OBSERVATIONS ON
JEWISH COMMUNITY LIFE IN UKRAINE
(Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, Zaporizhzhia, Kyiv}
A Visit in April 2015
The writer visited four Jewish population centers in Ukraine between April 15 and May
1, 2015. She entered the country in Dnipropetrovsk, using that city as base for ten days
while also visiting Kharkiv and Zaporizhzhia in the eastern part of the country. She
concluded her visit in the capital city of Kyiv.
Ukraine is somewhat smaller
in size than the American
state of Texas.
It shares
borders with seven other
countries: Russia to its north,
east, and south (Crimea,
annexed by Russia in 2014);
Belarus to its north; Poland,
Slovakia, and Hungary to its
west; and Romania and
Moldova to its southwest.
Russia-backed military forces
currently occupy Luhansk,
Donetsk, and surrounding
territory.
Map:
russianworldforums.com.
Retrieved July 5, 2015.

Ukraine remains mired in the crisis that erupted in late November 2013, when as many
as 2,000 protestors gathered on Independence Square (Maidan Nezalezhnosti, Ukr.) in
central Kyiv in response to a decision by the then Ukrainian government of Viktor
Yanukhovych to suspend preparation for concluding an association agreement with the
European Union. The Maidan uprising peaked on February 19-20, 2014, when wellarmed snipers atop nearby buildings shot at demonstrators, killing more than 100
individuals. Anti-government protests continued. Yanukhovych fled the country shortly
thereafter, obtaining asylum in Russia. Barely one week later, Russian troops deployed
at strategic locations in Crimea, purportedly at the request of Mr. Yanukhovych.
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Beginning in early March, pro-Russian separatist demonstrators began to occupy state
and municipal buildings in Kharkiv, Luhansk, Donetsk, and several other points in
eastern regions of the country. Although local residents were among the militants, the
instigators are believed to have been Russians who crossed the porous border between
the two countries. The separatists were repelled in Kharkiv, but continue to control
Luhansk, Donetsk, and adjacent areas. Crimea remains under Russian control.
Those who sympathize with Russia assert that Ukraine has simply, and justly, returned
to its historic division between Russian and Ukrainian influence. In this assessment, the
eastern and southern portions of Ukraine have long been oriented toward Russia, and
the central and western areas have closer ties to central Europe. However, the Russiapartisans fail to understand that the rapid succession of events during the last few years
have created a new sense of Ukrainian national identity that is visible even in Kharkiv,
Dnipropetrovsk, and Zaporizhzhya oblasts.1
The place of Ukrainian language
in everyday life has been greatly
strengthened in recent years by
mandated school instruction, required usage in public signage
and other measures. Additionally, the Russian assault on
Ukrainian sovereignty has reinforced Ukrainian patriotism, thus
enhancing the appeal of Ukrainian as the dominant tongue.
Map: http://www.economist.com/blogs/
graphicdetail/2015/06/ukraine-graphics.
Retrieved July 13, 2015.

Some residents of eastern regions, as well as the seaport city of Odesa and its
environs, may desire more robust commercial relations with Russia and the
maintenance of strong ties with family and friends in Russia. However, a yearning for
enhanced links with Russia does not void the conviction of many that the preferred path
for Ukraine is one of independence and a general pro-Western direction. The sense of
Western orientation is particularly strong among the youth and young adult segments of
the population, that is, those who are most comfortable in use of the Internet and who
are more likely to speak a western language (in addition to Ukrainian and Russian) than
are middle-aged and older Ukrainians. Additionally, some Ukrainians have been
influenced by neighboring countries, particularly Poland, that were dominated by the
Soviet Union for almost 50 years during the post-World War II period and have
subsequently assumed a strong Western orientation.

1

An oblast is a governing unit with authority similar to that of a state or county in the United States. It
usually bears the name of the largest city in its area.
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Notwithstanding the conclusion of a second Minsk agreement2 on February 11, 2015,
fighting between Ukraine and units sympathetic to Russia continued in the Donbas area
during the writer's visit in April and has persisted since then. Volunteer groups
throughout Ukraine had mobilized in support of the Ukrainian defense effort, gathering
equipment and other provisions (such as bulletproof vests, computers, and medical
supplies).3 Although reports of draft evasion were widespread, the writer also
encountered a number of men of post-draft age who had registered with the reserves.
This booth in central Kharkiv, a city close
to the Russian border, is manned by
volunteers seeking donations for the
Ukrainian armed forces. To its side is a
sandbagged defense point. Both the
collection booths and defense points are
common in eastern Ukraine, an area in
which many residents, both Ukrainianand Russian-speaking, feel threatened
by Russia.
Photo: the writer.

In addition to the continuing separatist occupation of portions of eastern Ukraine, forces
sympathetic to Russia also mounted occasional small-scale terrorist attacks in Kyiv,
Odesa, and Kharkiv. Frequently in the form of small bombs, the targets usually were
transportation links or volunteer humanitarian and/or military assistance organizations.
Although some human casualties did occur, the intent appeared to be intimidation,
rather than massive loss of life. However, Ukrainians with whom the writer spoke
seemed defiant in the face of these and other Russian or Russian-instigated attacks.
Economic distress was pervasive throughout the country, a situation that pre-dated the
Russian invasion and seemed to intensify almost with each passing day. Too much of
the economy has been based on heavy industry deriving from extensive mineral
resources in the eastern segment of the country; much of this manufactured output is
obsolescent, in part because it is dependent upon cumbersome and politically sensitive
Soviet-era supply chain linkages. Further, oligarchic interests and massive corruption
deter and distort economic development. Investment, both local and foreign, also is
The Minsk Protocol of September 5, 2014, was signed in Minsk by representatives of Ukraine, Russia,
and both the Donetsk and Luhansk "people's republics" (DNR and LNR respectively). The protocol was
intended to bring about an immediate ceasefire. However, fighting continued. A second Minsk
agreement, overseen by the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, was signed on
February 11, 2015; it was intended to revive the original protocol.
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"Donbas" is a popular term referring to the Donets River basin, a region that includes Donetsk and
Luhansk oblasts in Ukraine, as well as Rostov oblast in neighboring Russia. Its definition is understood to
include coal and iron mines in the area and the heavy industry that developed from these deposits.
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See pages 60-61 and 112-114 for reports of the writer's discussions with two such support groups, in
Dnipropetrovsk and Kyiv respectively.
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discouraged by ever higher taxes as the government seeks to generate revenue. Local
health, safety, and labor standards remain far below western requirements and impede
Ukrainian accession to international trade agreements, as do irregular accounting and
banking practices.
Inflation continues to climb, particularly on imported goods such as medicines, as the
Ukrainian hryvnia decreases in value against foreign currencies. Although Ukraine is
attempting to diversify its fuel sources, it remains dependent upon Russia for energy
and thus vulnerable to supply disruptions for reasons of political or economic blackmail.
Yet in the midst of all of this gloom, observers point to Ukraine's rich farmlands and its
historic role as the "breadbasket of Europe." The black earth of Ukrainian steppes,
along with a favorable climate, create conditions well suited to the growth of various
agricultural crops, especially certain critical grains. A modest food-processing industry
has arisen.
However, Ukrainian agriculture development is constrained by
inadequacies in financing, infrastructure, agricultural engineering, regulation, and
customs control, as well as protective agriculture policies in other countries.
Of great interest to many of the young adults with whom the writer spoke is a rapidly
developing technology sector that already supports a significant outsourcing base for
software and hardware manufacturers in other countries.4 Ukraine also is developing its
own innovation industry, designing and manufacturing new products in several business
disciplines. Obstacles to further progress in information technology are many, including
a weak legal system, corruption, irregular IT education standards across the country,5
and emigration of skilled specialists who can obtain more lucrative positions in other
countries.
Compounding economic distress is the movement of internally displaced people from
Crimea and eastern Ukraine.
Although no precise figures exist, a consensus has
developed that about two million people have fled their homes in response to
occupation and continuing violence in these areas. The Ukrainian government has
failed to develop an effective response to the issue of migrants. Although some have
fled the country and have re-settled in Russia, Israel, or elsewhere, approximately 1.4
million IDP's remained in Ukraine as of July 2015.6 A large number are unemployed
and lack permanent housing. Non-governmental organizations, both international and
local grassroots groups, attempt to provide essential aid, but the situation of IDP's
persists as a serious problem for Ukraine and shows little sign of abating in the near
future.
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Less admirably, Ukraine also is a center of international computer fraud. Ukrainians are among the
most active international cyber criminals, obtaining information and funds through unauthorized access to
private, commercial, or government computer systems.
5
The writer was informed by several individuals providing advanced technology to the Ukrainian defense
forces that some soldiers and officers were ill-prepared to use it effectively.
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https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/up.html. Retrieved August 24, 2015.
Most statistics about the Ukrainian population cited in this report derive from The World Factbook.
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___________
The general population of Ukraine is estimated to be 44,429,471 as of July 2015, a
steep decline from the estimated 1991 national population (at the time of the
disintegration of the Soviet Union) of 53 million. Individuals of Ukrainian and Russian
ethnicity account for 77.8 percent and 17.3 percent of the population respectively. The
estimated 2015 Ukrainian birthrate is 10.72 per 1,000 population, compared with a
death rate of 14.46 per 1,000 population, that is, significantly more people die than are
born.7 Population loss 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.
Kyiv, the capital of Ukraine, was estimated in mid-2015 to have a population of
2,797,553. It is followed in size by Kharkiv, 1,430,885; Dnipropetrovsk, 1,032,822;
Donetsk, 1,024,700; and Odesa, 1,001,558.8 It is likely that some of these figures have
been affected by hostilities in eastern Ukraine, with Donetsk suffering a population loss
and the three largest cities experiencing an influx of internally displaced persons.
Different Jewish organizations use different methods to estimate the total Jewish
population of Ukraine. One of the more reasonable numbers, 211,000, is advanced
by the Institute of Contemporary Jewry at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and
employed by the Jewish Agency for Israel. Jewish population figures parallel those of
the general Ukrainian population, that is, the largest numbers of Jews reside in the
largest cities. Perhaps 35,000 Jews live in Kyiv, 26,000 in Dnipropetrovsk, 25,000 in
Odesa, 21,000 in Kharkiv, and 10,500 in Donetsk.9 Smaller Jewish populations of up to
15,000 may reside in smaller cities and towns in the periphery of each of these major
demographic centers. About 50 percent of the Jewish population is believed to be
elderly. The number of Jewish internally displaced people remaining in Ukraine is
thought to be about 2,000, some of whom have found their own housing and others of
whom reside in temporary shelters, receiving full or partial support from rabbis and/or
the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.
The Jewish population of Ukraine has declined substantially in recent years, mirroring
and exceeding the decrease in the Ukrainian population in general. Emigration to Israel
has increased dramatically, reflecting both the deteriorating economic situation in
Ukraine and the displacement of many Jews in eastern Ukraine.
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However, the birth/death ratio is improving. In 2014, the estimated ratio was 9.41 to 15.72.
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Http://worldpopulationreview.com/countries/ukraine-population/major-cities-in-ukraine.
August 25, 2015.
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Figures are provided by the Jewish Agency for Israel, April 2015.

Retrieved
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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 report. The writer also communicated with several additional
individuals by telephone and/or e-mail with reference to this report.

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.10
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.

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.) The city rises on both sides of the Dnipr River. As is true in most Dnipr River cities, the
more developed side is on the west bank (which appears in the foreground of the above photo.)
Photo: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dnipropetrovsk_Panorama.jpg. Retrieved July 19, 2013.

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, economic conditions in Dnipropetrovsk are somewhat less severe than in most
other areas of Ukraine. The oblast government is considered among the most
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.
10

As is the case concerning other places names in Ukraine associated with the Soviet era, debate ensues
about re-naming the city to reflect its Ukrainian identity. A return to Ekaterinoslav is unlikely as Catherine
was an empress of imperial Russia.
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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, a past Prime Minister of Ukraine imprisoned under the former
Yanukhovych regime, is a native of the city.
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.
More than 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 strong pro-Israel stance of Chief Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki.
Regularly scheduled commercial air service connects Dnipropetrovsk and Ben Gurion
airport in Israel. Estimates of the current Jewish population of Dnipropetrovsk range
from 25,000 to 40,000; it is the second largest Jewish population center in Ukraine,
surpassed only by Kyiv.
Dnipropetrovsk is the center of the Chabad movement in Ukraine. Honoring the
historic presence of Chabad in the city that continued into the 1930’s, the late
Lubavitcher Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson appointed Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki
to the post of Chief Rabbi of Dnipropetrovsk in 1990. Rabbi Kaminezki is widely
recognized as the most effective large-city community rabbi in all of the post-Soviet
successor states.
1. Symbolic of the role of Chabad in the city is the Menorah Center, a Chabad Jewish
cultural center that opened in October 2012. Designed to appear as seven-branch
menorah (candelabrum associated with Jewish ritual), the Menorah Center comprises
538,000 square feet (approximately 50,000 square meters). Although the complex has
been referred to as a Jewish community center - the largest Jewish community center in
the world (крупнейший в мире), according to Chabad - it is a unique structure, bearing
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little resemblance to Jewish community centers in North or South America. It is,
instead, an office complex, conference center, banquet hall, hotel, Jewish museum, and
small shopping mall. It hosts offices and program centers of other Jewish organizations, including the Jewish Agency for Israel, the Joint Distribution Committee, and
ORT.
The regional consulate-general of the State of Israel is located within its
premises.
Construction
costs, said to be more than
$60 million, were covered
entirely by local oligarchs Ihor
Kolomoisky
and
Hennady
Bogolubov. Parking space is
very limited.
The Menorah Center overshadows the red-roofed Golden Rose
Choral Synagogue in a busy area
of Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

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 ground-floor 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 vestibules, shops,
the hotel, and other functional areas are separated by stone replicas of facades of
former synagogues in the area. Shops include an upscale kosher restaurant, a more
modest kosher coffee shop, a small kosher grocery store, Judaica shop, florist, an
insurance agency, and a bank branch. A wide stairway leads to the Museum of Jewish
Holocaust and History in Ukraine,11 and a passageway connects the Center with the
synagogue. Another passageway leads directly to the conference space and banquet
halls. Security is visible, but unobtrusive.
Entrance to the Menorah Center is gained most easily through street-side doors in each
of the two end-towers, although doors in the end-tower at left are accessible only by
ascending two flights of outdoor steps that are difficult for mobility-impaired individuals
to mount. Vehicular access is available at the rear of the structure.
The Menorah Hotel is a four-star facility accommodating 80 guests. Its elevators and
door key system are programmed to be Shabbat-compliant. Because the hotel is
connected to the synagogue through the Menorah Center, some religiously observant
individuals and families take advantage of Shabbat package rates. A planned hostel in
a different section of the Menorah Center failed to attract guests and has been

11

See pages 29-31.
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converted into a 16-room two-star facility known as the 7-Days City Hotel, featuring
accommodations available at modest prices.
The conference and banquet facilities include two connecting ballrooms that
together seat 1,500 people. A tiered theater with a professional sound system
accommodates 320 individuals. Smaller conference rooms and informal meeting
spaces exist throughout the complex.
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 Joint Distribution Committee, the Jewish Agency for Israel, and ORT) 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 paying a market rate include lawyers, an information technology
company, and various shops.
Svetlana Yermakova, manager of the Menorah Center, stated that 5,000 people pass
through the complex every day. Some work in the building, others attend meetings and
conferences there, some participate in social/cultural activities operated by resident
organizations, and some patronize Menorah Center restaurants or shops. One of the
newer tenants is an IT company previously located in Donetsk; fleeing the violence
there, it moved to Dnipropetrovsk and found the Menorah Center well-suited to its
needs. Almost all space in the complex is leased, the exception - until recently being a "difficult" two-story expanse that had been configured to specifications for a
particular client who subsequently reneged on an oral agreement for the premises.
Now, said Ms. Yermakova, it was likely that a private company close to the community
would build a loft into the area and use the loft and full floor below for back-office
operations. The private company would, of course, pay the full commercial rate. Thirty
to 40 percent of space in the Menorah Center is leased on commercial terms, continued
Ms. Yermakova, and rent from these
premises was sufficient to yield profit for
the entire complex.
Alexander Miroshnik, chief engineer of the
Menorah Center, and Sevetlana Yermakova, manager of the Center, flank a
Chabad calendar in the management office
of the complex.
Photo: the writer.

Both the main Menorah Hotel and the smaller budget hotel also are profitable, said Ms.
Yermakova, each showing an occupancy rate of about 60 percent, a more than
acceptable level for each facility. The Menorah Center offers a high level of service to
its tenants, she continued. All mechanical systems in the complex are computercontrolled and very efficient.
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Questioned about security, Chief Engineer Alexander Miroshnik acknowledged that we
live in "unstable times." However, no security problems have ever occurred. The
complex was built with very strong columns that should be able to survive most bomb
attacks, he said. Security guards and cameras monitor the building 24 hours a day. A
fire sprinkler system is in place throughout the structure and all necessary fire safety
measures are observed. A minor electrical fire related to some misplaced cables
occurred during the summer of 2014, he said; the building was evacuated according to
plan and damage was minimal.
Ms. Yermakova and Mr. Miroshnik expressed optimism that the Menorah Center would
continue to prosper. They noted that its event and conference spaces already attracted
about 90 percent of all local conferences. It had hosted a major ballroom dance
competition within the last week, and many theater events also occurred in its event
spaces. Dnipropetrovsk, they noted, is in the center of eastern Ukraine and is easily
accessible from Kyiv as well; out-of-town participants in these gatherings could, and do,
stay in the attached hotels. Local people, they observed, consider the Center a
"destination" and walk through it on Sundays, sometimes stopping in at the café or a
particular shop.
Jewish Education and Culture
2. Chabad operates two early childhood centers in the city, Ilana and Beit
Tsindlicht. The Ilana center, named in memory of a former participant who died as a
young child, enrolls about 40 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. Almost all of the children are
halachically Jewish, but some children in families where only the father is Jewish are
accepted if the father is active in the Chabad community. The family of Victor Pinchuk,
a native of Dnipropetrovsk and oligarch who now lives in Kyiv, provided funding for Beit
Tsindlicht, which is named in memory of Mr. Pinchuk's maternal grandparents.
Each of the two centers operates a daylong program, serving three full meals and a
snack. About 60 percent of families pay the minimum monthly tuition of 500 hryvnia
(about $20 at the time of the writer's visit), a few pay the maximum sum of 1900 hryvnia
(about $85), and some pay less than the minimum.
Notwithstanding the
inability/unwillingness of some families to fulfill tuition requirements, the financial
situation of the two programs is stable, said Yudit Baram, the principal of Beit Tsindlicht;
the local Chabad Philanthropic Fund12 subsidizes all Chabad education ventures in the
city.
Beit Tsindlicht children are placed in one of six sections based on age, language
preference (Russian or Hebrew), and religious background. Many of the Chabad
families are Israelis and prefer that Hebrew be the primary teaching language, said Ms.
12

See pages 45-48.
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Baram; thus, all children from religiously-observant families are in Hebrew-speaking
classes, and most local children, who usually are from less traditional families, are in
groups that use Russian as the primary language. However, based on the writer's
observations, Beit Tsindlicht sometimes appears reluctant to acknowledge differences
in age and religious observance in the teaching of religion classes; on a single day in
April, she visited four of the six classes, each of which was being taught about brit mila
(circumcision), seemingly on the same educational level and using the same vocabulary. Secular classes were taught on age-appropriate levels, using a Ukrainian state
curriculum and workbooks.
Beit Tsindlicht encourages families of rising first graders to enroll their children in the
Chabad day school (School #144, see below) and offers programs to familiarize parents
with the school and ease the transition of children into the School #144 environment.
Youngsters from religiously observant families enter the attached machon for girls or the
yeshiva katana for boys. The transition usually is
very smooth, said Ms. Baram, because the
children know each other and even parents from
secular backgrounds understand the policies of a
Jewish day school.
Yudit Baram, far right, is an experienced Israeli
specialist in early childhood education. As principal of
Beit Tsindlicht, she works closely with Natalia Kozarinskaya, near right, a local woman, who is the Beit
Tsindlicht administrator.
Photo: the writer.

Beit Tsindlicht employs 18 teachers, some of them on a part-time basis. Most are local
women who are graduates of Beit Chana.13 Some are Israelis who have completed
training at Chabad teachers' colleges in Israel. In addition to classroom teachers, Beit
Chana also has a physical education teacher and a speech therapist on staff.
In response to a question, Ms. Baram said that Beit Tsindlicht has enrolled up to ten
children from internally displaced families during the current school year. Ten
internally displaced youngsters entered Beit Tsindlicht in September, she stated, but
seven of them have departed with their families since then to go to Israel. Three
remain. Most of these youngsters are severely traumatized, Ms. Baram asserted. Their
parents also are extremely anxious, because few have been able to find suitable
employment and most live in deplorable conditions here [in Dnipropetrovsk], unable to
afford decent apartments or other necessities for a comfortable life.
Both Beit Tsindlicht and Ilana are operating at capacity, Ms. Baram noted. Enough
interest in these schools exists to open another full daycare/preschool program at a

13

See pages 26-28.
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location on the other (east) side of the Dnepr River, but the Chabad community lacks
the funds to develop the necessary infrastructure.
3. 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. In all, the premises currently accommodate 403
youngsters, of whom 243 attend grades one through 11 (the conventional Ukrainian
system) in the day school in the main building and 160 are enrolled in the machon and
yeshiva katana that are housed in the smaller buildings. Enrollment in the regular day
school was 285 last year. The roster of the machon and yeshiva katana has increased
significantly, particularly in the
lower grades, since last year
said Elena Krasnova, the
principal of the day school.
The main building of School
#144 is seen at left. The girls'
machon is behind this structure
and the boys' yeshiva katana is
to the left.
Photo: Chabad of Dnipropetrovsk.

In response to a question, Ms. Krasnova said that the current enrollment includes 21
internally displaced children across all three sections - the regular day school, the
machon, and the yeshiva katana. Some of these pupils attended the Chabad day
school in Donetsk previously, but others entered School #144/machon/yeshiva with no
previous Jewish education experience. Tutoring in religious subjects is offered to the
newcomers on Sundays, stated Ms. Krasnova.
New emphasis has been placed on improving teaching methodology during the past
year, Ms. Krasnova stated. Youngsters do well in city competitions in most subjects.
Notwithstanding budgetary problems, the school has obtained some new technology
and now has five interactive whiteboards. The ORT computer program is excellent; it
now includes two computer laboratories in the main building and a sophisticated photo
and sound lab that is located in the girls' machon, but is accessible to all. The boys'
yeshiva now has its own computer facility. Pupils continue to do well at ORT and city IT
competitions.
The Jewish studies curriculum includes three weekly class periods in Hebrew
language instruction for all students. Additionally, elementary school classes have three
weekly lessons in Jewish tradition, and high school students have two weekly lessons in
Jewish tradition. All Jewish and Israeli holidays are observed.

13

The official school day ends at 2:30 to 3:30 p.m., depending on the age of the pupils,
stated Ms. Krasnova. However, various activities are offered until 4:30 p.m. in order to
accommodate the work schedules of parents. Bus transportation is provided to all
youngsters.
Ms. Krasnova observed that the school works closely with
Beit Tsindlicht and is developing programs that will ease
the transition from Beit Tsindlicht to School #144 for both
children and parents.
Relations between the school,
machon, and yeshiva katana also are very good, said Ms.
Krasnova.
Principal Elena Krasnova came to the Levi Yitzhak Schneerson
Ohr Avner Jewish Day School after successful administrative
experience in several city schools.
Photo: the writer.

The school is instituting a Bar/Bat Mitzvah program that engages the entire seventh
grade, said Ms. Krasnova. Thus all youngsters are enabled to participate in this ritual,
even if their families are not comfortable in synagogue-based programs.
In response to a question about student plans for education following grade 11, Ms.
Krasnova said that many graduates attend various post-secondary institutions in the
city. An increasingly popular option, she stated, is the Lauder Business School in
Vienna, a small college established with the assistance of Ronald S. Lauder. Instruction
is in English and financial assistance is available to students who agree to study Jewish
subjects along with business courses. Many remain in Europe after receiving a Lauder
degree, said Ms. Krasnova.
The spaciousness of the school, its modernity and cleanliness, and its central location
enable it to host many city-wide seminars for teachers, Ms. Krasnova stated proudly.
In recent months, School #144 had been the site for seminars in the teaching of
science, mathematics, and the Russian
language. Its ORT computer rooms host
frequent seminars for teachers of computer technology.
A portion of one of the three ORT computer
labs at School #144 is seen at right. Natalia
Medvedova, the ORT director in Dnipropetrovsk, is observing student work. See also
pages 28-29.
Photo: the writer.
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In a separate meeting, 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, stated that School #144 has achieved measurable academic gains,
especially in mathematics and physics, since Ms. Krasnova assumed the role of school
principal. Independent internal testing has been employed to rigorously monitor student
progress, and grade inflation had ceased. He believes that Ms. Krasnova has
introduced a "spirit of innovation" into the school.14
4. As noted, the girls' machon and boys' yeshiva katana each enroll about 80
youngsters. Rabbi Reuven Chupin, dean of the yeshiva, observed that enrollment in
the upper grades had decreased because boys from religious homes now attend the
residential yeshiva (equivalent to grades 7-10, see below) established last year near the
city of Zaporizhzhya. About 60 percent of the curriculum in the day yeshiva covers
secular subjects, he stated, a majority proportion reinforced by the addition of a
computer lab with 10 workstations at the beginning of the 2014-2015 school year. The
yeshiva recognized, he averred at a previous meeting, that IT skills were necessary for
all students, including those in religious concentrations. Also, it was clear that some of
the boys would not continue in yeshiva study after eleventh grade; it is essential that
they be prepared in computer technology for further education in secular studies or for
the labor market.
The writer was unable to observe any classes in the girls' machon or to speak with any
senior administrator there. As in the boys' yeshiva, classes are small and include pupils
from both religious and secular
homes.
Additionally, youngsters
from unstable families who live in
residential facilities (see below)
sponsored by the Chabad community
also attend the yeshiva and machon.
The machon has its own small fitness
studio. Girls in the photo at left practice
a form of rhythmic gymnastics.
Photo: the writer.

5.
A residential yeshiva katana opened at the beginning of the 2013-2014 school
year, initially enrolling eight boys (later joined by a ninth boy) in the equivalent of eighth
grade. The yeshiva is adding both younger and older pupils, having established a
mechina or preparatory year for seventh graders and advancing the 2013-2014 eighth
14

For the remainder of an interview with Mr. Brez, see pages 45‐48.
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graders into ninth grade. The total enrollment during the 2014-2015 academic year was
18, which included six boys in the preparatory, pre-Bar Mitzvah class, three in the
equivalent of eighth grade, and nine in ninth grade.
Located in Novoaleksandrovka, a small town close to Zaporizhzhya, the yeshiva
occupies a rented property originally designed as a guest house. Study halls and
bedrooms are located in this facility. Several small trailers/caravans have been placed
in its backyard to accommodate classrooms for the non-resident seventh grade boys.
An adjacent small courtyard is used for pick-up basketball games, and a neighboring
field accommodates informal soccer games. Supporters of the yeshiva have financed a
small conditioning room in the guest house basement that contains fitness apparatus.
Additionally, boys are taken to a swimming pool in Dnipropetrovsk on a regular
schedule.
Five of the six boys in the preparatory class live at home in Dnipropetrovsk and
commute to Novoaleksandrovka on a daily basis, said Rabbi Chaim Chazan, director of
the yeshiva. The sixth, a son of a Chabad rabbi in another town, boards with a local
Chabad family. Clearly disappointed with the small size of the eighth grade class,
Rabbi Chazan explained that this cohort had been small as it moved through the
yeshiva day school in Dnipropetrovsk and that competition from comparable yeshivot in other cities had
deterred non-local boys from enrolling.15 Additionally,
Rabbi Chazan had rejected two applicants whom he and
his associates considered unsuitable for intensive
religious study in a residential program.
A native of Australia, Rabbi Chaim Chazan attended yeshiva
in England and was senior educator at a boys' yeshiva in New
York before founding the yeshiva in Novoaleksandrovka. He
was recruited for the Ukraine position by Rabbi Shmuel
Kaminezki, Rabbi Meir Stambler, and Rabbi Rafael Rutman (a
British-born businessman in Kyiv).
Photo: the writer.

The purpose of the yeshiva, stated Rabbi Chazan, is to educate boys for a
"commitment to religious life". It does not prepare youngsters for further secular
education and, accordingly, offers no general studies classes. Its main constituency is
the Chabad population in Ukraine, most of which is of Israeli origin. However, when
space is available, the yeshiva accepts boys from Chabad families outside Ukraine and
even from interested non-Chabad families. The main teaching language is Hebrew.
A yeshiva for the same age group (ages 12 through 15/16) has operated in Moscow for some years
and draws boys from Chabad families throughout the post-Soviet states. Other comparable European
yeshivot are located in Antwerp, Paris, Germany, and London. The Antwerp institution was new and
attracted some families that also were considering the Ukraine yeshiva for their sons. Rabbi Chazan did
not mention the possibility that current instability in Ukraine also might have affected parental choice.
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Boys are taught as individuals and in small groups so that different learning styles are
respected and no youngster is humiliated by being taken aside for special instruction.
Rabbi Chazan and another rabbi are the primary instructors; they are assisted by three
younger men between the ages of 20 and 22. All reside in the yeshiva or in close
proximity to it. The yeshiva might benefit from the addition of several rabbis from the
large Chabad community in Dnipropetrovsk as part-time teachers, stated Rabbi
Chazan, but the isolation of Novoaleksandrovka makes commuting between jobs in the
two locales difficult.
In response to a question, Rabbi Chazan said that he expected enrollment in 2015-2016
to be at least 25 boys. He was anticipating that all current pupils would return, that a
new cohort of local boys would join the mechina class, and that additional boys would
enroll in the eighth and ninth grade groups. He was already considering a number of
new applications, he stated. Prospective non-local students are interviewed by Skype.
In her travels in Ukraine, the writer asked several rabbis whose sons were enrolled in
Novoaleksandrovka if they were satisfied with the level of study and the general
atmosphere of the yeshiva. All responded affirmatively, commending Rabbi Chazan's
understanding of the intellectual capacity and psychological/social needs of boys in this
age group.
6. 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 were previously cared for
by aging grandparents unable to cope with the needs of
active, growing children.
Rabbi Yossi Glick, a native of Australia, has been in
Dnipropetrovsk for many years as manager of several Chabad
children's programs. He also is the business manager of the
Novoaleksandrovka yeshiva.
Photo: the writer.

