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Dear Readers,
Anybody who lives in Israel or who visits the country on a regular 

basis is certainly aware of the increasing polarization of Israeli soci-
ety. The rich seem to be doing just fine and those who are struggling 
to survive are growing in numbers. NGO’s are focusing all their ener-
gy and resources in trying to bridge this growing socio-economic gap 
and provide a safety net for the more than 1.6 million citizens living 
below the poverty line – and especially for the 800,000 children in-
cluded in that group. Organizations such as Pitchon Lev and the Jaffa 
Institute distribute food packages before Passover and all year-round. 

A disproportionately high percentage of Ethiopian-Israelis are 
caught in this cycle of poverty. The Ethiopian National Project and 
ESRA are among the organizations who address their needs by pro-
viding supportive frameworks for Ethiopian-Israeli youths, thereby 
giving them hope and encouraging them to fulfill their potential. 

The National Council for the Child is at the forefront of the ongo-
ing struggle to help Israel’s at-risk children and provides support for 
disadvantaged and maltreated kids from all sectors of Israeli society.

Although many of the articles in this issue highlight these most 
pressing and basic problems, this issue of “The Power of Giving” also 
showcases such uplifting stories as the Jewish Agency for Israel’s 
“Aliyah on a Red Carpet” program, the American Friends of Magen 
David Adom’s “70 For 70” campaign, the Jewish Federations of 
North America’s “Negev Work Group” and Keren Hayesod-UIA’s 
90th anniversary celebrations. 

I am also pleased to draw your attention to the new children’s hospital 
being built at the Rambam Health Care Campus in Haifa, as well as to 
two academic institutions which pride themselves on their community 
involvement: the Kibbutzim College of Education and Tel Hai College.

Passover is traditionally the time to rally around those who are less 
fortunate, and I hope that you will be both enlightened and moved by 
this issue.

Chag Sameach,
Rebecca Kopans

Editor



State of Israel
Ministry of Immigrant Absorption

BUILD THE 
FUTURE
OF YOUR 
DREAMS
IN ISRAEL, 

TODAY!
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Your People. Your Home. Your Future.

Today, your future is yours to shape, in Israel. 

Modern Israel o�ers a high quality of life, a developed economy, 
a wide range of educational and academic options and a vibrant 
Jewish culture, all amidst the ancient heritage that is your birthright.
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your future – any way you decide to mold it. 

The Ministry of Immigrant Absorption o�ers a full array of absorption 
programs, counseling, and information,  all at your service. 



I t is in the Negev that the creativity and 
pioneering vigor of Israel shall be tested.” 
These words were spoken by David Ben 

Gurion a half century ago, but still today the 
differences between the Negev and the center 
of the country are stark in every field. From 
education and basic infrastructure to employ-
ment and economic opportunities, the region 
lags behind the rest of the country.

In parallel with government initiatives to 
improve the quality of life in the Negev, Jewish 
communities across the United States and 
Canada have long played a significant role in 
effecting change, by partnering with cities and 
local regional councils, spreading awareness 
of the issues faced by citizens 
of the region and by seeking 
to engage constructively with 
the challenges of the Negev.

As Marilyn Blumer, Chair 
of the Negev Work Group 
of the Jewish Federations of 
North America (JFNA, for-
merly known as the UJC), 
explains, these attempts have 
not always yielded as many 
dividends as might be expect-
ed. “There is a long history of 
individual federations working with individ-
ual communities and regions in the Negev,” 
she says. “But something that was clear was 
that a lot of good work was being duplicated. 
Groups and federations were often doing the 
same things, albeit in different parts of the re-
gion. The point however, is that the problems 
of the Negev are endemic, unique even, to the 
Negev, and there had to be some way of bring-
ing this all together to work more effectively.”

Collaborative partnerships
This understanding was the prompt for 

the creation of the Negev Work Group of the 
Jewish Federations of North America, a body 
first convened in 2006 with the aim of strength-
ening strategic partnerships and collabora-
tive work across the Negev region. Blumer, 

a past president of the Jewish Federation of 
Montreal, observes that this change of style in 
philanthropic engagement with the Negev was 
long overdue. Indeed, today the relationship 
between Diaspora Jewry and local communi-
ties is one that places a premium on collab-
orative partnerships, often through the Jewish 
Agency for Israel’s Partnership 2000 and 
various American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee programs - developing initiatives 
from the ground up.

