OBSERVATIONS ON
JEWISH COMMUNITY LIFE IN UKRAINE
(Odesa, Mykolaiv, Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, Kryvyi Rih, and Kyiv)
Report of a Visit in April 2013
The writer visited Jewish communities in Ukraine during a three-week period in April
2013. She entered the country in Odesa, made a brief trip to Mykolaiv, returned to
Odesa, and then traveled to Dnipropetrovsk. From Dnipropetrovsk, she traveled to
Kharkiv and then briefly to Kryvyi Rih (Krivoi Rog), before returning to Dnipropetrovsk
and then concluded her journey in Kyiv.
Ukraine is a country somewhat smaller in size 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
seaport of Sevastopol, which hosts
the Black Sea
naval
fleet
of
Russia.

The economy of Ukraine remains dependent upon steel production and related heavy
industry based largely in the mineral-rich eastern and south-central regions of Ukraine,
stretching from Luhansk to Kryvyi Rih (Krivoi Rog). High international steel prices and
domestic consumption spurred a relatively strong economic performance until the global
economic crisis beginning in 2008 triggered a significant drop in the price of steel.
Concurrently, heavy foreign borrowing, dependence on imported energy, failure to
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implement necessary economic reforms, and massive corruption have added to
economic woes, creating an ongoing recession that appears to affect every sector of
Ukrainian life.1
The estimated population of Ukraine in July 2013 was 44,573,065,2 a steep decline from
its estimated 1991 population, i.e., at the time of the collapse of the Soviet Union, of
approximately 53 million.3 The estimated 2013 birthrate is 9.52 live births per 1,000
population, and the estimated 2013 death rate is 15.75 per 1,000 population. The
estimated life expectancy for females born in 2013 is 78.43 years; life expectancy for
males born in 2013 is 63.41.4
Individuals of Ukrainian ethnicity constitute 77.8% of the population, followed by ethnic
Russians, whose numbers total 17.3% of the population. No other ethnic group
comprises even one percent of Ukrainian inhabitants. More than 90 percent of the
population adheres at least nominally to Orthodox (Byzantine rite) Christianity.
The estimated populations of the five largest cities in Ukraine in 2013 are: Kyiv, 2,779
million; Kharkiv, 1,455 million; Dnipropetrovsk, 1,013 million; Odesa, 1,009 million; and
Donetsk, 977,100 (2009). Internal migration from smaller cities and towns to larger
metropolitan areas, particularly Kyiv, continues today; it is possible that the population
of these primary cities is larger than noted due to the influx of unregistered migrants
from smaller population centers.

The streets of central Kyiv, especially the areas around luxury hotels, are jammed with
large black sport utility vehicles (SUV's), the transport means of choice for tycoons and
hustlers. Symbols of power and excess, the favored models are the largest and most
expensive on the international market. The intent is clear: be visible, be strong, and be
intimidating. Ukrainian President Viktor Yanukhovich is openly referred to as Don
Yanukh, the title relating both to the mafia characteristics of Mr. Yanukovych's
leadership and to Mr. Yanukhovich's origin and base of support in the Donbas region of
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Some observers have noted similarities between Ukraine and Russia in that each country is dependent upon a
single industry. In Russia, nearly half of federal budget revenues derive from fuel and energy resources.
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Unless otherwise noted, most demographic statistics in this section can be found in CIA ‐ The World Factbook at
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the‐world‐factbook/geos/up.html. Retrieved May 23, 2013.
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Demographic trends in Russia are similar. Population loss in each country 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.
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Comparable life expectancies in Russia are 76.02 for women and 64.04 for men. The life expectancy gender gap
in both countries is notable.
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eastern Ukraine.5 The individuals around Mr. Yanukhovych are referred to as members
of the Family or the Mafia.
With the exception of his immediate cronies, Mr. Yanukovych is isolated, abandoned
even by oligarchs who have followed their assets abroad. General lawlessness,
pervasive corruption, mafia confiscation of businesses,6 and other practices deter
investment in new businesses or expansion of current endeavors.
Ukrainian
bureaucracy is crippling, capital markets are poorly developed, and the legislature
seems paralyzed.
As was the case during her visit almost exactly one year previously, the writer found the
prevailing mood in Ukraine to be one of despondence. People understand that they
have no influence, not even over their own lives, said a woman in Odesa. They don't
trust anyone, they see no prospects for their own children, they have no faith in the
future, they are preparing to leave, she continued. A
businessman in Kyiv echoed her sentiments: people are
scared, the uncertainty is awful, there is no stability politically or economically. They are thinking about leaving,
he said; he knows someone who plans to walk out on his
business by the end of the year and just leave, he doesn't
want his kids to grow up here [in Kyiv].
Viktor Yanukhovych has been President of Ukraine since early
2010. He is considered by many to be a political bully and
thoroughly corrupt.
Photo: www.news.kievukraine.info. Retrieved May 26, 2013.

A person needs protection by "the Family" to operate a business, said a woman in
Kharkiv. The Family controls the taxes that you pay and initiates "ugly procedures" to
ensure its own profit [at the business owner's expense]. It is "totalitarian control" by the
Family over the country. No one is happy, observed a man in Dnipropetrovsk. People
don't believe in tomorrow, even the middle class wants to leave. Another man in
Dnipropetrovsk simply put his head on his desk when the writer asked about the mood
(настроение) in the city. He later sighed, shook his head, and said that the mood was
one of depression, people are under enormous pressure just to survive. Many want to
emigrate, he continued, and the only thing that is keeping some young people in the
country is a minor uptick in information technology outsourcing to Ukraine; if a person
has skills in that area, he or she may be able to manage, but most people have no hope
for their future in Ukraine.
5
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Viktor Yanukhovych was born in 1950 in Yenakiyeve, Donetsk region.

The prevalence of business confiscation differs significantly from oblast to oblast, city to city, depending on the
quality of local governance. Dnipropetrovsk has been the beneficiary of good governance and is well disposed to
business. It has been subject to few confiscations. The problem is more widespread in such cities as Kyiv, Odesa,
Donetsk, and Zaporizhya. The major target businesses are in energy and agriculture, said one diplomat.
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Actual unemployment in Ukraine is about 15 to 20 percent, estimated one foreign
diplomat; it is higher among young people and in smaller cities, he added. Disaffection
with the government is very high, he observed, but the opposition is weak and is itself
subject to powerful business interests with limited concern for the broader interests of
the country. Yanukhovych can afford to remain complacent because he retains control
over security forces, said the envoy. Political demonstrations are permitted and
contained.7 The people may be unhappy, but they also are tired and passive.
Russia remains an abiding concern, a powerful neighbor to the north and east. It
controls more than three-quarters of Ukraine's energy resources and maintains a large
naval base in Crimea. It meddles in Orthodox church politics, attempting to impose the
will of the Moscow patriarchy over Ukrainian Orthodoxy. The government of Ukraine
strives to forge a discrete Ukrainian identity, separating itself from its former Russian
colonial past. Use of the Ukrainian language is strongly encouraged, although Russian
remains the dominant tongue in most large cities and in much of eastern Ukraine. Most
educated Ukrainians and residents of western Ukraine, regardless of educational
background, identify more closely with central Europe and the West in general than with
Russia.

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.8
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,9 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
7

The writer observed an ongoing demonstration in support of Yulia Tymoshenko, former Prime Minister and
electoral opponent of Mr. Yanukhovich, who was subject to a politically‐inspired trial and is now imprisoned near
Kharkiv. The protest was mounted on the Kreshchatyk, the broad boulevard that is the main street of Kyiv, and
continued over several days under police protection.
8

These numbers refer to self‐identified Jews. They should be multiplied by three to account for non‐Jewish 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.
9

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
122‐123.
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Jews remain distant from Jewish engagement, finding little of interest in contemporary
Jewish life.
Conventional antisemitism is an enduring presence in Ukraine, so much so that many
parents do not reveal family Jewish ancestry to children, fearing that their offspring may
blurt out this awkward fact in school or another group setting.10 Nonetheless, observers
report few acts of antisemitic violence, such as assaults on Jews as individuals or graffiti
or other damage to Jewish community buildings or cemeteries.11 More common is
street antisemitism in the form of remarks about conspicuous Jewish wealth12 and such
insensitive acts as the construction of large Chanukah menorahs near churches. The
Internet also hosts a number of Russian and Ukrainian antisemitic sites that blame Jews
for various adversities in Ukrainian life, including Communist rule in Ukraine during the
Soviet period, the Holodmor,13 and continuing Russian influence in now-independent
Ukraine.
Of concern to many is the strengthened showing of the right-wing Svoboda (Freedom)
party in 2012 Ukraine parliamentary elections.14 Fascist in orientation, Svoboda gained
10.44 percent of the popular vote, entitling it to 37 seats in Parliament. As one observer
noted, Svoboda bears little resemblance to an organized political party; instead, he
continued, it is more of a concept, an undisciplined mob
that is unable to control its rank and file. On the one hand,
some of its adherents voice strongly bigoted views against
Jews and Russians; on the other, some of its leadership
has reached out to official Israeli representations, asserting
that they are not antisemitic and that their use of offensive
language is not anti-Jewish in intent.
Oleh Tyahnybok, a native of Lviv and leader of Svoboda, and his
followers have made many inflammatory comments in public
speeches against Jews and Russians.
Photo: http://bigstory.ap.org/photo/oleh-tyahnybok. Retrieved May 31, 2013.
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Anecdotal evidence abounds of individuals declining to identify as Jews, of coming‐of‐age disclosures of Jewish
heritage, and of deathbed acknowledgments of Jewish ancestry
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Vyecheslav Likhachev, the most eminent observer of antisemitism in Ukraine, reported nine acts of antisemitic
criminal vandalism throughout Ukraine in 2012. See his Preliminary Results of 2012 Monitoring of Manifestations
of Anti‐Semitism in Ukraine at http://eajc.org/page34/news35602.html. The report was written under the aegis of
the Euro‐Asian Jewish Congress. See also pages 135‐137 of this document for an interview with Mr. Likhachev.
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Many oligarchs in Ukraine are Jewish.
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The Holodmor (deriving from the word golod or holod, which means hunger) was a man‐made famine occurring
in 1932‐1933 in Ukraine and several adjacent areas of Russia that is believed to have killed three to seven million
people. Major causes of the tragedy were collectivization of agriculture and rapid industrialization.
14

The formal name of Svoboda is All‐Ukrainian Union "Svoboda" (Всеукраїнське об’єднання «Свобода», Ukr.).
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Monitors of Ukrainian antisemitism acknowledge that Svoboda often seems more antiRussian than antisemitic and that unlike Jobbik, the antisemitic political party in
Hungary, Svoboda has no associated paramilitary forces. However, Svoboda activists
continue to employ antisemitic and other xenophobic rhetoric in public statements,
defying hopes that their success in the 2012 elections and apparent desire to appear
mainstream might effect some moderation in their speech. Their frequent expressions
of bigotry as members of Parliament may have legitimized such language in public life.
Further, their lack of internal discipline frightens many observers who believe that such
verbal violence may escalate and generate physical attacks on people and property.
Relations between Ukraine and Israel remain strong.
The few anti-Israel
demonstrations that occur, said one diplomat, attract about ten people and usually are
instigated by Palestinians who have some involvement with local communists. In
general, Ukrainians admire Israel for its successful formulation and articulation of a
national idea - Zionism; more than two decades after independence, Ukrainians
continue to search for a coherent national identity.

The writer interviewed 74 individuals during her travels in Ukraine, including five diplomats
attached to foreign representations. The diplomats are not identified by name or position in this
review.

Odesa
A famous port city on the shores of the Black Sea, Odesa was founded by a Turkish
khan in 1240 and was controlled by Turks until the 1789 Turkish-Russian War. During
much of the nineteenth century, it was a free port, a factor that doubtless has
contributed to the diversity of its population, which includes Ukrainians, Russians,
Jews, Poles, Romanians, Greeks, Bulgarians, Albanians, Italians, Germans,
Frenchmen, and others.
Symbolic of the extraordinary role of
Odesa in Russian culture is the famed
Odesa National Academic Theater of
Opera and Ballet, which dates from
1810. Seating 1,636, it is renowned for
its opulent baroque style and its fine
acoustics.
Photo:
http://opera.odessa.ua/ru/oteatre/arhitektura/galereya. Retrieved May
31, 2013.
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From the 1880’s until the 1920’s, the Jewish population of Odesa was the second
largest in Russia (after Warsaw, which was then within tsarist Russia). According to
general censuses, 139,984 Jews (34.65 percent of the municipal population) lived in
Odesa in 1897, and 153,194 Jews (36.4 percent) resided in the city in 1926.15 Eightythree synagogues were counted in the city 100 years ago, prior to the Bolshevik
Revolution.
Pogroms occurred in 1821, 1859, 1871, 1881, and 1905. Notwithstanding repeated
anti-Jewish violence, Jews were well-represented in Odesa commerce and general
culture. Odesa Jews also developed an extensive network of Jewish educational and
cultural institutions, and the city became a notable center of popular Zionism. Among
Odesans who achieved prominence in the Zionist movement are Ahad Ha’am,
Menachem Mendel Ussishkin, Meir Diezengoff, Haim Nachman Bialik, Leon Pinsker,
and Vladimir Jabotinsky.
Approximately 180,000 Jews lived in Odesa in 1939. At least half of the Jewish
population managed to flee the city before it was occupied by German and Romanian
troops in October 1941 following a protracted siege. Most of the remaining Jews were
slaughtered in several massacres during the Holocaust in 1941 and 1942. Others were
transported to regional concentration camps, where some died in mass shootings and
some perished from starvation, disease, and exposure to harsh winter weather.
As is the case throughout the post-Soviet states, no reliable demographic data exists
about the contemporary Jewish population of Odesa. The writer heard estimates
ranging from 20,000 to 40,000 individuals eligible for immigration to Israel under
provisions of the Law of Return.16 The majority of responses were closer to 20,000.
Jewish Education and Culture
1. The Tikvah children's home and school began operations in the mid-1990's under
the direction of the Ohr Somayach outreach organization. Although independent
today, the Tikvah complex continues to function according to a philosophy similar to that
of Ohr Somayach under the supervision of Rabbi Shlomo Baksht. Unfortunately,
because no Tikvah official was in the city during the time of the writer's visit, she was
unable to observe any of their programs.
The Tikvah school occupies five different buildings, each assigned to a specific
age/gender group. Enrollment at the elementary school level is about 200 youngsters,
and approximately 270 attend the Tikvah high school, including a small group of teens
with learning disabilities and/or academic delays in a vocational studies program.
15
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Encyclopedia Judaica, Vol. 12 (Jerusalem: Keter Publishing House, 1971), page 1319.

The Law of Return of the State of Israel specifies that individuals with at least one Jewish grandparent
are eligible for Israeli citizenship.
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Another 250 children attend a Tikvah preschool and kindergarten.17 About half of the
pupils in the elementary and secondary schools are residents of the Tikvah homes. The
dominant group among the other half are children from underprivileged families in the
city of Odesa.
Tikvah operates the largest residential program for Jewish children in Ukraine,
accommodating several hundred youngsters in separate facilities for boys and for girls.
The majority of these youngsters are known as social orphans. Social orphans lack
status as orphans as defined by law because one or both parents is alive; however, the
parents are deemed incapable of raising children due to mental illness, chronic physical
illness, addictions, imprisonment, or other issues. In some cases, a grandparent may
be a legal guardian, but is unable to provide adequate care due to advanced age and
related concerns.
2. The Chabad Ohr Avner day school enrolls approximately 320 youngsters, a steep
decline from the 500 who were enrolled at the time of the writer's last visit in 2009.
Approximately 120 children in nursery school through grade four meet in one building,
and the remaining 200 in grades five through 11 are taught in a separate structure. The
Jewish studies component in their curriculum includes three weekly lessons in Hebrew
and another three in a combination of Jewish tradition, history, music, and art.
Approximately 40 boys attend a discrete heder in classrooms on the lower floors of a
new building that also accommodates 24 boys in a residential program. Fundraising
currently is underway for a new building for 25 girls who require dormitory space; the
girls currently live in an older structure that is inadequate for their needs. Chaya Wolf,
wife of Chabad Chief Rabbi Avrum Wolf, stated that about 40 percent of youngsters
residing in dormitories are from Odesa; the
remainder have been referred by rabbis in
nearby Mykolaev and Kherson, as well as
more distant Kyiv and Poltava.
Modern dormitory rooms accommodate eight
boys in a single room with an adjoining small
bathroom. Large lockers (with green and blue
doors in photo) and drawers below bunk beds
hold clothing.
The building includes a
computer room and recreational premises.
Photo: the writer.
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A website focusing on Tikvah can be accessed at http://www.tikvaodessa.org. See also an account of the
writer's 2009 visit to Tikvah facilities in her A Spring Visit to Ukraine ‐ March‐April 2009, pages 12‐14.
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The day school, said Mrs. Wolf, is private and charges each student $15 monthly,
although the real cost is about $450 monthly. Eleven buses transport youngsters
between home and school.
3. School #94, a public school sponsored by ORT, currently enrolls about 400
youngsters in grades one through eleven in a building with a capacity of 450. The
student census usually declines at the high school level, said Principal Svetlana
Manchenko, because a number of pupils transfer into the Na'aleh high school in Israel
program at the beginning of tenth grade. Depending on grade level, the ORT school
curriculum
includes
three
to
five
technology classes every week; students
preparing for competitions with the other
16 ORT schools in the post-Soviet states
often participate in afterschool computer
activity as well. The technology curriculum
includes work in robotics and animation.
The girl in the photo at right is preparing for an
interschool competition in robotics. Some
competitions take place online, but others
involve travel to ORT schools in different postSoviet cities and even in Israel.
Photo: the writer.

The Jewish studies component of the ORT school includes 180 class periods each
year, a total that includes Hebrew language, Jewish tradition, and Jewish history.
Additionally, School #94 conducts a brief Kabbalat Shabbat (welcoming the Sabbath)
ritual every Friday afternoon and observes all Jewish and Israeli holidays. Reflecting
the legacy of the Holocaust in Odesa, commemoration of the Holocaust is an important
part of the curriculum.
Ms. Manchenko stated that graduates who remain in Odesa attend a broad range of
Odesa post-secondary educational institutions, including those that are the most
prestigious. She mentioned technological and medical colleges, pedagogical colleges,
and institutes that prepare young people for careers in the merchant marine field.18
Several observers with whom the writer conferred stated that School #94 is the most
academically rigorous of the three Jewish day schools in the city, but that it is far from
being the best school in Odesa. Notwithstanding its technology focus, said one
individual familiar with Odesa schools, families can find other public schools with more
comprehensive technology programs and more advanced technology equipment.
18

As a seaport, Odesa is home to a number of marine‐related academies, most of which are related to commercial
seafaring, rather than military service. Young people in marine cadet uniforms are visible in several areas of the
city.
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4.
In addition to Jewish day schools, Odesa is home to two Jewish quasiuniversities sponsored by rabbis. Odesa Jewish University was opened in 2003 by
Rabbi Shlomo Baksht and Southern Ukraine Jewish University was established
several years later by Chabad Rabbi Avrum Wolf. Students in each institution pursue a
double course of studies, enrolling in both compulsory religious classes and in a secular
academic program that leads to a conventional academic certificate or degree.
Reflecting small enrollments - 100 to 150 students in each institution - the number of
academic majors is severely limited; professors from accredited local colleges teach
secular classes in such areas as pedagogy, speech therapy, business, and computer
technology.
Each rabbi provides instruction, dormitory accommodations, and meals free of charge.
Additionally, students receive a small stipend. The classes in Odesa Jewish University
meet in a large hall and several smaller rooms above Rabbi Baksht's synagogue prayer
hall, whereas the Chabad institution convenes in a rented building. Two of the major
features of these programs - low academic standards for admission and cost-free
degrees - compensate for a third feature that some find disagreeable, the requirement
that students attend several hours daily of religious classes as well as prayer services.19
5. The Odesa Hillel student group contains 700 names in its data base, said director
Pavel Vugelman. Approximately 150 students of this total constitute an active core
group, regularly participating in a variety of Hillel programs, a number of which operate
as clubs. For example, two of the most popular are Jewish tradition in a pluralistic
sense and Jewish history, the latter emphasizing the rich history of Odesa Jewry. A
Hillel women's club, he continued, meets jointly with the local Project Kesher women's
group.20 Hillel has sponsored a strong intellectual games (Jewish trivia) cohort since its
inception in the 1990's. Its own six-player teams compete with similar teams from
Hillels in other cities in a tournament in Odesa every May, stated Mr. Vugelman;
accompanying the competitions are tours around Odesa. Hillel also organized two
Taglit (birthright Israel) buses in 2012, each with 40 people.
Volunteer activity is popular in Odesa Hillel, as in other Hillels throughout Ukraine.
Odesa Hillel took a leading role in Good Deeds Week, which actually continued for
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Typically, these programs attract poorly prepared students from Jewish day schools and from low‐standard
public schools in smaller cities and towns. The writer met two former students who described these institutions as
offering pathways out of the bleak small towns in which they were born; they found the atmosphere of the Jewish
universities to be insular and depressing ‐ and each transferred to a secular institution as soon as he was able to do
so. Nonetheless, they acknowledged the limitations of their small‐town secondary schools and were grateful to
the Jewish institutions for providing the initial opportunity to leave their dreary towns and acquire the tools for
productive lives elsewhere. After enrolling in their respective secular institutions, each had sought out secular
Jewish organizations for socializing and each was planning to emigrate to Israel.
20

Project Kesher is a Jewish women's group that is active in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and several other countries
that once were republics of the former Soviet Union. It also works in Israel. Project Kesher promotes women's
leadership development, Jewish education, women's health, and several other concerns.
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three weeks in Odesa. Hillel members worked with special needs children, elderly and
blind people, and also donated blood.
Mr. Vugelman was effusive about a new information technology venture that Hillel
initiated in March, financed in part by a grant from a prominent individual in the
Baltimore Jewish community.21
The Hillel International Computer School currently
enrolls six groups of ten young people in three-month courses covering advanced
computer languages (such as Java), development of mobile apps, networking, and
other information technology skills. Three professional IT instructors from established
Odesa IT firms teach these courses in late afternoon and evening classes accessible
after university and working hours. Participants include both students in local
universities and colleges and individuals who are working full- or part-time.
Tuition for such classes normally is about $200 per month, said Mr. Vugelman, but Hillel
has arranged a 50 percent discount so that students pay only $100 monthly. Admission
to the program requires successful completion of mathematics and engineering exams.
In addition to technology classes,
the Computer School also offers
courses in English and soon will
initiate a Hebrew track.
Pavel Vugelman, left, is the veteran
director of Hillel in Odesa. At right is
Ihor Bohun, who directs the Hillel
International Computer School. The
School occupies a single modern
classroom in the lobby of a prominent
Odesa office building.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Vugelman anticipates that some graduates will remain in Ukraine and try to find IT
work in companies that do technology work for foreign firms, including the two that
currently employ the Computer School instructors. However, it also is likely that many
will emigrate, having acquired skills that will enhance their employment prospects in
many Western countries. He referred to the soon-to-be implemented Hebrew language
track as a "bridge" to Israel.
The Odesa office building in which the IT classes meet is one of three Hillel locations in
the city. Most of its everyday classes and clubs meet in a centrally-located smaller
commercial building, said Mr. Vugelman, and Hillel also maintains a "very small" office
in the Beit Grand Jewish Cultural Center. (See below.) Hillel uses the Beit Grand
theater for its drama productions and the gym for sports activities; it also uses JCC
studios for art and photography groups, and JCC classrooms for English study groups
and for various clubs. Obviously, it would be less expensive to centralize its operations
in one space, noted Mr. Vugelman, but Hillel is unable to find a single space that
21

Baltimore and Odesa are sister cities.
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accommodates all of its needs. In recognition of extensive Hillel volunteer work in the
city, the Odesa municipality offered Hillel much larger premises several years ago for
token annual rent. However, Hillel could not afford to undertake the extensive
renovations required for occupancy and the space had to be declined.
6. Moishe House is a new addition to Odesa, having opened in November 2012. In
common with approximately 40 other Moishe Houses in different countries, its purpose
is to serve as a young adult-operated Jewish program center for local Jews in their
20's. In return for subsidized rent in a spacious apartment and a program budget from
Moishe House headquarters in California, each Moishe House is expected to operate a
variety of programs that attract Jewish young adults.
The Odesa Moishe House is a three-bedroom apartment with a generously-sized
kitchen and equally large living and dining rooms. The primary piece of furniture in the
living room is a ping pong table, which accommodates Sabbath dinners and, at other
times of the week, table tennis games.
The writer spoke with the three residents of the home. Sasha Dovgospilny, at left, is from
Kramatorsk, a small city north of Donetsk in eastern Ukraine. His mother works as a local
Jewish Agency representative in that city and, through JAFI connections, heard that Rabbi
Baksht's Odesa Jewish University admitted students from smaller cities. Sasha completed two
years at OJU, then left because he found the religious requirements stifling. He subsequently
transferred to a conventional secular institution and finished his degree. He also completed a
course of studies at the Paideia program in Stockholm; Paideia, he said, opened his eyes to a
broader Jewish world than the "shtetl" lifestyle promoted by Rabbi Baksht. Sasha currently
works in informal Jewish education in the Jewish Agency and said that he probably will go on
aliyah to Israel in the not-too-distant future. Katya Osnekhovskaya is from Kishinev in nearby
Moldova. She started the Moishe House there and is happy to be a founder of the Odesa
program. Also a graduate of Paideia, Katya used to work for the Jewish Agency and is now
working as a freelance English teacher. She was looking for another job at the time of the
writer's visit, but probably will emigrate to Israel in the near future. Kostya Richkov, right, is a
native of Odesa and has a degree in construction engineering. He currently is doing freelance
web design, but is seeking fulltime employment.
Kostya is enrolled in the Hillel
International Computer School, where he is
studying C++, a programming language. He
completed a course of studies at a Moscow
machon operated by the World Union for
Progressive Judaism and is active in the
Odesa Progressive community. Sasha and
Katya joked that Kostya would emigrate to
the United States because he is a devotee of
Starbucks coffee.
Photo: the writer.
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Sasha, Katya, and Kostya said that the appeal of Moishe House is that it is an "open
community", offering Jewish experiences that are "comfortable". They cal their own
friends to initiate its activities, then their friends call their own friends, and thus a
"telephone tree" has been created to inform young Jews of Moishe House programs.
Additionally, they have 120 "friends" on Facebook, who check the site for
announcements. For many participants, they said, Moishe House is their only link to
Jewish life. Some were activists in Hillel, but now have aged out of Hillel; others, they
said, had no prior Jewish community experience at all and know nothing about Judaism,
Jewish ritual, Jewish history, or related subjects.
In addition to Shabbat dinners and celebrations of Jewish holidays, Moishe House
arranges lectures on Jewish topics, group participation in the Week of Good Deeds, and
seminars on Odesa Jewish history and on Israel. They would like to organize a heritage
trip to Jewish shtetls, and are planning a camping trip with Hillel and a local Beitar
group. They try to work collaboratively with all Jewish groups; their participants include
people whose primary identity is with the Migdal JCC (see below), Chabad, or other
organizations. They will not become involved in Jewish politics, they said; they are
neutral in the conflict between Rabbi Baksht and Rabbi Wolf.
The three Moishe House residents expressed resentment over Orthodox domination of
Jewish life in the city. Everything must be approved by either Rabbi Baksht or Rabbi
Wolf, who continue to exercise a high degree of "control" over Jewish practice, they
commented.
As the writer left the building in which Moishe House is located, one of the residents
pointed out a plaque on the building exterior. The plaque notes that Meir Dizengoff
(1861-1936), a pioneer of modern Zionism and the first mayor of Tel Aviv, once lived
there. They hadn't known about the former occupant of the building when they leased
the space, they said, but it was good to be in the same structure that once housed such
an important Jewish figure.
7. Odesa is home to two Jewish community centers or cultural centers, both of
which are supported by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. The newer
center is Beit Grand, which opened in 2008.
Accommodating both the local JDC hesed
(see below) and Jewish cultural activities, the
facility is named in honor of the Grand family
of Detroit, whose gift enabled construction.
A former hospital, Beit Grand opened in 2008 after
a seven-year construction period in which building
plans changed frequently and substantially. The
structure is centrally located in Odesa.
Photo: JDC.
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Irina Zborovskaya, Executive Director of Joint in Odesa, stated that the purpose of the
Beit Grand Jewish cultural center is provision of a rich agenda of Jewish cultural
activities for local middle-class Jews. The Jewish population, she noted, is much more
comfortable with Jewish culture than with Jewish religious content. Parents, she
continued, want their children to become familiar with their Jewish heritage through
Jewish culture. For current adolescents, whose entire lives have occurred in the postSoviet era, public identification as Jews comes naturally and they are eager to
participate in Jewish cultural activities. Most youngsters who come to Beit Grand, said
Ms. Zborovskaya, are enrolled in the ORT Jewish day school; in addition to participating
in activities planned for their respective age group, many Beit Grand adolescents
volunteer as ushers or helpers in another capacity for large events at the facility.22
Elina Korneva, director of the Jewish cultural center at Beit Grand, outlined its activities.
A nursery school enrolls 41 children in a format that emphasizes day care, rather than
preschool education. The monthly tuition of $500 is
designed to attract upper middle class families.
Activities include kabbalat Shabbat (welcoming
Shabbat) and age-appropriate observance of most
Jewish holidays.
Lacking outdoor play space, Beit Grand has developed a
terrace playground several floors above street level.
Photo: the writer.

For older children, Beit Grand offers a number of afterschool arts classes, dance and
drama groups, and vocal ensembles. Enrolled youngsters perform in the Beit Grand
theater for families and friends. Adolescents have their own programs, which include
visiting lonely elderly Jews in their apartments. Beit
Grand organizes its own Jewish trivia teams that
compete in local contests. The facility also hosts a
computer lab. A series of week-long day camps is
offered in the summer, each focusing on a specific
activity (such as art, music, sports, computers, English)
or on a general program.
Elina Korneva, director of the Jewish Cultural Center at Beit
Grand, manages a multi-faceted program.
Photo: the writer.

Adult activities, said Ms. Korneva, include lectures on various topics, amateur film
production, and cultural programs. Beit Grand has rented commercial restaurant

22

See pages 32‐33 for an interview with Ms. Zborovskaya.
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kitchens for cooking classes and is always looking for other off-site areas in which
programs can be held that appeal to middle class adults and families.
The Beit Grand building is attractive and inviting. Its Jewish cultural center offers a
diverse and multi-faceted program. Yet Ms. Zborovskaya acknowledges that its
financial foundation is shaky. High user-fees, she acknowledged deter many potential
participants, and the building has failed to attract commercial tenants whose rental fees
were expected to support cultural activities. The ORT school pupils who constitute its
primary younger constituency do not comprise the target juvenile demographic group upper middle class kids otherwise unengaged in Jewish life. Presumably, upper-income
Jewish families seek leisure-time activities in secular private classes and clubs.
On another level, the shallowness of specifically Jewish programming at Beit Grand has
alienated individuals who seek a more intensively Jewish cultural and/or intellectual
experience. The Migdal International Jewish Community Center (see below) is
perceived as more authentically Jewish and more home-like, more welcoming, much
less a foreign implant.23

The Beit Grand theater is equipped with a modern sound system and has been used for
conferences, lectures, and musical and drama productions. However, its small seating capacity
(204 individuals) has limited its use for community functions. The gymnasium or sports hall is
used by neighborhood schools for physical education classes, but Beit Grand itself does not
organize ongoing sports activities.
Photos: Beit Grand.
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For further information on Beit Grand, see the section on the Migdal International Jewish Community Center
(immediately below), an interview with Gennady Katzen, pages 19‐20, and the Odesa hesed (Shaarei Tzion), pages
22‐24.
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8.
The Migdal International Jewish Community Сenter (Международный
Еврейский Общинный Центр «Мигдаль») operates almost 100 programs in the twostory former synagogue of the Union of Kosher Butchers. Constructed in 1909, the
synagogue was closed by Soviet authorities in 1925 and subsequently used by the
KGB. It was returned to the Jewish Cultural Society (Общество еврейской културы), a
cover organization managed by Chabad Chief Rabbi Avrum Wolf. Rabbi Wolf “leases”
the building to Migdal free of charge.
Migdal is led by Kira Verkhovskaya, a local woman of many talents. Among the most
accomplished fundraisers for Jewish causes in Ukraine, Ms. Verkhovskaya has
attracted donations that have transformed the century-old former synagogue from a
decrepit, structurally unsound edifice into a safe, functional Jewish community center
with multiple activity rooms. The central staircase has been secured and strengthened,
corridors widened, heating system and lavatories modernized, and decor upgraded.
The roof is next, said Ms. Verkhovskaya. The exterior may be scrubbed sometime in
the future.

The exterior of the Migdal Jewish community
center reflects the age of the building, but its
interior corridors have been modernized. The
glass-front bookcase contains copies of some
of the many Migdal publications on Odesa and
general Jewish history and culture; the sale of
these volumes generates needed revenue.
The music studio at left is one of several
Migdal creative venues.
Photo of Migdal (former synagogue) exterior at
www.migdal.ru. Retrieved July 5, 2013.
Both interior photos: the writer.

The Migdal building contains a small Jewish community library. A communal hall
hosts many community events, and art by local Jewish artists is displayed in special
exhibits and in various places throughout the structure. A small computer facility is
located on the second floor.
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Migdal operates afterschool activities in creative arts as well as classes in English and
Hebrew; as many as 125 youngsters participate in these programs each day.
Additionally, it offers community classes in art, music, drama, dance, fitness, computer
technology, and Jewish history and culture; most of its cultural activities, said Ms.
Verkhovskaya, have a strong Jewish theme. A special set of programs convenes for
retired Jews.
Migdal also sponsors lectures, a Jewish film festival with partners in London and
Warsaw, a Jewish youth group and conference, teen and young adult expeditions in
Jewish Odesa and Jewish Ukraine, and a publications program featuring Odesa
Jewish authors. Publications include a website, magazine, and a large number of
books. Additionally, Migdal trains guides for tours of Jewish Odesa. A Migdal summer
family camp has operated for 17 years, said Ms. Verkhovskaya, attracting 140-145
people each year for a one-week session; participants include some Jews from abroad.
All programs require the payment of participation fees, although these sometimes are
adjusted to accommodate individuals of limited means.
Migdal has been heavily involved in three of the four Limmud programs held in Ukraine,
stated Ms. Verkhovskaya, noting that the informal, communal culture of Limmud is
similar to the culture of Migdal itself. Migdal has an
active volunteer corps, she noted, who are crucial to
the successful operation of many of its programs.
Kira Verkhovskaya is the creator and director of the Migdal
Jewish Community Center in Odesa. Her largely selfimposed responsibilities include facility management, facility
re-design and renovation supervision, program creation and
direction, and fundraising. Approximately 1,000 Jewish
families participate in Migdal programs, said Ms. Verkhovskaya.
Photo: the writer.

Among its offsite activities is a Jewish text study group that meets regularly in a
kosher restaurant for a lunch and learn program that includes consideration of the
weekly Torah portion and other Jewish texts. The Jewish businessmen who participate
in this program, Ms. Verkhovskaya said, will not enter a synagogue, but they will meet in
an outside venue for serious Jewish learning. These businessmen, she added, now
provide financial support to Migdal.
Migdal created and operates a separate small Jewish museum (known as
Shorashim), which focuses on Odesa Jewish history. Migdal also manages the JDC
Mazel Tov program that is designed for at-risk Jewish children. Mazel Tov, which is
located in a small apartment in a nearby building, enrolls approximately 120 youngsters
from infancy through age eight from about 100 families, said Ms. Verkhovskaya. Due to
space constraints, the program accommodates only 18 children at one time; most
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children participate only once weekly or even less frequently - some in a structured
daycare program, others after school for homework assistance and enrichment
activities, and yet others only on Sundays. Parents also convene for instruction in
childcare, psychological support, and socializing. Meals are prepared in a small kosher
kitchen. The program is financed both by JDC and local contributions.
The largest single source of Migdal funding is an annual $135,000 operating subsidy
from the Joint Distribution Committee, stated Ms. Verkhovskaya, who expressed
gratitude for its dependable transmission. Additionally, these funds are supplemented
by Ms. Verkhovskaya's own fundraising efforts, which include securing the premises
for both the Shorashim museum and the Mazal Tov apartment from a local Jewish
family. Other funding sources are tourist services (both tours of Jewish Odesa and the
publication of a popular Jewish Odesa guidebook available in several languages), a
small publishing house featuring Jewishcontent books and magazines, user
fees, an annual local fundraising drive
for general operating expenses, and the
establishment of a 501(c)3 ”friends"
organization in the United States. As
noted, Migdal also has mobilized an
effective volunteer group that serves to
reduce personnel costs.
Youngsters participate in an afterschool
Mazal Tov art class in a room that also
serves as a computer educational center.
Photo: the writer.

Notwithstanding the JDC subsidy, observers note tension between Migdal on one side
and JDC and the more modern Beit Grand on the other side. The original grant of $1
million to JDC from the Grand family eleven years ago was intended for modernization
of the Migdal facility, contend Migdal supporters; however, JDC sought a different
structure to house a separate program aimed at attracting middle-class families
assumed to be less drawn to Jewish themes. JDC withheld the funds from Migdal while
searching for a new site and then consumed seven years in construction while making
multiple design changes that required additional fundraising during a period of massive
inflation in Ukraine. Migdal was to be mollified by receiving the entire third floor of Beit
Grand for its own, specifically Jewish, programs; however, that pledge disappeared and
Migdal was allocated a mere two small rooms (for programs of non-Jewish content) in
Beit Grand, for which it pays rent. As noted, subsequent renovations to the Migdal
building have been financed independently.
Philosophically, the two centers seem far apart. Migdal proudly pursues Jewish-content
programming, eschewing frothy popular cultural activity (such as the yoga and bellydancing classes that Beit Grand offers, Ms. Verkhovskaya observed). Whereas Beit
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Grand seeks out the Jewish middle class said to be alienated from Jewish life, Migdal
attracts both a less affluent Jewish population and intellectuals of varying economic
strata pursuing specific Jewish content. No less important is the role of particular
personalities, in this case, Kira Verkhovskaya, who preceded Joint in Odesa and
declines to be controlled by Joint or by anyone else. "I work for the Jews," she told the
writer, "and not for Joint and not for [any] rabbis." ("Я работаю для евреев, и ни для
Джойнт и ни для раббинов.")24
9. Gennady Katzen, the former director of The Community Home of Jewish Knowledge
<Moriah> (Общинный дом еврейских знаний <Мория>), now is based at Beit Grand,
where he maintains an office and presides over the Moriah collection of Jewish artifacts,
some of which are displayed in several showcases at various locations in Beit Grand.
Some of the objects related to specific Jewish holidays or events are exhibited only on
holidays or special occasions, such as Israel Independence Day.
Moriah, which was struggling to maintain its existence during the writer's most recent
previous visit to Odesa in 2009,25 once occupied four rooms in an Odesa public library.
These premises housed a 10,700-volume multilingual Jewish library and a collection of
Jewish artifacts; its programs included Jewish literary and musical salons, a Jewish
historical society, a scholarly journal, and several youth
programs. However, JDC withdrew a crucial subsidy at
the end of 2008, which effectively closed the program.
Its holdings were dispersed to Beit Grand and Migdal,
and Mr. Katzen endeavors to continue some of its
activities from his office at Beit Grand.
Gennady Katzen is a graduate of several Melton programs in
Israel, but is unable to find a satisfying Jewish educational or
cultural position in Odesa.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Katzen has attempted to create Jewish intellectual programs at Beit Grand, but said
that little appetite exists for serious intellectual activity there. Everything is "pop
culture," he said, inserting the English-language term into his Russian speech. The only
type of Jewish history that interests people, he continued, is history of the Holocaust.
Young people, in particular, are interested only in technology, and the "rich" (богатый)
Jews that Beit Grand is trying to attract are not intellectuals. No one cares about the
Judaica books that he accumulated, many of which are still in the cartons in which he
packed them when he was forced to abandon Moriah. He managed to publish two
24

Ms. Verkhovskaya has been compared to Evgenia Lvova of St. Petersburg, who operates a number of
independent Jewish programs in that city. Ms. Verkhovskaya does not dispute the comparison.
25

See the writer's A Spring Visit to Ukraine ‐ March‐April 2009, pages 20‐21.
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issues of the Moriah scholarly journal in 2012, but he has been unable to find financial
support for its continuation in 2013.
10. Anna Misiuk is a Jewish cultural force on her own, a source of popular Jewish
history. A social anthropologist and writer, she is based at the Odesa Literary
Museum, a major repository of rare editions, manuscripts, photographs, and other
objects tracing the history of literary Odesa. A general dissident and producer of
samizdat (clandestine self-published literature) during the late Soviet period, she
became interested in Jewish history and culture only in the 1990's after the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the emergence of formerly suppressed Jewish life.
Ms. Misiuk teaches Judaica courses in Hebrew language and Jewish history at Odesa
National University, a highly-regarded institution founded in 1865. She also lectures in
Jewish literature at the leading Odesa pedagogical institute, leads a Jewish history club
at the Shorashim Jewish History Museum, prepares
tourist guides, publishes articles on various Jewish
topics, and frequently appears on television as on
expert on Jewish history.