At their peak some time ago, the boys' dormitory accommodated about 40 boys in very
crowded conditions and the girls' residence enrolled about 28 girls; with few exceptions,
the youngsters are between six and 17 years of age, that is, ages consistent with the
Ukrainian public school system. Almost all of the children study in the Chabad day
school.
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In 2014-2015, said Rabbi Glick, 14 boys reside in the boys' home, including two
internally displaced boys from Donetsk. The girls' home also has 14 residents, including
several from Poltava.16
The two homes receive operating funds from the Philanthropic Fund of the
Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины), said Rabbi Glick, but it has been very difficult in the
current economic environment to raise additional money for recreational activities.
Therefore, the homes have ceased such activities as music lessons and sports.
Resident children "camp hop" during the summer, moving from one Chabad camp to
another; the different camp directors will receive them for a two- or three-week session
and then send them to another camp.
Both homes are supervised by counselors, most of whom are only several years older
than their eldest charges and none of whom has relevant education/psychology/social
work background. Some do not speak Russian or Ukrainian. The two facilities are
guarded by security personnel throughout the day and night.
7. Старший брат, старшая сестра (Older Brother, Older Sister) is an outgrowth of
the Dnipropetrovsk Kehilla Project of Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater
Boston, the Jewish federation in Boston.17 Adapted from Jewish Big Brothers/Big
Sisters of Greater Boston, a constituent agency of CJP, the Dnipropetrovsk program
is completing its Bar Mitzvah year. It is funded by a CJP grant.
Tanya Kaplunskaya, the director of the Dnipropetrovsk project, said that 75 pairs of
older/younger siblings (mentors/mentees) are now active, an increase of five over the
previous year. However, she continued, the program is now encountering two
problems. First, it is increasingly difficult to find big brothers/big sisters because the
Jewish young adults who usually fill these roles are leaving Ukraine in large numbers
due to the economic situation in the country. Second, the economic situation itself has
created additional burdens for families, especially for the single-parent families whose
children need Older Brothers/Older Sisters most critically, and has limited the capacity
of Older Brothers/Older Sisters to operate programs on which its constituency depends.
Because many students and young adults in Ukraine lack resources to carry out the
two-person events that characterize JBB/BS relationships in the United States, the
Donetsk is located within the combat area; Poltava is located between Kharkiv and Kyiv (see map of
Ukraine on first page of this report) and is outside the combat area. While the dormitory boys were
attending a summer camp in 2014, some 25 internally displaced Jews from the combat area were
accommodated in the boys' home. They were transferred to other facilities before the boys returned from
camp. A Chabad family from Donetsk continues to live in the girls' home.
16

The reduced census in the two homes parallels a general Ukrainian Jewish demographic decline and
follows a pattern observed in Jewish children's residential facilities in several other Ukrainian cities.
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See pages 59‐60 for further information about the ties between Dnipropetrovsk and Boston.
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Dnipropetrovsk project has organized a number of large programs, such as excursions
to ice skating arenas and amusement parks, in which mentors and mentees can
participate. Now, Ms. Kaplunskaya continued, funding for these outings is very scarce,
causing the project to reduce its offerings, the first time in its history that it has had to
cut back on these opportunities. The Chabad Philanthropic Fund provided some
resources for a Pesach program, but some other programs have been eliminated.
Most of the younger siblings, said Ms. Kaplunskaya, are pupils from School #144.
Two youngsters have Down syndrome, one has cerebral palsy, one is confined to a
wheelchair, and one has serious psychological issues. Perhaps four are internally
displaced children from the combat zone in the east. Not all are halachically Jewish.
Through contacts in the day school and elsewhere, she learns of children who would
benefit from a relationship with a mentor. The program is sufficiently well-known in the
community that some parents or other adults even approach her on the street to
recommend a child in need of an older companion.
Most of the big siblings volunteer through the Hillel student organization or through
Jewish Agency young adult programs. Ms. Kaplunskaya, who is a psychologist,
interviews all participants and matches mentors and mentees. She is always looking for
new opportunities to bring the older and younger siblings together; in addition to
excursions to parks and sports arenas, some pairs also have participated in Holocaust
memorial events and in a "telebridge" event with Russian-speaking senior adults in
Boston. Other pairs visited a nearby military hospital,
bringing gifts to soldiers from all over Ukraine who are
recuperating from battle wounds there.
A psychologist by education and training, Tanya Kaplunskaya
brings considerable professional experience to her work as
director of the Старший брат, старшая сестра (Older
Brother, Older Sister) program in Dnipropetrovsk.
Her
parents, who now live in Israel, were among the first local
Jews to welcome Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki when he came to
Dnipropetrovsk in 1990; both of them subsequently worked in
the Jewish community for many years. Ms. Kaplunskaya's
daughter also lives in Israel.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question about the general mood in the city, Ms. Kaplunskaya said
that people are very positive, very patriotic. They don't talk about the war or about
Vladimir Putin of Russia. Generally, people do not follow the news compulsively, if only
because no one trusts news sources, whether from Ukrainian or Russian broadcasters.
The economic situation is terrible (ужас), but it is "necessary to live" so people try to be
reasonably cheery and to help each other. Because Dnipropetrovsk is a major
assembly and medical care nexus for the war in the east, many wounded soldiers,
some of whom are seriously maimed, are in the city. Thus, she continued, the reality of
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the war is very visible. The presence of troop movements and wounded soldiers has
led to a great deal of volunteer activity, which bolsters the sense of unity and patriotism.
8. A Special Needs Educational Resource Center, located in a wing of the Beit
Chana Jewish Women's Pedagogical College,18 enrolls 60-62 children and
adolescents, as well as a few young adults. Another five youngsters receive care at
home. For most participants, their time at the Resource Center or in homecare is their
only regular education experience; however, several are enrolled in public school
classes and come to Beit Chana for individual assistance, and others also attend a
social/recreational program operated by the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee (Joint), which meets less frequently and is less educational in nature.19
In response to a question, Resource Center Director Tamara Olshanitskaya said that
the Center does not enroll any children from internally displaced families currently
residing in Dnipropetrovsk. The Center has been approached by several such families,
she continued, but declined their enrollment because of space limitations and because
of a disinclination to work with youngsters suffering from trauma related to their
displacement as well as fundamental special needs.
Many of the Resource Center children are autistic, stated Ms. Olshanitskaya, and many
others are intellectually impaired and have other disabilities as well. Due to improved
obstetrical care, the number of youngsters with cerebral
palsy actually is declining, she said. A few clients have
not been diagnosed precisely, Ms. Olshanitskaya continued, but it is clear that these youngsters are severely
impaired and unable to attend conventional public
schools.
Tamara Olshanitskaya, right, has directed the Resource Center
since its inception. She has spent considerable time in the
United States, where her daughter and grandchildren now
reside.
Photo: the writer.

When the program first started some years ago, she responded to a question, about 65
percent of the children were Jewish. Today, only about 40 percent are Jewish. Many
Jewish families with a special-needs child emigrate to Israel where opportunities for
youngsters with disabilities are far greater than in Ukraine.
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See pages 26‐28 for additional information about Beit Chana.
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See page 31 for additional information about JDC operations in Dnipropetrovsk.
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Youngsters attending the Resource Center are placed in one of four groups according
to age, type of disability, and degree of impairment. Some younger children are
prepared for public school special education classes, but others are so seriously
afflicted that public schools are unable to accommodate them. In addition to the five
who receive care at home, several young adults who have outgrown the conventional
program, come to the Center for individual therapy. The few available private
institutions for children with disabilities are too expensive for most families, said Ms.
Olshanitskaya. Additionally, she commented, many families find the smaller Resource
Center to be more welcoming and comfortable. The Resource Center operates an
extended day program. It is closed for one month during the summer, stated Ms.
Olshanitskaya, in order to provide a vacation for its overworked staff.
The Resource Center premises include eight teaching/therapy spaces in five
classrooms of various sizes, a sports hall, and an outdoor play area with equipment
designed for special needs youngsters. The program offers basic literacy and
mathematics skills, speech therapy, art and music therapy, physical education, and
massage. The music therapist, noted Ms. Olshanitskaya, studied in Israel and is very
talented. Additionally, the program
offers
horse-centered
animal
therapy; youngsters are able to
ride horses and to feed them.
A group of Resource Center children,
their mothers, a teacher, and a
trained volunteer are seen in the
photo at left. Much of the equipment
in the Center has been provided by
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of
Greater Boston.
Photo: the writer.

Medical care is provided through the Jewish Medical Center, said Ms. Olshanitskaya.20
The primary JMC pediatrician is very experienced and understanding, Ms.
Olshanitskaya stated, and has excellent connections with all medical specialists and
services in the city. Psychologists are on staff and work with both children and parents.
The Resource Center is unable to afford all of the professional staff that it requires. It
needs additional psychologists, social workers, and special education teachers. It is
very dependent upon volunteer helpers, among them retired teachers who come to the
Center several days each week to work with individual children. Parents and
grandparents of client children also have undertaken responsibilities that extend beyond
their own children or grandchildren.
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See pages 40‐41 for additional information about the Jewish Medical Center.
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Socializing experiences are very important for both youngsters and their families,
observed Ms. Olshanitskaya. All Jewish and Ukrainian holidays are celebrated, and an
annual banquet is held at the Menorah Center. Additionally, some online festivities are
organized with different groups in Boston.
Notwithstanding the crisis in eastern Ukraine, Ms. Olshanitskaya observed, conditions
are stable at the Resource Center. However, the situation for individual families
continues to deteriorate. Most families are single-parent units, she said, because many
fathers abandon their families at the birth of disabled children.21 The demands of
special-needs children are such that most mothers are unable to work outside the
home. The state pensions that handicapped people receive did not cover even basic
expenses before the steep increases in inflation, and these already-inadequate
pensions are not indexed to inflation rates.
Understandably, continued Ms. Olshanitskaya, many mothers of Resource Center
children are severely depressed and worry constantly about the fate of their children if
the mothers themselves become ill or die. Ms. Olshanitskaya arranges some social
activity, as well as counseling, for parents and other caregivers. The Jewish Women's
Microenterprise Loan Fund and Project Kesher also offer programs to Resource
Center mothers.22
The Resource Center receives significant professional and financial assistance from
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the Jewish federation in
Boston). In one such program, CJP supports a video conference series in which
specialists from Gordon College of Education in Haifa (Boston's sister city) instruct
Resource Center staff and professionals from several other Dnipropetrovsk institutions
in special education methodology and other topics related to special needs children and
youth. The Resource Center, which possesses all of the necessary video equipment,
convenes the conferences in which 15 to 16 professionals from other Dnipropetrovsk
programs also participate. Another Boston contribution has been a specially-equipped
passenger van that is fitted with two lifts to bring wheelchair-bound youngsters into the
van and then discharge them efficiently and safely. The van is essential to transporting
youngsters between their homes and the Center, said Ms. Olshanitskaya.
The family of Dr. Judith Wolf, one of the founders of the Dnipropetrovsk Kehilla Project,
supports a warm home program in which three to five Resource Center children in the
same age group, along with their mothers and several Resource Center professionals,
meet in the home of one of the children. The children and parents know each other and
are comfortable with each other, a key element of the program, Ms. Olshanitskaya
stated. One professional leads the children in arts and crafts and other informal
Ms. Olshanitskaya related a recent troubling episode in which a father of an autistic boy in the
Resource Center beat the boy severely when he did not meet the father's behavior standards. Rabbi
Shmuel Kaminezki intervened in the situation
21
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See pages 43‐44 and 32‐33 about the Jewish Women's Microenterprise Loan Fund and Project Kesher
respectively.
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activities, while another meets with the mothers for childcare education, counseling, and
informal recreational projects of their own. The Resource Center provides light
refreshments, birthday presents, and van transportation. Two such warm home events
are held each month, engaging each child at least twice yearly. The gatherings in
children's homes also enable professional staff to assess home conditions, such as
individual space available to the Resource Center child, said Ms. Olshanitskaya.
9. The Hillel student organization occupies a suite of two activity rooms and several
offices in the Menorah Center. A third room, which is a computer training center with 12
workstations and a small conference room, is located on another floor.23
Olga Tovkach, the director of Dnipropetrovsk Hillel since 2008, said that the number of
individuals on the Hillel contact list has declined sharply over the past year,
reflecting two developments. The first and most important is a surge in aliyah
(emigration to Israel) of Jewish students and young adults. The second is the transition
of a large number of former participants to an age cohort in which Hillel activism is no
longer appropriate. The Hillel contact list has fallen from 1500 to 800 in recent months,
Ms. Tovkach said. About 200 of these are activists, participating in at least one
program monthly, compared with about 300 activists during the last academic year. Not
surprisingly, the decline in participation has led to a dwindling number of those willing or
able to assume leadership positions; a smaller pool of
students generates fewer participants with the necessary
skill sets to teach various classes (such as Jewish tradition,
Hebrew, English, computer skills), lead committees, or
perform other functions required by Hillel.
Olga Tovkach, the highly regarded Hillel director in Dnipropetrovsk, resigned her position during the summer of 2015 to make
aliyah to Israel with her husband and other family members.

Photo: the writer.

Notwithstanding the declining number of participants, Hillel continues to engage more
Jewish young people than any other Jewish organization in the city, all of which are
affected by the same demographic issues. Hillel works closely with student groups
associated with the Jewish Agency and with the Jewish Community Center. In
response to a question, Ms. Tovkach said that Hillel does not collaborate with the
Chabad organization See the Light because that group accepts only those young
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In mid‐2015, seeking lower operating costs, Hillel moved out of the Menorah Center and returned to its earlier
and less expensive former premises in the small community building located in back of the synagogue.
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people who are halachically Jewish. Hillel does not want to exclude anyone with even
relatively remote ties to the Jewish people, it does not want to cut people off.24
Ms. Tovkach observed that the Hillel organization in Donetsk, whose establishment
had been strongly supported by Hillel in Dnipropetrovsk several years ago, had ceased
operations. Most Jewish students, she continued, left Donetsk and emigrated to Israel,
some of them emigrating through the MASA program.25 Members of the Donetsk Hillel
staff, continued Ms. Tovkach, were now working in Kyiv, Odesa, Kharkiv, and Dnipropetrovsk.
At the moment, Ms. Tovkach said, Dnipropetrovsk Hillel is conducting its annual Week
of Good Deeds. Responding to current needs, the focus this year is on internally
displaced people, about 50,000 of whom are in Dnipropetrovsk. JDC and the
Schusterman Foundation are joining Hillel in providing financial support for Hillel work
with internally displaced families and elderly people. Hillel volunteers participated in a
seminar to prepare them for their programs with the IDP's.
Notwithstanding the problems noted above in finding individuals with appropriate skill
sets to lead its various classes, Hillel continues to operate a variety of programs that
appeal to Jewish students. A grant from a local family has enabled Hillel to offer several
studios for aspiring artists (both professional and amateur), noted Ms. Tovkach, and the
information technology program remains very active. The latter offers instruction in
coding and other skills; all computer instruction is fee-based, she said, but tuition
charges are lower than in commercial classes, thus attracting numerous young people,
including some non-Jews. Approximately 20 Hillel students are enrolled in Pesach
University, a multi-session program that instructs participants in the conduct of Pesach
seders.
Taglit (birthright Israel) remains very popular with Hillel members, Ms. Tovkach
stated. Dnipropetrovsk Hillel will recruit local Jewish young adults for three Taglit buses
(40 people each) this year. Comprehensive follow-up with Taglit returnees continues,
she said; Hillel, the Jewish Agency, and the Israel Culture Center work together in
organizing common special events for returnees from Taglit tours from all three groups.
Perhaps the highlight of these events is a Shabbaton. In common with the other local
Taglit sponsors, Hillel encourages Taglit veterans to enroll in Masa programs. Masa is
increasingly popular as many young people are eager to explore Israel in depth; they
are seriously considering aliyah as an alternative to life in present-day Ukraine.26
Among the joint activities sponsored by Hillel, the Jewish Agency, and Jewish Community Center are
various holiday celebrations. See pages 53-57 for more information about the Jewish Agency, page 31
for information about the Jewish Community Center, and pages 25-26 for information about See the Light.
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The Masa Israel project offers more than 200 study, internship, and volunteer opportunities in Israel to Jewish
young adults. The programs are five to 12 months in duration.
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Follow‐up with JAFI regarding Masa programs is facilitated by the fact that the Dnipropetrovsk JAFI
representatives, Natalia Nabitovsky and Max Lurie, resided in Dnipropetrovsk before they made aliyah and are
well‐known and trusted in the city, said Ms. Tovkach. See pages 53‐57 regarding JAFI in Dnipropetrovsk.
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10. Established in 2006 and already operating programs in Kyiv, Odesa, and other
post-Soviet cities, Moishe House started its Dnipropetrovsk group in 2014 with
assistance from the international office of Moishe House and from the Joint Distribution
Committee. Its facility is a small two-story house with a relatively large living room on
the ground floor and quarters for its residents on the second floor. At the time of the
writer's visit, the two resident directors were Roman Shulman, age 24, and Kostya
Konyvets, age 21. The two men described such programs as weekly Shabbat dinners,
observance of all Jewish holidays (including the 9th of Av, said one), accompanying
youngsters from Older Brother, Older Sister27 in visits to wounded veterans in a
Dnipropetrovsk military hospital, entertaining internally displaced Jewish children
awaiting emigration to Israel,28 visiting Jewish elderly at Beit Baruch,29 and visiting
children with cancer at a local children's hospital. They also visit a general orphanage
and raise funds for children requiring complex surgery. Additionally, Moishe House
participants volunteered at various projects during the recent Week of Good Deeds.
They attended a seder as a group at the Menorah
Center and held their own seder for 18 people at
Moishe House on a different evening. A teacher from
the Jewish Agency teaches Hebrew at Moishe House.
They have organized one Moishe House Shabbaton
at a nearby facility.
Roman Shulman, left, and Kostya Konyvets, right, were
directing the Dnipropetrovsk Moishe House at the time of
the writer's visit in April.
Photo: the writer.

Most programs at Moishe House attract 15 to 22 young people, said the two men.
However, twice-weekly musical evenings of both Jewish and non-Jewish music often
attract additional young adults.
In response to questions about their backgrounds, Mr. Konyvets said that he had
attended the Moscow machon of the World Union for Progressive Judaism for two
years after hearing about it at a JDC youth conference. He currently is enrolled in a
distance learning mathematics program at an Odesa college; the curriculum requires
that he attend seminars in Odesa twice each year. Additionally, he stated, he has been
involved in several business ventures, including a cleaning service (offices, boats), a
recycling center, and a visa service. Mr. Konyvets observed that his prior experience in
27

See pages 17‐19.
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The children were staying with their families at the Mayak transfer center, a facility operated by the Jewish
Agency for Israel. See pages 54‐55.
29

See pages 38‐40.
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JDC and WUPJ had not prepared him for the highly centralized Chabad-controlled
Jewish community in Dnipropetrovsk. He believes that Chabad perceives local Jews as
clients, whereas Mr. Konyvets prefers a looser, less formal Jewish communal structure
where Jews have many options for living Jewish lives.
Mr. Konyvets further noted that his mother is Jewish and his father is not Jewish. Both
parents were surprised, he said, at his Jewish involvement. He has four brothers, one
of whom also participates in Jewish life, mainly through the Jewish Agency. His
maternal grandparents also are actively Jewish, although they have no documents
attesting to their Jewish heritage.30
Mr. Shulman earned a certificate at a Kyiv business technicum (a post-high school
technical college) and currently works with Mr. Konyvets in one of his business
ventures. He previously was active in Hillel and in a Jewish community center. Mr.
Shulman had applied to a Masa information technology program in Ariel and was
waiting to hear whether he had been accepted.
11. See the Light (Фонд «Шиурей Тора Любавич, or Lubavich Torah Lessons
Fund)31, a youth group designed for halachically Jewish adolescents and young adults,
was initiated in Dnipropetrovsk in 2012. It operates under the energetic and creative
leadership of Dan Makogon, a local investor who now works almost fulltime for the
organization, both as program director and as primary fundraiser. Although not
technically a Chabad organization, the group is very close to the Chabad power
structure in Dnipropetrovsk and in
several other cities and follows Chabad policy in all of its programming.
Dan Makogon, a well-known Dnipropetrovsk businessman, attracts halachically
Jewish adolescents to a Chabad associated youth group through technologybased programming and relatively highend vacations. Mr. Makogon stands near
an enlarged version of the STL website.
Photo: the writer.
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Apparently, such documents were lost in the upheavals of World War II or other stressful episodes, a not
uncommon occurrence in the Soviet Union.
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See the Light and the Russian version of Lubavich Torah Lessons Fund seem to be used interchangeably by
Dnipropetrovsk Chabad, although the two terms are not identical in meaning. They do, however, share the same
English initials <STL>, if the Russian letter Ш is translated rather loosely. <STL> is used very broadly in publicity
about the group.
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STL has affiliates in 18 different Ukrainian cities, stated Mr. Makogon. However, its
headquarters and most active group are in Dnipropetrovsk, and some of its other
chapters barely function. Young people today, said Mr. Makogon, all want to be
"famous," an aspiration that is advanced by the use of modern technology. Therefore,
STL attracts participants through a mix of formal and informal instruction in cinematography, opportunities for exotic vacations, and an edgy, almost irreverent approach to
Judaism. Notwithstanding its "edginess," all standards of Orthodoxy are observed, and
technology is used to explain and promote appropriate Orthodox behavior.
Dnipropetrovsk STL produces periodic web-based news programs in its own studio,
young men and women working together to present stories in a style designed to appeal
to young people. However, boys and girls usually occupy different sections of the room
when attending formal meetings and classes. Such was the case in a recently
completed six-day urban camp, when boys and girls from Dnipropetrovsk and several
other cities studied and participated in both technology-based and more conventional
classes on Jewish themes, such as kashrut and appropriately modest fashion.
In response to a question, Mr. Makogon stated that almost all STL members in
Dnipropetrovsk currently are enrolled in the Chabad Jewish day school or are recent
graduates of it. In Kyiv, he continued, about 50 percent of participants are associated
with day schools. In some smaller communities, no Jewish day school exists, so STL
exercises the principal role in creating a young person's Jewish identity.
In addition to urban camps or seminars that are held during school-year vacation
periods, STL also attracts participants by staging summer camps in fashionable
locations. For example, a 2015 summer camp for boys convened in the Austrian Alps,
where extreme sports joined religious education as major program components. The
corresponding session for girls was held at a Black Sea resort owned by a Dnipropetrovsk Jew. The majority of campers at each site were 14 or 15 years old. STL
trained its own counselors, some of whom were only 16 or 17. Participants were
charged about $70 for the three-week sessions, a small portion of the actual cost.
Other incentives include tee shirts, school supplies, and small watches bearing the STL
logo.
Its edgy programming serves as an enticement for new members. Current participants
are urged to invite their halachically Jewish friends to STL events and to promote STL
through their own Facebook or other social media connections.
12.
The Beit Chana International Humanitarian-Pedagogical Institute was
established as the Beit Chana Jewish Women's Pedagogical Institute 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 (although both the Beit Chana
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academic building and dormitory are located in outlying areas). Beit Chana offered free
tuition and free room and board in return for a commitment to teach in Chabad schools
upon graduation. Over time, the institution was forced to confront both the consequences of lower educational achievement of girls from such circumstances and
demographic developments that sharply reduced the number of Jewish young women in
smaller towns. Further, many young women were reluctant to commit to residence in
an isolated gender-segregated dormitory with a religious lifestyle, and some lacked
interest in pursuing pedagogical careers.
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, it earned accreditation to award full baccalaureate degrees, thus enhancing its
appeal. It now confers associate degrees in pre-school and early elementary education
as well as full bachelor's degrees in education, practical psychology, and business
management.32
Some subjects are taught in the form of
intensive seminars led by visiting Israeli specialists. Employment in Chabad institutions is guaranteed to all graduates.
Second, it scrapped its residential requirement, opening all
programs to day/commuter female students from Dnipropetrovsk and environs.
Marina Mukhina, rector of Beit Chana, has struggled with developing
a curriculum that appeals to young women of non-religious
backgrounds. Financial constraints within the Chabad community
deter program expansion.
Photo: the writer

Third, Beit Chana developed a master's degree program in education for current
teachers; the curriculum includes local classes, distance learning, and intensive seminar
sessions. Fourth, after many years of seeking a workable relationship with an existing
accredited full university, Beit Chana signed an agreement with the Dnipropetrovskbased Alfred Nobel University in 2015. The new relationship allows Beit Chana
students to pursue full undergraduate and graduate degrees in several additional
fields.33 Finally, although plans to move to a spacious two-building complex in the
center of town have stalled due to financial constraints, the Chabad community is still
32

Beit Chana intends to add undergraduate degrees in web design and foreign languages (Hebrew and English) in
the near future.
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Initially. Beit Chana had such an agreement with Crimean State University, but this arrangement was terminated
after Russia invaded Crimea and absorbed it into Russia. Periodic discussions occurred with Touro College, an
Orthodox Jewish institution in the United States with several affiliates abroad, but these negotiations floundered
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seeking in-town premises that will enhance the appeal of the institution to potential
students.
Marina Mukhina, rector of Beit Chana, stated that 138 young women currently are
enrolled at the institution (2014-2015 academic year), an increase from the previous
year's census of 120. Forty girls reside in the dormitory, she continued. Although a few
dormitory residents are natives of Dnipropetrovsk, most are from other cities in eastern
Ukraine, such as Kharkiv, Krivyy Rig, and Zaporizhzhya. Some are internally displaced
persons from Donetsk who might not have enrolled in Beit Chana if circumstances had
enabled them to remain in Donetsk. The youngest student is 16, she responded to a
question, and the oldest is 30.34 Most, she said, enter the institution between the ages
of 16 and 20.
The regular faculty at Beit Chana was supplemented during the 2014-2015 academic
year by the presence of Israeli "house parents" in the dormitory. An older couple, the
house parents were tasked with adding warmth to the residence by inviting boarders
into their apartment for informal gatherings, cooking lessons, tutoring in religious
subjects, and observing an example of a good, stable marriage.35
13. The International Hasidic Women's Seminary, which enrolled its first class in the
2011-2012 academic year, ceased operations after only two years. Designed to provide
a second-year education experience for English-speaking Chabad female high school
graduates who have completed an intensive first-year religious studies course
elsewhere, the program collapsed as a result of a management dispute that left the
seminary without professional leadership. Its suspension continues, reflecting financial
constraints that preclude the employment of a qualified dean and a recruiter/enrollment
manager, as well as the lack of accreditation by a western college that would enable
students to earn credit toward a baccalaureate degree.
The Dnipropetrovsk seminary included classes in hassidut and education, along with
volunteer work in the local Jewish community. A renewed program would require an
expanded curriculum and a formal relationship with a degree-granting institution in a
western country or in Israel.
14. In addition to three computer laboratories in School #144,36 World ORT operates a
computer education or IT (information technology) laboratory in the Menorah Center
that offers a curriculum geared mainly to local adults. Natalya Medvedova, the director
Students may elect to enroll at age 16 in the equivalent of tenth grade after finishing an incomplete
secondary education (неполное среднее образование) program. Such early entrants would finish high
school and obtain a junior specialist certificate after several years at Beit Chana.
34
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At the time that the writer met the Israeli couple, their ability to speak Russian was rudimentary.
See page 13.
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of ORT operations in Dnipropetrovsk, observed that the Menorah Center program had
expanded significantly during the last year from two to nine courses. Among the
subjects offered are programming, Excel, bookkeeping, graphic design, 3D computer
modeling, and web design.
Fourteen different groups had completed such courses,
said Ms. Medvedova, and another four were currently meeting. Individuals who
successfully complete their coursework receive ORT certificates, which often are very
useful in career advancement. All courses require tuition fees, but the cost is
significantly lower than charges in commercial IT programs. Each ORT class enrolls a
maximum of 12 students.
During the summer, stated Ms. Medvedova, ORT offered an intensive programming
course in the Menorah facility for middle-school age youngsters.
Turning to ORT programs in School #144, Ms. Medvedova stated that ORT had
installed a small photography, film, and sound laboratory during the current school
year.
Although the facility was
cramped for space, students enjoyed
using the professional equipment now
available to them.
Natalia Medvedova directs all World ORT
operations in Dnipropetrovsk. She is pictured at right in the ORT photography and
audio studio in School #144.
Photo: the writer.

15. Tkumah - The All-Ukrainian Center for Holocaust Studies37 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
10,000 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 Menorah Center and the Museum occurred concurrently.
As its name suggests, the Museum is designed to present a comprehensive history of
Jewish life on Ukrainian land. Exhibits about the Holocaust dominate the Museum,
but ample space also is committed to an expansive history of Jewish life in Ukraine
(with, perhaps, overstated emphasis on the role of Chabad in Ukrainian Jewish life).
Jewish ritual objects are displayed and explained. Correctly foreseeing that the majority
of visitors would be Ukrainians, the content of the museum is intended to be descriptive,
37

Another commonly used title is Tkumah Ukrainian Institute for Holocaust Studies. (Tkumah is a Hebrew word,
תקומה, which usually is translated as revival.)
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instructive, and accessible; its perspective is Ukrainian. The displays include the
Khmelnytskyi pogroms (in 1648), other pogroms in Ukrainian history, collectivization,
the Holodmor,38 the Soviet terror, and, of course, the Holocaust.
The Museum attracts 12,000 to 15,000 visitors annually, said Dr. Schupak. About 90
percent of them are non-Jewish. He had hoped for more visitors from other regions of
the country, Dr. Schupak acknowledged, but the expense of tourism in current
circumstances has limited the ability of people to travel.
In addition to maintaining the museum, including periodic changes in some exhibits, the
Center for Holocaust Studies conducts research, publishes about 15 books
annually, and organizes about 20 seminars every month. The seminars focus on
research, pedagogy (teacher education about the Holocaust and about tolerance),
additional ethnic communities (such as Armenians), and World War II. A popular
lecture series, originally entitled Sunday University, continues to operate, but its name
has been changed to Sunday Club so as to avoid
intimidating people and to encourage discussion among
participants. Another popular venture, a History Club,
engages a number of international speakers every year.
Dt. Igor Schupak, a native of nearby Zaporizhyzhya, completed
his Ph.D. degree at a Canadian university and was recruited by
Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki to organize Holocaust research in the
area and develop Holocaust teaching materials and exhibits.
Photo: the writer.

