local and regional websites for antisemitic
content. The incidence of antisemitism on these websites is "stable", Mr. Rostovtsev
observed, amounting to about 350 antisemitic comments each month. One particular
site, Left Bank (Левый берег),54 is heavily antisemitic in substance, he said.
Commenting further on local antisemitism, Mr. Rostovtsev noted that almost all wealthy
businessmen in the city are Jewish, a fact that generates antisemitic bigotry; further,
some of these wealthy Jewish businessmen are perceived as unethical in their business
practice. Successful Jews are considered "clannish", he continued, conducting
business and socializing mainly among themselves. Also,
Jewish property developers are accused of tearing down
buildings of traditional Ukrainian architecture and replacing
them with faceless modern structures that destroy the city's
character.
Oleg Rostovtsev is a media specialist employed by the
Dnipropetrovsk Chabad community.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk..

Local economic distress, noted Mr. Rostovtsev, creates conditions in which
antisemitism prospers. He perceives little likelihood that anti-Jewish bigotry will
diminish in the near future.
National and International Organizations
20. 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.55 Its
major mission centers on Jewish identity-building through formal and informal Jewish
education and it encourages emigration of local Jews to Israel (aliyah). Lena
Zbarzhevsky, a native of Dnipropetrovsk, is now in her second year as JAFI director in
the city. She had left the city as an adolescent when she emigrated to Israel with her
family.
Ms. Zbarzhevsky said that aliyah from the Dnipropetrovsk area, which had increased
30 percent in 2011 over 2010, had decreased 30 percent so far (through April) in 2012;
however, she continued, it is likely that aliyah will grow in the next eight months and it
may equal or surpass the 2011 numbers by the end of the year. In response to a
54

The title refers to the left (eastern shore) bank of the Dnipr River, which is less well developed in
Dnipropetrovsk and in other cities than the right (western) shore.
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The Kharkiv office of JAFI supervises its programs in Donetsk and the surrounding area.
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question, Ms. Zbarzhevsky said that any of three factors usually motivate local Jews to
emigrate to Israel: (1) family reunification with family members living in Israel, including
older people whose adult children have already resettled in Israel; (2) young adults
seeking a better future than believed likely in Ukraine; and (3) individuals with health
issues seeking better medical care in Israel, including both elderly people and families
with children afflicted by chronic health conditions.
Taglit (birthright Israel) continues to be a major force in encouraging aliyah among
Jewish young adults, said Ms. Zbarzhevsky. JAFI offers four Taglit trips for the region
annually, two in the summer and two in winter; most departures have long waiting lists,
she observed. (One busload accommodating 40 participants constitutes a departure.)
Hillel and the Israel Culture Center also organize Taglit trips, Ms. Zbarzhevsky stated,
commenting that Taglit is a popular introduction to Israel for many Jewish young adults.
Although JAFI no longer is able to provide dedicated funding for Taglit follow-up
activities, the JAFI office does some post-Taglit programming anyway.
Some Taglit veterans perceive the MASA program as a logical next step, especially if
they are considering aliyah to Israel. In answer to a question, Ms. Zbarzhevsky stated
that 65 young adults left the area in September 2011 to participate in MASA programs
in Israel, 40 additional MASA participants departed for MASA programs in April 2012,
and another large group would leave in September 2012. A MASA fair showcasing
different MASA programs was scheduled for late May in Dnipropetrovsk; 150 young
people already had registered to attend. Asked which MASA options were the most
popular, Ms. Zbarzhevsky responded that participant choice was heavily circumscribed
by required co-payments; some of the most attractive MASA courses were very
expensive and thus effectively inaccessible to local young people. Among the most
appealing were generously subsidized Russian-language courses with concentrations in
general Israel studies and Zionism, photography, or computer technology. A course
based at Kibbutz Ein Tzurim that includes significant content in modern Orthodox
Judaism is popular with young people who are not halachically Jewish and are seeking
to convert to Judaism.56
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MASA programs are five months or longer in duration and are offered in different languages in order to
appeal to different markets. Some young people from Ukraine and other Slavic countries speak English
sufficiently well to enroll in English-language courses, which may be more attractive (such as one
focusing on architecture), but these often require co-payments of $5,000 or more and thus are beyond the
means of many Ukrainian participants.
MASA experience to date shows that 40 percent of Russian-speakers enrolled in MASA courses change
their entry status to that of new immigrant while in Israel and remain in the country following completion of
the course; another 40 percent return to Ukraine or Russia for a few years and then immigrate to Israel.
The remaining 20 percent build their lives in the post-Soviet states; many of them subsequently become
active in local Jewish communities.
Ms. Zbarzhevsky noted that MASA also subsidizes enrollment of daughters of Chabad rabbis who learn
in post-high school Chabad seminaries in Tsfat and Jerusalem. Questions have been raised about the
propriety of offering such financial aid to these young women, many of whom would attend the seminaries
without subsidies.
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JAFI is planning to enroll approximately 260 children and students in summer and
autumn residential camps in 2012, responded Ms. Zbarzhevsky to a question.
Approximately 80 youngsters between the ages of 12 and 14 would be offered places in
an eight-day residential camp near Dnipropetrovsk, and another 80 adolescents
between 15 and 17 are expected to attend a 10-day camp; the extra two days for older
youngsters is made possible by a grant from ICHEIC (International Commission on
Holocaust-Era Insurance Claims) in return for some Holocaust-related content in the
camp. A student camp enrolling 80 university and institute students would be held in
October during an eight-day vacation period; student camps used to be operated at the
end of August, but the dates were changed in order to accommodate students with
summer jobs and/or who had participated in August Taglit trips.
The JAFI offices in Dnipropetrovsk and Krivoi Rog operate Sunday schools for local
Jewish children, but lack funding for additional children's programs. Certain programs
for students still continue, as do some courses in Jewish tradition for adults. JAFI also
operates a number of Hebrew-language ulpans throughout the region, all of which
incorporate Jewish tradition in the teaching of Hebrew.
Questioned about the impending move of JAFI into the new Menorah Center, Ms.
Zbarzhevsky said that JAFI would have somewhat less space (330 square meters) in
the new facility than in their current premises (450 square meters) in a commercial
office building. However, the difference in total space might have little functional impact,
she noted, because a large area in their current office is occupied by a long corridor.
The new office would have little wasted space, she said.
Ms. Zbarzhevsky was far more concerned about her own heavy workload and
anticipated loss of employment. Due to severe budgetary constraints, several professional and support positions in the local JAFI
office had been eliminated so she was now fulfilling
multiple responsibilities as administrator, manager,
aliyah coordinator, and record-keeper, she said.
She described her position to the writer as a clerk,
saying that she spent 60 percent of her time doing
paperwork, writing reports for different JAFI departments, such as aliyah and finance, each of which
has its own format. Earlier, she continued, she was
able to spend about 75 percent of her time
communicating with local people, but that level of
contact no longer is possible.
Lena Zbarzhevsky, seated, was the director of the JAFI
office in Dnipropetrovsk at the time of the writer's visit.
To her right is Anya Masakovskaya, then director of
education programs in the Dnipropetrovsk region. (Anya
is the daughter of Iosif Masakovsky. See pages 14-15.)
Photo: the writer.
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Ms. Zbarzhevsky was informed shortly after the writer's visit that her contract would not
be renewed and she returned to Israel with her husband and son in July. JAFI does not
issue contracts for such positions for longer than one year, a policy with which Ms.
Zbarzhevsky was familiar. Her replacement is considered better qualified to represent
JAFI in all of eastern Ukraine, a necessity now that the Kharkiv-Donetsk JAFI office has
been closed. Ms. Masakovskaya also left JAFI.57
21. Esther Katz, an Israeli, directs the Dnipropetrovsk regional office of the American
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (often referred to as JDC in the United States
and as Dzhoint or Joint) in Ukraine and Russia. Joint currently assists approximately
7,500 elderly clients in the city and its environs, said Ms. Katz. About 4,500 receive
core welfare services, including food parcels and home health care assistance, she
explained, and the remaining 3,000 receive more periodic services, such as invitations
to holiday celebrations and assistance in arranging medical examinations and medical
care.58 JDC also provides services to about 3,000 families in the area, with particular
attention directed to at-risk children.
Ms. Katz expressed concern about "spirals of stress" in some families, referring to
intergenerational stress or stress that is apparent in both mothers and their children.
JDC now is seeing stress among young mothers who were
JDC clients as children; the young mothers are not effective
parents and, consequently, their children are becoming
second-generation Joint clients. JDC has developed several
programs for young families that attempt to address these
issues, but these are not always effective in addressing
underlying problems.
Esther Katz, right, has now represented JDC in Dnipropetrovsk for
two years.
Photo: the writer.

JDC operates a small community center in a building attached to the Golden Rose
Choral Synagogue. The JCC offers art, drama, music, and other programs for children
and teens. JDC also conducts a leadership development program known as
Metsuda, a year-long course for selected students and young adults; participants learn
about the Jewish community and its needs, develop their own projects, and are helped
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See pages 55-57 about the JAFI Kharkiv-Donetsk office.

Ms. Masakovskaya (see photo on opposite page) left her position in JAFI to care for her newborn son.
58

See page 24 regarding services provided by Hesed Menachem, the JDC welfare center in
Dnipropetrovsk.
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to build leadership skills. Metsuda is intended to prepare both lay and professional
leaders, Ms. Katz said.
Asked about JDC priorities for the future, Ms. Katz said that she would like to further
develop existing JDC programs for special needs children, perhaps building a life plan
for each child in collaboration with the child's parents. A second priority, she continued,
is reducing the social isolation of elderly Jews, especially those who live in older
buildings with no elevator and/or in buildings with elevators that frequently are out-ofservice. Young volunteers could be organized to visit homebound elderly, she
observed. She would like to re-start the JDC warm home program, perhaps on a small
scale with eight to ten people meeting in apartments.59 A third priority, she continued, is
developing a dedicated program for people in early stages of Alzheimer's disease.
In the near future, she noted, JDC will move its hesed activity into the Menorah
Center and will need to adapt its hesed programs to the space assigned to it in that
facility. The new premises are smaller than the area in the current hesed building, so
the possibility exists that the hesed will be cramped. In addition to the smaller program
and office space, JDC may have to purchase new furniture for its hesed activity;
existing furniture in the hesed is old and needs to be replaced. However, Ms. Katz said,
it has not been clarified whether the developers of the new Center will provide
furnishings or whether JDC will be required to purchase new furniture. The hesed
building itself is in poor condition and probably cannot be renovated; it should be torn
down, Ms. Katz asserted, and the property used for other purposes.60
22. 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 Israel Culture Center operates a variety of programs, including an ulpan and
various clubs related to Israeli culture, such as an Israeli cinema club. Its major youth
activities are sponsorship of an adapted version of Israeli scouting for local Jewish
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See pages 30-31 for information about warm home programs operated by Adopt-a-Bubbe, an
organization that JDC ignores.
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The existing hesed building is a large former preschool that is well-located in the center of the city.
The JDC office itself is in a commercial building elsewhere in the city and will not be moved into the
Menorah Center.
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adolescents and Maccabee sports clubs. Additionally, it offers its own Taglit and MASA
programs.61
The ICC also subsidizes lectures by Israeli professors at local universities, usually
on topics related to Israel, such as the Middle East conflict, the Israel economic system,
or comparable subjects. In addition to familiarizing students and faculty with Israel and
the Middle East, these events also attract Jewish students and faculty members who
remain fearful of openly identifying as Jews, but will attend public lectures and may ask
questions or converse with the speaker after the presentation. The ICC attempts to
organize follow-up sessions that will
attract lecture attendees and encourage them to participate in additional
Israel-related programs.
Nelly Shulman, right, is a second secretary
accredited to the Embassy of Israel in Kyiv
and the Consul of Israel in Dnipropetrovsk.
She also directs the Israel Culture Center
in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: http://djc.com.ua. Retrieved September
19, 2012

The Israel Culture Center is centrally located in the city and invites outside Jewish
organizations to use its large multi-purpose room for meetings and social activities.
23. The sister-city relationship between the Boston and Dnipropetrovsk Jewish
communities, various details of which are noted elsewhere in this section, was initiated
in 199262 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. The relationship also includes some projects involving Haifa,
Boston’s partner 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
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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. Similarly, the Nativ MASA
program, which offers a selection of study programs at Ariel College in Samaria, is almost cost-free.
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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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methodology for teaching English as a second language at School #144. Exchanges of
teachers take place frequently, 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 assistance 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. Unemployment is high, and the general mood of Kharkiv residents appears
sour.
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.63 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.
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.
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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 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, science and technology, education, and culture;
most openly identify as Jews and are friendly to Jewish organizations. However, as is
the case in most post-Soviet large cities, only a small number of local Jews appear to
find any existing Jewish institutions of interest to them. Participation in Jewish activity is
low.
24.

Jewish Education and Culture
25. Enrollment in the Chabad Jewish day school (School #170) continues to fall,
declining from its peak of 502 in 2003 to 352 in 2010-2011 and 303 in 2011-2012.
According to Grigory Shoichet, the veteran and respected principal of the school, the
decrease in school census is due to emigration (to Israel, Germany, and the Netherlands), a sharply lower birthrate in the turbulent 1990's and the earliest years of the last
decade, and a decision by some parents to transfer their children to other schools in
order to avoid long bus rides to the somewhat remotely located School #170 buildings.
The general school is split between two facilities: a renovated former preschool
structure that now accommodates the Chabad preschool and grades one through four,
and the upper two floors of a general public school that are home to grades five through
eleven.
Also included in the school census are
youngsters enrolled in more intensive religious programs, i.e., a small machon for girls in grades five
through 11 that meets in the choral synagogue and a
cheder and yeshiva katana for boys that are located in a
partially renovated former synagogue.
Grigory Shoichet is among the most respected Jewish day
school principals in the post-Soviet states. Long past normal
retirement age, he continues to preside over a school
declining in enrollment due to factors beyond his control.
Photo: the writer.