Anna Misiuk is a largely self-taught authority on Russian
and Ukrainian Jewish history, particularly the rich Jewish
history of Odesa. She believes that Jewish literature is the
key to Jewish civilization.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Misiuk prepares tour guides in Odesa Jewish history for both the city tourist bureau
and for specifically Jewish groups, such as Migdal and Hillel. The tourist bureau groups
usually consist of 15 to 20 individuals, the majority of whom are not Jewish, who meet
once weekly from October through May, sometimes in a lecture format and sometimes
in walking tours. The specifically Jewish groups are more intense, meeting twice
weekly for lectures and twice weekly for walking tours of Jewish-interest sites during a
similar five-month period. Many of the Jewish guide students enroll in the course for
"self-improvement," Ms. Misiuk said; they are not interested in becoming professional
guides, but want to learn about their Jewish heritage and find that the tour guide course
provides a good introduction to Jewish life without forcing them into a religious
atmosphere that they find objectionable. Some of these Jewish students, Ms. Misiuk
continued, know little about Judaism or Jewish life; they often are overwhelmed by the
intensity of the material she presents. For example, many have never heard of Pesach;
when she mentions it, they ask what it is, not even knowing that it is a holiday. Although
those in the Hillel group are young adults, some individuals in the Migdal and city tourist
bureau groups are well into middle age, said Ms. Misiuk.
Ms. Misiuk described the general mood in Odesa as one of depression. People are
discouraged, they have no faith in the future. The education system has deteriorated
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markedly and they see no prospects for their children. The legal system is corrupt, and
no one trusts anyone else. Estimating the Odesa Jewish population at 30,000, Ms.
Misiuk said that three groups of Jews are likely to leave Odesa and Ukraine in the near
future. First, she said, young people, particularly the "best" young people, see no future
for themselves in Ukraine. Second, she continued, are religious Zionists, individuals
who attend programs offered by either of the two Orthodox synagogues in the city and
have adopted a religious Zionist outlook. The third group consists of middle-age and
older people, including herself and her husband, who will join adult children and
grandchildren who have already settled in Israel. (She expects to go to Israel with her
husband within the next several years after he retires from his position as a professor at
an Odesa institution of higher education.)
Admiring the Jewish-content programs at the Migdal center, Ms. Misiuk is drawn to it
rather than to Beit Grand, although she acknowledges that the latter is an important
venue for large community events. Beit Grand is well-equipped and well-managed, she
said, but Migdal is more "energetic" and offers a rich array of Jewish activities. In
response to a question about the former Moriah center and its collection of Jewish
books (see above), Ms. Misiuk repeated Mr. Katzen's statement that most of the books
remain unused, sealed in storage cartons. The Migdal library is too small to
accommodate them and, additionally, Migdal lacks the trained staff (professional
librarians and other resource people) to use them properly, she stated. She continued
that she herself cannot find individuals in the city who are qualified to lead discussion
groups on contemporary Jewish literature. Outside financial assistance is required to
expand the library and train individuals in Jewish literature and history; the situation
presents a real dilemma, she said, because even if such people could be properly
trained, it is unlikely that funds could be found for their employment in local Jewish or
academic institutions.
11. The Odesa Holocaust Museum is a recent addition to Jewish sites in the city,
having opened its doors on June 22, 2009.26 The Museum occupies a small two-story
section of a city-owned commercial building, with offices, a library, and a multi-purpose
room/conference hall on the first floor and five small exhibit halls on the second floor.
The Museum pays a subsidized rental fee to the municipality, but is responsible for
utilities and other expenses.
The Museum focuses on the Holocaust in Odesa and the region known as
Transdniestria, that is, the area between the Dniester and Bug rivers in southwest
Ukraine (and neighboring east Moldova). According to the Museum, 272,622 Jews,
including 23,000 Jewish children, were killed by Romanian and German forces in this
region during the Holocaust. Some Odesa Jews were forced into ghettoes and burned
alive, others were transported to local concentration camps and subsequently froze to
death during a harsh winter, and many from both the city and smaller villages were
killed by firing squads.
26

German and Romanian forces invaded Ukraine on June 21‐22, 1941. Odesa was occupied on October 16, 1941,
by the Fourth Romanian Army. Soviet forces liberated Odesa in April 1944.
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The five small exhibit halls are crowded with photos and artifacts of the War years.
These include letters from the front, military uniforms and medals, family photos and
histories, period furniture and household belongings, a model of a local concentration
camp, replicas of German war documents, and other materials. The exhibit also shows
photos of local Righteous Gentiles, i.e., non-Jews who rescued/sheltered Jews and
information about their lifesaving actions.
Photos in this exhibit are of Jewish
Red Army veterans who were
recognized for valor during World War
II. The black-colored board is entitled
Victims of the Holocaust; it lists various
Jewish population centers in the region
and the number of Jews killed in each.

Photo: Odesa Holocaust Museum.

Development of the museum was strongly encouraged by an association of former
ghetto and concentration camp inhabitants. The exhibits have been created by
professionals who have consulted Yad Vashem in Israel and other museums.
Welfare
12. Shaarei Tzion (Gates of Zion), the JDC hesed or welfare center in the Odesa
region, is located on the ground level of Beit Grand. In addition to Odesa itself, the
reach of the hesed extends over 300 kilometers and includes
satellite heseds in Balta (north of Odesa), BilhorodDniestrovsky (southwest), and Izmail (far southwest, near
Romanian border). Anatoly Kesselman, director of the
hesed, stated that it maintains 7,000 Jews and righteous
gentiles on its roster, a continuing decline (due to deaths of
elderly clients and tightening of requirements for admission
of new clients). Approximately 1,300 of these clients receive
homecare services, said Mr. Kesselman.
Anatoly Kesselman, director of JDC hesed services in the Odesa
region.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Kesselman stated that pensions range from $100 to
$120 monthly, which is insufficient for the purchase of both food and common
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medications. Pensions are being paid on time now, he said, but no one is confident that
timely payments will continue. In response to a question, Mr. Kesselman said that
inflation is "terrible" (ужасно); the cost of bread is somewhat controlled through
government regulations, but the price of salami has risen by about 30 percent in recent
months, he explained, and the price of fish has increased by a staggering 300 percent.
JDC continues to sell discount cards for groceries and pharmaceutical products to its
clients. Such cards are valid in specific chains of stores in each category. Other types
of food assistance. particularly the storied communal dining halls or soup kitchens,
have been largely abandoned due to cost. Homecare workers prepare meals for their
specific clients and the hesed serves hot meals to those in its daycare program, but the
large-scale provision of prepared meals has ended. The Odesa hesed daycare
program, said Mr. Kesselman,
includes about 200 people, each
of whom comes to the hesed in a
group for a full day of activities,
including meals, two to three
times each month.
The writer spoke with this group of
Odesa hesed daycare clients, some
of whom had been playing bingo.
They were disappointed by her
inability to speak Yiddish.
Photo: the writer.

The hesed has done research showing that its clients live about 15 years longer than
non-Jews in Ukraine, stated Mr. Kesselman.27 He also noted that the availability of
services to clients depends heavily on whether or not the person is a victim of the
Holocaust; reparations provided by the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany provide a significant subsidy to victims, so much so that surviving victims
receive four times as much aid as those who were not victims. Obviously, the contrast
in available services generates tension among clients and places staff in awkward
situations when decisions must be made regarding the provision of services to specific
clients.
A large number of elderly Jews in Odesa live alone, stated Mr. Kesselman. In many
cases, their children have emigrated, but the elderly prefer to stay in a locale that is
familiar to them and in which they do not have to learn a new language. These older
individuals, Mr. Kesselman continued, are very lonely. Addressing this problem, the
27

Mr. Kesselman averred that the average life expectancy of the current cohort of Ukrainian elderly is 63 years for
women and 58 to 60 for men. (The CIA statistics reported on page 2 of this report refer to Ukrainians born in
2013.) Although precise numbers are unavailable, it has long been thought that Ukrainian Jews outlive their non‐
Jewish fellow Ukrainian citizens. Hesed services may play an important role in the longer life expectancy of Jews,
but other factors also are important; for example, most Jews live in large urban areas where health services are
more accessible, and the educational level of Jews is believed to be substantially higher than that of non‐Jews.
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hesed sponsors about 20 different hobby groups for retired people and has reinstated
its warm home program; nine warm homes now meet in different apartments throughout
the city. However, whereas a hot lunch used to be a central feature of each warm home
gathering, budgetary constraints have led to the replacement of full meals with just tea
and cookies or other snacks.
The hesed would like to expand opportunities for intellectual discussion available to
senior adults, said Mr. Kesselman. Many Jewish elderly are well-educated and need
the stimulation and enjoyment provided by intellectual discourse.
The hesed also works with about 500 special-needs children and their families, Mr.
Kesselman stated. Programs available to this population include modest welfare
services, socializing opportunities, and legal advice.
About 100 individuals do some volunteer work at or for the hesed, Mr. Kesselman
responded to a question. Among such people are hesed clients, who generally receive
small stipends (regarded as pension supplements) for their labors. Mr. Kesselman
showed the writer a gift of fabrics that had just been received from a fabric merchant;
skilled seamstresses and tailors among the hesed clients would transform these fabrics
into costumes for Beit Grand drama productions, aprons for homecare workers, and bed
linens for clients.28 Mr. Kesselman added that the hesed previously solicited funds
from businessmen for medicines, but that such a fundraising campaign ceased under
pressure during the 2008-2009 economic crisis and has not yet resumed.
Synagogue-Related Activity
13. Odesa has achieved a certain notoriety in the post-Soviet states for having two
feuding chief rabbis, each of whom ignores the other and both of whom cause
embarrassment to local Jews for their creation of duplicate programs and exercise of
mutual hostility. The senior of the two rabbis is Shlomo Baksht, who first came to the
city in 1993 under the auspices of the Ohr Somayach organization. Rabbi Baksht has
established an institutional infrastructure that includes a renovated choral synagogue, a
Jewish day school and university studies program,29 the largest Jewish children's
residential facility in Ukraine, several welfare programs, and a kosher restaurant.
Although some of these programs now operate independently from Ohr Somayach,
Rabbi Baksht remains responsible for all of them.
Rabbi Baksht has recruited a large number of Israelis to manage these undertakings
onsite in Odesa. He administers them from Israel, where he now spends most of his
time. Almost all of his fundraising is accomplished through support organizations
28

The bed linens were destined for hospitalized patients. Ukrainian hospitals generally require patients to provide
their own bed linens (as well as medications, surgical instruments, and food).
29

See page 10.
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abroad, rather than from local donors.
Odesa at the time of the writer's visit.

He was not in

Chief Rabbi of Odesa, Rabbi Shlomo Baksht during a 2009
meeting with the writer.

Photo: the writer.

14. Rabbi Avrum Wolf, a follower of Chabad, came to Odesa in 1998 after serving as
Chief Rabbi of Kherson, another city in southern Ukraine. Unlike Rabbi Baksht, Rabbi
Wolf does a substantial amount of fundraising among local Jews. His synagogue is
substantially smaller in size than the choral synagogue of Rabbi Baksht, but Rabbi Wolf
has acquired a number of additional structures that house
his various programs. Among these are a new community
building with a large hall, two school buildings, two
buildings accommodating the Chabad Southern Ukraine
Jewish University,30 and two dormitories for at-risk
children.31 The boys' dormitory building also contains a
heder, i.e., a school with an intensive religious curriculum
for boys.
Rabbi Avrum Wolf, Chabad Chief Rabbi of Odesa.
Photo:
http://www.chabad.odessa.ua/templates/photogallery_cdo/aid/940159
#!3081256. Retrieved July 9, 2013.

In the absence of Rabbi Wolf, who was attending an out-of-town conference, his wife,
Mrs. Chaya Wolf described a Jewish community in crisis. "Everything" is worse this
year, she said. The general mood (настроение) in Odesa is terrible. Although
Chabad has lost donors because many Jewish-owned businesses are failing, she and
Rabbi Wolf have tried to expand Chabad welfare services in order to address the needs
of an increasingly troubled Jewish population.

30

See page 10.

31

See page 8.

26

A Chabad social welfare program provides assistance to needy Jews from birth to old
age. Because many young Jewish couples cannot afford to have children, Chabad is
now subsidizing 44 young families with newborn children; they receive monthly
subsidies of up to $100 for two years. The main objective is to enable them to rent
housing that is suitable for raising young children; in response to a question, Mrs. Wolf
said that rent for a minimally acceptable for apartment in Odesa is at least $200
monthly. At the other end of the age spectrum, about 50 elderly Jews are served hot
meals twice daily in the synagogue on weekdays and a significant Shabbat meal as
well. Additionally, the synagogue sponsors various holiday celebrations and other
social events for local seniors. Youngsters from the Chabad schools also visit homebound Jewish elderly in their apartments.
Chabad considers these programs essential and would be very reluctant to trim or
eliminate them. However, the loss of donors means that Chabad is three months
behind in paying salaries to its employees and also is delinquent in paying bills for
various services and supplies. It is very unlikely that Chabad will be able to sponsor a
residential summer camp this year, Mrs. Wolf stated.
15. Leonid Kantor, a native of Vinnytsia, finished a polytechnical university in that city
and had worked there for many years.
He became acquainted with
Masorti/Conservative Judaism and completed a year of studies in Midreshet
Yerushalayim, the Russian-language division of the
Schechter Institute in Jerusalem, the central education
institution of the Masorti/Conservative movement in Israel.
Upon returning to Vinnytsia, Mr. Kantor initiated a Masorti
program in that city, focusing on informal Jewish education.
Leonid Kantor, a native of Vinnytsia, now lives in Odesa.
Photo: the writer.

After marrying an Odesa woman two years ago, Mr. Kantor moved to Odesa. He has
worked part-time in the Israel Culture Center (attached to the Israel Consulate)32 and in
Beit Grand. Additionally, he receives a small stipend from Midreshet Yerushalayim to
operate a modest informal Jewish education and culture program in Odesa. However,
Mr. Kantor stated, his operations under the auspices of the movement are severely
constrained because Midreshet Yerushalayim lacks the resources to rent suitable
premises. Instead, he said, he rents a café in the center of the city for several hours
two to three times each month for two programs.

32

See page 34 for more information about the Consulate of Israel in Odesa.
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In the first program, continued Mr. Kantor, he uses intellectual games and other informal
education methods to teach people about Jewish holidays. Approximately 40 people
attend these sessions. The second program, which attracts about 20 people, focuses
on Jewish history and bible stories; it
also includes observance of Jewish and
Israeli holidays. Mr. Kantor believes
that these programs could be expanded
to include kabbalat Shabbat, but he has
no funds for such program growth.
Odesa Jews learn about Purim in a
Masorti-sponsored cafe session.
Photo: http://yerushael.org/jnews/purim-24-022013.html. Retrieved July 11, 2013.

In response to a question, Mr. Kantor said that most of the individuals who attend his
programs are people whom he has met through his work at the Israel Cultural Center
and at Beit Grand. Many Jews, he continued, are searching for a spiritual framework,
but find Chabad and other Orthodox practice unappealing. Answering another query,
Mr. Kantor stated that the cost of renting suitable premises for a more comprehensive
Masorti program probably would be about $500 monthly.
16. The Progressive/Reform movement has had a presence in Odesa since 2000,
expanding significantly in recent years due to the acquisition of larger program space,
frequent visits of a student rabbi, and a more active lay leadership. The rabbinical
student, a native of Odesa, is expected to become the fulltime rabbi of the congregation,
Temple Emanu-El, when she completes her studies at the Reform seminary in London.
The writer spoke with Viktor Zonis, current lay head of the community. Mr. Zonis had
emigrated to Germany and spent 15 years in Dortmund. He was a member of the local
Orthodox congregation while there, but decided to return to the post-Soviet states and
to embrace Progressive Judaism. Progressive Judaism, he said, is a much more logical
expression of Judaism for a population in which the majority of Jews are intermarried
and few Jewish young people are halachically Jewish.
The Odesa congregation, continued Mr. Zonis, now has about 300 members, many of
whom are employed in local cultural or intellectual institutions. Members include Jews
originally from Ukraine (including other cities), Russia, Belarus, Israel, and the United
States. In response to a question, Mr. Zonis said that about 35 people usually attend
Friday evening Shabbat services.
The congregational Sunday school enrolls 17 youngsters and a Netzer youth group
draws 20 to 25 adolescents. An art studio for children and adolescents also is popular.
Emanu-El hosts adult classes in Hebrew, Judaism, and Jewish history, as well as
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literary and chess clubs for adults. The congregation publishes a periodic newspaper,
of which Mr. Zonis, a professional journalist, is the editor. In addition to reaching
Emanu-El members, the newspaper is distributed at kiosks in Sochnut, the Israel
Culture Center, and several other venues frequented by Jews.
Mr. Zonis described the congregation as strongly Zionist in orientation. Many
students from Emanu-El participate in Taglit/birthright tours, and the congregation
enjoys excellent relations with the Jewish Agency, said Mr. Zonis.
In response to a question about relations with the two Orthodox chief rabbis, Mr.
Zonis said that such relations are cool and correct, nothing more and nothing less.
When they see each other, they nod in recognition and usually say a few words in a
perfunctory greeting.

The rented premises of Temple Emanu-El include two large halls. At left is a reception hall that
features work by local artists on its walls. Through the arch on the right of the reception area is
a room that doubles as sanctuary and classroom, as seen in the photo at right. The premises
also include offices, a small kitchen, and other workspaces.
Photo: the writer.

To outsiders, it may seem quixotic, but Mr. Zonis is attempting to recover the Brodsky
synagogue, a substantial structure dating from the nineteenth century that is now used
as a Lutheran church with, said Mr. Zonis, support from the German government. The
synagogue is not related to the Brodsky synagogue in Kyiv; the name of the Odesa
building derives from the hometown of many of its founders, Brody, a city in western
Ukraine near Lviv.33
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The Reform orientation of the synagogue is well‐documented. For a recent article (in Russian), see Олег Губарь,
Бродская община и синагога, Морiя, № 13 (2012), cтр. 37‐58. [Oleg Gubar, The Brodsky Community and
Synagogue, Moriah, #13 (2012), pages 37‐58.] Moriah is the scholarly journal associated with Gennady Katzen,
profiled on pages 19‐20 of this report.
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International Organizations
17. The Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI, Sochnut) maintains an office in Odesa that is
managed by a non-residential director, Shlomo Azarov, who lives in Israel and
commutes monthly for a 10-day visit to the city and the surrounding area, which
includes Moldova. The non-residential tenure permits JAFI to reduce expenses
regarding housing and support for Mr. Azarov's family. Five local individuals staff the
office on a fulltime basis, each with responsibility for a particular JAFI program area.
Due to scheduling issues, the writer met separately with Mr. Azarov and with the fiveperson staff.34
The Jewish Agency staff estimated the Odesa Jewish population at 21,000 in a
municipality of 1,029,000. In the 19th century, they said, 60 percent of the entire Odesa
population was Jewish, and 30 to 40 percent of the population was Jewish prior to
World War II. The next largest Jewish population centers in southern Ukraine are
Mykolaiv (5,600 Jews)35 and Kherson (3,500). The Jewish population will be
considerably smaller in ten years due to emigration of younger age cohorts and
assimilation of those who remain, predicted the staff.
In 2012, reported the staff members responsible for aliyah, 205 Odesans emigrated to
Israel, not including those who changed their status to new immigrant while visiting
relatives in Israel, participating in MASA, or in Israel for another reason. The number of
Odesans currently enrolled in aliyah-related activity is 726. Additionally, 60 Odesa
young people currently are in Israel on MASA programs, and 63 have been in Israel or
will visit Israel on Jewish Agency Taglit/birthright Israel tours in the near future. The
number of young people enrolled in JAFI Taglit tours actually has decreased in recent
years due to competition from other Taglit providers.36
In the area of formal education, JAFI currently operates eight Hebrew-language ulpan
groups in the Odesa region.37 It also assists four Jewish day schools (three in
Odesa and one in Mykolaiv) with Hebrew-language instruction through the Heftzibah
program, which pays the salaries of eight teachers from Israel in Heftzibah schools; in
total, about 1,300 youngsters are enrolled in these four schools. Additionally, JAFI
operates small Sunday schools in both Odesa and Mykolaiv, reaching a total of 50
youngsters.
34

Mr. Azarov was in Moldova, participating in a Holocaust memorial observance and attending to other JAFI
matters during one day of the writer's visit to Odesa.
35

See pages 34‐39.

36

At least six organizations now provide Taglit tours from Ukraine. The best known are Hillel, the Jewish Agency,
and the Israeli government Nativ program.
37

JAFI includes significant Jewish‐identity programming in its ulpans and requires a fee for participation. The
Israel Culture Center offers Hebrew classes without charge, but does not include Jewish‐identity content.

30

The Odesa regional JAFI office will sponsor a two-session summer camp in the
summer of 2013, enrolling 115 youngsters between the ages of seven and 12 in one
session and a similar number between the ages of 12 and 15 in the second. In
response to a question about winter camps and other summer camp follow-up activity,
JAFI staff stated that it lacked funds to operate a winter camp or even a Shabbaton
during the winter. The JAFI office is too small to host activities for children or teens
even for a period of several hours; its multi-purpose room actually is an expanded
corridor that controls access to staff offices.
A JAFI student group holds about four meetings during the year, the frequency
partially dependent upon finding low-cost or free meeting space. Actually a project of
the JAFI Hamama incubator project, the student club attracts veterans of Taglit and
MASA. Its mailing list includes 50 to 60 people, of whom about 30 are active; a large
proportion of its members also are associated with Hillel and/or Moishe House, said a
staff member. Individuals on the mailing list are notified of upcoming activities through
these and other organizations and on Facebook.38
The JAFI Hamama incubator project, which provides seed money for innovative
projects in formal and informal Jewish education, involves about 120 young adults, said
JAFI staff. However, it is difficult to operate this program in Odesa because participants
find it arduous to come to the inconveniently-located JAFI office for meetings and the
office space is not conducive to deliberative activity anyway.
Whenever possible, said JAFI staff, JAFI conducts activities jointly with other
organizations in order to advance Jewish communal collaboration and reduce
expenses. It co-sponsors Chanukah celebrations with the Migdal JCC and the ORT
school; Jerusalem Week with Beit Grand, Migdal, JDC, and the ORT school; Israel
Independence Day with MASA and Hillel; and Holocaust commemorations with the new
Holocaust Museum.
Commenting on Jewish education and general Jewish identification in Odesa, JAFI
staff members said that 10 to 15 percent of Odesa Jewish children and youth attend
Jewish day schools. The low proportion reflects three factors, they continued: (1) the
intermarriage rate is so high that only a minority of youngsters of Jewish heritage are
halachically Jewish - and only the ORT school accepts pupils who cannot prove
halachic ancestry; (2) the quality of general education in Jewish day schools is not high;
and (3) general assimilation, which leads to a basic last of interest in Jewish education.
Social programs (such as free hot lunches and free transportation) that previously
attracted less affluent families to these schools have been pared back in response to
38

The writer attended a portion of a meeting of this group that was held in the conference hall of the Holocaust
Museum. (See pages 21‐22.) An orientation briefing was held, a tour was conducted, and participants gathered
later for further discussion of the Holocaust. According to JAFI staff, knowledge of the Holocaust varied
significantly from student to student; some were well‐informed, and others knew very little. About 30 students
attended, along with seven older adults who had not been invited, but had learned about the meeting/tour and
just appeared. It is not unusual for retired Jews in the post‐Soviet states to attend events planned for other Jewish
demographic cohorts.
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economic distress, so few families see any advantage to a day school education. The
majority of youngsters with Jewish roots receive no Jewish education at all, said
JAFI staff. Only about 30 percent of families with Jewish ancestry are engaged in
any Jewish activity. Even if they acknowledge that their maternal grandmother is
Jewish, they claim that such ancestry is irrelevant to their own ethnicity.
The writer spoke with Shlomo Azarov, the non-resident JAFI director in southern
Ukraine and Moldova, one day after meeting with the rest of the Odesa-based local
staff. In addition to local coordinators in Mykolaiv and Kherson (and in Kishinev,
Moldova), JAFI also employs a part-time (15 percent, said Mr. Azarov) coordinator in
Izmail. Prior to his appointment in Odesa, Mr. Azarov had represented JAFI in the
Caucasus Mountain region and in Khabarovsk in the Russian Far East.
Mr. Azarov stated that few Jews in Odesa are aware of JAFI activities. Due to budget
cutbacks, JAFI has had to discontinue many of the clubs and other social programs that
it once operated. It cannot afford to publicize its
programs. Its premises, he said, are uninviting, not
new and spacious like those of Beit Grand.
Shlomo Azarov JAFI director in southern Ukraine and nearby
Moldova, actually resides in Israel. He supervises Ukrainian
and Moldovan staff from Israel and tours the area for ten
days every month.
Photo: the writer.

Aliyah from southern Ukraine is driven by any of a number of reasons, said Mr.
Azarov. First, he stated, the economic and social situation in the area is driving people
out. Life is difficult, and people are seeking a better life elsewhere. Also, many local
Jews have relatives in Israel, so Israel is a natural destination.
Especially
advantageous absorption and employment conditions await professionals in particular
fields that are in demand in Israel, such as medicine and certain engineering specialties.
Israel also is attractive to Jews who have become Zionists through experiences in JAFI
summer camps, Taglit, and other programs, Mr. Azarov continued. The type of JAFI
year-round activities that often draw people closer to Israel, such as clubs and series of
lectures or performances by Israeli artists, have been curtailed severely by budgetary
constraints, he noted.
Mr. Azarov described the mood in Ukraine as "worried." People see little stability; they
are concerned about the nature of Ukrainian politics and about rising prices. Many
Jews are concerned about the rising influence of the right-wing Svoboda party; in fact,
he continued, when some young Svoboda activists saw him on the street, they said Heil
Hitler! to him. Many Arab students are enrolled in Odesa educational institutions, stated
Mr. Azarov, a situation that many Jews find disquieting. In response to a question about
confiscations of local businesses, Mr. Azarov said that successful businesses are
endangered if the owner is not close to those in power.
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In his assessment of the Jewish community situation in Odesa, Mr. Azarov noted a
number of rivalries and antagonisms. Everyone is aware of the competition between
the two chief rabbis, said Mr. Azarov; each of the rabbis lives in his own world, but each
is "politically correct" toward the other. Rabbi Baksht, continued Mr. Azarov, seems to
spend most of his time with his family in Israel, which probably is helpful because his
absence reduces the likelihood of confrontations. Another local rivalry is that between
Beit Grand and the Migdal JCC, he continued. JAFI tries to work with the Hillel student
organization, said Mr. Azarov, but they do offer competing Taglit and MASA groups.39
The Israel Cultural Center (attached to the Consulate of Israel) is expanding its youth
programs to the point where they are beginning to compete with established JAFI
programs, he stated.40
18. Irina Zborovskaya, the executive director of the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee in Odesa, estimates the Jewish population of Odesa at 30,000 to 35,000
people. The general mood (настроение) in the city, she said in response to a
question, is one of despair and frustration. Due to its role as a port city, Ms.
Zborovskaya explained, the economy of Odesa is based on "buying and selling," that is,
on trade and related businesses, such as the tourist
industry, banking, private clinics and hospitals, and
private schools. Odesa has little work for professionals
outside these fields and its manufacturing base is very
limited, thus providing few employment possibilities for
the less well educated or for engineers.
Irina Zborovskaya, a local woman, directs the American
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee in Odesa.
Photo: the writer.

The education system is failing, Ms. Zborovskaya said, even at the preschool level.
There simply are not enough preschools, she continued, so the laws of supply and
demand dictate that those that exist charge fees that few people can afford.41 The
teaching profession is not prestigious, and pedagogical universities attract only weak
and incompetent students, Ms, Zborovskaya stated. The general school environment,
she continued, is "rather scary." Youngsters are not being prepared for further
39

The Taglit programs offered by JAFI and Hillel ‐ and other groups ‐ contain many common elements, as required
by overall birthright Israel regulations, but also include some components unique to each group. MASA providers
offer their own unique programs, but some MASA sponsors will refer candidates to other providers that support a
program that appears to be better suited to a particular individual.
40

41

See page 34 for further information about the Israel Cultural Center.

Under the Soviet regime, many preschools were operated by state‐controlled trade unions, which gave
preferential access to children of "exemplary" families. This system of preschools collapsed when the Soviet Union
collapsed, and many preschool buildings were effectively sold to other institutions, including Jewish day schools.
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education, and few scholarships are available for those able to qualify for college or
university. It is "impossible," she noted, to save money for tuition. Day-to-day
expenses are just overwhelming.
Notwithstanding the existence of private clinics and hospitals, Ms. Zborovskaya stated,
health care is at a very low level. The average person cannot afford these private
institutions and, in any case, local physicians are not well trained, regardless of the
specific clinic or hospital in which they practice medicine.
The peculiar nature of the Odesa economy, continued Ms. Zborovskaya, provides few
employment opportunities for men, in particular. Men have fewer coping skills to
deal with unemployment, she asserted. Joblessness is increasing and, not surprisingly,
the divorce rate is climbing, she said.
Official employment statistics cannot be trusted because many people now work in
the "shadow economy." People sell goods and services in street markets, and do not
report this work or income derived from it. Inflation is about ten percent, she estimated.
In response to a question, Ms. Zborovskaya said that it is not difficult for the hesed to
find homecare workers now because people are desperate for income; "even middleclass Jewish women" accept such work now.
The general situation is even worse in smaller cities and towns, Ms. Zborovskaya
said. Jews in such cities as Mykolaiv42 and Kherson, are leaving such places; some go
to larger cities, such as Kyiv and Odesa, and others are emigrating. Even middle-class
families from large cities are leaving Ukraine, she stated, because they are concerned
about the future for their children if they remain in Ukraine.
Perhaps because of the stressful circumstances in which they live, people remain very
interested in cultural life. However, admission to many events is very expensive. JDC
is facing its own dilemma in this area, Ms. Zborovskaya said. She is aware that many
people cannot afford to enroll in Beit Grand classes or to attend Beit Grand cultural
events. Beit Grand requires a steady income stream, she stated, but people also need
culture.
In answer to a question about interaction with the Baltimore Jewish community as a
product of the sister-city relationship between the two cities and their respective Jewish
communities, Ms. Zborovskaya stated that more active collaboration can be expected in
the future. She will go to Baltimore soon to explore such possibilities, and a delegation
from the Associated: Jewish Community Federation of Baltimore is expected in May.43

42

43

See pages 34‐39 for further information about Mykolaiv.

See pages 13‐15 of this report for information about Beit Grand and the Odesa Jewish Cultural Center and pages
22‐24 about JDC Jewish welfare programs in the city.
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19. The Israel Culture Center operates as an adjunct to the Consulate of Israel in
Odesa, where it manages the Israeli government Nativ Russian-language outreach
program in southern Ukraine. The fundamental task of Nativ is emphasizing to local
Jews the connection between their Jewish heritage and Israel. The focus is on
working with adolescents and young adults, introducing them to Israel through
various programs and encouraging consideration of aliyah (immigration to Israel). The
Culture Center operates a successful adaptation of the Israeli Scouts program,
enrolling about 150 adolescents in Odesa itself and 50 each in Mykolaiv, Kherson, and
Simferopol. The Scouting program attempts to attract Jewish youngsters who atttend
secular schools, recognizing that many of them have no ties to Judaism, Jewish life, or
Israel.
The Culture Center also sponsors its own Taglit/birthright and MASA Israel programs,
filling three or four Taglit buses (40 people in each bus) annually and arranging MASA
programs for 50 to 60 people every year.
Several Nativ MASA programs enable
Ukrainian Jewish youngsters to enroll in Israeli universities at greatly reduced fees, a
major attraction to local Jews who are aware of declining standards in Ukrainian higher
education.

Mykolaiv
Mykolaiv (Nikolayev, in Russian) is located along the estuary of the Southern Bug River
as it flows into the Black Sea, about 70 miles (111 kilometers) northeast of Odesa. It is
the main shipbuilding center on the Black Sea and also serves as a significant
transportation junction as a sea port, river port, and highway and railway nexus. The
general population of Mykolaiv is about 500,000; historically an important Jewish center,
the Jewish population now probably is about 5,600. The writer visited the city on a day
trip from Odesa.
20. Rabbi Sholom Gottleib, an emissary of Chabad, has worked in Mykolayiv, since
1996. As the birthplace in 1902 of Lubavitcher Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson,
the seventh and last leader in the Chabad Lubavitch
dynasty, Mykolayiv holds a significant place in Chabad
history.

Rabbi Sholom Gottlieb welcomed the writer, reminding her
that her most recent previous visit to the city had occurred
16 years earlier.
Photo: the writer.
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Rabbi Gottlieb maintains a synagogue, day school (130 pupils), and preschool (45
children) in the city. The school curriculum includes seven class periods in Jewish
subjects each week - four in Hebrew language, two in Jewish tradition, and one in the
weekly Torah portion. Families pay $50 monthly for their youngsters to attend the
school, which is private, said Rabbi Gottlieb; however, that fee covers only meals and
transportation, so funds must be raised to cover the cost of teacher salaries, teaching
materials, building maintenance, and other expenses. Rabbi Gottlieb commented that
he is now in court, having been sued for failure to pay heating bills.

The Nikolayev synagogue (above left) occupies its original structure, but has undergone
substantial renovation since Rabbi Gottlieb arrived. Children in the Nikolayev Chabad preschool
were eating lunch (above right) when the writer toured the premises. Traditionally, the midday
meal is the largest of the day in Ukraine and includes multiple courses. Photo: the writer.

The Chabad schools accept only halachically Jewish children and adolescents. In
response to a question, Rabbi Gottlieb estimated that 70 percent of eligible children in
the city attend his institutions. His four rented buses cover most of the city, but not all of
it, he said, and it is likely that some halachically Jewish youngsters live beyond the bus
routes. In response to a question, he stated that the majority of Chabad preschool
youngsters continue on to the Chabad elementary and high school, but some enroll in
other institutions and some families move to larger cities, such as Kyiv or Odesa, and
other families emigrate, most to Israel. "Many" youngsters leave the school after ninth
grade and go to Israel in the Na'aleh high school program, said Rabbi Gottlieb. Some
graduates of the school enroll in the JAFI Selah university program in Israel; those who
remain in Ukraine after high school graduation enter local colleges and universities.
When asked about employment of local Jews, Rabbi Gottlieb responded that many
young people work in information technology and in construction engineering and
management. A large proportion of middle-age Jews, he continued, are in various
engineering fields and in hotel management. Many Jewish women, Rabbi Gottlieb said,
are bookkeepers.
However, Rabbi Gottlieb stated, many local businesses have closed during the
ongoing economic crisis. Unemployment is a very serious problem. He tries to help
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people find work, he said, noting that he has developed many contacts in local
government during his long tenure in the city. He observed that some unemployed
individuals are very demanding in their appraisal of job opportunities; they have
unreasonable requirements that limit the likelihood of obtaining steady employment.
The overall economic situation is very disheartening, Rabbi Gottlieb acknowledged.
People have no faith in the future, they don't know what tomorrow will bring; even if they
are successful now, they have no confidence in the future. They are worried about the
future for their children. Jews and non-Jews are equally concerned about such matters,
stated Rabbi Gottlieb.
Under these circumstances, Rabbi Gottlieb continued, aliyah to Israel has great appeal
to many Jewish families. Some excellent immigrant absorption programs encourage
aliyah, he said. As noted, some adolescents enroll in the Na'aleh program and
university-age young people are enthusiastic about Jewish Agency college programs in
Israel. Even if parents are unable to leave when their children go, they often encourage
their offspring to leave because they believe that their children have greater
opportunities in Israel. For a small group of local Jews, continued Rabbi Gottlieb, the
main appeal of Israel is higher-quality medical care there; some such individuals have
chronic health problems that cannot be addressed by local medical services.