Local activism and philanthropic endeavor 
has increased - a pleasing development in 
itself - and strategic partners are engaged in 
projects on the ground rather than directing ef-

forts from afar. “I think that it 
is fair to say that it was time to 
reconsider the Lady Bountiful 
approach to philanthropic en-
gagement,” Blumer notes.

The primary objective of 
the Negev Work Group is to 
promote the formation and 
broadening of strategic part-
nerships to facilitate new 
opportunities to work in the 
Negev. Jacob Solomon, CEO 
of the Greater Miami Jewish 

Federation - and an active member of the 
Negev Work Group - explains that the key is 
not merely to engage with the Negev, but to 
see how the already existing enthusiasm and 
commitment of individual federations can be 
channeled most effectively.

“It’s about exploring economies of scale, 
reducing the duplication of efforts. It is cru-
cially important to seek to develop a coher-
ent approach to engage with the Negev as a 
whole. What we want the Work Group to do is 
to offer the opportunity to broaden our impact 
beyond the already existing individual part-
nerships in the region,” says Solomon.

The Negev Work Group has four primary 
objectives: information, advocacy, nurturing 
existing and new relationships, and fund-
raising. Solomon points out that cultivating 
“coalitions of the willing” is particularly im-

portant; often, it is not so much a lack of will 
that has stymied the formation of productive 
relationships, but rather a lack of practical 
knowledge and information about how best to 
direct help. Even regional and national gov-
ernmental initiatives can be influenced by the 
seeming lack of collaborative partnerships 
from the Diaspora. “Sometimes, elected offi-
cials are desperate for partners to help achieve 
their goals,” he asserts.

Inextricably linked
Probably the most direct manner in which 

the Negev Work Group has been able to in-
fluence broader engagement with the Negev 
by North American federations has been by 
communicating the abundance of energy and 
enthusiasm by the partners on the ground. 
Greater Miami, Solomon’s Federation, started 
to develop its relationship with the Negev city 
of Yeruham after more than two decades of 
productive engagement with other communi-
ties elsewhere in the country.

Immediately struck by the dynamism of the 
city’s mayor, Amran Mitzna - it was “hum-
bling and inspiring” to meet him, Solomon 
says - he understood how communicating the 
energy and vision of the current crop of Negev 
leadership could strengthen ties between Israel 
and the Diaspora. “When I met with Mitzna, 
I told him that I genuinely believed that we 
- the Federation - would gain more from the 
partnership than the city itself.” How so? 
“Many of us, members of the current Jewish 
leadership in North America, are a generation 
removed from those who participated in the 
establishment of Israel, to the actual process 
of state building in the early days. This is our 
chance to contribute meaningfully now.”

What the Negev Work Group offers com-

New opportuNities
for the Negev
By harnessing the forces of economies of scale and the 
unbridled enthusiasm many have for the Negev, The 
Jewish Federations of North America’s Negev Work Group 
greatly stimulates the development of Israel’s southern 
region. Only four years after it was founded, the Work 
Group has already reaped impressive results / Akin Ajayi
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munities in North America is the opportunity 
to engage with the challenges of the region as 
a whole. As Blumer observes, not only are the 
issues largely the same, but they are inextrica-
bly linked to one another. Piecemeal contribu-
tions are useful, but are limited in their capac-
ity to significantly effect long-term change for 
residents of the region. “The problems of the 
Negev are endemic to the Negev as a whole,” 
she says. “What the Group allows for is a sense 
of perspective, an opportunity to think together 
about what can be done.”

Human capital
One example of how the 

power of the collective can be 
channeled effectively is the Ness 
Fund. The fund was set up by the 
the Jewish Federation of Central 
New Jersey in 2007, following a 
significant bequest from Mark 
Ness, primarily to encourage economic devel-
opment in the Negev. 

The Fund’s model of philanthropic engage-
ment was relatively new in 2007, but was seen 
as vital to achieving a key goal; investing in so-
called “human capital,” by encouraging young 
people and families to move to and remain in 
the Negev. Central New Jersey already had 

an ongoing relationship with the Negev city 
of Arad. The Federation provided, through 
the Ness Fund, resources for the creation of a 
young adult center in the region to help with 
training, job placements and housing. By 
2009, when the trustees were due to review the 
impact of the fund thus far, several other fed-
erations - prompted by the opportunity to share 
good practice - had been inspired to adopt this 
route as a path for philanthropic engagement.