A continuing primary project of the history and education departments of Tkumah,
stated Dr. Schupak, is the integration of Holocaust study into Ukrainian history
education at all levels. Organizations and colleagues in Germany are playing
important roles in this endeavor.
Dr. Schupak noted that historians in Nazi Germany emphasized the Jewish roots of
some Bolshevik revolutionaries and that current Russian commentators attempt to
portray some contemporary Ukrainian patriots as fascist or Nazi sympathizers in
an effort to delegitimize Ukrainian independence. Continuing on this theme, Dr.
Schupak stated that post-Soviet Russian ideology on Ukraine maintains the Soviet
line that Russia is the older brother and that all other ethnicities within the old Soviet
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The Holodmor (deriving from the word holod or golod, which means hunger) was a man‐made famine occurring
in 1932‐1933 in Ukraine and several adjacent areas of Russia. The Holodmore is believed to have killed between
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borders - including both Ukrainians and Jews - are junior or secondary. Antisemitism
and an anti-Ukraine bias are implicit in Russian nationalism.39
Questioned about financial support of Tkumah, Dr. Schupak said that the principal
donor is the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany (usually referred
to as the Claims Conference). The local Chabad community also is a significant
sponsor, he added. Although he is grateful for all funds, Dr. Schupak stated, certain
past and current donors have created problems because they have attempted to control
the Tkumah agenda.
16. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) operates a Jewish
community center, located on two floors of the Menorah Center. Its largest single
component, known as Solomonika, is an activity center for Jewish children and
adolescents. Eighty to 150 school-age children participate in various dance and art
classes, chess clubs, and other activities every day after school, said Vadim Farber, the
Solomonika director. Teens have special evening programs, including leadership
development units that prepare youth leaders, Mr. Farber continued. Solomonika also
sponsors holiday festivals (usually in collaborative ventures with the Jewish Agency and
the Israel Culture Center) that involve entire families. In response to a question, Mr.
Farber said that many programs for children and youth require fees, but that charges
are adjusted for those families who cannot pay the standard price.

Youngsters in the photo at left participate in one of several Solomonika chess classes for
specific age groups. A Solomonika arts and crafts room is seen in the photo at right.
Both photos: the writer.

The Tikvah (Hope) program serves developmentally challenged children and youth
under the age of 18. About 50 individuals are enrolled in this activity, most of whom
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Dr. Schupak's views are widely held among Russian Jews who are Holocaust scholars and among many academic
specialists in Russian nationalism.
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meet once weekly in groups arranged according to age and level of disability.40 Tikvah
focuses on social development and recreation, rather than on education. One of its
signature programs is animal therapy. Mr. Farber stated that Tikvah is free of charge to
its participants and their families. Another Solomonika program serves adults with
intellectual impairments.
A Jewish family service, which might be expected to operate under the same
administrative roof as the hesed, is managed by Solomonika instead.41 In ordinary
circumstances, the family service provided about 100 poverty-stricken families with
food, medicine, and/or clothing assistance, said Mr. Farber, but its client load has more
than doubled due to the presence of Jewish internally displaced persons in
Dnipropetrovsk. Originally from areas in eastern Ukraine currently under the control of
Ukrainian separatists, about 400 such families have registered with JDC. The goal of
JFS, continued Mr. Farber, is that these individuals integrate into the local population or
move onward to other cities; JFS services endeavor to
steer them in that direction. Some success has already
been achieved, he said, but it is likely that some
individuals and families will require long-term
assistance.42
Vadim Farber, originally from nearby Krivoi Rog (Kryvyy Rig),
manages a complex program in the Dnipropetrovsk JDC
Solomonika center.

Photo: the writer.

17. Project Kesher is a Jewish women's organization that promotes Jewish identitybuilding, leadership development, women's health, and general non-partisan activism
through affiliated groups in Ukraine, Belarus, Russia, Moldova, and Georgia. The writer
spoke with Ella Sidorenko, a longtime leader of the Project Kesher group in
Dnipropetrovsk.
Ms. Sidorenko stated that the membership of Project Kesher has grown from about 55
women to about 85 women during the past year. Notwithstanding this growth, members
still meet in three different groups according to interest. The largest of the groups
40

As noted previously, many of the youngsters who participate in the JDC Tikvah program also attend the
independent Special Needs Educational Resource Center at Beit Chana. The focus of the Beit Chana program is
more educational, the Tikvah program is more social and recreational.
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focuses on "economics and law," said Ms. Sidorenko. As this is the group that she
leads, she spoke at some length about it. About 50 women have registered for the
economics and law section, she stated, but only about 25 are active on a monthly basis.
The group teaches and encourages financial planning, an understanding of the rights of
women and mothers of dependent children in the workplace, and the rights of women
who are unable to find employment. They work with Keshernet,43 the local Jewish
Women's Microenterprise Loan Fund, and certain other groups in helping women
upgrade their skills and find appropriate employment. They try to help women adopt
new ways of thinking and perceive themselves as independent actors; women need to
see themselves as active planners and managers of their own finances, rather than be
solely dependent on their husbands and on the vagaries of the workplace. Clearly, the
ongoing financial crisis and the accompanying increase in unemployment underline the
urgency of this change in thinking.
A related program of the economics and law group, continued Ms. Sidorenko, is training
in conflict resolution. They bring in consultants, hold roundtable discussions and
webinars, and study relevant Jewish sources for background. They meet in the Israel
Culture Center.44
A second Project Kesher group, which emphasizes study of Jewish tradition, has about
25 members, said Ms. Sidorenko. This group meets in the Solomonika center.
Members of the third group, about 15 women in all, are mothers and grandmothers of
special needs children enrolled in the Special Needs Educational Resource Center at
Beit Chana. Although their designated focus is on economic literacy, they also are
concerned with health and nutrition for themselves and their
children, access to various services for special needs
youngsters and young adults, and Jewish tradition. The
demands of caring for special needs children frequently
leave these women, most of whom are single parents,
physically and emotionally exhausted, impoverished, and
isolated.
Project Kesher attempts to provide practical
education and contacts, gateways to Jewish tradition, and
companionship.
Ella Sidorenko, at right, has been a leader of Project Kesher in
Dnipropetrovsk since its inception in that city.
Photo: the writer.

Whereas one Project Kesher group focuses on Jewish tradition, Ms. Sidorenko stated,
all three groups attempt to learn more about their common Jewish heritage. They
43
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observe all Jewish holidays and one of their special events is a large seder just for
women.
Project Kesher women also are encouraged to reach out to women of other ethnic
groups because women of all ethnicities face similar issues. They promote tolerance
and invite women from other traditions to share Jewish holidays, such as Shabbat
dinners. They also try to support less fortunate women and families in the city, including
internally displaced people from eastern Ukraine, by distributing food parcels and other
materials.
Project Kesher emphasizes women's health in all of its groups. Women are
encouraged to obtain mammograms and to practice good dental hygiene. Project
Kesher even has organized flash mobs in the city to emphasize these practices.
In closing, the writer asked Ms. Sidorenko if, in view of the current tension between
Ukraine and Russia, she would attend a Project Kesher conference in Moscow. Yes,
she responded, why not? (Почему нет?), a reaction that was uncommon among some
of her counterparts in other organizations.45
18. Limmud, the popular informal Jewish education program, attracts about 50 people
from Dnipropetrovsk to its Ukrainian conferences, said Vladislav Zelikman and Renata
Sokolska, two of its most prominent local participants. Ms. Sokolska is responsible for
developing the Ukrainian Limmud program book and both individuals are members of
the Ukrainian Limmud organizing committee.
One of the greatest appeals of Limmud to Ms. Sokolska and Dr. Zelikman is its
operation by volunteers, ordinary people from different walks of life who take
responsibility for all aspects of the program, including scheduling, inviting presenters,
being presenters, organizing Shabbat observances and children's activities, arranging
accommodations and meals, fundraising, and various other tasks. The program is
sufficiently diverse that everyone can find many lectures and other presentations of
interest.
Dr. Vladislav Zelikman, left, is an associate
professor and chairman of the accounting and
audit department at the National Metallurgical
Academy of Ukraine (in Dnipropetrovsk). He is
holding the Ukrainian-language program book,
developed by Ms. Sokolska, for the 2014 Limmud
conference in Lviv. Renata Sokolska, right, is an
economist at the National Metallurgical Academy.
Photo: the writer.
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In response to a question about participants from Dnipropetrovsk, Dr. Zelikman and
Ms. Sokolska said that the majority are Jewish community professionals, Hillel activists,
and people who work in information technology or as translators. About ten individuals
from Dnipropetrovsk have made presentations and another ten have done significant
volunteer work as organizers. Replying to a question about the participation of local
academics, Dr. Zelikman and Ms. Sokolska said that few people from local universities
other than themselves attend Limmud conferences. The informal, non-academic
approach of Limmud is difficult, possibly even threatening, for professors steeped in the
Soviet/Russian/Ukrainian strictly formal approach to higher education, which consists
almost entirely of frontal lectures without student response. Such academics are afraid
of being questioned by participants, said Dr. Zelikman and Ms. Sokolska, and simply
walk out of the room when a listener makes inquiries about a point in the presentation.
The only notable exception to this situation is Dr. Igor Schupak, the director of the
Tkumah Holocaust and history research center;46 Dr. Schupak, they noted is a very
popular speaker at Limmud; he responds to questions and encourages discussion.
Odesa and Lviv, said Dr. Zelikman and Ms. Sokolska, each have hosted several
Ukrainian Limmud conferences. These cities are popular because each has a rich
Jewish history that can be explored and each is accessible by existing transportation
links with other cities, including cities outside Ukraine. Each also has hotel and
conference center facilities that can accommodate Limmud conferences. However,
they noted, the deteriorating economic situation in Ukraine is beginning to affect
attendance; in addition to being accessible, the Limmud conference site must be
affordable and transportation costs must be reasonable. In response to a question
about outside funders, Dr. Zelikman and Ms. Sokolska said that the most visible is
Rabbi Yechiel Eckstein of the International Fellowship of Christians and Jews.
Asked if they would attend a Limmud conference in Russia, Dr. Zelikman replied that it
would be "difficult" to do so, both economically and, more importantly, psychologically.
Dr. Zelikman stated that although most Russian Jewish "Limmudniks" are "absolutely
normal" people, travel to Russia in this period of Russian-Ukrainian tension would be
psychologically burdensome.
Welfare
19. Hesed Menachem, a welfare center operated by the American Jewish Joint
Distribution Committee, continues to serve a mainly elderly clientele in Dnipropetrovsk
and the surrounding area. The writer spoke with Anatoloy Pleskachevsky, the veteran
director of the hesed, in his office. The hesed is located in the Menorah Center.
The hesed currently serves about 7,000 clients in 52 locations throughout
Dnipropetrovsk oblast, 40 percent of whom are Holocaust survivors and thus receive
46
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enhanced benefits from the Conference on Jewish Material Claims against
Germany. The number of survivors continues to decline due to a high death rate in that
age group, Mr. Pleskachevsky said. It is a struggle to fulfill the needs of non-survivors
in the face of the extraordinary inflation that is gripping Ukraine. Pensions, which now
(in April 2015) amount to about $45 monthly, are almost meaningless.
Elderly individuals are preoccupied by the cost of food and utilities, continued Mr.
Pleskachevsky, and no longer think very much about buying medicine. Medicines are
so expensive, even with the discount cards that the hesed distributes, that many clients
can no longer afford them. Medical services are available through the Jewish Medical
Center, an institution with which the hesed has a contract.47
Hesed services include distribution of debit cards to approximately 4,000 clients for
purchases of food and medicines, home health care for approximately 800 homebound
elderly, and day center programs in Dnipropetrovsk, Dniprodzerzhinsk, Pavlograd, and
Novomoskovsk. The Dnipropetrovsk day center program, which is the largest of the
four, transports groups of 30 seniors twice each month to
the hesed for a daylong program that includes two hot
meals, various social activities, hairdressing services, and
medical consultations.48 Hesed Menachem also hosts
several clubs and hobby groups for more mobile elderly.
Special activities are held for World War II veterans. Winter
relief (heating assistance, blankets, warm clothing) is
distributed to those in need.
Hesed director Anatoly Pleskachevsky is a 34-year veteran of the
Soviet armed forces, having retired as a colonel in the artillery
corps in Afghanistan.
Photo: the writer (in 2013).

In response to a question about aid to internally displaced persons from the Donetsk
and Luhansk areas, Mr. Pleskachevsky said that the hesed provided services to some
2,000 Jewish IDP's from these areas during the peak of the crisis. This assistance
included housing subsidies, food and clothing allowances, winter relief, and counseling.
He was aware, continued Mr. Pleskachevsky, that funding for these unanticipated
expenses was provided by North American Jewish federations; he is very grateful for
this assistance and was especially pleased that Barry Shrage, President of Combined
Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the Jewish federation in Boston), made a
special trip to Dnipropetrovsk, a sister-city of Boston, to assess the situation. The worst
part of the crisis appears to be over, Mr. Pleskachevsy stated; most of the displaced
people have moved on. Some have found work in Dnipropetrovsk or other places and
47
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some have emigrated, especially to Israel. Only about 90 IDP's still receive aid from the
hesed.49
20. 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 operation supports elderly Jews in Dnipropetrovsk itself and
in 15 additional cities or large towns and numerous smaller towns in eastern, central,
and southern Ukraine.50 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. In fact, said AAB directors Tanya and Yan Sidelkovsky, a
few distant towns are rarely visited at all; instead, AAB transfers funds through
PrivatBank to local coordinators who care for needy people in their regions.51 At any
given time, said the Sidelkovskys, about 1,000 individuals are on their client list, a
number that has been reduced in recent years due to budgetary constraints. Some
clients are rotated in and out of the AAB census periodically in order to serve more
people.
Elderly clients who die are replaced by relatively 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.
Yan and Tanya Sidelkovsky manage the Adopt-aBubbe program in the Dnipropetrovsk area. Yan
also is the local coordinator for the Combined
Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston kehilla or
sister-city program in the city. (See pages 59-60.)
Photo: the writer.

Coordinators in each population center often are retired hesed personnel, who know
local seniors and their needs. Coordinators may be paid a small stipend, but do not
receive conventional salaries.
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The major form of AAB service is the distribution of general food parcels to a long list
of needy Jews. The organization also provides food, clothing, and medicine tailored to
the specific requirements of particular clients, such as food and medications for
diabetics. Further, it assists patients in hospitals who usually must bring their own
linens and medicines, as well as food, for their hospitalization. AAB provides medicines
and medical supplies (such as catheters, syringes, and surgical instruments) to several
hospitals, both as general assistance and as an incentive for hospitals to admit and
treat AAB clients who require hospitalization.
Due to runaway inflation, most pensions now are worth only about $40 monthly,
enough to pay for utilities, but leaving very little for food and medicine. AAB receives
medications from international supporters, which it distributes to clients according to
recommendations of local physicians.
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 10 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, participate in
discussions on Judaism and Jewish history, 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.52 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.
Asked about contact with Jewish internally displaced people from the areas now
under separatist control, the Sidelkovskys said that AAB transported some of the elderly
IDP's who were staying at Beit Baruch (see below) to special warm home seders
organized just for them on the fourth or fifth night of Pesach. It was important, they
said, that these displaced individuals have an opportunity to leave Beit Baruch and
enjoy a Pesach meal in a real home, not an institution. Additionally, the Sidelkovskys
continued, they assisted Jewish IDP's who went to Mariupol (because the IDP's have
relatives in that city). One of their principal forms of help to these IDP's was the
purchase of cell phones for them.
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Mr. Sidelkovsky often leads these discussions. He has become educated in Jewish tradition and history through
online courses and individual tutoring.
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21. 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.53 Sponsored by the Chabad Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk
Jewish Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского
общины), 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 residential facility.
Although the official capacity of Beit Baruch is 94, American geriatric specialists
recommend that the total number of residents not exceed 75 to 80.54 The current
census is only 42 conventional patients, said director Mila Ruvinskaya, the low
number reflecting both Chabad community concerns about financial support of
additional patients and the need of an increasing number of residents with dementia for
The facility maintains a small waiting list, Ms. Ruvinskaya stated;
single rooms.55
some of these individuals will be admitted when current patients leave Beit Baruch56 or
die. The waiting list, acknowledged Ms.
Ruvinskaya, includes several people
with serious psychological issues. Beit
Baruch management believes that it is
incapable of caring for such seniors and
avoids admitting them.
Mila Ruvinskaya, seen here at the entrance
to the facility, is respected for her management skills and commitment to patients at
Beit Baruch.
Photo: the writer.

The condition of current residents continues to deteriorate, Ms. Ruvinskaya stated.
More and more of them are лежающие (bedridden), and Beit Baruch now is more of a
hospice than an assisted living facility. The average cost of maintaining someone at
Beit Baruch, responded Ms. Ruvinskaya to a question, is about $400 monthly. Only two
of the 42 residents pay the full fee, she said; in each of these cases, the fee is paid by
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The other is in Kyiv. See page 103. Beit Baruch is named in memory of the father of Hennady Boholubov, a local
oligarch and major donor to the Chabad community in Dnipropetrovsk.
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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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A portion of the facility had been closed off from the main section, thus saving heat and other costs. Later, it
was reopened to accommodate Jews displaced from areas of Ukraine by Russian‐supported separatists.
56

Approximately 30 people left Beit Baruch during the past year, almost all of them joining adult children who had
emigrated to Israel.
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adult children who live in the United States. Other patients pay a small portion of their
pensions.
In addition to accommodating Jewish elderly who require assistance with daily life tasks,
Beit Baruch has become a temporary residence for displaced Jews from Crimea and
from the eastern regions of Ukraine now controlled by separatists. Although the
numbers were far greater at the peak of the crisis, said Ms. Ruvinskaya, 17 people
remain from Donetsk and Luhansk, along with a single mother and her three children
from Crimea. Earlier, Beit Baruch hosted two families of five people each; one of these
families has since emigrated to Israel and the other left for Odesa. Another family has
been at Beit Baruch for nine months and shows no signs of departing. In general,
continued Ms. Ruvinskaya, most of the adults who remain have poor work skills and will
find it difficult to become self-supporting
anywhere. However, she noted, several
of them are helping around Beit Baruch,
washing dishes or doing comparable
work. The local Chabad community pays
the cost of maintaining these individuals
at Beit Baruch.
Some of the more mobile residents eat lunch
in the dining room at Beit Baruch.
Photo: the writer.

Beit Baruch also hosts local Jews who are recovering from hip replacement surgery.
Beit Baruch professional staff provides the necessary therapeutic assistance and such
residents benefit from cooked meals and handicapped-accessible premises. Four
people currently are in the recuperation program, which was developed by orthopedic
specialists from the Dnipropetrovsk sister-city of Boston.
22. The Dnipropetrovsk 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 leadership to provide high-quality medical services in a manner
that ensures the patient's dignity to the Jewish population at low cost. The clinic also is
open to non-Jews and does not discriminate in the provision of care. Small fees are
paid for all services.
In the absence of JMC director Dr. Elena Strakh who was attending a medical
conference in Kyiv, the writer spoke with Dr. Yana Vladimirovna, a JMC cardiologist.
Dr. Vladimirovna stated that at least two physicians and one nurse are present at all
times every day. A number of specialists - she mentioned a urologist, gynecologist,
endocrinologist, neurologist, and dermatologist - have office hours between one and
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three days each week. The clinic is open five days each week, Sunday through
Thursday. Between 15 and 20 people, mainly elderly, visit the clinic every day, she
said; the number really depends on the specialists who are onsite on a given day.
Reflecting a service contract with the hesed, about 70 percent of all adult patients are
referred by the hesed, said. Dr. Vladimirovna. The remainder are from Beit Baruch itself
and from the general population. The clinic also sees about 100 children from the
Jewish day school and Beit Tsindlicht; however, Dr. Vladimirovna stated, the JMC staff
pediatricians are actually at JMC only a few days each week and only in the hours after
school.
Most JMC physicians, continued Dr. Vladimirova, hold primary positions in other
institutions and work at JMC only part-time, on their days off or after normal work hours.
Their connections with other institutions actually are helpful in arranging comprehensive
care when needed.
Dr. Vladimirova spoke with pride of two features of the
JMC.
One outstanding component is its onsite
diagnostic laboratory, which is well-equipped and
analyzes medical tests without corruption.57 Another
asset is a new ultrasound device, which has been a key
factor in elevating the status of the JMC to that of a
regional cardiology diagnostic center.
Dr. Yana Vladimirovna, a cardiologist, considers the Jewish
Medical Center General Electric ultrasound equipment to be
"Rolls Royce" in quality. The equipment can be used for
both cardiology and abdominal diagnoses. Dr. Vladimirovna
expressed profound gratitude to the Jewish community of
Boston for its purchase and shipment.
Photo: the writer.

Few of the achievements of the Jewish Medical Center would have been possible
without the assistance of the Boston Jewish community, stated Dr, Vladimirovna.
Physicians and other medical professionals in Boston have provided many hours of
training in various aspects of medical care. Further, Boston-area Jewish philanthropists
have enabled the JMC to acquire advanced medical equipment and supplies.58
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It is commonplace within Ukrainian/Russian medical laboratories to present exaggerated statements of a
patient's medical conditions so as to influence physicians to prescribe excessive medication. Both physicians and
laboratory personnel receive kickbacks from pharmaceutical companies.
58

Working though the hesed, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee provides assistance to the JMC
in the form of both over‐the‐counter and some prescription medicines.
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Notwithstanding the success of the JMC, its future hinges upon acquisition of suitable
premises closer to the center of Dnipropetrovsk. At least one hour of commuter time is
required to reach the current facility by bus or trolley from the center of the city; such a
journey is very uncomfortable for most people, including hesed clients and professional
staff, and may even be dangerous for the very ill. Various structures have been
considered for a downtown location, including the basement of the Menorah Center, but
all have been found to be unsuitable in some way, such as being too small for a desired
expansion of services or too costly for necessary renovation. Beit Baruch professional
staff and residents are distressed by the impending move of the clinic, but seem to
regard it as inevitable.
23.
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, 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.
Funding for this group always has been precarious. Ms. Margolina said that they
receive no regular allocation from the Chabad Philanthropic Fund of the
Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Community (Благотворительный фонд Днепропетровского еврейского общины). The Philanthropic Fund provides physical
premises for their occasional activities, but no money for programming. A few donors
contribute small sums. As a consequence of its paltry
budget, only about 15 local Jews participate in Ahavat Israel
programs, although about 40 have expressed interest in such
programs (of about 70 deaf and non-speaking Jews believed
to reside in the city).
Rimma Margolina, the "mikveh lady" in Dnipropetrovsk, also
manages Ahavat Israel, a program for hearing-impaired Jews.
She expresses great frustration about being asked to direct the
program without financial resources. She receives no compensation for her work with this group and very little funding for program expenses.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Margolina believes that Ahavat Israel should offer two activities every month, one
of which would involve serious Jewish education and the other would be more social,
focusing on celebrations of seasonal Jewish holidays. About $300 would be required
each month to operate such a program, she stated. With available resources, Ahavat
Israel has managed to hold a Purim celebration (with no megilla reading because they
could not afford to hire a sign-language translator for the megilla reader), a "semi-seder"
(with no translator), and a Lag B'Omer observance. In one gathering, they simply
watched some videos from the Chabad library. They always manage to have some
food, Ms. Margolina acknowledged; without food, no one would come.
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A very good sign-language translator lives in Dnipropetrovsk, stated Ms. Margolina,
but her volunteer time is limited. Ahavat Israel cannot afford to pay her regular fee of
$25 per session.
In response to a question, Ms. Margolina said that some deaf adults have deaf children
and others have normally-hearing children. Separate activities should be held for
children, she said, but Ahavat Israel has no funds for this purpose.
At another meeting, Ms. Margolina stated that all hearing-impaired Jews in the city know
each other because they attended one of two special public schools for individuals
with this disability. Following graduation from these schools, they are steered into
programs that train hearing-impaired men for factory jobs and hearing-impaired women
for work as seamstresses. These positions offer low remuneration, thus leaving many
deaf people in poverty.
24. The Jewish Women's Microenterprise Loan Fund, operating with support from
Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston (the Jewish federation in Boston),
aims to assist Jewish women in generating and/or expanding small businesses in
Dnipropetrovsk. All loans are processed through PrivatBank, a large bank controlled by
two Dnipropetrovsk Jewish oligarchs, Hennady Boholubov and Ihor Kolomoisky.
A committee of PrivatBank officials and local Jewish community representatives
evaluates loan applications. The average loan in recent years has been $3,500, the
maximum was $5,000. In addition to the application itself,
the loan committee also considers personal circumstances of
the applicant, such as family income and number of
dependents. More than 80 loans have been extended since
inception of the project and almost all have been paid in full
or are on schedule with repayment, said director Natalia Rier.
Natalia Rier has directed the Jewish Women's Microenterprise
Fund since its inception. She speaks with many women during the
course of her work and is attuned to their issues during the current
crisis.
Photo: the writer.

However, said Ms. Rier, current economic conditions have led to a significant drop in
applications for loans. People simply are afraid to take risks. The situation is a
nightmare (кошмар), she stated. One of the major issues, Ms. Rier continued, is a
steep increase in taxes as the Ukrainian government seeks to raise revenue.
Therefore, little incentive exists to increase one's income because the government takes
"everything" that someone earns.
The loan fund is encouraging women to upgrade their computer skills through ORT
classes, said Ms. Rier, some working with Keshernet and others finding different ways
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of enrolling in ORT classes.59 At the very least, women are advised to complete a basic
ORT computer literacy course, and those who are more ambitious are urged to master
Excel, complete a course in computer graphics and design, or become programmers.
Ms. Rier added that women also can earn useful ORT, Microsoft, or Hewlett-Packard
certificates.
In a separate discussion, Vyecheslav "Zelig" Brez, Executive Director of the Chabad
Philanthropic Fund, stated that three loans had been approved within the last week
(mid-April) after a long period of inactivity. In each case, the women who received the
loans will use some or all of the funds for IT training. Dnipropetrovsk is developing as
an IT center in Ukraine, he continued, and opportunities exist for people who are
competent in this area.60
Synagogue-Administered Activity
25. Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki, a native of Kfar Chabad in Israel, is Chief Rabbi of
Dnipropetrovsk and Dnipropetrovsk oblast. He was sent to the city, an important site in
Chabad history, by Chabad Rebbe Menachem Mendel Schneerson 25 years ago and
today is considered by many observers to be the most capable large-city rabbi in all of
the post-Soviet states. He has built a complex communal infrastructure, including both
social welfare and educational institutions, as well as the grand Menorah Center. He
enjoys excellent relations with international Jewish organizations, such as the American
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the Jewish Agency for Israel, and ORT; he also
encourages the unique and fruitful sister-city relationship
between the Jewish communities of Dnipropetrovsk and
Boston. In addition to connections with Jewish organizations, Rabbi Kaminezki is respected by local, oblast,
and national government officials as well as diplomats
and other foreigners who perceive him as a keen
observer of local and national developments in Ukraine.61
Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki was born in Israel and completed
rabbinic training in the United States. His advice and counsel
is widely sought by local Jews, other rabbis, businessmen, and
government officials.
Photo: the writer.
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See pages 28‐29 and 32‐33.
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See pages 45‐47 for other topics discussed in an interview with Mr. Brez.

61

However, Rabbi Kaminezki is alleged by some as intolerant of non‐Orthodox Judaism, having blocked the
development of a Progressive/Reform Jewish presence in the city.
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Almost all of the local Jewish oligarchs who have contributed generously to the
success of the Chabad-led Jewish community over the years continue to provide
financial support, stated Rabbi Kaminezki. However, many of them have been
affected by the current economic crisis and some have reduced their contributions
accordingly.62 In addition to the general economic condition in the country, many
wealthy local Jews have dedicated large amounts of their own funds to Ukrainian
national defense, care for wounded soldiers, and/or care of internally displaced people
from the Donetsk and Luhansk areas and from Crimea. With reduced funding flowing
into the Jewish community, various programs and projects also have been reduced or
postponed. Rabbi Kaminezki mentioned further development of the Jewish Medical
Center and the International Jewish Women's Seminary as examples of projects that
have been affected by the financial crisis.
Individuals and families, whom Rabbi Kaminezki has always counseled privately, are
requesting much more assistance from the Jewish community this year than in the
past, he said. People are seeking funds for chemotherapy and other medical needs,
general household expenses, and rent. They also request his intervention with
municipal authorities so that their utilities are not terminated for failure to pay their gas
or other bills on time. Attempting to find some humor in the unhappy situation, Rabbi
Kaminezki described himself as the "Jewish community concierge," always on call for
whatever is necessary. All requests are thoroughly investigated before any assistance
is given, said Rabbi Kaminezki.63
Antisemitism is not a major issue in Dnipropetrovsk, Rabbi Kaminezki stated. NonJews are aware that the Jewish population is very patriotic, very pro-Ukraine. The
reality that local Jewish oligarchs - such as Ihor Kolomoisky, Hennadiy Boholubov, and
Hennadiy Korban - are major financial supporters of the Ukrainian armed forces and
wounded Ukrainian soldiers is well known and highly appreciated, said Rabbi
Kaminezki. Their generosity redounds to the benefit of the general Jewish population.
Further, Rabbi Kaminezki added, people are simply too concerned about other things to
be antisemitic. Whenever incidents do occur, he observed, both local police and
Ukrainian state authorities are very cooperative in resolving the matter.
26. 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 annual budget, which stood at about $5
million in better years, was $4.3 million in 2013-2014, and is $3.6 million in 2014-2015.
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See the interview with Zelig Brez, below, for more information on the financial outlook of the Chabad
community.
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See the interview with Igor Romanov, pages 48‐49, for information on routine assistance given to Jewish elderly
in the city.
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(The budget excludes expenses for the Menorah Center, Beit Chana, the Jewish
Medical Center, and certain other projects/programs that are financed separately.) The
considerable decline reflects fewer contributions, contributions of lesser value,
community politics, changes in the currency exchange rate that are unfavorable to
Ukraine, and inflation that is largely a product of the confrontation with Russia. At
peak, 90 individuals contributed to the Philanthropic Fund annual campaign; the number
of donors fell to 56 in 2013-2014 and further to 47 in 2014-2015.
Mr. Brez noted that some contributors lost income-producing properties in Donetsk,
Luhansk, and/or Crimea; in Crimea, he said, Russians simply took over these buildings
without any compensation to the rightful owners. Further, he added, taxes have risen
on almost everything as the Ukrainian government seeks to raise revenue.
In addition to lost income, the Philanthropic Fund has been faced with several new
expenses. First, internally displaced Jews from the Donetsk and Luhansk areas, as
well as Crimea, continue to require services from the Jewish community; although many
of the migrants have moved on, some still remain and probably will need assistance for
an extended time. Second, emergency provision of food, medicine, household goods,
and other items to low-income local Jews now costs about $100,000 annually. Third,
the very small Jewish community of nearby Dniprodzerzhynsk, an impoverished and
heavily polluted city to the northwest, is suffering in the current situation and now needs
a significant subvention just to maintain basic services. Fourth, about $20,000 was
expended in establishing an office and other infrastructure for the new community
mohel, Dr. Yakov Gasinovich, who also is a urologist. Fifth, the residential yeshiva for
boys still requires substantial subsidy.64 Finally, said Mr. Brez, having suspended the
operation of Chabad summer camps last season due to
financial duress, Chabad will offer a family camp
session this summer for the sake of community morale;
people need a vacation outside the city. Chabad
simply will have to find the funds to subsidize the
participation of the majority of families unable to pay the
full cost.
Given the name of Vyecheslav at birth, Mr. Brez adopted the
name Zelig as he became involved in the Chabad
community as an adult. He is still known to many as Slavik,
a nickname derived from his original name.
Photo: http://djc.com.ua/news/view/new/?id=9698. Retrieved June
27, 2013.