As is the case in many Ukrainian cities and towns, the Holocaust is an everlasting presence in
Mykolaiv. The monument shown above pays tribute to the 10,000 Jews shot at this particular
site, now a public park. (The monument inscriptions are in Hebrew and Ukrainian.) Many more
were murdered elsewhere in the city. The bookcase is in a stairwell in the Chabad Jewish day
school, one of many memorial displays in this educational institution. The Ukrainian inscription
at the top declares that the Holocaust is alive in the hearts of people. [The Holocaust] is the
tragedy of the Jewish people. The books are memorial volumes.
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A benefit of sorts of the current atmosphere of uncertainty is that more Jews have been
drawn to the synagogue, said Rabbi Gottlieb. It is perceived as a comfort zone. A
Jewish women's club based at the synagogue has been re-energized. The synagogue
provides welfare assistance to a number of local Jewish families living in stressful
situations; most such families, explained Rabbi Gottlieb, are single-parent families or
grandparent-led family units. The congregation delivers monthly food parcels to many
such households and also provides them with seasonal clothing allowances. Six
families receive prepared meals daily.
If he had adequate financial resources, stated Rabbi Gottlieb, he would like to convert
one of his three buildings into a welfare center, featuring a soup kitchen. Such a
center, he continued, also would provide space for cultural activities and for an
employment service.
21. The Jewish Agency for Israel rents three rooms in a non-descript small house in
the center of Mykolaiv. The neighborhood in which JAFI is based is the pre-war Jewish
district of the city, said Irina Kozlova, the local JAFI coordinator. The Mykolaiv office
covers three additional cities, the largest of which is Kherson, located some 60
kilometers (approximately 37 miles) to the southeast. Whereas more than 5,000 Jews
live in Mykolaiv, the Jewish population of Kherson probably
is between 3,000 and 5,000, said Ms. Kozlova. However,
she continued, the smaller Kherson Jewish population is
more difficult to reach because it is dispersed in small
settlements in agricultural regions. The settlements are a
legacy of Agro-Joint.44
Irinia Kozlova, a local woman, is a Jewish Agency coordinator in
the Mykolayiv region of southern Ukraine.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Kozlova stated that many local Jews are unaware of their Jewish heritage; others,
she continued, may be aware of Jewish ancestry, but are afraid to identify openly as
Jews and participate in Jewish programming. Only a minority of Jewish youngsters
44

Agro‐Joint was established in 1924 by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee with Soviet support to
bring Jews into "productive labor" on newly established Jewish collective farms and in industrial schools in Ukraine
and Crimea. (Crimea was then considered part of Russia.) By 1938, perhaps as many as 70,000 Jews had settled in
these new agricultural colonies. However, as Soviet dictator Yosif Stalin grew increasingly hostile to foreigners and
foreign organizations, the leadership of Agro‐Joint was arrested and shot; the entire Agro‐Joint enterprise was
terminated in 1938. Although some Jewish settlers re‐located to nearby cities, others remained in rural areas. The
majority of those who did not flee the countryside were shot by the Nazis during the Holocaust; many survivors
moved to cities in the post‐war period and/or emigrated, but some remain dispersed in small towns and villages
throughout the region, along with their descendants. A small number of additional Jews also settled in the area.
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attend Jewish day schools, she continued. Many are ineligible for day school admission
because the schools require that pupils be halachically Jewish, that is, that their
mothers be halachically Jewish. Others find the atmosphere of such schools too
religious. Neighborhood schools are more convenient and require no fees.
Local conditions are difficult, said Ms. Koslova, and this situation builds aliyah. Perhaps
the primary issue cited by those Jews who wish to go to Israel is the low quality of local
higher education. Many people lack confidence in it and are attracted by educational
opportunities in Israel, particularly the Na'aleh high school in Israel program and the
year-long Selah course that prepares young people for entry into Israeli institutions of
higher education. Aliyah to Israel is increasing, Ms. Kozlova stated; 54 people went to
Israel from Mykolayiv in 2012, and 38 went to Israel from Kherson. Overwhelmingly, the
migrants are young families and youth. Most adults are well-educated, she continued.
JAFI operates a number of programs within its three-room premises to acquaint local
Jews with Jewish culture and with Israel. A Sunday school meets every Sunday for
youngsters between the ages of six and 12. Limudiot is for youngsters aged 11 to 14.
The primary goal of Limudiot is preparation of participants for examinations required for
acceptance into the Na'aleh high school in Israel program; because local schools are
weak, youngsters are tutored in mathematics and English. They also are instructed in
Jewish tradition and are assessed for psychological readiness for Naaleh, that is, for
readiness to leave home and family and to live in a group setting while attending high
school in Israel. Taglit (birthright Israel) remains very popular; eight young people
participated in the recent Taglit winter trip, and 11 have been accepted for the summer
trip. Ten young people from the region are enrolled in 2012-2013 MASA programs, she
said.
JAFI promotes these education programs by participating in a city-sponsored three-day
education exhibit designed to inform young people and their families about
educational opportunities in Mykolaiv and elsewhere in Ukraine. It is expensive for JAFI
to rent space in this exhibit, averred Ms. Kozlov, but it is very worthwhile because all
high schools in the area send their upper classes to the event and many families attend
independently. Some people openly acknowledge their Jewish identity for the first time
when they visit the JAFI display that showcases various educational programs in Israel.
Three Hebrew-language ulpans operate in Mykolaiv, said Ms. Kozlov, and a fourth
meets in the Chabad synagogue in Kherson. Two Hebrew teachers instruct all of these
classes.
Mykolaiv and Kherson youngsters attend the same JAFI summer camp that Odesa
youngsters attend, said Ms. Kozlov in response to a question.
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22. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee maintains a small threestory building in Mykolayiv that accommodates a hesed and a Jewish community
center. The hesed and a Jewish museum, along with various offices, are located on
the ground floor of the building, and the community center occupies the second and
third floors.
The writer spoke with Mikhail Goldenberg, who is the local JDC representative. Mr.
Goldenberg stated that the hesed assists 1,800 clients. About 250 housebound elderly
receive various services in their homes, and another 100 elderly Jews participate in day
center activities in groups of 20 at the building. The
day center program provides light refreshments, but no
longer serves full meals to its clients. However, said
Mr. Goldenberg, some participants bring food to the
center for their day center groups, especially on their
birthdays. Clients may purchase JDC discount cards
for use at local supermarkets and pharmacies, he said.
In addition to programs for Jewish elderly, Mr. Goldenberg continued, about 200 at-risk children receive
material assistance, and about 80 youngsters from very
poor families or who have disabilities of various types
receive therapeutic services at the hesed.
Mikhail Goldenberg, right, directs the hesed and Jewish
community center in Mykolaiv.
Photo: the writer.

About 600 local Jews use the Jewish community center, stated Mr. Goldenberg. JCC
premises include a community library, class room, art studios, a fitness studio, and a
multi-purpose room/theater. Children come after school and families use the facility on
weekends. The Center also supports research on the history of Jews in Mykolaiv; after
extensive archival research, several books have been published on this topic.
Additionally, said Mr. Goldberg, the JCC
sponsors a family camp that attracts
about 120 local Jews every year.
A one-room museum on the ground floor of
the Mykolaiv JCC includes documentation
regarding history of the local Jewish
population, including the Holocaust. One
corner of the room attempts to depict a prewar Jewish home, using furniture and other
artifacts preserved from that period.
Photo: the writer.
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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.45
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.
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.

Panoramic view of the city as seen from the tower of the National Mining University. Three
stepped towers of the Menorah Center are visible at right. (The towers appear as beige in
color.)
Photo: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dnipropetrovsk_Panorama.jpg. Retrieved July 19, 2013.
45

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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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
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, 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.
23. The long-awaited and much-heralded Chabad Menorah Center opened in October
2012, built in the form of a seven-branch menorah and comprising 538,000 square feet
(approximately 50,000 square meters). Although the Center has been referred to as a
Jewish community center, it is a unique structure, bearing little resemblance to Jewish
community centers in North or South America. It is, instead, an office complex, Jewish
museum, conference center, banquet hall, hotel, hostel, and small
shopping mall. It has no indoor or
outdoor sports facilities and no
space dedicated to children's programs. Parking space is limited.
The Menorah Center surrounds the
Golden Rose Choral Synagogue, the
red-roofed structure with grey facade.
Photo:
http://www.chabadinfo.com/?url=article_en
&id=28857. Retrieved July 19, 2013.
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Although the structure appears to have seven separate towers, it is a single L-shaped
building with an 18-story center and three progressively smaller sections branching out
on two sides from the center. A long and wide L-shaped corridor extends through each
'wing' of the building, meeting where the two wings join. Multiple sets of small elevators
are located along the corridor. Entries into small elevator lobbies, shops, the hotel, and
other functional areas are separated
by stone replicas of facades of former
synagogues in the area.
Shops include a kosher café, travel
agency, bank branch, business center,
and Judaica shop. Entry into the center is
easily accessible; it appears to be visited
by more than several hundred people
daily, some of whom seem to be casual
'sightseers'.
Photo:
http://www.google.com/search?q=menorah+c
enter+ukraine&rlz=1T4GGRP_enUS503US50
3. Retrieved July 19, 2013.

The Menorah Hotel is a four-star facility accommodating 80 people. Its elevators and
door key system are programmed to be Shabbat-compliant. Because the hotel and the
Golden Rose Choral synagogue are connected through a corridor, some religiouslyobservant individuals and families take advantage of Shabbat package rates. A hostel
in a different section of the complex accommodates 94 individuals in rooms for two to
six individuals.
The large conference and banquet facilities include two connecting ballrooms that
together seat 1,500 people. Smaller conference rooms and informal meeting spaces
are located throughout the structure. The Menorah Center also contains a 320-seat
theater with a professional sound system. A number of non-Jewish organizations
(professional groups, medical associations, commercial exhibitors, government groups,
and others) have rented space in the
Menorah Center for conferences,
meetings, dinners, and other functions.
Concerts and other cultural events
also have been held in the Center.
The Menorah Center ballrooms seated
more than 1,000 guests at a recent
wedding dinner.
A mechitza (barrier)
separated men and women. A video
system with several monitors showed
speakers, the band, and group dancing.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.
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Office and meeting space in the Menorah Center is available to both commercial and
community tenants according to a two-tier rent system. Community groups, such as
the Jewish Agency for Israel and the Hillel student group, pay a discounted rate for
permanent offices as well as for occasional additional space that may be leased by the
hour or day for special purposes, such as a conference or dinner. Commercial tenants
at the time of the writer's visit included lawyers, an information technology company,
and various shops. According to information available to the writer, 10,500 square
meters of the 12,500 square meters of space designated for rental purposes had been
leased and occupied by mid-April.46
The central location of the Menorah Center, the elegant appearance of its ground floor,
its spacious community rooms, and lightly visible security have all contributed to its
early success. Yet questions persist about the wisdom of building such a massive,
conspicuous symbol of Jewish wealth in a country where antisemitism is never far from
the surface. Equally, the financial viability of such a structure also is questioned. The
reputed $60 million construction costs were borne entirely by two local Jewish oligarchs,
Hennady Boholubov and Ihor Kolomoisky;47 the two donors have agreed to cover
operating costs for up to two years, until the structure is fully occupied. The building is
professionally managed. Internal sources estimate the monthly operating costs at
$120,000 ($1.44 million annually),
whereas external property managers have provided annual
estimates of $3 million to $5
million.
Hostel accommodations include two
to six beds in a room, a table and
chairs, storage space, and attached
bathroom. The larger hostel space
includes a common area with bean
bag seating and large eat-in kitchen.
Photo: the writer.

The Museum of Jewish Memory and the Holocaust in Ukraine, which is located in the
Menorah Center, is covered elsewhere in this report. See pages 61-64.
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These figures were impossible for the writer to confirm. Clearly, large spaces in the building were vacant in mid‐
April. Rumors also circulated that prominent Jewish community lay leaders had exerted pressure on individuals
and firms to lease space in the structure.
47

The two men are principals in PrivatBank, Ukraine's largest bank. Mr. Boholubov now spends most of his time
in London, and Mr. Kolomoisky resides in Geneva.
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Jewish Education and Culture
24. Chabad operates two early childhood centers in the city, Ilana and Beit
Tsindlicht.48 The Ilana day center enrolls about 35 children between the ages of one
and three in a daycare program. Beit Tsindlicht is a much larger endeavor, hosting 155
children between the ages of 2½ and six in a formal preschool program. Each center
operates a daylong program, serving both a breakfast snack and a full lunch. The
official tuition at each is 1,500 hryvnia (approximately U.S. $185) monthly, but many
families pay a reduced fee of between 500 and 1,500 hryvnia, said director Yudit
Baram.
About 90 percent of the enrolled children are halachically Jewish, stated Ms.
Baram. The remainder have some Jewish heritage and all of their families maintain a
substantial connection to the broader Jewish community.
Although all age-appropriate children of the substantial
number of Chabad emissaries in the city attend one of
the two centers, many children from local Jewish families
come from non-observant homes.
The Chabad
youngsters are taught separately in "Israeli" classes in
which greater emphasis is placed on mastery of Hebrew.
Yudit Baram directs the Beit Tsindlicht preschool in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

In all, the 155 children at Beit Tsindlicht are assigned to one of six different sections
based on age and level of Jewish background. Three certified teachers and one aide
are assigned to each section, said Ms. Baram. Most teachers, Ms. Baram stated, are
local women, some of whom trained at Beit Chana.49
In addition to Jewish-content programs, Beit Tsindlicht follows the standard secular
curriculum designed for Ukrainian preschoolers.
Kindergarten classes use
government-issued workbooks in language and arithmetic. A strong majority of
youngsters, perhaps as many as 90 percent, said Ms. Baram, enter first grade at the
Chabad day school, yeshiva katana, or machon. The remaining ten percent enroll in
local secular schools.
48

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.
49

See pages 59‐60 for information about Beit Chana.
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Although the approved enrollment capacity of Beit Tsindlicht is 150 youngsters, it
operated with 155 pupils during the 2012-2013 school year. Additional children were on
a waiting list. Ms. Baram averred that the school is overcrowded, but she was not
optimistic that more space would be secured in the near future. A proposed small
addition to the existing facility is opposed by the Pinchuk/Tsindlicht family because it
would reduce the amount of open land surrounding the current facility. A plan to open a
preschool on the other (eastern) side of the Dnipr River in premises already controlled
by Chabad collapsed when Chabad declined to pay bribes demanded by the relevant
city licensing authority. Ms. Baram and others believe that a market exists for several
additional Chabad preschools, each in a different area of the city.
25. School #144, which bears the formal name of Levi Yitzhak Schneerson Ohr
Avner Jewish Day School, occupies a three-building campus that served as a
boarding school during the Soviet period. The main building houses 263 youngsters in
grades one through eleven in a general curriculum with a modest Jewish studies
program. (See below.) Another 172 pupils are enrolled in more intensive Chabad
religious programs, i.e., 92 boys in a yeshiva katana (junior yeshiva) and 80 girls in a
machon, each in its own separate building. (See below.)
In response to the writer's first, informal question, "Как дела?" (How are things, how is
everything?), Principal Mikhail Gugel responded (in Russian) that things could be better,
that current times are very difficult. Enrollment in the regular school has declined
substantially in recent years. 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.
Registration in 2011-2012 was only 315; the decline to 263 during the current (20122013) academic year represents a further 17 percent loss. In offering a partial
explanation for the enrollment loss, Mr. Gugel said that some families had emigrated
and that some Israelis in the city had returned to Israel. Further, he said, some high
school youngsters had left the school to enroll in Na'aleh, the Jewish Agency high
school in Israel program. The Jewish population in general is declining (as is the
broader Ukrainian population), and some local Jewish families object to the religious
studies program in the school (three classes weekly in
Jewish tradition and three classes weekly in Hebrew
language). However, Mr. Gugel did not address the
perception in the city that the general studies program of
School #144 is inferior to that in the better public schools
and several private schools in the city.
Mikhail Gugel, principal of School #144, will complete his tenure
at the school at the end of the 2012-2013 school year.
Photo: the writer.
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In a later discussion with Zelig Brez, Executive Director (Исполнительный директор) of
the Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины), which supports
Chabad interests in the city, Mr. Brez said that Chabad professional and lay leadership
is aware of problems in the school and has begun to address them. The first step of
the Philanthropic Fund, stated Mr. Brez, was to commission an external, unbiased
evaluation of the school. The evaluation showed that School #144 is perceived in the
city as "a ghetto, a shelter, and a sanitarium." It has managed to avoid the physical ills
of urban education, that is, it has no drugs or violence issues. However, independent
academic achievement tests show poor results in every subject area. Teachers
routinely give higher grades than are merited by actual pupil attainment. The school
census shows an unusually
high proportion of underprivileged children50 and a
corresponding
dearth
of
youngsters from middle class
families.
The main building of School 144
is seen at left. The girls’ machon
is behind this building and the
boys’ yeshiva katana is to the left
of the pictured building.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

The independent study evaluated the atmosphere in the school as oppressive and
stultifying in terms of encouraging teacher creativity and academic excellence.51
Further, the observance of both state and religious holidays reduces teaching time and
degrades educational continuity.52
Mr. Brez continued that the current school administration would be replaced with new,
proven professionals.53 In common with schools of excellence in the city, teacher

50

Many poor or lower middle class Jewish families are attracted to Jewish day schools by such amenities as free
meals and free bus transportation to and from school.

51

Although Mr. Brez did not mention conflict among teachers, it was well known in the city that tension existed
between older and younger teachers. Some of the older instructors were perceived as Soviet in their educational
philosophy and teaching style, unable to adapt to post‐Soviet reality.
52

The government of Ukraine mandates a large number of holidays, some of which are holdovers from the Soviet
period and have no significance in contemporary Ukrainian life.

53

Mr. Gugel was aware of his impending dismissal at the time of the writer's meeting with him. He is the most
recent of a series of principals since the school's inception who have had no relevant experience in school
administration and management prior to their appointment.
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bonuses would now be based on examination results of their pupils.54 New emphasis is
being placed on contemporary science, including information technology and
electronics. The dilapidated large tour buses used to transport pupils to and from
school already have been replaced with newer, smaller, and quicker buses and vans,
thus reducing the average commute time of pupils from 55 minutes to 30 minutes.
Further, the newer vehicles are equipped with video systems that stream educational
films from the Discovery Channel and the National Geographic Society while children
are traveling between their homes and school. Mr. Brez and others are continuing to
seek the advice of independent consultants and to secure financial support from
organizations and foundations familiar with education in Ukraine.55
As a public school, School #144 cannot charge tuition. However, funds have been
solicited from parents during the last year for the purchase of computers, projectors,
and other equipment. Parents also paid for the repair of the school heating system,
said Mr. Gugel. Almost all parents made some financial contribution to the school, Mr.
Gugel stated, but the amount varies significantly among them.
Combined Jewish Philanthropies, the Jewish federation in Boston (Dnipropetrovsk's
sister city) has reduced its financial support to the school over the last several years,
said Mr. Gugel. However, it still provides a grant for the purchase of school cafeteria
food and sponsors a joint winter camp in the Dnipropetrovsk area for School #144
pupils and Boston Jewish teens. Boston also provides English-language books for the
school library and has brought English-language teachers to Boston for intensive
training in English teaching.
Answering a question, Mr. Gugel said that almost all of the Israeli children - most from
emigré families who had returned to Dnipropetrovsk - in the main school had gone back
to Israel as the local economy soured. He estimated that 30 Israel children from
Chabad families are enrolled in the machon or yeshiva.
26. The Chabad machon enrolls 80 girls between the ages of six and 17 in a separate,
small building on the School #144 campus. The enrollment during the previous
academic year, 2011-2012, was 90. The decline in numbers, said Principal Yalta
Barak, is due to the return to Israel of many Israeli families who had lived in
Dnipropetrovsk while one or both parents worked in the local Chabad community.
Of the current machon census, Ms. Barak stated, most girls now are from local families
and from the girls' residential home. (See below.) About 50 percent of the local families
represented in the machon, she continued, have become religiously observant in recent
years. The level of observance among the other 50 percent varies. Depending on
54

Teacher salaries in Ukraine are very low. Successful schools provide bonuses to the best teachers and/or
teachers in positions that are difficult to fill, such as those in mathematics, science, information technology, and
foreign languages.

55

See pages 76‐78 for the remainder of the interview with Mr. Brez.
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grade level, 50 to 60 percent of the curriculum is secular and 40 to 50 percent is
religious, she responded to a question. Machon girls do very well in standardized tests
on secular subjects, she aid.
Several of the Israeli teachers regularly invite machon girls from local families and the
girls' home to their own homes for Shabbat and various holidays so that local girls learn
how Jewish family life is observed, Ms. Barak said. Girls from religious homes also go
to the girls' residential home to help there. Ms.
Barak believes that the mix of girls from religious
homes and secular homes is good for both
groups, exposing each to populations that they
would otherwise not meet.
Rabbi Shlomo Tereshkevich, who directs the
religious studies program in the day school, and Yael
Barak, who directs the machon, personify some of
the staff instability that has affected Chabad
education in the last few years. Both Israelis, Ms.
Barak is returning to Israel with her family in summer
2013 and Rabbi Tereshkevich replaced another rabbi
who returned to Israel in summer 2012.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question, Ms. Barak stated that graduates of the machon attend Beit
Chana, other local colleges, and Israeli seminaries. One graduate last year went to
Israel and entered the Israel Defense Forces, she said.
27. Rabbi Reuven Chupin is director of the Chabad yeshiva katana, a school for boys
that occupies its own building on the campus of School #144. About 80 percent of the
90 boys in the yeshiva (which corresponds to grades one through eleven) are from local
homes and from the boys' residential program, said
Rabbi Chupin. Some local youngsters are from families
that have become religiously observant in recent years,
Rabbi Chupin stated, and others live in secular
circumstances. Rabbi Chupin described the yeshiva
katana as a "public school with a Jewish emphasis,"
explaining that its curriculum required five class periods
of secular studies each day, along with four periods in
religious subjects.
Rabbi Reuven Chupin directs the yeshiva katana. His wife
teaches in the girls' machon.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Chupin stated that the 2012-2013 school year had been very difficult for the
yeshiva katana. Reduced funding from the community necessitated painful budget
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cuts, including limitations on the engagement of rabbis from Israel to teach in the
yeshiva. More local people have been hired to teach religious subjects, he said; they
are not as well-qualified as Israelis, but the community is not required to pay housing
costs, international transportation, and other expenses for them. Another consequence
of reduced funding, continued Rabbi Chupin, is the inability of the yeshiva to purchase
yeshiva-appropriate clothing for disadvantaged post-Bar Mitzvah boys from the local
population; instead of wearing white shirts, dark pants, and dark suit jackets as do most
yeshiva pupils in this age cohort, some Dnipropetrovsk yeshiva boys are attired in other
styles of clothing.56
The current economic environment, said Rabbi Chupin, has convinced yeshiva
management that the secular curriculum should be expanded to include marketable
skills, particularly in the area of information technology. Not all boys would continue
their education in regular yeshivas, he said, and some are not prepared to enter postsecondary schools. Therefore, the yeshiva katana is planning to open an IT track in the
near future. Even boys intending to continue their yeshiva studies in more advanced
yeshivas will find such skills useful, he said.57
28. Planning was well underway during the writer's visit for the opening of a new, more
intensive yeshiva katana intended for the sons of Chabad rabbis in fall of 2013. The
yeshiva will admit boys between the ages of 13 and 16 (grades eight through ten) and
anticipates an enrollment of 15 to 20 boys during its first academic year. In addition to
attracting boys from Chabad families in Ukraine and neighboring countries, the yeshiva
also will draw boys from North America and, perhaps, other distant locales; for many
Chabad families, the appeal of learning in an environment that is rooted in Chabad
history is very powerful.
Religious studies will dominate the curriculum of the new yeshiva. Perhaps English will
be taught because its mastery has become critical to modern life, even for rabbis, said
Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, but it is unlikely that any other secular subjects will have a
place in the curriculum.
The yeshiva will be housed in a large building just outside the city that previously was
used as a country hotel. Although boys from other communities will live at the yeshiva,
many local boys probably will continue to live at home and will commute to classes,
Rabbi Kaminezki said. Two rabbis from Israel have been engaged to administer the
yeshiva and teach classes. Rabbi Yossi Glick (see below) is the business manager.
56

Even more than the regular school, the yeshiva katana attracts at‐risk families searching for a sheltered
environment for their children. The extended‐day curriculum and single‐sex enrollment are appealing to many
such families. Thus, the yeshiva census includes a disproportionately large number of youngsters from
disadvantaged homes. The machon census is similar.
57

The curriculum of the girls machon offers a full ORT computer curriculum. A team of girls from the machon
placed first in an international ORT high school robotics competition held in Israel earlier this year. Yeshiva boys in
Dnipropetrovsk currently receive only a very limited exposure to computer technology.
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Three funding sources will support the yeshiva, said Rabbi Kaminezki. Two private
donors have made commitments, and tuition will be charged to the families of boys in
attendance.58
29. 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 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 (in May 2012).

The writer spoke with Rabbi Glick and with Hindy Golomb, a native of England, who
resides and works in the girls' residence as a counselor and program director. Fourteen
girls between the ages of eight and 17 live in the girls' home, said Ms. Golumb. The
boys' home, stated Rabbi Glick, accommodates 17 boys between the ages of seven
and 16. Supervision in the boys' home is managed by two local young men and two
American yeshiva students.59 In the past, said Rabbi Glick, the census in the boys'
home was as high as 40, and the census in the girls home had reached 28. The decline
in population is due to general Jewish demographic decline and, to some degree, to
'competition' from similar programs offered by other rabbis in other areas of the country.
In response to a question, Ms. Golomb stated that she found the girls in the home to be
more physical than are English Jewish girls. The Dnipropetrovsk girls, she continued,
are more likely to push and shove their peers, and those who come from severely
impoverished homes often are very selfish and "grabby". However, she noted, Rabbi
Shlomo Tereshkevich, who lives nearby, often visits the home on Shabbat, bringing his
wife and children. The presence of Rabbi Tereshkevich and his family is very helpful,
she stated, in teaching girls about Jewish family values, Shabbat, and appropriate
58
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See pages 75‐76 for the remainder of the interview with Rabbi Kaminezki.

Supervision continuity from year to year is almost non‐existent. Boys or girls who remain in the homes for
multiple years have different young adult counselors or supervisors almost every year. Ms. Golumb is a temporary
counselor.
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behavior.60 Sometimes, she said, small groups of girls are guests of their Jewish
studies teachers on Shabbat.
Youngsters in the homes attend the yeshiva katana or the machon. Upon completing
these institutions at age 17, they leave the homes and are on their own. Rabbi Glick
attempts to assist them in finding opportunities for further education, but
acknowledges that placement of such young people in appropriate programs is a "major
problem." Neither he nor anyone else in the local Chabad community possesses the
skills or resources to accomplish such a task, he admitted, and he conceded that almost
no follow-up has occurred for those who have left the home in the past. Beit Chana, he
said, is a "fallback" college for girls who have no other opportunities.61
In response to a question, Rabbi Glick said that declining financial resources have
imposed new limitations on social and recreational programs available to
youngsters in the homes. Whereas they were able to organize special Pesach camps
for residents of the homes in past years, such vacations/celebrations were impossible in
2013. Similarly, routine recreational activities, such as swimming lessons, are no longer
possible. The youngsters are not taken to the Menorah Center, said Rabbi Glick,
because the Center lacks sports facilities or other programs that might be interesting or
beneficial to children and teens.
Home visits for these youngsters are problematic, Rabbi Glick stated. In theory, it is
wise to help institutionalized children maintain contact with their families. However,
some of the families are so dysfunctional that re-entry of the young person into such an
aberrant home situation, even if for only a weekend, may damage the child. On a
purely economic level, Rabbi Glick continued, such visits may be costly to the
residential programs because parents or other relatives may steal the clothing or shoes
that the child is wearing and/or bringing with them (and sell the items in a street bazaar).
Reduced financial resources also have led to the cessation of a welfare program for
local Jewish families in economic distress. In the past, Tzivos Hashem distributed food
parcels and purchased children's clothing for impoverished Jewish families. The
recipients usually were single-parent families and situations in which children were
being cared for by grandparents. However, Rabbi Glick said, such assistance no longer
is possible.
30. The Jewish Big Brother/Big Sister program in Dnipropetrovsk is an outgrowth of
the Dnipropetrovsk Kehilla Project of the Jewish Community Relations Council of
Greater Boston.62 Adapted from the Jewish Big Brothers/Big Sisters of Greater
Boston, the Dnipropetrovsk program (Старший брат, старшая сестра) is now in its
60

See page 48 for a photo of Rabbi Tereshkevich.
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See pages 59‐60 for further information about Beit Chana.
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See pages 87‐87 for further information about the ties between Dnipropetrovsk and Boston.
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Bar Mitzvah year of operation, funded almost entirely by an allocation from Combined
Jewish Philanthropies, the Jewish federation in Boston.
The Dnipropetrovsk project currently (spring 2013) serves 70 pairs of children and
young adults in its regular program, said Tanya Kaplunskaya, its director, and another
15 pairs in a special section that joins tenth and eleventh
graders with fifth graders in the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish day
school. Two of the younger "siblings" are Down syndrome
youngsters, and five have cerebral palsy, noted Ms.
Kaplunskaya. It is important to integrate special-needs
children in the community, she said. Other children and
their parents now are much more understanding of these
children than they were even five years ago, added Ms.
Kaplunskaya.
Tanya Kaplunskaya is a member of a family long involved in the
Dnipropetrovsk Jewish community.
Photo: the writer.

Recognizing that many "older brothers and sisters" in Ukraine lack the resources to plan
and carry out the individual outings that characterize many JBB/BS relationships in the
United States, the Dnipropetrovsk program operates a number of large events in which
many pairs participate, such as trips to skating rinks and amusement parks. One such
event in recent months, said Ms. Kaplunskaya, was a visit by almost all participants to a
local orphanage that accommodates 174 Ukrainian children. The Jewish group brought
toys and other small gifts, and the two groups socialized and danced with each other.
On another occasion, she continued, the Dnipropetrovsk JBB/BS group participated in
the Havaya winter camp that brings together Boston, Dnipropetrovsk, and Israel teens.
Teams representing each of the three groups participated in various competitions in a
large sports hall that had been rented for a day. In all, Ms. Kaplunskaya stated, about
200 people were involved. Members of the Hillel student group, she added, did much
of the organizational work for the event.
In response to a question, Ms. Kaplunskaya said that a waiting list of prospective "little
brothers and sisters" exists. In some cases, the issue is finding an appropriate older
"sibling". However, financial resources also are a concern, as is the matter of
administering such a large group. Nonetheless, she continued, unmatched children
often are invited to attend group events anyway, and efforts are made to include them in
all activities.
Asked if the program had an office in the new Menorah Center, Ms. Kaplunskaya
responded that her office was mobile, located in different cafés in the city. No one in
the Chabad administration had contacted her about office space, she said;
understanding that such space in the Center would require payment, she continued, she
has not pursued the matter herself. Notwithstanding any perceived loss of status due to
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an absence of official premises, said Ms. Kaplunskaya, the JBB/BS program considers
itself "part of the community" (часть общины). Such a sense of belonging is very
important, she continued, especially because it brings "status" to volunteers. "Status" is
of great consequence in difficult times, such as the current economic climate, she said.
31. A Special Needs Educational Resource Center, located in a wing of the Beit
Chana Jewish Women's Pedagogical College,63 enrolls 54 Jewish children,
adolescents, and a few young adults. Thirteen are autistic, said Director Tamara
Olshanitskaya, and others are intellectually impaired or have other disabilities. A few
have not been diagnosed precisely, said Ms. Olshanitskaya, but it is clear that they are
severely impaired and unable to attend conventional public schools.
Youngsters are assigned to one of four groups. In the first group, said Ms.
Olshanitskaya, children with disabilities are being prepared for entrance into public
schools with special education classes. In the second, children are taught very basic
skills two or three days each week; their disabilities are so profound that future school
attendance is unlikely. Children in the third group already are enrolled in public schools,
but come to the Center after school for further
therapies. The fourth group, Ms. Olshanitsakya
continued, have "aged out" of the regular program,
but come to the Center once each week for continuing activity. Additionally, said Ms. Olshanitskaya,
staff from the Center visit some homebound youngsters for home tutoring.

Tamara Olshanitskaya, above, has led
the Resource Center since its
inception. At left, some youngsters
from group two learn basic skills with
their mothers. Other youngsters from
this group are in different teaching
areas.
Photos: the writer.

In all, the Resource Center has eight teaching/therapy spaces in five classrooms of
varying sizes and one sports hall. Additionally, the Center has an outdoor play area
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See pages 59‐60 for additional information about Beit Chana.

54

with equipment designed for special needs children.
prepared in the Beit Chana kitchen.

Youngsters are served meals

Too often, said Ms. Olshanitskaya, fathers abandon their families after the birth of
special needs children. The demands of caring for such children preclude the mothers
from gainful employment, so the families sink into poverty and despair. Thus, the
Resource Center operates a welfare program and various social and educational
activities for mothers, who usually accompany their children to the Center. Although
local education authorities are increasingly aware of their responsibility to this segment
of the population and are beginning to expand special education programs in public
schools, Ms. Olshanitskaya stated, schools often are ill-prepared for special needs
children and parents of other kids do not want special needs children in regular schools.
The Resource Center was started with a grant from Combined Jewish Philanthropies of
Greater Boston, which remains a significant benefactor. Additional support is provided
by the local Chabad philanthropic
fund, a young leadership group from
CJP, Dr. Judith Wolf and her family
from Boston, and several individual
donors based in Kyiv.
A specially equipped van, with lifts at
front right and in the back, recently was
donated by CJP to the Resource
Center.
Photo: the writer.

CJP also supports a continuing education program for Resource Center staff.
Gordon College in Haifa64 provides ongoing education through a weekly video
conference with staff from both the Resource Center and from the Tikvah special needs
program operated by the Joint Distribution Committee.65 Gordon College also offers
distance learning courses in special education.
The Resource Center is a beneficiary of steady volunteer assistance, said Ms.
Olshanitskaya. Local volunteers help regularly, usually on a weekly basis, with the
children, she explained, playing with them, helping them with art projects, etc. Several
Beit Chana students also volunteer in the Resource Center, Ms. Olshanitskaya added.

64

Haifa is Boston's sister‐city in Israel; the two cities are further linked through the Partnership 2Gether program
of the Jewish Agency for Israel.
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Some Dnipropetrovsk Jewish special needs children participate in both the Resource Center and the JDC Tikvah
program. The Resource Center program is more comprehensive and focuses more on education, whereas the
Tikvah program is more social and recreational in character. Some Resource Center children enjoy an animal
therapy program provided by JDC, said Ms. Olshanitskaya. See page 85.
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The Resource Center will move with Beit Chana into its new building when that facility
is ready, stated Ms. Olshanitskaya.66 The space available to the Resource Center will
be somewhat smaller, but the new premises are much more conveniently located, she
said.
32. At the time of the writer's visit to Dnipropetrovsk in April, the Hillel student
organization was still occupying severely overcrowded space in a small office building
attached to the Golden Rose Choral Synagogue. Their official move to more
commodious premises in the new Menorah Center was scheduled for June, at which
time a "big opening ceremony" will be held, declared Olga Tovkach, the highly regarded
Hillel executive in the city. Another party, she proclaimed, will be held in December to
mark the 15th anniversary of Hillel in Dnipropetrovsk. A festival and major show will be
staged in celebration of its accomplishments.
In response to a question, Ms. Tovkach stated that about 1,500 people are listed on the
Hillel data base.67 The list is up-to-date, she said, and does not include individuals who
have emigrated or have aged out of Hillel activities. However, Ms. Tovkach continued,
the demographic situation is becoming "difficult" for Hillel. The Jewish population,
especially in the age group served by Hillel is diminishing; aliyah (emigration to Israel)
has become a "problem," she said. Individuals go to
Israel on Taglit programs, MASA programs, or even
Yad Vashem seminars, and either don't come back or they return to Dnipropetrovsk for a brief period and
then go to Israel permanently. Hillel has lost many of
its "best people" - staff members and student leaders
- to aliyah, she said.
Olga Tovkach has revitalized a once lackluster Hillel
organization in Dnipropetrovsk since becoming its
executive in 2008.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Tovkach is the only fulltime staff member at Dnipropetrovsk Hillel. Eight others
have part-time positions, each specializing in a particular area, such as Jewish
education or Israel programming. Another 10 individuals work as "connectors," that is,
people who seek out other Jewish students and attempt to connect them with Hillel.
The connectors are not paid regular salaries, but do receive small gifts in recognition of
their work.
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See pages 59‐60 regarding the new premises of Beit Chana.