Student families are unable to assist the school in any meaningful way, commented Mr.
Shoichet, observing that unemployment among parents is between 30 and 40
percent. However, the Board of Trustees of the local Chabad community purchased 15
new computers for the school, thus eliminating the most significant weakness in the
school curriculum, computer technology.
Despite the serious economic problems faced by many School #170 families, Mr.
Shoichet said, the school is academically sound. Its pupils traditionally have performed
well in interschool academic competitions, particularly in mathematics, biology,
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chemistry, and physics. Recently, he added, they also have been successful in Hebrew
language and Bible competitions. The addition of new computer technology in the
school should boost student scores in that field of study as well.
The Jewish studies curriculum consists of six class hours each week - three in
Hebrew language, two in Jewish tradition, and one in Jewish history - in elementary and
middle school, stated Mr. Shoichet. In the upper grades, the Jewish studies component
increases to eight class periods every week. Additionally, Jewish content is significant
in both art and music classes. Using classroom space made available by declining
enrollment, three small Jewish museums have been developed in upper school
premises; these deal with Jewish history, the Holocaust in Ukraine, synagogue
architecture, and other Jewish subjects.
School #170 does not have a conventional gymnasium or sports hall. However, Mr.
Shoichet, a former boxing champion of Ukraine, teaches boxing to boys and karate to
girls. Archery and certain other sports also are available on a limited basis. The school
rents sports facilities at a nearby medical school.
26. The writer was unable to meet with Rabbi Levi Raices, who directs a yeshiva
katana for approximately 40 boys in fifth through eleventh grades. The educational
program is that of a mesivta, i.e., a curriculum that includes full courses in both
religious and secular studies. Most boys are from poor single-parent families, Rabbi
Raices acknowledged in a prior interview, and are attracted to the yeshiva by stipends
offered to all students. The single parents also find the extended-day curriculum
appealing.
The yeshiva katana is located in the building of a former synagogue that has been
renovated to serve as a school. This structure also accommodates a heder, a school
for approximately 15 boys of pre-Bar Mitzvah age who are sons of rabbis in the city.
27. The Kharkiv Chabad machon currently enrolls 40 girls in grades five through
eleven. Only five girls are daughters of rabbis, said Miriam Yakimenko, principal of the
program. The remaining 35 are recruited from the School #170 lower school and are
attracted to the machon by its small classes,
extended-day schedule, and supportive atmosphere,
Ms. Yakimenko continued. Tuition is 100 hryvnia
[about US$12] per month, but is adjusted to
accommodate different income levels of families - and
some girls are enrolled without charge.
Machon Principal Miriam Yakimenko is a graduate of
School #170.
Photo: the writer.
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Pupils study both the conventional Ukrainian secular curriculum and a Chabad religious
curriculum; the general studies program is very strong, said Ms Yakimenko, noting that
machon pupils perform well in various academic competitions with city secular
schools.64 Machon classes are held in a cluster of classrooms on the lower level of the
choral synagogue. Girls participate in some all-school events, such as holiday
celebrations, with students from School #170.
Responding to a question, Ms. Yakimenko said that most graduates of the machon
continue their education in Chabad post-secondary programs, including Akademia (see
below) in Kharkiv and Chabad women's institutions in Zhytomyr and Moscow. Some
girls also pursue further education in Israel.
28. 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 (2011-2012) enrolls ten young
women between the ages of 18 and 30 who are pursuing degrees in such fields as
medicine, psychology, English, business management, and fashion design. Their
tuition at appropriate secular universities and colleges is paid by Rabbi Moshe
Moskovitz, the Chief Rabbi of Kharkiv (see below).
In addition to pursuing professional degrees, participants also study synagogue-based
courses in Hebrew, Judaism, Jewish law, Torah, hasidut, and Jewish history in classes
that are held on Monday, Tuesday, and Thursday from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m. The young
women also attend STARS classes on Sunday afternoons from 1:00 to 4:00 p.m. Pearl
Kolnak, who directs the Akademia program, said that eight of
the 10 young women in the program are residents of Kharkiv
and live at home while commuting to their places of study; the
remaining two are from Chernihiv and live in a Chabad-owned
apartment adjacent to the synagogue. The eight local
students move into the apartment for Shabbat and various
holidays.
Pearl Kolnak directs the Kharkiv Akademia program, which offers
full scholarships to young women pursuing academic degrees who
also undertake a concurrent program of Chabad religious study.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to their secular and Jewish courses, Akademia students provide assistance
to community professionals on Shabbat and all holidays, assist in various Chabad
preschool activities, and are counselors at either the synagogue day camp or its
residential camp outside the city. An earlier program in which Akademia students
participated in three intensive seminars at Beit Chana in Dnipropetrovsk during each
64

However, the machon lacks science laboratories, a computer technology program, and physical
education classes.
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academic year has been suspended due to financial constraints in both Kharkiv and
Dnipropetrovsk.
Ms. Kolnak acknowledged that Akademia participants are from impoverished homes
and are attracted to the program because it pays their tuition at local universities and
colleges. Without Akademia, higher education would be impossible for most of them.
Participants do not receive general spending money, but they are given the customary
stipends for STARS courses. The high operating costs of Akademia deter its expansion
to include more young women, said Ms. Kolnak; however, she stated, they are always
looking for ways in which to improve the existing program.
29. 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). As a private school, the lycée receives some state funding, but less than
that allocated to public schools (such as School #170). Further, a major component of
OU support had been the assignment of three young adult modern Orthodox Jewish
couples from Israel as Jewish studies teachers in the school; when the OU withdrew its
support the Israelis returned to Israel, leaving the lycée without any qualified teachers of
Jewish subjects.
Yevgeny Persky, who has been principal of the lycée since its inception, has labored
hard to maintain it as a competitive institution. He has changed its denominational
affiliation to Masorti (Conservative), thus permitting the enrollment of non-halachically
Jewish youngsters and obtaining the assistance of Midreshet Yerushalayim, the
Russian-language outreach section of the Schechter Institute
in Jerusalem, in training local teachers to teach Jewish
subjects. Pupil enrollment, which had fallen below 100 in
2010-2011 rose to 114 in 2011-2012 in grades one through
10 and was anticipated to increase even more in 2012-2013
with the addition of an eleventh grade and the attraction of
some new students throughout the school.
Yevgeny Persky, a former professor in a scientific institute,
became principal of Lycée Sha'alavim at its inception and has
used his own funds and solicited money from others to maintain its
operations since its original sponsors abandoned the project.
Photo: the writer.

Although its private-school status enables the lycée to charge substantial tuition,
student fees are minimal due to the low economic status of many lycée families.
However, the school has opened two fee-based nursery school groups in a discrete
wing of the building, each group enrolling ten children. Another source of income is the
operation of a fee-paying afterschool program that attracts 150 children, including
many non-Jewish youngsters, that meets every weekday from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m.
Youngsters participate in various educational, cultural, and recreational activities; the
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afterschool program, said Mr. Persky, is a "huge success" (огромный успех), both in its
program content and in its income-generating capacity.
A section for special needs children also produces some revenue in form of grants
from the Kharkiv municipality and from World Jewish Relief, a British organization.
The special needs group includes 39 youngsters with various disabilities and employs
four special education teachers, a psychologist, a speech therapist, and several aides.
World Jewish Relief also provided a grant for reconstruction of the Sha'alavim sports
hall; in addition to its use for regular physical education and sports activity, the facility is
used for a fee-paying children's dance program. Notwithstanding their own limited
financial resources, some school families donate in-kind gifts and supplies to the
school from time to time.
The Jewish studies program at the school consists of only 30 minutes weekly for first
graders, but jumps to two and one-half hours for second grade, four hours for fifth
grade, and seven class periods in sixth grade. In ninth and tenth grade, ten classes in
Jewish studies are scheduled each week. Most of the Jewish studies teachers, Mr.
Persky said, are graduates of Sha'alavim. Their Sha'alavim student experience, greatly
enhanced by instruction from specialists at Midreshet Yerushalayim, has produced an
excellent Jewish studies program, Mr. Persky continued.
As a private school, the lycée offers extended class time (42 hours per week, in
contrast to 32 to 33 hours in public schools), a fact that is greatly appreciated by
parents. Another attraction to parents is small classes.
Despite the considerable progress made by Mr. Persky in maintaining the school,
Sha'alavim's success seems tenuous. The school is located in a remote part of the
city, necessitating long bus rides for pupils. Its building, a former preschool, is ill-suited
to the requirements of older pupils and requires substantial renovations.65 The
fundraising efforts of Mr. Persky seem almost Herculean, especially in the absence of
major donors, and absorb much of his time and energy. Midreshet Yerushalayim, which
has been vital to the school in training its Jewish studies teachers, is not capable of
providing the general financial support once bestowed by the Orthodox Union. Further,
the school building is owned by the cash-strapped municipality, which is threatening a
substantial increase in rent.
30. The Hillel student group in Kharkiv has been one of the most vital and creative
Hillels in all of the post-Soviet states, perhaps reflecting the large population of students
in this university city and the expertise of its longtime director, Yulia Pototskaya.
Operating from a four-room (including kitchen) office suite in the center of Kharkiv, Hillel
attracts about 250 students to its activities every month and between 500 and 600

65

The Joint Distribution Committee gave Sha'alavim its old furniture when it moved to its new building.
See below.
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during the course of an entire year; these figures represent an increase over the
previous year, said Ms. Pototskaya.
In addition to welcoming "walk-ins", Hillel does targeted outreach in six local
universities/colleges in which Jewish enrollment is believed to be substantial. The
organization makes extensive use of Russian-language social networking sites to recruit
students to specific events and maintain general contact with all who express interest in
its agenda.
Kharkiv Hillel was a participant in a recent Hillel pilot project known as Neshama (Heb.,
Soul), Ms. Pototskaya recounted. It was an outstanding experience, she said, involving
ten Jewish student and young adult artists and ten Jewish student historians who
traveled together to a number of important Jewish historical sites in Ukraine and
Belarus, recording their experiences and thoughts. Upon their return to Kharkiv, some
of their artwork and written observations were collected and published in a booklet.
Each person perceived the journey through his or her own particular skill, developing
their individual talents while enriching the impressions of others.
Kharkiv Hillel has long provided opportunities for students to express themselves
creatively through music, dance, and drama. Interested students participate in various
festivals, holiday events, and community gatherings.
In addition to artistic endeavors, Ms. Pototskaya listed a number of other activities that
draw great Hillel student interest. The Week of Good Deeds, a national effort, engages
Hillel students in volunteering, including such general civic projects as working with
police to promote child safety and cleaning public parks
and playgrounds. Hillel members also volunteer within the
Jewish community, serving as madrichim (leaders) for
JDC-organized children's events, cleaning old Jewish
cemeteries, and visiting isolated elderly Jews in their
apartments.
Julia Pototskaya is one of the veteran Hillel directors in the postSoviet states.
Photo: the writer.

Jewish education also is an important part of the Hillel agenda, said Ms. Pototskaya.
Hillel provides an alternative to Orthodox STARS courses, presenting a more pluralistic
interpretation of Judaism than that offered by Chabad. Further, she noted, non-halachic
Jews are welcome in Hillel. Jewish education is transmitted both formally and
informally, the latter including Shabbat dinners and other holiday observances. Student
artwork also may focus on Jewish traditions.
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Kharkiv Hillel sends two busloads of young adults to Israel on Taglit tours every year,
stated Ms. Pototskaya, and conducts follow-up activity with Taglit participants upon their
return. Hillel post-Taglit programs include overnight seminars that also attract young
people from Jewish Agency and local Israel Culture Center Taglit trips, she noted.
Although the Israel and Jewish-identity building missions of Taglit are the most
important aspects of Taglit, Ms. Pototskaya said, she also views the Taglit program as
an "instrument" in bringing new students into Hillel.
In response to a question, Ms. Pototskaya said that the only international visitors to
Kharkiv Hillel during the 2011-2012 academic year was a student delegation from
Yeshiva University in New York. She remembers with nostalgia past visits from Hillel
groups from the University of Michigan66 and from a group of universities in the
Washington/Baltimore area. She is disappointed, she said, that American Jewish
students no longer seem interested in such tours. It is very important for Ukrainian
Jewish students, who are somewhat isolated from other Jews, to build contacts with
young Jews in other countries; mutual observance of common rituals, she continued,
helps to strengthen a sense of Jewish community.
When asked by the writer if she had anything to add to the interview, Ms. Pototskaya
responded that it is "important" for others to know that Kharkiv Hillel is still "growing"
(растëт).
Welfare
31. The Kharkiv hesed now provides assistance to some 9,000 clients, stated Boris
Murashkovsky, who has directed the hesed for many years. The number of clients has
decreased by about 500 people from last year, he said; the major loss is due to a large
number of deaths among the client population. Additionally,
he continued, a small service gap has developed because the
pension age for women has been increased from 55 to 57;
thus, women are working longer and are entering the hesed
client base later. (The pension age for men remains at 60
because the average life expectancy for men is only 63.)
Boris Murashkovsky is one of the most experienced hesed
directors in all of the post-Soviet states.
Photo: the writer.

66

See the writer's Jewish Community Life in Post-Kuchma Ukraine: Report of a Visit March 20 - April 8,
2005, page 49, for a brief account of a visit to Kharkiv by a delegation of Hillel students from the
Washington/Baltimore area. The Kharkiv and American groups did volunteer work together, called on
Jewish elderly in their apartments, celebrated Purim together, and engaged in other joint projects.
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The hesed no longer operates any hot meal programs or distributes food parcels.67
Instead, he elaborated, the hesed continues to develop its smart card program, which
permits clients to purchase what they want at discounted prices at a specific chain of
supermarkets. Smart cards also can be used at specific pharmacies. The smart card
system delivers data to the hesed that records when and where the client shops and
what he or she purchases.
The hesed patronage service (home health care) also is fully computerized, a reality
made possible by advanced technology installed in the new hesed premises.68 The
new data that is now available enables the hesed to target its care and provide more
and better service to those who need it.
Holocaust survivors continue to receive more comprehensive assistance than others
of the same age and disability who were not in an area under Nazi occupation during
World War II, Mr. Murashkovsky replied to a question. The gap between the two groups
has only increased during the last year because the Conference on Jewish Material
Claims against Germany (Claims Conference) increased its assistance to survivors and
a special allocation that was supposed to address the service gap for non-survivors did
not materialize in 2012 as had been expected.69
The new building enables the hesed to expand its programs for children, Mr.
Murashkovsky said. A critical new program works with autistic children and their
parents. An Israeli specialist in the field led a three-day seminar for hesed staff and
helped them develop individual work plans for addressing the specific needs of each of
seven autistic youngsters; as many as 25 more affected children are on a waiting list for
such plans when the hesed develops capacity to work with them, Mr. Murashkovsky
stated . World Jewish Relief of Britain has funded a "relaxation room" with equipment
geared to their needs, but additional financial support and staff training is needed to
work more effectively with this population group, declared Mr. Murashkovsky.70
The new JDC building, which the hesed shares with a JCC and with JDC offices71
provides a good atmosphere for hesed work, Mr. Murashkovsky stated in response to a
question. On a purely practical level, the building is closer to public transportation lines
and, therefore, is more accessible to its clients. Greater available space permits the
operation of two senior adult day care shifts every day, each accommodating 20 people.
Further, said Mr. Murashkovsky, a large, modern elevator and handicapped-accessible
67
68

See page 54 for information on dining services provided by Chabad.
See pages 57-59 for information about the new JDC building in Kharkiv.
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Kharkiv is one of a number of communities in which tension has erupted between survivors and nonsurvivors over the greater benefits available to the former.
70

See pages 66-68 for information about a program under Jewish auspices that works with autistic
children in Kyiv.
71

See pages 58-59 for a report of an interview with Oksana Galkovich, Director of JDC operations in
Kharkiv.
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rest rooms enable older people to use both levels of the building with ease. He believes
that the general atmosphere in the building is welcoming and makes people feel
comfortable.
Synagogue-Related Programs
32. Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz and his wife Miriam Moskovitz have served the Jewish
population of Kharkiv for more than 20 years. A native of Caracas, Rabbi Moskovitz is
among the veteran Chabad rabbis in the postSoviet states and is highly respected in the city
and beyond.
Mrs. Moskovitz, a native of
Australia, also is very active in the community
and is highly regarded.
Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz and Mrs. Miriam Moskovitz
are highly respected in Kharkiv and in Ukraine
generally.
Photo: the writer.

Among the many achievements of the Chabad couple is recovery of the centrallylocated and large choral synagogue and its restoration in its initial design. Originally
constructed in 1903, it was used as a sports training facility 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 large prayer hall, a sizeable lobby, and offices; and two upper floors with a total of
eight classrooms, several club rooms, and a library.

The choral synagogue in Kharkiv, one of the
largest in Europe, was designed by Jacob Gevirtz,
a well-known St. Petersburg Jewish architect, and
constructed in 1903. (A photo of the main prayer
hall is on page 54.)