Expanding on the need for increased assistance to elderly people in the Jewish
community, Mr. Brez said that a 15 percent state tax is now assessed to all pensions,
which are supposed to be tax-free. Further, certain financial benefits for veterans of
64

See pages 15‐17.
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World War II have been suspended. People in their 80's and older had become
accustomed to these bonuses and now find themselves much more at-risk than they
had anticipated.
Mr. Brez expressed deep appreciation for assistance received from Combined
Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston through the kehilla/sister-city relationship
between Dnipropetrovsk and Boston.65 Aware of the precarious economic situation in
Dnipropetrovsk, CJP raised its annual allocation from $126,000 in 2014 to $250,000 in
2015. Additionally, Mr. Brez continued, Boston is beginning to consider some
assistance in developing Dnipropetrovsk as an IT center.
At the request of the writer, Mr. Brez addressed several specific issues. Discussions
are proceeding with advisors and potential financial supporters in Boston about the
development of a downtown site for the Jewish Medical Center. The original plan to
locate it in the basement of the Menorah Center has been scrapped, said Mr. Brez,
because available space in the basement is too small to accommodate all of the
medical services that should be available in the center of the city. They are now
considering potential premises in the general office space of the Menorah Center, the
old Jewish community center in back of the synagogue, and other nearby buildings.
Additionally, a smaller version of the existing JMC would remain in the Beit Baruch
building because it is needed for the patients there.
The Jewish day school (School #144, which bears the formal name of Levi Yitzhak
Schneerson Ohr Avner Jewish Day School) continues to improve. Independent testing
shows that measurable gains have been achieved in most subjects, grade inflation has
ended, and problematic teachers are no longer at the school. Mr. Brez believes that a
new spirit is palpable in the school.
As reported earlier, the Microenterprise Loan Fund is extending loans again after a
long hiatus due to the financial crisis in the city. They are proceeding very cautiously. It
may be required in all future loans that recipients acquire competence in all computer
applications necessary for the business ventures that they are pursuing.
Regarding internally displaced Jews from the Donetsk and Luhansk areas, as well as
from Crimea, Mr. Brez said that the local Chabad community underwent a period of
severe shock during the height of the IDP influx, from May through September of 2014.
The arrivals included a broad mix of people, ranging from poorly educated individuals
with limited employment prospects to successful businessmen ready to transfer their
businesses to Dnipropetrovsk. A fairly large Jewish-owned IT firm is leasing space in
the Menorah Center, and the local IT field generally has been enriched by many highly
qualified IT specialists from Donetsk. Health care also has been strengthened by the
arrival of many capable physicians from the Donbas area. Thirty to 40 IDP children are
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For further information about the kehilla relationship between the two communities, see pages 59‐60. The
general allocation does not include funds expended for the Microenterprise Loan Fund, the Big Brother/Big Sister
program, or certain other projects.
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now enrolled in local Chabad schools; some of them had attended Chabad schools in
the Donbas area previously, but others had no previous Jewish education. None of
these youngsters pays tuition, said Mr. Brez.
Many IDP families have emigrated to Israel, continued Mr. Brez. Some with weak
employment skills have had a very tough time in Dnipropetrovsk; generally, these are
the individuals who remain dependent upon Chabad, although some have returned to
the Donbas regions.
Asked about antisemitism, Mr. Brez said that it is almost non-existent in Dnipropetrovsk. The general population, he continued, is aware that oligarch Ihor Kolomoisky
is Jewish - and they know that Mr. Kolomoisky and several other wealthy Jews are
spending great sums of their own money in support of the Ukrainian defense effort.
Further, Mr. Brez commented, many of the most productive volunteers in the grassroots
defense assistance organizations that have sprung up are Jews. Mr. Brez believes that
Mr. Kolomoisky and certain other prominent Jews are symbols of a strong Ukraine. At
another level, the Menorah Center is perceived as a community asset, providing clean,
modern premises that are open to all people, regardless of ethnic origin.
27. Ihor 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 with a total Jewish population of about 18,000
(not including Dnipropetrovsk). The role of the regional office is to bring Jewish life to
Jews in towns in the area that do not have rabbis. Only three cities of the 16 - Krivoi
Rog, Kirovohrad, and Dniprodzerzhynsk66 - have resident rabbis, Mr. Romanov noted.
The regional office extends support to these Jewish population centers for celebration
of Jewish holidays, stated Mr. Romanov. For example, about 2,000 people in these
towns attended Chabad-sponsored seders. Mr. Romanov's office provided matza,
wine, juice, and haggadot, as well as illustrated instructions on how to organize the
seder table. Local communities are expected to provide
and prepare other food items, including meat, chicken,
and/or fish. Chabad sends a young rabbi or yeshiva
student to lead the seder. The office also provided program
materials for Purim celebrations in eight of the 16 Jewish
population centers.
Ihor 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 and the two oblasts.
Photo: the writer.
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Between 3,000 and 5,500 Jews live in each of these three cities.
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For each of the last 11 years, Mr. Romanov continued, his office has distributed gift
parcels of food to Jewish elderly and invalids twice yearly, at Rosh Hashanah and at
Purim/Pesach. Recognizing that the need for such food assistance has grown during
the recent crisis, Chabad has increased both the number of packages distributed (from
5,700 to 6,000 in Dnipropetrovsk and the 16 smaller population centers combined) and
the content of the packages. The parcels include basic food staples, such as tins of
fish, canned vegetables, pasta, cooking oil, and other items. The total weight of each
parcel is about 14 kg. (approximately 30
lbs.). Hillel students deliver the packages
to the recipients' homes.
Packed bags of food are stored temporarily in
the Golden Rose Choral Synagogue in
Dnipropetrovsk, awaiting distribution to needy
Jews before Rosh Hashanah in 2015.
Photo: http://djc.com.ua/. Retrieved September 3,
2015.

Another facet of Mr. Romanov's work is dealing with police, security forces, and the
court system on behalf of the Jewish community. Private security firms patrol the area
around the synagogue and Menorah Center 24 hours every day. Certain other
community buildings are under constant guard, he said, and almost every structure is
monitored by security cameras.
In general, continued Mr. Romanov, the
Dnipropetrovsk population is very tolerant; in addition to Jews, many other ethnic
groups are represented in the city, including a large number of Armenians. Very little
antisemitism exists locally; the atmosphere here (in Dnipropetrovsk) is not comparable
to that of France, he asserted.
At its inception, the Russian-backed insurgency in the Donbas caused general panic
in Dnipropetrovsk, stated Mr. Romanov; many people feared that the Russians would
move on to Dnipropetrovsk. The sudden arrival in the city of thousands of internally
displaced people from that area only exacerbated the sense of dread, he continued.
However, things have calmed down considerably since then. Many of the Jewish IDP's
have gone to Israel, significantly relieving the burden of care imposed upon the
Dnipropetrovsk Jewish community.
Notwithstanding all that has happened in recent months, city life is almost back to
normal now, Mr. Romanov stated. In fact, he noted, many visitors arrive with great
anxiety and seem surprised by the sense of normalcy here (in Dnipropetrovsk). They
expected something like a garrison town, but find that people are going about their
business in a routine manner. However, he added, it is public knowledge that many
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young men, fearing conscription into the Ukrainian army, have left town and some have
gone abroad. Some Jewish young men have left rather hastily for Israel.67
28. Rabbi Mayer Stambler, an Israeli, is Executive Director of the Chabad Federation
of Jewish Communities in Ukraine. Chabad now has rabbis in 32 cities in Ukraine,
somewhat fewer than previously. Some representations have closed because the
Jewish population in the locale has declined to a level that is too low to support a rabbi
and the programs that he operates.68 Rabbi Stambler also acknowledged that some
appointed rabbis simply do not fulfill their responsibilities and are forced to leave.
Because the economic situation in Ukraine has severely limited local fundraising and
because the value of foreign currencies has appreciated against the weak Ukrainian
hryvnia, almost all community rabbis are forced to go abroad in search of financial
support, stated Rabbi Stambler. In some locales, he continued, it is no secret that the
chief rabbi's wife really is in charge of local Chabad activities because her husband's
fundraising responsibilities require lengthy trips to North America and western Europe.
Speaking of the Beit Chana International Humanitarian-Pedagogical Institute and
the stalled International Hasidic Women's Seminary, Rabbi Stambler stated that
mutual accreditation with an internationally recognized university or college remains an
essential goal for each program. Students need to know that their work will be
recognized in North America. However, certain barriers to such accreditation exist,
most notably the poor English-language skills of local students and instructors. The
agreement between Alfred Nobel University in Dnipropetrovsk and Beit Chana is a first
step; the second step probably will be accreditation by a
university in Kyiv. Only after recognition by a major Kyiv
institution will Beit Chana and/or the Seminary be prepared to
seek accreditation by an American college or university. These
efforts will require dedicated fulltime professional staff for each
program, a financial impossibility at this time. Beit Chana will
continue in its current mode; the revival of the International
Hasidic Women's Seminary is on hold for now.69
Based in Dnipropetrovsk, Rabbi Meir Stambler coordinates Chabad
operations throughout Ukraine. He possesses special expertise on
Chabad educational institutions in the country.
Photo: the writer (in 2014).
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At least a dozen middle‐aged Jewish adults and draft‐age or almost draft‐age Jewish young men have told the
author that Jewish young men are willing serve in the Israeli military, but reluctant to serve in the Ukrainian armed
forces.
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Chabad rabbis usually are subsidized by a central body for their first year or so when opening a new Chabad
community. After this initial period, they are responsible for raising their own funds, approaching both local and
international donors.
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See pages 26‐28 for information about Beit Chana and the International Hasidic Women's Seminary.
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29. 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. Mr. Rostovtsev also produces various publications for the
community, arranges and manages press conferences, and serves as a guide/contact
person for visiting reporters and other media specialists.
In response to a question about the general atmosphere in Dnipropetrovsk, Mr.
Rostovtsev said that the situation is much worse than it was in 2014. The war with
Russian separatists is expensive - in human lives, financial resources, and morale. The
Ukrainian economy is in bad condition. Salaries are not being paid. Medicines and
medical care are beyond the reach of many. People have no hope for the future. They
are risk-averse, will not enter into any new ventures. His own budget has been
reduced. His television show, Alef, receives much less advertising than previously
because vendors simply cannot afford it. He is very pessimistic about the future, he
said.
Speaking about the community website, Mr. Rostovtsev said that it has 3,000 to 4,000
regular viewers. Essentially, he continued, the website presents a calendar of
community events, mostly those sponsored by Chabad; however, other organizations,
such as the Jewish Agency and the Joint Distribution Committee, also post announcements of their special occasions. From time to time, said Mr.
Rostovtsev, organization executives complain to him about
community website coverage of their programs; they all want
preferential placement on the site, favorable comments
about their events, and many photographs.
Rabbi
Kaminezki, he commented, wants only positive news on the
website; this is boring, stated Mr. Rostovtsev.
Oleg Rostovtsev is a media specialist in the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish community.
Photo: the writer.

Referring to local Jewish oligarchs, Mr. Rostovtsev believes that their time has
passed. They are "too big" for ordinary daily life, but, he acknowledged, their financial
resources and influence remain necessary.
Ihor Kolomoisky, he observed, is
respected throughout the country for the assistance that he provides to the Ukrainian
armed forces. Most Jews feel that these local "big men" who identify strongly with the
Jewish community provide some protection to the average Jew in the street. Local
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Jews will be afraid if Jewish oligarchs leave the city to reside permanently in the homes
that they already own abroad.70
Antisemitism, said Mr. Rostovtsev, exists, but it is not a problem. Again, the support
provided by Jewish oligarchs to the Ukrainian defense effort is well-known and protects
Ukrainian Jews.
Russian separatists in the Donbas region, Mr. Rostovtsev stated, are living in the past.
They would like to re-create the certainty of the USSR or even the Russian Empire of
old. They are a "joke" and many are fascist in outlook. They are afraid of the 21st
century, they are afraid of freedom.
30. Rabbi Moshe Weber, an Israeli who previously focused on formal Jewish education
for young adults, is now engaged in adult education, informal education, and
religious tourism. His newest venture is a stipend-based Kollel Torah currently (April
2015) engaging 600+ men in 40 cities and towns in Ukraine, Georgia, and the Baltic
states. The program focuses on smaller Jewish population centers, although it also
operates in Dnipropetrovsk.
An Israeli of Georgian ancestry provides Rabbi Weber with a budget of approximately
$100,000 monthly to enable the printing and distribution of Russian-language
paperback textbooks, teacher guides, stipends of approximately $200 to each student,
and general overhead expenses. Typically, said Rabbi Weber, Kollel Torah students
gather in Chabad synagogues, usually in the evenings,
where they are guided by local Chabad rabbis. The stipends
are a major attraction, acknowledged Rabbi Weber; they
provide much-needed pension supplements to older men
and general income to unemployed or poorly paid workingage men. Additionally, the program draws people into shuls
and populates minyans, which sometimes are difficult to fill in
smaller Jewish population centers. Some of the attendees
are even assuming leadership positions in participating
communities, Rabbi Weber said.
Rabbi Moshe Weber holds one of the Russian-language textbooks
distributed to students in the Kollel Torah. The books are printed
in Sumy, a city northwest of Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbis of synagogues in the programs submit attendance records and other reports to
Rabbi Weber by email. Rabbi Weber transmits funds to these rabbis by wire.

70

For example, Ihor Kolomoisky owns a home in Geneva, and Hennady Boholubov owns a home in London.
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Religious tourism continues, with the Menorah Center hotel and event rooms serving
as a convenient base for various hasidic groups that have important historical sites and
shrines in the area. For example, said Rabbi Weber, about 200 individuals came from
Israel on a religious pilgrimage for Pesach; the Menorah Center accommodated them as well as local community groups - for seders.
Locally, Rabbi Weber arranged summer and winter camps for the sons and daughters
of Chabad emissaries in Ukraine. He also arranged a Pesach vacation, including
seders, at a resort in the Carpathian Mountains for young families.
National and International Jewish Organizations
31. Based in the Menorah Center, the Dnipropetrovsk office of the Jewish Agency for
Israel (JAFI, Sochnut) is headquarters for Jewish Agency activity in all of eastern
Ukraine. Natalia Nabitovsky, a native of the city who now is an Israeli citizen, directs all
JAFI operations within the city of Dnipropetrovsk itself; her husband, Max Lurie, also a
previous resident of Dnipropetrovsk, manages JAFI responsibilities in the remainder of
the eastern section of the country. Mr. Lurie travels regularly from Dnipropetrovsk to
other cities east of the Dnipr River.
JAFI estimates that a total of 85,000 Jews live in eastern Ukraine, said Mr. Lurie. The
two largest Jewish population centers are Dnipropetrovsk (approximately 26,000 Jews)
and Kharkiv (21,000 Jews). Of the two major cities in the separatist area, Donetsk has
a Jewish population of about 10,500, Mr. Lurie stated, and Luhansk is home to no more
than 1,000 to 2,000 Jews. Almost all of the Jews who remain in Luhansk, he added, are
elderly and/or impoverished; they are unable to leave the city, and the political/military
situation limits access to them by outsiders. As is the case throughout Ukraine, some
Jews in the separatist area are unaware of their Jewish heritage and thus do not
realize that they are eligible for assistance
from Jewish organizations. Equally, they
do not know that they are entitled to emigrate to Israel.
Natalia Nabitovsky and Max Lurie are JAFI
emissaries in eastern Ukraine; she directs JAFI
operations in the city of Dnipropetrovsk, and he
manages JAFI responsibilities in the remainder
of the region. They are seen in the photo at
right just outside the main building at the
Mayak JAFI transit station just outside Dnipropetrovsk.
Photo: the writer.

Legally, Mr. Lurie continued, Jews who are aware of their Jewish identity and wish to go
to Israel are free to do so without any government impediment. However, the new
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quasi-states in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions (Donetsk Peoples Republic, Luhansk
Peoples Republic) desire that healthy young people remain to build their new
"countries;" further, official and unofficial militia units from various organizations and
governments patrol highways and extort tribute (bribes) from passengers for safe
passage in and out of these areas.
Nonetheless, Jews continue to leave the eastern regions, citing ongoing military activity,
economic distress, and general apprehension about the future. The routes that they
take to leave the area reflect instability on the ground. Some cross the border into
nearby Russia by bus, travel north, and then cross the border back into Ukraine
destined for Kharkiv, which is a short drive from Russia. If they wish to go to Israel, they
then go to Dnipropetrovsk to the Mayak transit center (see below), where they complete
an application and orientation process. Others manage to reach Mariupol, a Sea of
Azov port city just outside the separatist area, where they can board a public intercity
bus for a 22-hour ride to Dnipropetrovsk. Whichever route they take, many departing
Jews depend on local Protestants for assistance of various kinds, including transportation, border crossings, and intervention with local militia groups demanding bribes
for safe passage.71
In a stay of a month or longer at the Mayak (Маяк, lighthouse) center, a resort with a
capacity of 80 people that is rented by the Jewish Agency, Jews are interviewed,
provided with information about Israel, and enrolled in Hebrew and Jewish identity
classes. Those with relatives already in Israel establish contact with these family
members. Their Jewish ancestry is confirmed, Israel entry visas are issued, and plans
for their absorption in Israel are arranged. They then fly to Israel on flights leaving from
Dnipropetrovsk. Some of the Mayak guests, said Ms. Nabitovsky and Mr. Lurie, are in
such shock from their experiences in the separatist areas and their harrowing
departures across the border that they may be unable to participate in any formal
activities at the center for several weeks. Instead, they remain in their assigned rooms,
emerging only for meals. Trained JAFI professionals work with them until they are able
to join others in the normal routine of the center and consider the various aliyah
(immigration) options available to them.
The writer spoke with several individuals at the Mayak center awaiting flights to Israel.
A couple from Donetsk (seen at far right in the photo on the opposite page) described
heavy weapons in the streets of their hometown, endless Russian propaganda on local
television claiming that the Ukrainian government and Ukrainian armed forces are
fascists, and no income. As a former Ukrainian Master of Sport in judo, the man was
71
Most local Protestant supporters work at the direction of European‐based Christian groups that focus on
assisting Jews. Ukrainian Protestants are a small minority within the Ukrainian population; most Ukrainians are
Orthodox Christians. Ukrainian Protestant drivers of vans and other vehicles transporting Jews to and across
borders of the quasi‐republics often claim to various inspectors that they are conveying their passengers to
Christian religious conferences and festivals. If local militias suspect that the passengers are Jews trying to leave
the country, they will search the passengers and vehicles for jewels, antique Jewish ritual objects, or other
precious materials that might be sold in various markets. The Christian volunteers, said Mr. Lurie, know backroads
in the area and usually are successful in evading checkpoints. Once outside the contested areas, passengers are
transferred to taxis that take them directly to the Mayak center.
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entitled to receive a pension for his sports achievements as well as a retirement
pension, but he was receiving neither. His wife, an economist, lost her job. Realizing
that continued residence in Donetsk was no longer possible, they had enrolled in a
Donetsk ulpan before leaving the city en route to Israel. They were headed for Netanya
in Israel, a coastal city where the woman's sister was already attending an Israeli ulpan.
In response to a question, the couple said that they had three adult children. The
eldest, a nurse who remains in Donetsk for the time being, probably will join them in
Israel in the near future. A son had moved to Russia; they did not know what he would
do in the future. Their youngest, another daughter, was in a tragic situation, they said;
she had married a Jordanian and moved to Kuwait with him. Subsequently, they
divorced, and the former husband was awarded full custody of their children. The
daughter had no rights at all regarding her own children. She remained in Kuwait in the
hope that she might see them sometime. The couple expressed gratitude to the Jewish
Agency for the support that they were receiving and embarrassment that they were
dependent upon charity.
A young man (second from left in photo below) had been a student at an engineering
college in Luhansk. The college was heavily damaged by bombardment; as prospective
engineers, the students attempted to repair the structure themselves, but were
unsuccessful.
They lived "for months" without electricity or water; they used
construction materials from damaged buildings to build fires in the street, which they
used for heat and cooking. However, it was very difficult to find food. He saw dead
bodies in the street. The young man said that his mother lived in Kyiv, but he was not
planning to join her; he did not mention
his father. He planned to go to Carmiel
in northern Israel, where his grandfather, an uncle, and some Luhansk
friends live. He hopes to finish his
college program at an Israeli institution.
The writer spoke with four individuals, right,
who were staying at the Mayak center while
preparing for aliyah to Israel. See text for
more information.
Photo: the writer.

A qualified construction engineer in Donetsk, a woman (at far left in photo above) had
nonetheless worked for some years as a personal secretary because salaries for
personal secretaries were higher than compensation for engineers. She planned to join
her daughter in Petach Tikvah, where the daughter had settled several years ago.
In addition to working with internally displaced Jews who want to relocate to Israel, the
Jewish Agency continues to maintain its full range of programs and services for
local Jews, said Ms. Nabitovsky and Mr. Lurie. It operates Sunday schools for
children, along with parallel classes for parents. Responding to increased demand,
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JAFI has opened additional ulpans (Hebrew language classes supplemented by Jewish
identity-building programs) in different Jewish population centers, including several
relatively small towns. Reflecting adverse local conditions, ulpan students now are
more diligent than previously; clearly, they are serious about emigration to Israel.
The Jewish Agency is pursuing a policy of cooperation and collaboration with various
partners in order to reach more people and stretch resources as far as possible. It
operates day camps during school vacation periods, usually in partnership with local
synagogues. It collaborates in various programs with Nativ, the Israeli government
entity that deals with Russian-speaking Jews.72 It also works with local Jewish day
schools in holiday programs and other activities.
JAFI continues to operate its own summer camps, but local instability has generated
considerable parental unease about sending children to Ukrainian locations far away
from home73 and about paying camp fees in advance. Another summer program is a
camp in Israel for 30 youngsters from Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv. Na'aleh and
Selah, the Israel-based high school and university programs respectively, continue to
attract local adolescents and college-age Ukrainians, most of whom perceive these
programs as pre-aliyah gateways to new lives in Israel.
The Jewish Agency supports certain grassroots activities by local Jewish young adults.
Taglit (birthright Israel) remains very popular among Jewish young people; together
with Nativ and Hillel, JAFI operates programs for Taglit alumni. Working with Nativ,
JAFI sponsored a Masa fair, showcasing Russian-language Masa programs, as well as
programs in other languages that are open to participants who are fluent in those
tongues.74 Masa, said Ms. Nabitovsky, is perceived by many local Jewish young adults
as a preparatory year in Israel prior to aliyah. Some Masa programs are geared toward
people in specific professional fields, such as information technology or medicine.
However, she continued, several of the more complex Masa courses require participant
co-payments, which many of them cannot afford; therefore, they enroll in other, less
expensive programs that may be their second or third choice.75
Responding to budgetary pressures, the Jewish Agency has been forced to curtail
placement of Israelis in emissary (shlichim) positions; such emissaries require housing
and travel allowances, school fees for children, insurance, and other expenditures.
72

Nativ operates Israeli consulates and Israel culture centers in four Ukrainian cities. See pages 58‐59 and 72‐73
for descriptions of Nativ operations in Dnipropetrovsk and Kharkiv respectively. The Kyiv representative focused
on general observations, not Nativ, and the writer was unable to go to Odesa, where the fourth Ukraine ICC is
located.
73

The Jewish Agency does not own its own campsites. It rents premises from private sources.
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Masa programs are five to 12 months in length. They offer study, volunteer, and internship experiences in Israel
for young adults. Groups of Masa participants live together in apartments and buy and prepare their own food.
75

Ms. Nabitovsky and Mr. Lurie noted that all Israel‐based programs for youth and young adults include a
disproportionately large number of Ukrainian Jewish young men seeking to evade Ukrainian army service.

57

Thus, Ms. Nabitovsky and Mr. Lurie are the only Israelis representing the Jewish
Agency in all of eastern Ukraine. Local Jews employed as JAFI staff have been trained
to assume many emissary responsibilities, and mobile aliyah teams of Israeli
professionals visit communities periodically to organize seminars on youth/young adult
programs in Israel, manage holiday celebrations (such as Yom Haatzmaut, Israel
Independence Day), and perform other tasks that cannot be done by the
Dnipropetrovsk- based couple or by local staff. Mr. Lurie observed that many potential
immigrants do not fully accept the authority of local staff, perceiving them as lacking
credibility because they have never actually lived in Israel.

32. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (Joint, JDC) also maintains
its eastern Ukraine regional headquarters office in the Menorah Center. It is a very
convenient and "efficient" location, said Yoni Leifer, the JDC regional director, noting
that the Menorah Center also houses the JDC hesed76 and Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki's
office.
Joint currently serves 19,000 clients in the region, Mr. Leifer stated, providing material
support to all of them. The support is extended through debit cards, hesed-based
programs, and home health care assistance for people who are disabled. Food items
and medicines no longer are distributed as their handling has proved too expensive,
continued Mr. Leifer. JDC classifies its clients in three categories: (1) victims of Nazi
persecution and thus eligible for funds from the Conference on Material Claims against
Germany (Claims Conference); (2) World War II veterans and thus eligible for government bonuses; and (3) people who are ineligible for any special benefits. In all, said Mr.
Leifer, about 35 percent of JDC clients in the region
receive Claims Conference funding, a percentage that has
decreased over the years as Holocaust survivors die. The
Claims Conference supplements provide recipients with
resources three times greater than those available to nonrecipients.
Yoni Leifer, who previously headed JDC operations in Belarus
and Kaliningrad, became director of JDC in southeastern
Ukraine in late 2013.
Photo: the writer.

Of the total 19,000 JDC clients in the region, 7,000 to 8,000 reside in Dnipropetrovsk
itself, and about 5,000 still live in the conflict zone (Donetsk and Luhansk areas). The
remainder reside in smaller cities, such as Zaporizhzhya.77 About 350 internally
displaced Jews in the region receive benefits and services from Joint, Mr. Leifer added.
76

See pages 35‐36.

77

See pages 76‐79.
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The local economic situation is dire, stated Mr. Leifer. The average pension several
years ago was about $200 monthly, he said; inflation has reduced its value to about $45
now. The cost of food has increased 150 to 200 percent, and the cost of medicine now
is 200 to 300 percent higher than in the recent past. Pensioners try to purchase food
and rarely have enough funds to buy medicine. Hearing aids and cataract surgery are
extremely difficult to finance, Mr. Leifer said. JDC aid helps pensioners in alleviating
some distress, but cannot restore the dignity that is offered by a healthy economy.
Regarding working-age people, the middle class has disappeared, said Mr. Leifer.
Beyond the extraordinary inflation that has so degraded income, the loss of Crimean
beaches to Russia has dealt a severe psychological blow to the middle class for whom
a vacation at a Crimean beach resort was regarded as almost a guaranteed annual
right. Comparable beaches in Bulgaria or Greece are just too expensive, stated Mr.
Leifer.
In many cities and towns closer to the conflict zone, the economic situation is even
worse, Mr. Leifer said. Non-residents are afraid to visit these places, so inter-city trade
has diminished. Contact with the remainder of Ukraine has been reduced. In the
conflict zone itself, some people continue to work, but few are paid; they cling to the
unlikely belief that somehow better days will come quickly and they will be compensated
for lost income.
33. After transferring the location of its eastern Ukraine Consulate from Dnipropetrovsk
to Kharkiv in 2012, the Government of Israel re-opened its Dnipropetrovsk
representation with a part-time Consul commuting from Kyiv in 2013. In 2015, it
reinstated the position of a fulltime Consul in Dnipropetrovsk. In addition to performing
conventional consular duties, the Consulate also operates an Israel Cultural Center.
The most visible responsibility of the Israel Consulate is verification of a potential
immigrant's right to settle in Israel under the provisions of the Israel Law of Return. If an
individual qualifies, that is, if the applicant has at least one Jewish grandparent or is a
first-degree relative of someone with at least one Jewish grandparent, the Consulate
will issue a visa to that individual and his/her family, enabling them to proceed to the
Jewish state and begin a settlement/absorption process. Due to the various upheavals
that afflicted Ukraine during the last 100 years, many applicants lack formal proof of
Jewish ancestry. The Consulate investigates all claims, a process that may require
several months.
A senior official of the Consulate stated that priority for consideration of visa application
is given to individuals from the conflict area, particularly Donetsk, and other people
whose homes are some distance from Dnipropetrovsk, such as in Mariupol and
Kramatorsk. Almost by definition, such individuals are living in local hotels, hostels, or
with other families as the distance between their former residences and the Consulate is
too great for a regular commute. The official estimated that between 80 and 85 percent
of all Dnipropetrovsk visa applicants are from these eastern or southern regions.
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Regarding programs of the Israel Cultural Center, the official mentioned Israel holiday
celebrations, often in cooperation with other groups, such as the Jewish Agency and/or
Rabbi Kaminezki. The Consulate also hosts lecturers and artists from Israel; some of
its lectures concern the Israeli economy, medical system, technology, and other
subjects of interest to potential immigrants. It operates two ulpan classes in
Dnipropetrovsk and one in Zaporizhzhya. Its Scout program, a version of the Israeli
Scouts, enrolls 100 youth from Dnipropetrovsk, Zaporizhzhya, Krivoi Rog, and
Melitopol; for most participants, the Scout program is their only connection to Israel or to
Jewish life in general. The Consulate also recruits young people to various study
programs in Israel and offers several Na'aleh (high school) and Sela (university)
programs sponsored by the Israeli government. Dnipropetrovsk has developed a
nascent information technology sector, said the official, that produces some wellqualified candidates for IT education and Israeli IT companies.
In response to a question about the general mood in Dnipropetrovsk, the official
stated that a sense of uncertainty prevails; people are concerned about the economy,
the military situation, and various social forces. People felt more secure when
Dnipropetrovsk oligarch Ihor Kolomoisky was governor, he said; they were confident
that Mr. Kolomoisky could protect them. The new governor is unknown. No one knows
what to do, no one is planning for the future.
34. The sister-city relationship between the Boston and Dnipropetrovsk Jewish
communities, various details of which are noted elsewhere in this section, was initiated
in 199278 and today is the most comprehensive of any “kehilla” project connecting North
American and post-Soviet Jewish population centers. It involves both Jewish and nonsectarian entities in each city, although most of the latter appear to have been promoted
by Boston-area Jews. The relationship also includes some projects involving Haifa,
Boston’s partner city in Israel.
Having long operated as a program of the Jewish Community Relations Council of
Greater Boston, a constituent agency of Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater
Boston,79 direction of the Boston kehilla project was transferred to the Planning and
Allocations department of CJP itself during the last year. The relationship is enabled by
a number of Jewish organizations in the Boston area, most of which are associated in
some way with CJP. These include agencies related to Jewish education, children's
and elder care, and employment services. As noted earlier, Action for Post-Soviet
Jewry, an independent organization, created and manages the Adopt-a-Bubbe program.
Additionally, various Boston physicians and medical institutions have played important
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The writer, who was living and working in Cambridge at the time, was one of two individuals who initiated the
project under the auspices of the Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Boston. The other founder, Dr.
Judith Wolf, remains active in the partnership; her family has provided leadership and resources for the special
needs program at Beit Chana.
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Combined Jewish Philanthropies of Greater Boston is the Jewish federation in Boston
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roles in enhancing women's health programs and pediatric care in Dnipropetrovsk and
are major advisors in the development of the Dnipropetrovsk Jewish Medical Center.
Although some refer to the relationship as a partnership, almost all initiatives and
funding originate in Boston. Unlike several other Jewish community sister-city pairings,
the Boston-Dnipropetrovsk connection does not include collaborative projects with the
Joint Distribution Committee or the Jewish Agency for Israel.
Yan Sidelkovsky, who manages the project in Dnipropetrovsk, stated that the major
2015 focus of the relationship is finding appropriate premises for a downtown Jewish
Medical Center. Sites considered previously, such as the basement of the Menorah
Center or one or more floors in the old community center building, are too small. A new
site requires expert planning, acquisition of appropriate fixtures and furnishings, and
additional staffing. Professional consultants in the United States are assisting the
kehilla committee in resolving these issues. In the meantime, three more local
physicians will go to the United States for advanced training in their specialties.80
Combined Jewish Philanthropies dispatched additional aid to the community during the
peak of the crisis with internally displaced people, noted Mr. Sidelkovsky. A significant
portion of the assistance was directed to Beit Baruch, which was accommodating
displaced Jews from the Donetsk and Luhansk areas in addition to its regular residents;
other funds were earmarked for psychological help to Jewish IDP's and to the hesed
staff who were overwhelmed by the additional caseload. Some aid also was applied to
programs for internally displaced Jewish children.
Mr. Sidelkovsky expressed some unease about the transfer of responsibility in Boston
for the kehilla project from the JCRC to the planning department of CJP. He also noted
the departure of some professional staff from the Boston side of the program, including
a Russian-speaking coordinator.
General Civil Assistance Fund
35. Dopomoga, which is translated variously as civil defense fund or civil assistance
fund, is one of a number of independent non-government organizations (NGO's) that
have arisen in the wake of the Maidan uprising and Russian-backed separatist
insurgency in 2014. Based in Dnipropetrovsk, Dopomoga is associated with the larger
Ukraine National Defense Foundation, also an NGO.
Vladislav Makarov, executive director of Dopomoga, said that about 50 individuals are
involved in the organization. Fifteen are paid staff and the remainder are volunteers.
The organization raises funds and operates programs on behalf of internally displaced
80