Approximately 10 percent of the individuals in the Hillel data base appear to have no Jewish roots, stated Ms.
Tovkach.
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In response to a question about the most popular Hillel programs, Ms. Tovkach said that
observance of kabbalat Shabbat (receiving Shabbat) always draws a crowd of about
70 people on Friday afternoons/early evenings. The traditional kabbalat Shabbat ritual,
she continued, is supplemented by a presentation from well-known individuals, such as
Israeli government officials in Ukraine, academics, or others who can deliver a lecture
on an interesting topic. Another popular program, she continued, is the Campus
Entrepreneurs Initiative; CEI invites selected individuals to participate in a leadership
seminar, after which they seek out previously uninvolved Jewish students and attempt
to engage/connect them with ongoing Hillel programs or invent new ones related to
Judaism or Israel. The CEI program, now in its third year, has successfully attracted
380 new participants from local universities and colleges to Hillel programs. Expanding
on this theme, Ms. Tovkach said that some Jewish students deny their Jewish heritage
when approached. Some acknowledge that their maternal grandmother is Jewish, but
insist that such ancestry is irrelevant.
Hillel members also enjoy shabbatons, stated Ms. Tovkach. The next one, she said, is
scheduled for May and is intended to be a Taglit follow-up experience for Hillel Taglit
veterans from Dnipropetrovsk and Donetsk. About 50 people are expected to
participate in the Shabbaton, along with nine or ten trained madrichim (leaders). All
attendees will pay a subsidized fee, Ms. Tovkach said, and Hillel will pay the remainder
of costs for the event.
Volunteer work also is appealing to Hillel members, said Ms. Tovkach. Hillel members
eagerly participated in the annual Week of Good Deeds, which has expanded to two
weeks of good deeds in Dnipropetrovsk. Hillel members donated blood to children with
cancer and play with child cancer victims at least once every month, Ms. Tovkach
stated. They also have assisted people with various disabilities, and have purchased
clothing and toys for children in state orphanages. The major Hillel project for the Week
of Good Deeds in Dnipropetrovsk this year was cleaning the ravine on the local
university campus where many Jews were massacred during the Holocaust. The ravine
had become a garbage dump, said Ms. Tovkach. Hillel mobilized other students,
including a large contingent of Armenian-heritage young people, to help them in
removing garbage and then planting trees at the site. Between 300 and 400 young
people participated in this project, Ms. Tovkach stated.
Dnipropetrovsk Hillel was visited by a group of Hillel students from the University of
Virginia during the current academic year, responded Ms. Tovkach to a question about
participation in international Hillel activities. The visit of the Americans, added Ms.
Tovkach, happened to occur during the Week of Good Deeds, so the Americans joined
their Dnipropetrovsk counterparts in volunteer work.68
Dnipropetrovsk Hillel is organizing two Taglit buses this year, one in winter and one in
summer, said Ms. Tovkach. The summer trip is seriously oversubscribed, she said, with
a long waiting list.
68

Notwithstanding the location of a large number of colleges and universities in the Boston area, no Hillel group
from that city has ever visited its sister‐city counterparts in Dnipropetrovsk.
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Ms. Tovkach described her relationships with other Jewish organizations in the city as
very good, singling out Ilana Shpak of the Jewish Agency for Israel as being
especially warm and helpful.69 In response to a question about the establishment of a
Moishe House in Dnipropetrovsk, Ms. Tovkach said that very little progress has been
made on this project, mainly because Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki insists that Hillel play a
major role in its planning and early management. She is simply too busy to fulfill such
responsibilities, she said.
Answering another query, Ms. Tovkach stated that the Dnipropetrovsk Hillel budget for
this year is almost $60,000. She herself solicited $13,000 in support from local donors
in 2012 (exceeding her target of $12,000). Her goal for 2013 is $15,000. As a Jewish
community organization, Hillel will pay the discounted community rate for its new space
in the Menorah Center, she said. Asked if some students might be hesitant to visit
Hillel premises that are so close to an Orthodox synagogue, Ms. Tovkach responded
that some Jewish young people are uneasy now because they must walk through the
synagogue courtyard in order to enter the attached building in which Hillel currently is
located. However, she said, the main entry points to the Menorah Center do not require
passage through the synagogue. The Menorah Center is very open, whereas the
synagogue seems closed. Security is light at the Menorah Center, and the atmosphere
is "public", not confined.
33. Conceived as a serious Jewish education program for halachically-Jewish students
and young adults, STARS (Student Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers) was
initiated in many regions of the post-Soviet states in 2006. The program is taught
according to Orthodox philosophy and practice; males and females are assigned to
separate classes, although some mixing occurs in holiday celebrations. Stipends are
offered to attract participants. The major goal is to educate young people in Orthodox
Jewish tradition, encourage them to meet and marry other halachically Jewish young
people, and raise Jewish families.
Iosif Masakovsky, a former computer technology instructor
in Dnipropetrovsk, directs the local STARS program.
Largely self-taught in Judaism, he acknowledges that the
program has encountered some difficulties, but predicts a
bright future for the derivative programs that have been
developed since its earlier flaws were detected. STARS
has been funded by Eli Horin of Brazil and oligarch Levi
Leviev.
Photo: the writer.
69

See pages 81‐84 for more information about the Jewish Agency in Dnipropetrovsk. Hillel and the Jewish Agency
are rivals in some cities as they compete to fill Taglit buses and differ over the role of Israel and Zionism in program
planning. Ms. Tovkach's characterization of aliyah as a "problem" was at least partially tongue‐in‐cheek and even
self‐congratulatory regarding the strength of Israel‐related programming in Dnipropetrovsk Hillel.
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Mr. Masakovsky is among many observers in Ukraine who acknowledge that the
original STARS program has only partially met expectations. Some participants,
he and others 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. Some 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 receipt of 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. From time to time, Chabad implemented various measures
aimed at improving educational achievement, such as requiring successful completion
of monthly exams before stipends were paid, but many would-be STARS participants
were resistant to such conditions.
Recognizing that pursuit of a broad mass of Jewish young adults with stipends as an
incentive was likely to attract at least some participants whose motives were
inconsistent with Chabad goals, Chabad developed new STARS versions for young
people with strong career ambitions and above-average intellectual capacity. One
program attracts business students by inviting successful local businessmen to a
parallel series of presentations about their businesses. Another program requires a
commitment to three years of serious study in single-sex classes; generous stipends
are paid throughout the program, a number of coeducational social events are held, and
significant monetary prizes are awarded to outstanding students. If participants
terminate their involvement with Chabad after completion of any STARS course and
receipt of cash awards, Chabad continues to invite them to community programs and
events.
Notwithstanding the weak retention rate of many STARS students, Mr. Masakovsky is
satisfied with successful outcomes among those who do complete their STARS
courses. He cites a number of religious marriages among STARS participants;70 some
children of these marriages already are enrolled in the religious sections of Beit
Tsindlicht, the Chabad preschool.71
Mr. Masakovsky has started a new venture, a Youth Club (Молодежный Клуб), that is
more inclusive. Recognizing that the overwhelming majority of Jews in Ukraine are
products of intermarriage, the Youth Club does not require that its members be
halachically Jewish. He plans to start eight such Youth Clubs in different cities and
towns in the first phase of the program.
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Mr. Masakovsky noted that parents of some young people object to Chabad ritual in the weddings of their
children.
71

See pages 44‐45.
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34. Beit Chana Jewish Women’s Pedagogical Institute 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 small town
environments for associate-degree equivalent programs in a larger city. Beit Chana
offered free tuition and free room and board. Over time, Beit Chana has grappled with
the consequences of lower educational achievement of girls from such circumstances
and with demographic developments that sharply reduced the number of Jewish young
women in smaller towns, regardless of their capacity to complete post-secondary
education programs. Further, notwithstanding their enthusiasm for relocation to a larger
city, many young women were reluctant to commit to residence in an isolated gendersegregated dormitory with a religious lifestyle for the duration of their course of study.
Beit Chana never reached its capacity enrollment of between 200 and 250 young
women. It achieved its peak of 165 students some years ago, and its 2008-2009
enrollment plummeted to 70. Acknowledging that the institution was unlikely to survive
without a “new vision”, Beit Chana made several changes in its curriculum and
operational procedures in recent years and intends to evolve further in the future.
First, after offering accredited full degrees in collaboration with Crimean Institute of
Humanities, Beit Chana became accredited itself and now has the authority to offer
full bachelor's degrees in pedagogy and certain related fields. Second, Beit Chana
scrapped its residence requirement, opening its program to day/commuter female
students from Dnipropetrovsk and environs. Third, it developed a parallel and part-time
curriculum of intensive Jewish studies for young women already enrolled in other postsecondary institutions; in return for their participation in this program, Chabad pays 70
percent of the tuition of participating girls at secular colleges and universities. Chabad
emissaries with whom the writer spoke freely acknowledge that the major incentive of
participants is payment of college tuition, not acquisition of Jewish knowledge.
Another change will occur when Beit Chana inhabits new facilities in the center of the
city close to the Golden Rose Choral Synagogue and Menorah Center. An individual
donor purchased a long-vacant building in a good location and is now reconstructing
and expanding it to meet Beit Chana
needs.
The architectural drawing at right shows
the new Beit Chana building. The existing structure is the center section at
front. It will be expanded in wings to the
right and left that will accommodate
classrooms, offices, a small auditorium,
fitness center, and premises for the
Special Needs Educational Resource
Center. The taller building at back is
new and will host a student dormitory,
dining hall, and library
Drawing: Studio 7, Dnipropetrovsk.
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Construction on the new facility was scheduled to begin in July 2013. It will be ready for
use in the 2015-2016 academic year.
Beit Chana enrolled 127 young women during the 2012-2013 academic year, 46 of
whom were day students. Eighty-four of these students were pursuing bachelor's
degrees in education, early childhood education, psychology, or practical economics;
the remainder were registered in certificate programs. A number of active teachers
were pursuing graduate degrees conferred by Crimean Institute of the Humanities in
collaboration with Beit Chana. Women enrolled in these graduate level programs are
required to spend some time at the CIH campus in Crimea.
35. The International Hasidic Women's Seminary currently enrolls 15 young women
in a second-year program for Chabad high school graduates who have completed an
intensive first-year religious studies course elsewhere. Students pursue a variety of
courses in hassidut, education, and other disciplines, and engage in significant
volunteer work in the local Chabad community. Classes are taught by local rabbis and
other instructors, and some lessons are transmitted from Israel via Skype. Among the
more intensive volunteer experiences during the 2012-2013 academic year was the
organization and management of a week-long vacation camp for 45 girls, all of whom
are daughters of Chabad emissaries in Ukraine. The Seminary girls also taught English
and Hebrew in local Chabad schools (Dnipropetrovsk and Dniprodzerzhinsk) and
assisted children enrolled in the Special Needs Educational Resource Center.
In its third year of operation, the Seminary is still searching for a definitive program, a
way to differentiate itself from other institutions (including one in Moscow) that attempt
to provide a post-high school experience for girls from Chabad families that is consistent
with Chabad custom. Many such American young women do not pursue university
degrees, but may be interested in education at the community college level and in social
service experiences. The location of the Seminary in an area of Ukraine that is of great
historic significance to Chabad is an attraction in itself,
but the rabbinic founders of the institution are still
grappling with its academic orientation, that is, whether it
should pursue accreditation with an American or Israeli
religious college so that interested girls could earn
credits for a degree if they decide to pursue one.72
Rabbi Moshe Weber, an Israeli, is one of the founders of the
International Seminary and serves as its director.

Photo: the writer.
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Girls from Israeli Chabad families are much more likely to pursue full academic degrees than are girls from
Chabad families in other countries.
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Seminary students live and take their meals in a small building next to the current Beit
Chana dormitory. When Beit Chana moves to its new facility, the Seminary will move
with the College, but will continue to occupy separate premises.
Tuition, room, and board for the Seminary total $6,000, about half of its real cost per
student. Rabbi Moshe Weber, director of the Seminary, is reluctant to raise fees,
fearing that greater expense would deter many families from enrolling their daughters in
the program.
36.
Tkumah - The All-Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies is the most
comprehensive Holocaust research center in Ukraine. Under the leadership of Dr. Igor
Schupak, its director, Tkumah opened its nearly 3,000 square meter (approximately
32,000 square feet) Museum of Jewish Memory and Holocaust in Ukraine in
October 2012. The Museum is located within the Menorah Center, and the openings of
the Center and the Museum occurred concurrently.
The Museum consists of four large exhibit halls with movable partitions. As its name
suggests, it strives to present a comprehensive history of Jewish life on Ukrainian
land, including the Holocaust, but not excluding the more expansive history of Jewish
presence in Ukraine. The creators of the Museum, said Dr. Schupak, were very
sensitive to broader Ukrainian history and the likelihood that most visitors would be
Ukrainians with little knowledge of specifically Jewish history. In fact, as of mid-April,
the Museum had already logged 30,000 visitors, of whom
90 percent were not Jewish. Among the guests were
many school groups, as well as members of Christian and
Moslem congregations. Admission to the Museum is free
of charge.
Dr. Igor Schupak is a native of nearby Zaporizhzhia. After
earning his doctorate at a Canadian university, he was asked
by Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki to organize Holocaust research in
the Dnipropetrovsk area and to develop Holocaust teaching
materials and exhibits.
Photo: the writer.

The entry exhibit hall presents a broad sweep of Jewish history and Jewish tradition. It
includes Torah scrolls, kiddush cups, and other artifacts. In this hall, as in others, the
number of actual artifacts is lower than might be seen in more established museums,
but the void created by their absence is filled in part by attractive, eye-catching custom
paintings and multi-media presentations. Subsequent halls deal with Jewish history,
including shtetl life, pogroms, the Jewish intellectual and cultural role in Ukraine, the
prominence of Ukrainian Jews in the Zionist movement and in modern Israel, the
Holocaust in Ukraine and elsewhere (including righteous Ukrainians who saved Jews),
and postwar Ukrainian Jewish life. As might be expected, the history of Jewish life in
Dnipropetrovsk is covered in some detail.
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The three exhibits depicted on this
page show how the Museum has used
multimedia to illustrate Jewish life in
Ukraine and Europe.
The top mural shows shtetl life through
a combination of photos and paintings.
In another display, visitors may have
their photo taken in a shtetl scene.

The railroad car represents the
transport of Jews to death camps
during the Holocaust. Although its
inclusion might be expected in a
museum of this type in the West, it is
somewhat unusual in Ukraine because
Holocaust victims there were not
transported by train to death camps;
they were force-marched to ravines or
other pits and shot. The photo is of
Jews being rounded up for transport
elsewhere in Europe.

The display at left shows the contribution of Ukrainian Jewish musicians
to Ukrainian and international musical
life. Playbills and posters on the wall
remind viewers of specific individuals,
such as violinists David Oistrakh and
Leonid Kogan, the latter a native of
Dnipropetrovsk. The center wall
section focuses on klezmer music.
The musical instruments and phonograph obviously are vintage objects.

The museum will undergo a process of continuing renewal, said Dr. Schupak.
Additional interactive displays will be installed, more artifacts will be found and
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presented, and entire new exhibits will be opened. Traveling exhibits are sought and
shown. Space also exists for local art.73
Planners of the Museum are very conscious that it is a Jewish museum on Ukrainian
land. Its perspective is Ukrainian, said Dr. Schupak; it must be sensitive to Ukrainian
history. However, Dr. Schupak continued, the museum has no "blank chapters." It
covers the Khmelnytsky pogroms (in 1648), other pogroms in Ukrainian history,
collectivization, the Holodmor,74 and the Soviet terror. The role of Jews as both victims
and perpetrators of certain Soviet crimes is acknowledged. Most displays are labeled in
Ukrainian; a second language, English, will be added to the captions, said Dr. Schupak.
Russian, Polish, and Hebrew will follow, he added.
In addition to building and maintaining the museum, Dr. Schupak stated several
additional Tkumah program objectives. The organization will continue to pursue
Holocaust research in Dnipropetrovsk and elsewhere in Ukraine, he said. As always, it
will collaborate with Yad Vashem and Holocaust research organizations in other
countries.75 It also engages in various educational endeavors, including publications
about the Holocaust for different age groups, creating traveling exhibits, curriculum
development, teacher training, and organizing seminars and conferences for high
school students and others. On a local level, it organizes Holocaust study clubs for
intellectuals and a very popular "Sunday University" program that offers popular lectures
on Jewish history, Islam in the modern world, Judaism and Christianity, and other
topics. The Sunday University lectures often attract as many 300 people, Mr. Schupak
stated.
Tkumah also is active in interethnic relations, meeting with various groups in an effort
to promote harmony between people of different religions and ethnic backgrounds. One
of the museums with which he is in regular contact, said Mr. Schupak, is the Cossack
Museum in nearby Zaporizhyzhya.76
Responding to a question about financial support, Dr. Schupak said that Hennady
Boholubov and Ihor Kolomoisky supported almost all construction and development
costs of the Museum. Several other local oligarchs made designated gifts, he averred.
For now, Dr. Schupak continued, Mr. Boholubov and Mr. Kolomoisky are paying annual
expenses, but their long-term support of the Museum and associated office costs is not
assured. Further discussions with the Philanthropic Board of the Chabad community
are necessary, said Dr. Schupak. In the meantime, Tkumah is applying to several
foundations for grants in support of designated projects, such as publications. Dr.
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The opening months of the museum were marred somewhat by a vanity display of clocks and other items from
the collection of a major donor.
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See footnote 13, page 5.
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Tkumah consulted with several such organizations in developing the Museum.
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Zaporizhyzhya is the home territory of a large Cossack group that has reached out to Jews in the region.
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Schupak noted that Tkumah is not fully staffed in its research department or in
specialized areas of museum management and display.
Welfare
37.
Hesed Menachem, the Joint Distribution Committee welfare center in
Dnipropetrovsk, occupies a large, former preschool building in a central location. At the
time of the writer's visit to the city, debate was continuing within JDC about a proposed
move of the hesed to space designated for it in the Menorah Center. Those in favor of
the move cited the inconvenient design and increasingly decrepit condition of the
current building; among the design flaws is the basic two-story structure of the facility,
which is difficult for many elderly people to navigate. Renovations, they said, would be
prohibitively expensive. Further, it is only proper that elderly Jews be located in the
center of Jewish community life, with full access to all Menorah Center programs and
events.
Those who are opposed to the move note that, unlike the Menorah Center, the current
location has a yard, which has become an important site for warm-weather activities,
especially the traditional celebration of World War II Victory Day in May. The allotted
space in the Menorah Center is smaller in total area and much more compact than that
of the current hesed, so it is likely that clients will feel confined and that the hesed will
lack storage space. Parking space at the Menorah Center is very limited, they
continued, so client access to hesed vans will be much more difficult.
Hesed Menachem currently serves 7,000 elderly clients, stated hesed director Anatoly
Pleskachevsky. The number is declining from year to year, he said, due to deaths and
to new restrictions that tighten eligibility standards for new clients. The hesed currently
has 26 categories of assistance based on the client's health, his or her family situation
(that is, whether a family member can/will extend assistance), and living situation (alone
or with relatives, condition of apartment, etc.). Only 70 clients, Mr. Pleskachevsky
continued, are Holocaust victims eligible for support
from the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany.
Hesed director Anatoly Pleskachevsky is a 34-year veteran of
the Soviet armed forces, having retired as a colonel after
serving in the artillery corps in Afghanistan. Clients are
comfortable in the current hesed building, he said, because it is
familiar to them and all necessary services are readily
accessible. However, he thinks that the hesed should be
relocated in the Menorah Center so that the elderly are
included in the community gathering place.
Photo: the writer.
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Between 4,500 and 5,000 clients receive smart cards (discount cards) that can be
used in a specific chain of grocery stores, and a smaller number receive discount
cards accepted by a chain of pharmacies. Further, JDC has encouraged certain stores
to sponsor holiday promotions for all elderly in the city. Nonetheless, said Mr.
Pleskachevsky, many people are living in conditions of substantial economic
distress. Grocery prices are rising much more rapidly than are incomes, including
pensions. Fortunately, he continued, the local Chabad community also offers important
welfare assistance, including the distribution of food parcels to Jewish elderly twice
yearly, a hip replacement and rehabilitation program (which reduces the number of
Jewish elderly who are homebound), and the Jewish Medical Center, which specializes
in geriatric care. The hesed has a client-care contract with the JMC, Mr. Pleskachevsky
said.77 The hesed also coordinates service provision with municipal social service
agencies, noted Mr. Pleskachevsky.

Hesed Menachem offers a number of services to its clients, including hairdressing. The man in
the photo at right is standing in a small room at the hesed that dispenses various healthcare
implements to clients, including wheelchairs, walkers, and orthopedic mattresses. He is
brandishing a new cane, which, he informs the writer, is the best in the city. Pointing out the
hesed identification label on the cane, he said that the cane does not need a label because only
the hesed has such high-quality canes in its inventory; everyone knows that it is a hesed cane.
A veteran of World War II, the client is wearing a belt with an Army buckle; his bifocal glasses
are thick and crudely made.
Photos: the writer.

The hesed continues to operate its day center for Jewish elderly, said Mr.
Pleskachevsky, accommodating 30 clients every day. Participants are assigned to one
of 24 different groups, usually based on area of residence in order to simplify van
transportation, and each group comes to the hesed twice monthly. While at the hesed,
clients participate in various socializing activities and, if desired, arts and crafts. Some
77

See pages 70‐72.
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very basic medical care is available, and arrangements are made for more
comprehensive medical services inphysician offices and medical clinics. Other Jewish
elderly participate in a variety of clubs, a choir, exercise classes, and other activities for
seniors. In all, Mr. Pleskachevsky stated, more than 200 clients are in the hesed every
day.
Not all of these clients are elderly, explained Mr. Pleskachevsky. Eighty younger
people (ages 18-45) with various disabilities also are brought to the hesed three days
each week for recreation, socializing, and psychological assistance. Each of these
clients is assigned to a group based on the nature of their disabilities.
In addition to services within the hesed building, JDC also operates a hesed-onwheels, a van that serves needy (mostly elderly) Jews who live in remote areas. The
hesed-on-wheels visits a different town or village every weekday, Mr. Pleskachevsky
stated, calling on each at least once monthly and some twice each month. A hesed
worker schedules client visits and may bring medications or other items required by the
client.78
38. 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.79
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, approximately
1,000 individuals are on their client list. Some clients are rotated in and out of their
service census periodically in order to serve more people, Mrs. Sidelkovsky stated.
Elderly clients who die are replaced by younger pensioners; the younger pensioners
may have greater needs because they do not receive the government bonuses and
other government benefits (such as discounts on use of utilities) 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
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See also pages 84‐86 for an interview with Esther Katz, who directs all Joint Distribution Committee operations
in the region.
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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.
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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.
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. Ten to 12 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. Sometimes a few
individuals may bring wine or other treats on their own. In addition to consuming a hot,
nutritious meal, participants celebrate birthdays and holidays, sing, dance, watch
videos, and take part in other activities. The opportunities for socializing and for
intellectual exercise are just as important as the hot meal, said Mr. Sidelkovsky. Mr.
Sidelkovsky acknowledged that the Joint Distribution Committee had initiated the warm
home program and then abandoned it as a
consequence of budgetary pressures, re-started
it with only limited food service, then abandoned
it again.
Yan and Tanya Sidelkovsky manage the Adopt-aBubbe program in the Dnipropetrovsk area. Yan
also is the local director of the Boston Jewish
Community Relations Council kehilla (sister-city)
project in Dnipropetrovsk. (See pages 86-87.)
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.
Inflation continues to erode the capacity of AAB to provide services, Mr. Sidelkovsky
said. He estimated the rate of inflation at 30 to 40 percent, if under-the-table (bribery)
costs are included. The cost of certain processed staple foods has doubled in recent
years, he continued. Whereas it used to cost $25 to purchase food for 10 people at a
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warm home meal, Mrs. Sidelkovsky said, it now costs $50 for the same amount of food.
Travel expenses also have risen, stated Mr. Sidelkovsky, making service calls to clients
in remote areas more costly. AAB currently has no office; their previous office space in
an unfinished basement that is part of the Golden Rose Choral Synagogue complex,
was flooded during construction of the Menorah Center. AAB cannot afford to rent
commercial premises, so the Sidelkovsky apartment now serves as the AAB office.
Asked about the general mood (настроение) in the region, Mr. Sidelkovsky said that it
is "not so joyful". It is worse than last year, he continued. No one trusts anyone in the
government, and corruption is ubiquitous. He also is very troubled by the rise of the
Svoboda political party in Ukraine; their rhetoric includes antisemitic expressions, he
said.80
39. The Beit Baruch Assisted Living Facility for elderly Jews opened in 2002, the
first of only two dedicated residences for Jewish seniors in all of the post-Soviet
states.81 Beit Baruch provides accommodations in single or double rooms with private
bathrooms, meals, medical care, and social activities. The building is located in a
relatively quiet outlying area on the site of a former preschool. The preschool was
razed to the ground and then replaced by a clean, modern facility.
Although the official capacity of Beit Baruch is 94, American geriatric specialists
recommend that the total number of residents not exceed 75 to 80.82 The current
census is only 46, said manager Mila Ruvinskaya; the low number reflects both cost
concerns and a high incidence of dementia among residents; individuals with dementia
usually require single rooms. The youngest patient is only 60 years old, a double
amputee afflicted with severe diabetes. The oldest is 98. Chief nurse Viktoria
Laschenko identified 21 residents as confined to their beds (лежающие), the care of
whom is very expensive and very
demanding. Five of these individuals
are limited to food prepared in a blender.
Manager Mila Ruvinskaya, left, and chief
nurse Viktoria Laschenko are highly
regarded within Beit Baruch and the general
Jewish community for their commitment to
patients and their management skills.
Photo: the writer.
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See pages 86‐87 about the sister‐city relationship between the Jewish communities of Dnipropetrovsk and
Boston. Mr. Sidelkovsky is the Boston representative in Dnipropetrovsk.
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The other, in Kyiv, is rumored to be near closure. See pages 132‐133.

Boston‐area physicians, led by Dr. Lewis Lifsitz of Harvard Medical School and Hebrew Senior Life of Boston, visit
Dnipropetrovsk regularly.
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Of the 46 residents, said Ms. Laschenko, 25 are women. Eight patients died in 2012,
26 left the facility (most to join family in Israel, but some to return to homes in
Dnipropetrovsk83), and 26 new people entered the facility. Several newcomers had
been homeless, Ms. Ruvinskaya stated. One such individual, a former local resident,
had emigrated to Israel, but returned from Israel and planned to stay with her daughter
in Dnipropetrovsk; however, the daughter fell ill and could not accommodate her, so she
went to a city shelter. The shelter director called Beit Baruch, said Ms. Ruvinskaya.
Another newcomer had emigrated to Germany, but could not adjust to life there and
came back to Dnipropetrovsk, although he was too old to obtain employment and had
no home in the city.
The Beit Baruch resident
at far right suffers from
severe diabetes and is
blind from the disease.
The woman in the photo at
near right is a short-term
resident at Beit Baruch.
She is recovering from a
hip fracture.

Photos on this page: the
writer.

Sara Schwartzberg Smorodina is 98
years old. Severely hearing-impaired,
she nonetheless greeted the writer with
a dramatic declamation of Russian
poetry. Ms. Smorodina attended a local
Jewish grade school as a child and,
after finishing a conservatory, pursued a
career as a piano accompanist to a
girls' gymnastic team. Although she
retired in 1984, she is still in contact
with some of the former team members,
one of whom was visiting her when the
writer was at Beit Baruch.
Ms.
Smorodinia outlived three husbands
and her only child.
83

Some who returned to their homes in Dnipropetrovsk were individuals who entered Beit Baruch on short‐term
therapeutic stays while recovering from hip replacement surgery.
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Beit Baruch has its own medical office for routine medical care. It is staffed by four
nurses on shifts and two visiting physicians, all of whom will see patients in their rooms
when necessary. Specialized care is available through the Jewish Medical Center
(see below), which Ms. Laschenko described as essential in maintaining the high quality
of medical service available to Beit Baruch residents. Located in a wing of Beit Baruch,
the Jewish Medical Center is accessible without going outside. The complexity of offsite
medical visits - van rides, waiting rooms, bureaucracy, necessary bribes - is traumatic
for many elderly, so the Medical Center is a most welcome addition to the residence.
The ongoing financial crisis has led to some reduction in services provided by Beit
Baruch, said Ms. Ruvinskaya. Although patients pay a significant portion of their
pensions to Beit Baruch, the institution is dependent on subsidies from the local Chabad
Philanthropic Fund and an allocation from the Jewish federation in Boston. Both
organizations have reduced their contributions. Accordingly, Beit Baruch has dismissed
one of its three caregivers, its part-time art therapist, and certain other personnel.
Although the kitchen continues to serve nutritious meals, some reduction in food quality
has occurred and residents have been asked to be careful about wasting food. And, of
course, Beit Baruch has limited its intake of new residents.
One very bright note, said Ms. Ruvinskaya, is assistance from JDC through Esther
Katz, the regional director of the Joint Distribution Committee. Ms. Katz is "golden"
(золотая), Ms. Ruvinskaya stated. Ms. Katz has gone out of her way to contribute
certain supplies, such as adult diapers and specific medications, to Beit Baruch,
continued Ms. Ruvinskaya. It is due to the kind heart of Ms. Katz, not a changed policy
of JDC, that Beit Baruch receives these much needed goods, said Ms. Ruvinskaya.84
40. The Jewish Medical Center opened in February 2012 in ground floor premises at
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.
Only one physician is employed by the Center on a fulltime basis, stated manager Vera
Volchek. He is supported by one fulltime nurse, two therapists, and a rotating team of
84

Although JDC has signed a contract with the Jewish Medical Center for care of patients referred by the hesed, it
generally has been cold to independent Jewish social service organizations in the post‐Soviet states, apparently
perceiving them as "competition". When Beit Baruch applied to the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany for funds in support of residents who were Holocaust survivors, JDC blocked a Claims Conference
allocation. Independent Jewish organizations in Kyiv and St. Petersburg have had comparable (but not identical)
experiences. Jewish community professionals in the post‐Soviet states are hopeful that recent changes in upper‐
level JDC professional personnel will lead to new collaborative efforts. See pages 84‐86 for an interview with
Esther Katz.
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laboratory technicians. Additionally, a number of physician specialists hold regular
office hours according to a posted schedule, said Ms. Volchek. JMC is licensed to
provide both geriatric and pediatric care, but has been unable to find a qualified
pediatrician willing to commute to a low-income area that is distant from the city center.
About 60 percent of the patients, Ms. Volchek continued, are referrals from the hesed
under terms of a contract between the Center and the hesed for medical care of hesed
clients. Increasingly, she mentioned, people from the neighborhood also are visiting the
clinic. In response to a question, Ms.
Volchek said that between ten and 30
individuals seek medical assistance at
JMC each day. JMC does no advertising, except for small signs posted in
the immediate neighborhood.
Vera Volchek, a professional health care
manager, directs the Jewish Medical
Center in Dnipropetrovsk. She is standing
in the small lobby of the JMC.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to its contract work with hesed clients, JMC also manages the hip
fracture/replacement program that was initiated by Boston physicians; it handles the
logistics for surgery in a local hospital and supervises patient recuperation. (A local
surgeon has been trained to perform the necessary procedures in a surgical suite
equipped through the Dnipropetrovsk-Boston kehilla project.) JMC also serves the Beit
Baruch population, performing initial examinations upon intake and then continuing care
throughout the patient's stay at the assisted living center. Beit Baruch patients, said Ms.
Volchek, are "like family to us."
The medical laboratory at JMC is sophisticated, boasting advanced diagnostic
equipment and highly qualified medical technicians.
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, a procedure that enables physicians to demand kickbacks from local drug
companies and distributors. All professional personnel at JMC are well paid, aver
community officials, to reduce the likelihood of corruption. Patients pay heavily
discounted fees for service.
In response to a question, Ms. Volchek said that JMC requires additional equipment,
such as another electrocardiograph machine, additional ultrasound devices, and certain
items for the laboratory. However, she realizes that acquisition of these items is unlikely
in the current economic climate. JMC is under great pressure to control costs, she said.
The Jewish Medical Clinic is supported by the Philanthropic Fund of the Chabad Jewish
community and a few private donors. According to Zelig Brez of the Philanthropic Fund,
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community leadership would like to find a donor willing to support development of
another JMC, a much larger branch that will be located in available space within the
centrally-located Menorah Center.85 Transportation to the Beit Baruch JMC is simply
too difficult and too time-consuming; a community bus makes a round-trip between the
Menorah Center and JMC once weekly, but this service is inadequate. Given its lack of
accessibility, it is unlikely that the Philanthropic Fund will support additional investment
in the Beit Baruch installation.
41. Ahavat Israel was established in 2011 with a mission of bringing Jewish life to
Jewish deaf and non-speaking individuals in Dnipropetrovsk.
Having been
approached by several individuals in this population group,86 Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki
authorized establishment of such organization and asked Rimma Margolina, manager of
the women's mikveh, to supervise it on a volunteer basis.
Ms. Margolina stated that approximately 30 deaf Jewish adults and eight deaf Jewish
children and teens are members of the loosely-knit group. They often are joined by five
hearing adolescents, offspring of parents who are severely hearing-impaired, and
another six hearing teens who are interested in this
population, perhaps because they have more distant
relatives who are deaf or because they are generally
sympathetic.
Although Ahavat Israel operates some
programs that include the entire group, Ms. Margolina said,
it also organizes separate activities for those teens who are
non-disabled.
Rimma Margolina, a well-known figure in the Jewish community,
manages the women's mikveh. Although she has no background in working with hearing-impaired individuals, she was
asked by Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki to direct an organization of
deaf Jews.
Photo: the writer.

Ahavat Israel receives a small allocation from the Chabad Philanthropic Fund. Its
members are employed in low-paying work and are unable to pay dues or program
expenses. Thus, said Ms. Margolina, the activities of the group are severely limited.
They have found a skilled sign-language interpreter who is willing to contribute some
volunteer hours to assisting the organization, but the interpreter demands compensation
for intensive work. They celebrate several Jewish holidays as a group, but they cannot
afford to pay the interpreter for leading/interpreting a seder. Transportation also is a
major issue, because many members live in remote areas and cannot afford
85
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See pages 76‐78 for an interview with Zelig Brez.

All severely hearing‐impaired people in the city know each other because they attended one of two different
special public schools designated for individuals with this disability. All use sign‐language that is taught in these
schools. Males are trained for factory jobs, and females are prepared for careers as seamstresses, Ms. Margolina
stated.
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transportation to a central location, such as the Menorah Center. Ahavat Israel has no
office or program premises of its own.
The group used to meet twice monthly, said Ms. Margolina, but now meets only at
holidays. Participants, she said, are eager for more programs and general socializing
opportunities, but the lack of financial resources prevents additional activities.
42. The Jewish Women's Microenterprise Loan Fund, initiated with support from
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the Jewish federation in Boston),
continues to generate new small businesses in Dnipropetrovsk. All loans are processed
through PrivatBank, a large Ukrainian bank controlled by two Dnipropetrovsk oligarchs,
Hennady Boholubov and Ihor Kolomoisky.
Natalia Rier, director of the Microenterprise Loan Fund, receives dozens of applications
for loans every year; about 75 percent of applicants complete the necessary paperwork,
she said, but only about 10 percent present a satisfactory business plan and actually
receive loans. Unsuccessful applicants usually have one or more of the following
problems, Ms. Rier continued: (1) low educational level, leading to inability to
comprehend very basic business information, local economic conditions, or business
planning; (2) inadequate financial education; and/or (3) lack
of computer skills. A local 18-hour ORT business course that
teaches business accounting, business-related computer
skills, website construction, marketing, and additional
business-development capacity is very helpful, said Ms. Rier,
but it also is costly. Necessary legal assistance is very
expensive.
Natalia Rier has directed the Jewish Women's Microenterprise
Loan Fund since its inception.87
Photo: the writer.

A committee of PrivatBank officials and local Jewish community representatives meet
monthly to evaluate loan applications. The average loan is $3,500, the maximum is
$5,000. In addition to the application itself, the loan committee also considers personal
circumstances of the applicant, such as family income, number of dependents, etc.
More than 80 loans have been extended since the inception of the program; to date, 20
are still active and on target, and 60 have been repaid in full. No defaults have
occurred.
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As is the case with Tanya Kaplunskaya of Jewish Big Brothers/Big Sisters (pages 51‐53) and Ms. Margolina of
Ahavat Israel (pages 72‐73), Ms. Rier is from a local family in which several individuals are employed by Chabad in
Dnipropetrovsk.
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Ms. Rier introduced the writer to several loan recipients. Lilya sells inexpensive
women's and children's clothing in two market stalls; she received a microenterprise
loan to open the second stall. Prior to entering the business world, she worked as a
lighting technician in a theater, but her salary in that position was too low to support her
large family. She travels by train or bus to wholesale clothing markets in Kharkiv,
Odesa, or distant Khmelnytsky. She purchases only locally- or Polish-made clothing,
finding Chinese-made clothing to be of poor quality. She has hired one employee for
each stall, paying them a percentage of the sales that they make. Lilya lives with her
husband, two daughters and two grandchildren, her sister and the sister's child. One of
her grandchildren and her sister's child are handicapped.
Lilya's husband is
unemployed, and her sister and one daughter must stay at home to care for their
handicapped children. Their apartment consists of three rooms, plus kitchen and
bathroom.
Ludmila is a trained seamstress and operates her own custom clothing business.
She also does alterations and repair of clothing for men, women, and children. She
previously worked in a clothing factory. When the factory closed 11 years ago, Ludmila
opened her own business. After learning about the microenterprise loan fund from a
customer, she approached it to seek support for expansion of her workshop. She now
has six commercial sewing machines and three employees. In response to a question,
Ludmila said customers purchase their own fabric and bring it to her. Ludmila's
husband walked out on her some years ago, and her mother has cancer.
Originally from Poltava (north of Dnipropetrovsk), Diana came to Dnipropetrovsk after
college to join her mother, who had married a local man and moved to the city. Desiring
to meet Jews in Dnipropetrovsk, Diana started to attend the Chabad synagogue; while
there, she saw a small poster advertising the women's loan fund. Trained as a dancer
in Poltava, Diana decided to apply for a loan to open a fitness studio for women. The
loan fund management helped her develop a business plan. She received a loan, rents
a studio, and concentrates on aerobics and step aerobics. Most of her clients are
Jewish, ranging in age from young adults to women in their 50's. She has been so
successful that she was able to pay back the loan in 10 months. Diana also met her
husband at the synagogue and, at the time of the writer's interview with her, she was
expecting their first child. She is very happy in Dnipropetrovsk, she said. Life is difficult
for Jews in Poltava, she stated, due to pervasive antisemitism in the city. She was
apprehensive about going to the local Chabad synagogue in Poltava, but studied
Judaism on her own, using various Jewish websites as resources. Her husband is a
local businessman, who attended an American yeshiva for one year. They enjoy
hosting other Dnipropetrovsk Jews on Shabbat, she added.
Observers in Dnipropetrovsk note that JDC launched a microenterprise loan fund in the
city some years ago. However, its procedures were much more complex and ultimately
more expensive for the borrower. It closed after a short period of time.88
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Reports persist that some women seeking funds from the Jewish Women's Microenterprise Loan Fund are doing
so as "fronts" for their husbands, who wish to start or expand their own businesses.

75

Synagogue-Administered Activity

43. Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki is the Chief Rabbi of Dnipropetrovsk and is regarded by
many observers as the most effective community rabbi in all of the post-Soviet
successor states. Although his fundraising efforts have suffered in the current
economic climate, Rabbi Kaminezki has built an unparalleled community infrastructure,
including education and welfare institutions, along with a massive community center.
He enjoys excellent relations with international Jewish organizations, i.e., the Jewish
Agency for Israel and the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, and also
benefits from a unique twinning or sister-city relationship
with the Jewish community of Boston.89 His relations with
local and oblast government officials are excellent.
However, he is not without detractors; critics note that he is
intolerant of non-Orthodox Judaism, having developed
barriers to the development of a Progressive/Reform
Jewish presence in the city.
Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, a native of Israel, is widely considered the
most accomplished community rabbi in all of the post-Soviet 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.

Rabbi Kaminezki confirmed that Dnipropetrovsk, a relatively wealthy city in Ukraine, is
now experiencing economic distress. The situation is "very serious", he said.
Contributions to the Board of Trustees (Попечительский совет) of the
Philanthropic Fund of the [Chabad] Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community
(Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины) have
declined significantly, he continued. People simply do not have money and, therefore,
they are unable to support community needs. The Chabad community has had to
curtail or even eliminate funding of numerous programs, but he will not permit reduction
of services to Jewish elderly or other vulnerable Jewish population groups.
Rabbi Kaminezki acknowledged that Beit Tsindlicht, the Chabad preschool, is
seriously overcrowded.90 Demand for high-quality Jewish preschool education is so
strong that the city probably could support "five or six" similar programs, he said, but the
[Chabad] community lacks the funds to open even one additional preschool.
Although the former oblast governor (Oleksandr Vilkul), who was very friendly to the
Jewish community, has been promoted to a national position, his replacement (Dmytro
89

These organizations are discussed on pages 86‐87.
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See pages 44‐45.
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Kolesknikov) also is well-disposed to Jews and, in fact, said Rabbi Kaminezki, goes out
of his way to respect Jews and Jewish institutions. Mr. Kolesnikov recognizes that Jews
play a significant role in the city and oblast economy, Rabbi Kaminezki continued, and
will be careful to ensure the safety and comfort of the Jewish community. In common
with Mr. Vilkul, Mr. Kolesnikov pursues a strong pro-business economic and social
policy; neither man permits the confiscation of businesses by politically well-connected
individuals, stated Rabbi Kaminezki. Even as Dnipropetrovsk is unable to escape the
economic distress afflicting the entire country, it is suffering somewhat less than other
regions of Ukraine.
Rabbi Kaminezki believes that the general mood (настроение) in the city is somewhat
better than it was six months previously. Conditions are stabilizing, and people are
more confident than they once were. Nonetheless, said Rabbi Kaminezki, Jewish
emigration has increased; the Jewish Agency MASA program is very popular, he
stated.91
Rabbi Kaminezki now occupies an office on the 18th floor in the new Menorah Center.
He expressed confidence that the Menorah Center will become profitable in the near
future, noting that a large portion (10,500 square meters of 12,500 square meters) of
commercial space in the Center is already rented, and the hotel is becoming popular,
especially for Shabbat package arrangements. Further, said Rabbi Kaminezki, the early
success of the project had boosted the self-confidence of local Jews and has enhanced
the image of the Jewish community in the city at large.
44. 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 2012-2013 is $4.2 million. The Community budgeted $4.7 million for 20112012; however, as it became clear that many of its donors would be unable to support
the Philanthropic Fund, the Fund curtailed various programs. Nonetheless, they were
forced to borrow $240,000 to meet expenses. (The budget excludes expenses for the
Menorah Center, Beit Chana, the Jewish Medical Center, and certain other
projects/programs that are financed separately.)
At its peak, the Board of the Philanthropic Fund included 89 members, all of whom were
expected to contribute designated amounts to support the activities of the Chabad
community. However, the economic crisis has taken a toll, reducing the number of
donors to 70. Most contributors are local Jews, but some now live abroad and a few are
foreign contributors. The active Board currently is reviewing all services, determined
to reduce expenses. Fees are being charged for some programs that previously were
offered without cost to participants, and other programs are being eliminated altogether.
91

MASA offers young adults an opportunity to pursue study, internship, and volunteer programs in Israel for five
to 10 months. For those considering emigration to Israel (aliyah), the various MASA courses provide opportunities
to explore study and work options in the Jewish state.