Photo:
http://www.geocaching.com/seek/cache_details.aspx?g
uid=cfe30ad3-cb0c-48cf-9f9f-ba8f426b484c. Retrieved
October 3, 2012.
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A Chabad Community Board of Trustees consisting of about 50 individuals (including
the Jewish mayor of the city), is very active in supporting Chabad operations, said
Rabbi Moskovitz. Officially, he continued, membership on the Board requires a monthly
donation of at least $1,000, but some people give much more and some give less. No
pressure is applied to those who contribute less, he noted. Serious inflation and
unanticipated program costs resulted in a deficit during the previous year, Rabbi
Moskovitz stated. An emergency Board meeting was called, attracting most Board
members (including the mayor), many of whom made additional pledges to address the
deficit. Unfortunately, local economic conditions are such that the deficit continues, but
the Board is diligent and generous in attempting to
raise sufficient funds, averred Rabbi Moskovitz.
They feel a strong responsibility toward the local
Jewish population.
The interior of the synagogue was restored to its
former elegance under the direction of Rabbi and Mrs.
Moskovitz. Used as a basketball court and then
abandoned under the Soviet regime, the magnificence
of the sanctuary is a point of pride to many local Jews
and a tourist attraction for others.
Photo: http://members.virtualtourist.com/m/p/m/1bd608/.

The Board continues to support two hot lunch programs for elderly Jews, Rabbi
Moskovitz said in response to a question. Over 100 people are served daily, a relatively
large group in the large dining hall of the synagogue and a smaller group in the building
housing the preschool and lower school. They would like to expand this program, Rabbi
Moskovitz stated, but the cost of doing so is prohibitive. JDC provides no support to this
project, he said.
Alexander Feldman, a local oligarch and member of the Ukrainian Rada (Parliament),
continues to operate his own welfare program in conjunction with the synagogue,
responded Rabbi Moskovitz to a question. Mr. Feldman personally receives local Jews
at the synagogue who petition him for various forms of
support. In addition to providing funds for food, medical
care, and housing, Mr. Feldman also pays lawyers to help
individuals to resolve legal problems.
He usually
distributes about $15,000 monthly in these efforts, said
Rabbi Moskovitz.
Alexander Feldman controls the massive Kharkiv Barabashovo
wholesale and retail market, as well as a number of other
business concerns.
Photo: http://avec.ua/en/press-center/detail.php?ID=139. Retrieved October
4, 2012.
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Responding to a question about the local STARS program, Rabbi Moskovitz said that
about 65 young people currently are enrolled in it. Stipends are issued to participants
only after successful completion of content exams, he said. The program would be
stronger, Rabbi Moskovitz continued, if the study sessions were accompanied by
occasional social events and interest clubs, but financial resources do not exist for such
activities.
Asked about any remaining programs of the Orthodox Union (Union of Orthodox
Jewish Congregations) in the city, Rabbi Moskovitz said that an Orthodox rabbi affiliated
with the OU comes to the city on some holidays, apparently to meet with former
activists. However, the OU no longer has any local premises so it is difficult for them to
conduct programs. The entire OU venture, observed Rabbi Moskovitz, was developed
with good intentions and good will, but little sophistication.72
Relations with the Joint Distribution Committee are "excellent", said Rabbi Moskovitz.
However, he hopes that their new building will enable the hesed to engage in more
"substantial" health initiatives serving Jewish elderly. Returning to a topic discussed
previously, he observed that JDC could serve hot meals to Jewish seniors in the new
building, but they are not engaged in such service. On the other hand, he continued,
JDC initiated a seminar on anti-missionary measures, which was well-conceived and
well-planned; cooperation with the synagogue on this event was superb, Rabbi
Moskovitz observed.
National and International Organizations
33. The Jewish Agency for Israel (Sochnut, JAFI) office in Kharkiv supervises all
JAFI programs in Kharkiv and the surrounding region, Donetsk, and far eastern Ukraine.
The area director is Elena Faingold, a native of Donetsk who moved to Israel some
years previously. Ms. Faingold observed that Kharkiv is suffering from large-scale
unemployment. Many factories had closed, she said, throwing thousands of people out
of work. Skilled engineers who had worked as professionals in these plants are now
selling goods in the market (рынок) just to earn a living. Many conventional shops are
empty, although some luxury stores do attract a small group of very wealthy customers.
The gap between rich and poor is enormous, she continued. As dreadful as the
situation is in Kharkiv, Ms. Faingold stated, it is even worse in smaller cities and towns.
Under such conditions, it is not surprising that aliyah has risen, notwithstanding the
reality that many people are very assimilated and that leaving the country can be a
complex procedure. Individuals who close small businesses need to bribe a number of
bureaucrats in order to obtain permits to do so.

72

See the writer's Observations on Jewish Community Life in Ukraine March 21-April 8, 2011, page 62,
for a more detailed account of the past OU presence in Kharkiv.
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JAFI holds aliyah fairs and seminars in different cities, renting large halls and then
chartering buses to bring interested people from smaller towns to the events and take
them home again. Different Israeli municipalities and JAFI aliyah programs set up
booths to promote themselves, and aliyah counselors advise individuals and families on
appropriate plans. Although JAFI suggests that potential olim (immigrants) visit JAFI
offices and begin Hebrew ulpan courses first, some local Jews appear at aliyah
promotional events without prior registration and with little awareness of the immigration
and absorption process.73 Ms. Faingold and her husband go to different cities and
towns in the periphery every Sunday to manage these fairs and seminars and just to
talk with local Jews.
Speaking of the large student population in Kharkiv, Ms. Faingold said that most
Jewish students at these 49 institutions come from completely assimilated families.
They know nothing of Jewish tradition, they have no Jewish roots, and they are
apprehensive about associating with Jewish groups. The Israel Culture Center, she
acknowledged, has been able to bring some Israeli academics to Kharkiv universities
and institutes for lectures; some local Jewish students and professors who don't openly
identify as Jews are attracted to these
lectures and sometimes approach the
presenters after the official session and
speak about Israel with them. She wishes
that JAFI had the funds to operate comparable programs.
Both Elena and George Faingold are experienced emissaries. Mr. Faingold, a native of Moldova, had previously worked in the post-Soviet
states for JDC.
Photo: the writer.

JAFI is successful in attracting Jewish young people to Taglit (birthright Israel) trips,
offering two departures each year. Although the Jewish Agency cannot afford to
operate its own Taglit follow-up seminars, many JAFI participants attend those
organized by Hillel.74
After the actual Taglit experience, Ms. Faingold continued, JAFI encourages returning
travelers to enroll in MASA, the longer program (minimum of five months) that enables
young adults to study Hebrew, explore Israel, and pursue special interests. In 2011,
she said, 110 people from the region (Kharkiv, Donetsk, and surroundings) participated
in MASA; 55 percent of them changed their status to that of immigrant while there and it
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Some potential olim, however, have relatives in Israel who provide advice and assistance to family
members.

74

See page 51.
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is reasonable to assume that some of the remaining 45 percent who returned to Ukraine
also will settle in Israel in the near future.75
The Jewish Agency also operates various student activities, including training
courses for the preparation of madrichim (leaders), in this case, specifically as
counselors for JAFI summer camps. JAFI in Kharkiv-Donetsk would operate three
summer camp sessions in 2012, each for a specific age group, at a camp near
Odesa, stated Ms. Faingold.
The Faingolds were due to return to Israel in mid-summer, Ms. Faingold having
completed her term of service. In a cost-cutting move, the JAFI office in Kharkiv would
be closed following her departure; the JAFI office in Dnipropetrovsk would be tasked
with serving all of eastern Ukraine. Indeed, Ms. Faingold observed, the JAFI Kharkiv
office had been reduced in size over the three years that she had worked in that city,
from three floors in an office building to one floor. Four staff members were working in
one room, unintentionally interfering in each other's work; such crowded conditions
generated tension and unpleasantness, she observed.76
34. Shortly after the writer's last visit to Kharkiv in late March/early April of 2011, the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee moved into a new purpose-built
facility that serves as head office for the organization and houses both the JDC
hesed/welfare center and a Jewish
culture center. Unlike the previous
hesed, the building is modern and
handicapped-accessible; unlike the
previous JCC, it is conveniently
located in relation to public transport.
The new JDC building is situated within
easy access of public transportation.
Photo: the writer.
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The average proportion of MASA participants from the post-Soviet states who remain in Israel at the
end of their MASA program is 40 percent. The higher share from the Kharkiv-Donetsk area doubtless
reflects the depressed economic situation in that region. See page 39, including note 56, for additional
information about MASA.
Foreigners who change their status to immigrant while traveling in Israel for other reasons, such as
tourism, are not included in the aliyah statistics for the city from which they migrated. Thus, aliyah
numbers listed according to point of origin often are understated.
76

Typically, JAFI offices include conventional office space for staff, several classrooms for Hebrewlanguage ulpans, and several small conference rooms. The main room on the top floor in the three-floor
Kharkiv office was a multi-purpose room with a small stage.

58

The writer spoke with Oksana Galkevich, director of JAFI operations in the city, who
later accompanied the writer on a tour of the facility. In response to a question, Ms.
Galkevich said that the building is generally known as The Jewish Center at Tobolsky
Street, but popularly referred to by the name of the street on which it is located (i.e., у
Тобольского in Russian) as is Russian custom. Beit Dan, the historic name of the JCC
refers only to the JCC, not the hesed, and "the Wohl Center"77 refers only to the
building, not to the programs operated inside the building.

Oksana Galkevich directs JDC operations in Kharkiv. In common with a JDC facility in St.
Petersburg, Russia, the new JDC building in Kharkiv is built around a large central atrium.
Although the atrium provides welcome light during long, dark winters, it also occupies
considerable space that some believe should have been designed as conventional floor area for
additional program premises. Indeed, many of the offices and program rooms on the upper
floors appear small and cramped. (The white boxy shapes in the atrium lower level are chairs.
At the rear of the atrium is an area intended for a kosher cafe, not yet operational.)
Photos: the writer.

A large multi-purpose room on the ground floor has a stage at one end and is wellequipped with lighting and audio technology for various kinds of performances. As a
theater, it seats between 260 and 300 people, said Ms. Galkevich. It also is rented to
community groups for different functions. On the upper floors are offices and program
rooms, some of which appear very modest in size. Some program space is empty,
either awaiting funding for specific activities or available for rent to generate muchneeded income.
Ms. Galkevich stated that the JCC intends to open an upscale preschool, perhaps as
early as September 2012 that would bring middle-class families into the building and
77

The naming gift was from the Maurice and Vivienne Wohl Philanthropic Foundation of Great Britain
and was obtained through World Jewish Relief. Other funders include the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee and the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany.
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produce tuition fees that would support both the preschool and certain other JCC
activities. It already is operating a self-supporting ceramics studio and a ballet program.
She would like to lease the café space to an independent operator who will operate a
commercial cafe that is kosher and attractive. She has started to work on marketing
three large rooms for commercial rental, she said, but acknowledged uncertainty about
the potential success of her efforts; however, she understands that financial well-being
of the facility and its programs is dependent upon securing income from such
commercial ventures.
When asked about the impact of the new building on Kharkiv Jewry, Ms. Galkevich
listed several benefits that it offers to the community. First, it provides better operating
conditions for both the hesed and the JCC in that it is located within walking distance of
two metro stations and thus is accessible to every Jew in the city. Second, it is
wheelchair-accessible so it is open to people of limited mobility. Third, she continued, it
provides another "central address" (in addition to that of the synagogue, she noted) for
the Jewish community, bringing welfare-dependent individuals in contact with the more
able segment of the Jewish population; additionally, she commented, middle-class Jews
now see the need for support of less fortunate Jews. Fourth, the JCC multi-purpose
room/ theater provides a venue for performing artists.
In response to a question about involvement of local Jews in planning and
financing the structure, Ms. Galkevich responded that little local involvement occurred.
Some local Jews lobbied the municipality for the site and several with significant
business experience helped to evaluate construction bids that were received. These
businessmen, she observed, knew most of the bidders and were aware of their
reputations. However, no local Jews were significantly involved in planning the facility
(which, as noted, appears heavily influenced by its St. Petersburg counterpart) or in
fundraising, either as solicitors or as donors.
To the writer, the facility seemed strangely empty with many rooms barren of furniture
and program materials and equipment. Clearly, the JCC segment of the structure was
underutilized, perhaps reflecting inadequate funding.
35. The Israel Culture Center, which had worked from another suite of offices in the
same building in which JAFI offices were located, moved to a new commercial building
near City Hall during the past year. Time constraints prevented a visit by the writer.
The program of the Kharkiv ICC is similar to that of the Dnipropetrovsk ICC,78 although
the more intense academic environment in Kharkiv prompts a greater emphasis on
visits by Israel academics and other academic-related activity.

78

See pages 42-43.
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Kyiv
Situated on both banks of the Dnipr River in the north central part of the country, the
origins of Kyiv are lost in antiquity. The Ukrainian capital 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 postSoviet Ukraine. The 2012 population of the city is approximately three million.
Kyiv is a mix of old and new, but
the Dnepr River is constant. The
Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra opened as a
cave monastery on the west bank
of the Dnepr in 1051; construction
on its first actual building began in
1731. It is an active Orthodox
Christian monastery today. In the
lower photo, massive apartment
blocks continue to rise on the
lower-status east bank.
Upper photo: http://en.wikipedia.org
/wiki/File:2005-08-15_Pechersk_
Lavra_seen_from_river_Dnepr_
Kiev_311. JPG.
Lower photo: http://www.google.com/
/imgres?q=kiev+pictures&hl=en&sa=
X&rlz=1T4GGRP_enUS503US503&
biw=1611&bih=865&tbm=isch&prmd
=imvns&tbnid=UgFAvjNyNl0WkM:&i
mgrefurl=http://www.only-apartment
s. com/apartments-kiev.html.
Both photos retrieved October 5,
2012.
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Estimates of the size of the Jewish population of Kyiv range from 25,000 to 50,000.
Unlike many other large Jewish population centers in the post-Soviet states, Ukraine
lacks unambiguous Jewish leadership. The chief rabbi of Kyiv, Rabbi Yaakov Dov
Bleich, appears to spend more time outside the country than within its boundaries, and
no other individual has emerged as a leader of Kyiv Jewry. The majority of Kyiv Jews
remain aloof from organized Jewish activity. Although a small group of young adults is
initiating several new Jewish ventures, the impact of their activity is yet to be measured.
Jewish Education
36. 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 fewer than 200 pupils in grades one through 11,79 a significant decline from its
peak enrollment of approximately 470. According to Khariton Gilgur, the veteran
principal of the school, enrollment would surpass 470 and even exceed 500 if it were
permitted to accept youngsters who are Jewish according to the Israel Law of Return,
i.e., one Jewish grandparent, rather than be limited to pupils who are Jewish according
to halacha (Jewish law; in this case, children of a Jewish mother). The low enrollment
places a significant financial burden upon the school, said Mr. Gilgur, because the
government provides economic support only for classes of 25 or more pupils; in the
past, Mr. Gilgur continued, a sympathetic inspector aware of the situation decided on
his own not to report the circumstances of School #299 enrollment. However, state
regulations have changed recently so that future funding
will be dispensed strictly on a per capita basis. After
August 2012, Mr. Gilgur stated, the school will receive state
support sufficient only for five classrooms; an additional
$250,000 will be required to operate a full 11-grade school.
As principal of School #299 - Orach Chaim, operating under the
auspices of Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich - Khariton Gilgur has
struggled for at least the last five years with declining enrollment,
various religious restrictions, and deteriorating buildings.
Photo: the writer.