See page 37 for a photo of Mr. Sidelkovsky. See also pages 45 and 47 for comments about the Jewish Medical
Center from Chief Rabbi Shmuel Kaminezki and executive director of the Chabad Jewish community, Zelig Brez,
respectively. The existing Jewish Medical Center itself is described on pages 40‐41.
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persons, provides non-lethal assistance to the Ukrainian armed forces, and, to a lesser
extent, is concerned with environmental protection. Overall, its goal is to advance civil
society in Ukraine.
Regarding internally displaced persons, Mr. Makarov and his associates noted that
no national government entity in Ukraine is dealing with IDP's. The government, they
said, just hopes that the problem will go away. Different ministries give different
estimates of the IDP population; local authorities have their own estimates, as do
independent groups. The more competent IDP's never contact any organization; they
proceed independently in Dnipropetrovsk or elsewhere. They find housing and employment on their own. Elderly individuals and weak families and individuals come to
Dopomoga or other groups. Mr. Makarov stated that about 65,000 IDP's and other
people with problems of one sort or another live in rent-free social or communal housing
throughout the region.
Dopomoga established an IDP reception and registration center in Dnipropetrovsk that
provides some very basic material assistance, help with housing, and access to
psychological care. It voluntarily submits reports to appropriate government agencies.
It has established credibility as a responsible organization and receives some funding
from an international organization dealing with underprivileged children, Swedish and
American assistance groups, and an agency of the United Nations.
Pavlo Khazan, Chairman of the Dopomoga board, stated that Dopomoga was active in
two major areas concerning non-lethal military assistance. The first was provision of
radio-technical and engineering support.
A major objective was protection of
communications; Russians and pro-Russian separatists were able to intercept many
messages between Ukrainian military units. Although Dopomoga was able to obtain
some technology that could be very useful, the military officials said, the technology is
not used to maximum effect because many Ukrainian army officers are unfamiliar with
basic electronics and lack computer skills. Sometimes these officers are reluctant to
entrust the technology to younger officers whose IT skills are more advanced.
In tactical medicine. Dopomoga is active in training medics and obtaining medical field
kits. Friends in other countries have been helpful in these efforts, Mr. Khazan said.
Dnipropetrovsk is close to the combat area, Mr. Khazan noted, so Dopomoga work in
military support is broadly supported. He added that a major military hospital is located
in the area and that bodies of all Ukrainian military personnel killed in battle were
brought to a morgue in the city. Foreign military attachés stationed in Ukraine often visit
Dnipropetrovsk as it is considered a "gateway" to the combat region.
Among the responsibilities of Oleksiy Angurets, another official of the organization, is
environmental protection. In general, said Mr. Angurets, Ukrainians are not as
sensitive to environmental damage as are many individuals in the West. Military actions
cause great destruction to fields, woodlands, and other habitats. Military units seem to
regard environmental concerns as a distraction.
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In response to a question, Mr. Makarov said that the Ukrainian government doesn't
bother them in their work. Equally, it doesn't help Dopomoga either.

Kharkiv
Founded in 1653 at the confluence of the Udy, Lopan, and Kharkiv rivers, Kharkiv today
is a city of 1.43 million people, the second largest municipality in Ukraine. Capital of
Ukraine from 1921 to 1934, it is now a fading 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 appeared
both sour and nervous during the writer's most recent visits in 2014 and 2015.

Evidence of support for Ukrainian sovereignty was visible at a
number of locations in central Kharkiv. Directly above is a booth
in a major Kharkiv square inviting passersby to contribute to the
Ukrainian defense effort. Both cash and material items for
soldiers are being solicited. Note the sandbagged guard post
with flag to the right of the collection point. A similar booth
collecting money and materiel for a specific rightwing military unit
was located several blocks away.
Above left, fabric in the national colors of Ukraine had been
draped around the shoulders of Taras Shevchenko, honored
here in a well-known monument in another square. Shevchenko
was a 19th century Ukrainian poet, writer, painter, and political
figure who promoted Ukrainian independence from Russia.
Below left, banners resembling Ukrainian flags have been
installed over a Kharkiv street.
Photos: the writer.

63

The nervousness derives from its location approximately 30 miles (48 km.) from the
Russian border. The city is the administrative center of Kharkiv oblast, which shares
borders with Russia on its north and with the troubled eastern oblasts of Luhansk and
Donetsk on its east and south. (It also borders on Dnipropetrovsk, Poltava, and Sumy
oblasts.) "Visitors" from Russia in the guise of tourists or students appear in the city
from time to time; both visitors and local Russian sympathizers, some of whom are
supported by Russia, attempt to intimidate pro-Ukrainians, provoke incidents, and
organize pro-Russian demonstrations.
In common with Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv has absorbed a large number of internally
displaced people from the Donetsk and Luhansk areas. Perhaps 200,000 IDPs were
in the city at the peak of the crisis, but some had moved on by April. One estimate at
the time of the writer's visit was that between 100,000 and 140,000 remained in the city
and its environs. Their need for housing, employment, and welfare assistance was
exacting a severe toll on a municipality already in distress.
Among the casualties of the declining economy are the once-robust universities,
scientific centers, and medical facilities that characterized Kharkiv in better days.
Starved of financial resources, these institutions are rapidly losing their most nimble
professionals to more vigorous establishments abroad. At the same time, institutions
eager to earn hard currency are recruiting foreign students who pay higher tuition fees;
many of these newcomers are poorly qualified individuals from developing countries
(including former Soviet states in Central Asia), whose lack of preparedness propels
standards even lower.
36. The Jewish population of Kharkiv probably is about 21,000 according to the Israeli
Law of Return, although the writer has heard estimates that are significantly higher.
Notwithstanding the reality that many younger Jews are leaving the city, Jews remain
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, but, in common with other post-Soviet cities, participation in Jewish activity is low.
Jewish Education and Culture
37. The writer was unable to visit the larger of the two Jewish day schools in Kharkiv,
School #170, a Chabad institution, because a government commission was conducting
a routine inspection of the school at the time that the writer was in the city. According to
Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz, Chief Rabbi of Kharkiv, enrollment was stable at approximately
300 pupils, including 15 internally displaced youngsters from Donetsk and Luhansk.
38. The writer also was unable to meet with Rabbi Levi Raices, director of the local
Chabad yeshiva for boys in grades five through 11.
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39. A machon for girls in grades five through 11 enrolls 30 pupils, said its director,
Miriam Yakimenko. The number is about 25 percent lower than that of 2012-2013, and
Ms. Yakimenko expects a further decline as more and more families are leaving for
Israel. At the request of families who expect to emigrate to Israel, Ms. Yakimenko said,
the machon has strengthened its Hebrew-language instructional program. The machon
meets in classrooms located in the synagogue; however, because the synagogue
facility lacks science laboratories and teachers qualified to teach certain secular
classes, girls go to School #170 several times each week for instruction in science,
mathematics, and information technology.
In addition to secular studies and Hebrew, girls in the machon also are instructed in
Judaism. The machon promotes good values and attempts to instill in its students a
generous spirit. Throughout their machon experience, the girls engage in various social
assistance projects, such as visiting elderly Jews who are lonely and helping out in the
lower school. Older girls in the machon also lead a Sunday school that enrolls about
25 children between the ages of three and 12, said Ms. Yakimenko. The Sunday school
program includes both formal Jewish education and various recreational activities, she
stated.
In response to a question about post-high school education, Ms. Yakimento said that
the machon recommends that its graduates enroll in Chabad post-secondary colleges
for women, such as Beit Chana in Dnipropetrovsk or other
Chabad women's institutions in Odesa, Zhytomyr, or
Moscow. However, she observed, the parents (particularly
single mothers) of some girls do not want their daughters to
leave Kharkiv, so these girls enroll in local colleges.81
Miriam Yakimenko, left, directs the Kharkiv Chabad machon, a
day school for girls in grades five through 12.
Photo: the writer.

40. Pearl Kolnak, who focuses on Jewish education for young adults, directs the
stipend-based STARS (Student Torah Alliance for Russian Speakers) program in
Kharkiv. Twelve young women, all of them attending local universities/institutes or
already in the workplace, participate in the regular STARS experience, said Ms. Kolnak;
attendance at a three-hour class each Sunday is required. Another five young women
are enrolled in STARS Intensive, which calls for eight hours of Jewish studies each
81

The Kharkiv Chabad community previously maintained its own post‐secondary program for girls in which young
women studied part‐time in local colleges and part‐time in a Chabad curriculum, but this program (Akademia) was
cancelled several years ago due to financial difficulties.
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week, teaching in the Chabad Sunday school and helping with synagogue activities,
working as counselors in the Chabad summer camp, and observance of Shabbat.
Chabad has rented an apartment close to the synagogue so that the young women can
observe Shabbat in accordance with halakha (Jewish law). Participants in Stars
Intensive receive not only a stipend, but payment of university/institute tuition as well.
Recruitment of young women to STARS is done through the Chabad day school,
machon, and the Chabad summer camp. Further, said Ms. Kolnak, brochures about the
program are distributed in various universities, institutions, and the Hillel student organization.
Ms. Kolnak tries to maintain contact with the young women after they complete STARS.
Many remain active in Jewish communal life, she said, although that activism is not
always religious in nature. A large number of STARS
participants emigrate to Israel, she continued. The main
issue, as far as she is concerned, is that graduates marry
Jewish young men. The program is very successful in
encouraging in-marriage, she stated.
Pearl Kolnak, left, focuses on Jewish education for young adults,
particularly young women, in Kharkiv.

Photo: the writer.

A STARS Intensive course for young men, led by a Chabad rabbi, also exists. Its
program components are comparable to those in the women's programs, although the
young men also are taught to lead seders in small towns. As is the case with
participants in the young women's program, STARS pays the university/institute tuition
of individuals in the young men's group.
The final STARS program in Kharkiv is coeducational, enrolling 25 young men and
women, many of whom are "refugees" from far eastern Ukraine. Some of these young
people were STARS participants in their previous places of residence, said Ms. Kolnak,
but others had little or no prior Jewish education.
41. 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 very modest state funding, less than
that allocated to public schools (such as School #170). It receives no financial support
from the municipality. 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.
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Yevgeny Persky, who has been director 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 2014-2015 academic
year was 116 pupils in grades one through eleven, two fewer youngsters than in the
previous year. The parents of all youngsters claim that their children are Jewish
according to the Israeli Law of Return, but Mr. Persky readily acknowledged that some
of these assertions may not be factual.82
Responding to a question, Mr. Persky stated that 19 children from a larger group of
internally displaced Jewish youngsters from the east remain at the school. About
five or six previously enrolled IDP children had gone on to Israel with their families or
were on their way there now, he said. Most internally displaced children had been
directed to Sha'alavim by the local hesed,83 he averred. Very few of these children had
attended Jewish day schools previously, Mr. Persky continued; in fact, some of them
were from small villages (поселки) that are much too small to support Jewish schools.84
Many youngsters attending the school live in remote areas of the city, said Mr. Persky,
and commute long distances every day. About 90 percent of families pay a portion of
the stated tuition fee; additionally, some parents provide goods in kind that they are able
to obtain through their workplaces and others help out in various ways in the school.
World Jewish Relief of England supports 39 Jewish special needs youngsters who
are integrated into regular Sha'alavim classes whenever possible, Mr. Persky stated.
Six of these youngsters are autistic, and others are hearing-impaired, hyperactive,
afflicted with cerebral palsy, or have other disabilities. The majority of these children
are from single-parent families, Mr. Persky continued; echoing an assertion heard
throughout the post-Soviet states, Mr. Persky commented that many fathers seem
unable to cope with the reality of a disabled child and subsequently abandon their
parental responsibilities.
In addition to the 11-grade school, Sha'alavim maintains a preschool, which is a strictly
commercial operation. Thirty-seven children are enrolled, Mr. Persky stated, 30 of
whom are Jewish.
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The Israel Law of Return specifies that individuals with at least one Jewish grandparent are eligible for Israeli
citizenship.
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See pages 69‐70.

Mr. Persky speculated that these villages were remnants of Agro‐Joint settlements. The Joint Distribution
Committee, with the support of the Soviet government, began to develop collective farms for Jews on available
land in Ukraine, Belarus, and Crimea in 1924. Approximately 70,000 Jews lived and worked in these settlements by
1938. However, dictator Joseph Stalin arrested and subsequently executed key Agro‐Joint staff in 1938, leading to
the collapse of many of the farms as settlers fled to nearby cities. Almost all who remained on Agro‐Joint land
were murdered by the Nazis during the Holocaust.
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The Jewish studies program in the regular day school consists of five classes each
week for younger children and eight lessons for older pupils. Course content includes
Jewish tradition, Jewish history, Jewish literature, Hebrew, Jewish ritual practice, and
Jewish music. Midreshet Yerushalayim, the Russian-language section of the
Schechter Institute85 in Jerusalem, has been very supportive of the Sha'alavim Jewish
studies program, said Mr. Persky.
Gila Katz, a senior Russian-speaking Jewish
educator from Midreshet Yerushalayim, visits the school every few months to instruct
teachers in these and other topics, as well as teaching methodology and curriculum
planning. Sha'alavim also receives program assistance from Sochnut (the Jewish
Agency) and the Eurasian Jewish Congress, Mr. Persky noted. Because parents
usually are reluctant to ask employers for time off from work on Jewish holidays, the
school remains open and operational
on these days, said Mr. Persky.
They observe the holiday within the
school in a manner appropriate for
each age group in Sha'alavim.
Maria Goenaga and Yevgeny Persky are
principal and director respectively of
Sha'alavim in Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

Midreshet Yerushalayim and Sochnut also help Sha'alavim with program planning for a
day camp that operates on school grounds during the summer, added Mr. Persky.
Some older students are able to attend the Masorti Ramah Yachad residential camp
during the summer.86
Rabbi Reuven Stamov, the only Masorti/Conservative rabbi in Ukraine, visited Kharkiv
for three days during the current school year, Mr. Persky noted. Rabbi Stamov
conducted several Bar/Bat Mitzvahs while in the city.87
In response to a question about further education after completing Sha'alavim, Mr.
Persky said that many previous graduates attended the Solomon University branch in
Kharkiv, which closed recently. For those who are interested in information technology,
he continued, a popular choice now is the Touro College program in Moscow, which is
"almost free". For students who have access to financial resources, options among
post-secondary institutions are much wider. Some students transfer out of Sha'alavim
in high school to the Jewish Agency Na'aleh high school program in Israel, and others
85

The Schechter Institute is an educational umbrella including a rabbinical seminary, a college, a pluralistic Jewish
education program for Israeli schools, and community‐based Jewish education programs throughout Israel. It is
affiliated with the Masorti/Conservative movement of Judaism.
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This camp usually is held in central or western Ukraine, a considerable distance from Kharkiv.
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See pages 97‐99 for information about the Masorti/Conservative movement in Ukraine.
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enter the Israeli Selah university program after completing Sha'alavim, Mr. Persky
added.
42. The director of the Hillel student organization in Kharkiv was unavailable during the
writer's visit to the city.
43. Beit Dan is a JDC-operated Jewish community center housed within a large JDC
structure that opened in 2011. Yanna Mastrenko, Director of Beit Dan, outlined a
number of Beit Dan programs, most of which require fees. A kindergarten program
enrolls about 50 children, she said.88 About 100 children between the ages of three
and six participate in pre-school clubs that feature music, dance, and informal Jewish
education. School-age children, stated Ms. Mastrenko, have access to a variety of
clubs in art, music, dance, and Jewish tradition; many of the participants in these clubs
previously attended the pre-school programs, so continuing activity at Beit Dan is very
natural for them. Regarding the transmission of Jewish tradition, Ms. Mastrenko said
that some of the youngsters are not Jewish according to
Jewish law (halacha) and that they or their families do not
feel welcome at the local Chabad synagogue; thus, Beit Dan
has become their major resource for building Jewish identity.
Beit Dan also organizes Jewish heritage trips to other
Ukrainian cities and towns for high school students, she
stated.
Yanna Mastrenko directs Beit Dan, a JDC-sponsored Jewish
community center in Kharkiv.
Photo: the writer.

Beit Dan also offers approximately 60 clubs for adults, some of which are geared to
retirees.
These include arts and crafts, ballroom dancing, Yiddish, and an
"acquaintance club" or dating service. Another program of the JCC, said Ms.
Mastrenko, is a fee-based summer family camp that includes both resort-like activity
and informal Jewish education.
In response to a question about Beit Dan programs geared toward internally displaced
Jews who had fled to Kharkiv, Ms. Mastrenko stated that the first "refugees" (беженцы)
arrived in Kharkiv in June, 2014. Beit Dan established programs for about 30 refugee
Jewish children shortly thereafter, focusing on cultural activity, including arts and
crafts. The youngsters were very nervous, she noted. Food parcels were distributed
to a number of internally displaced families, Ms. Mastrenko added. However, almost all
outreach to IDP individuals has since ceased, she said.
88

The Beit Dan kindergarten bears more resemblance to a day care program in the United States than to a
standard structured kindergarten with a formal curriculum.
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Welfare
44. The JDC hesed is housed in the same modern building as Beit Dan. It currently
serves 8,500 clients, said hesed director Boris Murashkovsky, a decrease from the
2014 total of 9,000. Almost all clients are elderly, Mr. Murashkovsky continued. The
number of needy Jewish elderly is just as large, probably larger, than in previous years,
he stated, but budgetary constraints along with a higher intensity of care required for
ever older clients, has forced the hesed to tighten its standards and rebuff many wouldbe new clients. He noted that the number of clients eligible for Claims Conference
benefits as Holocaust survivors now is only 40 percent of the total, a significant decline
from previous years due to the death of survivors. With the
decrease in Claims Conference income, the amount of
funding coming into the hesed is reduced more and more
each year. JDC remains the primary funder, Mr. Murashkovsky said; the hesed also receives some assistance from
three other groups: World Jewish Relief of Great Britain;
Ebenezer, a Christian group based in Great Britain; and
Rabbi Yehiel Eckstein's International Fellowship of
Christians and Jews.
Boris Murashkovsky, right, is one of the most experienced hesed
directors in the post-Soviet states.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question, Mr. Murashkovsky said that the number of local sponsors,
which never was very high, has diminished almost entirely. Previously wealthy people
now have much less hard currency, and some have left the city, probably due to
embarrassment at their inability to maintain their previous lifestyles.
Almost everything has changed for the worse, Mr. Murashkovsky continued. Referring
to Kharkiv's proximity (approximately 30 miles/48 kilometers) to the Russian border,
many people fear war (боятся войны). In addition to the fear of a Russian invasion,
inflation is enormous; pensions have lost three-quarters of their value, said Mr.
Murashkovsky. The cost of utilities has risen by a huge amount. The mood in the city is
very heavy, difficult (тяжело), he stated.
When asked about the hesed day center, Mr. Murashkovsky brightened up. Groups of
20 Jewish elderly are brought to the hesed three days each month for socializing,
cultural programs, hot meals, hairdressing, and medical referrals. Another hesed day
center program tends to 16 Jewish children in a three-hour daily session that focuses
on psychological assistance, speech therapy, and social skills. An additional project
funded by World Jewish Relief of Great Britain, works with two groups of children with
disabilities, one with autism or intellectual shortcomings and one with mobility issues.
Each group includes ten youngsters who come to the hesed twice each week. The
program for mobility-impaired children, some of whom are in wheelchairs, includes
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instruction in basic computer skills. Very few youngsters in any of these programs
attend school, Mr. Murashkovsky noted, because the local school system does not
accommodate special-needs children.
In response to a question about Jewish internally displaced people in Kharkiv, Mr.
Murashkovsky, in common with his JDC colleague Yanna Mastrenko (see above),
referred to such individuals as беженцы (refugees), a somewhat politically incorrect
term. In all, stated Mr. Murashkovsky, 830 Jewish "refugees" had been hesed clients at
one time or another. Only 360 remained on the hesed roster [as of April 2015]. Many
of the others had moved on to Israel, he said; some have joined relatives in the United
States and some returned to the far eastern regions of the country. The majority of
current hesed IDP clients, Mr. Murashkovsky said, are the old and young, that is
grandparents with their grandchildren. Able-bodied middle-age people who did not want
to leave the embattled eastern area returned to their hometowns to guard their property
or, in some cases, to return to jobs that still existed. Almost all of the IDP's, he
continued, were psychologically traumatized. JDC helped them find apartments and
provided a six-months living allowance for rent, food, and clothing, but the subsidy was
barely adequate and continued only for half a year. The situation of IDP's was very
difficult, he acknowledged.
Synagogue-Related Programs
45. Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz, a native of Caracas, has served the Kharkiv Jewish
population since 1990. He is highly respected in the city and beyond. He presides
over a large choral synagogue, a local landmark. In addition to a number of education
programs, the Chabad community under his direction owns and operates its own
summer camp for Jewish children and also maintains significant nutrition and
pharmaceutical assistance programs for Jewish elderly.
Rabbi Moskovitz described the local economy as "close to catastrophic." The cost of
all utilities and other city services has risen substantially. Businesses have closed or
downsized, leading to severe unemployment. Several banks have failed, Rabbi
Moskovitz said, leaving depositors with nothing. The number of Jews seeking
assistance from the synagogue has escalated significantly, he continued. Many of
them, he noted, had been firmly middle class individuals before the recent crisis. The
middle class, he observed, has disappeared. As more people become desperate for
money, crime in the city has escalated significantly.
Rabbi Moskovitz stated that contributions to the Kharkiv Chabad community fund had
declined by 70 percent. Whereas it was understood earlier that major donors would pay
in dollars, those who remain able to pay now do so in Ukrainian hryvnia. Desperate
over his declining wealth, a major donor (who also was chairman of the hesed)
committed suicide. Oligarch Oleksander Feldman, who delighted in coming to the
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synagogue to personally disburse $15,000 to needy Jews each month, no longer is able
to be so generous and clearly is uncomfortable about his new situation.
In response to his straitened financial circumstances, Rabbi Moskovitz has laid off staff
at every level, including rabbis who were teachers. He has made no comprehensive
downsizing plans, but watches the situation very closely and adjusts synagogue-related
activity accordingly.
It is obvious that many people are struggling and are worried about their future. The
community Pesach seder this year drew over 1,000 people to the choral synagogue;
the community at large gathered on one floor, children from the Chabad school were on
a second floor, and local students were on a third. Clearly, people are searching for
community at this difficult time.
Also, aliyah to Israel has increased markedly, especially by families with sons who are
approaching draft age for conscription into the Ukrainian army. Some teens go to Israel
on their own, joining the Na'aleh high school in Israel program. Other Jews, said Rabbi
Moskovitz, are not ready to leave just yet, but are organizing their documents so that
they can leave quickly at a future time; they come to him for attestation of their Jewish
heritage, confirmation of which is necessary in order to be admitted to Israel under
provisions of the Israel Law of Return.
Unfortunately, Rabbi Moskovitz acknowledged, some Jews still want to relocate
to Germany.

Rabbi Moshe Moskovitz and his wife Miriam
arrived in Kharkiv in 1990. Mrs. Moskovitz is very
active in community affairs, especially in Jewish
education.
Photo: the writer.

Antisemitism in the area is "probably stable", said Rabbi Moskovitz. Both proUkrainian and pro-Russian nationalism seems to have diminished from their previous
high levels, he stated. People are subdued. They are disillusioned that previous
political activism had yielded no significant changes. The economy is terrible. Local
residents are aware of the devastation further to the east in Donetsk and Luhansk; no
one wants such a situation to arise in Kharkiv.
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National and International Jewish Organizations
46. The Jewish Agency for Israel maintains its eastern Ukraine head office in
Dnipropetrovsk. One of the two Israel shlichim (emissaries) posted in that city visits
Kharkiv every month, sometimes remaining in the city for almost a week.89 The writer
was unable to visit a small JAFI office in Kharkiv, which is staffed by local coordinators
who operate several Jewish identity and aliyah-related programs.
The Jewish Agency holds aliyah seminars and fairs in the city, recruits young people for
Taglit and Masa, offers youth programs and Hebrew ulpan classes, and assists aliyah
candidates in making arrangements for their move to Israel and enrollment in Israel
absorption programs. This assistance sometimes entails sophisticated placement
services for highly trained scientists from a Kharkiv academic or scientific institute.
47. The writer also was unable to visit the Kharkiv regional office of the American
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.
48. The Government of Israel maintains a Consulate and Israel Cultural Center in
Kharkiv. The Consulate serves three major functions: (a) it checks eligibility for aliyah to
Israel and issues visas to qualified candidates; (b) it promotes aliyah through various
programs; and (c) it represents the State of Israel in Kharkiv, the second largest city in
Ukraine and an academic and technology center in the country. Kharkiv is considered
by some to be an unofficial capital of eastern Ukraine and is host to a number of foreign
consulates.
As was the case in 2014, an official at the Consulate reported increased interest by
local Jews in assembling all required paperwork for aliyah to Israel. Families with
young children tend to leave Kharkiv en route to Israel as soon as they are able to make
all necessary arrangements, whereas some middle-aged people prefer to remain in the
city for awhile, confident that they have all essential documentation should it be
advisable to depart suddenly.
The Consular official did not know the number of internally displaced Jews in
Kharkiv. It is impossible to know, the official explained, because they do not report to a
central authority. Some, particularly the elderly, go to the hesed; others come to the
Consulate or go to the Jewish Agency or the synagogue; and yet others simply find
housing and employment on their own without registering with any Jewish
organizations. Further, some move from one place to another so frequently that the
Consulate cannot keep track of those who do express an interest in aliyah. Another
major issue is that some IDP's fled their homes in the eastern regions without any
documents at all, making their claims to Jewish heritage very difficult to trace. Even
89

See pages 53‐57.
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with documents, archival resources in the Donetsk and Luhansk areas are not easily
accessible in these turbulent times.
In response to a question about the number of Jewish scientists and physicians
remaining in the many academic institutions and scientific centers for which
Kharkiv is well-known, a consular official said that many younger people in this category
have left. Many of the middle-aged and older scientists remain because they fear a
loss of status in Israel or elsewhere; few speak any languages other than Russian, so it
is difficult to find employment in other countries commensurate with their past positions.
However, "They send out their [own] kids to the Technion."
Doctors and musicians also have emigrated. Among the departing musicians are
music teachers, depriving the city of its future cultural richness. Fewer and fewer
families can afford music lessons for their children, so many music teachers are
underemployed.
In general, stated the official, the caliber of Kharkiv academic and scientific
institutions has declined significantly in recent years. With the intention of generating
more revenue, these institutions have been accepting increasing numbers of students
from developing countries (including those in Central Asia) whose governments pay full
tuition for them to study in Kharkiv. However, many of these students are poorly
prepared for post-secondary education and the Kharkiv institutions have had to reduce
their standards in order to accommodate them. About 60 percent of all students in the
city are from developing countries, the official said.
The official described the mood of the city as depressed. People are not hysterical,
although some worry about a Russian invasion.

Zaporizhzhya
The city of Zaporizhzhya (known until 1921 as Aleksandrovsk) is the administrative
center of Zaporizhzhya oblast (region), which lies immediately south of Dnipropetrovsk
oblast. The cities of Dnipropetrovsk and Zaporizhzhia both on the Dnipr River, are
about 50 miles apart. Zaporizhzhya was established in the late sixteenth century by
roving bands of local Cossacks known as Zaporizhzhyan Cossacks. Their descendants
remain in the area today, although they are less numerous and less well known than the
Don Cossacks to the east and Kuban Cossacks to the southeast.
A major nuclear power plant on the Dnipr River powers a local industrial base, including
metallurgy, transportation equipment, and chemical plants. Zaporizhzhya also sustains
a food processing industry based on agricultural production in the area. However, the
economy is seriously depressed.
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The current population of Zaporizhzhya is about 753,000, the sixth largest city in
Ukraine. According to Chabad Rabbi Nochum Ehrentroi, the Jewish population is
probably between 10,000 and 11,000, of whom perhaps 5,000 to 6,000 are Jewish
according to Jewish law (matrilineal descent).90
Jewish education and culture
49. Chabad maintains a preschool and an eleven-grade day school in separate
locations in the city. The preschool enrolls 38 children in a large, renovated building
with ample outdoor play space. The day school, School #59, enrolls 120 pupils, a
census that declines from year to year due to substantial emigration from the city.
According to School #59 administrators, the school does well in city competitions in
English, Ukrainian, and Ukrainian history; lacking science laboratories at the school,
pupils do less well in biology and chemistry competitions.

School #59 administrators Anya Podlevskaya, left, and Larisa Bobakova, right, said that inadequate financial resources limit their ability to hire the best qualified teachers in the city. In the
photo at right, a small child sleeps during naptime in the preschool. All nursery schools and
kindergartens are required by law to provide cribs or cots for children during a designated
naptime.
Photos: the writer.