77

One of the most visible program losses in 2013 is Chabad summer camps for local
Jewish children. In years past, fees were charged for the separate boys' and girls'
camps, but these only supplemented substantial investments from the Philanthropic
Fund in camp operation. No such subsidies are available in 2013, said Mr. Brez, and
camper families cannot afford to pay the full cost of camp. Thus, the Dnipropetrovsk
Chabad Philanthropic Fund would be forced to suspend its 2013 summer camps, Mr.
Brez stated in April. The Philanthropic Fund also outsourced certain meal
preparation programs to a commercial company, when it determined that private
business could prepare meals more efficiently than
could the community itself; these programs include a
dining service (soup kitchen) for impoverished Jewish
elderly and meals for boys who live in the community
dormitory. An effort also is being made, continued Mr.
Brez, to find and use local kosher foods, since local
products almost always are less expensive than those
imported from Israel or Europe.
Zelig Brez, a local man, is the executive director of the
Chabad philanthropic fund and the general Chabad
infrastructure in Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: http://djc.com.ua/news/view/new/?id=9698. Retrieved June
27, 2013

The Chabad community has increased school fees, Mr. Brez said, and hopes that
planned improvements in the quality of instruction at the day school will bring new pupils
and increased financial support from families.92 Staff layoffs in various areas of
Chabad infrastructure are contemplated, continued Mr. Brez, and it is likely that
some remaining community staff will be asked to take pay cuts.
Not all developments are negative, Mr. Brez hastened to add. The Boston Jewish
Community Women’s Fund contributed $50,000 for a new ultrasound machine for
the Jewish Medical Center; although the Boston Jewish community has made
significant gifts of medical equipment to Dnipropetrovsk medical institutions in the past,
the BJCWF contribution to the Jewish Medical Center is the first Boston medical
donation to a specifically Jewish institution.93 The Jewish Medical Center, continued Mr.
Brez, entered a competitive bidding process for the provision of medical care to clients
of the local JDC hesed. It was awarded the contract, Mr. Brez said, a significant vote
of confidence in the JMC and also an important addition to JMC revenue. Mr. Brez
observed that the community is seeking a donor to develop designated space within the
Menorah Center for a centrally located and larger JMC than is possible in its existing
premises at Beit Baruch.
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Asked to describe the current mood (настроение) in the city, Mr. Brez responded that
economic pressure was very "deep", affecting both institutions and individuals alike.
Many people are considering emigration, he said, because they were pessimistic about
their ability to "survive" in Ukraine.
45. 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 support the
work of rabbis in smaller Jewish population centers in
these areas and to reach out and attempt to bring
Jewish life to Jews in towns that do not have rabbis.
Only three cities of the 16 - Kirovohrad, Kryvyi Rih
(Krivoi Rog), and Dniprodzerzhynsk - have resident
rabbis, Mr. Romanov noted.
Igor Romanov represents Chabad in small Jewish population centers in Dnipropetrovsk and Kirovohrad oblasts. He
also is the chief liaison officer between Chabad and political
and judicial systems in Dnipropetrovsk itself and the two
oblasts.
Photo: the writer.

Acknowledging that cities without rabbinic leadership require more assistance, Mr.
Romanov focuses on identifying potential leaders in these areas and training them to
accept various responsibilities in their communities. Mr. Romanov and visiting rabbis
teach basic Judaism and Jewish ritual to local Jews. Premises may be rented for a
small community office and program center. Student rabbis are sent to all towns to
conduct seders. The regional office provides matza and certain other holiday foods, but
local businesspeople and seder participants finance the remainder of the seder,
including fish and other food. In all, about 2,000 individuals attend these seders, Mr.
Romanov said.
The regional office also distributes approximately 6,000 food parcels twice yearly - at
Rosh Hashanah and at Purim/Pesach - to needy Jews in Dnipropetrovsk itself and in
the 16 smaller Jewish population centers. Most recipients are elderly people, said Mr.
Romanov, but invalids and large families also are given such aid. Financed by
PrivatBank principal Hennady Boholubov, the parcels contain 15 to 16 items, including
several types of canned fish, kosher sausage, cooking oil, buckwheat, sugar, and other
staples.
Mr. Romanov stated that the Philanthropic Fund is trying to evaluate the real need for
its various assistance programs. The costs are high, and it is likely that some aid
recipients are taking advantage of the community by requesting and accepting support
that they can afford to purchase or simply do not require. He estimated that 70 percent
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of those who receive the holiday food parcels are, in fact, impoverished, and derive
great benefit from the parcels; they cannot afford to purchase many of the items in the
gift bags. However, he continued, the Philanthropic Fund is aware that at least 25
percent of the recipients give some or all of the food to their neighbors. Further, said
Mr. Romanov, it is known that some hesed clients who receive discount "smart cards"
from the hesed also receive unreported remittances from relatives in Israel, Germany,
or the United States.
Mr. Romanov expressed the concern that the Menorah Center itself may attract
"superficial" Jews who will make unreasonable demands on the Jewish community.
Many Jews, he acknowledged, will not enter a synagogue or associate with other
demonstrably Jewish organizations. However, the Menorah Center is a public facility;
its accessibility may embolden otherwise non-identifying Jews to seek favors or other
assistance that is political, commercial, or otherwise inappropriate.
Security obviously is a major concern at the Menorah Center, stated Mr. Romanov. A
meeting of more than 100 security officials was convened at the Center to discuss
security matters, Mr. Romanov said. For now, they are satisfied with the visible, but
unobtrusive security personnel who patrol the building and monitor events. However,
the fact that many unidentified vehicles are parked on streets immediately adjacent to
the Center generates continuing disquiet.
Asked about the general mood (настроение) in the area, Mr. Romanov focused on the
Jewish population in his response. About 40,000 Jews reside in Dnipropetrovsk and
Kirovohrad oblasts combined, he said; at maximum, he continued, only about 5,000 are
active in Jewish communal affairs. Additional Jews may identify as Jews for major
holidays, but are effectively self-isolated from Jewish life for the overwhelming majority
of the year. Smaller Jewish population centers cannot sustain Jewish life, Mr.
Romanov stated. Some such Jewish communities already have disappeared, and more
will do so. Individuals may leave for economic opportunity in larger cities or abroad,
rather than for specifically Jewish reasons, Mr. Romanov observed, but the Jewish
element in these villages has ceased to exist nonetheless.
On a larger scale, the economy has a major impact on the decisions of Jews to remain
in Ukraine or to leave. Economic conditions now are terrible, Mr. Romanov said. "All"
young adults are leaving because they are unable to find work, he stated; middle-aged
people are remaining because they do not want to start over in a strange country.
However, if political conditions also deteriorate, continued Mr. Romanov, some
middle-aged Jews will leave as well.
46. As Executive Director of the Chabad Federation of Jewish Communities in
Ukraine, Rabbi Mayer Stambler travels to Chabad representations throughout the
country. Times are difficult, he said. "We are trying to keep what we have," he
continued, acknowledging a loss of donors and, consequently, the loss of some
programs as well. "Even middle-class people want to leave" Ukraine, Rabbi Stambler
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stated. No one is happy. People are earning a fraction of their previous income; they
are unable to afford vacations, some individuals who seemed solidly entrenched among
the upper middle class can no longer afford to buy coffee in a coffee shop, he observed.
It appeared to him, Rabbi Stambler continued, that many formerly successful
businessmen spent everything that they earned and never saved or invested for the
future. Formerly successful Jewish entrepreneurs had
found pleasure in helping others, stated Rabbi Stambler,
and are frustrated at their current incapacity to be
charitable.
Based in Dnipropetrovsk, Rabbi Mayer Stambler is Executive
Director of the Chabad Federation of Jewish Communities in
Ukraine. He also is an authority on Chabad Jewish education in
the country.
Photo: Chabad.

47. 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.
Mr. Rostovtsev's office covered the opening of the Menorah Center in 2012 and
continues to report on events held there. When asked about the impact of the
Menorah Center on Dnipropetrovsk Jewish life, Mr. Rostovtsev responded that its
impact has been limited so far. The Menorah Center is just a place, a public square
(место, площадь), he said. It is centrally located and thus is used not only for Jewish
events, such as weddings and concerts of Jewish music, but also for (secular)
conferences of physicians, specialists in information technology, and other groups.
Because it is open to the general public, it does not generate antisemitism, he
continued. No one cares who built it.
Antisemitism has neither increased nor decreased during the past year, Mr.
Rostovtsev stated in response to a question. The rightwing Svoboda political party is
rooted in western Ukraine and has little influence in Dnipropetrovsk, he commented.
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Mr. Rostovtsev's office manages media relations for the Jewish community from a suite
of offices, studios, and workrooms in the Menorah Center. The financial crisis has had
a serious effect on its work, he said. Their budget was cut 40 percent, stated Mr.
Rostovtsev, forcing them to use amateur photographers, rather than professionals, with
their own cameras; often, he continued, these cameras are the ones on people's cell
phones. People take photos at events and send them to the media center, hoping that
they can be used. He does not have enough photographers on retainer to cover
multiple concurrent events, such as Purim celebrations of different groups. He has
applied for grants from several international organizations, Mr. Rostovtsev said, but he
realizes that most organizations everywhere are having
financial problems, so he is not optimistic about
potential grant money. Mr. Rostovtsev pointed out that
the furniture in his office is second-hand, donated by
PrivatBank when it remodeled some of its premises
and by the Israel Cultural Center, when the ICC moved
most of its operations in eastern Ukraine to Kharkiv.94
Oleg Rostovtsev directs media relations for Jewish
community organizations in Dnipropetrovsk. His primary
client is the Chabad Philanthropic Fund.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question about the general mood (настроение) in Dnipropetrovsk, Mr.
Rostovtsev said that he was a pessimist last year.95 He had not thought that conditions
would get worse (хуже), that the crisis would become deeper (глубже), but the situation
has indeed deteriorated. Perhaps the current year is one of adaptation to a new
environment, he mused; perhaps some of the difficulties simply reflect the rapid growth
of community infrastructure. In any case, he continued, it is impossible to be optimistic
about the future.
National and International Jewish Organizations
48. The Dnipropetrovsk office of the Jewish Agency for Israel (Sochnut, JAFI)
serves as headquarters for JAFI operations in all of eastern Ukraine. Another JAFI
office, in Kharkiv, was reduced in size and status last year for budgetary reasons, but
local coordinators continue to represent the Agency in Kharkiv, Donetsk, Krivoi Rog,
and several other cities. The writer met with Ilana Shpak, an Israeli who supervises
JAFI operations throughout eastern Ukraine, in the new JAFI premises in the Menorah
Center. The premises include a modest multi-purpose room, several small conference
94
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rooms, a computer facility, and office space. When asked if the suite of rooms was
cramped relative to JAFI needs, Ms. Shpak responded that JAFI rented additional
space from the Menorah Center when required for large meetings or other events.
Renting occasional space at the "community rate" offered to Jewish organizations was
much less expensive than renting it as permanent premises, said Ms. Shpak.
The writer's visit coincided with a presentation by representatives of the Israeli
company Iscar Metals to 35-40 local Jews who were interested in pursuing engineering
careers at the noted Israeli company. In all, about 50 people would speak with
company representatives during its recruitment stop in Dnipropetrovsk, Ms. Shpak said.
When JAFI was informed by its Israel main office that Iscar would like to speak with
Dnipropetrovsk Jews considering aliyah, JAFI called individuals in its registry who had
expressed an interest in the type of work that Iscar offered. If Iscar and a candidate
reached agreement on employment, JAF then arranged paperwork and transportation
for aliyah.
Jewish Agency goals in its post-Soviet operations are to strengthen the Jewish identity
of local Jews, bolster ties between local Jews and Israel, encourage aliyah
(immigration) to Israel, and develop local Jewish leadership. It pursues four specific
program strategies in pursuit of these goals, said Ms. Shpak. The first is operation of
Jewish summer camps, with strong Jewish identity-building programs, for different age
groups. The training of local young adults as counselors is part of the JAFI leadership
development track, she continued. Ms. Shpak said that 260 children and youth from the
area attended JAFI summer and/or winter camps in 2012; the 2013 total was likely to be
lower, about 210, reflecting both financial constraints and demographic losses in these
age cohorts, Ms. Shpak stated. The organization of winter camps, Shabbatonim, and
other follow-up activities was dependent upon securing additional financial resources.
The second strategy is providing opportunities for young people to participate in Israel
experiences, specifically Taglit (birthright Israel) and MASA. 120 individuals from the
area participated in JAFI-organized Taglit tours in 2012, Ms. Shpak stated; the number
for 2013 is likely to be lower as a result of 'competition' from other Taglit providers, such
as Hillel, Nativ (government of Israel), and other groups.96 However, continued Ms.
Shpak, the number of MASA participants is likely to rise from 36 to in 2012-2013 to 60
in 2013-2014. Local conditions are spurring aliyah, she said, and many young people
perceive MASA as an excellent way in which to explore opportunities for their future
lives in Israel. Many new MASA programs have been developed, Ms. Shpak stated;
young people must have a "supermarket" of options for their five- to 10-month stays in
Israel. A recent MASA fair in Dnipropetrovsk drew 16 different MASA experience
providers, she said. In addition to participating in a program that may be related to their
career ambitions, Ms. Shpak noted, MASA young adults also learn Hebrew and live in
apartments, buy and prepare their own food, and have other daily experiences similar to
those of resident Israelis. About 50 percent of MASA participants remain in Israel as
new immigrants after the conclusion of their MASA program, stated Ms. Shpak, and
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others settle in Israel after a brief return to Ukraine. Taglit, said Ms. Shpak, is emotion;
MASA, she continued, is real life. (МАСА - это жизнь!)
The third strategy, continued Ms. Shpak, is the provision of opportunities for grassroots
organizing and for leadership development. The goal of this strategy is to empower
younger Jews to build a sustainable local Jewish community, recognizing that not all
young Jews will leave Ukraine. JAFI currently is sponsoring four different grassroots
"incubator" (Hamama) projects; among these is one fostering the development of
android apps on Jewish topics and another that attempts to plan a local Jewish
community of the future. Leadership development includes discussions on the
responsibilities of leaders, identification of leadership skills, training in leadership skills,
and supervised experience in leadership positions. Many veterans of leadership tracks
become JAFI camp counselors, youth leaders, and full- or part-time employees of JAFI
or other Jewish organizations. JAFI makes a special effort to recruit Taglit returnees to
these ventures, said Ms. Shpak. Funding for these programs comes from the JAFI
budget, the Pincus Fund of the Jewish Agency, and money raised by participants
themselves.
The fourth strategy, Ms. Shpak, stated is encouragement of aliyah and preparation
of aliyah candidates for a smooth absorption into Israeli society. Candidates are
assisted in learning about employment opportunities in Israel and making contacts with
potential employers, finding appropriate absorption
programs in Israel, and becoming acquainted with various
facets of daily life in Israel, such as the Israeli education
system, medical insurance, the banking system, etc.
Enrollment in local Hebrew ulpan courses while still in
Ukraine also is encouraged.

Ilana Shpak began her tenure in eastern Ukraine in summer of
2012. She is well-respected in the region.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question, Ms. Shpak said that JAFI is operating five ulpan groups in
the region that enroll a total of 98 students. One such group is for university-age
students only. Additionally, she noted, JAFI manages a Sunday school in Krivoi Rog;
the school meets in the local synagogue at the invitation of the Chabad rabbi there, who
does not charge them for the space.97
Local residents are employed as aliyah coordinators in major regional cities. Three
coordinators work in Kharkiv, two in Donetsk, and one each in Krivoi Rog, Kremenchuk,
Luhansk, Mariupol, Poltava, and Sumy. Kharkiv, with its large Jewish population and
97
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many universities and other institutions of higher education, is so important that Ms.
Shpak spends three to six days in the city every month.98 She visits Donetsk for two
days every second month, she said. The local aliyah coordinators in each city are
sufficiently competent, stated Ms. Shpak, that high-quality work is done without her
immediate presence.
The aliyah rate from Dnipropetrovsk was 315 individuals in 2012, supplemented by
another 29 students who went to Israel as participants in the Na'aleh or Selah programs
and then changed their status to new immigrants while in Israel. Ms. Shpak said that
the number of direct immigrants was likely to increase to about 360 in 2013. She added
that the same number of people, 315 individuals, also made aliyah from Kharkiv in
2012.
In response to a question, Ms. Shpak said that the Consulate of Israel had transferred
its eastern Ukraine operations from Dnipropetrovsk to Kharkiv at the end of 2012.99
This change of location has complicated the aliyah process because candidates now
must travel to either Kyiv or Kharkiv for Israeli visas and travel documents. Further,
continued Ms. Shpak, the loss of the Consulate has led to the loss of Consulate
participation in local holiday celebrations, such as Israel Independence Day. The cost
of festivities now is borne by fewer organizations and thus is more expensive for each of
the remaining co-sponsors (JAFI, usually JDC, and the religious community). The
Israel Cultural Center attached to the Consulate has reduced its local operations
substantially. Occasionally, Ms. Shpak stated, a representative of the Israel Cultural
Center in Kyiv visits Dnipropetrovsk. Ms. Shpak said that she and others in the city
have asked the Kyiv ICC to send a representative to the city on a regular monthly basis.
49. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee maintains its regional
headquarters in a Dnipropetrovsk office directed by Esther Katz, a Russian-speaking
Israeli who will complete her tenure in the city and return to Israel by the end of 2013.
The regional office is located in a small commercial building that is separate from the
hesed.100
Ms. Katz stated that JDC operates nine heseds in the region, serving 18,000 elderly
clients and 3,000 to 4,000 at-risk children. Among the Jewish population centers
covered are Dnipropetrovsk, Donetsk, Luhansk, Dniprodzerzhinsk, Kremenchuk,
Zaporizhzhya, Mariupol, and Krivoi Rog. The heseds help local Jews access medical
care, distribute discount cards for use in participating grocery stores and pharmacies,
and offer social services, such as day centers. Because arrangements for use of
discount cards may not be possible in some smaller cities and towns, heseds may
distribute actual food parcels and medicines in these areas. Ms. Katz said that JDC
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also has reinstated its popular warm home program in some cities, serving snacks and
offering social programs to attendees who gather in private apartments.101
The JDC Tikvah program engages many Dnipropetrovsk special needs children and
young adults in recreational activity and periodic animal therapy. Two seminars for
parents of autistic children also have been held. Ms. Katz commented that the larger
population has become much more aware of people with disabilities in recent years.
Universities and pedagogical colleges now are offering more courses related to this
population group, and individuals with professional training in the field are available for
employment in social service agencies and educational institutions. Nonetheless, she
continued, much more needs to be done, including expansion of employment
opportunities for physically disabled individuals, elimination of architectural barriers, and
provision of accessible transport. Ms. Katz noted that a "disabilities lobby" has emerged
in Zaporizhzhia, with local people pressing the city for public transportation that
accommodates disabled individuals. However, said Ms. Katz, other cities are less
advanced; public schools generally decline to accept children with learning disabilities
and often are unable to refer families to other programs. Alternative programs are few
in number and generally severely overcrowded and low in quality. On another level,
she commented, many parents still refuse to acknowledge that their child has issues, such as autism,
blaming schools for his/her inability to conform or
finding another excuse for unacceptable behavior; as a
result, they do not seek whatever limited assistance is
available and the child may remain at home.
Esther Katz soon will complete her tenure as director of JDC
operations in Dnipropetrovsk and the surrounding area.
Highly respected for her willingness to collaborate with other
Jewish organizations, she will return to Israel before the end
of 2013.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Katz acknowledged greater cooperation in recent years between the JDC Tikvah
program, the Beit Chana Special Needs Educational Resource Center, Boston funders,
and Israeli consultants. Tikvah now participates in the continuing education program
offered through Gordon College in Haifa, which was initiated by the Boston Jewish
community for Beit Chana professionals.102
JDC also is offering a modest home-based preparatory vocational training program
for low-income Jewish women that teaches basic computer skills and provides
psychological counseling. Upon completion of this program, women should be ready to
101

Observers said that the some of the reinstated warm home programs were suspended shortly after they were
reactivated.

102

See pages 53‐55.

86

enter outside courses in hair styling and other skills. About 400 women in the region
have completed the preparatory program in the last three years, Ms. Katz said.
Ms. Katz also noted a successful JDC leadership development program that focuses
on young Jews in smaller Jewish population centers. With some financial support from
the Pincus Fund of the Jewish Agency, JDC has trained approximately 25 Jewish young
adults as youth leaders and educators for work in youth clubs, community centers,
Sunday schools, and other settings. Generally, she continued, these activities are
informal in nature and convene in former synagogues, such as one in Melitopol. In
Simferopol (Crimea), young adults are involved in an intergenerational program in which
they learn local Jewish history from older adults. A local leadership development group,
said Ms. Katz, organized a regional Shabbaton for Tikvah participants and their
families that included 150 people. The local young leaders were assisted by Hillel
volunteers and visitors from the JDC Entwine Global Jewish Service Corps.
However, she said, JDC is evaluating its leadership development program after a
survey of such programs revealed that 40 percent of the young adults who had
completed these courses no longer are in Ukraine; many had emigrated to Israel, some
had moved to Russia, and others had emigrated to the United States.
In response to a question about the general mood (настроение) in the region, Ms. Katz
said that many people are despondent. Generally, they are disturbed by political
instability at the national level, she said, and they have no faith in the future. She
observed that foreign purchasers of a major steel mill in Krivoi Rog had promised
significant social benefits to their employees and to the city; however, they subsequently
closed the plant, and all of the promised social benefits evaporated. She sees
depression in the children of parents who need help, she continued, referring to these
families as "the new poor".
50. As previously noted, the Consulate of Israel and its attached Israel Cultural
Center moved its eastern Ukraine headquarter from Dnipropetrovsk to Kharkiv at the
end of 2012. A skeletal Israel Culture Center remains, but operates few programs other
than an adapted version of the Israeli Scouts that aims to attracted adolescents
otherwise uninvolved in Jewish activity.
51. The sister-city relationship between the Boston and Dnipropetrovsk Jewish
communities, various details of which are noted elsewhere in this section, was initiated
in 1992103 and today is the most comprehensive of any “kehilla” project connecting
North American and post-Soviet Jewish population centers. It involves both Jewish and
non-sectarian entities in each city, although most of the latter appear to have been
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promoted by Boston-area Jews. The relationship also includes some projects involving
Haifa, Boston’s partner city in Israel.
The relationship is enabled by seven different Jewish organizations in the Boston area,
all of which are associated in some way with Combined Jewish Philanthropies of
Greater Boston, the Jewish federation in the Boston area. Action for Post-Soviet Jewry,
an independent organization, created and manages the Adopt-a-Bubbe program;
Jewish Community Housing for the Elderly is a general consultant on issues concerning
elderly; and the Prozdor (community Hebrew high school) of Hebrew College manages
the Havaya winter camp that enrolls Boston, Dnipropetrovsk, and Haifa teens. Jewish
Big Brothers/Big Sisters of Greater Boston advises its Dnipropetrovsk counterpart; the
Jewish Family & Children's Service advises the Dnipropetrovsk Educational Resource
Center for Children with Special Needs; and the Jewish Vocational Service advises the
Microenterprise Initiative for Women. Hebrew Senior Life advises Beit Baruch, the
geriatric clinic at the Jewish Medical Center, and a hip fracture and replacement
program. All of these groups are linked through the Jewish Community Relations
Council, a CJP constituent agency, which coordinates the entire kehilla program. JCRC
itself also manages the English-language teaching consultancy for the Jewish day
school, an assistance program for a women's medical clinic, and an assistance program
for a children's medical clinic. (The latter two medical assistance programs address the
needs of the general population of Dnipropetrovsk, not just its Jewish population.)
Although some refer to the relationship as a “partnership,” almost all initiatives and
funding originate in Boston. The major funding source is an allocation from CJP to
JCRC, although some programs - particularly Action for Post-Soviet Jewry - raise
money separately. A Young Leadership group of CJP, in addition to CJP as a broader
institution, also is involved. 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
(except for monthly teleconferences on special needs children), the Jewish Agency for
Israel, or the Hillel student organization.
The kehilla relationship is managed by JCRC staff member Noga Nevel in Boston and
Yan Sidelkovsky in Dnipropetrovsk.104 In a meeting with Mr. Sidelkovsky, he praised
his Boston counterpart, and noted that the Boston JCRC recently brought physicians
from Harvard Medical School to participate in an in-service medical training program for
some 300 local internists and pediatricians. The program, he noted, took place in the
Menorah Center. A major Boston kehilla leadership delegation visits Dnipropetrovsk
every year, and smaller specific interest groups visit more frequently.
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Kharkiv
Founded in 1653 at the confluence of the Udy, Lopan, and Kharkiv rivers, Kharkiv today
is a city of 1.45 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 145,000, of whom approximately 9,000 are from other countries.105 Young
adults are very visible throughout the city as they attend classes in universities and
other institutions of higher education. Perhaps as many as 25,000 scientists are
employed in Kharkiv’s universities and three national research institutes.
The main building of Kharkiv
National Medical University is
seen at left. Established in 1805,
it is considered one of the best
medical schools in Ukraine.
Photo: http://www.ksmu.kharkov.ua/.
Retrieved: August 16, 2013.

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.
52. 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 Jews 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.
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Jewish Education and Culture
53. In common with its counterpart institutions in other cities, the Chabad Jewish day
school (School #170) in Kharkiv continues to lose enrollment. Its census is now well
under 300, including 30 girls in a machon and 30 boys in a yeshiva katana. (See
below.) Grigory Shoichet, the veteran principal of the school, attributes the enrollment
decline to emigration, falling Jewish birthrate, and transportation issues reflecting the
relatively remote locations of the two buildings housing the school.
(The
preschool/lower grades and middle/upper grades are in
separate structures in different districts of the city.) Pupils
continue to do well in municipal competitions in mathematics,
science, and literature, said Mr. Shoichet; he did not mention
computer studies or English.
Grigory Shoichet is one of the veteran Jewish day school
principals in the post-Soviet states. Well past normal retirement
age, he presides over a school that is declining in enrollment due
to Jewish demographic decline, difficult school transportation
conditions, and inadequate financial support.
Photo: the writer.

The Jewish studies component of the school curriculum includes six to eight class
hours weekly, about 40 percent in Hebrew language instruction and the remainder in
Jewish tradition and Jewish history. Additionally, Jewish content is significant in both art
and music classes.
School #170 does not have a conventional gymnasium or sports hall. Mr. Shoichet, a
former national boxing champion of Ukraine, teaches boxing to boys and karate to girls
in a small multipurpose space that requires substantial renovation and repair. The
school offers a few other sports on a limited basis, sometimes renting more
conventional sports facilities in a nearby university.
A new art gallery on Jewish themes featuring works by local artists has opened in the
school, Mr. Shoichet stated, attempting to put a positive spin on additional space made
available by declining enrollment. The school previously had converted several
classrooms into museums on Jewish history and the Holocaust in Ukraine, synagogue
architecture, and other Jewish themes.
Recognizing that many pupils come from homes in which caregivers work long hours,
School #170 offers a limited afterschool program that includes computer and game
room activity. The last bus leaves the school at 5:00 p.m., delivering some children to
their homes at 6:30 or 7:00 p.m.
Notwithstanding Mr. Shoichet's personal efforts to engage pupils in general fitness and
sports activities, many youngsters at the school are in poor health, Mr. Shoichet said.
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Available medical care is of poor quality, and families cannot afford to purchase
medicines that children may need, he continued. Few families can afford to take
vacations, so only a small number of youngsters ever escape urban ills even for short
periods of time, stated Mr. Shoichet.
54. Rabbi Levi Raices directs a yeshiva katana that enrolls 30 local boys in fifth
through eleventh grades. Most of the youngsters are from poor families, whose
caregivers appreciate the longer school day and free or heavily subsidized meals and
transportation that are part of yeshiva katana life, said Rabbi Raices. The yeshiva
meets in a former synagogue that has been remodeled to
meet the needs of a school; it includes dormitory rooms,
but Rabbi Raices stated, no boys currently live at the
yeshiva. Secular studies, responded Rabbi Raices to a
question, account for 60 to 65 percent of the curriculum.

Rabbi Levi Raices, a native of New York, directs several
Chabad education programs in Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

Food is brought to the yeshiva katana from the Chabad lower school building.
However, noted Rabbi Raices, boys in the yeshiva prepared Chanukah latkes
themselves and invited their parents to the synagogue/school for a Chanukah party.
Asked about further education after completion of the yeshiva katana, Rabbi Raices
said that some boys drop out of the yeshiva at age 15 to enter the Na'aleh high school
in Israel programs. Various Na'aleh religious schools, not only those under Chabad
auspices, recruit them, he noted. Others go to Israel after they complete the yeshiva
katana, and still others enter post-secondary institutions of higher education in Kharkiv.
A few go to a Chabad yeshiva in Moscow.
Rabbi Raices also directs the STARS education program for Kharkiv Jewish young
adults. About 60 young Jews currently are enrolled, he said.
55. Located in modern classrooms in the basement of the Kharkiv Choral synagogue, a
machon for girls also enrolls 30 pupils in grades five through eleven. Enrollment during
the previous academic year (2011-2012) was 40, said director Miriam Yakimenko. The
fifth and tenth grade classes have only two girls each, she continued. The machon
curriculum includes all secular subjects commonly taught in Ukrainian schools, Ms.
Yakimenko said, although girls must go to the regular day school for science laboratory
and computer classes. The Jewish component of the curriculum includes nine weekly
classes in various Jewish subjects, including Hebrew. The machon might offer
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additional Jewish studies, said Ms. Yakimenko, but parents clearly "are afraid" of "too
much religion" and "too much praying."
The appeal of the machon to non-observant families, Ms. Yakimenko stated, is three
daily meals for their daughters, bus transportation to and from school, small classes,
and dedicated teachers. The quality of instruction is
high, as is evident from pupil success in city-wide
academic competitions. Some parents pay a modest
monthly tuition of about $12.00.

Principal of the Kharkiv machon, Miriam Yakimenko actually is
a graduate of School #170, the Chabad day school in the city.

Photo: the writer.

In response to a question, Ms. Yakimenko stated that two of the five girls graduating
from the machon in 2013 would remain in Kharkiv and attend local institutions of higher
education. One would attend a Chabad women's college in Moscow, another would
attend a Chabad women's college in Zhytomyr, and the last would go to Israel.
56. 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 enrolled 12 young women in 20122013, an increase of two over the previous year. Participants range in age from 18 to
30, said program director Pearl Kolnak, and most are studying management specialties.
Ten of the 12 young women are from Kharkiv; the other two are from Chernihiv. The
Chernihiv young women, along with a machon student also from Chernihiv, and several
local students from problematic home situations reside in an apartment maintained for
them by the Chabad community. The other local young women commute from their
parents' homes in the city.
Ms. Kolnak views the enrollment as stable; she was still evaluating applications for the
2013-2014 academic year at the time of the writer's visit in April, but observed that girls
from Dnipropetrovsk and Zaporizhzhya had expressed interest in the program, along
with young women from Kharkiv itself. The major attraction of the program, she
acknowledged, is that the synagogue community pays 80 percent of university/institute
tuition for all participants. If young women prove to be capable students and take part in
all Akademia religious and community service requirements, the Chabad community will
extend a loan for the remaining 20 percent of tuition costs. If the participant is a weaker
student and/or a lackluster participant in Chabad programs, she is responsible for the
remaining 20 percent.
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The Akademia religious and community service requirements are: participation in
the Chabad STARS program on Sundays, additional Jewish studies classes three
evenings each week, help with all Chabad Jewish community holiday celebrations,
leading children's programs on Shabbat, and working as camp counselors at the
Chabad summer camp and at a Chabad religious day
camp before the residential camp season begins.
Several graduates of the Akademia program, said Ms.
Kolnak, have married religious boys whom they met
through various community activities, thus fulfilling the
major objective of the project.
Pearl Kolnak directs the Chabad Akademia program, which
offers generous scholarships to young women who pursue
concurrent academic degrees and Chabad religious study
commitments.
Photo: the writer.

57. 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 school since its inception, has invested
great energy in attempting to maintain it as a competitive institution. He changed its
denominational affiliation to Masorti (Conservative), which is more accepting of nonhalachic Jewish youngsters as pupils. Enrollment during the 2012-2013 academic
year was 120 pupils in grades one through eleven, a small increase over the previous
year; approximately half of the 2012-2013 youngsters are halachically Jewish, said Mr.
Persky. A separate tuition-based (approximately $250 monthly) preschool enrolls
another 30 children, some of whom have no Jewish roots at all. So far, Mr. Persky
stated, the enrollment of non-Jewish kids in the preschool has caused no problems; all
children love Bible stories, he said, and they also like to participate in holiday
celebrations.
The financial situation of the lycée remains shaky, Mr. Persky acknowledged.
Although the school charges tuition, not all families can afford to pay. Rent for the
building costs $24,000 annually, stated Mr. Persky. World Jewish Relief106 has been
106

World Jewish Relief is a British organization. Its program in Ukraine focuses on assisting Jewish children.
Although WJR delegations visit Ukraine fairly frequently, it maintains no permanent infrastructure in the country.
It collaborates with the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee in some welfare programs.
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very generous in providing financial support for some school programs addressing the
needs of children with disabilities; he is "endlessly grateful" for their assistance, he said,
but it has been decreasing in recent years and he recognizes that aid to day schools
has never been a major WJR program priority. Parents of day school pupils have
raised over $100,000 for the school, a major accomplishment for families that are not
wealthy. Parents who cannot afford to donate funds contribute labor, such as cleaning
and painting, and some friends of the school have contributed in-kind gifts, including
food for school meals. Sha'alavim is running an annual deficit of $12,000 to $13,000,
Mr. Persky said.
As a means of generating revenue, Sha'alavim organizes and accomodates several
rehabilitation programs, including one for children with scoliosis and others for
children with various educational issues. Some families pay privately, some programs
are sponsored by the municipality, and several are subsidized by World Jewish Relief.
Midreshet Yerushalayim, the Russian-speaking arm of the Schechter Institute in
Jerusalem, the major educational and theological institution of the Masorti/Conservative
movement in Israel, has trained local teachers to teach Jewish studies in the school.
Most of these teachers are graduates of Sha'alavim, said Mr. Persky, so they had some
background in Judaism before their Masorti training. The Schechter Institute also
provides teaching materials, Russian-language textbooks in Jewish studies, a limited
number of scholarships for pupils to attend Camp Ramah
Yachad in Ukraine, and seminars for Sha'alavim teachers,
Mr. Persky noted. However, he continued, the Institute is
unable to provide an operating subsidy to support the
school.
Yevgeny Persky is constantly searching for sponsors to help
fund the Sha'alavim Jewish day school in Kharkiv. He should
engage a fundraising coordinator, he acknowledged, but he
lacks the funds to do so.
Photo: the writer.

The Jewish Agency for Israel pays the salaries of teachers in a Jewish Sunday school
that operates at Sha'alavim and extends non-financial assistance whenever it can.
Additionally, Mr. Persky expressed respect for Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz (see below),
who also has been helpful, even though the Sha'alavim and Chabad school #170 are, to
some extent, rival day schools.
The Sha'alavim Jewish studies component ranges from three hours weekly for first
graders to 10 hours weekly for grades nine through eleven. The subjects taught include
Hebrew language, Jewish tradition, Jewish history, classic and modern Jewish
literature, and Israel geography and ethnography. A "conflict" exists between offering a
high-quality secular curriculum, stated Mr. Persky, and offering a strong Jewish studies
program. However, because Sha'alavim can schedule a longer school day as a private
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school, this dilemma is managed more easily than would be possible in a public Jewish
day school.
Mr. Persky observed that he has invested many years of his life in Sha'alvim. He has
spent his own money and sought loans and outright gifts from family members and
friends to meet school needs. At the time of this interview, he was seeking financial
assistance not only to cover the school deficit, but also to renovate the school electrical
system and address several other specific maintenance issues. It might be easier to
find sponsors, he said, if the school had a fundraising coordinator, but he cannot afford
to hire one.
58. The writer was unable to meet with Yulia Pototskaya, the longtime director of
Kharkiv Hillel. Historically, Kharkiv Hillel has been one of the most creative Hillels in
the post-Soviet states, reflecting the large number of Jewish students in this university
city and the skills of Ms. Pototskaya.
Welfare
59. Instead of meeting with the director of the hesed in Kharkiv, as she usually does,
the writer met with Oksana Galkevich, the outgoing director of all JDC operations in the
Kharkiv region. Ms. Galkevich responded to the writer's questions about current hesed
work with various at-risk population groups.107
As was the case last year, the hesed works with approximately 9,000 clients, the
overwhelming majority of whom are elderly, in Kharkiv and the surrounding region. The
proportion of elderly on their caseload who are not victims of Nazi persecution is now 53
percent and is growing as Nazi victims die. The financial implications of this situation
are serious because only Nazi victims are eligible for support from the Conference on
Jewish Material Claims against Germany.108 Most elderly people in Kharkiv, Ms.
Galkevich stated, are struggling. Inflation is eroding the value of their pensions; they
lack purchasing power to obtain the food and medicine that they need, pay utility bills,
and cover other needs. The smart card program of the hesed is helpful, she said, but it
cannot cover normal expenses. Officially, responded Ms. Galkevich to a question, the
rate of annual inflation is nine to ten percent, but real inflation is significantly higher.
The hesed is placing new emphasis on children-at-risk and on handicapped
individuals between the ages of 20 and 50, said Ms. Galkevich. They have
established a club for handicapped adults to improve socializing opportunities for this
population group, and are trying to obtain a van that accommodates wheelchairs. The
107
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See pages 98‐99 for more information about the meeting with Ms. Galkevich.

Kharkiv is one of several cities in which tension has erupted between victims and non‐victims of Nazis due to
the higher level of service available to the former.
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municipality has such a van, stated Ms. Galkevich, but it is not always available. She is
hopeful that grant applications to Western foundations will yield funds to expand existing
programs and create new ones.
Synagogue-Related Programs
60. Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz has 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 post-Soviet states and is highly respected in the city and
beyond. In addition to the education programs noted earlier
in this section, the Chabad community in Kharkiv owns and
operates its own summer camp for children and also
conducts a significant food assistance program for
impoverished Jewish elderly.

Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz leads a major Chabad program in
Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

The local Chabad community board consists of about 50 individuals, said Rabbi
Moskovitz, most of whom give moderate contributions to the Chabad program on a
steady basis. Oleksandr Feldman, a local oligarch and member of the Ukrainian Rada
(Parliament) is the only major donor. (See below.) Several donors have suffered
business reversals in the current economic crisis, Rabbi Moskovitz stated, and have
reduced their gifts significantly. He has been unable to find any outside donors, such as
Jewish federations in the United States109 or Chabad patrons abroad. The financial
situation is difficult, acknowledged Rabbi Moskovitz; currently, his major problem is
obtaining funds for repairs to the synagogue roof.
Chabad continues to maintain a sizeable welfare program, including two dining halls one in the synagogue and the other in the preschool/lower school building - that serve
free hot lunches to a total of 100 Jewish elderly people every weekday. Additionally,
Chabad provides free medical assistance to many local Jews, including funds for
surgery and hospital expenses. The Joint Distribution Committee offers no financial
subsidy to any of these programs, noted Rabbi Moskovitz, and appears to ignore many
elderly Jews who need support. Chief among the areas in which the hesed has proved
inadequate, Rabbi Moskovitz stated, are nutrition (specifically, hot meals) and
socializing opportunities; a revived substantive warm home program would do much to
109

A sister‐city relationship exists between Kharkiv and Cincinnati, but its Jewish aspect has been dormant for
some years.
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address both of these issues, he observed. JDC has shown no capacity to respond to
the current economic crisis, Rabbi Moskovitz said.
A major supporter of Chabad welfare efforts has been Oleksandr Feldman, who
distributes approximately $15,000 to needy local Jews almost every month. Receiving
petitioners at the synagogue, Mr. Feldman responds to requests for assistance with
food, medicine, housing, and legal expenses. Mr. Feldman, continued Rabbi Moskovitz,
is highly respected in the city, maintaining excellent relations with the mayor and with
many other people, both Jews and non-Jews. In addition to his support of Jewish
concerns, he also is a major donor to various civic projects.110
The synagogue building itself is one of the largest in Europe, designed by Jacob
Gevirtz, a noted St. Petersburg architect, and constructed in 1903. It was used as a
sports training facility during most of the Soviet regime and then left to deteriorate. Its
interior was a mass of rubble when recovered by Rabbi Moskovitz. Its renovation to
original specifications is considered a major achievement and a point of pride for many
local Jews. It also is a significant tourist attraction.

Photo of synagogue exterior: www.jpeopleworld.com. Retrieved August 22, 2013.
Photo of synagogue prayer hall: http://www.geocaching.com/seek/cache_details.aspx?guid=cfe30ad3cb0c-48cf-9f9f-ba8f426b484c. Retrieved October 3, 2012.

In addition to a large prayer hall, the structure now includes: a basement with a large
kitchen and dining hall, medical dispensary, and three classrooms; a ground floor with a
sizeable lobby, the prayer hall, and offices; and two upper floors with a total of eight
classrooms, several club rooms, and a library.
In response to a question, Rabbi Moskovitz described the general mood (настроение)
in the city as gloomy. The worst part, he continued, is that people have no hope for the
future; even young adults, he said, feel that that they are at a dead end (тупик). Many
110

Oleksandr Feldman controls the massive Kharkiv Barabashovo wholesale and retail market as well as a number
of other business concerns. See pages 140‐141 regarding his work with the Ukrainian Jewish Committee.
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students are leaving the country. Jewish students and young adults enroll in the Jewish
Agency MASA program to explore career opportunities in Israel. These young people,
said Rabbi Moskovitz, have "one eye on [permanent] departure," an outlook that is
"understood by all." Many graduates of Chabad school #170 have enrolled in MASA,
selecting various programs that meet individual needs. The Chabad staff keeps in
touch with these young people, Rabbi Moskovitz stated, and they know that "all of them
are happy" with the choices that they have made.
Older Jewish adults may prefer to go to Germany, said Rabbi Moskovitz, because
Germany provides very generous welfare benefits. However, younger Jews are not
interested in emigrating to Germany; it is not "in", not "fashionable" for young people.
The move of the major office of the eastern Ukraine Israeli Consulate and attached
Israel Culture Center111 from Dnipropetrovsk to Kharkiv has boosted the selfconfidence of local Jews, said Rabbi Moskovitz; the location of a major Israel institution
in the city makes Kharkiv Jews feel more important. The Consulate and ICC are doing
excellent work in local universities, enhancing the image of Israel as a scientific and
high tech powerhouse.
In contrast, Rabbi Moskowitz stated, the Jewish Agency for Israel representation in
the city has been downgraded significantly. The influence of JAFI in Kharkiv has
declined accordingly.112
While acknowledging the economic crisis in the Kharkiv Jewish community, Rabbi
Moskovitz said that the situation in smaller Jewish population centers is even
worse. Their need for assistance is more acute, he stated, because the younger, more
dynamic cohort of the Jewish population has left these areas, emptying them of
productive community members and leaving weaker individuals behind. Some Chabad
schools in smaller cities are closing, he said.
61. Chabad also conducts a prison chaplaincy service, visiting approximately 25
local Jews incarcerated in five local prisons, including a pre-trial detention center. The
largest number appear to be in the detention center, said Rabbi Levi Raices, who
directs the program, so he visits that facility most often; however, he also visits convicts
in the other prisons at least once yearly. The detainees have included two former
Chabad students and a Kharkiv-born Israeli.

111
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See pages 100‐101.

Financial constraints forced the Jewish Agency to trim its operations in Kharkiv, cutting back on personnel,
programs, and physical space. Local coordinators now staff a diminished program in smaller premises. As noted in
the section of this report on JAFI in Dnipropetrovsk (pages 83‐84), the head office for JAFI activity in eastern
Ukraine now is based in Dnipropetrovsk; the director of that office visits Kharkiv each month for a period of three
to six days.
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National and International Jewish Organizations
62. As noted previously, operations of the Jewish Agency for Israel have been
reduced in scope in Kharkiv, reflecting financial constraints. JAFI maintains a small
office in the city, now staffed by local coordinators, that continues to operate several
Jewish-identity and aliyah-related programs. The office is visited several days each
month by the Dnipropetrovsk-based director of JAFI operations in eastern Ukraine.
The Jewish Agency holds aliyah seminars and fairs in the city, recruits young people for
Taglit and MASA, offers Hebrew ulpan classes, and assists aliyah candidates in making
arrangements for their move to Israel and enrollment in absorption programs. This
assistance sometimes entails sophisticated placement services for highly trained
scientists from a Kharkiv academic or scientific institute.
63. It is the policy of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, said
outgoing Kharkiv-area director Oksana Galkina, to transfer area directors out of their
positions every five years and replace them with someone new to the region. Mickey
Katsif, who has been assigned to Moldova for the past five years, will replace her in
Kharkiv within the next few months, said Ms. Galkina.
Ms. Galkina herself will assume a new position, that of JDC Director of External
Relations and Government Affairs for Ukraine. It is a pilot position that may be
extended to other areas of the post-Soviet states, said Ms. Galkina., It responds to the
perception of the new JDC director of post-Soviet programs, Ofer Glanz, that JDC must
be more open, she continued. Ms. Galkina stated that the new position has three major
responsibilities: (1) to engage with other Jewish organizations - such as Hillel, the
Jewish Agency, and Chabad - in pursuit of collaborative programs; (2) to develop
relations with various government bodies in pursuit of collaborative programs; and (3) to
develop relationships with businesses, specifically large international concerns - such
as Coca Cola and McDonalds - that have a history of philanthropic activity in an attempt
to engage them in philanthropy that benefits JDC. In response to a question, Ms.
Galkina said that she will be based in Kharkiv, her home city, for now, but it is possible
that her office may be transferred to Kyiv in
the future.
Oksana Galkina, will undertake a new position
as Director of External Relations and Government Affairs for JDC in Ukraine. She will be
replaced as JDC director in Kharkiv and the
surrounding region by Mickey Katsif, who has
occupied a similar position in Moldova.
Photo: the writer.
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The new JDC building in Kharkiv, which opened in 2011, accommodates the local
hesed and a number of Jewish community/culture center activities, stated Ms. Galkina.
The latter include a youth club and dedicated programs for children, teens, and families.
Various community celebrations are staged at the center. The theater and community
hall are rented out to different groups to generate income. However, the building does
not have a sports hall. JDC has been unable to establish the upscale preschool that
had been envisioned as a revenue source, acknowledged Ms. Galkina. It also has been
unsuccessful in its efforts to lease building space to commercial groups, another
planned source of income. It was only after the building was completed, continued Ms.
Galkina, that JDC realized that it is illegal for a charitable organization to derive income
from rental space or other income-producing activity; they are attempting to secure a
special status from the government to
overcome this problem, but government officials seem not to understand
the notion of a mixed-use facility or
program, she said.
The JDC building in Kharkiv is modern
and centrally-located near public transportation. However, local JDC officials
acknowledge that some interior space
stands vacant.
Photo: the writer (in 2012).

In response to additional questions about income, Ms. Galkina stated that she has
expended considerable effort in attempting to attract local sponsors for various local
JDC activities, but has been unsuccessful. First, she explained, JDC is perceived
locally as a wealthy foreign organization that is not responsive to local input or needs;
second, many local Jews believe American Jews "owe" post-Soviet Jews for the years
that the latter have spent under Soviet and post-Soviet control, so American Jews are
responsible for JDC; and third, the potential local donor base really is very limited.
JDC is organizing a charity ball in May in an attempt to raise funds targeting services
for children. It will be a black-tie affair, said Ms. Galkina, and will take place in a hotel
ballroom made available without charge. Flowers and certain other goods also will be
offered at no cost. Fundraising is done by placing charity boxes at tables, she
responded to a question; she is aware that card-calling is an effective tool at many
charity events in the United States, but JDC believes that local people will not respond
well to public announcements of their gifts. An inaugural charity ball held last year
attracted 200 people, Ms. Galkina stated, and they hope that more will attend this year.
The old JCC building, which is located in a relatively remote area far from public
transportation, remains in partial use, stated Ms. Galkina. It contains a preschool
enrolling 60 youngsters and also operates some afterschool activities for children. In
all, about 300 families use this facility, she said.
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64. As noted previously, the eastern Ukraine Consulate of Israel and its attached
Israel Cultural Center relocated from Dnipropetrovsk to Kharkiv in December 2012.
The stated reasons for the move are: (1) Kharkiv is a larger city with a more diverse
economy and stronger cultural base; (2) Kharkiv is more sophisticated generally with its
many universities and scientific institutions; and (3) Kharkiv is more significant globally
due to its infrastructure in science and the presence of consulates of other countries in
the city.113 Many Jews associated with academic and scientific life in the city are more
distant from Judaism than are many Jews in Dnipropetrovsk, acknowledged Israelis
associated with the Consulate and ICC, but they ask sharper questions and are more
responsive to the type of sophisticated presentations that Israelis prefer to advance
about Israel. Further, say the Israelis, as a larger city, Kharkiv has more advanced
transportation links and is easier to visit, especially for people in Donetsk and Luhansk,
two additional cities in eastern Ukraine.
Notwithstanding the more sophisticated population in Kharkiv, rumors abound about
Israel within local universities and among intellectuals in general, several observers
said. Some rumors are based on common antisemitic stereotypes and some just seem
to be fantasies. The ICC brings lecturers on various subjects to local campuses; after a
formal presentation, the speakers circulate among those who linger and, along with
additional Israelis from the ICC, engage people and attempt to answer their questions.
Many local intellectuals, including Jewish intellectuals, will not enter Jewish institutions,
but will attend lectures by Israelis at their own campuses and then speak with Israelis at
receptions or other gatherings.
The Israel Culture Center follows the same principle with showings or performances by
Israeli artists. Arrangements are made for presentations at public venues and followed
by "mix and mingle" sessions in which the artists and ICC professionals can engage
local individuals in informal discussions. Events featuring Israeli performers always
draw a large number of Jews otherwise uninvolved in Jewish life, said an ICC official.
Young people, said one ICC professional, have few dreams. They may apply to
particular universities or institutes, but are assigned to course concentrations (majors)
according to arbitrary quotas. They are accustomed to others making decisions for
them. MASA, this individual continued, allows young adults to have dreams and gives
them the tools for pursuit of these dreams; MASA programs can be tailored to serve as
exploratory vehicles for dream careers in Israel.
The Israeli Scout program is active in Kharkiv, engaging about 50 pre-teens and
teens. It also operates in multiple smaller cities in the region, such as Artemovsk and
Novo-Donetsk, where few other opportunities for Jewish involvement exist. Generally,
the social level in these towns is low; the Scout program, which includes volunteering
113

An additional reason mentioned unofficially in both Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv is that the Consulate and ICC
were uncomfortable with the extraordinarily strong Chabad influence in Dnipropetrovsk. Although Rabbi
Moskovitz in Kharkiv is more than competent in advancing the Chabad agenda in that city, he is far less controlling
and confrontational than his colleague in Dnipropetrovsk. Further, the downgrading of the Jewish Agency office in
Kharkiv leaves the Consulate and Israel Cultural Center as the primary Zionist organization in the city.

101

with elderly and orphans, boosts the self-confidence of participants and makes them
stronger. After several years as a Scout, they are better prepared to leave home, join a
Taglit group and then a MASA group, and eventually settle in Israel. Young people who
participate in a continuum of such programs usually are highly motivated to be
successful in Israel, stated a professional.
Krivoi Rog (Krivyy Rih, Krivyy Rig)
Although the previous Ukrainian government strongly encouraged the Ukrainianization
of all Ukrainian place names, the Russian name of Krivoi Rog has continued to be more
commonly used than is Krivyy Rih, the Ukrainian equivalent. The city was founded in
the 17th century as a Cossack village, but expanded rapidly in the late 19th century
following discovery and exploitation of high-grade iron ore deposits in the area. Krivoi
Rog stretches some 130 kilometers (81 miles) in length, connecting numerous mining
sites, some of them now inactive. Production of iron and steel, chemicals, and
engineering equipment dominate its
economic base. Krivoi Rog is located approximately 136 kilometers southwest of
Dnipropetrovsk. Its general population in
2013 is about 664,000.
The Krivoi Rog steel mill pictured at right in
2005 has since been shut down, the fate of
many industrial enterprises in the city.
Photo: http://news.kievukraine.info/2005/10/mittalsteel-wins-crucial-new-auction.html.
Retrieved August 25, 2013.

65. The Jewish population of the city is estimated by local Jews to be between 7,000
and 10,000. The extreme linear nature of Krivoi Rog has impeded development of a
sense of community among local Jews.
Jewish Education and Culture
66. The Ohr Avner Chabad day school enrolled 88 youngsters in grades one through
11 (with no grade 10) and another 37 children in a preschool during the 2012-2013
school year. Grade 10 was cancelled, explained Chabad Rabbi Liron Edri, an Israeli,
because so many students at that grade level went to Israel in the Na'aleh program that
too few remained to justify organization of a 10th grade class. The school occupies a
modern two-building campus. The first edifice is a thoroughly renovated former threebuilding boarding school; the three small structures in that facility are connected through
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the construction of large, airy atria between buildings one and two and then between
buildings two and three. Although better planning during the design process would
have permitted the larger of the two atria to be used as a sports facility, that large space
stands empty most of the time, used only occasionally for public gatherings. Instead,
Rabbi Edri built a completely new second structure containing a large gymnasium
(sports hall) and pre-school facilities. In common with its sister structure, the new
building contains an excess of large empty spaces, extraordinarily wide hallways that
branch out into other empty areas. Much of the vacant space is dark, as are occupied
portions of the school premises, as users respond to urgent signs imploring people to
save electricity by turning off lights.

The writer watched a physical education class in the sports hall at left. Ten girls were present,
six of whom were sitting on benches. The remaining four were in pairs, one girl in each pair at
each end of the gym; under the supervision of an apparent physical education instructor, each
girl was attempting to throw tennis balls to her partner at the other end of the hall, a distance far
too great for girls approximately 10 years old.
The space at right contains a play house with a living room, dining room, kitchen, bedrooms,
etc. Each room is at least partially furnished. Pre-schoolers "play house" in the model rooms,
although it is doubtful that many local youngsters actually live in such a spacious, modern
home. The tall, dark structure in the middle is a model tree. The remainder of the large hall is
empty. The building also contains a modern auditorium with a contemporary sound system.
Modest income is derived from renting out the sports hall and auditorium to local groups.
Photos: the writer.

School premises also include a well-equipped outdoor playground and spacious playing
fields, the most substantially developed outdoor sports area that the writer has seen at
any Jewish day school in the post-Soviet states. As is the case with most Jewish day
schools in Ukraine, the school is losing enrollment. Rabbi Edri recently changed its
status from that of a private school to a public school so that it would be eligible for
additional government aid. Few families were able to pay tuition costs of a private
school. The change of status required the closure of an attached dormitory that accommodated 10 to 15 youngsters from nearby smaller towns and/or unstable home
situations.
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67. Approximately 30 young adults are enrolled in the Krivoi Rog STARS (Student
Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers) program, said Rabbi Edri. It is a good program,
he commented, but, nonetheless, it doesn't produce the results that he would like to
see. Very few young people remain engaged in the synagogue after they complete the
stipend-based course of study.
Welfare
68. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee operates a hesed and a
Jewish community center in a small two-story building that was originally constructed
as a nursery school. The structure has been significantly renovated and now includes
an elevator. The writer was unable to visit the hesed.114
Synagogue-Related Programs
69. Rabbi Liron Edri, a Chabad rabbi from Israel, arrived in the city in late summer of
2001 and has proved to be a strong leader for a Jewish population that had little
effective indigenous leadership at the time. He has been adept in working with local
officials in obtaining suitable property for a Jewish day
school and additional land for a new synagogue. (See
below.) Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki assisted him in making
contact with several individuals with Krivoi Rog roots who
have provided financial support for these undertakings.

Rabbi Liron Edri, an Israeli, is an effective community rabbi in
Krivoi Rog.

Photo: the writer.

A new synagogue was completed in 2010, funded by a former Krivoi Rog resident. It
seats 180 individuals on the main floor, with a portable mechitsa (barrier separating
men and women) used during the week. An upstairs women’s gallery accommodating
70 people is used on Shabbat. Unlike many other new or renovated synagogues in the
post-Soviet states, the Krivoi Rog synagogue contains an elevator, which can be
programmed for Shabbat.
114

For an account of the writer's visit to this facility in 2011, see her Observations on Jewish Community Life in
Ukraine ‐ Report of a Visit March 21‐April 8, 2011, pages 84‐85.
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Surrounding the prayer hall are a number of classrooms and meeting rooms that
accommodate classes and clubs, a synagogue welfare office, a kosher food and
Judaica store, a kitchen and dining facility, a small Jewish Agency office and a Jewish
Agency Sunday school, and offices. A synagogue welfare program distributes food
parcels, clothing, and some cash subsidies to needy individuals. A Jewish war veterans
group also meets at the synagogue. A small, but well-designed local Jewish history
museum occupies a room on the second
floor. The synagogue also displays the
work of contemporary local Jewish
artists, some of whom have been able to
attract purchasers through this exposure.
The synagogue in Krivoy Rog is a striking
building located on a major street close to
the Chabad day school.
Photo:
http://www.godaven.com/detail.asp?Id=17493&C
ountry=Ukraine. Retrieved August 26, 2013.

Rabbi Edri described local Jews as very good people and generous; however, he
continued, current economic conditions mean that no one has money with which to
show their generosity. The closure of some local industries and downsizing of others
has led to a general depression of salaries in the city by 25 percent. Far fewer people
are receiving bonuses, so much less cash is circulating now than previously. Prior to
the crisis, his costs were approximately $60,000 monthly, said Rabbi Edri. He now has
cut back to $45,000 monthly; one outcome was dismissal of one of the four young
rabbis from Israel who assist him in Jewish education and culture activity.
Young Jews are leaving Krivoi Rog, Rabbi Edri stated. He believes that the next
decade will see the demise of smaller organized Jewish communities; only Kyiv,
Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, and Odesa will be able to organize Jewish activity for those
Jews of pre-retirement age who remain. In 10 years, only about 5,000 Jews will reside
in Krivoi Rog, he said, and most of them will be older adults. When asked who would
use his large day school buildings, he shook his head and said that he didn't know.
In common with other rabbis, Rabbi Edri was critical of the Joint Distribution
Committee. The ballet classes and other cultural activities that are offered at the local
JDC-sponsored Jewish community center are available elsewhere in the city, he said;
JDC funds should focus on welfare needs, which are substantial and only superficially
addressed. He believes that his own synagogue-based welfare service distributes more
actual aid than does the hesed. Rabbi Edri continued that JDC operations should
concentrate on the needs of Jewish elderly, mothers and preschool-age children, and
special-needs children and their families.
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Taglit (birthright Israel) is very effective in strengthening Jewish identity and conveying
the centrality of Israel in Jewish life, said Rabbi Edri. He also is enthusiastic about
MASA, which, he believes, provides young people with an excellent opportunity to
explore opportunities in Israel. However, he finds the Na'aleh high school in Israel
program less sound because, he said, it targets adolescents who are too immature to
leave their families and native environments.

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 2013 population of the city is approximately 2.8 million.
Kyiv is a mix of old and new, but the
Dnepr River is constant. The wealthier
west bank of the city hosts a number of
magnificent centuries-old cathedrals, as
well as critical government, economic,
and cultural institutions.
Massive
newer apartment blocks dominate the
lower-status east bank.
Photo: http://www.levi9.com/wp-content/
gallery/city_gallery_kiev/kievpanorama.png.
Retrieved August 26, 2013.

106

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 and Ukraine, Rabbi
Yaakov Dov Bleich, frequently is absent from the city, 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
70. The Orach Chaim Jewish day school (School #299), operating under the auspices
of Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich, is the oldest of five Jewish day schools in the city.
For the first time in many years, its principal, Khariton Gilgur, declined to speak with the
writer, perhaps at the suggestion of Rabbi Bleich, who earlier had expressed
displeasure with Mr. Gilgur's statements to the writer. Historically, the school and
related institutions were dispersed over four buildings - separate boys' and girls'
schools, and separate boys' and girls' dormitories - in different locations. All facilities
were in deteriorating physical condition.
Rabbi Bleich stated in an interview that enrollment is now between 100 and 120 from
grades one through 11.115 In an effort to reduce costs, boys and girls now are in the
same building; classes in grades one through four are mixed, and classes in grades five
through 11 are separated by gender. Approximately 80 children are in a preschool, and
another 80 are in a boys' heder and girls' machon. The preschool, heder, and machon
have been more successful in retaining enrollment.
He was in the process, continued Rabbi Bleich, of closing down the dormitories for
children from at-risk homes. Occupancy had declined over the years;116 further, closure
of these buildings and programs would generate considerable savings. Those
youngsters who remained in need of such housing would be transferred to the Tikvah
homes in Odesa.117
In response to a question about his previous plans to open an academically strong
community Jewish high school that might draw Jewish youngsters from across the
city, Rabbi Bleich said that such an institution is not feasible in the near future. He
realizes, he said, that he needs to focus on upgrading the current elementary school in
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At its peak, Orach Chaim enrollment in grades one through 11 was approximately 470.
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Declining occupancy reflects general Jewish demographic decline, as well as competition from the Tikvah homes
in Odesa, several other residential programs (such as the one operated by Rabbi Moshe Asman in Kyiv [see page
125]), and boarding schools in Israel in the Na'aleh program.
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See pages 122‐123 for an account of the remainder of the interview with Rabbi Bleich.
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order to increase enrollment and build a base for a stronger and more attractive high
school.
71. 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.
Enrollment at Simcha reached a peak of 540 youngsters in 2007-2008, said Rabbi
Levenhartz. Current enrollment (2012-2013) is 235 (compared to 252 last year).
Enrollment in the preschool is about 100, slightly higher than last year. In response to a
question, Rabbi Levenhartz said that the majority of Simcha graduates remain in
Kyiv, entering a variety of local universities and colleges, including some very
demanding ones. About four or five in every class go to Israel, including those who
leave Simcha after ninth grade to enroll in the Na'aleh high school in Israel program and
those who join Jewish Agency college preparatory programs. In response to a
question, Rabbi Levenhartz said that he did not know if any Simcha graduates had
joined any of the MASA programs; he loses track of kids after they leave the school, he
acknowledged.
The information technology program at Simcha remains weak, acknowledged Rabbi
Levenhartz. They have no computers at all in the lower school (preschool and grades
one through five), and the upper school has only secondhand computers given to the school by KLM, the airline.
These computers have no peripherals; however, the
main office has Internet capacity and a scanner.

Rabbi Mordechai Levenhartz, an Israeli, is respected in Kyiv
for his broad, communal approach to Jewish education. His
facilities are located in a deprived area of the city.

Photo: the writer.

Although improving the quality of computer-related education at Simcha is an important
goal, stated Rabbi Levenhartz, his greatest priority is raising at least $50,000 to repair a
substantial leak in the roof of one of his two buildings. Water infiltration is so serious
that mold has formed on the walls, creating a dangerous health situation. They have
had to close off a section of the building in order to avoid exposing youngsters and their
teachers to the danger imposed by this problem.
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In general, continued Rabbi Levenhartz, fundraising remains very difficult in the current
economic environment. Some wealthy Jewish oligarchs refuse even to listen to him; he
understands that such people with means are approached by "everyone" in the Jewish
community who needs assistance, but the situation is very discouraging. Rabbi
Levenhartz said that meeting the regular budget is tough; finding additional money for
emergencies adds an extra dimension of anguish.118
72. The Perlina School is an independent, private Jewish day school currently
operating at capacity with 124 youngsters in preschool and grades one through seven.
Perlina receives no government aid, but charges $600 monthly per pupil, said Rabbi
Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich, the Israeli couple who founded and direct the school.
The tuition fee is typical for good private schools in Kyiv, the Markoviches said, but only
about one-third of pupils come from families who pay the full fee. Scholarships for the
others are provided through fundraising.
The major appeal of the school to parents, stated the Markoviches, is small classes (no
more than 15 pupils in a class) and a strong emphasis on acquisition of Englishlanguage skills, as well as a rigorous overall general studies curriculum. Youngsters
are scheduled for 10 classes of English weekly, all taught by native English speakers.
Additionally, they have five weekly classes in Hebrew and three in Jewish tradition. For
those families who want a stronger Jewish tradition program, additional classes in
religious subjects are available after school; about 15 youngsters are enrolled in these
extra classes, the Markoviches said.
Perlina has undergone significant renovations during the past year, the Markoviches
stated. New insulation and new electronic smart boards were installed in all
classrooms; they are in the process of purchasing programs for the smart boards and,
additionally, are developing custom programs themselves.119 One of the school's
outdoor fields was marked for football (soccer), a companion sports area to a welldeveloped playground for younger children.
Graduates of Perlina continue their education in other English-speaking elite private
schools in the city, including the American/International school and the British school.
However, the Markoviches are looking for a second building so that they can extend
Perlina into a full 11- grade school.120 Aware that general studies curricula in most
Jewish day schools in Ukraine are considered inferior, they are eager to prove that a
Jewish day school can provide programs of high quality in both secular and religious
studies.
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See pages 132 for information about a welfare program operated by Rabbi Levenhartz.
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Rabbi Markovich has a background in computer science. He is a graduate of the Technion in Israel and a
veteran of the Israel Defense Forces.
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See pages 109‐111 for information about a school for autistic children sponsored by the Markoviches and page
126 about Rabbi Markovich's rabbinate in Kyiv.
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73 For the second consecutive year, the writer was denied access to the ORT school,
a lyceum that enrolls several hundred youngsters in grades five through11. Scheduling
problems were cited on each occasion.

74. The writer was unable to visit the Mitzvah school, a small school that probably
enrolls fewer than 100 children in preschool and elementary grades. Mitzvah operates
under the auspices of Chabad Rabbi Moshe Reuven Asman.

75. 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. Enrollment at the school now stands at 32 youngsters
between the ages of two and seven, which is full capacity for the current building.
Tuition is very costly; all families pay something, but only a few pay the full fee. The
majority are supported by a scholarship fund.
A detailed assessment of each child's functional capacity is made at the time of
application to the program and is repeated every three weeks. For some children, the
goal is mastery of basic life skills, such as following directions, eating independently,
dressing, etc. Others are ready to engage in a basic academic program. Although
some progress has been made in developing societal awareness of autism, Ukraine
remains steeped in the Soviet mentality of fearing differences and avoiding
responsibility for those who need assistance, said Mrs. Markovich. This fear of those
who are different extends to pedagogical institutes, which are reluctant to invest in
programs that train special education teachers. Further, she continued, pedagogical
institutes generally do not attract the highest-caliber students, so it may be difficult to
find candidates capable of absorbing information and implementing it in actual
programs.
Each child receives highly personalized attention at the Markovich
school. It is difficult to find qualified special education teachers in
Kyiv, said Mrs. Markovich, but all
at their school have had some
training. They feel fortunate to
have at least one male instructor
(assisting child on slide at far right)
in a heavily feminized field. Children need a male presence at
school, especially since so many
come from single-parent (motheronly) homes.
Photo: the writer.
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The school operates on a 1:1 teacher:pupil ratio and also employs speech and art
therapists. All of the teachers have some educational background in special education
and/or child development, said Mrs. Markovich, but they remain dependent upon an
American specialist for advanced training. Dr. Virginia Bossi of San Francisco, a nonJewish woman, visits the school several times a year to evaluate staff and programs,
train staff, and also work with parents. Additionally, Dr. Bossi monitors classes
electronically prior to her arrival and leads seminars through distance learning
technology. When in Kyiv, Dr. Bossi also meets with government officials to lobby for
greater state commitment to special education and for a change in relevant state
laws.121 The Markoviches pay for Dr. Bossi's transportation between San Francisco and
Kyiv and for an apartment for her during her Kyiv stays, but her actual work is provided
free of charge.
The Markoviches currently are searching for a suitable second building so that their
program can be extended for older age groups. To date, Mrs. Markovich said, five
youngsters have "aged out" of the existing program and have attempted to enter regular
state schools. However, not all state schools - even those with special education
programs - will accept such children. Three youngsters have done reasonably well in
regular schools, Mrs. Markovich stated, but each is
accompanied by an aide, whose salary is paid by
parents. The two other children who have aged out
of the Markovich school have serious problems, she
said. Nonetheless, several children who attended the
Markovich school as preschoolers are doing well in
regular kindergarten, including the kindergarten at the
Perlina school.
A classroom door at the Markovich school sounds out the
Russian word for "tree" and also imparts a basic arithmetic
lesson.

Photo: the writer.

Mrs. Markovich is aware of other reasonably good programs for autistic children that
operate in Kharkiv, Odesa, and Berdyansk (a city of about 115,000 on the Sea of Azov).
She is well-informed about special education efforts throughout Ukraine because she
and/or her staff participate in various Ukrainian special education conferences. Mrs.
Markovich noted that her own school and the one in Berdyansk are the only ones that
operate summer day camps; two-month breaks from educational programs may
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Current Ukrainian law defines autism as a type of schizophrenia. Adults with a diagnosis of schizophrenia are
not permitted to work, that is, they are forced into lifelong dependency. Obviously, those concerned about adults
living with autism would like to see changes in this government policy.
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eradicate much of the progress that autistic children make during the regular school
year, Mrs. Markovich observed.
In addition to working with local families, the school also works with out-of-town
families who bring their children to the school for assessment and suggestions for
parenting techniques. Additionally, the sophisticated teleconferencing system in the
school permits Kyiv staff to observe such children in their own homes. One out-of-town
family is that of a prominent Christian clergyman in the country.
Almost all current local children at the school have some Jewish heritage, stated Mrs.
Markovich. Although the kitchen is kosher, other Jewish content at the school is
minimal. However, families are invited to bring their children to community holiday
events at Rabbi Markovich's synagogue.
Mrs. Markovich lamented that most youngsters in the school are from single-parent
homes. Often, she continued, fathers of special-needs children abandon their families.
Some mothers of autistic children, said Mrs. Markovich are so frustrated by their
circumstances that they become aggressive and act out. The school does not provide
transportation services, Mrs. Markovich responded to a question. They prefer that
parents bring children and pick them up later at the end of the day because the
appearance of the parents at the school provides opportunities for communication.
For example, when a child masters a skill (such as tying his or her own shoes) at
school, the parents must be informed so that the youngster is expected to perform this
task at home and not regress into continuing dependency.122
76. As noted previously, Rabbi Yaakov Bleich is closing his residential programs for
children from unstable homes. Rabbi Moshe Asman, an independent Chabad rabbi,
maintains a home for such children, accommodating 25 youngsters.123
77. Igor Turov directs a program in Jewish studies at the National University of KyivMohyla Academy (NaUKMA) (Ukr: Національний університет «КиєвоМогилянська академія» - НаУКМA). The program, said Dr. Turov, exists within the
KMA Department of History, although its course offerings include subject matter in other
disciplines as well. About 20 courses are available, but not all of them are taught in any
one given year. In addition to Jewish history, the program also offers courses in
Hebrew, Yiddish, Jewish philosophy, Bible, Midrash, hasidism, and various aspects of
the Holocaust.
Between 20 and 30 different students, most of whom are majoring in Ukrainian history,
currently are enrolled in one or more of these courses, said Dr. Turov. Those who are
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The school is well‐served by municipal bus lines. Additionally, some parents have access to cars ‐ their own
vehicles or perhaps a car of a grandparent or other relative.
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See pages 124‐126 for an account of the remainder of the interview with Rabbi Asman.
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majoring in Jewish studies - usually one-third of the total number enrolled in Jewish
studies classes - must complete four Jewish-focus courses for a degree, along with
classes in a larger subject area, such as European history. Courses in basic Hebrew
and classic Jewish texts are mandatory for majors. However, continued Dr. Turov, most
students who wish to earn a Jewish studies degree take ten to 15 Jewish-focus
courses. KMA is the only university in Ukraine to offer a degree program in Jewish
studies, Dr. Turov said.
In response to a question, Dr. Turov said that 20 to 30 percent of all Jewish studies
majors are Jewish. Generally, he continued, great interest in Jewish history exists
among Ukrainian intellectuals, so one should not be surprised at the proportion of nonJews in these classes.
Prospects for employment after earning a degree in Jewish studies are limited, stated
Dr. Turov. Four of the 12 current lecturers in Jewish studies at KMA are themselves
graduates of the KMA Jewish studies program. Others have found employment as
lecturers or researchers at other institutions of higher
education; however, many of these positions are parttime.124 Several work in local Jewish community
organizations.
Dr. Igor Turov earned a Ph.D. in history at Moscow State
University of Oriental Studies. He also did graduate work
for two years at Hebrew University in Jerusalem, studied
Yiddish at Columbia University in New York, and completed
a summer seminar at Brandeis University for professors of
Israel studies. His current research is in hasidic teachings.
Photo: the writer.

The only steady source of financial support for the KMA Jewish studies program is a
grant from the Ukrainian Va'ad,125 replied Dr. Turov to a question. A grant from the
Pincus Fund of the Jewish Agency for Israel that supported work of KMA Jewish studies
students and lecturers in local Jewish day schools will end soon. The Jewish studies
department receives no funding from KMA itself. Dr. Turov said that he is constantly
seeking funds from various organizations and individuals.
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It is common in Ukraine and Russia for university lecturers to hold several part‐time positions, shuttling
between different departments in the same institution or between totally different institutions. Dr. Turov also
noted that teaching positions at International Solomon University, a proprietary university in Kyiv, were imperiled
as that institution appears to be near collapse. See the writer's Observations on Jewish Community Life in Ukraine‐
Report of a Visit March 21‐April 8, 2011, pages 96‐97.
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See pages 134‐135 for more information about the Ukrainian Va'ad.
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78. 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.
Aware of the writer's interest in Donetsk, a city in eastern Ukraine, Mr. Akselrud stated
that a Hillel group had finally been formally established in that city, which hosts many
academic institutions.126 Vadym Rabynovych, an oligarch of controversial background,
has provided significant funding for the Kharkiv group through United Jewish
Community of Ukraine, another group that Mr. Akselrud also directs.127 Donetsk Hillel,
continued Mr. Akselrud, has found a very capable local director and had already sent
two groups of students on Taglit (birthright Israel) tours.
Another accomplishment, Mr. Akselrud said, was the operation of a year-long course for
Hillel madrichim (leaders) that was conceived and operated as part of the JDC Buncher
professional leadership development program. Twenty Hillel professionals including people from Kyiv, Kharkiv, Dnipropetrovsk, and Odesa - participated in this
program and received diplomas.
The Hillel budget for the entire CASE area requires $1.5 million annually, stated Mr.
Akselrud. At this point, he continued, $1.3 million is available. Three organizations
together - Hillel International, the Schusterman Foundation, and JDC - have contributed
$700,000. Mr. Akselrud himself, one of the more
accomplished professional fundraisers in the post-Soviet
states, has raised another $400,000, and the Genesis
Philanthropy Group of Moscow has contributed
$200,000. About $80,000 is needed for local programs,
he said, and $120,000 is required elsewhere in the Hillel
CASE area.
Iosif Akselrud, a successful administrator and fundraiser, is
professionally involved in three different Ukrainian Jewish
organizations Hillel, United Jewish Community of Ukraine, and
Limmud.
Photo: the writer.
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Although not equivalent to Kharkiv in the number of academic institutions and students, Donetsk is an
important academic center in Ukraine. Its role in Ukrainian higher education apparently was unknown to the JDC
officials who actually initiated Hillel activity in the post‐Soviet states in the 1990's.
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As he has done on previous occasions, Mr. Akselrud spoke with satisfaction of the local
Hillel board, a lay group that he initiated and continues to advise. The 12-member
Board meets twice annually, said Mr. Akselrud, and has set $60,000 as its current
fundraising goal. It raised $45,000 for Hillel last year, he noted. Additionally, some
Hillel students are trying to raise funds for the organization.
Mr. Akselrud continues to grapple with Jewish education programs within Hillel.
When Hillel was established in the post-Soviet states in the 1990's, student interest in
their Jewish heritage was very strong. Few of them had any background in Judaism,
and they were eager to learn what their parents and nascent Jewish community
organizations had been unable to teach them. Hillel established various programs in
formal and informal Jewish education that appeared to sate their thirst for Jewish
knowledge. However, over time, student interest in their heritage appeared to dissipate.
Searching for new approaches to Jewish education that might attract interest from the
current generation of Hillel members, Mr. Akselrud convened a committee of specialists
in Jewish education for young adults and then engaged Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld of the
Galitzky synagogue to develop a new education program.128 Mr. Akselrud expressed
satisfaction with Rabbi Rosenfeld's work.
More than 200 Jewish couples who met during Hillel activities have married during the
past four years, stated Mr. Akselrud. Whether or not they wed other Hillel participants,
most Hillel activists remain involved in Jewish life long after they leave Hillel, Mr.
Akselrud continued. Unlike almost all other individuals interviewed by the writer during
her current travels in Ukraine, Mr. Akselrud said that he saw no interest in emigration
among Jewish young adults, no interest in aliyah to Israel.129
79. The Ukrainian Union of Jewish Students, which is affiliated with the World
Union of Jewish Students (WUJS), began to work in Ukraine in the 1990's, but
suspended its activities after several years. It has since renewed operations in Ukraine
under the volunteer leadership of Victoria Godik, who is employed professionally as an
instructor in engineering management at a local university. Officially, Ms. Godik is
Chairperson of UUJS, as well as a Vice President of the European Union of Jewish
Students.
Asked to differentiate between UUJS and Hillel, Ms. Godik responded that, although the
official age range for WUJS participants is between 18 and 35, UUJS intends to focus
on post-university age Jewish young adults because this population group needs
activities that are planned just for them. Further, she noted, unlike Hillel, UUJS has no
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For more information on Mr. Akselrud's approach to this issue, see the writer's Observations on Jewish
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for an interview with Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld.
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The writer was unable to discuss this matter further with Mr. Akselrud. However, it is not uncommon for
individuals who are raising funds for Jewish programs in the post‐Soviet states to claim that the Jewish population
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paid employees, elects its officers in open elections, and participates in political activity
in support of Israel. UUJS works together with the Jewish Agency for Israel and the
Ukrainian Jewish Committee, and is open to collaborative efforts with additional Jewish
organizations.
Many UUJS activities attract participants from nearby countries, such as Moldova,
Belarus, Russia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Germany, France, Italy, Turkey, and Israel.
Similarly, UUJS members attend events outside Ukraine. Most WUJS members, Ms.
Godik noted, are working adults and thus have funds for travel during weekends and
vacation periods.
Among the UUJS activities are seminars on the Holocaust
(sometimes in cooperation with the Ukrainian organization Lo Tishkach130), a seminar
on Jewish history in the Chernobyl area (organized with support from the Genesis
Philanthropy Group of Moscow), forums on Muslim-Jewish relations and on general
human rights issues, a three-day "winter university" at a ski resort in the Carpathian
Mountains (attracting 130 Russian-speaking Jewish young adults from 14 countries),
and a seminar in Odesa on Odesa Jewish history.
Purely social activities, such as Purim parties and
Jewish speed dating, also are very popular, said
Ms. Godik. Additionally, UUJS has held skills
workshops, such as one on film editing that
attracted 250 people.
Victoria Godik, age 30, is the volunteer chairperson of
UUJS. Fluent in English, she repeatedly used the terms
young adults and young professionals in referring to the
target population of the organization. When asked how
much time she devotes to UUJS, she responded, "a lot."
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Godik stated that the UUJS data base includes 2,000 names. In response to a
question, she said that most activists had been on Taglit (birthright Israel) trips to Israel,
but few had participated in a MASA Israel program. UUJS would like to organize its
own Taglit tours, she said.
Current UUJS leadership includes individuals from Kyiv, Odesa, and Zaporizhzhia, Ms.
Godik responded to a question; however, a group of about five people in Kyiv actually
make most decisions. UUJS has no permanent office. "Our office is my computer,"
said Ms. Godik, who added that the leadership group shares information by e-mail. A
number of different Jewish organizations provide program venues as needed, Ms.
Godik stated. She mentioned the Jewish Agency, the Jewish Fund of Ukraine, Nativ,
and the Kyiv Jewish Community as the primary organizations that have accommodated
UUJS programs.131
130

See the writer's Observations on Jewish Community Life in Ukraine‐ Report of a Visit March 21‐April 8, 2011,
pages 103‐106, for a description of Lo Tishkach.
131

Most of these organizations are described below.
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80. Building on the original STARS (Student Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers)
concept, Rabbi Motti Neuwirth, who is associated with Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich
and the Great Choral Synagogue on Schekavitskaya street in the Podil area of Kyiv, is
constructing a new Jewish education program for Kyiv Jewish young adults. Within the
past year, Rabbi Neuwirth obtained $80,000 for renovation of largely empty space in the
basement of the synagogue community building into a Jewish student center.132 Known
as Morasha (Heb., heritage, legacy), the Center is small, but clean, modern, and wellfurnished. Kosher refreshments are available. Its focus is on high-quality programs for
Jewish students and young adults.
Morasha will pursue programs in several different directions concurrently, said Rabbi
Neuwirth. The first is Jewish education at several different levels; some courses will be
designed for prospective converts. The center also will offer social programs, such as a
Jewish film club, Jewish cooking classes, and perhaps even guitar lessons. A third
direction will be welfare-oriented and will include baking challah for needy Jews, visiting
homebound Jewish elderly, and other welfare tasks.
Fourth, Morasha will offer programs in personal
development, including coaching, public speaking, and
foreign languages. Another direction will offer Jewishcontent trips and adventures, including trips to Israel,
travel to Venice for Shabbat, etc. Finally, said Rabbi
Neuwirth, Morasha will offer networking opportunities
for young people in business and various professions.
Rabbi Mordechai Neuwirth, who directs student and young
adult programs for Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich,
originally focused on graduates of Jewish day schools, but
now works with a much broader constituency.
Photo: the writer.