This growth of awareness worked in the 
other direction too; through a 
partnership with Greater Miami, 
the fund has been able to extend 
its influence - particularly with 
regard to the provision of loans 
for new businesses in the region 
- to spread the influence far be-
yond its initial impact area.

“Human capital” is a phrase 
that recurs repeatedly in conver-
sations about the Negev Work 

Group. As Blumer states succinctly, “invest-
ment in capital projects is important; but the 
buildings, ultimately, are only as good as the 
people in them.” Stemming outward flight and 
attracting new residents to the region, particu-
larly young people and families, is a key chal-
lenge; when the JFNA Negev Work Group 
convened a two day conference last spring to 

discuss opportunities to promote growth in the 
region, the issue was a key discussion point.

At the conference, participants - 60 key 
community leaders and policy influencers 
from North America and Israel, including a 
delegation of mayors from several cities in the 
Negev - were told about the impressive work 
carried out by non-governmental organiza-
tions to encourage young people to live in the 
Negev. Blumer describes the work of these 
organizations, including the Or Movement, 
Shahaf Young Communities and Ayalim, as 
“inspiring.”

Rejuvenating the region
The conference also afforded opportunities 

to reflect on an often overlooked aspect of the 
Negev equation, the largely indigent Bedouin 

population. Both Solomon and 
Blumer assert that including 
them in the vision of a rejuve-
nated Negev region is crucial.

“It is in everyone’s inter-
ests,” Solomon said. “We may 
have made mistakes in the 
past; now we have a chance to 
correct these, to stop the ‘prob-
lem’ before it does become a 
problem.” Blumer notes that 
a comment by the Mayor of 

Hura, that many children in the region do not 
have the opportunity to learn English, was the 
catalyst for what has since become Teach in 
Israel, a program coordinated by the MASA 
initiative of the Jewish Agency and the JFNA 
Otzma volunteer program, that brings col-
lege graduates from North America to teach 
English in schools across the region.

What is clear is that the Negev Work Group 
has, by broadening the scope and terms of phil-
anthropic engagement with the Negev, started 
off what in due course will certainly make a 
significant contribution to the rejuvenation of 
the region. Both Blumer and Solomon empha-
size, however, the importance of building for 
the future. “Our total is not yet greater than the 
sum of our parts,” Solomon comments. “But 
we are here for the long haul.”

Blumer has visited the region regularly 
over the course of her federation’s 25-year 
partnership with Beersheva and the Bnei 
Shimon regional council. The Negev Work 
Group, she thinks, will contribute signifi-
cantly to the evolving profile of the region. “I 
am optimistic,” she says. “I have seen many 
changes since my first visit here in the 1970s, 
and I am confident that we can contribute to 
this continuing development.” W

2010 Spring l �

“Many of us, members of the current 
Jewish leadership in North America, are 
a generation removed from those who 
participated in the establishment of Israel. 
This is our chance to contribute meaningfully now.”

For more information about the 
Negev Work Group, please contact Lee 

Perlman at lee.perlman@jewishfederations.org.

Photos by Darryl Egnal
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W hen I arrived in Israel in July 2009, 
I had no idea how hard it would 
be to make Aliyah, leaving family 

and friends behind and starting a completely 
new life. I’ve come to realize that there is no 
avoiding the feelings, experiences or stresses 
that come with changing countries, no mat-
ter who you are or at what stage of life you 
may be. However, I was one of the lucky ones 
who opted for the Jewish Agency for Israel’s 
“Aliyah on a Red Carpet” program.

If anyone understands the stress and anxi-
ety that most people feel under the circum-
stances, it is the shaliach (emissary) who is 
involved in the Aliyah process from the start. 
Not only have the shlichim been dealing with 

olim for many years, but they are also living in 
a country other than their own and are aware 
of the bureaucracy and red tape that goes with 
organizing your life.

Ofer Dahan, now marketing director of 
the Aliyah and Absorption Department, was 
the shaliach in South Africa for three years. 
During this time, he was constantly looking 
for ways to improve the Aliyah process and 
make things easier for olim. In 2007, he con-
ceived the Aliyah on a Red Carpet idea.