So dire is the school financial situation that Rabbi Bleich finally agreed to combine
boys and girls in a single classroom in each of the lower grades, said Mr. Gilgur.
However, the rabbi still requires separate classes and separate premises in middle
school and high school, an arrangement that is not financially viable. Similarly, Mr.
79

An additional 35 boys are enrolled in a related heder and 45 to 50 girls are enrolled in a machon
modeled after Beis Yaakov schools. Eighty children attend an associated preschool. The heder is
located in a new building adjacent to Rabbi Bleich's synagogue in Podil, the Beis Yaakov school is a
section of the girls' day school, and preschool classes occupy part of an Orach Chaim dormitory building.
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Gilgur continued, Rabbi Bleich maintains separate dormitories for boys and girls;
whereas 60 youngsters from unstable families and/or from small towns once occupied
these facilities, only 15 reside in them today. Thus, the Orach Chaim "system" operates
four buildings - separate schools for boys and girls, and separate dormitories for boys
and girls. (The preschool is located in the building of the boys' dormitory.) If Rabbi
Bleich would agree, all operations could be consolidated into two buildings.
Orach Chaim is failing to attract families, Mr. Gilgur said, for several reasons. First,
the requirement that all pupils be halachically Jewish is unrealistic in a society in which
the intermarriage rate is believed to exceed 80 percent. Second, the buildings are
poorly maintained and unattractive. Third, the preponderance of pupils come from poor
families attracted by free lunches, free bus transportation, an absence of drugs, an
extended-day schedule, and a culture that does not require parents to bribe teachers.
However, because many of these poor families also have problems, stronger families
bypass the school.
Notwithstanding all of these difficulties, School #299 still does well in secular
academic competitions. Rabbi Bleich was persuaded to reduce Jewish studies classes
from ten or more per week in the upper grades to six per week, a total that is more
suitable for youngsters from secular homes. Good teachers are loyal to the school and
remain on faculty, even though they are paid late sometimes and they do not receive
the bonuses that are common in other schools. Through Mr. Gilgur's own connections
on the city district council, he has been able to obtain certain equipment for the school
such as smart boards, new computers and related equipment for a fully-equipped
computer studies classroom, and new furniture and toys for the preschool.
Enrollment in the preschool has grown from 70 to 80 children in the past year, said Mr.
Gilgur, reflecting an uptick in the birthrate. Whereas the school is a free public school,
the preschool requires modest tuition. (Claiming that Rabbi Bleich doesn't pay them
enough in salaries, the families of Rabbi Bleich's religious shlichim from Israel refuse to
pay preschool tuition for their own children, Mr. Gilgur stated.)80
The nominal Orach Chaim support organization, located in New York, ceased providing
financial support to the school during the past year, declared Mr. Gilgur. Several local
Jewish businessmen are more generous, offering grants for various programs. Avi Chai
and the Joint Distribution Committee provide modest assistance, although their aid is
transmitted only at the end of the year. The Jewish Agency for Israel, continued Mr.
Gilgur, offers no direct financial aid, but its well-trained staff operates "wonderful"
programs in the school that Orach Chaim staff could not do themselves. (Mr. Gilgur
was effusive in his praise of Bilana Shakhar, chief JAFI emissary in Kyiv, referring to her
as "the best".)

80

The preschool enrolls children between the ages of three and five. Following kindergarten, the
children from religious families will enter the yeshiva katana or the Beis Yaakov school, not regular
classes at School #299.
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37. 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.
Rabbi Levenhartz stated that, after several years of decline from a peak of 540 pupils in
2007-2008, enrollment in grades one through 11 appears to have stabilized at 252.
Additionally, the Simcha preschool enrolls 90-95 children. Of the 18 graduating
eleventh graders, he said, most will enroll at various Kyiv colleges; however, several
intend to enroll in the Sela (university-preparatory ulpan) program in Israel and establish
their adult lives in that country.
Simcha pupils come from all over the city, said Rabbi Levenhartz, transported between
their homes and the school by chartered buses. Overall, he continued, families seem
somewhat poorer than in previous years. However, a local donor has provided
significant funding for upgrading math and science
curricula, including teacher training and new textbooks in
these subjects. The donor also is supporting some extracurricular activities as well. In response to a question,
Rabbi Levenhartz said Simcha has 15 useable secondhand computers provided by donors several years ago,
but it lacks necessary software and peripherals.
Rabbi Mordechai Levenhartz, an Israeli, is respected in Kyiv for
his broad, communal approach to Jewish education.
Photo: the writer.

Another donor, stated Rabbi Levenhartz, provides security for the school. Faced with
continuing assaults and damage from drug addicts and neighborhood toughs several
years ago, Rabbi Levenhartz successfully raised funds from a number of donors for a
fence enclosing the schools and for 24-hour security guards. Simcha has suffered no
further attacks since the fence was installed and the security guards assigned.
He is now seeking funds, Rabbi Levenhartz continued, for new roofing. Replacing the
roof in one building will cost between $15,000 and $16,000, he said, and current funds
do not permit him to undertake such a major project. It is a constant struggle (борьба)
to allocate fund between competing needs, such as food for pupils and maintenance, he
observed.
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In response to a question about a rumor circulating in the city regarding a possible
merger between Simcha and the Mitzvah school, an institution operated under the
auspices of Rabbi Moshe Asman of the Brodsky synagogue,81 Rabbi Levenhartz said
that some discussions had been held, but he thought it unlikely that a merger would
occur soon. He observed that Mitzvah always was a very small school and had very
few students in the upper grades; however, the school is a personal project of Mrs.
Asman and she is unlikely to agree to close it. Also, he observed, the two schools are
far apart within the boundaries of Kyiv so it is unlikely that an arrangement could be
made in which the lower grades of the merged schools could meet in one facility and
the upper grades could convene in the premises of the other school.
Simcha has not operated its own summer camp for some years, Rabbi Levenhartz
stated in answering another question. It no longer had the funds to do so. He refers
pupils to camps operated under the auspices of Rabbi Moskovitz of Kharkiv, Rabbi
Wilhelm of Zhytomyr, or the Jewish Agency for Israel, he said.
Acknowledging widespread poverty in the neighborhood in which Simcha is located,
Rabbi Levenhartz operates a strong welfare program alongside the school. His
community supports a synagogue in one of the school buildings that provides a hearty
kiddush meal after services in order to feed impoverished local Jews. The community
also conducts its own patronage service, that is, it assists homebound Jewish elderly
with cooking, shopping, and cleaning. JDC, Rabbi Levenhartz stated, gives him a list of
local Jews who need help, but the organization does not offer any financial assistance
for provision of these services. Rabbi Levenhartz also operates a subsidized kosher
store.
Although times are bad, Rabbi Levenhartz observed, some local Jews still contribute
funds to his various programs. He still has sponsors, he said, and considers such
assistance nothing short of a miracle (чудо).
38. The Perlina School is an independent, private Jewish day school currently
enrolling 120 youngsters in from preschool through grade six (ages 2½ to 12). Classes
are small, numbering no more than 15 youngsters. Perlina receives no government aid,
but charges $600 monthly, said Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich, who operate
the school. The monthly tuition fee is typical for good private schools in Kyiv, the
Markoviches said, but only about 30 percent of children come from families who pay the
full fee. Scholarships for the others are supported through fundraising.
One rabbi and two Hebrew teachers oversee a Jewish studies program that includes
five lessons in Hebrew every week, two lessons in Jewish tradition, a kabbalat Shabbat
(receiving Shabbat) session on Friday afternoons, and activity in Jewish culture that is
led by the Jewish Agency. Almost all pupils are halachically Jewish, said the
Markoviches, although some parents and children are in the process of giur
(conversion).
81

See pages 79-80 for information about Rabbi Asman and the Brodsky synagogue.
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However, the Markoviches continued, one of the primary attractions of Perlina is its
strong English-language program, which includes daily lessons in English as well as
English-language instruction in geography, history, and science. Typically, they said
sixth-grade graduates of Perlina continue their education at other elite private schools in
the city, particularly the British, American, and International schools, all of which teach
in English.
The school day at Perlina begins at 8:10 a.m. and ends at 4:45 p.m., said the
Markoviches. The school has a computer classroom with 15 workstations, and a
number of classrooms have smart boards connected to the Internet.
Perlina currently is operating at capacity. In theory, the school could be expanded to
add more grades or add more classrooms to existing grades, but school renovation and
expansion are very difficult in a society with rampant bureaucracy and corruption. The
bureaucracy is "endless" (без конца), said Rabbi Markovich, although it is likely that
most of it could be resolved with bribes, he observed. However, he noted, Perlina
would end up paying multiple times for any renovation or expansion that it would
undertake; because the school building is rented from the city, improvements to it would
entitle the city (according to current
regulations) to demand increased rent
for the improvements, i.e., for upgraded
and additional space that the Markoviches and their supporters would
develop themselves.
Younger Perlina pupils eat lunch that is
brought to their classrooms. Older students
eat in a designated dining hall at tables
seating four to six pupils.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi and Mrs. Markovich stated that a major objective in transforming Perlina from an
ordinary Chabad school to a fee-dependent private school is that such transformation
"makes Jewish schools respectable." Children of some Kyiv middle class and wealthy
Jewish families are indeed enrolled at Perlina.82
39. Schedule conflicts prevented the writer from visiting the ORT school, a lyceum with
a competitive admissions policy that enrolls approximately 250 youngsters in grades
five through 11. Unlike the Perlina school, the ORT lyceum enrolls youngsters from
lower and lower-middle class families.
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The Markoviches also operate a school for autistic children. See pages 66-67.
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40. The writer also was unable to visit the Mitzvah school, a small school enrolling
about 100 youngsters in preschool classes and elementary grades. Mitzvah operates
under the auspices of Rabbi Moshe Reuven Asman,83
41. Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich, who operate the Perlina school, opened a
school for autistic children in Kyiv in 2010. Known as Дитина з майбутнім (Ukr.;
Children with a Future), the school is housed in a renovated two-story building
previously used as a preschool.
In an earlier discussion, Mrs. Markovich told the writer that she and Rabbi Markovich
had been approached 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 meals or social services had
existed in Ukraine prior to the launch of the
Markovich program.
Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich are
natives of Ukraine and Russia respectively;
Rabbi Markovich is a graduate of the Technion
in Israel and a veteran of the Israeli air force.
Mrs. Markovich graduated from an Israeli
teachers college.
Photo: the writer.

With the help of several families with autistic children, the Markoviches obtained an
underused preschool building and renovated it according to recommendations of Israeli
specialists. 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 school currently enrolls 19 children between the ages of three and nine, all of whom
have some Jewish heritage, but some of whom are not halachically Jewish. Jewish
programming in the school is light. Recognizing that autistic children require stability
and continuity, the school operates year-round with one two-week break.
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See page 64 about a rumored merger of the Mitzvah school with the Simcha school and see pages
79-80 for an interview with Rabbi Asman.
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The school is staffed by a director, an individual teacher for each pupil, a speech
therapist, a physical education specialist, and a psychologist. All of the teachers have
education degrees or certificates, but few have had any consistent training in special
education for autistic children. A specialist from San Francisco flies into Kyiv
periodically for lectures and evaluation. The Markoviches readily acknowledge the need
for more professional development, and note that Ukraine is behind many other
countries in recognizing and addressing the needs of children with these issues.
The Markoviches and their staff claim substantial progress in working with these
youngsters in the two years in which the program has operated; however, space and
staffing constraints are likely to proscribe expansion of the school for children older than
nine. It is likely that the three nine-year olds will transfer into a public special needs
school as 10-year olds in September
2012, a school that is less advanced in
its approach to autistic youngsters than
is the Markovich school.
An extensive playground with a soft, resilient "floor" is available to children at the
school, and the entire premises are surrounded by a high wall to deter vandals.
The walled-in area also is secured by
guard dogs at night.
Photo: the writer.

Development of a program for older youngsters would require another building, said
Rabbi Markovich, and he is skeptical that they would be able to acquire one with the
same ease that they obtained the existing building. The Markoviches observed that
they already are encountering difficulty with the municipality over the existing school; it
is deemed so successful in working with the current youngsters that the city is
claiming the program as its own, although no municipal funding, goods, or services
have been provided to it. In fact, the Markoviches continued, the Kyiv municipality
wanted to produce a television feature about the city's purported success with these
children and contacted the Markoviches about sending a film crew to document their
progress. When the Markoviches realized that the intent of the planned feature was to
perpetrate a fraudulent claim, the Markoviches declined to permit access to the film
crew.
The real cost of educating an autistic child at the school is about $2,500 per month,
responded the Markoviches to a question. No family pays the full cost, but several pay
substantial amounts and all pay something. The Markoviches have attracted several
wealthy Jewish families as sponsors, including one with an autistic child successfully
integrated into the Perlina school. All of the donors, said the Markoviches, are carefully
"cultivated" and are periodically invited to the school to observe the work that their
donations support.

68

In addition to the 19 youngsters currently enrolled in the program, the school also
provides assessment and coaching to a number of families living in other cities. These
families bring their youngsters into Kyiv for as long as three months at a time, residing in
apartments that the Markoviches have secured for this purpose.84
42. 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.
43. With support from Canadian businessman and philanthropist James Temerty, a
Jewish studies program is underway at the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla
Academy (NaUKMA) (Ukr: Національний університет «Києво-Могилянська
академія» - НаУКМA). According to Ukrainian Jewish leader Iosif Zissels,85 20
students are expected to enroll in Jewish studies concentrations - 15 in history, five in
Hebrew - in September 2012. As has been the case in other academic Jewish studies
departments in the post-Soviet states, the program will be
enriched by intensive courses taught by professors from
Hebrew University in Jerusalem.
James Temerty, a Canadian of Ukrainian descent, has established
and leads the Ukrainian-Jewish Encounter, an effort intended to
advance relations between Ukrainians and Jews. One focus of his
work is development of relevant university studies programs at
leading institutions in Canada, the United States, United Kingdom,
Israel, and Ukraine. His primary effort in Ukraine appears to be at
Ukrainian Catholic University in Lviv, but he also is supporting Jewish
studies programs at KMA, a leading university in Kyiv.
Photo:
http://www.northlandpower.ca/WhoWeAre/Leadership/JamesTemerty.aspx.
Retrieved October 7, 2012.

The Temerty grant, which is accompanied by a related grant from the Genesis
Philanthropic Fund, should help develop a cadre of competent Ukrainian scholars and
researchers in Ukrainian Jewish history, said Mr. Zissels, and should advance relations
between the majority Ukrainian Christian population and Ukrainian Jews. UJE also will
attempt to address the issue of unmarked and unprotected mass Jewish graves, i.e.,
killing sites, dating from the Holocaust.
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For further information on the Markovich program for autistic children, see the writer's Observations on
Jewish Community Life in Ukraine March 21-April 8, 2011, pages 93-95.
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See pages 84-86 for a report of an interview with Iosif Zissels.
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44. 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.
Encouraging young Jews to build a strong Jewish identity is the fundamental task of
Hillel, said Mr. Akselrud. It is important everywhere, he continued, but especially so in
Ukraine [and other countries among the post-Soviet states] because so few young
people of Jewish origin in the post-Soviet countries have been exposed within their
families or in childhood education to their Jewish heritage. Guiding his work, he said, is
the expectation that Jewish life in smaller Ukrainian cities and towns will disappear
within the next five to 10 years; young Jews, he said, should migrate from these places
to larger Ukrainian cities or to Israel - and their lives in either Ukrainian large cities or
Israel will be much richer if they identify strongly with Judaism and the Jewish people.
In pursuit of his goals, Mr. Akselrud has expended great energy in building a strong,
largely self-sufficient Hillel organization. He has established and continues to guide an
indigenous board of directors for Hillel CASE, the first local Hillel board in the postSoviet states. Currently including about 12 local individuals, the Board raised $45,000
among themselves in 2011 and aims to raise $60,000 in 2012. One of the most
successful post-Soviet indigenous fundraisers for Jewish
causes himself, Mr. Akselrud raised another $520,000 in large
gifts from oligarchs Ihor Kolomoisky and Vadym Rabynovych
and from the Genesis Philanthropic Fund. Mr. Akselrud
encourages all local Hillel directors to conduct fundraising
drives in their own cities of work.
A proficient fundraiser in the post-Soviet states, Hillel director Iosif
Akselrud encourages other Hillel professionals to raise funds in their
own communities.
Photo: http://people.eju.org/person/iosif-akselrud.Retrieved October 10,
2012.