One key to the entire program, acknowledged Rabbi Neuwirth, is the engagement of
leaders and instructors who are talented and possess strong teaching skills. Another
key. he continued, will be the issuance of membership cards so that some control can
be maintained over access to the Center and its programs.
He hopes that
arrangements can be made with certain merchants, including gas station owners, to
offer discounts for cardholders. Third, all participants will pay at least 30 percent of the
cost of the programs in which they enroll; those who are fully employed will pay more.
The former STARS program exists, but in two offshoots that might not be recognized by
the founders of STARS. The first is called Torah and Sushi; 30 to 40 young
professionals gather once weekly for a discussion of the weekly Torah portion and
current events through a Jewish lens. The atmosphere is warm, with substantial
132

According to Rabbi Neuwirth, Rabbi Bleich provided $40,000 from his general funds and private donors
contributed another $40,000.
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socializing, said Rabbi Neuwirth. This group also holds its own seder; at $15 per
person, their seder is more expensive than many other seders, Rabbi Neuwirth stated,
but he finds that young professionals are maturing and demand quality that can be
attained only by higher fees.
The second STARS-related program, which Rabbi Neuwirth called STARS Intensive, is
residential in structure. Three men or a married couple move into one of three
apartments owned by the synagogue and participate in synagogue- and apartmentbased learning and worship programs for 40 hours every week, including Shabbat.
While engaged in this intensive educational experience, they maintain their regular jobs;
in response to a question, Rabbi Neuwirth said that fields of outside employment to date
include education, entertainment, factory work, and auto mechanics. Obviously, he
continued, only serious people are asked to join this program; candidates are vetted
and invited to join. Women, he said, have a somewhat less intensive learning
experience, but they engage in social welfare work instead of certain classes taught
only to men. The program also includes a one-month Israel module and a stipend.
STARS Intensive probably will grow, Rabbi Neuwirth stated, as soon as they acquire
another apartment; in fact, two more candidates have been identified, but the
synagogue lacks housing for them.
His young adult initiative currently attracts about 400 people whose levels of
involvement in various programs ranges from marginal to intensive. His target is 2,000
young Jews, Rabbi Neuwirth said.
Life in Kyiv is tough now, stated Rabbi Neuwirth. Many people are unemployed,
many who are working are struggling. Certainly, many are unable to afford kosher food
or to celebrate Jewish holidays. He has considered initiating a job development
program, but such an initiative is too complex for him now.
Rabbi Neuwirth said that the original STARS program, with its emphasis on stipends
for mere attendance, cheapens Jewish education and the goal of Jewish literacy. The
only program under his supervision that currently carries a stipend is STARS Intensive
because it makes so many demands on its participants.
81. The Galitzky Synagogue, constructed in 1909-1910, was used as a dining hall for
a railroad equipment factory for much of the Soviet and early post-Soviet era. In 2001,
after the factory began to decline under free market conditions, the synagogue was
handed over to the Union of Jewish Religious Organizations of Ukraine
(Об’єднання іудейських релігійних організацій Украіни), an organization that
operates under the auspices of Chief Rabbi Yaakov Bleich. Negotiations for this
transfer extended over several years.
Extensive renovation of the structure was supported by the Jewish Agency for Israel
with a commitment from Rabbi Bleich that programs within the synagogue would be

118

conducted according to religious Zionist philosophy. The Israeli and Zionist presence is
highly visible throughout the building.
The writer met with Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld, who directs the Galitzky program, and his
younger brother, Rabbi Mikhail Rosenfeld. The two brothers were born in Leningrad
and emigrated to Israel with their parents. Both are university-educated and each
became Jewishly observant on his
own. They described themselves
as strongly rooted in Russian
culture.
The Galitzky synagogue is a brick
structure located in an area once
known as the Jewish Bazaar.

The prayer hall was configured to
seat more than 400 people when the
building was designed. The ground
floor also includes a club room and
several service areas. The second
floor includes a balcony (from which
this photo was taken), a single large
classroom, offices, and several small
program/service areas.
The large
classroom contains a significant Judaica library in locked, glass-fronted
bookcases.
Photos: the writer.

Rabbi Mikhail Rosenfeld described the Galitzky synagogue as a program center trying
to attract an audience. Religious services are held according to a regular schedule, he
said. About 40 people attend the synagogue on Friday evenings and on Shabbat
mornings. Holidays draw a larger group. A Sunday school attracts eight to 15
youngsters; attendance is "unstable," he said. All holidays are celebrated, sometimes
in professionally-led theater-type performances in order to attract people. For example,
a Purim shpiel is professionally performed, and major festivities are staged for Shavuot,
Yom Ha'atzma'ut (Israel Independence Day), and other special days. Lecturers from
Israel make presentations. A "face-to-face" series also attempts to attract the local
Jewish intelligentsia; this series features local economists, historians, and other
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specialists who speak on Jewish subjects, Israel, current events in the Middle East, and
other subjects that might be of interest to educated Ukrainian Jews.
Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld, who entered the discussion somewhat late due to childcare
issues, expressed frustration with his work in Kyiv. Everything here in Ukraine that is
Jewish, he stated, is "artificial". The task of the Rosenfeld brothers is to create highlevel Jewish programs that attract the Jewish intelligentsia; these programs should
include not only Judaism as a religion, he declared, but also Jewish culture and Jewish
history. Russian-speaking Jews need rabbis who are well-educated, wise, and native
Russian-speakers. The rabbis in Podil, said the Rosenfeld brothers, don't think. They
just talk and repeat what they have heard elsewhere, especially in their yeshivas. That
methodology, the brothers continued, may work for laborers and others who do not live
in the intellectual world, but it is not effective for the intelligentsia. Contemporary
Russian Jews require a much more sophisticated type of Jewish education. Further,
said Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld, only an approach to Judaism that is rooted in Russian
culture will encourage Russian-speaking Jews to re-claim their Jewish heritage. Former
haredim often come to Galitzky to discuss these issues with them, the rabbis said.
In addition to creating and directing programs at the Galitzky synagogue, the two
brothers also develop Jewish program content for the Jewish Agency and for JDC.
Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld also works with Hillel.
Rabbi Pinchas Rosenfeld
acknowledged that they have attracted few local Jews to a substantial Judaism, interest
in Jewish history, or concern about other Jewish matters. He sees no deep
commitment among indigenous Kyiv Jews to anything Jewish. His two-year commitment to Galitzky ends soon and he is thinking about returning to Israel to educate
Russian-speaking Jews within Israel. He would like to develop a program that is
responsive and attractive to the intellectual heritage of Russian-speaking Jews. He is
very frustrated in Kyiv and sees little point in continuing to work there when he doesn't
believe in what he is doing.
Whatever he does professionally, he
said, must be rooted in Russian
culture and he would like to work in
an environment where he is able to
pursue that approach intensively.

Israeli Rabbis Mikhail Rosenfeld (left)
and Pinchas Rosenfeld with the child of
the latter are seen in an office at the
Galitzky synagogue.

Photo: the writer.

Current financial supporters of the Galitzky program are the Genesis Philanthropy
Group of Moscow, the Pincus Fund of the Jewish Agency for Israel, the Dutch Jewish
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Humanitarian Fund ((Joods Humanitair Fonds), and a few local people. A religious
Zionist youth group in Israel provides funds for summer and winter camps that enroll
about 100 Galitzky students and young adults, said the Rosenfeld brothers.
82. Limmud is very active in Ukraine, holding at least one three-day conference
annually. The next Limmud event is scheduled for October in Odesa, said Iosif
Akselrud, who is the volunteer chairman of Limmud Ukraine.133 He anticipates an
attendance of as many as 600 people for the Odesa program, which will feature the
65th anniversary of Israel as a theme. Presenters include professionals and laypeople
who will speak on Israeli history, culture, Zionism, and other topics of interest. It is likely
that 60 to 70 percent of those in attendance will be Hillel veterans, said Mr. Akselrud.
83. Moishe House in Kyiv continues to offer a variety of programs designed to
encourage Jewish young adult participation in Jewish life. Some programs take place
within their subsidized large apartment and others mobilize participants as a group in
the greater Jewish community. Among the apartment activities are Shabbat dinners
and services, havdala, presentations by various local and visiting experts on Jewish
topics, and Jewish trivia competitions. Occasionally, they said, they even engage in
frivolus activities, such as forming a musical ensemble that used tin cans, kitchen pots
and pans, and comparable items as musical instruments.
In the broader community. Moishe House organizes groups to participate in communitywide events, such as Israel Independence Day celebrations. They also assemble
teams of volunteer to work on specific projects.
The writer spoke with the four young women who reside in
Moishe House. Victoria Milanova, far left, has lived in
Moishe House for several years. She is the office manager
at the Galtizky synagogue and previously worked for JDC;
she is a native of Kirovohrad and a graduate of Project
Kesher programs. Olga Bard, second from left, works at the
European Jewish Union, an organization founded and led by
two Ukrainian oligarchs, Vadym Rabynovych and Ihor Kolomoisky. Olga is from Brovary, a small city to the east of
Kyiv. She was a Lewis Summer Intern at the Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Chicago. Anna Pekina, second from
right, is from Luhansk in eastern Ukraine and now works in
tourism in Kyiv. Anna is active in several Jewish community
programs. Her sister and her family live in Jerusalem. Anna
Taube, far right, is from Kharkiv and worked in the Jewish
community there. She now directs a puppet theater in Kyiv,
but would like to live in Jerusalem someday.
Photo: the writer.
133

Mr. Akselrud is executive director of Hillel in Ukraine and of United Jewish Community of Ukraine. See pages
113‐114 and 139‐140.
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Moishe House maintains contact with interested Jewish young adults in their 20's and
early 30's by email. The four residents stated that the program is non-political and nondenominational among Jewish religious streams. They collaborate with all Jewish
organizations in the city, including the Jewish Agency, JDC, Hillel, and others.

84. JAFARI (Jewish safari) is a private company that creates Jewish cultural and
educational programs for the Kyiv Jewish population. Known for its mobile Jewishtheme scavenger hunts, its leaders, Masha Pushkova and Marina Lysak, stated that
business has leveled off in that domain and in several other areas, a consequence of
contemporary financial difficulties among its primary client base.
However, interest has increased in their private Hebrew ulpans, an upsurge that they
attribute to growing interest in emigration and aliyah to Israel. They now manage four
ulpan groups, each meeting twice weekly and each enrolling between five and ten
people. The demand is there for additional ulpan sections, the two women said, but
they cannot accomodate more students in the space that is available to them. They
rent a room in the Sholom Aleichem
Museum, they continued, which holds
a maximum of 15 to 20 people in less
than ideal conditions. They would
like to have their own space in the
center of the city, but that is financially unrealistic at this time.
Masha Pushkova, left, works in a variety
of Jewish and Hebrew cultural endeavors. Marina Lysak, right, is an investment manager whose involvement in
JAFARI is part-time.
Photo: the writer.

Most of their ulpan students, continued Ms. Pushkova and Ms. Lysak, work in regular
jobs during the day and come for lessons after work. They use an "irreverent" approach
to teaching Hebrew, they said, employing informal discussion and music. Some
students have already completed basic JAFI ulpans, stated the two women, but others
are rank beginners. They also offer "studio" ulpan classes for children, which have
attracted an adult following as well.
They have a strong relationship with the Jewish Agency, they said, often creating
unique programs for JAFI camp evenings and special days. One of the favorite
activities, commented the two women, is a mini-Limmud event in which campers are
able to select from among several classes/activities available to them.
Based on their experience in planning and implementing programs for the Jewish
Agency, Ms. Pushkova and Ms. Lysak would like to plan and direct ”fun and smart
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Jewish weekends" that help participants build Jewish identity through interesting
activities. Developing such a program for an entire weekend would be challenging, they
said, but they would like to try it. Some investment capital would be needed, they
noted.
Ms. Pushkova would like to expand her own design and illustration business, using
Russian, English, or Hebrew in her work. Some of her holiday cards are already sold
through friends and through modest efforts
on the Internet. Another potential activity
would be creation of films depicting various
aspects of Jewish culture.

At left is a Chanukah card designed by Masha
Pushkova. The actual card is the size of a
conventional postcard.

Rabbinic Presence
85. 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 Synagogue134 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. However, as described elsewhere
in this report, a number of these programs are now jeopardized due to economic stress,
Jewish demographic decline, and a lack of receptivity among local Jews to hasidic
Judaism.

134

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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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 several international Jewish organizations. He remains
respected aming Ukrainian officials. Yet he is increasingly an outsider, absent from the
country for weeks at a time while attending to family matters, fundraising, and
participating in international Jewish events. Further, he is a Karlin-Stolin hasid in a
country in which Jewish religious life is dominated by Chabad.
In general, Rabbi Bleich said, times are very tough. The overall international
recession is magnified in Ukraine, stated Rabbi Bleich, because the Ukrainian economy
is dependent upon the export of steel and steel products, which are difficult to sell when
the rate of new construction is in worldwide decline. The world price of steel, he
continued, is now lower than production costs. Many wealthy Ukrainians have lost a
great deal of money and are now attempting to sell their
private aircraft, mansions, and other accoutrements of
affluence. On a recent trip abroad, Rabbi Bleich confided,
one of his fellow passengers in the economy section of the
aircraft was a former oligarch who had been forced to sell
his private airplane. The man recognized Rabbi Bleich and,
embarrassed, asked Rabbi Bleich not to tell anyone else that
he was flying coach class.
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).

Rabbi Bleich said that he has lost all of his local major donors. He is reducing the
number of his foreign employees wherever possible so that he can avoid paying
housing, international transportation and insurance, and other expenses associated with
foreign workers. As noted elsewhere in this report, he is closing the residential
programs for at-risk children that he has operated for many years. He has
consolidated his school operations, using fewer buildings than previously. He also
has reduced the length of summer camp sessions for girls and boys at the site that
he owns and is now sharing camp expenses with Rabbi Shlomo Baksht of Odesa, who
will send youngsters from Odesa to the same camp. Rabbi Bleich also has severely
decreased allocations to several of the Jewish umbrella organizations that he
sponsors, forcing them to curtail their programs.
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86. 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.
Though some doubt his rabbinic credentials, Rabbi
Moshe Reuven Asman (left) is rabbi of the centrallylocated and prestigious Brodsky Synagogue (Main Choral
Synagogue), constructed in 1897-1898 with funds from
Lazar Brodsky, a wealthy sugar merchant.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Asman presided over removal of a
puppet 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 dining hall and café
on the lower level, and offices for an
independent welfare service. The synagogue also supports a burial service and
its own cemetery.

Photo: Jewish Agency.

Rabbi Asman portrayed the financial well-being of his operations in a manner that
differed sharply from that of his counterparts in every city and Jewish organization
visited by the writer. He has, he said, no financial problems because "G-d takes care of
everything." He has been able to attract many new financial sponsors, he continued,
and has expanded his assistance programs accordingly. He is supporting the writing of
a Sefer Torah for an Israeli organization and is providing financial assistance to Chabad
emissaries in several smaller Ukrainian cities and towns who have difficulty finding
sponsors on their own. He has aided the Jewish community of Bila Tserkva (south of
Kyiv, better known as Belaya Tserkov) for some years; this year, he said, he was able
to find a British sponsor who recruited and paid for a native English-speaker to teach in
the Chabad day school there (and a second teacher for Rabbi Asman's own day school
in Kyiv).
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His synagogue dining hall, he stated, feeds about 200 impoverished elderly Jews
every day, aided by a subsidy from JDC. About 150 people are offered Shabbat meals
every week, and others enjoy weekday tea and cakes at a free café in space adjacent
to the dining hall. On the holiday of Lag b'Omer, he continued, he chartered two river
boats, each accommodating 200 people for free cruises on the Dnipr River; one boat
was for Jewish elderly, and the other was for Jewish children. Additionally, Rabbi
Asman said, the Brodsky synagogue welfare service offers free medical care to elderly
and disabled Jews.
Impoverished local Jews enjoy
afternoon tea and cake at a free café
in the Brodksy synagogue basement.
A curtain separates them from paying
customers, who are served the same
food. The Joint Distribution Committee
subsidizes a hot lunch program in an
adjacent hall, but the synagogue bears
the cost of the free café.
Photo: the writer

The day school that he sponsors, known as the Mitzvah school, is thriving, averred
Rabbi Asman135 As is the case in the school in Bila Tserkva, a native English speaker
supported by a British sponsor, instructs pupils in the English language. However, he
said, the school building requires major repairs.
He continues to sponsor residential homes for at-risk children, Rabbi Asman stated.
These programs currently accommodate about 25 youngsters, he said. In response to
a question about a summer camp, Rabbi Asman said that he sold his summer camp,
which was small and inadequate, several years ago when a sponsor promised to
purchase another, more spacious property for him. However, Rabbi Asman recounted,
the would-be benefactor reneged on his pledge and left Rabbi Asman without a camp.
When asked about a yeshiva that he once sponsored within the synagogue, Rabbi
Asman replied that he closed it. Jews in Ukraine, he said cryptically, need "normal"
people as rabbis.136
In response to a question about Svoboda, the Ukrainian nationalist political party.
Rabbi Asman stated that current economic distress had contributed greatly to its
growth. Svoboda, he continued, is not a serious problem now, but it should be watched
135
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Not all observers in Kyiv concur with this assessment.

Rabbi Asman doubtless was referring to the severe beating of one of his yeshiva students in Kyiv last year. The
young man was widely believed to been a drug dealer and to have been a victim of a drug deal gone awry. A
number of young men attracted to yeshivas in the post‐Soviet states have been impoverished individuals with
various problems who are searching for free room and board.
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because it could become more dangerous in the future. Viktor Yuschenko, former
president (2005-2010) of Ukraine, also was antisemitic, Rabbi Asman noted.
The general mood (настроение) in Ukraine is one of fear, responded Rabbi Asman to
another query. Powerful individuals with strong ties to the current government
confiscate businesses that belong to other people, this forcing some people who have
prospered to flee the country. Many businessmen feel enormous pressure to take their
profits and just leave, he said. Foreigners will not invest in such a business climate, he
observed; there is a sense of instability and uncertainty. However, Rabbi Asman noted,
religious observance remains without any constraints.
87. Rabbi Yonatan Markovich and Mrs. Ina Markovich are well known in Kyiv for the
private Jewish day school and the school for autistic children that they operate.137
However, they also lead a small Chabad synagogue with a modest welfare service.
The synagogue has acquired its own building from the city, said Rabbi Markovich, but
this structure needs significant renovation. Rabbi Moshe Gurevich, who is Mrs.
Markovich's brother has organized a small
yeshiva in the new premises, attracting seven
young men to a program of concentrated
Jewish study. They hope to start a Chabad
House within the new building, the Markoviches said.
Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Ina Markovich, he a native
of far western Ukraine and she a native of Leningrad, met in Israel.
Photo: the writer.

The Markoviches stand apart from other Chabad rabbis in Ukraine; they are associated
neither with the Federation of Jewish Communities of Ukraine nor with Rabbi Asman of
the Brodsky synagogue. They have been criticised by some others affiliated with
Chabad for their perceived aloofness, but it is likely that their higher education creates a
barrier of sorts with other hasidic rabbis. Rabbi Markovich is a graduate of the Technion
in Haifa and spent many years as a computer specialist in the Israeli Air Force; Mrs.
Markovich also is a college graduate. They engage in substantial outreach, inviting
local Jews to their home every Shabbat and also meet frequently with people of other
religious backgrounds.
88. Rabbi Reuven Stamov arrived in Kyiv in March 2012 to provide rabbinic leadership
to a nascent Masorti/Conservative Jewish community that had existed for some
years, receiving guidance from visiting Israeli mentors. The community included a small
activities center in Kyiv, a summer camp (known as Camp Ramah Yachad), and a day
137

See pages 108‐111.
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school in Chernivtsi, a city located in western Ukraine close to the border with Moldova.
Rabbi Stamov and his wife Lena Stamov, who has a background in art and in Jewish
education, have focused on building the Kyiv program and the summer camp since their
arrival in the city.
Their Kyiv program, severely constrained by space limitations, includes kabbalat
Shabbat, Mincha services, a family Sunday school with a strong arts component,138 a
Jewish-interest club for teenagers, a theater group on Jewish themes, a Hebrew ulpan
with three sections, and various Jewish-interest groups, such as Jewish cooking. The
largest single room in the premises seats
39 people, closely packed. Rabbi Stamov
also reaches out to small Masorti groups in
Berdychiv, Chernivtsi, Odesa, Donetsk, and
Kharkiv.139
Rabbi Reuven Stamov was born and raised in
Crimea. Mrs. Lena Stamov is a native of Kyiv
who made aliya to Israel. The two met when
Rabbi Stamov was studying in the Schechter
Institute rabbinical school in Jerusalem.
Photo: the writer (in 2012).

In part due to space limitations, the Masorti welfare program remains very limited.
However, they do operate a "free restaurant" every Friday evening, that is, a meal for
those who attend the kabbalat Shabbat or Shabbat service. The Stamovs also provide
limited individual assistance on a case-by-case basis to members of their community.
Camp Ramah Yachad convenes every summer for eight or nine days. Although the
Stamovs had hoped to enroll about 80 campers in 2013 from their various communities
in Ukraine at a site in Berdychiv, their actual census was significantly lower, reflecting
financial constraints. In general, the Masorti effort in Ukraine is seriously underfunded.

89. Rabbi Aleksandr Dukhovny, a native of Kyiv, now leads the World Union for
Progressive Judaism in Kyiv and Ukraine. He has directed the Kyiv Hatikvah
Congregation for 14 years, succeeding a number of foreign-born rabbis who served in
the position for much shorter periods of time. Rabbi Dukhovny completed his rabbinic
training at the Rabbi Leo Baeck Rabbinic Training Seminary in London. Hatikvah, said
138

Mrs. Stamov observed that their congregation includes individuals who are accomplished teachers of music,
dance, and drawing. They are willing to teach other members of the congregation for a relatively small fee. Many
parents, said Mrs. Stamov, who would like their children to be exposed to these discipines cannot afford the cost
of private lessons, so the arts component is a major attraction to families. As noted, Mrs. Stamov herself also has a
strong background in art and art education.
139

In September 2013, the Kyiv Masorti program center moved to larger premises in Podil. Rabbi Stamov secured
a local donor to pay utilities charges in the new space.
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Rabbi Dukhovny, now has about 500 active members, of whom approximately 150 pay
regular dues. WUPJ continues to pay his salary, Rabbi Dukhovny said, but member
dues are used to compensate a part-time cantor and pay for cleaning services. All
members pay for participation in various festivals, he continued. The congregation
employs various individuals in specialist positions, many on a part-time basis. All of
these people are well-trained, having participated in various seminars operated by
WUPJ or by other groups. Rabbi Dukhovny praised his lay leaders as well, some of
whom also have attended various seminars and workshops. On Sunday evenings,
stated Rabbi Dukhovny, the congregation gathers for a potluck dinner, Torah lessons,
and various clubs and activities.
The writer's meeting with Rabbi Dukhovny took place in the not-yet completed new
premises of Hatikvah Congregation and WUPJ Ukraine headquarters. Located on the
fourth floor of a renovated building in Podil, the space is accessible by two different
modern elevators, said Rabbi Dukhovny. It encompasses 412 square meters (4,435
square feet) and will accommodate a prayer hall (with a stage) seating 150 people,
three classrooms, a youth center, library-lounge, kitchen, and storage area. Office
space includes a room for a family center that will be
directed by a psychologist. The premises are wired
for modern electronic equipment. Jewish symbols are
designed into walls and ceilings.
Rabbi Aleksandr Dukhovny has served the Progressive
movement in Kyiv and Ukraine for 14 years. He is pictured
here in front of packing cartons, then containing religious
objects, teaching materials, and files. The movement was
forced out of its previous quarters before the new premises
were ready.
Photo: the writer.

The new premises would be completed and ready for occupancy in September 2013,
stated Rabbi Dukhovny. Acqusition of the property and payment for renovations was
contributed by three donors (from the United States, Canada, and Puerto Rico), he
continued. Guests can be accommodated at any of several different hotels in the area,
Rabbi Dukhovny observed. He will need to work hard to develop programs that attract
people into the new premises, he commented. He is eager to work with other Jewish
groups and already has collaborated in activities with the Jewish Agency, JDC, Limmud,
and Project Kesher. Additionally, he has developed good relations with several different
foreign embassies, he stated.
In response to a question, Rabbi Dukhovny said that WUPJ would operate a number of
different summer camp sessions, each accommodating at least 100 youngsters in
specific age groups, at a site in the Carpathian Mountains in far western Ukraine.
Serving all of the post-Soviet states, the different camp sessions would accommodate a
total of about 600 youngsters in 10-day encampments.
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Concerning the entire country of Ukraine, Rabbi Dukhovny stated that about 50
Progressive communities are registered with WUPJ. However, he said, not all of them
are active or even have the capacity to become active. The World Union, he stated,
provides financial assistance only to those that meet established criteria of program
development and activism. The only other Progressive rabbi in the country currently
divides his time among several congregations in Crimea, but a third rabbi is expected to
be appointed to head the Odesa Reform congregation as soon as she finished
rabbinical school.140
Rabbi Dukhovny stated that Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich continues to show disdain
for him and for the Progressive movement in general; Rabbi Bleich cannot be
considered a valid representative of Ukrainian Jewry, Rabbi Dukhovny said, because he
respects only his own movement, i.e., Karlin-Stolin hasidism. On the other hand,
averred Rabbi Dukhovny, he enjoys very good relations with Chabad Rabbi Yonatan
Markovich, who always is pleasant and forthcoming. Chabad Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki
of Dnipropetrovsk, perhaps the most powerful rabbi in all Ukraine, shook hands with him
when they met at an event, Rabbi Dukhovny noted. As he had done previously, Rabbi
Dukhovny expressed concern about competition from Masorti Rabbi Reuven Stamov
and suggested again that leaders of the two movements convene in Jerusalem to divide
spheres of influence in Kyiv between the Progressive/Reform and Masorti/Conservative
movements.
Welfare Activities
The primary provider of welfare services to the Jewish population of Kyiv is the
American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. The writer met with Raisa
Gritsenko, director of the JDC hesed, and Olga Vasylchenko, director of children's
services, in April. In June, during a subsequent trip to Kyiv, she met with Amir BenTzvi, the director of JDC operations in the Kyiv area.141
90. The Kyiv hesed serves 9,600 welfare clients in the city of Kyiv itself and additional
hundreds in Kyiv oblast, the region around the city, said hesed director Raisa Gritsenko.
The region includes Bila Tserkva (Belaya Tserkov), which has about 200 clients, and
several others cities and towns that have 100-150 clients each; these include Brovary,
Irpin, and Boryspil. Additionally, noted Ms. Gritsenko, the region also includes a
number of smaller Jewish population centers. The client census has decreased in all
categories in recent years, Ms. Gritsenko stated.142
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See pages 145‐147 for the interview with Mr. Ben‐Tzvi.
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The decrease in number of clients is due to general population decline and to a tightening of eligibility
standards, thus excluding many Jewish elderly from care.
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The number of elderly Jews served by the Conference on Jewish Material Claims
aganst Germany continues to decline as Holocaust survivors die, said Ms. Gritsenko.
Recipients of Claims Conference-financed services now number 4,800 in Kyiv and
another 410 to 415 in the surrounding area. However, she stated, about 250 additional
individuals received a one-time Claims Conference payment as individuals "b.i.e." (born
in evacuation), and another 2,000 elderly received another one-time disbursement
under still different criteria.
About 1,430 clients in Kyiv and another 140 in the region receive patronage services,
that is, homecare, said Ms. Gritsenko. Echoing the statements of hesed directors in
other cities, Ms. Gritsenko said that current economic conditions have eased past
problems in finding homecare workers. People are desperate for employment and will
accept many kinds of work that they previously rejected, she explained.
Additionally, the hesed is issuing 5,600 smart cards or discount cards to clients in the
city and another 690 to clients in the region in 2013. The cards, which must be
purchased by users, entitle them to discounts at certain supermarkets and pharmacies.
At the beginning of 2013, Ms. Gritsenko continued, the hesed served 184 individuals in
a meals-on-wheels program, but budget constraints forced a contraction of services to
just 84 recipients of hot meals in the second quarter of the year. The hesed subsidizes
about 670 clients in hot meal programs operated by the Brodsky synagogue and the
Home for Assisted Living operated by Rabbi Bleich.143
The hesed serves several hundred clients in a senior adult day program at the hesed.
They are brought into the hesed once monthly for various social activities and a health
care assessment. They also consume a hot meal with food brought in by an outside
caterer. Most clients are transported between their homes and the hesed by hesedowned vans, but some are dropped off/and or picked up by relatives, said Ms.
Gritsenko. A club room with various activities is open six days each week for other
Jewish elderly who elect to use the space and its supplies for arts and crafts or other
activities.
In addition to services for the elderly, JDC began to operate a Jewish Family Service
in Kyiv in 2004.144 To have two children in Ukraine is to be poor, said JFS director Olga
Vasylchenko. In post-Soviet Ukraine, she stated, education and health care no longer
are free. JFS has identified three priority groups of clients: families with two or more
children, families with children who have mental and/or physicial disabilities, and singleparent families. JFS provides welfare assistance to about 800 children every month in
143
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Cynics are quick to note the similarity in name to family service agencies supported by many Jewish
Federations in the United States, suggesting that JDC is engaging in deliberate deception to portray their programs
as extensions of local Federations and agencies in an effort to attract additional donors. JDC children's programs
also are termed Beitenu (Heb., Our Home) collectively. See the Kyiv Beiteinu website at http://beiteinu.org.ua.
The site is accessible in both Russian and English versions.
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Kyiv and the surrounding area, she continued; this aid includes food parcels, clothing
and other supplies (especially in winter), medical consultations, and cash subsidies.
The hesed building accommodates two groups of 15 children with mental or
psychological disabilities three times each week in a preschool designed to help them
prepare for entry into public grade school. The preschool offers speech therapy and
other assistance. JDC also raises funds for specific children, mounting small
campaigns among local donors.
Parents of at-risk children are instructed in childcare and offered socializing
opportunities. Employment advice also may be offered. Both children and parents are
included in various Jewish-identity building programs, including holiday celebrations.
JDC also operates 10-day family camps in the Crimea. About 300 people are
expected to attend the camps in 2013, said Ms. Vasylchenko. The camps, which target
middle-class families, require some payment by participants, but also are significantly
subsidized. Camp programs include both recreational opportunities and Jewish renewal
components. More recently, JDC has begun to offer summer camping for children
and adolescents in direct competition with the Jewish Agency and other camp
providers supported by local and international Jewish organizations.
JDC continues to struggle with inadequaces of the building that its programs occupy, a
former kindergarten. In addition to a poor location at the top of a small hill and far from
public transportation lines, the proportions of the structure do not easily accommodate
senior adults, some of whom are unsteady on their feet and would be better served by
wider corridors and stairwells, an
elevator, and larger rooms. Following purchase of the original twostory structure, JDC added the
third floor; engineering regarding
this addition was imperfect at best.
The building suffers from significant water infiltration and mold.145
Photo of the hesed in Kyiv: the writer.

91. Rabbi Mordechai Levenhartz, who directs Tsirei Chabad programs in Kyiv,
operates a neighborhood welfare service in addition to the day school described earlier
in this report.146 Located in a poor neighborhood, Tsirei Chabad works with JDC in
145
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identifying Jewish families and individuals who need assistance. Food is brought to the
apartments of impoverished families, elderly individuals who cannot manage on their
pensions, and people in poor health. A hot meal is served to about 80 people on
Shabbat. Additionally, said Rabbi Levenhartz, Tsirei Chabad helps individuals who are
hospitalized, especially those with cancer and those who are too young to receive
assistance from JDC.147
92. The Home for Assisted Living sponsored by Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich is housed
in a structure originally designed as an apartment building. When renovated under
Rabbi Bleich's direction to serve as an assisted living center, it was configured to
accommodate 85 Jewish elderly in 65 one- or two-room apartments, each with its own
bathroom and kitchen facilities. Residents were to pay for their new apartments with
proceeds from the sale of their old apartments; the proceeds were deposited in a trust
fund that was expected to yield
sufficient funds to support operation
of the building. In addition to the
residential units, the building also
includes a kitchen and small dining
hall,
a
synagogue/multi-purpose
room, other program rooms, a suite
of medical offices, and several staff
apartments.
The Home for Assisted Living (top) is
located in a pleasant residential area of
Kyiv near public transportation.
Photo: Rabbi Bleich's office.

The synagogue/multi-purpose room on
the ground floor is used as a day center
(see below) and for other programs.
Viktor Popovich, at left, manages the
facility.
Photo: the writer.

The number of residents in the Home never reached even half of its capacity. Other
organizations, principally JDC, blocked grants from foundations and other institutions
that had been approached about start-up funding, assistance for Holocaust survivors, or
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Most hospital patients in Ukraine are expected to provide their own food, bed linens, surgical instruments, and
medications.
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other forms of support.148 Locally-generated income never reached its goal because
social conditions forced Rabbi Bleich to accept several residents who were homeless,
that is, who had no property to sell and no proceeds to transfer to the Home.
Viktor Popovich, the manager of the facility, said that 27 individuals currently reside in
the Home, all of them in units on floors two through four. They pay whatever they can
afford. Two residents are bedridden (лежающие), he stated. In response to a
question, Mr. Popovich said that some people learn about the facility from occasional
advertisments that the Home places on the Internet or in newspapers; however, the
main source of information appears to be "the Jewish radio," that is, word-of-mouth.
Two health professionals, including one nurse, are on duty at the Home around the
clock.
In addition to residential service, the Home provides a site for a day center serving 80
Jewish elderly. Rabbi Bleich has received funding from an international foundation to
cover most expenses, stated Mr. Popovich, but JDC also provides a subsidy for meals.
All participants in the day center are hesed clients, Mr. Popovich noted.
Discussions have been held with JDC about the Home providing and delivering hot
meals to homebound elderly and ill Jews in Kyiv, said Mr. Popovich, but he is unaware
of any decisions on this matter. Technically, the Home kitchen is capable of producing
additional kosher meals, he said. However, rather than expand services, Mr. Popovich
stated, he thinks that Rabbi Bleich should address two outstanding budget issues:
critical repairs to the roof, and significant increases in heating expenses (due to higher
cost of fuel).
Floors four through six in the building now are leased to commercial concerns, Mr.
Popovich stated. A separate entrance was installed in the building and a freight
elevator was reconfigured for passenger use so that commercial tenants are separated
from residents.
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The Joint Distribution Committee never offered a cogent explanation for its obstructing actions, but the
assumption is that it feared loss of its monopoly over major welfare ventures in the post‐Soviet states and
associated fundraising privilege. JDC also blocked applications for funds from the Conference on Jewish Material
Claims against Germany by the Beit Baruch Assisted Living Facility in Dnipropetrovsk and by an independent Jewish
Community Center in Kyiv. See footnote 84, page 69, and page 139.
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Ukrainian Jewish Organizations
93. 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.149 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.