“I wanted to help olim settle easily into 
Israel and I tried to find out what services they 
would need in order to do this,” says Dahan. 
“It came to me during my interviews with the 
olim. They were worried about the difficul-
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From red Tape 
To red CarpeTAliyah on a Red Carpet 

sounds like a strange 
idea, but when you’re 

privileged to be an olah 
chadasha (new immigrant)

participating in this 
program, it is the most 

comforting and desirable 
way to immigrate to a new 

country / darryl egnal

ties that came with setting up a new life in a 
new country, especially when you don’t speak 
the language. The questions were always the 
same. ‘How do we open a bank account? How 
do we find out about health services and which 
health fund is the best one for us? What about 
national insurance?’ And the list goes on. So 
I decided to do it for them. I realized that this 
was how I could improve the Jewish Agency’s 
‘service’ to the olim and help ease them into 
their Aliyah,” he says.

The general feeling within the Jewish 
Agency when the program was launched in 
2008 was negative. “Most people didn’t like the 
idea and opposed it. They felt it wasn’t our job 
or our responsibility. Today, everyone praises 
it and everyone wants to be involved, from the 
staff within the Aliyah and Absorption depart-
ment to the department’s executive director, 
Eli Cohen, and the Jewish Agency’s chairman, 
Natan Sharansky,” claims Dahan.

Avoiding bureaucracy
The first part of the program to be launched 

was the Aliyah Expo in Johannesburg and 

Cape Town in November 2007. Experts in 
all areas were brought to South Africa from 
Israel to explain the Aliyah process and help 
olim in any way they could - from tax and 
insurance consultants and real estate agents 
to the kupot cholim (health funds), banks 
and employment companies, among others. 
Various Aliyah and Absorption programs 
were highlighted through lectures and dis-
cussions, and the South African olim orga-
nization, Telfed, gave a presentation on the 
support it offers in Israel.

The first dedicated Aliyah flight came next, 
along with early check-in the day before the 
flight, in July 2008. Once the olim landed 
at Ben Gurion Airport in Israel, the Jewish 
Agency arranged for the olim to collect their
teudot oleh (immigrant cards) without the 
hassle of having their baggage with them. 
Thereafter, buses collected them with their 
overnight bags for a one-night stay in a hotel 
in Jerusalem, while their 60 kilos (or more) of 
baggage was transported separately.

Once at the hotel, a dinner was held in 
honor of the new arrivals and everyone was 
given a gift by the Jewish Agency. Then 

came the true advantage of Aliyah on a Red 
Carpet - the Aliyah Express - an exhibition 
of companies at the hotel where olim could 
sign up for the health funds of their choice, 
open a bank account, take out a cell phone 
contract, sign up with the relevant olim orga-
nization, talk to a tax or insurance consultant, 
and more.

“Since the first Aliyah on a Red Carpet 
experience, the Aliyah Expos and the Aliyah 
Express events have improved dramatically 
and increased significantly,” says Dahan. 
“We have had up to 30 companies and orga-
nizations supporting these events. After 18 
months, we had to move from the Shalom 
Hotel to the Ramada Renaissance Hotel be-
cause we needed a much bigger venue for the 
exhibitions.” And finally, the most moving 
and symbolic part of the process - a special 
welcome ceremony at which olim receive 
their teudot zehut (Israeli ID cards) less than 
48 hours after arriving in Israel.

The ceremony for my Aliyah on a Red 
Carpet experience took place at the Kotel 
(Western Wall). It was very emotional, es-
pecially because I had been asked to make a 
brief speech at the event. With the backdrop of 
the Kotel and a huge “Welcome Home” ban-
ner in front of me, I couldn’t have wished for a 
more significant Aliyah experience.

With all the above in mind, the overriding 
feeling - and one I mentioned in my speech 
- of this entire experience was that the Jewish 
Agency had eliminated the red tape and put 
out the red carpet, enabling us to land softly 
- and on our feet.

By organizing everything for us, they en-
abled us to avoid the bureaucracy and hassles 
that go with immigrating to a new country. 
Things that could have taken up to three 
months to arrange were done in two days, and 
we didn’t have to move from our hotel, except 
to collect our teudot zehut at the ceremony.