Rabbi Ehrentroi later showed the writer a large building that he hoped to acquire as a
combined facility for the preschool and day school. It is especially vital to replace
the day school, he said, because its location in a remote area of the city deters
enrollment. Further, the new property would permit the development of science
laboratories and other instructional spaces that the current facility cannot accommodate.
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Some other sources believe that this figure is high, estimating the local Jewish population at less than 5,000.
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50. The writer was unable to visit a second Jewish day school in the city, a school
sponsored by ORT, because its principal was unavailable.
51. The Max Grant Jewish Culture Center was opened by the Joint Distribution
Committee in 2004. Located on a central street in Zaporizhzhya, the three-story
building hosts the JCC on its upper two floors and the local hesed on its ground floor.
The JCC is considered one of the most dynamic, creative JDC Jewish culture centers in
all of the post-Soviet states. Its director, Inessa Nosenko, described a robust program
of activities for children, youth, and adults. These include art, dance, drama, fitness and
sports, and a summer family camp. Most of these activities are fee-based, said Ms.
Nosenko, but children from disadvantaged families participate without charge.
The Family Service unit, which is a section of the JCC, organizes various activities for
people with disabilities and has lobbied the city for handicapped access to buildings
and city vehicles; it has requested that city buses be equipped with access lifts, which
are uncommon in the post-Soviet states. In an effort to encourage greater sensitivity to
the needs of people with disabilities, the JCC offers special recognition to bus drivers
who offer assistance to seniors and disabled people. The Family service unit also
organizes visits to the chronically ill and operates an apartment repair program that
focuses on the housing needs of elderly and disabled individuals.
In response to a question about internally displaced Jews, Ms. Nosenko said that
approximately 500 had passed through Zaporizhzhya. About 300 have received some
services from JDC or from Chabad, but others have managed on their own, received
assistance from relatives, or remain in regional/city shelters. Eighteen families are
housed in a Chabad dormitory and receive JDC
assistance there. (See below.) Some IDP's
clearly have psychological issues, she stated.
Unfortunately, continued Ms. Nosenko, no work
is available in the city.
Inna Nosenko and Anatoly Schvelv direct the Jewish Culture Center and the hesed respectively in
Zaporizhzhya. See the following page for information about the hesed.
Photo: the writer.

Speaking about conditions in the city in general, Ms. Nosenko said that the local
economy has "collapsed." Many factories have closed and an entire supermarket chain
went out of business. The unemployment rate in Zaporizhzhya is 38 percent, she
stated. Many Jewish families are leaving Ukraine. She worries most about internally
displaced children, many of whom are seriously depressed; their problems started,
she continued, when they were still in the combat area, subject to frequent bombing and
other military action. Here, few have permanent housing, their parents or other
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caregivers are very tense, they find themselves in unfamiliar schools, and their friends
from home are scattered to different places.
Welfare
52. Anatoly Schvelv, director of Hesed Mikhail, stated that Hesed Mikhail currently
assists 3,000 elderly clients, approximately 900 of whom are eligible for Claims
Conference funding. Echoing officials in other heseds, Mr. Schvelv said that the
number of Holocaust survivors is diminishing from year to year, thus the number
receiving Claims Conference assistance also is diminishing. In addition to receiving
funds from the Joint Distribution Committee and the Claims Conference, the hesed also
is a beneficiary of World Jewish Relief, a British organization that is similar to JDC.
Occasionally, Mr. Schvelv said, Hesed Mikhail also receives grants from other
organizations.
At one time, the hesed had about 100 internally displaced elderly Jews on its roster
in addition to local people. However, that number has declined as some people have
returned to Donetsk or Luhansk areas and others have moved elsewhere. The hesed
provides assistance to the 28 Jewish IDP's in the Chabad dormitory, Mr. Schvelv said.
In response to a question about the general mood (настроение) among hesed clients,
Mr. Schvelv said that many were very tense. They are afraid that the war in the east will
come to Zaporizhzhya; the uncertainty about what will happen next is very draining.
53. Rabbi Nochum Ehrentreu, the Chief Rabbi of Zaporizhzhia, assists able-bodied,
employment-capable Jewish IDP families find apartments in the city. Additionally, he
has made the dormitory of School #59 available to Jewish IDP's who need assistance.
The dormitory is a pleasant renovated structure with spacious bedrooms, each with its
own bathroom. The program was operating at capacity, 28 individuals accommodated
in 14 rooms, at the time of the writer's visit. The rooms visited by the writer each had
hotplates, electric tea kettles, and a modest assortment of tableware and cookware
purchased by the families.
Rabbi Ehrentreu explained that each family unit prepared its own meals, using the
hotplates and other kitchenware that they had purchased with allowances provided by
Rabbi Ehrentreu. The entire group had access to a single refrigerator located in a
common room; Rabbi Ehrentreu said that he planned to buy several additional
refrigerators. Rabbi Ehrentreu purchased a supply of staple foods in bulk for residents,
and residents bought other items on their own. The lack of appropriate storage space
for food was a major issue.
In response to the writer's question about the nutritional value of meals prepared in
such a manner, Rabbi Ehrentreu said that he had offered to prepare full meals in the
school/dormitory kitchen for residents. However, he continued, JDC threatened to
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withhold its monthly medication subsidy (about $40.00 per person) if Rabbi Ehrentreu's
kitchen prepared conventional meals for the IDP's in his facility. Because he is unable
to pay for both meals and medicines, Rabbi Ehrentreu terminated plans for a dining
room program and confined his nutrition program to the provision of staples and
occasional fruit or other perishable items. The residents thus receive a medical
allowance from JDC. The Jewish Agency, he said, provides some funding for security.
One of the major problems for residents, continued Rabbi Ehrentreu, is that no
activities are available in which they could participate. They sit in their rooms all day, he
continued, worrying about things that they are unable to influence. The writer interviewed members of four families, whose accounts lent credence to Rabbi Ehrentreu's
observation.
Milena, a grandmother and apparent spokesperson for the family, said that they had
lived in the dormitory for nine months. She and her husband, their adult daughter, and
15-year old granddaughter had lived in two adjacent apartments in the same building
near the Donetsk airport [an area of very heavy fighting]. Their building was still
standing, she said, but it is uninhabitable; the windows were blown out during shelling
and shattered glass is everywhere; all of their furniture and other belongings are
severely damaged by rain and wind. They fled to Zaporizhzhya and lived for a while
with relatives; however, too many people were competing for space in a small
apartment, so Milena and her family had to move out after two months. They went to
Rabbi Ehrentreu, who offered them rooms in the dormitory. Their 15-year old
granddaughter/daughter attends Rabbi Ehrentreu's day school. They are very grateful
to him; they pay him nothing. They believe that there is no future for the granddaughter
or other young people in Donetsk. They are in contact with relatives who emigrated to
western Massachusetts in 1994 and hope to join them, but are not yet certain if the
relatives really want them to come.
Milena's husband said that he is an old
man and doesn't want to end his life
this way.
Rabbi Nochum Ehrentreu, left, along with
Milena, second from right, her daughter
and husband, pose for the writer in the
Zaporizhzhia Chabad school dormitory.
Photo: the writer.

Ms. Kh. also resided in an apartment building close to the Donetsk airport that suffered
a similar fate. She came to Zaporizhzhya six months ago with her adult daughter and a
four-year old granddaughter. However, the daughter suffered a stroke and now is in a
wheelchair. Because the dormitory has no elevator, the daughter must be carried up
and down stairs. They have received some assistance from World Jewish Relief of
Great Britain. An adult son remains in Donetsk, guarding their apartment and looking
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for work; the son's wife is in Turkey because she found employment there. Ms. Kh. said
that she doesn't know what to do. Asked by the writer, if she wanted to migrate to
another location, Ms. Kh. said that she has no preferred destination; she just would like
to live someplace where there is no war.
Ms. Kh., below left is 79 years old. She is with Rabbi Ehrentreu in this photo. Mr. and Mrs. P.,
at right, would like to return to their apartment in the center of Donetsk. He has had two heart
attacks and appeared quite fragile.
All photos on this page: the writer.

Mr. and Mrs. P. lived in the center of Donetsk, where they slept on the floor of their
apartment to escape the impact of bombing. The police had disappeared, they said,
and civil society had broken down. Mr. P. suffered a heart attack there and, since
coming to Zaporizhzhya, had had a second heart attack. They are very grateful to
Rabbi Ehrentreu and to JDC for the assistance that each has provided. At the same
time, they would like to return to their apartment in Donetsk. They continue to pay their
utility bills so that the municipality will not confiscate the apartment. Asked about other
family members, they said that Mr. P. has a sister in Israel, but she is disabled and they
do not wish to join her. Mr. P., who was very emotional and excitable, broke into tears
during the writer's visit and said that both his past and his future had been stolen.
Mr. and Mrs. K. lived near the center of Donetsk.
They left their key with a neighbor and know that
their apartment remains intact. They would like
to return to their home, but they need 15
different permits from various authorities to reenter the city and reclaim their property. Their
50-year old son also came to Zaporizhzhya,
where he has an apartment, but is unemployed.
The son's ex-wife lives in Crimea with their only
grandson, who is 15 years old. They haven't
seen the grandson in many months. Mr. Kh.'s
paralyzed brother remains in Donetsk, alone in
his apartment; even in the terrible conditions
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now prevailing in Donetsk, the local hesed manages to provide assistance. Mr. K. is a
retired official in a Donetsk utility; Mrs. K. is a retired teacher of mathematics in a
technical college.
Synagogue-Related Programs
54. Rabbi Nochum Ehrentreu, a native of Israel, is the Chief Rabbi of Zaporizhzhya.
(See photos on previous pages.) The arrival of many internally displaced Jews from
Donetsk and Luhansk oblasts has added substantially to the workload of Rabbi
Ehrentreu, who presides over a shrinking Jewish population in an economically
depressed city. Many of the factories in the city, he said, were dependent on markets in
Russia, which now are inaccessible. Unemployment is awful, inflation is terrible. In
general, Rabbi Ehrentreu said, people are quiet and don't complain, but he wonders
how long they will remain quiet. Many people have left the city, although aliyah to Israel
is not quite as high as he had anticipated. Young people leave because they see no
future for themselves in Zaporizhzhya; however, many middle-aged and older people
are reluctant to leave their apartments and other properties that they have worked so
hard to acquire. They realize that absorption in Israel may be difficult at their age; they
fear that they will be unable to obtain high-quality housing in a major Israeli city.
However, the outlook among wealthy Jews is different. They have the resources to live
well in western or central Europe. Indeed, most of his local major donors have fled
Ukraine and now live in Switzerland, Vienna, or the Baltic states. Once they are out of
Zaporizhzhya for a while, he noted, they are psychologically removed from the city and
lose interest in supporting the Jewish community that they left behind. Many donors
who remain in Zaporizhzhya fear loss of their resources in the prevailing uncertain
circumstances and thus are hoarding their money and are reluctant to contribute to
Jewish or other causes.
The need for assistance within the Jewish population has increased, continued Rabbi
Ehrentreu, not only due to the influx of internally displaced Jews from the Donetsk and
Luhansk areas, but also because many local Jews who previously had never associated
themselves with the Jewish community are now seeking material and psychological
succor among fellow Jews.
The local population, including its Jewish component, is very patriotic in support of
Ukraine in its conflict with Russia, said Rabbi Ehrentreu. In response to a question, he
estimated that about 50 Zaporozhzhya fighters had fallen in battle, but he knew of no
Jews among them.
55. Giymat Rosa, the Chabad synagogue, was completed in 2012. Designed by a
local architect and constructed with local financial support, the building stands on the
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site of a former synagogue that served as the compulsory assembly point for Jews
before they were transported to killing grounds during the Holocaust.

All materials in both the interior and exterior of Giymat Rosa are locally derived. The center
entrance has an access ramp at left. The prayer hall seats 220 people on the main floor and
110 in the balcony. The building also contains offices, a community hall, several program
areas, and distribution space for synagogue welfare operations. Photos: the writer.

As noted earlier,91 Rabbi Ehrentreu hopes to acquire a large building in the center of
the city that could be used as single community building for various programs. He
envisions a multi-purpose structure that would house the Chabad pre-school and day
school, as well as a residence for senior adults (both Jewish and non-Jewish). He
noted that a single kosher kitchen could serve both institutions.

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. However, the Ukrainian capital is 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. Historic
buildings and monuments were reconstructed by the Soviet victors and the later
independent Ukrainian state.
91

See page 74.
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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. The city is
known for its location on the Dnipr River, its historic buildings and monuments, and the
Kreschatyk, the broad boulevard that is its main street. By the time of the writer's visit in
April 2015, the detritus of the previous year's violence had been cleared from the center
of the city, including the famed
Maidan (Independence Square)
and Kreschatik.
Maidan Nezalezhnosti is bisected by
the Kreschatik, a wide and long
boulevard that is the main street of
Kyiv.
Photo:
https://www.google.com/?espv=2#q=ma
idan+kyiv&tbm=isch&imgrc=xuOIQUchXKN7M%3A . Retrieved April 7, 2016.

The general population of Kyiv includes about 2.8 million permanent residents and an
unknown number of unregistered migrants. The latter include internally displaced
people from the east, people from less well developed parts of the country, and
foreigners using the city as a transit point in attempts to move elsewhere.
Estimates of the size of the Jewish population of Kyiv range from 25,000 to 70,000,
with most serious demographers agreeing on a number of about 35,000. Unlike many
other large Jewish population centers in the post-Soviet states, Kyiv 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 credible
leader of Kyiv Jewry. The majority of Kyiv Jews remain aloof from organized Jewish
activity.
Jewish Education
56. 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.
Khariton Gilgur, its longtime principal, said that its current enrollment is 300
youngsters from preschool through grade 11. This figure includes 40 girls in a machon
and 40 boys in a cheder. Classes are coeducational in the regular day school through
grade five and single-gender in grades six through 11.
In response to declining enrollment in the day school, the number of Jewish studies
classes (Jewish tradition and Hebrew language) was reduced to two lessons each day
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on Monday through Thursday and three lessons on Friday. Another major issue in
maintaining enrollment, said Mr. Gilgur, is Rabbi Bleich's insistence that all pupils be
halachically Jewish; such a policy, Mr. Gilgur believes, is unrealistic in a country where
the rate of intermarriage has exceeded 70 percent for several generations.
Through relationships that Mr. Gilgur has cultivated on a district council and that Rabbi
Bleich has cultivated with the Lauder Foundation, Orach Chaim has obtained funds to
install unbreakable windows, new break-proof doors, and security technology in its
various buildings. It is known, said Mr. Gilgur, that vandals approaching one of the
structures were deterred by the sight of the new security cameras. Such improvements
in the school, Mr. Gilgur continued, are greatly appreciated by parents, who are alarmed
by the "overspill" of the war in the eastern part of the country. Certain volunteer militias
include criminal elements, and weapons now are readily available outside the combat
zone, he said. It is, possible, Mr. Gilgur added, that some criminal incidents are
"provocations" instigated by Russians or pro-Russians to spur unrest in Ukraine.
In response to a question, Mr. Gilgur said that antisemitism continues, but is not a
major factor in the lives of most Jews. To some degree, he stated, Russia has replaced
Jews as the new enemy, but a difference exists in that
people are afraid to antagonize Russia and are not fearful of
insulting Jews.
Khariton Gilgur is the veteran principal of School #299, a Jewish
day school in Kyiv. He is apprehensive about the future of the
school and the future for his own family in Ukraine. The current
situation, he said, is a "tragedy without end."
Photo: the writer.

Regarding the general mood (настроение) in Kyiv, Mr. Gilgur said that life in the city
has become very difficult. The economy appears near collapse. Some banks have
closed. Inflation is very high. Many institutions, including the Orach Chaim schools,
and other community entities are not always able to pay salaries on time. Crime has
increased. Thus, he concluded, many people are very tense.
57. The Simcha-Chabad Jewish Academy was established in 1992 by Berel Karasik,
then a Chabad-associated local leader in Kyiv. The two-building institution is located in
the Dniprovskiy district of the city, on the east bank of the Dnipr River. Simcha is
affiliated with Tsirei Chabad (Young Chabad), an Israel-based faction of the Chabad
movement. The school receives no financial assistance from Ohr Avner, the educational
arm of the Chabad-controlled Federation of Jewish Communities. The writer spoke with
Rabbi Mordechai Levenhartz, director of Tsirei Chabad programs in Ukraine.

83

Rabbi Levenhartz said that the current enrollment at Simcha was about 300
youngsters, including 90 in a preschoool. Approximately 20 pupils from internally
displaced families from eastern Ukraine attended the school at one time or another in
recent months, but 15 have left for Israel with their families and only five remain. Five
children from local families previously unknown to Simcha entered the school in 20142015, Rabbi Levenhartz said, because their parents liked what they saw when they
came to the school complex to pick up matza in a welfare program.
The school curriculum includes seven class hours in Jewish studies each week. Four
are in Hebrew language instruction, and three are in Jewish tradition. An Israeli
atmosphere pervades the school. A notable weakness in its secular program is the
absence of a high-quality science and technology program.92
Nineteen youngsters celebrated their bar or bat mitzvahs at Simcha this year, Rabbi
Levenhartz stated. A sponsor contributed funds enabling them to mark the occasion
with a group tour to Israel. However, only 13 were able to participate; the remaining
six are from divorced families and were unable to obtain the permission from each
parent that is necessary for minors to leave Ukraine. A number of other students
participated in a school Shabbaton that was held at the hotel in the complex controlled
by Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich.93
Overall, enrollment in Simcha is declining, stated Rabbi Levenhartz. Many families
have left for Israel, more in the last six months than in the past ten years. Due to the
crumbling local economy, many have lost their jobs and some have lost money in banks
that have collapsed. They see no future in Ukraine for themselves or for their children.
Most of these departing families, Rabbi Levenhartz commented, have no family
members already in Israel to welcome them. Also, many teenagers have left the
school on their own to join the Na'aleh high school in Israel program; he expects
that 15 to 20 high school students will leave Simcha during the summer to enroll in
Na'aleh.
It is possible, Rabbi Levenhartz
continued, that Simcha will have to close a class
because it will be too small to receive the
government subsidy that is given to classes of a
designated minimum size.
Rabbi Mordechai and Mrs. Devorah Levenhartz
delib-erately selected a poor area of Kyiv for their
work. They have been in Kyiv since 1998.
Photo: the writer.
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Simcha joined the ORT school network later in 2015, a step that should significantly improve its science and IT
curriculum.
93

See page 94.
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Fundraising in the current environment, said Rabbi Levenhartz, is terrible (страшное);
he has no local sponsors anymore. Oligarch Vadym Rabynovch ceased support of
security measures suddenly, without warning. Now, they have only a "facade"
(фасадка) of security, said Devorah Levenhartz, wife of the rabbi. So far, they have
had no serious incidents, but some ne'er-do-wells just hang around the school and
create an unpleasant atmosphere.
Inflation also is terrible, affecting everything that they need to buy. A silver lining of
sorts exists in that the dollar goes further than previously, but, of course, they need
more international assistance. They have cut back on the quality of food served in the
school, stated Rabbi Levenhartz; for example, fresh fruit has become too expensive for
them.
Speaking of the welfare service that Simcha operates in the neighborhood, Rabbi
Levenhartz said that they feed approximately 100 poor elderly Jews every day. Older
people simply cannot live on their government pensions. Some nearby people,
including families, receive food parcels. Simcha also sponsors celebrations for such
holidays as Sukkot and Purim. These events usually attract about 120 people, most of
them poor and some who are chronically hungry. Many attendees take home food from
the festivities. Their list of clients is coordinated with the local Joint Distribution
Committee hesed94 to ensure that the neediest receive assistance; JDC provides a
subsidy for some of these programs, Rabbi Levenhartz said.
Asked about the general mood (настроение) in the city, Rabbi Levenhartz said that is
one of uncertainty. Significant questions about politics and the economy mean that it is
impossible to plan ahead. No one knows will happen. This lack of confidence in the
future is spurring aliyah, he stated. Even people in good professions requiring
advanced education and training, such as doctors and dentists, are leaving; it is not just
poor people who are going to Israel.95
58. The ORT Kyiv Technology Lyceum was established in 2000 as a lyceum, an elite
school with a competitive admissions policy. It is located on the east, or less
prosperous, side of the Dnipr River in a generally unattractive part of the city. The
school currently enrolls 398 pupils in grades five through 11, an increase of almost 15
percent from the previous year. As an ORT school, its curriculum includes five to six
class hours of technology weekly, along with afterschool technology clubs, said
Principal Yuri Kinkov. Students have done well in ORT technology competitions and the
lyceum is accredited by Microsoft and several other IT companies for excellence in
various IT disciplines.
94

See pages 102‐103.

Rabbi Levenhartz observed that 15 new young adults recently had enrolled in the STARS (Student Torah
Alliance for Russian Speakers) program that he supervises. He is certain, he commented, that all joined
because they need the stipend that STARS provides; it is unlikely that any are interested in learning
Torah or other Jewish content in the STARS course of studies.
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The Lyceum standard academic curriculum also is strong, Mr. Kinkov stated; its
students have done well in several city-wide high school competitions. The Jewish
studies component of the school includes a total of five weekly classes divided between
Hebrew language and a secular approach to Jewish tradition. ORT students have been
successful in Jewish day school competitions, and the most gifted Hebrew students are
rewarded with trips to Israel. Some students in the upper grades participate in
Holocaust-related trips to Lithuania and Poland, said Mr. Kinkov. The school observes
all Israeli holidays, he noted.
Mr. Kinkov stated that some ORT Lyceum pupils transfer to ORT schools in Israel under
the Na'aleh high school in Israel program. He spoke with great pride of several
Lyceum graduates being accepted by the highly regarded Technion in Haifa through a
new Masa program designed to respond to the aspirations of gifted high school
graduates from Russian-speaking countries; gaining admission through competitive
examinations, participants are enrolled in a first-year preparatory curriculum including
Russian-language courses in science, technology, and mathematics, as well as an
intensive Hebrew course. Prior to the development of this program, such an opportunity
for Ukrainian students to learn at the Technion was only a dream, said Mr. Kinkov.
The next major step for the Lyceum is a much-anticipated move to a new facility in
September. Currently accommodated in two former kindergarten buildings designed to
accommodate small children, Mr. Kinkov had spent many years petitioning municipal
authorities for premises better suited to the needs of a
technology-oriented school for older pupils. The Lyceum now
is scheduled to begin the 2015-2016 school year in a fourstory building about 20 minutes away from the preschool
structures. The renovated building includes a sports hall and
other facilities that the preschool lacks.
Yuri Kinkov, principal of the ORT Lyceum in Kyiv, was looking
forward to beginning the 2015-2016 academic year in new, more
spacious premises designed to fulfill the needs of a technologyoriented middle/high school.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question about the general mood (настроение) among parents and
teachers in the lyceum, Mr. Kinkov said than 90 percent of school families were in favor
of current Ukrainian government policy, that is, a strong military rebuke to Russian and
pro-Russian forces fighting in eastern Ukraine. One teacher has been called up and is
fighting in the east, and a number of other teachers and parents are doing various forms
of volunteer work in support of Ukrainian troops. Antisemitism is not an issue in Ukraine
these days, he said.

86

59. The Perlina School is an independent, private Jewish day school with an enrollment of 114 youngsters between the ages of two and 11. It is anticipated that two more
grades will be added to the school in the next two years, although the physical capacity
of the school will be strained. The current building can accommodate 124 pupils, said
Chabad Rabbi Yonatan and Mrs. Inna Markovich, directors of the school. In common
with the ORT Lyceum (see above), the Perlina School occupies a former preschool
building. However, the Markoviches have added a spacious, well-equipped playground
and a sports field to its fenced-in premises.
The Markoviches market Perlina as a small, elite school emphasizing instruction in
English (ten class periods weekly) and a non-dogmatic approach to Judaism (four class
periods in Hebrew and four and one-half hours of Jewish tradition weekly, plus daily
Jewish prayers). Tuition fees are in line with most private schools in Kyiv, but only
about one-third of families pay full
tuition; scholarship funds are raised to
cover expenses for other youngsters.
Mrs. Inna Markovich and Rabbi Yonatan
Markovich, left and right, have largely
turned over daily management of Perlina
to their daughter, Malka Zeiger, center.
Photo: the writer.

Perlina accepted a fairly large number of internally displaced Jewish children from
the conflict in eastern Ukraine, but most such youngsters moved on to Israel with their
families after about a month at Perlina, said Mrs. Markovich. Eleven such children
remain at Perlina, Mrs. Markovich continued, and it appears that most of their families
wish to stay in Kyiv. Mrs. Markovich stated that many of these pupils need "social help";
their homes are tense and they cry easily. The school psychologist works with them.
60. Another project of the Markoviches is a school for autistic children, which
opened 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 42 youngsters, well above its official capacity of
32, between the ages of two and eight. It is overcrowded simply because it is the only
institution of its kind in the entire country. The school is open from 8:00 a.m. to 6:00
p.m.
Children at the school receive 40 hours of treatment weekly, compared with the 30
hours that is common in comparable institutions in the United States, said Mrs.
Markovich. The results of such intensive treatment are visible, she continued;
improvement is achieved with all pupils. Unfortunately, the school has no means of
extending its programs to serve older youngsters.
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The teacher:pupil ratio is 1:1, not including speech therapists, psychologists, and other
specialists. Due to the large number of educators and other skilled professionals
required for schools of this type, the monthly tuition is $2,000, more than twice the cost
of a good private school for normal youngsters. Although all families pay partial
expenses, none pays the full cost. Enrollment includes Jewish and non-Jewish
youngsters. With the exception of kosher meals, no religious practice is observed in the
school.
Jewish children are invited to attend community-wide Jewish holiday
celebrations with their families.96
Mrs. Markovich said that, technically, all Ukrainian public schools are required to accept
autistic children in their districts and provide appropriate education for them. However,
funding for such special education is non-existent, and school principals and parents
exert forms of psychological and social pressure on families with autistic children to
withdraw these youngsters from neighborhood schools. Mrs. Markovich is in frequent contact with government education
authorities to raise awareness of special
education needs, but no funding is
forthcoming.
An exceptionally friendly trained therapy dog,
Daisy, joined the school during the 2014-2015
school year. Daisy seems to possess infinite
patience.
Photo: the writer.

Mrs. Markovich attempts to work with the parents of autistic children as well. Many
parents remain in denial about their children's conditions, blaming strange behavior on
unrelated illnesses, such as diabetes, or on teacher incompetence if the child has been
expelled from a conventional school due to unusual behavioral patterns.
61. The writer was unable to visit the Mitzvah School, a small Chabad school
operating under the auspices of Rabbi Moshe Asman.
62. Tanya Abovich, age 28, has been director of Kyiv Hillel, the student group, since
2012. About 1500 young people are on its data base, she said, and approximately 250
of these are activists, participating in at least one Hillel activity every month. Kyiv Hillel
serves all Jewish students in the city, operating from a large center that is well-located
and easily accessible. The premises require some updating, she commented, but she
doubts that funds will be available in the near future for that purpose.

96

Rabbi Markovich presides over a Kyiv synagogue and sponsors a number of community programs. See pages 96‐
97.
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Ms. Abovich described her responsibilities as "strange;" her job isn't really work, but
rather an opportunity to "change people's lives." For many students, Hillel is their first
contact with Jewish life. Taglit (birthright Israel) is especially important in building a
person's Jewish identity; Kyiv Hillel fills two and one-half Taglit buses (approximately
100 participants) every summer. Masa, a longer Israeli program of up to 12 months,
enables young adults to become familiar with Israel, even if they don't make aliyah. She
is grateful to be able to introduce Jewish young adults to these experiences.
Between 65 and 70 percent of Kyiv Hillel activists actually live in Kyiv and continue to
reside in their parents' homes while attending a university or institute in the city. Most of
the remaining 30 to 35 percent, Ms. Abovich said, are from smaller towns, such as
Cherkasy or Chernihiv. Few students from smaller cities and towns have had any prior
Jewish experiences, she continued. Some of these places actually have Chabad
rabbis, she stated, but many student families do not relate to them. Ms. Abovich herself
is from another small city, Vinnytsya, but left it some years ago, as have all of her family
members and friends. In general, people are fleeing such small population centers, she
continued, because no opportunities for the future exist in such places. As a means of
making students from these areas feel comfortable in
Hillel and in Kyiv, she always engages some of them as
part-time Hillel student employees.
In addition to directing Kyiv Hillel, Tanya Abovich also is a
Ph.D. student in linguistics. She plans to move to Israel in
about five years, she said. Her parents are divorced; her father
lives in Israel and her mother, a "typical Soviet Jew," is very
assimilated and remains in Ukraine.
Photo: the writer.

In response to a question, Ms. Abovich named a number of "favorite" Hillel programs.
First, Hillel offers a kabbalat Shabbat (greeting the Sabbath) service every Friday
evening at about 6:30 p.m. Approximately 50 to 60 students attend each week; as far
as she knows, it is the only Shabbat activity in Kyiv that is exclusively for young adults.
She also likes larger Jewish holiday programs, such as a Rosh Hashanah service that
may attract 500 to 800 people, and Jewish-focus concerts that draw as many as 1700
people; some of these events are held in collaboration with other Jewish organizations,
such as the Jewish Agency. A third "favorite" is a master class on a particular subject,
such as computer security, technology start-ups, or Jewish cuisine. Fourth, in
conjunction with ORT, Hillel operates an IT school in its own computer facility. Among
the courses offered are programming at several different levels and web design. Fees
are charged to participants, but these are lower than in commercial institutions. Another
appealing Hillel education program, Ms. Abovich stated, is a Hebrew-language ulpan
that also offers courses at multiple levels; Hebrew is increasingly important because so
many Jewish young people are emigrating to Israel, she said. Finally, Ms. Abovich
noted the recent completion of the annual Good Deeds Week. With support from El Al
Airlines, Hillel focused this year on thanking service workers, such as bus drivers and
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subway engineers, cleaners, bakers, and pediatric cancer specialists and other medical
personnel. Groups of Hillel students would approach such people and give them
handwritten thank-you notes and chocolates. She observed that such expressions of
gratitude were especially valued by recipients in these difficult times.
Kyiv Hillel has welcomed internally displaced Jewish students from Donetsk and
Lugansk, stated Ms. Abovich. Many such students are in despair over their interrupted
academic lives, loss of housing, financial difficulties, and separation from family and
friends. Hillel tries to help them, even offering some of them part-time work. However,
Ms. Abovich noted, everyone has financial problems and the Donetsk IDP's end up
competing with local people for jobs and scarce affordable housing. The situation in
eastern Ukraine poses a real challenge to society, she stated.
Asked about the general mood (настроение) among Jewish young people in Kyiv,
Ms. Abovich responded that everyone is "consumed" by the economic situation. Some
panic even exists. Problems are present in every profession. Job mobility has
vanished. She realizes that she may be unable to find a suitable position in linguistics
after she completes her Ph.D. Economic distress is driving young Jews to Israel, she
said.
63. 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.
Victoria Godik is the volunteer leader of the Ukrainian Union of
Jewish Students. In common with Tanya Abovich (opposite) of
Hillel, Ms. Godik speaks fluent idiomatic English.
Photo: the writer (in 2014).