Mr. Akselrud expressed hope that a new strategic plan would be approved by the Kyiv
Hilllel board at its meeting the following week, i.e., in May. One of the key issues with
which Hillel has been grappling, he said, is Jewish education. When Hillel first opened
its doors in the post-Soviet states, its students were hungry for Jewish knowledge and
eagerly sought Jewish educational programs. The passage of time, Mr. Akselrud said,
seems to have dulled their appetites for Jewish studies and he and other staff were
searching for new approaches. Hillel CASE has engaged an experienced Israeli
educator to assist them in this process.
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Taglit (birthright Israel) continues to be a very popular program for introducing young
people to Israel, Mr. Akselrud said. Ukraine Hillel would be sponsoring six Taglit buses
from various points in Ukraine at the end of July, in addition to those sponsored by the
Jewish Agency and Israel Cultural Centers. The Hillel Taglit data base includes 6,500
names, he continued. Approximately 250 Hillel Taglit veterans were expected to come
together at "post-Taglit University" in August for Taglit follow-up.
Outreach to as-yet involved Jewish students was now pursued through a new program
called V-konnekte, a name selected as a deliberate misrepresentation of V-kontakte (In
contact), a very popular Russian-language networking site. Hillels in Kharkiv and
Dnipropetrovsk were pilot users of V-konnekte in an effort to engage new students at
their local campuses; so successful was this new program that it is now being used in
Kyiv, Odesa, and Minsk as well. Mr. Akselrud explained that certain students in each
city were designated as "konnektors" who would create small student communities
through V-kontakte. The small groups of "konnekted" students would relate to Hillel in
ways that worked for them. Once "konnekted" to Hillel, they would be informed about
Taglit; after Taglit, continued Mr. Akselrud, they would be encouraged to enroll in the
MASA program of their choice. After MASA, he said, he hoped that many students
would make aliyah.
Another way of reaching students, Mr. Akselrud stated, was contacting them through
grandparents who participate in hesed programs. Hillel also has begun to work with
general student councils in some universities, informing them of their activities for
Jewish students and engaging in collaborative efforts with them whenever feasible.
Hillel was a very active participant, sometimes the lead participant, in weeks of Good
Deeds, the very popular volunteer efforts that occurs in many localities.
In addition to its traditional Hillel programs in Kyiv, Kharkiv, Dnipropetrovsk, and Odesa,
Mr. Akselrud said, Hillel was newly engaged in Donetsk, a major industrial city with a
large university presence in eastern Ukraine. The new group was very active, attracting
130-140 students, commented Mr.
Akselrud.
Hillel in Donetsk has its own building, a
small structure on the grounds of the
local JDC hesed.
Photo: the writer (in 2011).
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45. Rabbi Mordechai (Motti) Neuwirth, who directs student and young adult activities for
Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, has re-engineered the original STARS (Student Torah
Alliance for Russian Speakers) program in Kyiv. Echoing the director of STARS in
Dnipropetrovsk,86 Rabbi Neuwirth stated that the subsidies distributed to participants
attracted a large number of impoverished young people, many of whom were not
students and some of whom had serious mental, psychological, or emotional issues.
The course content was diluted to accommodate the learning capacity of these
individuals, a measure that insulted more capable students and drove them away from
the program. The more capable people, added Rabbi Neuwirth, also were offended by
certain behavioral patterns of their less well-educated contemporaries. Believing that
the stipend was the root of the problem, some of the more capable would-be
participants asked Rabbi Neuwirth to implement a non-stipend STARS section designed
for university students.
In response to this situation, Rabbi Neuwith - together with colleagues and some local
Jewish students and young adults - developed a four-tier STARS program. STARS
Junior engages 30 to 35 eleventh graders, all attending Jewish day schools, in a
supplemental Jewish studies program. All participants receive a stipend. Another
subsidized course of Jewish studies is a basic STARS curriculum for about 25 serious
college/university students; Intensive STARS, said Rabbi Neuwirth, is an invitational
program meeting about 40 hours every month; it convenes
in an apartment rented for that purpose and its participants
receive a stipend. STARS Elite is offered to about 50
young professionals who gather twice monthly, once to
hear a lecture by a prominent Jewish rabbi/scholar from
abroad and once to study texts in pairs. The program is
supported by a wealthy Israeli, and participants are asked
to pay fees for certain accompanying special events.
Rabbi Mordechai Neuwirth, who directs student and young adult
activities for Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, originally focused
on graduates of Jewish day schools, but now works with a
broader constituency.
Photo: the writer.

For a while, said Rabbi Neuwirth, he was asked by some young Jews from wealthy
families to "endorse" a series of elite discotheque events on Jewish themes. Although
Rabbi Neuwirth declined to attend the actual gatherings, he did provide some guidance
on Jewish themes. It was very important to the organizers, said Rabbi Neuwirth, that
the events be restricted to young adults of a perceived elite status; about 400 people
were issued invitations, he continued. Because neither he nor any of his colleagues
participated in these events, he is unsure about their actual Jewish content. However,
the program gradually faded away, he said.87
86

See pages 14-15.
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See page 78 for information about additional activity in which Rabbi Neuwirth is involved.
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46. 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. Igor Karasik, its director, stated that although the Aish Hatorah central office in
Jerusalem retains ownership of the facility, it ceased funding its Kyiv operations about
five years ago. Instead, Mr. Karasik directs programs for other groups and derives
additional financial support from a few grants and from renting portions of the structure
to others.
The major program in which he is involved, said Mr. Karasik, is a project training
Jewish tour guides for both local and foreign tourists on Jewish-interest tours.
Participants in the course include men and women, mostly non-religious, who
responded to advertisements in certain Jewish publications and organizations. Some
are Hillel veterans, some have other Jewish organizational
links. Sponsors of the program include the Joint Distribution
Committee and the Hamama (incubator) project of the
Jewish Agency.
Igor Karasik studied Judaism in Aish Hatorah programs in Kyiv.
After the organization ended its programs in the city, Mr.Karasik
assumed control of their building and attempts to operate various
Jewish education and welfare programs from its premises.

Photo: the writer.

Residents of the second and third floors of the Aish Hatorah house include three
Jewish couples (one of which has a child living with them) and three single people.
They pay jointly for utilities, a cleaning service, and certain other amenities while
learning how to live as observant Jews. Most of the adults hold jobs outside the house
and the three single people, all men in their 20's and 30's, also assist Mr. Karasik in his
work as a kashrut supervisor.
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). He works with hotel kitchen staff in catering
kosher events and provides kosher dishes and cutlery for various organizations and
events. Eventually, he said he would like to operate a full kosher catering service and
possibly manage a kosher catering hall.
Reflecting its history as a center for Jewish education activity, the ground floor of the
Aish Hatorah facility includes a small synagogue and a well-stocked Jewish library, the
core collection of which was provided by JDC. With the help of donors, Mr. Karasik
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continues to provide hot meals to Jewish elderly in the neighborhood several days each
week. He also operates a small store selling discounted kosher food. However, no
regular Jewish education programs are conducted in the building.
47. In addition to his responsibilities in Hillel and with other groups, Iosif Akselrud is lay
chairman of Limmud in Ukraine. Mr. Akselrud considers his Limmud involvement a
natural counterpart to his work in Hillel because both programs attract Jewish young
adults. Limmud conferences generally take place over a three-day weekend and may
attract as many as 500 people to a program including presentations on Jewish history,
culture, religion, Israel, multiculturalism, and other topics of interest. Presenters include
professionals as well as laypeople who have acquired experience and expertise in a
given area. Some Limmud conferences also include activities for children.
A Limmud Ukraine conference scheduled for November 2012 in Uzhorod, a city in far
western Ukraine in the Carpathian Mountains, is expected to attract participants from
Hungary and Slovakia as well as from Ukraine, Moldova, Belarus, and Russia. Program
emphasis will be on the rich Jewish history in the region
48. Moishe House opened in Kyiv in August 2010, one of 40 such houses worldwide.
The goal of the Moishe House organization is development of a young adult-operated
Jewish program center that serves as a hub for local Jewish young people in their
20's. A small group of young adults resides in the house or apartment, receiving a rent
subsidy and a program budget from Moishe House international headquarters in
California. In return for the rent subsidy and program budget, Moishe House residents
are expected to operate a variety of programs that attract Jewish young adults.
The writer met with three of the four young women residing in the Kyiv Moishe House.
Viktoria Milovanova, at left, is a professional psychologist. Age 31, she is originally from
Kirovohrad. Among other work, Viktoria has advised Jewish summer camps and recruited
Ukrainian Jewish girls for Israeli religious schools. She is a graduate of Project Kesher programs and has worked for JDC. Marina Bezdenezhnyk, center, is 27 years old and is a risk
manager for a local bank. Marina has a graduate degree in finance from a British university and
previously worked for a multinational company in the U.K. Originally from Simferopol, Marina
also is associated with Project
Kesher. She is affiliated with Progressive/Reform Judaism in Kyiv.
Lena Kushnir, right, is 24 years
old and identifies as Orthodox.
Lena is the founder of Moishe
House, having heard about it as a
participant in the Paideia program
in Stockholm.
She has been
employed by the Ukrainian Vaad,
the Israel Culture Center in Kyiv,
and the Brodsky synagogue.
Photo: the writer.

74

The Moishe House residents operate seven events every month. Each resident leads
one or two of these events, works as assistant leader in another one or two events, and
serves as an official observer in one or two events. Each also is free of responsibilities
for one or two events. The young women believe that rotating tasks in this manner
permits each resident to "own" certain events and become enmeshed in them.
Similarly, each resident learns from observing others and is guaranteed some free time.
Examples of Kyiv Moishe House events include: Shabbat and other holiday
celebrations and observance, lectures by local scholars and visiting experts on Jewish
subjects, intellectual games (trivia contests) on Jewish themes, Israeli movies (with
Russian subtitles), Jewish-theme arts and crafts, and participation as a group in Kyiv
Jewish community events, such as Purim celebrations and Israel Independence Day.
Participants are drawn from social networking sites, and the residents endeavor to build
affinity groups of compatible people. Almost all publicity is Internet-based, and some
events are marketed to specific groups of people, e.g., to English-speakers for a lecture
by a visiting American. They are planning to add some charitable work to their
programming, the young women said.
The three residents stated that Moishe House is non-political and non-denominational
among Jewish religious streams. They have worked with both Orthodox and
Progressive rabbis, and are eager to become acquainted with the new
Masorti/Conservative rabbi in Kyiv.88 They cooperate with all Jewish organizations,
including the Jewish Agency, JDC, Hillel, and Project Kesher. In response to a
question, the three women said that participants are free to form their own opinions
about Israel (and aliyah), but that anti-Zionist/anti-Israel activity is not tolerated.
49. 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 Pushkova and Marina Lisak explained that five
or more people participate as a team in a vehicle, and another team member remains at
home doing related Internet research. The hunt begins several hours after the end of
Shabbat and usually continues for four hours, although a different 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. Pushkova and Ms. Lisak,
but family groups also participate. Young couples with small children are welcome if the
youngsters are seated in appropriate child seats. Religiously-observant Jews are
among the competitors. Participants pay a fee of 200 hryvnia (approximately $25) per
car to cover expenses. Information about the hunts is transmitted through social
networking Internet sites and by word of mouth.
88

See pages 80-81.
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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.
The designated Internet researcher at home searches for information on relevant sites
and phones or texts data to friends in the car. 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. A series of competitions during the past
year was structured around Jewish holidays. For Pesach, said Ms. Pushkova and Ms.
Lisak, the theme was Let My People Go;
competitors had to find the homes of certain
Kyiv refuseniks.
Marina Lisak, left, is an investment manager.
Masha Pushkova, right, was a philosophy major in
university and now teaches Hebrew and is active in
various Jewish cultural endeavors.
The two
women studied Hebrew in JAFI ulpans and now
create and manage popular Jewish cultural events.
Photo: the writer.

Following the competition, participants meet at the Aroma café89 for coffee, an
educational presentation (including slides) about the theme, and a summary of
competition results. Small souvenir-type prizes are given to the victors. Competitors
often are joined at the Aroma by friends.
In addition to Jewish scavenger hunts, the two women also organize secular scavenger
hunts, various Jewish quizzes and games, and activities for Jewish camps, Limmud,
and other organizations. They operate a private Hebrew-language ulpan, often using
games as teaching tools. At the time that the writer met with the two women, they were
teaching/supervising three different ulpan groups, each enrolling four to 10 people. Ms.
Pushkova also is a tour guide specializing in Jewish Kyiv; she works with Israelis,
providing information in Hebrew and Russian.
Ms. Lisak and Ms. Pushkova also have organized a leadership development course
that is used to train madrichim for the Israel Culture Center Israeli Scouts program. The
two women noted that such courses must address different levels of readiness within
the Scouts group; some Scouts, they said, may be day school students who already
have had leadership training as part of their school curricula.

89

The 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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The principal income of the two women derives from their careers as event planners,
working mainly for secular companies. Their clients include Fortune 500 companies
with Ukraine operations.
Rabbinic Presence
50. 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 Synagogue90 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
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 KarlinStolin 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 2011).

In the absence of Rabbi Bleich, the writer spoke with Yevgeny Ziskind, the longtime
executive director of the synagogue. The major focus of the discussion was the
90

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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completion of a new community building, located just to the right of the synagogue.
Although the exterior of the structure had been finished several years previously,
several interior functional issues, e.g., the plumbing system, delayed opening of the
building to communal use. Even after resolution of all construction-related problems,
the facility still was not officially open because bureaucratic issues delayed the issue of
necessary permits. Regardless of its official status, however, major portions of the
facility were open and serving the general Jewish public. A low-cost hotel consisting of
21 rooms lodging 45 people had opened in January 2012 and already accommodated
Jewish Agency seminars and conferences for other groups. The rooms are modest, but
adequate; each has its own en suite full bathroom. A large conference hall on the
fourth floor seats 200-250 people; it also is rented out for seminars and generates
revenue for Rabbi Bleich's community. The conference hall does not have its own
kitchen, but food can be ordered in from a dairy café on the ground floor or from other
kosher catering concerns in the city. The café, which is light and pleasant, is operated
by a private investor and already has attracted a regular clientele.

The limestone community building (at right in photo to the right) and a comparable building to
the left of the classic choral synagogue frame the synagogue in the Podil district of Kyiv. Each
of the new buildings had its own primary local donor. (The unseen building at left is of similar
size, but somewhat different design, and houses a yeshiva and residence hall for yeshiva
students, a yeshiva katana for boys, and apartments for rabbis.) The community building hotel
consists of 21 rooms similar to the one at left. In addition to the hotel, large conference room,
and dairy café, the community building also houses a new mikveh with a separate entrance and
with preparation rooms for both men and women.
Photos: the writer.