Like coming home
Tatiana and Yugeni Galinsky are jazz mu-

sicians from Moscow. They were part of the 
first Aliyah on a Red Carpet experience from 
the Former Soviet Union (FSU). “We are so 
happy and pleased to be here,” Tatiana said 
after she, her husband and daughter received 
their teudot zehut at a special ceremony which 
took place at the amphitheater of Hebrew 
University’s Mount Scopus campus in 
September last year. “It was a really precious 
day for us. The Jewish Agency helped us so 
much and made our trip so good. It was a big 
celebration for us; a big present. We hope that 
more and more people come from Russia to 
Israel because it is so good to be here. It is like 
coming home.”

Daphne and Charles Silverstone made 
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The most moving and 
symbolic part of the 
process is the special 
welcome ceremony 
during which olim 
receive their Israeli ID 
cards less than 48 hours 
after arriving in Israel

Young immigrants from 
Russia at a “Aliyah on a Red 
Carpet” welcome ceremony

Photos by Darryl Egnal

Darryl Egnal after receiving her new Israeli ID card
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olim in any way they could - from tax and 
insurance consultants and real estate agents 
to the kupot cholim (health funds), banks 
and employment companies, among others. 
Various Aliyah and Absorption programs 
were highlighted through lectures and dis-
cussions, and the South African olim orga-
nization, Telfed, gave a presentation on the 
support it offers in Israel.

The first dedicated Aliyah flight came next, 
along with early check-in the day before the 
flight, in July 2008. Once the olim landed 
at Ben Gurion Airport in Israel, the Jewish 
Agency arranged for the olim to collect their
teudot oleh (immigrant cards) without the 
hassle of having their baggage with them. 
Thereafter, buses collected them with their 
overnight bags for a one-night stay in a hotel 
in Jerusalem, while their 60 kilos (or more) of 
baggage was transported separately.

Once at the hotel, a dinner was held in 
honor of the new arrivals and everyone was 
given a gift by the Jewish Agency. Then 

came the true advantage of Aliyah on a Red 
Carpet - the Aliyah Express - an exhibition 
of companies at the hotel where olim could 
sign up for the health funds of their choice, 
open a bank account, take out a cell phone 
contract, sign up with the relevant olim orga-
nization, talk to a tax or insurance consultant, 
and more.

“Since the first Aliyah on a Red Carpet 
experience, the Aliyah Expos and the Aliyah 
Express events have improved dramatically 
and increased significantly,” says Dahan. 
“We have had up to 30 companies and orga-
nizations supporting these events. After 18 
months, we had to move from the Shalom 
Hotel to the Ramada Renaissance Hotel be-
cause we needed a much bigger venue for the 
exhibitions.” And finally, the most moving 
and symbolic part of the process - a special 
welcome ceremony at which olim receive 
their teudot zehut (Israeli ID cards) less than 
48 hours after arriving in Israel.

The ceremony for my Aliyah on a Red 
Carpet experience took place at the Kotel 
(Western Wall). It was very emotional, es-
pecially because I had been asked to make a 
brief speech at the event. With the backdrop of 
the Kotel and a huge “Welcome Home” ban-
ner in front of me, I couldn’t have wished for a 
more significant Aliyah experience.

With all the above in mind, the overriding 
feeling - and one I mentioned in my speech 
- of this entire experience was that the Jewish 
Agency had eliminated the red tape and put 
out the red carpet, enabling us to land softly 
- and on our feet.

By organizing everything for us, they en-
abled us to avoid the bureaucracy and hassles 
that go with immigrating to a new country. 
Things that could have taken up to three 
months to arrange were done in two days, and 
we didn’t have to move from our hotel, except 
to collect our teudot zehut at the ceremony.

Like coming home
Tatiana and Yugeni Galinsky are jazz mu-

sicians from Moscow. They were part of the 
first Aliyah on a Red Carpet experience from 
the Former Soviet Union (FSU). “We are so 
happy and pleased to be here,” Tatiana said 
after she, her husband and daughter received 
their teudot zehut at a special ceremony which 
took place at the amphitheater of Hebrew 
University’s Mount Scopus campus in 
September last year. “It was a really precious 
day for us. The Jewish Agency helped us so 
much and made our trip so good. It was a big 
celebration for us; a big present. We hope that 
more and more people come from Russia to 
Israel because it is so good to be here. It is like 
coming home.”