WUJS/UUJS aims to "provide a community for Jewish young adults and young
professionals," Ms. Godik stated. Approximately 600 people are on the UUJS email list
in Kyiv, she said, 150 of whom participated in WUJS winter events. So far, Kyiv is the
only city in Ukraine with a UUJS group, but Ms. Godik anticipates that another group will
open in Odesa in the near future.
The most popular UUJS events, said Ms. Godik, are business clubs, Sunday
brunches with speakers, social gatherings, seminars abroad, and ski trips. Clearly, the
current economic situation limits their ability to operate as many programs as they
would like. However, UUJS schedules at least one local event every month. It has no
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premises of its own, but uses rented facilities, such as Jewish- or Israeli-focus cafés.
UUJS also conducts social projects, such as visiting elderly Jews in their homes.
During Chanukah, UUJS brought menorahs and sufganiyot (Israeli jelly-filled
doughnuts) to many older Jews in the city.97 UUJS also has extended assistance to
some internally displaced people from the east who are now in Kyiv.
In late January, continued Ms. Godik, 40+ UUJS members joined an equal number of
their WUJS counterparts from other countries (small delegations from the Baltic States,
Belarus, Russia, France, Poland, and Israel) in a winter university in western Ukraine
and Poland that focused on Jewish history in the area. Included in their itinerary was a
visit to Auschwitz, the first time that most participants had ever visited a concentration
camp. The World Jewish Congress paid for the Polish segment of the "university", and
the Ukrainian Va'ad98 sponsored the UUJC delegation for the remainder of the journey.
Aliyah to Israel is increasing among UUJC members, Ms. Godik stated. Ukrainian
economic conditions offer little encouragement about the future in Ukraine. Taglit
(birthright Israel) trips and Masa experiences are very useful for those young adults
who are considering emigration to Israel; UUJC participants exchange information about
various Israel absorption programs.
In response to a question about the general mood (настроение) in the country, Ms.
Godik said that many people are "unhappy" with the Ukrainian government. Many more
reforms need to be implemented, people are "fed up" with corruption. In the course of
her work at a local university, she has seen many skewed government contracts that
clearly had been rigged to benefit specific companies and exclude others. Truly
competitive bids are never considered. The entire situation is very "demoralizing," she
said.
64. Moishe House, a gathering space and Jewish program center for Jewish young
adults, had moved into new premises in a central location since the writer's most recent
previous visit. The organization now occupies a comfortable sixth floor loft apartment
with modern furnishings and a balcony.
Anya Beskorvanaya, an aspiring commercial artist currently working part-time for the
Joint Distribution Committee, is one of two young women living in Moishe House. She
and another young woman, not present at the time of the writer's visit, are responsible
for coordinating the Moishe House program.
Ms. Beskorvanaya stated that major program elements include Shabbat dinners,
lectures on Jewish topics, and theater evenings outside the apartment. They also
engage in occasional welfare projects, such as raising funds for food parcels to be
delivered to needy Jewish pensioners. Ms. Beskorvanaya said that she was very
97
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Lists of elderly Jews who might enjoy such attention were obtained from several rabbis, Ms. Godik said.
See pages104‐105 for information about the Ukrainian Va'ad.
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grateful for the financial support from international Moishe House and other Jewish
organizations and individuals that has enabled them to engage in these programs;
generally, she said, non-Jewish Ukrainians do not help each other in the same way.
Jews always pull together to help each other, she said, notwithstanding occasional
conflicts between Chabad and others, particularly concerning the place of non-halachic
Jews in the Jewish community.
Moishe House attracts at least 25 people to its programs every week, sometimes as
many as 40, said Ms. Beskorvanaya. About 50 Jewish young adults are really active,
participating several times every month. However, she noted, some people come just
for the free food that is offered and do not participate in any programs.
Asked about emigration among Jewish young adults, Ms. Beskorvanaya responded
that "50 percent of the best people" are leaving Ukraine in search of economic stability.
They go to Israel, Germany, or Canada. The more committed they are to Jewish life,
the more likely they are to go to Israel. She believes that Israel is "pushing" young Jews
to settle there. Life in Israel is "tough," she said. She wonders if Israel is aware that
some participants in the Masa program are exploiting it just
to get a free vacation in the sun and near the sea. She is
not interested in Israel; she prefers to travel elsewhere.
Another fluent English-speaker, Ms. Beskorvanaya discovered at
the age of 22 that one of her grandfathers is Jewish. She said
that she "feels" Jewish, but her commitment to Judaism, the
Jewish people, and Israel is shaky. At the time of her meeting
with the writer, she had already given notice of her intent to
leave Moishe House and move into a Kyiv studio apartment.
Compared to other Russian-speaking Moishe Houses, the program that she supervised in Kyiv was very weak.
Photo: the writer.

Although she is grateful for the international Jewish financial support of Moishe House,
Ms. Beskorvanaya believes that Jewish philanthropy is too narrowly focused on
Jewish programs. Instead of spending donated funds on Shabbat observance, it would
be better to commit this money to assisting internally displaced people, non-Jews as
well as Jews. Instead of gathering clothing and food for elderly Jews, she averred, she
would like Moishe House to provide such items to elderly people, including non-Jews,
who live in small, neglected villages.
Additionally, Ms. Beskorvanaya believes that the Moishe House apartment, as nice and
well-located as it is, should be replaced by a real house with a yard. Those who live in
Moishe House and are responsible for implementing its programs should be provided
with a good Jewish education, as well as training in conflict resolution. Residents also
should be given more independence to plan programs of their own choosing, rather
than be expected to follow Moishe House guidelines so strictly.
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65. Rabbi Motti Neuwirth, who is associated with Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich and
the Grand Choral Synagogue on Schekavitskaya street in the Podil area of Kyiv, directs
a program for young adults between the ages of 25 and 35 that attempts to bring them
into an observant Jewish lifestyle. Known as Morasha (Heb., heritage, legacy), the
program attracts 90 unique young people every week, approximately half of whom
attend on any given day. Morasha convenes in a small, but clean and well-furnished
center in the basement of one of the synagogue buildings.
About 60 people are enrolled in stipend-based classes that require regular
attendance, Rabbi Neuwith said. Forty to 50 young men up to the age of 30 or 31 study
in pairs (chevruta) 12 hours monthly. Five men live in a rentfree apartment, committed to learn 40 hours each week while
maintaining their regular jobs; all of these men are welleducated professionals, noted Rabbi Neuwirth. Several
women reside in another apartment, studying part-time; their
curriculum includes Jewish history and law in addition to
basic texts. Some of the women, Rabbi Neuwirth said, are
non-Jews intending to convert to Judaism.
Rabbi Motti Neuwirth supervises a range of programs designed to
attract young Jews to Orthodox Judaism. Originally, he focused on
day school graduates, but now reaches out to a much broader segment of the Jewish population.
Photo: the writer.

Some students participate in trips to London or Israel in which they "shadow"
successful professionals who combine their careers with an observant lifestyle. While
abroad, the students reside with local Orthodox families in order to learn how to
maintain halachically Jewish households.
Aliyah to Israel continues among his students and, in fact, is increasing, stated Rabbi
Neuwirth. He has lost many of his best pupils to Israel, he said, so he and his
colleagues have created new programs in Israel to assist their absorption. First, they
developed their own Masa track, which supports future olim (immigrants to Israel) in a
study program that also introduces them to Israeli life and potential careers in the
Jewish state. Next, they have created a small community of their own in Jerusalem that
helps their olim find apartments, establish a social life, etc. They may even provide a
rent subsidy and other financial assistance for an initial period.
In addition to focusing on an intensive learning experience designed to bring young
Jews to an observant lifestyle, Morasha also does some general outreach to the
broader Jewish population, said Rabbi Neuwirth. For example, it arranges Shabbat
dinners in private homes and larger community-wide holiday observances. Some of its
concerts attract as many as 600 people, Rabbi Neuwirth stated.
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Synagogue-Related Programs
66. 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 Synagogue99 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, 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, some of these programs are now jeopardized due to economic stress, Jewish
demographic decline, and a lack of receptivity among local Jews to orthodox Judaism.
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 among 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.
Rabbi Bleich was out of the
country during the writer's visit to Kyiv in April 2015; in his
absence, she spoke with Yevgeny Ziskind, the long time
administrator of the synagogue.

Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich is the Chief Rabbi of Kyiv and Ukraine.
Photo: Conference of European Rabbis, n.d.

Mr. Ziskind described the economic situation as moderately worse than it was in 2014.
The Karlin-Stolin community will make further budget cuts during the summer that will
be implemented in 2015-2016, he said. Foreseeing their likely dismissal, some
teachers have already returned to Israel or are planning to do so, stated Mr. Ziskind.
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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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Speaking of synagogue revenue-generating enterprises, Mr. Ziskind said that the
budget hotel on synagogue property was doing fairly well. Hotel management works
diligently with the Jewish Agency, JDC, and other Jewish groups to attract their
business for Kyiv events, such as conferences and field trips. The restaurant, an
independently-run enterprise within the hotel, enjoys a good reputation, but is unable to
attract a capacity crowd. Responding to last year's reduced orders for matza, the
matza factory cut back on production this year, only to find that demand exceeded
supply - notwithstanding the fact that they had increased the price of the matza.
Considering widespread economic distress that had trimmed purchasing power and
increased Jewish emigration, management had assumed that demand would continue
to be relatively low.
Local fundraising, said Mr. Ziskind, remains very
difficult. Many businessmen now are bankrupt and
unable to contribute to the community. Rabbi Bleich
spends more and more time in the United States,
trying to raise funds there; he has engaged a
consultant to help refine his fundraising strategy.
Yevgeny Ziskind, administrator of the Schekavitskaya
street synagogue, often is alone in the synagogue while
Rabbi Bleich travels.
Photo: the writer.

Many young adults, Mr. Ziskind stated, are emigrating to Israel. Some males leave to
avoid being drafted into the Ukrainian armed forces, but many also see no future for
themselves in Ukraine. Some who remain in Kyiv for now are thinking about going in
the future; they are "sitting on their suitcases," said Mr. Ziskind, using a common
Russian expression.
Regarding internally displaced Jews from eastern Ukraine, Mr. Ziskind stated that two
floors in the synagogue's hotel were turned over to displaced Jews, about 20 people at
a time, during a three month period in the summer of 2014. Most of them emigrated to
Israel, but a few returned to Donetsk. Rabbi Bleich considered operating a summer
camp for internally displaced Jewish youngsters, but was unable to raise funds for such
a venture. The Karlin-Stolin community is not now engaged with any individuals from
that population group, Mr. Ziskind said.
Questioned about the general mood (настроение) in the city, Mr. Ziskind stated
simply that it is "not good". The major problem for him, he continued, is that it is
impossible to plan anything. There is no certainty even about next month. He is
concerned that Russia may try to grab more land, perhaps by taking Mariupol and then
moving onward. No other country is helping Ukraine.
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67. A native of St. Petersburg (then known as Leningrad), Chabad Rabbi Moshe
Reuven Asman studied 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.
After a successful struggle to gain possession of the building, Rabbi Asman presided
over removal of the puppet theater and subsequent restoration of the synagogue. Welllocated in downtown Kyiv, the building is a
familiar landmark. It now contains a large
classic prayer hall, a kosher dining hall
and restaurant, a mikveh, several classrooms, and offices.
The Brodsky Synagogue in Kyiv is pictured at
right.
Photo:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brodsky_Synagogue#/
media/File:Brodsky_Synagogue.jpg.
Retrieved April 13, 2016.

Above left: Rabbi Moshe Asman, at left, with a colleague from New York, Yuriel Shtern.
Photo: the writer.

Above right: The new synagogue in the village of Anatevka, completed after the writer's visit to
Kyiv. Few additional buildings had been constructed by spring 2016.
Photo: www.jta.org/2016/03/15/news-opinion/world/in-real-life-anatevka-ukraines-jewish-refugees-build-acommunity.

The writer's visit to Rabbi Asman at the Brodsky synagogue was dominated by Rabbi
Asman's presentation of plans for a new village, to be called Anatevka, that he planned
to develop west of Kyiv as a community for internally displaced Jews from troubled
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areas in eastern Ukraine. He envisioned a settlement accommodating 200 to 300
Jewish family units. Youngsters would attend a school to be constructed on site, and
adults would work in new industries to be developed in organic farming, production of
agricultural drones, and computer technology. New buildings would be erected with
new materials and methods heretofore unknown in Ukraine. English and Hebrew would
be working languages, along with Ukrainian and Russian. Perhaps the village also
would be used as a transit center for Ukrainian Jews en route to Israel.
Local Jewish support for Rabbi Asman's Anatevka project is minimal. Observers cite
the proposed village's isolation and lack of employment opportunities, noting that
development of the envisioned technology sector requires far greater resources than
Rabbi Asman possesses. The more capable internally displaced Jews have already
found employment and are unlikely to be attracted by life in a ghetto-type village devoid
of basic amenities, such as a grocery store, gas station, or post office. Rather than
building a thriving new Jewish community, it is said, Rabbi Asman is constructing a new
shtetl to be populated by individuals whose skills are ill suited to contemporary life and
whose future may be one of dependency. Rabbi Asman, however, seemed determined
to press forward in the project, and he and friend Yuriel Shtern had begun a fundraising
campaign to enable construction to begin.
To some degree, Rabbi Asman's decision to build a new Jewish village may have been
formed by his recent experience in working with Jewish internally displaced people,
mainly from Luhansk, in the historically Jewish town of Spola, about 100 kilometers
south of Kyiv near Cherkasy. Between 100 and 200 people had passed through a
hastily developed transit facility there, which received some support from the Joint
Distribution Committee.
68. 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.100
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. They would like to open a traditional Chabad
House within the building and to re-open a yeshiva that had functioned for several years
in the recent past, but the financial situation precludes such investments for the
foreseeable future.
In speaking about internally displaced Jews, Rabbi Markovich and his wife said that
they had accommodated up to seven families at a time in a cottage that they had rented
in a village outside Kyiv, where such an operation was less expensive than inside the
city. Each family was assigned to one of the seven rooms inside the structure. Many of
these people seemed ashamed to ask for the aid that they so clearly needed, said Mrs.
Markovich. Some of them also had psychological problems, she stated. Rabbi
Markovich said that about 90 percent of all of the Jewish IDP's had emigrated to Israel
100

See pages 86‐87.
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and the remaining 10 percent were split between those who went to Germany and those
who had settled somewhere in Ukraine outside the combat area.
In addition to emigration by internally displaced people, Rabbi Markovich observed that
emigration is depriving Ukraine of many of its most skilled citizens. These are the
individuals, said Rabbi Markovich, who are essential to the development of a true civil
society within the country. The government cannot buy a civil society, he said, referring
to the pervasive corruption within Ukraine.
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 criticized 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.
69. 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 while receiving guidance from visiting Israeli mentors. As their congregation has
grown, the Masorti group has made several moves from
one structure to another, although they remain in the
Podil area, close to both Rabbi Bleich's synagogue
complex and to the Reform/Progressive movement.
(See below.) Rabbi Stamov was born and raised in
Crimea; his wife Lena is a native of Rovno, a city well
known in Jewish history, in western Ukraine.
Rabbi Reuven and Lena Stamov are seen at right with the
youngest of their three daughters. They met and married in
Jerusalem while Rabbi Stamov was studying for the
rabbinate at the Schechter Rabbinical Seminary. Mrs.
Stamov has a strong background in art and in education.
Photo: the writer.

Between 30 and 40 people usually attend Masorti Shabbat services on Friday
evenings, said Rabbi Stamov, and 15 to 20 come for mincha (afternoon prayer service)
and havdala (end of Shabbat) on Saturday. So far, it has been difficult to attract a
regular minyan (group of 10 people) on Shabbat morning. Sunday is a major program
day, with various classes for both children and adults. Three Hebrew ulpan groups for
adults meet several times each week, along with an ulpan especially for children. About
20 university students, some of whom are also active in Hillel, study Jewish tradition.
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All Jewish holidays are observed. A Chanukah Shabbaton attracted 40 participants,
including families from Kyiv, Odesa, Berdychiv, and Chernivtsi. The out-of-town guests
stayed in private rented apartments in order to minimize expenses.
The congregation pursues a policy of joint programming with other Jewish groups.
For example, the Sholom Aleichem Museum has been very helpful in Jewish history
education and cultural programs. They also collaborate with the Jewish Agency, Hillel,
Project Kesher, and Limmud. Interaction with these groups brings new members into
Masorti, noted Rabbi Stamov.
Masorti also operates three camps. Camp Ramah Yachad, a summer camp for
youngsters, was held in the Carpathian Mountains in far western Ukraine. A family
camp was convened in the Cherkasy area, south of Kyiv. A student camp attracted 40
young adults to a site between Odesa and Mykolaiv.
The Masorti congregation also supports a small welfare assistance program. They
provide 50 households with holiday parcels containing staple food items and fresh fruit.
Most of the recipients are pensioners, said Mrs. Stamov, but a number of needy family
units also receive these gifts.
Regarding fundraising, core financial support still originates abroad, said the Stamovs.
However, they have three local major donors who pay for the food parcels, certain
furnishings and supplies, and various services, as well as other contributors who give
smaller amounts. Local donors provided funding for rental of a local hall and for
amenities for a large Purim celebration. They noted that they also received a grant from
a local government body for training in team-building and strategic planning. Further,
the Stamovs said, their congregation includes several skilled craftsmen and teachers
who either donate their skills or charge significantly lower fees than their usual commercial fees.
Asked about Masorti activity in other Ukrainian cities, the Stamovs said that a small
community in Odesa, led by two local individuals, is growing from year to year. Further
growth would be aided by acquisition of permanent premises; unfortunately, a local
businessman who had promised to obtain a facility for them, later reneged on his
pledge. They continue to move from place to place, renting cafés and other properties
for their programs.
Lycée Sha’alavim101 provides a small nucleus for a Masorti
community in Kharkiv, stated Rabbi Stamov. Kharkiv young adults with whom he
confers in visits to the city and at Masorti camps would like to develop a non-Orthodox
congregation close to the city center, but they need funds to acquire appropriate
program space; due to the economic situation, it would be relatively inexpensive to find
suitable property now, but the Masorti movement still lacks resources to do so. Further,
they also need to find and compensate a part-time leader for structured Kharkiv
operations.

101

See pages 65‐68.

99

The entire Masorti movement in Ukraine is enriched by periodic working visits of
senior rabbis and educators from Israel and Europe, said Rabbi Stamov. These
specialists teach in Masorti camps and train local teachers. Visiting rabbis have joined
Rabbi Stamov in examining candidates for conversion to Judaism.
70. The Progressive/Reform movement has had a presence in Kyiv for more than
two decades. It has been led during the past 15 years by Rabbi Alexander Dukhovny, a
native of the city who received rabbinic training at the Leo Baeck College seminary in
London. In the absence of Rabbi Dukhovny, who was not in Kyiv at the time of her visit,
the writer spoke with Alexander Gaidar, executive director of the Progressive/Reform
movement in Ukraine and of its Kyiv congregation, known as Hatikvah. We met in the
new Hatikvah premises, which are located in a modern office building in the Podil area
of Kyiv.
About 200 people pay membership dues, which are minimal, to Hatikvah congregation, said Mr. Gaidar. Between 600 and 700 other people attend Hatikvah events
fairly frequently, Mr. Gaidar continued, but are not dues-paying members. The
congregation would never exclude people because of inability to pay, he said. Most
family units in Hatikvah are intermarried families, he noted. Whatever the specific
religious background of people in these families, they come to Hatikvah because they
are in search of a "spiritual foundation" for their lives.
They are seeking a comfortable way of exploring their
roots.
Alexander Gaidar, executive of the Reform movement in both
Kyiv and all of Ukraine, is a retired lieutenant colonel in the
Soviet air force. From a military family, Mr. Gaidar said that
he was once a communist, but information that he obtained
during the perestroika period in the mid- and late-1980's led
to a change of views.
Photo: the writer.

The major Reform/Progressive repetitive programming is Shabbat activity on Friday
nights and on Saturday. On Saturday mornings, a brief service for adults is held
concurrently with education sessions for children. After the service/classes, a potluck
lunch is available and is followed by a film on the Torah portion of the week. Hatikvah
ceased Sunday programming some years ago, said Mr. Gaidar, because families want
to be together doing other activities then.
Occasional cultural evenings are held in the Hatikvah premises. Several talented
musicians and "amateur cantors" are members of the congregation, Mr. Gaidar noted.
Additionally, Hatikvah has been able to mount several exhibitions of art on Jewish
themes.
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About 20 local Jewish youth are active in Netzer, the Reform youth movement. About
50 people attended the most recent Reform Shabbaton, which was held in Uman in
June. Previous Shabbatonim have been held in Cherkasy, Lutsk, Kamianets' Podils'kyi,
Khmel'nyts'kyi, and Berdychiv. It is important, Mr. Gaidar stated, that people have the
possibility to leave the current tense atmosphere in Kyiv, even if only for a few days.
Speaking of the Reform movement on a national level, Mr. Gaidar said that, prior to
the recent economic crisis and the Russian takeover of Crimea, about 20 cities and
towns in Ukraine had a Reform presence. At this point, he continued, that number has
decreased to about 12 active congregations. The only other Reform rabbi, in addition
to Rabbi Dukhovny in Kyiv, in the country is Rabbi Yulia Gris, who serves a
congregation in Odesa. All active congregations remain active by raising local funds, in
addition to receiving some support from the World Union for Progressive Judaism.
However, WUPJ subsidies are insufficient to cover all expenses of any Reform
community, even in small towns.
In response to a question about internally displaced Jews, Mr. Gaidar said that
Hatikvah had not had much contact with them. It is his impression that most of them
would like to return to their homes in the Donbas [Don River basin], rather than go to
Israel or remain in Kyiv.
Contradicting statistical evidence, Mr. Gaider said that few Kyiv Jews are interested in
aliyah. Emigration to Israel is attractive to Jews from smaller, weaker towns in western
Ukraine, but does not interest Jews in Kyiv. Those Jews who emigrate from Kyiv are
more interested in going to Germany than to Israel, stated Mr. Gaidar; intermarried
families come to Hatikvah for assistance in obtaining proof of at least partial Jewish
lineage so that Germany will grant them entrance visas.
Questioned about the general mood (настроение) in Kyiv, Mr. Gaidar said that some
antisemitism exists, but it is much weaker than in France or elsewhere in Europe.
Further, in contrast to the Soviet period, antisemitism is not government-instigated.
People in Hatikvah congregation are strongly opposed to Russian actions in eastern
Ukraine; they even raised money within the congregation in support of welfare needs in
the Donbas area.102 Vladimir Putin, stated Mr. Gaidar, would like to establish a Russian
corridor through southern Ukraine from Donetsk to Mariupol to Odesa to Pridnestrovye
(also called Transnistria, Trans-Dnistr, or Transdniestria), a Russian-controlled enclave
between the Dniester River and the eastern Moldovan border with Ukraine. Ukrainian
citizens, Mr. Gaidar averred, want to live in a free, united Ukraine that is part of Europe.
71. Rabbi Pinchas Vishedski, Chief Rabbi of Donetsk since 1994, retains his title, but
resides in exile in Kyiv, attempting to serve his now dispersed community while
working in an office in a Kyiv office tower. He fled Donetsk in late August of 2014, at the
strong urging of Chabad colleagues, as Russian military personnel crossed into
Donetsk oblast without permission of the Ukrainian government. Rabbi Vishedski had
102
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ordered most of his subordinate staff out of the city in June; at that time, said Rabbi
Vishedski. it was still fairly easy to leave Donetsk, traveling by road to Mariupol and
onward from there. Checkpoints and other barriers had not yet been established.
He feared, he said, that he had lost more than 20 years of work. Many of the
approximately 5,000 Jews who had lived in Donetsk before 2014 had been fairly
prosperous. They had nice apartments and many families had two cars. They took
several vacations every year, and they were generous donors. Rabbi Vishedski had
renovated the old synagogue and was looking for a new property on which to construct
a larger synagogue. He had just opened a new day school building near the center of
the city, replacing an older facility that was less accessible. He also had built a
community center and a welfare operation that served the elderly and others who
needed assistance. Now, he lamented, many more people, including former donors,
need help.
He maintains the community data base that he developed in Donetsk and is in contact
with many internally displaced Jews from the city who now live in Kyiv, Kharkiv,
Dnipropetrovsk, Zhytomyr, Mykolaiv, Cherkasy, and Odesa. Of course, he sees those
in Kyiv most frequently; he rents hotel space for gatherings on Sundays, holidays, and
an occasional Shabbaton. Two hundred people, some of
whom flew into Kyiv from other countries, attended a Pesach
seder that he arranged in the Ukrainian capital. He provides
food parcels, clothing, and rent subsidies for about 300
families. He also tries to help people find employment, but
that often is more difficult.
Rabbi Pinchas Vishedski led a Jewish community in Donetsk. Now
based in Kyiv in an office owned by one of his Donetsk congregants, he tries to assist those who remain in Donetsk, those who
have settled in other Ukrainian cities, and those who have moved
to Israel.
Photo: the writer.

Rabbi Vishedski estimated that about 200 Donetsk Jewish families emigrated to
Israel, some of them reluctantly. They left Ukraine with nothing, he said, but have
received special assistance in Israel from Rabbi Yechiel Eckstein of the International
Fellowship of Christians and Jews.
His largest assistance operation remains in Donetsk. About 2,500 Jews remain in
the troubled city, he stated. One rabbi, a native of Donetsk who left when the Russians
came, subsequently returned and now directs the Chabad community; the Chabad JCC
director also remains, as does another employee who was part of the management
team. Sixty to 70 people come to the synagogue on Saturday for Shabbat, and over
200 attended a Pesach seder. The Chabad welfare service provides about 300 hot
meals every day for those who are able to come to the synagogue. Food parcels, and
some medicines are distributed. Eighteen youngsters remain in the Chabad day school
(from a normal enrollment of 145) and seven children remain in the preschool (from a
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prior enrollment of 45). On a personal level, his family housekeeper comes into his
family apartment every day to ensure that everything remains in order.
Rabbi Vishedski reflected that few other rabbis are providing assistance to the
Donetsk Jewish population. Two notable exceptions, he said, are Rabbi Shmuel
Kaminezki from Dnipropetrovsk and Rabbi Nochum Ehrentreu from Zaporizhzhia, both
of whom have permitted Jewish IDP's from Donetsk to remain in their own welfare
facilities without charge.103 He also singled out Rabbi Yehiel Eckstein of the
International Fellowship of Christians and Jews, who has provided significant financial
assistance over many months; he realizes, continued Rabbi Vishedsky, that Rabbi
Eckstein remains controversial among some people, but, as far as Rabbi Vishedsky is
concerned, Rabbi Eckstein is a real tzadik (Heb., righteous man). The Joint Distribution Committee also provides some assistance, both in Donetsk and to Donetsk
Jewish IDP's who now reside elsewhere, said Rabbi Vishedski.
It is difficult to predict what will happen in the future, Rabbi Vishedski acknowledged.
However, he said, Donetsk remains his home.
Welfare
72. Raisa Gritsenko directs Hesed Bnei, the JDC welfare center in Kyiv. The hesed
serves about 9,330 clients, said Ms. Gritsenko, although the census declines from year
to year as elderly clients die and are not replaced. In order to cope with higher costs
and diminished resources, JDC has tightened qualifications for assistance and thus
accepts fewer new clients.104
Notwithstanding budgetary constraints, the hesed provides a range of services to help
elderly Jews and some Jewish families in distress. Perhaps the most basic is the
distribution of discount cards that recipients can use to
purchase food and medicines. Cash may be disbursed to
people to pay utility bills or to buy specific items of
clothing. On occasion, the hesed also purchases new
furniture for people whose old furniture requires
replacement.
Raisa Gritsenko, left, is the manager of Hesed Bnei, in Kyiv.
Photo: the writer.
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One of the premier hesed onsite programs is its day center, which operates day-long
programs for seniors. Groups of 20 to 30 individuals participate each day, brought to
the hesed and returned to their homes in private vans twice each month. While at the
hesed, they are served a hot breakfast and lunch, confer with social service workers
about health issues and are referred to specialists, participate in various clubs and
cultural activities, and receive hair dressing services.
Jewish seniors who are mobile and can travel to and from the hesed on their own
participate in other onsite programs, such as music and art groups, discussion
groups, and various clubs, including a choir and other musical ensembles. The hesed
also has developed a fitness program, said Ms. Gritsenko, with specific plans tailored
to the needs of individuals.
The hesed distributes skin lotions, products for people with limited mobility (such as
walkers and wheelchairs), and other health care devices and supplies (such as adult
diapers). Fortunately, Ms. Gritsenko said, the hesed is assisted by a group of very
capable volunteers who provide valuable help in managing the day programs and
distribution of various welfare products.
About 1,600 immobile clients receive patronage services, that is, house cleaning,
shopping, personal care, and cooking in their own homes. Each client is served a
certain number of hours per week; social service workers maintain contact with clients
by telephone at other times. All patronage clients are given laminated cards with
emergency telephone numbers of local ambulance providers, the fire department, etc.
Three independent dining rooms serving impoverished Jews receive partial
subsidies from Hesed Bnei, stated Ms. Gritsenko. These are at the Simcha community
of Rabbi Levenhartz (about 50 people each day), the Brodsky shul of Rabbi Asman (16
to 18 people daily), and Mechta (20 to 25 people).105
Hesed Bnei also delivers meals-on-wheels to 30 clients who are unable to shop or
cook on their own. Many more people need such assistance, Ms. Gritsenko stated, but
such a program is very expensive to operate and the hesed simply lacks the resources
to serve additional people.
The hesed staff includes a psychologist who is available for consultations. Many
people, said Ms. Gritsenko, need counseling during these troubled times. In addition to
the loneliness often experienced by elderly people living alone, some individuals are
severely stressed in an economic sense and others are very troubled by the political
instability in the country.
73. The writer was unable to visit an assisted living home for elderly Jews that is
operated under the sponsorship of Chief Rabbi Yaakov Dov Bleich. This facility usually
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accommodates approximately 28 to 30 residents; their expenses are covered by rental
fees from commercial properties located in the same building.
Ukrainian Jewish Organizations
74. 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. Although strapped for funds in the current economic
environment, 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.106
The Vaad has
sponsored heritage expeditions to places of Jewish interest
in Ukraine, and Mr. Zissels himself is regarded as wellinformed and 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 .