The major portion of the writer's interview was a lengthy, sometimes angry and rambling
statement by Mr. Zissels against the response to a "confidential letter" that he had sent
on February 18, 2013, to 250 people in opposition to a plan by the Jewish Agency for
Israel to hold its June 2013 Board of Governors meetings in Kyiv. JAFI meetings in the
capital city of Ukraine, Mr. Zissels contended, would inadvertantly validate current
Ukraine government policies that obstruct "democracy, human rights, and civil
liberties."150
He believed that the scheduled JAFI meetings should be cancelled and expressed
anger that JAFI officials had not attached greater weight to his objections. He didn't
know, he said, if he would attend the meetings if they were actually held in Kyiv.151
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See the writer's Observations on Jewish Community Life in Ukraine March 21‐April 8, 2011, pages 114‐115, for a
description of the Ukrainian Vaad.
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The letter was addressed to Natan Sharansky, Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Jewish Agency for
Israel, and Misha Galperin, President and CEO of Jewish Agency for Israel International Development. The primary
signatories were Vadym Shulman and Mr. Zissels, President and Chairman of the General Council respectively of
the Euro‐Asian Jewish Congress; other signatories included 16 Ukrainians, mainly Jews, who are academics, human
rights activists, former prisoners of conscience under the Soviet regime, and Jewish leaders. Seven foreigners, five
of whom are emigrés from Russian‐speaking countries, also signed the letter. Conspicuously absent from the list
of signatories were community rabbis in Ukraine and prominent Jewish lay leaders in the country.
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The JAFI Board of Governors meetings were held in Kyiv in June as scheduled and were deemed successful by
most participants. Mr. Zissels himself was out of town during the event.
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(The writer spoke with about 20 individuals in Ukraine, including rabbis and indigenous
activist Jews, about the decision of the Jewish Agency to hold its June Board of
Governors meetings in Kyiv. Without exception, they favored the JAFI action, stating
that a large gathering of Jews from many different countries in the Ukrainian capital
reinforced the legitimacy of Jewish communal life in Ukraine and would deter any
potential hostile action against Jewish organizations. Equally, none found Ukrainian
govenment policies on "democracy, human rights, and civil liberties" acceptable.)

94. Vyecheslav Likachev is a recognized specialist on antisemitism employed by the
Va'ad. Mr. Likachev addressed most of his remarks in his discussion with the writer to
the impact of the strong showing by the Ukrainian nationalist Svoboda (Freedom)
political party in the 2012 Ukraine parliamentary elections.152 Svoboda gained 10.44
percent of the popular vote, entiting it to 37 seats in Parliament.
Until the victory of Svoboda in the October 2012 elections, Ukraine had been the only
country in Europe without a radical rightwing party in government, Mr. Likachev said.
Among the major factors leading to Svoboda's success, he continued, was the
"degradation" of the the more conventional opposition that President Yanukhovych
achieved by repressing it in various ways, including the jailing of opposition leader Yulia
Tymoshenko. Nature abhors a vacuum, pushing Svoboda
into the forefront, where it was perceived as the only
effective opposition force in the country. Mr. Likachev
noted that Svoboda employed no antisemitic rhetoric in its
campaign; it was, and remains, strongly anti-Russian, a
sentiment that has great traction in western Ukraine.
Vyecheslav Likachev, a specialist on Ukrainian xenophobia and
antisemitism, has conducted many surveys monitoring these
phenomena in Ukraine.
Photo: the writer.

Mr. Likachev stated that the strong showing of Svoboda in the elections has several
implications. First, it is testament to the lack of trust among Ukrainians in the
government - its economic policies, widespread corruption, and political repression.
Second, although rightwing parties play a minor role in many European governments,
the significant parliamentary representation earned by Svoboda is unusual; in most
countries, rightwing groups are outside the mainstream and isolated. Third, predictably,
the international response was severe; Svoboda's success generated much antipathy
152

The formal name of the party is All‐Ukrainian Union "Svoboda" (Всеукраїнське об’єднання «Свобода»,
Vseukrayinske obyednannia "Svoboda"). The English translation of Svoboda is Freedom.
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toward Ukraine. Fourth, Svoboda's success may prompt even greater government
supression as it seeks to crack down on Svoboda, both as a competing political force
and as a blot on Ukraine's image. Fifth, Mr. Likachev stated, the Svoboda election
campaign was highly professional and well-managed, showing that even marginal
groups understand the electoral process in the country and have access to skilled
management. The lack of antisemitic content in their campaign is evidence that they
know that public expression of antisemitism is unacceptable among significant
segments of the population.
Notwithstanding the sophisticated management of its parliamentary campaign, Mr.
Likachev continued, it is clear that Svoboda considers Jews an alien group among
Ukrainians. Further, it believes that Jews were responsible for the Holodmor, the manmade famine in 1932-1933 in Ukraine and several adjacent areas of Russia that is
believed to have killed between three and seven million people. Svoboda, said Mr.
Likachev, will moderate its rhetoric now that it is in Parliament and is striving for
acceptability, but it remains xenophobic and antisemitic. In fact, its new stature as a
signficant faction in Parliament even legitimizes antisemitism. Clearly, Svoboda feels
empowered now that they are in Parliament. Mr. Likachev stated that the current
situation is not dangerous, but Svoboda bears watching.
Many people are
"uncomfortable" with Svoboda success; it is entirely legitimate to believe that the
Svoboda victory may generate increased antisemitism.153
President Yanukhovych may be forced to respond to Svoboda and to escalating
expression of extreme Ukrainian nationalism, Mr. Likachev said, if only because other
problem areas for the government, such as economic performance and corruption, are
simply too difficult to address. Mr. Likachev observed that the government itself
appears to be provoking antisemitic incidents in an effort to implicate Svoboda and then
provide grounds for attacking Svoboda. A violent mob gathered recently in Cherkasy,
he noted, wearing tee shirts with the legend Beat the Jews on the front and Svoboda on
the back. However, as the mob surged through the streets, passers-by immediately
recognized some participants as activists from Mr. Yanukhovych's own Party of Regions
and publicly identified them, causing the mob to break up and scatter, humiliated that
they had been "outed" as imposters. More such provocations should be expected as
future elections approach, Mr. Likachev cautioned. Perhaps Yanukhovych-sponsored
Svoboda-pretenders will attack synagogues next, said Mr. Likachev. Obviously, such
episodes can escalate with unforeseen consequences.
Addressing the use of the word zhid (жид, commonly translated as kike) by Ukrainian
nationalists in recent statements, Mr. Likachev said that zhid is, in fact, sometimes used
with no pejorative intent in western Ukraine. In Russia and in central and eastern
Ukraine, zhid is always pejorative, but this word has acquired a sort of folk meaning in
western Ukraine that is equivalent to evrei or evreika (еврей, еврейка), the standard
masculine and feminine words for Jew. However, continued, Mr. Likachev, the context
153
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far western city of Mukachevo, formerly known as Munkács, that occurred in an event commemorating the
Revolution of 1848.
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in which zhid was used in these recent statements clearly was antisemitic. The
speakers were very deliberately excluding Jews from "normal" Ukrainian society.
Obviously, Mr. Likachev concluded, language manipulation has great potential for
generating antisemitism and other bigotries.
Although an undercurrent of antisemitism exists in many areas of Ukraine, Mr. Likachev
said, his office was able to document only three cases and four victims of antisemitic
violence in the entire country in 2012. These totals constitute a slight decrease from
2011.

95. The Kyiv Jewish Community is a secular organization operated under the
auspices of Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich. The writer met with Anatoly Shengait, its
executive director, and his deputy, Marat Strakhovsky. The organzation is based in a
government library that honors the ethnic diversity of Ukraine, holding collections that
focus on various groups, including Jews. Mr. Shengait described KJC as a program
that attempts to bring all Jewish organizations in the city and region under one roof, cosponsoring events whenever possible. For example, they have collaborated with JDC
in sponsoring intellectual presentations for Jewish elderly, with the Institute of Jewish
Studies at the National University of Kyiv-Mohyla Academy (NaUKMA) (Ukr:
Національний університет «Києво-Могилянська академія»
- НаУКМA)154 in
organizing expeditions to places of Jewish interest, and with the Jewish Agency for
Israel in organizing its youth seminars. KJC also arranges exhibits by Jewish artists
and/or exhibits on Jewish themes, poetry
readings on Jewish themes, and
comparable events.
It publishes a
periodic newspaper, mainly in Russian,
but with Ukrainian and Yiddish sections.
Anatoly Shengait, at near left, and Marat
Strakhovsky, direct the Kyiv Jewish
Community, an organization that is undergoing severe program contraction due to
financial constraints.
Photo: the writer.

KJC also works with Jewish populations in smaller cities and towns in the region, trying
to bring everyone together. They work with all groups - religious of all streams, secular,
youth clubs, Jewish veterans groups, etc.
The organization no longer is able to sponsor large holiday celebrations at Purim and
Chanukah in which Jews from Kyiv and surrounding communities gathered in the
Ukrainian capital for festive day-long events. It simply costs too much to bring people
154
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into the city by bus, rent event spaces, organize programs, pay staff, etc. KJC had
asked Jews attending these celebrations to absorb more of the costs, e.g., to pay at
least 50 percent of the cost for bus transportation, but many individuals just cannot pay
very much at all and KJC is receiving constantly decreasing amounts of money for
subsidies from Rabbi Bleich every year.

96. Arkady Monastyrsky, a veteran Kyiv Jewish professional, directs both the Jewish
Fund of Ukraine and the Jewish Forum of Ukraine.155 The writer visited Mr.
Monastyrsky in the as-yet incompletely renovated new offices shared by the two
organizations, which are the former premises of the World Union of Progressive
Judaism in Ukraine.156 Whereas the move out of these quarters into newer space was
a step forward for WUPJ, the move into the old WUPJ
premises was a step back for Mr. Monastyrsky's
organizations. He readily acknowledged that financial
problems forced a move into the smaller former WUPJ
office. They now have considerably less space, Mr.
Monastyrsky said, in a less desirable location.
In common with many other Jewish professionals, Arkady
Monastyrsky has seen a significant decline in grants awarded
to his organization in recent years.
Photo: the writer.

The principal program of the Jewish Fund of Ukraine is a small Jewish community
center known as Kinor. Mr. Monastyrsky enumerated a variety of Kinor programs,
including a three-day seminar for directors of small museums (both Jewish and nonJewish museums) that was held in Berlin (with support from another organization),
publication of comprehensive Ukrainian-Yiddish and Yiddish-Ukrainian dictionaries
(supported by a Ukrainian government grant), publication of a four-volume anthology in
Russian and Yiddish of the work of Sholom Aleichem (supported by a commercial bank
and two private individuals), Jewish theater and art festivals, and publication of a
periodic Jewish newspaper (with support from the Dutch Jewish Humanitarian Fund).
Kinor also organized several Holocaust memorial commemorations, but each of these
generated criticism from the Tkumah group in Dnipropetrovsk and the Kyiv-based
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Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies,157 acknowledged Mr. Monastyrsky. Strong
rivalries exist between the various Holocaust-related organizations in Ukraine, he said;
the two largest ones - Tkumah and the Ukrainian Center each claim exclusive expertise
on Holocaust-related issues and events.
Kinor has 350 dues-paying members who participate in local Kinor programs,
including arts and language classes that the organization sponsors. Mr. Monastyrsky
applied to the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany for a grant to
support programs for elderly Jews, but the Joint Distribution Committee intervened with
the Claims Conference to block any allocation to Kinor.158
The current president of the Jewish Fund and Jewish Forum of Ukraine, said Mr.
Monastyrsky, is Vladislav Datochny, a building contractor who has homes in both Kyiv
and Germany. Oleksandr Dubilet of PrivatBank is another very important donor. Unfortunately, said Mr. Monastyrsky, every wealthy Jew who identifies with the Jewish
community wants his own Jewish organization; he has lost several previous donors who
abandoned JFU when they formed their own groups. Mr. Monastyrsky also noted that
the Joint Distribution Committee reduced its support to JFU from $40,000 to $8,000.

97. United Jewish Community of Ukraine was established as the All-Ukraine Jewish
Congress in 1997 by controversial Ukrainian Jewish oligarch Vadym Rabynovych.159 Its
current name was adopted in 1999. In 2008, Ihor Kolomoisky of PrivatBank formally
succeeded Mr. Rabynovych, although the latter maintains a
prominent role in the organization. Iosif Akselrud, who is
executive director of Hillel, also is the executive director of
UJCU.160
Ihor Kolomoisky, one of the principals of PrivatBank, is a native of
Dnipropetrovsk and maintains his Ukraine base in that city.
However, he currently spends most of his time in Geneva.
Photo:
Https://www.google.com/search?q=igor+kolomoisky&rlz=1T4GGRP.

Retreived September 12, 2013.
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Instead of operating its own programs, UJCU supports existing institutions, focusing on
Jewish education. It makes grants to a large number of Jewish day schools and also
funds non-Orthodox Jewish education ventures, including 25 community Sunday
schools and several independent Jewish youth groups. It also is a major donor to the
Hillel student organization.
Mr. Kolomoisky and Mr. Rabynovych together provide almost the entire $3 million
budget of UJCU, said Mr. Akselrud. However, he noted, Mr. Kolomoisky has recently
reduced his individual support, forcing UJUC to trim its allocations in several areas.
98. Preoccupied with the forthcoming Jewish Agency meetings in Kyiv and his
opposition to them, Mr. Zissels was not prepared to speak about the Euro-Asian
Jewish Congress,161 an organization that he serves as President and Chairman of its
General Council (Ukraine). (His responsibilities are roughly equivalent to those of an
executive director in the United States.) The President of
EAJC is Vadym Shulman, a native of Krivoi Rog. In
general, the organization has had a much lower profile
since 2011 when Mr. Shulman replaced Aleksandr
Mashkevich of Kazakhstan as President.
Vadym Shulman, an oligarch with major interests in
telecommunications and other industries, was the principal donor
in the construction of the Chabad synagogue in Krivoi Rog
(pages 103-104).
He also has supported other Jewish
organizations in Ukraine and Israel.
Photo: http://eajc.org/page562. Retrieved September 12, 2013.

99. The Ukrainian Jewish Committee was established by Oleksandr Feldman, a
wealthy businessman from Kharkiv162 and a member of the Ukrainian Rada
(parliament), in 2008. Mr. Feldman, who previously was
associated with the Jewish Fund of Ukraine, modeled the
new organization on the American Jewish Committee, he
said. The writer met with Mr. Feldman and Eduard
Dolinsky, the director-general of the organization, as a
member of a small Jewish Agency delegation.
Oleksandr Feldman, a member of the Rada from Kharkiv, is
highly visible in Ukrainian Jewish life.
Photo: www.ihrpex.org. Retrieved September 16, 2013.
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A major priority of the Ukrainian Jewish Committee since its inception has been
monitoring antisemitism. The Svoboda political party that gained seats in the Rada
during recent elections blames Jews for "everything" (все), said Mr. Feldman, including
the Holodmor (famine of 1932-33) and the enormous influence in the country wielded by
Russians (Москалины). If new elections were held today, Mr. Feldman stated,
Svoboda would receive 45 percent of votes cast in Kyiv, 15 to 20 percent of votes cast
in Mr. Feldman's home base of Kharkiv, and "120 percent" of votes cast in western
Ukraine, the area of strongest Ukrainian nationalism. Mr. Feldman criticized the
Ambassador of Israel for meeting with Svoboda officials, claiming that such meetings
provide Svoboda with legitimacy and credibility.163
100. The writer accompanied two officials of the Jewish Agency for Israel to a meeting
with Ilya Levitas, who currently heads an organization dedicated to memorializing the
massacre of 33,771 Jews at Babyn Yar in Kyiv during the Holocaust on September 2930, 1941.164 Mr. Levitas is an experienced Jewish community leader, having held a
number of positions in different Jewish organizations, but
his recent efforts have focused on the Holocaust,
specifically Babyn Yar.
Born in Tashkent, Ilya Levitas began collecting information on
the Holocaust as an adolescent while still living in that Central
Asian city. He came to Kyiv to attend college in 1945. Mr.
Levitas commenced public activity on behalf of Holocaust
remembrance in 1985-1986 when the then government of
Mikhail Gorbachev made such activity possible.
Photo: babyn-yar.gov.ua. Retrieved September 15, 2013.

Mr. Levitas acknowledged that six different Ukrainian Jewish organizations each work in
memorializing the massacre at Babyn Yar. Current attention to this very painful
episode in Ukrainian Jewish history is very different from the situation that existed
before Mikhail Gorbachev's tenure, he said. Prior to that time, few Jews ever visited
Babyn Yar; those who did venture to the site, he continued, were followed by the KGB
(secret police during the Soviet postwar era) or by vigilantes from the Communiist Party.
People were afraid to call attention to themselves by pursuing interest in Babyn Yar so
they just did not go to the site.
Mr. Levitas also continues research on the role of Jews in Soviet combat forces
during World War II. On a personal level, he noted, he became aware that 24 Jews on
the street where he lived died in combat. Pervasive antisemitism intimidated many
163

Svoboda has sought meetings with diplomats of several countries, attempting to persuade them that the Party
is not antisemitic and is a constructive political force in the country.
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Additional Jews and people of other ethnic groups were killed at Babyn Yar later during World War II.
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soldiers from publicly identifying as Jews, including several hundred who received
military honors from the Soviet state.165 His research includes discovering and
publishing the names of those Jewish combat heroes who felt compelled to identify as
Russians, Lithuanians, Armenians, or some other ethnicity; in some cases, Soviet
authorities deliberately misidentified Jews who had died in battle. Jews also were very
important in the wartime Soviet military industry, both in weapons design and in military
industry management, Mr. Levitas said.
International Jewish Organizations
101.
The Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI, Sochnut) is a Jerusalem-based
organization that works to build Jewish identity and enhance ties between diaspora
Jews and Israel. JAFI offers a number of programs designed to encourage aliyah
(immigration to Israel) of local Jews and their family
members. The writer met with Yaakov Feitelson, the new
Jewish Agency emissary in Kyiv. Prior to his current
position, Mr. Feitelson worked in Belarus, St. Petersburg,
and Moscow for the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee.
Yaakov Feitelson was born in Vilnius, Lithuania. He was
permitted to go to Israel in 1972 after several years as a
refusenik.
Photo: the writer.

The Ukraine demographic situation is precarious, both for the general population and
for Jews, stated Mr. Feitelson, citing a World Bank projection that the 2012 Ukraine
population of 44,940,268 would decline to 36,074,469 by 2050. The Jewish population
of Ukraine has decreased even more rapidly, said Mr. Feitelson, referring to figures
prepared by Iosif Zissels, Chairman of the Va'ad and a respected demographer of
Ukrainian Jewry.166 The number of declared Jews in Ukraine in the last Soviet census
in 1989 was 460,000; Mr. Zissels estimated 302,000 self-declared Jews in 1992,
204,000 in 1995, 114,000 in 2000, 94,000 in 2005, and 81,000 in 2012. Mr. Feitelson
believes that the current number is closer to 100,000 in the entire country, with perhaps
20,000 Jews residing in Kyiv. Including non-Jewish relatives, the number of current
165

Individuals of Jewish ancestry in the Soviet Union were considered Jewish by nationality and were indicated as
such on the fifth (nationality) line of their internal passports. One could not be both Russian and Jewish, Ukrainian
and Jewish, etc. Many of the Jewish museums that have been established in recent years also have expended
significant efforts in identifying Heroes of the Soviet Union who were Jewish, wartime Jewish generals and other
prominent Jewish military figures, noteworthy Jews in the Soviet military industry, etc.; as an example, see the
Holocaust Museum in Odesa that is described in this report (pages 21‐22).
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See pages 134‐135 for more information about Mr. Zissels.
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Kyiv residents eligible for immigration to Israel under the Law of Return probably is
60,000, he continued.
Speaking of individuals with partial Jewish ancestry, but considered non-Jews
according to halacha (Jewish law, which defines Jewish ethnicity according to maternal
descent), Mr. Feitelson said that, after the enormous losses suffered during the
Holocaust, the Jewish people should welcome anyone who wants to be a Jew as a "gift
from G_d." It is the responsibility of the Jewish people to teach half- or quarter-Jews
how to be Jewish, he stated.
Aliyah (emigration to Israel) from Ukraine was down slightly in 2012, compared to
2011, Mr. Feitelson averred. The reason for the decline, he continued, was the ongoing
crisis with Iran; Iranian threats against Israel toward the end of the year deterred
potential immigrants from proceeding with plans to move to Israel. The rate of aliyah
has since improved. One of the most popular aliyah programs, he stated, is the Selah
university in Israel preparatory course, which enrolls young people in an intensive 10month curriculum of Hebrew, English, and other subjects that prepares them for
entering an Israeli university or college. The appeal of Selah, explained Mr. Feitelson,
reflects the deterioration of education, particularly at the post-secondary school level,
in Ukraine. There simply is "no possibility" for a good education in the country; attempts
to acquire a sound education almost always necessitate bribes, he said, and such
corruption corrupts the giver of bribes as well as the receiver of bribes.
Mr. Feitelson then described a continuum of Jewish education opportunities that is
necessary for the maintenance of a strong Jewish identity and subsequent aliyah. First,
he said, the number of Jewish preschools should be increased as these attract young
Jewish families to Jewish life. Next, JAFI needs to expand its summer camp program;
the summer of 2013 will see two JAFI camp sessions enrolling a total of 220
youngsters, but both the length of camp sessions and the number of campers should be
increased. Adolescents who commit to the Na'aleh high school in Israel program would
be better prepared, Mr. Feitelson stated, if JAFI could offer a two-day seminar prior to
departure for the first year in Israel; financial constraints limit preparation to a one-day
seminar, which is insufficient for the transmission of necessary information, informal
socializing, and other activity that would enhance the Na'aleh experience for participants
and their families. Finally, he said, JAFI should reinstate its student and young adult
clubs that were closed for financial reasons. Moishe House, he acknowledged, partially
fills this gap in the continuum, but JAFI should have its own program as well.167
The writer also met with participants in the Jewish Agency Bar and Bat Mitzvah
program, which enrolls approximately 70 youngsters between the ages of 11 and 13
and their parents. The two-year Sunday curriculum focuses on preparation for Bar/Bat
Mitzvah and includes classes every Sunday for 30 weeks during the school year,
167

Mr. Feitelson did not mention Jewish day schools, perhaps an oversight, but perhaps recognition that day
schools are losing enrollment and that some see Na'aleh as unwelcome competition for high school students. He
also failed to mention Sunday schools, the Hillel student organization, the Ukrainian Union of Jewish Students, and
Jewish religious streams that sponsor various informal Jewish education programs.
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celebration of Jewish holidays, and a field trip to Holocaust memorial sites. In addition
to Hebrew and a secular approach to Jewish tradition, students learn about Jewish
history, and study English and computer technology. Arts and socializing opportunities
are built into the program. Many participants are drawn from the Kyiv contingent at the
Jewish Agency summer camp. An accompanying program known as Tsror enrolls
about 30 children between the ages of four and 11 (and their parents). Some activities
are held jointly for parents and children, and some separate youngsters and adults into
different classes. Youngsters may choose to become Bar/Bat Mitzvah under Reform or
Conservative auspices.
When asked how they learned about the Bar/Bat Mitzvah program, parents said:
they have been active in various JAFI activities for years and learned about it from JAFI
announcements; they heard about it from neighbors; and they don't remember how they
found out about it. Youngsters said: a sister in Israel in the Na'aleh program heard
about it in Na'aleh and told her to register; an acquaintance in his [non-Jewish] school
told him about it; they heard about it in a JAFI camp; and their parents knew about it. A
boy said that he attends School #128, which once had a Jewish track; however, the
Jewish track closed and his former Hebrew teacher there suggested that he continue
learning Hebrew in this program. A parent said that her son had a very good
experience in a JAFI summer camp and she wanted him to become a Bar Mitzvah, so a
JAFI Bar Mitzvah seemed logical.
Other parents said that they want their
son to participate in Na'aleh, just as
their daughter has done; the Bar and
Bat Mitzvah program seems to be a
good introduction to Israel.
A small number of Bar/Bat Mitzvah participants and a few parents crowded into a
JAFI office to speak with the writer.
Photo: the writer.

Asked what they like best about the program, parents said: the overall program is of
high quality; the parents learn about subjects with which they were unfamiliar - Jewish
history, the Holocaust, and Israel; and the madrichim (leaders) are very professional.
The parents have become acquainted with each other and developed new friendships;
they are almost like a large, extended family; their children are engaged in wholesome
activities and have made new friends in the program. Youngsters said: they learn about
future opportunities in Israel; the madrichim treat them very well; the madrichim don't
yell at them, but help them when they don't understand something. The atmosphere in
the program is very friendly. A boy said that he likes to learn Hebrew and that the
additional lessons in English supplement his English classes in school. Another boy
said that he lives close to the building in which the program meets.168
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Participants were aware that the primary funder of the program is the Jewish Federation of Metropolitan
Chicago and that the writer has a connection to that organization.
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102.
Amir Ben-Tzvi, who directs operations for the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee (Joint, JDC) in Kyiv and central/western Ukraine, was out of
town during the writer's visit to Kyiv in April. However, she met with members of the
JDC hesed staff (see pages 129-131) during this period. She met with Mr. Ben-Tzvi
during a subsequent visit to Kyiv in June 2013.
Mr. Ben-Tzvi stated that JDC would be leaving its current office space in a somewhat
shabby commercial building for new space that he had just leased in a better building in
the Podil district of the city. He is still looking, he said, for quarters to temporarily rehouse the hesed and Jewish community center while JDC decides how much it
would like to invest in permanent new premises. Ideally, he continued, he would like to
find a building that would accommodate the hesed on the
ground floor and Jewish community/culture activities on a
second floor.
The current hesed building cannot be
renovated to meet JDC needs.
Amir Ben-Tzvi, who earlier headed JDC operations in Dnipropetrovsk for three years and now is completing three years in a
similar position in Kyiv, will return to Israel before the end of 2013.
He will assume new JDC responsibilities in the organization's
Jerusalem headquarters.
Photo: the writer (in 2012).

Answering questions about the reduced client base at the hesed, as described by
hesed professionals with whom the writer conferred earlier (see previously), Mr. BenTzvi said that the JDC Kyiv area budget had been reduced in response to greater needs
in Russia, Belarus, and Moldova. Decisions to increase or decrease services in a
specific area usually reflect differences in local pensions, he said. JDC periodically
examines pensions and purchasing power throughout its service area and changes
service availability accordingly, Mr. Ben-Tzvi explained. In the Kyiv area, he said, a
decision was reached to tighten eligibility criteria, thus reducing the client census.
Further, the extent of services offered to those who retain eligibility also has been
curtailed.
Six to eight percent of clients die in any given year, Mr. Ben-Tzvi stated. Usually, these
are replaced by people on a waiting list. Most of those who die, he noted, are survivors
of Nazi persecution and thus are recipients of services provided through the Conference
on Jewish Material Claims against Germany. Fewer new clients are Holocaust
survivors and thus fewer are funded through the Claims Conference. Life expectancy of
hesed clients, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, is about 10 years longer than that of other
Ukrainians.169
169

As noted earlier, hesed services may play an important role in the longer life expectancy of some Jews, but
other factors also are important; for example, most Jews live in large urban areas where health services are more
accessible, and the educational level of Jews is believed to be substantially higher than that of non‐Jews.
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The hesed currently provides hot meals only to clients in its day center program, said
Mr. Ben-Tzvi, although it subsidizes the hot meal program that Rabbi Asman offers at
the Brodsky synagogue and another program operated by Rabbi Bleich. With support
from World Jewish Relief of London, JDC has reinstated its warm home program,
now offering tea and snacks (instead of full meals) to a maximum of 150 people in 12
different apartments in Kyiv and to additional people in eight more homes outside Kyiv,
in such cities and towns as Chernihiv, Lviv, and Khmelnytskyi. The socialization
opportunties offered in the warm homes are just as important to participating clients as
more clinical welfare services, stated Mr. Ben-Tzvi.
The hesed also is attempting to assist elderly Jews in maintaining contact with
family members who have moved abroad. About 10 individuals with access to home
computers have been taught how to use Skype and other programs that ease
communications. Another means of improved communications, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, is
enhanced use of mobile phones; a recent hesed study showed that about 40 percent
of clients use mobile phones, so the hesed is trying to determine how this technology
can be best employed to improve communications between the hesed and clients.
Changing the topic to Jewish renewal, the writer asked Mr. Ben-Tzvi to describe the
highly publicized program for Jewish young adults known as Juice. Mr. Ben-Tzvi
responded that he initiated Juice as a platform for Jewish young adults who are reticent
about affiliating with established Jewish institutions, such as synagogues and, he
acknowledged, JDC. He selected the name <Juice>, he said, because Englishspeaking young Ukrainians often pronounce the word <Jews> in such a way that it
sounds like <juice>. In order to mollify Jewish young adult concern about associating
with JDC, the visibility of JDC in the program is very low-key. However, he stated, a
staff person in the JDC office coordinates Juice activities and the involvement of JDC in
Juice is greater than many Juice participants would prefer.
A typical Juice event, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, is a moderated chat with public figures. About
50 to 60 Jewish young adults attend such events, he continued, and an entrance fee is
absolutely required. A Purim party attended by about 260 people had an additional
fundraising element and raised approximately $5,000 for a diabetic child (identified by
JDC) with serious medical issues. Juice also has provided networking opportunities
with local businessmen. Juice advertises its programs in local Jewish media and
Internet platforms. It holds some of its events in cafés and private clubs.
All Juice programs, Mr. Ben-Tzvi continued, are discussed with a seven-person
leadership council of Jewish young adults. In the future, said Mr. Ben-Tzvi, Juice
must become "totally independent" and much more sophisticated than it is now.
The JDC Jewish Renewal program in general is very dependent upon development of a
true Jewish community center, Mr. Ben-Tzvi stated. JDC has no space of its own in
which to operate Jewish identity-building programs, he said.
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Responding to a series of questions that the writer asked about the Jewish future in
Kyiv, Mr. Ben-Tzvi predicted that "at least 50 percent" of current Jewish young adults in
the city will leave. Not all of them will go to Israel, he stated, but the majority will leave
the country and settle elsewhere to raise their families. He said that current JDC activity
for young adults is "fun and games" and acknowledged that JDC programs (including
Juice) contain no educational content about responsibility for vulnerable Jewish
population groups that remain in the country. He concurred with the writer's view that
the current JDC hesed system is not tenable in the long run, but offered no suggestions
about development of a Jewish welfare system that might be viable in coming decades.

103. Jeremy Borovitz, a resident of New Jersey, was approaching the end of a oneyear term as a Fellow in the Jewish Service Corps, a program operated by JDC. His
main project, said Mr. Borovitz, was conducting research about former shtetls and
making films describing his findings. He explored Buky (northeast of Uman) and
Berezhany (west of Ternopil); in each case, he said, he worked with local non-Jewish
high school students, doing research in local archives and interviewing senior citizens
who remembered their former Jewish neighbors.
The projects caused much
excitement, Mr. Borovitz continued, because foreigners rarely visited these small towns.
In socializing with local inhabitants, he learned that some
people wanted Jews to return to their towns, believing that
Jews would open new businesses and improve the local
economy. The completed films, Mr. Borovitz said, would be
shown at a film festival.
Jeremy Borovitz joined the Jewish Service Corps program of the
Joint Distribution Committee after spending two years as a Peace
Corps volunteer in Ukraine. His father is an American rabbi and it
is likely that he will enter a rabbinical seminary in the United
States and "join the family business," he said.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to conducting his own projects, Mr. Borovitz assisted JDC in Kyiv with the
Juice program, hosted Shabbat dinners and a Pesach seder for Hillel in Kyiv, and
taught in a regional Jewish Sunday school in Korsun-Shevchenko. Responding to a
comment from the writer about the extensive travel required to move from one of these
assignments to another, Mr. Borovitz said that the logistics were greatly eased by
access to a car and driver provided by JDC. Both JDC and his previous employer, the
Peace Corps, prohibit employees from driving cars in Ukraine, a common policy among
foreign organizations in the country.
Asked about his responsibilities in the Peace Corps, Mr. Borovitz said that he lived in a
village and taught English in the village school. He also helped people in the village
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build modern sanitation facilities, i.e., toilets, and taught Jewish history whenever he
could find people who were interested in it.
Commentary
104. The general mood in Ukraine is one of despair as residents attempt to cope with
national political instability, acute economic pressure, massive corruption, and fear of
the future. Critical institutions have failed, including many in medical care and in
education. "There is no hope for tomorrow" was a common lament during the writer's
visit. For young adults attempting to build careers and for those raising children, a
sense of foreboding prevails.
A casualty of the ineptitude of the Yanukhovych government has been its credibility. It
has lost the support even of its oligarchs, who have benefited from its incompetence
and corruption.
However, the government continues to enjoy the backing of the
security services and armed forces.
The Ukrainian population has suffered a significant demographic decline in the 22 years
of Ukrainian independence. Demographic losses reflect poor health care, inadequate
nutrition, substance abuse, impoverishment, low fertility, high mortality, lack of
confidence in the future, emigration of younger age cohorts and wealthier segments of
the population, and environmental degradation.

105. The rise of a right-wing, fascist political party, Svoboda, in Ukraine only deepens
the sense of apprehension. Although Svoboda (Freedom) denies that it is antisemitic
and it has attempted to reach out to prominent indigenous Jews and to Israeli and other
foreign diplomats, its political platform and rhetoric are frightening to many.

106. The Jewish population of Ukraine is declining more precipitously than the general
Ukrainian population. Although anecdotal information suggests that Jews live longer
than non-Jewish Ukrainians - due to residential concentration in large cities with better
access to health care, a higher level of education, greater financial security, and
medical/social services provided to some older Jews by international Jewish
organizations - Jews are emigrating in disproportionately greater numbers than their
share of the overall population would suggest. Many of those who remain in Ukraine
are assimilating into the general population. Smaller Jewish population centers are
disappearing as former Jewish residents emigrate abroad, migrate to larger cities, or
assimilate. Jewish day schools in some smaller Jewish population centers have closed,
and other Jewish institutions are likely to collapse as well. Jewish funding sources are
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recognizing that smaller Jewish population centers simply cannot sustain Jewish life at
a cost that is defensible.
Such circumstances demand an increased investment in summer and winter camps,
Shabbatonim, family camps, and seminars that bring people together over considerable
distances for intensive Jewish experiences. In the longer term, migration to large cities
or to Israel should be encouraged.

107.
The demographic situation is exacerbated by an intermarriage rate widely
believed to be 80 to 90 percent. Many descendants of such intermarriages are
disinclined to identify as Jews. Of those whose Jewish roots do not conform to Jewish
law (halacha), that is, those who are not descendants of Jewish mothers, most are
rejected by Orthodox rabbis who continue to control certain gateways to Jewish life. On
the other hand, the search by some individuals of mixed ethnicity for a Jewish heritage
validates the presence of more welcoming Jewish organizations, such as Hillel, Moishe
House, the Jewish Agency, the Joint Distribution Committee, and others. In turn, these
groups need to be fully responsive to those Jewish religious streams that offer a more
open, more tolerant interpretation of Jewish law and practice.

108. The formal Jewish education infrastructure appears to be a spent force, yielding
few positive results.
Jewish day schools, particularly those under Orthodox
sponsorship, are losing enrollment. Many are operating with fewer than 20 youngsters
per grade level, a number depriving them of government aid (if government inspectors
adhere to government policy). Certainly, Jewish demographic decline plays a major
role in the loss of pupils. However, low achievement standards in secular studies,
poorly equipped and maintained school facilities, and Jewish educational content that
seems antiquated and irrelevant to many contemporary Jewish families are additional
deterrents to pupil enrollment.
The various colleges and quasi-universities established by rabbis attract mainly
impoverished and/or academically weak young people who are unable to enroll in more
conventional universities and institutes. Alternatively, some rabbis pay tuition fees at
secular institutions for young people who agree to undertake a parallel course of
religious studies under rabbinic supervision. Many young people in these programs find
such religious curricula tedious and irrelevant to the lifestyles that they wish to pursue.
Students from poverty-stricken families may have few alternatives within Ukraine, but
Israeli programs offer other options. As the Ukrainian Jewish population continues to
decline - particularly that segment of the Jewish population that comes from small towns
with weak schools - the ability of these rabbinic-sponsored programs to attract students
will wane accordingly. Clearly, some rabbis also are finding that the cost of main-taining
these dual programs is prohibitive.
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The stipend-based Orthodox STARS (Student Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers)
program, which was initiated in 2006, drew positive endorsement from some observers
in its early years, but the passage of time has led to a more tempered view of its
achievements. In brief, the issuance of stipends has been the primary incentive for
many, perhaps most, participants; with only a modest number of exceptions, their
interest in Orthodoxy has failed to survive the cessation of payments upon completion of
the STARS course.
Although several universities in Ukraine offer random Jewish-focus courses (most often
in history), the field of academic Jewish studies is severely underdeveloped and
underfunded. The situation is unlikely to improve under current economic conditions.

109.
Informal Jewish education - in the form of summer and winter camps,
Shabbatons, multi-day seminars and family camps, programs focusing on cultural
expressions of Judaism, youth and student groups - appears to generate greater
interest. Participant planning and leadership are critical elements of successful
programs for older adolescents and young adults. The need to pay participation fees is
understood, although many would-be participants are unable to pay the full cost of
programs.
A single [multi-day] Jewish Agency seminar for students and young adults achieves
more profound and lasting results in building Jewish identity than does an entire year of
STARS classes, an Orthodox rabbi told the writer, and his rabbinic colleagues agree
with him, he added. However, he acknowledged, they cannot declare this fact in public,
and he implored the writer not to mention his name. Greater investment in informal
Jewish education, properly planned and executed, is warranted.
Similarly, Taglit and MASA, as well as Na'aleh and Selah, have proved their worth in
advancing Jewish identity and strrengthening ties between Ukrainian Jewish young
people and Israel. These programs also should be fortified and expanded.

110. As Ukrainian Jewry diminishes in numbers, the circumstances of older Jews in
Ukraine require additional attention from both local Jews who remain and from world
Jewry. It is unrealistic to expect the Ukrainian government to respond adequately to the
needs of its older citizens; equally, it is unlikely that the current model of dependence
upon the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee will yield a sustainable plan to
insure that Jewish seniors in Ukraine are able to live in dignity.
A more fruitful
approach might be the development of a coalition of indigenous, Israeli, and North
American Jewish service providers that would create a Ukrainian Jewish welfare system
for the provision of social services to Ukrainian Jews, particularly elderly Jews. The
coalition must be committed to actual service management by local Jews, with financial
support from both Ukrainian Jews and from international Jewish organizations.
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Such a coalition would include Ukrainian Jewish professional and lay leaders, a Joint
Distribution Committee team with a revised future-oriented mandate, North American
Jewish federations and their constituent welfare agencies, smaller Jewish welfarerelated groups (such as Jewish Healthcare International and Adopt-a-Bubbe), European
Jewish foundations and other groups, community rabbis in the post-Soviet states, and
relevant Israeli organizations, including health plans, hospitals, and other organizations.
Hundreds of qualified Russian-speaking Jewish social service professionals are
available within these groups to work with indigenous individuals, many of whom
already have acquired valuable professional experience, in building a viable post-Soviet
Jewish social service system. A Ukrainian Jewish welfare system might vary in detail
from one post-Soviet Jewish community to another, but its common element would be
local management of essential social services for the Jewish population, supported
financially by both local and international sources.

Betsy Gidwitz
Chicago, Illinois
October 10, 2013
Unless otherwise indicated, all photographs and translations are by the writer.
Modified Ukrainian orthography generally is favored over Russian orthography.