Hotel and conference facilities in the community building are available to various Jewish
organizations for relatively low-cost rental. Aleksandr Rodnyansky, a Kyiv communications magnate, was the primary donor for the community building.
Responding to several questions, Yevgeny Ziskind said that 40 to 45 men were
currently enrolled in the yeshiva. Most would learn for about two years, he said; only a
small number would continue to prepare for the rabbinate, all in other countries. The
majority would teach, supervise kashrut, or embark on business careers.
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Coincidentally, an equal number of boys were enrolled in the yeshiva katana; the
yeshiva katana served the entire Orthodox community, enrolling boys from Rabbi
Bleich's own Karlin-Stolin hasidic community, Chabad families, and other Orthodox
backgrounds.
The matza factory, located in an older building behind the synagogue, produced about
150,000 tons of matza for Pesach in 2012, said Mr. Ziskind. These were distributed
throughout Ukraine and all of the post-Soviet states, including the Central Asian
countries. Individualized boxes with designated logos were available for specific
groups, including Chabad. The total of 150,000 tons was only
about half of what the factory had produced before the onset of the
financial crisis, Mr. Ziskind averred. The Joint Distribution Committee, in particular, had reduced its order drastically, he commented, and other groups also had cut their purchases.
Yevgeny Ziskind, left, is the longtime executive director of Rabbi Bleich's
synagogue, a role that has increased in importance in recent years as
Rabbi Bleich spends less time in the city.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Bleich's community owns its own summer camp, located in western Ukraine. It
is likely, Mr. Ziskind said, that the camp will operate two three-week sessions in 2012,
one for 100 girls and the other for 100 boys. In mid-May, at the time of the writer's visit,
they had just begun to organize the 2012 season,91 stated Mr. Ziskind. Modest
renovations would be necessary to repair damage sustained from winter weather, he
said.
Notwithstanding Rabbi Bleich's frequent absences, the synagogue continues to operate
community programs, said Mr. Ziskind. It plays a critical role in organizing a Shabbat
meal hosting network that involves several synagogues. Every week, explained
Rabbi Mordechai Neuwirth, several Jewish families in Kyiv (from a list of about 25
families), some of them prominent in business or culture, host home Shabbat dinners to
which a total of 30 to 40 people are invited. Although the host families are not
necessarily observant Jews, they agree to make their homes kosher for the occasion
and they are instructed in Shabbat procedures. Participants are recruited through
Facebook, said Rabbi Neuwirth, and a paid manager matches guests and hosts with
common interests. About 200 individuals, most of them young adults, were introduced
to Shabbat through such home hospitality in 2011-2012, Rabbi Neuwirth continued.
Additionally, he said, as many as 180 people gather at the synagogue for monthly
Shabbat dinners (which require reservations and advance payment).92
91

Late spring organization of children's summer camps in the post-Soviet states is not unusual.

92

See page 71 for other activity organized by Rabbi Neuwirth.
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51. A native of St. Petersburg (then Leningrad), Chabad Rabbi Moshe Reuven Asman
studied Judaism in an underground quasi-yeshiva as an adolescent and subsequently
moved to Israel where he entered a Chabad yeshiva. Rabbi Asman also studied in a
Toronto yeshiva, but some Chabad adherents claim that he never completed rabbinic
studies according to Chabad standards and never received Chabad smicha (ordination).
Nonetheless, he settled in Kyiv and became rabbi of the famed Brodsky Synagogue
(the Main Choral Synagogue) even as it remained under the control of a puppet theater.
Rabbi Asman presided over removal of the theater and subsequent renovation of the
synagogue. The synagogue building now contains an elegant prayer hall, a kosher
café, the upscale King David restaurant, a small yeshiva, a soup kitchen/dining hall on
the lower level, and offices for an independent welfare service. Rabbi Asman also
supervises a small offsite day school, a home for at-risk children, a burial service, and a
cemetery.

Though some doubt his rabbinic credentials, Rabbi Moshe Reuven Asman (left) is rabbi of the
centrally-located and prestigious Brodsky Synagogue (Main Choral Synagogue), constructed in
1897-1898 with funds from Lazar Brodsky, a wealthy sugar merchant.
Photo of Rabbi Asman by the author, photo of the synagogue by the Jewish Agency for Israel.

Rabbi Asman is supported by a few local Jews, Russian-speaking Jews living abroad,
and various foreign organizations. He is not associated with the Chabad Federation of
Jewish Communities in Ukraine, and does little fundraising within Kyiv. Explaining his
reluctance to attempt to raise money within Kyiv, Rabbi Asman said that he really has
no local community. Kyiv is an international capital, he said, and the synagogue draws
foreign worshippers with no roots in the country and no inclination to support Ukrainian
Jewry. Kyiv also is a national magnet for Jews from other Ukrainian cities and towns.
When Ukrainian Jews from outside Kyiv migrate to the capital, he continued, their
previous rabbis pursue them to Kyiv and urge them to continue to support their previous
synagogues and Jewish communities. Many of the migrants do so, he said, and decline
to contribute to his efforts at Brodsky. He disbanded the Board that he had established
because he was unable to recruit local Jews willing to support the synagogue.
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He has been able to attract funds for operation of his dining hall, which feeds
approximately 200 Jews every day. His welfare operation also provides medicines to
people not supported by the hesed and pays fees required for hospital stays, including
some surgery, bed linens, and certain other items. He maintains some health service
capacity in small towns in which no hesed is located or in which a local hesed is
ineffective. His welfare system also provides free burials in a Jewish cemetery that he
controls. A donor from England supports his residential program for at-risk children,
which currently accommodates 25 youngsters in family-like settings with house parents.
However, he stated, he has been unable to raise funds anywhere to support Jewish
education and acknowledged that the Mitzvah day school that operates under his
auspices is seriously underfunded.
In response to a question about the beating of a young man during the Pesach
holidays who is a student at his yeshiva, Rabbi Asman said that the circumstances of
the attack remain unclear, but no evidence has emerged to date that confirms that the
incident was antisemitic in intent. Rabbi Asman arranged for the victim to be flown to
Israel for medical care.
52. Rabbi Reuven Stamov, a native of Crimea and citizen of Israel, arrived in Kyiv with
his family in March 2012 to become the first Masorti/Conservative rabbi in the postSoviet states. Although the Conservative movement has operated a day school in
Chernivtsi (western Ukraine, close to the border with Romania), an activities center in
Kyiv, a Ramah summer camp, and certain other programs in Ukraine for some years,
appointment of a fulltime rabbi is a major upgrade in their portfolio. Rabbi Stamov
completed rabbinical preparation at the Schechter Rabbinical School in Jerusalem;
during his seven-year course of studies, he
returned frequently to Ukraine to lead
Shabbatonim, direct summer camp sessions, and undertake other responsibilities
that helped to strengthen Masorti in
Ukraine.
Rabbi Reuven and Lena Stamov, both natives
of Ukraine, arrived in Kyiv from Israel in March
2012 to lead the Conservative/Masorti
movement in Ukraine.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Stamov and Lena Stamov currently are based in a ground -floor three-room office
suite in the Podil district in Kyiv. Having been in Kyiv only two months at the time of the
writer's visit, they were working with existing programs that, for the most part, had been
established and led by graduates of the Chernivtsi day school and madrichim (leaders)
of Camp Ramah Yachad who live in Kyiv. These include a Sunday school enrolling
about 10 children between the ages of seven and 15, a senior adult group, a Hebrew
ulpan (60 participants in four groups, each meeting three times every week), a kabbalat
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Shabbat gathering, a Jewish film club, and mincha and havdala services. The Stamovs
opened a children's group for youngsters between the ages of four and seven that
convenes on Sundays; while Mrs. Stamov, who has a strong background in music and
education, meets with the children, Rabbi Stamov meets with their parents. The
Stamovs also led a Pesach seder for 70 people, and Mrs. Stamov had held two Jewish
cooking classes in their fourth-floor walk-up apartment. (The Masorti center has a small
refrigerator and a microwave oven, but no kitchen.)
Their Kyiv plans for the future include expansion of the Sunday school, development of
a teen club, further training of madrichim, a seminar/lecture series for adults, a
conversion program, Friday evening Shabbat services, and a Jewish-theme music and
dance ensemble for children and teens. Rabbi Stamov also may
deepen his involvement with a Bar and Bat Mitzvah program
sponsored by the Jewish Agency. Plans to add Jewish content
to an existing public school with significant Jewish enrollment
have been postponed for at least one year due to financial
constraints.
Vladimir Sapiro is the lead Hebrew teacher in the Masorti community in
Kyiv. He is the author of a textbook series for Hebrew-language
students.

Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Stamov plans to provide assistance to small groups of Conservative Jews that
have formed in other cities, including Chernivtsi, Berdychiv, Kirovohrad, Mykolaiv,
Kharkiv, and Simferopol. Leaders from these nascent communities come together at
Camp Ramah and at various seminars, including those preparing teachers for Sunday
schools. Rabbi Stamov has received an appeal from Jews in Odesa who would like to
establish a Conservative community in that major port city, but he is wary about
venturing into a city with a well-known "Jewish war" between two feuding Orthodox
rabbis.
53.
Rabbi Aleksandr Dukhovny, a native of Kyiv, has been rabbi of the
Progressive/Reform Kyiv Hatikvah Congregation for 13 years, succeeding several
foreign-born rabbis who had served in the position for much shorter periods. He
completed his rabbinic training at the Rabbi Leo Baeck Rabbinic Training Seminary in
London.93 His congregation now has almost 500 members, said Rabbi Dukhovny, most
of whom are dues-paying. Hatikvah Congregation is governed by an active Board,
Rabbi Dukhovny noted.
93

The World Union for Progressive Judaism now is sending most Russian-speaking rabbinic students to
Abraham Geiger College, a rabbinic seminary of the University of Potsdam in Potsdam, Germany,
because it trains rabbis free of charge.
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Hatikvah currently occupies a ground-floor 110-square meter apartment that includes a
60-seat hall, several smaller rooms, and offices. These premises are the seventh base
for the congregation in its 20 years of existence, said Rabbi Dukhovny. The World
Union for Progressive Judaism (WUPJ) has allocated $1.5 million for the purchase of
new premises in a central location close to public transportation, Rabbi Dukhovny
stated. They are seeking space of about 500 square meters that can accommodate a
prayer hall, classrooms, and offices. These quarters must be in a modern and attractive
building, centrally located, and easily accessible by public transportation. Rabbi
Dukhovny declared that he and members of his local board, along with an attorney,
have explored more than 100 properties that, theoretically, meet their needs, but
ownership and/or other legal issues often lack clarity, thus precluding purchase.
Forty-seven WUPJ congregations exist in Ukraine, most of them in smaller cities and
towns; all are appropriately registered with relevant state authorities. More than 20 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.94 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, stated Rabbi
Dukhovny. He observed that possession of physical premises frequently 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 often are key components in the success of various local congregations, he noted.
The additional funds that these relationships generate may enable local groups to offer
programs that they could not otherwise support. A delegation of 34 individuals from a
Reform congregation in London, Rabbi Dukhovny continued, recently visited its twin
congregation in Lviv and agreed to provide assistance enabling the
Lviv group to aid Lviv elderly Jews ineligible for support from the
Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany (Claims
Conference). His own Hatikvah Congregation is renewing a lapsed
relationship with a Reform congregation in Pittsburg, Rabbi
Dukhovny stated.
Rabbi Alexander Dukhovny is the Chief Rabbi of Kyiv and Ukraine for
Progressive Jewry. He is a native of Kyiv and was ordained at the Leo
Baeck Rabbinic Training Seminary in London.
Photo: Открытая дверь (Киев: World Union for Progressive Judaism in Ukraine,
c.2012), 3.

His own rabbinate, said Rabbi Dukhovny, includes substantial counseling to families
and to Jews in hospitals and prisons. He also prepares people for conversion to
Judaism, some of whom have no prior links to Judaism or the Jewish people. He uses
94

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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Skype, he continued, to educate Jews in distant Ukrainian congregations, to work with
Progressive youth groups, and to communicate with twin congregations in other
countries.
The next major Ukrainian city to be assigned a Progressive rabbi, said Rabbi Dukhovny,
probably will be Odesa. An Odesa-born rabbinic student at the Leo Baeck seminary in
London is already fulfilling student rabbi assignments at an established congregation in
her native city and may become its rabbi after her ordination. WUPJ has designated
Odesa as one of its priority cities for expansion in the post-Soviet states, Rabbi
Dukhovny stated.
In response to a question, Rabbi Dukhovny said that the World Union for Progressive
Judaism would operate two one-week summer camp sessions at a site in the Crimean
mountains in 2012. Each session would accommodate about 150 youngsters. WUPJ
will provide a significant subsidy for one session, and a grant from the Dutch Jewish
Humanitarian Fund95 will support the other session. Rabbi Dukhovny added that some
madrichim (counselors) are Israelis trained by the Jewish Agency for Israel and that
others come from the Reform movement's own ranks in Ukraine.
Rabbi Dukhovny described his working relations with the Jewish Agency, Israel
Cultural Center, and Limmud as excellent. However, he observed, Rabbi Yaakov Dov
Bleich continues to block him from participating in various rabbinic groups.
He expressed concern about the new presence of a Masorti/Conservative rabbi in
Kyiv, clearly perceiving Rabbi Reuven Stamov as a competitor. Rabbi Dukhovny
suggested that leadership of WUPJ and Masorti Olami (the Masorti international
umbrella group) formulate an agreement defining spheres of operation in Kyiv. Rabbi
Stamov, said Rabbi Dukhovny, should understand that Jewish intellectuals in the
Ukrainian capital are involved in the Reform movement.
Welfare Activities
54. The writer did not visit the Joint Distribution Committee hesed, which is operating at
reduced capacity due to severe budgetary constraints and problems with the hesed
building itself. According to Amir Ben-Tzvi, JDC director in Kyiv, the hesed kitchen is
operated by an outside company under contract; it prepares [non-kosher] food both for
the hesed day care clients and for certain non-Jewish commercial clients. The soup
kitchen for Jewish elderly no longer exists.

95

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 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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In addition to senior adult day programs, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, the hesed continues to
house certain other services for Kyiv Jews. However, the condition of the building itself
and its location on a small hill far from public transportation lines limit its effectiveness.96
55. The writer also was unable to visit the Home for Assisted Living operated by the
Jewish Confederation of Ukraine under the sponsorship of Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich.
According to Yevgeny Ziskind, the executive director of several of Rabbi Bleich's
organizations, "not very many people" reside in the Home. It simply has become too
expensive to operate, he stated. (At the time of the writer's last visit in 2011, 27 elderly
Jews resided in a building intended to house 85 when fully occupied.) Some space on
upper floors of the six-story building had been leased to commercial concerns, said Mr.
Ziskind.
Ukrainian Jewish Organizations
56. 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.97 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.
Iosif Zissels is a veteran professional in the Ukrainian Jewish
community. He is a native of Chernivtsi.
Photo: the writer (in 2011).

Mr. Zissels also serves as Chairman of the General Council (Ukraine) for the EuroAsian Jewish Congress, i.e., a coordinator/executive director, of EAJC activity in
Ukraine. Now that Vadym Shulman of Dnipropetrovsk has become President of EAJC
(replacing Aleksandr Mashkevich of Kazakhstan in November 2011), Mr. Zissels said, it
is likely that EAJC will become more active in Ukraine. EAJC will pay the Vaad for
96
97

See pages 94-95 for a report of an interview with Mr. Ben-Tzvi.