Speaking of Jewish internally displaced people from the Donetsk and Luhansk areas,
Mr. Zissels said that approximately 6,000 had left these areas during the summer of
2014. About 50 percent of them emigrated to Israel and 10 percent fled to different
cities in Russia. The remaining 40 percent remain in Ukraine, he continued, having
established residence in a number of different cities. Since summer, additional Jewish
IDP's have gone to Israel; probably 5,800 in all have resettled there. However, he
knows that some of these Ukrainian olim (immigrants to Israel) have returned to
Ukraine. About 145 Ukrainian Jewish IDP's have migrated to Germany, and another
100 have gone to the United States.
Today (mid-April, 2015), about 10,000 Jews remain in eastern Ukraine, Mr. Zissels said.
The situation for them there is dire. Inflation is even higher than in the rest of the
country, and infrastructure (such as heating systems) has broken down. It is difficult to
obtain medicines and other necessities of life. In some areas, including major cities,
lawlessness prevails and remaining residents often are victims of crime. People
continue to reside in these places so as to protect their property. If they abandon their
apartments, others will just take them over.
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Regarding antisemitism, Mr. Zissels said that it remains at a constant low level.
Ukrainians "distinguish between friends and enemies", and they know that many Jewish
oligarchs are helping Ukraine at this time of great pressure upon the country. He stated
that he is "not worried" about the antisemitism that does exist.
Questioned about the general mood (настроение) in Ukraine, Mr. Zissels said that the
atmosphere is characterized by a great deal of anxiety (тревога). People fear more war
and terror attacks. They are uneasy about the economy, particularly inflation and job
security. For Jews, he said, another question is whether they should emigrate or
remain. Many of the "elite" (Jewish and non-Jewish), he noted, really don't care who
controls eastern Ukraine, as long as the war ends.
75. The writer was unable to meet with any representative from United Jewish
Community of Ukraine.
76. The Ukrainian Jewish Committee was established by Oleksandr Feldman, a
wealthy businessman from Kharkiv 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 Eduard Dolinsky, the director-general of the organization.
Mr. Dolinsky described the current situation in Ukraine as "awful." Russians and
Russian-controlled Ukrainians continue to wage war in eastern Ukraine, the Ukrainian
economy is close to collapse, internally displaced people create new pressures on the
already strained Ukrainian infrastructure, internally displaced Jews strain Jewish
communities throughout Ukraine, and many skilled people are leaving the country.
Severe inflation has diminished the value of Ukrainian
currency and greatly reduced the value of pensions. Many
elderly people are trying to survive on $50 each month, an
impossibility and a disgrace.
Eduard Dolinsky, a native of Lutsk in western Ukraine, is directorgeneral of the Ukrainian Jewish Committee. He maintains contact
with Jewish family and friends in Lutsk, which had an active
Jewish community until the recent crisis. The Lutsk Jewish
community needs $500-$1,000 monthly to survive, said Mr.
Dolinsky; it no longer is able to raise such funds, so it has
collapsed.
Photo: the writer.

The Jewish community, continued Mr. Dolinsky, has been seriously affected by the
ongoing crisis. Wealthy Jews who previously were very generous donors to Jewish
causes are much less wealthy today and have trimmed their philanthropy in the Jewish
sector accordingly. Their remaining resources now are directed almost entirely to
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supporting the Ukrainian defense effort. UJC is no exception; the organization has lost
most of its major donors. Oleksandr Feldman, by far the largest UJC donor, has
reduced his contributions to UJC and, instead, is focusing his philanthropy on
assistance to IDP's in general, a defense-related medical center, and a military
ambulance service that sends vehicles into the war zone.107
A positive by-product of the emergence of Ukrainian grass-roots support for the
Ukrainian armed forces, said Mr. Dolinsky, is that these organizing efforts accelerate the
development of civil society that already was underway. People are assuming
responsibility for society, they are taking the initiative to organize themselves in pursuit
of a common goal. In addition to financial support, Mr. Dolinsky continued, these efforts
need sound leadership, which is not necessarily the type of leadership that oligarchs
have exercised in their business endeavors. Noting the sister-city relationship between
Chicago and Kyiv and the fact that the writer resides in Chicago, perhaps the Chicago
Jewish community could train Kyiv Jewish leaders, Mr. Dolinsky suggested. The
development of capable Jewish leadership is "vital" to the future of Ukrainian Jewry,
he stated.
Mr. Dolinsky sees little role for the Joint Distribution Committee in Ukrainian Jewish
community development. JDC should concentrate, he said, on its welfare agenda,
especially as it concerns internally displaced Jews from eastern Ukraine. The Jewish
culture/community centers that JDC operates actually are divisive, he commented,
because JDC selects its own community leaders and thus inhibits grassroots
development of genuine local leadership.
Asked about priorities for the Jewish population in Ukraine, Mr. Dolinsky said that
development of a Ukrainian Jewish museum is critical.108 However, he noted, the
municipality of Kyiv has not yet allocated land for such an institution. Second, as soon
as current economic difficulties are overcome, Mr. Dolinsky observed, Jews of Ukraine
should strive for Jewish self-sufficiency, that is, support of, and control over, local
Jewish institutions. Third, Mr. Dolinsky would like to see more connections between
Ukrainian Jews and Jewish populations in other countries. A good place to start, he
said, is the development of more twinning relationships between Ukrainian Jewish
population centers, especially smaller Jewish population centers, and Jewish population
centers in other countries.
Regarding antisemitism in Ukraine, Mr. Dolinsky stated that it is at the same level as
previously, but that this level is higher than many people are willing to state publicly.
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The development of a Jewish museum in Kyiv has been discussed for some years. Initially, JDC took a leading
role in advocacy for such an institution, but its failure to include serious discussions with local leaders in these
efforts led to rancor and the eventual collapse of the project. The opening of the Museum of Jewish Holocaust
and History in Ukraine within the Menorah Center in Dnipropetrovsk revived a sense among Kyiv Jews
that a similar (and more comprehensive) Jewish museum should be built in the Ukrainian capital.

107

Some people, he said, are so isolated from day-to-day life that they really do not know
what is happening at street level.109 Mr. Dolinsky said that antisemitic comments are
commonplace in the streets, markets, and other public places. He has heard many
antisemitic slurs himself. Notwithstanding Iosif Zissel's efforts to monitor antisemitism,
he and his staff miss many antisemitic incidents. Jewish cemeteries and Holocaust
monuments frequently are vandalized. No central authority has a good system of
monitoring and reporting these episodes. As in the Soviet period, some antisemitic
actions are reported as "hooliganism." Other people, Mr. Dolinsky continued, may be
well-informed about the extent of antisemitism, but appear to think they should just keep
quiet about it. Mr. Dolinsky also observed that government officials will meet with
foreign visitors to discuss - and deny - antisemitism in Ukraine, but will not discuss this
topic with Ukrainian Jews themselves.
Responding to a question about the general mood (настроение) in Ukraine, Mr. Dolinsky said that economic distress and the war in the east create substantial pressure to
leave the country. He thinks that most Ukrainians, including Jews, would prefer to go to
the United States. However, many Jews will go to Israel, and many non-Jews will settle
for such neighboring countries as Poland, the Czech Republic, and Hungary.
International Jewish Organizations
77. 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 Ilana Shpak, who directs
JAFI operations in Kyiv, central, and western Ukraine. Ms. Shpak stated that JAFI
focuses on four specific strategies in its work in the area: (1)
camping, including counselor training and follow-up youth
activities; (2) Israel experience programs, including Taglit,
Onward Israel [summer programs], and the longer Masa
programs; (3) grassroots activity and leadership development;
and (4) aliyah encouragement and facilitation and absorption
in Israel.
Ilana Shpak previously directed JAFI operations in eastern Ukraine,
but was transferred to Kyiv when an earlier Kyiv emissary proved
unsuited to the position. Ms. Shpak retired from JAFI in mid-2015.
Photo: the author.

The Jewish Agency enrolled 210 youngsters in its summer camps in 2014 and
expected to enroll about 250 in 2015, said Ms. Shpak. Another 135 would participate in
day camps during school vacation periods in November, January, and May; the day
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camps were held in Kyiv, Cherkasy, and Vinnytsia, all in cooperation with local Jewish
organizations.
Allocations from the Jewish Federation of Metropolitan Chicago and private
individuals enabled JAFI to operate several Kyiv-based school-year programs for JAFI
summer campers, including a Bar and Bat Mitzvah experience engaging about 30
adolescents. Parents and siblings were included in some of these programs. Youth
Clubs enrolling a total of 130 youth were offered in Cherkasy and Vinnytsia.
JAFI Taglit (birthright Israel) trips attracted 110 participants from Kyiv, central, and
western Ukraine in 2014, and similar numbers were expected in 2015.110 Some of the
Taglit groups included special modules for discrete professional groups, such as
physicians, IT specialists, and artists. The Masa Israel Journey, which offers an Israel
experience of up to 12 months in general, special interest, or professional tracks,
enrolled 150 Jewish young adults in 2014 and was expected to draw 160 in 2015.
Because Masa often is a precursor to aliyah, some Masa programs are integrated with
aliyah and absorption procedures.
A total of 35 JAFI ulpan groups instruct approximately 480 adults in the Hebrew
language, said Ms. Shpak. Many of these groups also include a Jewish identification
component, which familiarizes students with Jewish tradition and customs. So great is
the increased interest in aliyah that six new ulpan groups opened during the current
academic year in Kyiv alone, Ms. Shpak continued. JAFI also operates Sunday
schools in Kyiv, Bila Tserkva (Belaya Tserkov), Cherkasy, Chernihiv, and
Khmel'nyts'kyi. The Sunday schools usually are multi-generational and include both
formal and informal Jewish education programs.
JAFI observes Israeli and Jewish holidays, usually in collaboration with other groups,
such as the Reform and Conservative movements, Hillel, the Israeli government, and/or
ORT. When appropriate, such as on Chanukah and Israel Independence Day, major
community-wide celebrations are held.
Regarding aliyah, Ms. Shpak said that aliyah had increased 126 percent from Kyiv
alone in 2014 over the previous year (from 403 to 912 individuals). Overall, the
increase in aliyah for all of Ukraine was 239 percent; obviously, these figures reflect the
severely depressed economy in the country and displaced Jews from the fighting in the
eastern sector. JAFI arranges special seminars every year for specialists in certain
fields who are considering aliyah; for example, 90 people with strong backgrounds in IT
had just completed a seminar about opportunities in that field in Israel. Sometimes,
recruiters from Israeli companies participate in these seminars and offer employment to
qualified individuals while they are still in Ukraine.
Many internally displaced people, including Jews, from the eastern part of Ukraine
have come to Kyiv, Ms. Shpak said. Cars with license plates from these areas can be
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seen all over the capital, she noted. Some IDP's have connections in Kyiv, stated Ms.
Shpak; other just believe that Kyiv, as the capital and largest city in the country, offers
more opportunities than other Ukrainian cities. The Kyiv JAFI office, Ms. Shpak, has
advised many IDP's who might have gone to closer JAFI offices in Kharkiv or Dnipropetrovsk; pro-Israel Christian groups help prospective IDP olim find temporary housing
while waiting for visas and other paperwork to be completed.111
78. Nearing the end of a long career working on issues concerning Soviet and postSoviet Jewry, the Consul General of Israel in Kyiv was somewhat pensive about both
Ukraine and Russia. He had visited Russia recently and commented, as observers
often do, about the many palaces, both historic and contemporary, that stand in
Moscow and St. Petersburg almost next door to urban slums in which buildings are
severely overcrowded, as well as grimy and grubby. A few kilometers outside the city
limits, he continued, local villages appear as vestiges of the 19th century, with modest
lodgings devoid of plumbing.
Many people in Russia, he continued, seem to have no hope. Jewish emigration is
increasing, even from Moscow. Jewish emigration from Ukraine also is substantial, but
the atmosphere is different. Ukrainians identify with Ukraine; they leave due to
economic necessity and fear of war. After many years, the consul general stated, he
has concluded that Ukrainians are nicer people, friendlier and warmer.
Aliyah from both countries will continue, said the consul general. Young families will
leave for the sake of their children. Apart from the "real war" in eastern Ukraine,
corruption and the perceived lack of opportunity for children will push people out.
Echoing his colleague in Kharkiv,112 the Kyiv consul said post-secondary education
has declined in rigor throughout Ukraine. The best young scientists and other
academics have left the country. Some foreign funders wishing to maintain science and
technology standards throughout the post-Soviet bloc provide grants to various
education and research institutions, said the consul, but these funds seem to disappear
before they ever reach the intended scientists. Most grant money is stolen, he stated,
and whatever isn't stolen, is lost in the vast bureaucracy. The Soviet system had many
faults, the consul continued, but Soviet policy developed science and technology of the
highest standard. Three generations were required to build this strong knowledge base,
but it has been destroyed in two decades.
Not everyone who consults with the Consulate about aliyah is ready to leave in the
immediate future, averred the Consul. However, they want to be certain that all of their
paperwork is in order and that their visas are ready if they decide to leave quickly.
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Speaking of internally displaced Jews now in the Kyiv area, the consul said that
between 250 and 300 IDP's were eligible to immigrate to Israel under provisions of the
Israel Law of Return. Some of them fled the eastern area with only the clothes that they
were wearing at the time and many have no money. While waiting for their paperwork
to be completed and Israeli visas issued, they stay with relatives or friends or in hostels
maintained by different rabbis or by local Jewish groups.
Regarding antisemitism, the consul noted that a disproportionately large number of
people with full or partial Jewish ancestry are in the Ukrainian government. In general,
however, there is very little antisemitism. Israel is admired in Ukraine for its military
might and for its achievements in education, science and technology, medicine, and
business. It is a strange mix, he continued, that the [right-wing] Ukrainian nationalists
in the west and the [left-wing] communists in eastern Ukraine both want the Jews on
their side. Some people in the SBU (СБУ, Служба Безпеки України; Ukr., Security
Service of Ukraine) are antisemitic, the consul stated. Notwithstanding the reality that
many common Ukrainians seem well-disposed to Jews, at least today, the consul said
that he lacks confidence that the current benign situation will hold.
79. Dani Gershkovitz directs operations of the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee in central and western Ukraine. The client census of Jews requiring welfare
assistance in this area, said Mr. Gershkovitz, is approximately 19,000 people, of whom
the largest number (9,330) is served by Hesed Bnei in Kyiv.113 Other heseds serving
more than 1,000 clients are located in Lviv, Vinnytsia, Zhytomyr, Chernihiv, Cherkasy,
and Khmel'nyts'kyi. Of the total number of clients throughout the region, Mr.
Gershkovitz continued, only about 40 percent are Nazi victims and thus eligible for
benefits from the Claims Conference (Conference on Jewish
Material Claims against Germany). The subsidies from the
Claims Conference provide recipients with five times as
much aid as that available to non-victims. The number of
Claims Conference recipients decreases from day to day as
members of that generation die; in fact, continued Mr.
Gershkovitz, about three percent of Claims Conference
recipients die each year.
Dani Gershkovitz, director of JDC in Kyiv and central and western
Ukraine, came to the Ukrainian capital from a similar post in
Ekaterinburg, which is located in the Ural Mountains in Russia.
The Jewish population of Ekaterinburg is about 5,000, he said.
Photo: the writer.

Added to the hesed's conventional caseload, said Mr. Gershkovitz are approximately
500 Jewish internally displaced people from the eastern regions of Ukraine. JDC
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helps them by providing time-limited assistance in finding housing and paying rent,
purchasing food and other necessities, securing employment, and enrolling their
children in appropriate schools. The Israeli government provides experienced counselors in dealing with post-traumatic stress disorder. However, some individuals
become very demanding, Mr. Gershkovitz said, insisting on large apartments in the
center of the city that neither they nor JDC can afford. Some fraud also exists, he said.
For example, JDC has been approached by former Donetsk residents who left the city
ten years ago and claim entitlements intended for current IDP's; when pressed for
information that would confirm their status as recently displaced, they say that all of their
documents with a recent Donetsk address were destroyed in their haste to leave the
city. JDC does not have the ability to check their assertions, noted Mr. Gershkovitz. He
also acknowledged that JDC may be reaching only half of the Jewish IDP's. Many of
the more capable IDP's make their own resettlement arrangements. Some people also
have local relatives or friends who are able to provide necessary assistance.
In response to a question about the presence of large international aid organizations
(NGO's) in Ukraine, Mr. Gershkovitz said that very few operate major programs in the
country. Some have offices in Kyiv, he continued, but these are bases for monitoring
the current situation, rather than for organizing and implementing significant assistance
programs. The International Red Cross, WHO, UNICEF, Doctors without Borders, and
a Czech aid organization have made periodic trips into Donetsk oblast, continued Mr.
Gershkovitz, but he is unaware of any sustained action. Security and service delivery
are very difficult under prevailing conditions, he added. However, sometimes various
services can be provided by certain local people who are more familiar with local
conditions and can obtain and apply outside materials effectively. Echoing others, Mr.
Gershkovitz stated that no one really knows what is happening in Luhansk oblast; it is
even further east than Donetsk and communications are very, very difficult.
Asked about finding larger and better-located premises for the hesed and Beiteinu, a
children's center, Mr. Gershkovitz responded that the old hesed building, a former
preschool, is being reconstructed. Obviously, these premises are not ideal and will
remain unsatisfactory even after reconstruction. However, JDC simply cannot afford the
premises that it needs. The first floor of the reconstructed building will contain all
services and programs for elderly people so that they do not have to climb stairs. Staff
offices will be on the second floor, and JDC hopes to rent out some of the third floor as
a means of generating revenue. The existing elevator is unusable and cannot be
repaired because the elevator shaft itself is problematic.
Beiteinu is now housed in a small (300 square meters) rental space in the center of the
city. These premises cannot accommodate the needs of disabled children, let alone the
activity areas need for a full Jewish cultural/community center. Clearly, Mr. Gershkovitz continued, Kyiv should have at least the same Jewish community facilities that
are available in JDC structures in Odesa and Kharkiv.
Without any prompting from the writer, Mr. Gershkovitz stated that JDC needs "more
humility" in its institutional demeanor. "We are not kings of the world," he said. Other
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Jewish organizations "do a better job of presenting themselves", citing the Hillel student
organization as a Jewish group with a better image among local Jews.
Mr. Gershkovitz further noted that his transfer from the small Jewish population in
remote Ekaterinburg has been a humbling experience. Here, in the capital of Ukraine,
he interacts not only with clients and professional staff, but also with ambassadors and
with foreign donors who come to Ukraine on missions. His interface with local
Ukrainians is not always smooth, he noted, because many of them now are suspicious
of his prior experience in Russia. They are wary of people from Russia who come to
Ukraine.
Part of his experience here in Kyiv to date has been a confrontation with fear, Mr.
Gershkovitz stated, as he speaks with people fleeing the country so that military-age
sons can escape the Ukrainian armed forces draft. He also has a new "perspective on
economic ruin" as he interacts with individuals who lost everything as they hastily
departed from the embattled east or even with local elderly unable to live with dignity on
their pensions.
General Civil Assistance Fund
80. Until recently, Marina Lysak and Maria (Masha) Pushkova were best known in Kyiv
for their independent Jafari (Jewish Safari) organization that offered "safaris" to Jewish
sites in Kyiv, independent Hebrew ulpans, various programs for Jewish organizations,
and event planning for Jewish and non-Jewish organizations. The 2014 Maidan
uprising, which led to lengthy street closings, caused a collapse of the "safari" business.
Harrowing experiences during and after the uprising114 generated a concept for a new
non-governmental organization that Ms. Lysak, Ms. Pushkova, and a third woman,
Alena Druzhynina, call Кожен Може (Ukr., Kozhen Mozhe) or Everyone Can in
English.
Marina Lysak, left, who earned an MBA at a
British University and previously worked as
an investment counselor, now is the executive director of Kozhen Mozhe, a Ukrainian
NGO. Masha Pushkova, right, has broad
experience in Jewish education and culture;
along with Ms. Lysak, she is a founder of
Kozhen Mozhe and now is active as a
volunteer.
Photo: the writer (in 2014).
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Kozhen Mozhe, which was registered as a Ukrainian charity in August 2014, has four
goals: developing the health care system in Ukraine; developing emergency services;
developing systems to provide assistance to victims of hostilities (such as internally
displaced persons and families of those killed in wartime); and developing volunteerism
and philanthropy in Ukraine. The organization intends to follow the principles of
"humanity, neutrality, impartiality, and the belief that everyone can help to change the
world." All three women founders of Kozhen Mozhe openly acknowledge their Jewish
heritage and advise colleagues and clients that they observe Jewish holidays.
Regarding assistance to victims of hostilities, Kozhen Mozhe provides assistance
both to hospitalized soldiers and their families and to IDP's from eastern Ukraine and
from Crimea. Ms. Lysak and Ms. Pushkova noted that the IDP population includes
people of various ethnic backgrounds, including Crimean Tatars, i.e., Crimean Moslems
who have been oppressed by Russians for several centuries, and Roma. In addition to
providing food, clothing, and access to shelter, Kozhen Mozhe solicited grant proposals
from IDP's throughout Ukraine; they received 49 such proposals that were evaluated by
a special committee. The grant recipients include an exercise program for a
concentration of special needs IDP children in Lviv, an environmental project for IDP
children in Ivano-Frankivsk, development of a park in a village near Kyiv that will benefit
all residents of the village, development of a library in another Kyiv-area village that will
be open to the entire village, and operation of a movie club in a Kharkiv-area village that
will benefit all residents of the village.
Kozhen Mozhe received a health-related grant from a foreign embassy that was used
to support a burns center and a pulmonary disease center in Kyiv, provide hygiene kits
to 400 Jewish and non-Jewish IDP's, and purchase a portable x-ray unit that is vital to
evaluating wounded soldiers in the field. A group of Ukrainian expatriates in New
York has asked Kozhen Mozhe to distribute the contents of an aid container that is on
its way to Ukraine; both the contents of the container and role of Kozhen Mozhe in
distributing the contents have been pre-approved by all relevant government ministries.
In implementing their various programs, Kozhen Mozhe has received pro bono
assistance from a lawyer, several physicians, and a printing company. A fundraising
professional is providing volunteer assistance in financial resource development. The
owner of the International Exhibition Center in Kyiv supplies them with a free two-room
office that includes storage space for clothing and other items that are distributed to
clients.
Kozhen Mozhe now has two paid professional staff. Ms. Lysak is the executive
director, and another individual has been engaged as an accountant. Ms. Lysak and
Ms. Pushkova emphasized the importance of hiring a professional accountant so that
the organization meets all government financial reporting regulations. Donors also must
be assured that their contributions are used appropriately. The two women said that
they intend to engage two professional fundraisers in the near future.
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They also continue to pursue information about health care in Ukraine and other
countries so that they can develop an educated concept about future steps in improving
this sector. They speak with local businessmen and confer with various health and
medical professionals, including people in other countries, in order to generate new
ideas.
Ms. Pushkova volunteers in the organization. Professionally, she continues to teach
Hebrew to private groups and individuals. She also is pursuing her work in graphic arts
and design.

Commentary
81. The Ukrainian economy remains in grave condition with no relief in sight. Inflation
is severe, eroding the value of salaries and pensions almost on a daily basis. A small
group of oligarchs, perhaps ten or so individuals in all, exerts enormous and paralyzing
control over the Ukrainian economy. Corruption is rife. Taxes continue to rise as the
government attempts to generate new revenue. Fear of new Russian aggression in the
east breeds uncertainty. The necessary development of an effective military force
consumes resources that might otherwise spur economic growth. All of these factors
inhibit foreign investment.
82. Reflecting their economic clout, oligarchs also wield significant political influence in
Ukraine. They are new feudal lords, according to one observer. Another said that they
had assumed the powers of the old Communist party. Still others refer to them as "big
men." Many oligarchs, as well as some Ukrainian parliamentarians, lack commitment
to democracy.
83. Ukrainian demographic decline is severe and is a further hindrance to economic
growth. The Ukrainian population has contracted more than 15 percent from
approximately 53 million at the time that Ukraine declared independence in 1991 to
approximately 44 million in mid-2015. The loss of nine million people reflects several
realities, not the least of which are poor health care and continuing emigration.
According to Ukrainian state statistics, the population decline has accelerated in the
past few years. Among those who are leaving are many young people with skills in
information technology and related fields who can find more remunerative employment
elsewhere. The population loss among younger age sectors will generate a deficit of
qualified workers in the Ukrainian labor force. Further, a shrinking base of productive
citizens will be forced to support the mounting pension burden of an aging society.
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84. The decline of the Ukrainian Jewish population mirrors that of the larger Ukrainian
population as a whole, but is even more severe. Only a minority of those Jews who
remain are engaged in Jewish community life. Intermarriage and assimilation, a
lingering apprehension from the Soviet period about openly identifying as Jews, and a
sense that Jewish communal life is dominated by seemingly anachronistic hasidic Jews
all are deterrents to association with Jewish community institutions. Within this larger
picture of demographic decline is another significant population shift, that of a
movement of remaining Jews, especially those in younger age cohorts, from smaller
cities and towns to larger Ukrainian cities and to destinations abroad. Only remnant
Jewish populations remain in such smaller municipalities, too small to be provided with
services in an economically responsible manner or to generate programs on their own
without substantial external subsidy.
Unlike Russia, which has only two major Jewish population centers, Ukraine has four
cities with significant Jewish population density. Although Kyiv is the capital of the
country and hosts its largest Jewish population, it lacks unambiguous Jewish leadership. Dnipropetrovsk, Kharkiv, and Odesa are other prominent Jewish population
centers.
85. Most Jews in Ukraine strongly identify with Ukraine and consider themselves
Ukrainian Jews. During the Soviet period, Jewish ethnicity was deemed a nationality;
one could be a Ukrainian or a Jew by nationality, but not both. Russian-backed
separatist efforts in Crimea and eastern Ukraine have bolstered Ukrainian identification
among Ukrainian Jews. A by-product of increased Ukrainian identification among
Ukrainian Jews is increased tension between Jews in Ukraine and Jews in Russia.
86. Antisemitism has existed for many generations in Ukraine; it exists now, and it will
exist in the future. It is particularly strong in western Ukraine, an area in which robust
Ukrainian nationalism over many decades has created a toxic atmosphere for many
among the small number of the Jews who remain in that area.
Numerous Jews residing in areas outside western Ukraine assert that antisemitism is
minimal, certainly not a factor that endangers them or their families. Some believe that
the public involvement of prominent Jewish oligarchs in supporting Ukrainian military
forces and caring for wounded Ukrainian soldiers protects all Jews. Further, there is a
tendency among some Ukrainians, Jewish and non-Jewish, to blame Russian
provocateurs for instigating antisemitic acts.
87. The existing Ukrainian Jewish community infrastructure is complex. Throughout
the 1990's and into the first decade of the 21st century, Ukrainian Jews were perceived
as consumers of Jewish products offered by outside Jewish purveyors, principally such
large international Jewish organizations as the American Jewish Joint Distribution
Committee and the Jewish Agency for Israel. Although JDC has established nominal
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lay leadership boards of its heseds (welfare centers) in some cities, these boards have
been only modestly successful; board members understand that policy is made
elsewhere, in New York or Jerusalem, and have not been eager to participate in
pretentious exercises. The Jewish Agency has been somewhat more successful in
raising funds among local Jews for specific programs, especially in recent years, but
has not attempted to introduce even nominal local lay governance.
A second international actor on the Ukrainian Jewish stage has been Chabad (and, to a
much lesser extent, other hasidic groups).
Many Chabad rabbis offer more than
spiritual guidance (which is, in any case, irrelevant to most post-Soviet Jews); they also
provide material aid in the form of various welfare services, such as nutrition programs
for impoverished elderly Jews. Additionally, Chabad rabbis sponsor day schools that,
although not always presenting rigorous academic curricula, almost always offer safe
learning environments with free or heavily subsidized hot lunches and transportation
between school and home. Claiming to represent the entire Jewish population in the
cities of their residence, many Chabad rabbis exert political influence in local
governments. In a number of Ukrainian cities and towns, the Chabad rabbi has been
present since the collapse of the Soviet Union or shortly thereafter and remains a
constant leadership figure in a time of turbulence. Although most of the veteran Chabad
rabbis are respected, their influence in local Jewish life sometimes is resented.
88. Also, several Christian or interfaith groups are engaged in assistance to Ukrainian
Jews. Several of the former are European Protestants sympathetic to Zionism. In
general, these groups have been most active in transporting Jews to Israel, often
working collaboratively with the Jewish Agency for Israel, the organization designated
by most of the international Jewish community as having official responsibility for such a
task. The International Fellowship of Christians and Jews recently began to operate an
aliyah system of its own in competition with that of the Jewish Agency. IFCJ also has
been raising funds for some years among Christians in other countries in support of
welfare needs of needy Ukrainian Jews; it sometimes provides funding to JDC and
Chabad rabbis for their charitable work in Ukraine.
89. In the latter part of the 1990's and the first decade of the 21st century, several new
benefactors entered the nascent Jewish community scene. First among them were
Jewish oligarchs or "big men," individuals who had grown wealthy under post-Soviet
conditions and were willing to share at least some of their riches with the communities in
which they prospered or in which they had strong family ties. Their initial Jewish
connection usually was with the local rabbi, who often was the only respected Jewish
leader in the area.
Some "big men" also established Jewish philanthropic organizations, few of which have
been effective in building Jewish community. The big man philanthropist usually insists
on retaining total control over the work of the organization, unwilling to share authority
or financial responsibility with others.
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Whatever the particular funding vehicle, big men philanthropists often display a style of
leadership that is detrimental to building Jewish community. Further, they may withdraw
funding for a specific project because of a quarrel with another oligarch supporting the
same cause.
The Philanthropic Fund of the Dnipropetrovsk [Chabad] Jewish
Community is one of few contemporary Ukrainian Jewish funds that has had some
success in both collecting and allocating community monies, but even it has lost some
of its cohesion in the face of economic upheaval, continuing domination by a very small
group of principal donors, and business rivalries among the key donors.
90. Apart from oligarchs, indigenous individuals and groups of more modest income are
forming their own Ukrainian Jewish organizations. Sometimes, these emerging
organizations develop organically from a small local initiative. Some groups are an
outgrowth of a Jewish Agency incubator project or stem from connections made at a
Limmud conference, Project Kesher program, or Moishe House. Some may incorporate
both Jewish-focus and general program elements. It is likely that most will require a
period of time in which to evaluate mission and priorities.
Some indigenous Jewish organizations may prosper over the years and become
effective institutions in building local Jewish community. Certainly many Ukrainian Jews
have developed skills enabling them to operate health and human services organizations, Jewish education ventures, and Jewish culture programs. To be successful in
developing their own Jewish community structures, they will require initial financial
support and perhaps modest professional assistance from overseas Jews who are
committed to Ukrainian Jewish independence. Continuing foreign domination in the
management of welfare and other services for the Jewish population is anachronistic. A
consequence of the emergence and empowerment of indigenous Ukrainian Jewish
leadership will be a reduction in influence of Ukrainian Jewish "big men" and some
powerful rabbis.
91. For now, the departure of educated Jewish young adults is likely to continue,
leaving behind an increasingly older Jewish population still dependent on international
support. The Jewish middle class, in common with the Ukrainian middle class in
general, has almost disappeared and is unlikely to recover until Ukraine itself recovers.
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