See the writer's Observations on Jewish Community Life in Ukraine March 21-April 8, 2011, pages 114115, for a description of the Ukrainian Vaad.
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implementing an agenda in Ukraine that is in line with the Vaad's own goals. These
areas of mutual interest, Mr. Zissels continued, include community relations, interethnic
tolerance, preservation of Jewish heritage (identifying, restituting, and maintaining old
Jewish buildings and cemeteries), Holocaust awareness among non-Jews, leadership
development (in cooperation with the Jewish Agency),
Ukraine-Israel relations, and certain other topics.
The
EAJC/Vaad also will distribute recovered Torahs to Jewish
institutions without denominational bias.
As the new President of the Euro-Asian Jewish Congress, Vadym
Shulman of Dnipropetrovsk is expected to expand the EAJC profile
in Ukraine.
Photo:
http://www.jpost.com/JewishWorld/JewishNews/Article.aspx?id=246320.
Retrieved October 14, 2012.

Restitution of old synagogue buildings confiscated by the Soviet regime and further
damaged during World War II and the Holocaust is a major problem, stated Mr. Zissels.
About 800 pre-war synagogues have been identified in the country, fewer than 75 of
which are being used by Jewish communities. Many of the remaining 700+ synagogue
structures are being used by government authorities for other purposes. Unfortunately,
he noted, some restitution is blocked by Orthodox rabbis who, unable to use the
structures themselves, block their transfer to non-Orthodox Jewish groups that could
use them constructively. Preservation of these structures is a second problem, Mr.
Zissels said. In many instances, no demand exists for a restored functioning synagogue, but the buildings could be developed into small museums of Jewish life or
transformed for other purposes that serve the Jewish community. Mr. Zissels referred
to an old synagogue in his home town of Chernivtsi that has traditional painted walls
and classic stonework; it would be a wonderful small Jewish museum, Mr. Zissels said,
but restoring it and developing it into an active museum would require a substantial
financial outlay.
The combination of the global economic crisis and Ukraine's own turbulent
politics is very bad for local business, observed Mr. Zissels. No one knows what will
happen, he continued, and, therefore, no banks are extending credit and no one is
investing. The uncertainty and lack of forward motion create a moral crisis; people
believe that they should take some action, but are too fearful of unknown consequences
to do anything. It's likely that Jews, he continued, are in a somewhat better position
than the average Ukrainian because, in general, Jews have more money, but the
situation is unpleasant for everyone. This sense of indecision and doubt makes
fundraising very difficult.
No particular problems regarding antisemitism are visible, said Mr. Zissels in response
to a question. He is unaware of any antisemitic attacks on people. In common with
other observers, he believes the well-publicized beating of a yeshiva student in Kyiv
during the Pesach holidays was not antisemitic in intent. The murder of Hennady
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Akselrod and two bombings in Dnipropetrovsk almost certainly were business-related,
and not incidents of antisemitism, he said.
57. Vyechesalav Likachev is a recognized specialist on antisemitism, working for the
Vaad and other organizations. The main trend in 2011 throughout Ukraine, said Mr.
Likachev, was less antisemitic violence against people. Some Jews were victims of
physical attacks, he continued, but it was difficult to verify antisemitic intent.
The only exception, Mr. Likachev stated, is Uman, which is in a category of its own as a
place of pilgrimage for thousands of foreign hasidic Jews at Rosh Hashanah. The
pilgrims appear to locals as "strange people with strange behavior" who are tolerated
only because of the money that they bring into the local economy. Unofficial and
unlicensed restaurants, hostels, and other businesses spring up solely to exploit the
pilgrims - and corruption erupts as merchants and schemers battle for advantage
among the thousands of visitors. The local political opposition seizes upon the
unseemly chaos, using strong antisemitic rhetoric. Ukrainian right-wingers often join the
turmoil, using such slogans as, "Ukraine without hasids!". Physical clashes also occur,
Mr. Likachev said; usually, local people initiate violence, but some hasidim, perhaps
fueled by alcohol, also start brawls. Rarely is there any official response to the
disorder.98
So far in 2012, said Mr. Likachev, the 2011 pattern continues. The well-known attack
on yeshiva student Aaron (Aleksandr) Goncharov during Pesach in Kyiv probably was
not antisemitic in intent. The hospital that treated him stated that he had alcohol in his
system; he may have fallen or perhaps he was the victim of a robbery.
Jews are not the primary target of ethnic violence, Mr. Likachev stated. Young
toughs and/or right-wingers are more likely to attack foreign students or refugees,
especially if they are Asians or Africans. Individuals of different racial backgrounds are
very visible and, if their residency status is uncertain, they are afraid to report such
incidents to the police.
Antisemitic vandalism continues, said Mr. Likachev. The most common targets are
Jewish cemeteries, synagogues, and Holocaust memorials. Seventeen or 18 cases
were reported to authorities in 2011, perhaps 50 percent of the total. The perpetrators
rarely are found, Mr. Likachev stated, unless some incriminating evidence is uncovered
when they are under investigation for another offense. Some Jewish cemeteries are in
remote locations, observed Mr. Likachev, and some Jews in small cities and towns are
too frightened to inform incidences of antisemitic violence to local police.
Hate speech, including antisemitic hate speech, is difficult to prosecute because the
relevant Ukrainian law was badly written. Police simply do not want to deal with it and
will try to pass off antisemitic or other hate speech as "hooliganism", Mr. Likachev
stated.
98

See page 88 for additional information about the Rosh Hashanah pilgrimage to Uman.
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Mr. Likachev finds the current political situation troubling and believes that it may
generate more antisemitism in the coming months, particularly as the country moves
toward Rada (Parliament) elections in October. The radical rightwing Freedom party
(Всеукрайнский союз свободы) has "re-branded" itself, said Mr. Likachev, abandoning
its swastika-like symbol. However, its policy and rhetoric remain right-wing and
antisemitic. It is viewed as an authentic alternative to President Viktor Yanukovych's
Party of Regions by some individuals, particularly in more nationalistic western
Ukraine, and may attract enough votes to earn seats in the Rada. President
Yanukovych himself is a problem in that he routinely uses "violent" language, such as
vowing to "exterminate" the opposition. Such language seeps into general society, Mr.
Likachev observed, and contaminates ordinary dialogue. Behavior also may be
affected.
A large amount of antisemitic content can be found on the Internet, Mr. Likachev
stated. Sixty to 70 percent of this anti-Jewish and generally xenophobic material
originates in Russia and some of it is translated into
Ukrainian for maximum exposure. German- or Englishlanguage Internet antisemitism has little impact because
few Ukrainians speak German or English, commented Mr.
Likachev.
Vyecheslav Likachev is a specialist on Ukrainian xenophobia and
antisemitism. He has conducted many surveys monitoring such
phenomena in Ukraine.
Photo: the writer.

Anti-Zionist related antisemitism, similar to that prevalent in western Europe, is
anachronistic in Ukraine, Mr. Likachev averred. After seven decades of Communist
rule, few Ukrainians are responsive to Marxist-Leninist views. Left-wing thinking is too
reminiscent of the Soviet years. However, he continued, some anti-Zionism can be
found in publications of the Ukrainian Orthodox church.
Similarly, antisemitism generated by Moslems is uncommon in Ukraine simply
because the Moslem population in the country is very small. Foreign Moslems paid for
the many bigoted publications of MAUP (Міжрегіональна Академія управління
персоналом or Interregional Academy of Personnel Management) between 2002 and
2007,99 but the MAUP leadership who received these funds was forced out of office in
2007 and the antisemitic books and articles stopped. The number of Arab students at
Ukrainian universities is small, and police monitor their activity closely.

99

It was widely reported that MAUP received funding from several Middle Eastern governments during
this period.
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58. 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. Most groups
participate in most KJC programs, he said, but KJC now is
generating fewer and smaller programs due to budgetary
constraints.
Anatoly Shengait has worked with Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich for
many years. He currently directs the Kyiv Jewish Community, a
secular organization that operates under Rabbi Bleich's auspices.
In common with many other Kyiv Jewish organizations, KJC is now
experiencing serious financial constraints.
Photo: the writer.

Especially noteworthy programs, said Mr. Shengait, are large community celebrations
for Hanukah and Purim; participants from 20 smaller Jewish population centers are
brought into Kyiv by bus.
Discussion clubs for intellectuals, Holocaust
commemorations, interfaith meetings, concerts of Jewish music, Jewish drama
productions, and a Jewish children's theater are other projects. KJC also sponsors a
periodic Jewish newspaper.
Mr. Shengait believes that interfaith work, including involvement of Ukrainian
Christians in Holocaust commemorations, is very important. He observed that many
Ukrainians still believe in "myths" (мифа) from the tsarist and Soviet periods, such as
the old accusation that Jews kill Christian children so as to consume their blood on
Pesach. The Jewish community must work very diligently to change such ideas, Mr.
Shengait said.
When funds are available, KJC works in communities outside Kyiv. For example, they
now are sponsoring some Jewish cultural activity in Bila Tserkva (better known as
Belaya Tserkov, the Russia version of its name), a storied Jewish town southwest of
Kyiv).
KJC also has been drawn into the Uman situation, said Mr. Shengait. As many as
30,000 hasids descend upon a small city with limited infrastructure. The pilgrims are
from another world, Mr. Shengait declared, many with long beards, wearing long coats,
and draped in prayer shawls. The contrast between them and local men, many still
attired in shorts in the late summer heat, is extraordinary. The hasidim fight with each
other and with Uman residents over housing and other amenities.
Small
disagreements escalate into major brawls, sometimes with serious injuries. KJC tries to
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coordinate the various service providers, stated Mr. Shengait, and also is working with
Uman authorities to develop the tourism infrastructure.
In response to a question about financial support, Mr. Shengait said that Rabbi Bleich
continues to support KJC, but the extent of the support diminishes from year to year.
Several private individuals are helpful, he replied, and both JAFI and JDC provide some
assistance for the large holiday celebrations. Some individuals from small towns who
attend these holiday festivals pay their own way and/or raise money for the chartered
buses, added Mr. Shengait. Student groups, he said, provide volunteer labor for the
holiday celebrations.
59. The writer was unable to visit the Jewish Fund of Ukraine or the Ukrainian
Jewish Committee.
International Jewish Organizations
60. 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.100 The writer met with Bilana Shakur, who was then
completing her fourth and final year as head of the JAFI Kyiv
mission.
Bilana Shakur is a veteran JAFI emissary, having served two years
in Tashkent and four years in Kyiv. She returned to Jerusalem to a
JAFI management position in the area of Russian-speaking Jewry in
summer of 2012.
Photo: the writer (in 2011).

Ms. Shakur said that aliyah from the region to Israel was proceeding at about the same
pace as in 2011 when 526 people moved to the Jewish state. However, some small
decreases had occurred in several areas, she noted. Due to economic distress, it is
difficult to sell apartments in some cities. Also, budgetary cuts had forced JAFI to
dismiss local aliyah coordinators in all but nine small cities, thus reducing enrollment in
MASA and decreasing aliyah; experience has shown that ongoing personal contact is
necessary to help MASA and/or aliyah candidates make appropriate decisions and feel

100

The JAFI office in Kyiv is responsible for JAFI operations in both western Ukraine and Moldova.
Moldova is located south of Ukraine. (See map on first page of this report.)
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comfortable about their forthcoming MASA experiences or absorption plans.101 People
generally do not trust information that they read on the Internet or in other media, Ms.
Shakur said, so the Internet, while useful for general communication, is no substitute for
a well-informed local coordinator able to interact personally with individuals.
About 640 serious candidates for aliyah within the next year or so are registered on a
computerized JAFI list, Ms. Shakur continued, and JAFI maintains contact with all of
them. In response to a question, Ms. Shakur said that about 80 percent of residents
of large cities in Ukraine have computers with access to the Internet. The standard
of living is much lower in smaller cities, she continued, and far fewer people in these
smaller population centers can afford computers and Internet service. They cannot
even afford mobile telephones, she added. However, she said, people with relatives in
Israel consider computers and Internet access a priority; they manage to obtain
computers and Internet service, complete with Skype, for communications purposes.
She observed that parents with children in Naaleh or Selah previously came to the JAFI
office to use JAFI computers to maintain contact with their offspring; now they
communicate from home, she said.
Twenty-three JAFI Hebrew-language ulpans currently (May 2012) are operating in
the region, Ms. Shakur stated. Classes in smaller cities and towns, in particular, are full
of young Jews who see no future for themselves in Ukraine, she said. They are very
serious about aliyah and very serious about their Hebrew studies. Many other ulpan
students, continued Ms. Shakur, are planning to join relatives already in Israel. A small
number of ulpan participants intend to remain in Ukraine and work in the tourism
industry; the visa-free regime recently instituted by Israel and Ukraine has brought more
Israelis to Ukraine as tourists, and Ukraine needs Hebrew-speaking tourist guides and
other tourism professionals to serve them, she said. Ms. Shakur noted that ulpans
offered by the Israel Culture Center are free of charge, whereas JAFI needs to charge
people five to ten dollars monthly in small cities and $12 monthly in large cities.102
Large-scale holiday celebrations remain an important method of introducing Israel
and aliyah to local Jews, stated Ms. Shakur. She was then planning an Israel
Independence Day fair for the following week that was expected to draw between 700
and 800 participants. The event was to take place outside Kyiv on a property permitting
several different programs to operate concurrently. JAFI would provide one or two
buses for each Jewish day school in Kyiv and additional buses for other groups in the
city and for Jews in nearby towns. The celebration would include recognition of Israel's
founding and its history as a state, master classes, lectures, and programs for children.
An exhibit and fair on MASA programs would be staged, enabling potential MASA
participants and their families to obtain information about specific MASA courses. In
101

Ms. Shakur noted that a serious illness caused a longtime local coordinator in Khmelnytnytskyi to
leave her position; aliyah fell from 50 during her last year on the job to 15 in the next year.
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JAFI ulpans include Jewish identity-building components that are not part of the ICC Hebrew
curriculum. Ms. Shakur did not mention independent ulpans, such as that offered by the Masorti
movement (see pages 80-81) or private Hebrew courses (see page 75). Some people enroll in several
different ulpanim concurrently.
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addition to JAFI's own celebrations, it also participated in other Jewish community
events, such as the Hanukah and Purim festivals organized by the Kyiv Jewish
Community.
Summer camps are another critical component of the Jewish Agency program in the
post-Soviet states. The Kyiv office would sponsor two 10-day camp sessions in 2012 at
a site in the Carpathian Mountains, one session for 120 youngsters between the ages of
11 and 13 and the other for 120 teens between 14 and 17. Because the site is a ski
resort, the owner offers JAFI a very good rate for his lean summer months when he has
difficulty attracting other guests, said Ms. Shakur. Even with the cost of transportation
(overnight train and bus) included, the cost of operating the camp in the distant
Carpathians is less expensive than at a site closer to Kyiv. Campers' families pay a
small portion of the actual expense.
Ms. Shakur said that the camp is unable to accommodate all of the youngsters who
would like to attend. Places are made available to campers based on the total Jewish
population of the cities/towns in which they live. The demand for places far exceeds the
number of applicants from such cities as Chernihiv, Cherkasy, and Khmelnytskyi, she
said.103
Another JAFI outreach program targeting Jewish teens is Moledet (Heb.,
Homeland), which provides informal Israel-centered education activities for seventh and
eighth graders in Kyiv Jewish day schools and in a number of Sunday schools, Ms.
Shakur stated. The activities are led by trained madrichim and are welcomed by the
school administrators, whose teachers often lack the experience and expertise to
engage youngsters in Israel education.
The Naaleh high school in Israel program enrolled 35 new students from the region
in 2011-2012, and applications for 2012-2013 are approximately twice as high as the
number last year, said Ms. Shakur. All applicants will be evaluated for both academic
and psychological/emotional readiness.
The JAFI Kyiv office sent three busloads of 40 people each on Taglit (birthright Israel)
in 2011 and anticipates sending the same number in 2012. It offered three post-Taglit
seminars - on Judaism, Israel, and the Holocaust.
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The writer visited the camp session for teens between 14 and 17 in July 2012. The ski resort consists
of one large building, accommodating campers in hotel-type rooms for two people. Each room has its
own en suite full bathroom. The building also has a number of medium-size and large multi-purpose
rooms that are used for a variety of informal education and social events. Informal education stressed
Jewish identity development, Jewish mutual responsibility, Jewish tradition, the Holocaust, Israel
awareness, Israel opportunities (Naaleh, Taglit, MASA), and leadership development. Relatively little
time is spent outdoors. Madrichim (counselors) included both Ukrainian Jews and Israelis. The Ukrainian
Jewish madrichim were veterans of JAFI camps and had completed several madrichim-training courses.
From what the writer was able to observe over several days, the campers appeared happy and engaged
in the program; they were well-supervised by the counselors, who appeared creative and dedicated. The
ski resort kitchen was kosher (supervised by Igor Karasik, see pages 72-73). Ms. Shakur said that no
advertising was necessary to fill the camp; families heard about it through word-of-mouth and approached
JAFI for places for their children.
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MASA enrolled 100+ participants from Kyiv and central/western Ukraine in 2011-2012 and 300 from all of Ukraine. Ms. Shakur expected 2012-2013 enrollment to be
comparable. The more elite programs require co-payments of $5,000 to $10,000, which
are difficult for Ukrainian families to provide, she said, so Ukrainian Jewish participants
tend to enroll in programs sponsored by Orthodox religious institutions, which are more
likely to be free. Notwithstanding the reality that some young Jews thus participate in
programs that are not their first choice, MASA remains very popular and often leads to
aliyah. Many participants change their status to new immigrant while still enrolled in
MASA, Ms. Shakur said.
With supplemental funding from the Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Chicago, JAFI
operates a day-long family Sunday school for approximately 70 youngsters between the
ages of 11 and 13. The two-year Sunday curriculum focuses on preparation for Bar/Bat
Mitzvah and includes classes every Sunday for 30 weeks during the school year,
Jewish holiday celebrations, and a trip to the Cherkasy region that includes a visit to
Holocaust sites in the area. Participants are drawn from the Kyiv contingent at the JAFI
summer camp. An accompanying program known as Tsror enrolls about 30 children
between the ages of four and 11 (and their parents). Upon hearing that the Chicago
Jewish Federation might suspend this support in favor of other projects, the JAFI staff
mobilized a group of approximately 15 parents and grandparents to speak with the
writer about its importance to them and their families. Following are some excerpts:
Mother of three children, the eldest of whom enrolled in JAFI programs at the age of five.
At that time, the family "joined the Jewish nation". All three children subsequently went
to the ORT school in Kyiv. The middle child is now in Israel in Naaleh; he is at an ORT
school there and has had few adjustment problems because Kyiv ORT prepared him
well. Their daughter, age 20, is a graduate of Kyiv ORT and is preparing to go on aliyah;
she met most of her current friends in JAFI teen programs and most of them now are in
Israel. The parents will make aliyah, along with their youngest son, when he graduates
from the ORT school in Kyiv. Meanwhile, he participates in JAFI teen programs.
Mother of two children, ages 13 and 17. Children attend JAFI camp and youth club. It is
important that Bar/Bat Mitzvah program also has sessions for parents. She appreciates
the BBM sessions on the Holocaust, which were presented in a "sensitive" manner,
giving her the opportunity to learn about this very important matter. The madrichim
courses help her children to become independent. The kids used to go to Perlina
school, but they had to drop out when Perlina started to charge tuition. JAFI and Netzer
(Reform movement youth group) fill the gap.
Mother of one adolescent daughter. Daughter is in a conventional public school where
she is "surrounded by antisemitism". JAFI programs make the family comfortable as
Jews, and the leadership training that daughter receives in JAFI enables her to be a
leader in school even in the midst of antisemitism.
Mother of a 15-year old son now in Israel in Naaleh program. Mother is not Jewish so
son is not halachically Jewish, but JAFI accepts both of them warmly. JAFI eased early
adolescence of son, made him more responsible. Now that son is in Israel, she is alone,
but JAFI invites her to programs anyway (notwithstanding that she is not Jewish).
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Mother of one child who has progressed through Tsror and Bat Mitzvah programs.
Many kids are unaware of their Jewish heritage and parents lack knowledge to raise
them as Jews. These programs are excellent in instructing parents and children about
their Jewish heritage.
Father of two children, ages 12 and 14. His family not only learns at JAFI, but "lives" at
JAFI. Educators at JAFI are very warm and helpful. JAFI changes people and prepares
them for new lives in Israel.
Mother of two children. JAFI camps are "legendary" and also help parents learn to let
go, to permit their children to become independent.

In response to a question, Ms. Shakur, who seemed well-acquainted with all of the
parents and grandparents, described them as college-educated working-class
individuals, some of whom are not halachically Jewish. Perhaps 20 percent, not more,
are single parents.
The writer later spoke with five JAFI staff members who work with children and youth:
S. attended JAFI camps for five years, has M.A. in marketing, went to Israel on Taglit,
works part-time in Tsror program, has quit outside and JAFI jobs to go to Israel on
MASA.
P. also is going to Israel on MASA, enrolled in one of the more prestigious MASA
programs. She has worked in informal Jewish education in JAFI, including in summer
camps.
V. is coordinator for Taglit and MASA.
choreography.

He was born in Lviv and has M.A. in

C. has an M.A. in music. She works with children and youth in various programs,
including summer camps. She also is going to Israel on MASA.
L. has university degrees in both economics and foreign languages. Her JAFI work is in
youth and student aliyah programs.

Ms. Shakur described two JAFI community programs that focus on adults. JAFI is the
convener of Shavuah Tov (Heb., A Good Week), an independently-funded forum that is
"the only place in Kyiv where everyone [all Jews] meet". Individuals from different
synagogues and organizations gather to discuss such topics as religious tensions in
Ukraine and in Israel, antisemitism in Ukraine, Jewish family life in the diaspora, and
how to represent Jews in discussions with local authorities. Although actual discussions
are now limited to adults, JAFI intends to invite Jewish students as listeners so that they
can become acquainted with various issues. A Rosh Hodesh (Heb., lit. Head of the
Month, or First Day of the New Month) program, started by two Chabad women, has
found a home in JAFI. Women gather monthly for Jewish learning, social activities, and
programs on Israel.
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Reflecting on her six years as a JAFI emissary in the post-Soviet states, Ms. Shakur
said that the Jewish Agency faces major challenges as it prepares for the future in
these countries. Many of these issues stem from the ever-diminishing funds available
for JAFI operations. Popular and effective programs are eroded as budgets are slashed
again and again; if additional cuts are ordered for some of them, she continued, the
programs will just collapse. The uncertainty about available funds is debilitating; one
cannot build on existing enthusiasm if the funding base is in doubt. She observed that
the reductions in financial support for programs in smaller cities and towns has
eliminated Jewish contacts for people who already are isolated; Jews need to know that
Jews and Judaism exist outside of Chabad. By the time that some people in small cities
and towns learn about various JAFI programs, she said, the registration period for these
activities has closed and would-be participants are again excluded from Jewish
opportunities.
61. Amir Ben-Tzvi directs operations of the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee in central and western Ukraine. In all, JDC serves 22,350 people in this
region, 11,000 of whom reside in Kyiv. Of the 11,000 clients in Kyiv, Mr. Ben-Tzvi
continued, 57 percent are ineligible for supplemental funds from the Conference on
Jewish Material Claims against Germany because they did not reside in areas
occupied by the Nazis during World War II. As Nazi victims continue to die, the
proportion of non-victims continues to grow. It would be
even higher than reported, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, if JDC,
seeking to limit costs, had not decided to terminate
registration of non-victims on its client list. The average
age of hesed clients, he noted, is 79.
Amir Ben-Tzvi is in his second year as director of JDC operations
in central and western Ukraine after a successful term in a
comparable position in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

Clearly, JAFI welcomes the Claims Conference funds, stated Mr. Ben-Tzvi, but the
German government appears to be imposing stricter regulations on the use of these
funds for home care, socialization opportunities, and other programs. Negotiations with
the German government have become very difficult, he said. Mr. Ben-Tzvi commented
that Claims Conference allocations probably will peak in 2013, then decline sharply.
Apart from the hot lunches served to day center clients at the hesed,104 JDC has sharply
cut back its food services. Food parcels are still delivered to some homebound
104

See pages 82-83.
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elderly, but the majority of aid recipients are enabled to purchase discount cards for use
at a chain of supermarkets. The discount card system costs about one-fifth as much as
the old food parcel/hot meals structure that characterized previous JDC operations, said
Mr. Ben-Tzvi. (A similar discount card system is used for the purchase of certain
pharmaceutical goods.)
The number of poor Jewish families in Kyiv has increased, stated Mr. Ben-Tzvi. Most
of these impoverished families, he continued, are fairly recent migrants to the city
from smaller towns. They believe that greater opportunities await them in the capital
city, but they are unprepared to deal with the complexities of city life. They often are
isolated socially. Further, he noted, such families often leave their elderly members
behind to fend for themselves in small population centers with few resources.105
Historically, JDC has focused disproportionately on welfare services in Kyiv and other
territories covered by the Kyiv office. Far fewer resources are targeted on Jewish
renewal programs, a situation that Mr. Ben-Tzvi would like to change. However, both
inadequate funding and a lack of suitable program space deter implementation of
additional Jewish renewal activity.
No resolution is in sight for easing the occupancy and general premises issues that
continue to plague JDC in Kyiv. Formally, JDC has set aside $1.5 million for
improvements to the hesed building, but Mr. Ben-Tzvi - and others - believe that the
structure is beyond repair. Further, due to its poor location at the crest of a small hill
and some distance from public transportation lines, it seems illogical to attempt to
salvage the building. Replicating the new JDC Kharkiv building in Kyiv would cost $10
million, Mr. Ben-Tzvi noted.106
Mr. Ben-Tzvi stated that the general mood in Kyiv is one of pessimism.
economic and political problems of the country are seen as overwhelming.

The

Commentary
62. Increasingly, indigenous operators of Jewish-focus programs in Ukraine understand
the need to develop a broad-based indigenous fundraising capacity and to lessen their
dependence on foreign funders. Equally, the concept of fee-for-service is understood
and accepted; if a program is offered free of charge - with the possible exception of
welfare assistance to impoverished Jewish elderly and handicapped younger Jews - it
is viewed as low in quality and unattractive.
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This phenomenon also occurs in other large cities, such as Dnipropetrovsk. Jews from villages
relocate in a larger city, and soon approach - or are referred to - Jewish organizations for various forms of
assistance.
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See pages 57-59. It was not clear to the writer if the quoted cost referred only to the building or to the
building and the property on which it stands.
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Young Jewish community professionals eagerly attend fundraising workshops and ask
foreigners for advice. To date, however, their organizations appear to operate on a
money-in/money-out basis, with little long-range planning and only basic financial
management.
To be sure, omnipresent corruption deters development of a
sophisticated financial management system.
63. Certain international Jewish organizations - principally, the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee - continue to build Jewish community structures without input
from local Jewish communities. The new JDC Jewish Center in Kharkiv is a case in
point, modeled on counterpart institutions in other cities rather than on expressions of
interest from local Jews. No attempt was made to mobilize local financial support, and
no plan exists to enlist local collaboration in the future. Such an approach is a
dependency model, establishing dependency on a foreign institution and limiting the
likelihood of generating local responsibility and support.
64.
Jewish young adults active in Jewish community life repeatedly express
enthusiasm about peer-led Jewish organizations, such as Limmud and Moishe House,
that are non-denominational among Jewish religious streams. They are equally
admiring of the Jewish Agency Hamama (Incubator) program that allocates seed money
for young adult initiatives. Such activities provide young people with experience that
may prepare them for leadership roles in a future Jewish civil society.
Informed by newly-acquired capacity in English, international travel experience, and the
Internet, Russian-speaking Jewish young adults in the 21st century live in
circumstances unimagined by their parents and by the well-meaning foreigners who
established top-down Jewish programs for post-Soviet Jews in the 1990's. Many
contemporary post-Soviet Jewish young leaders are smart and creative; in common
with their peers in other countries, they are interested in developing programs based on
Jewish tradition, but pluralist and modern in approach, content, and governance.
65.
Expansion of existing programs offered by the Masorti/Conservative and
Progressive/Reform movements in Ukraine will provide additional options for Jewish
involvement. Each of these movements requires substantially greater investment,
including Russian-speaking rabbis who relate well to young people and young families,
than is now apparent. Program premises must be modern and welcoming.
66.
A number of local Chabad rabbis - for example, Shmuel Kaminezki in
Dnipropetrovsk, Moshe Moskovitz in Kharkiv, and Yonatan Markovich, Mordechai
Levenhartz, and Moshe Asman in Kyiv - have developed and maintain welfare services
that provide important aid to local Jewish populations. Adopt-a-Bubbe also provides
significant welfare assistance in specific areas. All of these programs fill gaps in welfare
service and often are overlooked in evaluating local Jewish communal structures.
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67. Although indigenous Jewish young adults appear to enjoy periodic visits with
elderly Jews and occasional interaction with handicapped children or peers, little
interest is evident among local Jews in developing community-based infrastructure that
addresses the needs of Jewish at-risk children, elderly individuals, or people with
disabilities. As services are reduced by the Joint Distribution Committee and
supplemental aid provided through the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany is scheduled to peak and then decline significantly within the next few years,
local Jews seem ill-prepared to bear responsibility for the disadvantaged among them.
Rabbinic efforts, such as those noted above, and independent foreign-based assistance
initiatives cannot fulfill these needs. Further, any successful comprehensive indigenous
social service agency would require the resources of a Jewish fundraising and financial
management system that does not yet exist in the post-Soviet states.
68. Although many Jews in smaller cities and towns continue to leave these locales on
their own, remnant Jewish populations remain in smaller population centers that are
burdened with inferior infrastructures and limited employment opportunities. Jews in
these areas also are isolated from other Jews and may feel inhibited in expressing their
Jewish identity. Notwithstanding the reality that outreach is expensive in areas of low
Jewish population density, support should be sought for inclusion of all small-city Jewish
youngsters in such programs as Jewish camping and for their orderly departure from
these areas and systematic immigration to Israel or relocation to nearby larger Jewish
centers.
69. Those who observe Ukraine from the outside or even from Kyiv must be mindful of
the differences between regions and cities, even cities of similar sizes. The reader is
referred to disparities in regional/local government policies in Dnipropetrovsk and
Kharkiv, for example, and the impact of these dissimilarities on local economies and
general daily life.
70. Equally, Jewish life has developed differently in different Jewish population centers.
Rabbi Kaminezki exerts enormous influence in Dnipropetrovsk, so much so that leaders
of other Jewish programs feel compelled to clear major decisions with him. No rabbi in
Kyiv enjoys even a fragment of such authority. In Odesa, two Orthodox rabbis compete
with each other, diminishing the moral authority of the rabbinate and of Jewish religious
groups in general.

Betsy Gidwitz
Chicago Illinois
October 22, 2012
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