Daphne and Charles Silverstone made 
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Aliyah from South Africa in October 
2009. They are in their seventies and had 
planned to come on their own at the end of the 
month, but when they found out about the spe-
cial Aliyah flight leaving mid-October, they 
decided to take advantage of the opportunity. 
“Everything became a big hurry and a rush, 
but we are so grateful we came when we did 
and that everything has worked out the way it 
has,” said Charles from the Shalom Hotel in 
Jerusalem, where the new immigrants were 
staying for the duration.

“It has really been worth it to have every-
thing done in one go. The way we’ve been 
received, and the speed and efficiency with 
which it was done, is an eye-opener for us. 
It has been a pleasure. We were so justified 
in coming on this flight. If we’d come at the 
end of the month as originally planned, our 
daughter would have had to shlep us around 
or we would have had to run around our-
selves to get everything done. And we’re not 
in our 20s anymore. The Jewish Agency has 
made it so much easier for us,” Charles at-
tests. “It’s like falling into cushioned arms!” 
adds Daphne. “We really appreciate what 
they’ve done for us. They have given us the 
confidence to start off. I don’t know how we 
can thank them for helping us; for everything 
they’ve done!”

More than 16,000 people make aliyah in an 
average year - approximately 10,000 family 
units (including singles). This represents only 
a third of those opening files with the Jewish 

Agency with the hope of making Aliyah 
sometime in the near future, and the numbers 
increase each year.

This means that more and more Aliyah on 
a Red Carpet events will take place - all as 
a result of the seed planted in South Africa. 
“The concept has grown by itself,” says 
Dahan. “Thousands of people making aliyah 
want to join the program. When we started to 
do it in other countries, it spread like wild-
fire. Last year, we had about 1,700 olim com-
ing to Israel in this way. This year, we will 
probably have more than 3,300 people from 
around 10 countries around the world. Many 
of these countries will only do Aliyah flights 
now. Britain has about four flights planned 
for this year, South Africa has added a few 
flights to its planned events, France has one 
flight a month, and many other countries are 
following suit.”

Most people plan their aliyah at least a year 
or two before making the big move, and some 
even start thinking about it over a period of 

many years. And then there are those, like me, 
who decide in a period of two or three months. 
Whatever the time-frame, the preparation is 
essential when deciding to immigrate to a new 
country, but especially one in which the lan-
guage is different from your own.

Once again, the Jewish Agency is ahead of 
the game when it comes to assisting poten-
tial olim. The organization is sponsoring the 
Virtual Aliyah Expo, which will be launched 
by S-Cube ICT around mid-year and will 
provide olim with a similar service to the 
physical expos. “The Virtual Aliyah Expo 
is a great addition to what we have to offer 
olim before they make aliyah,” Dahan says. 
“It won’t take the place of what we’re already 
doing, but I have no doubt that the online 
version will be equally successful and a great 
service for olim.”

Dahan believes that people who decide to 
live in Israel and fulfil the Zionist dream are 
entitled to get the best service in the world. 
“And this is exactly what we’re going to give 
them,” he says. “The idea was just waiting for 
us to implement it. Aliyah on a Red Carpet is 
the Rolls Royce of aliyah.”

Asked what his most memorable experi-
ence of all the Aliyah on a Red Carpet events 
has been since inception, Dahan says emo-
tionally: “Standing at the Kotel with the olim 
just after they’ve received their teudot zehut,
singing Hatikva and shedding tears of joy.” W
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I srael’s largest education college, the 
Kibbutzim College of Education, 
Technology and the Arts, is located in one 

of the busiest spots in north Tel Aviv, yet the 
campus itself is a pastoral oasis, providing a 
unique environment where studying is experi-
enced on an intimate, personal, and well, col-
legial manner.

Kibbutzim College was founded more than 
70 years ago as a seminary to train teachers for 
schools affiliated with the kibbutz movement. 
Since then, it has evolved to become a nation-
al institution serving Israelis from every sector 
of society and not just from kibbutzim, and 
has established itself as the largest and most 
prestigious college of education in Israel.

Kibbutzim College offers a wide variety of 
different degree programs - including tracks 
for training pre-school, elementary school 
and high school teachers; teachers of special 
education; and math, literature, English and 
history teachers. There are also unique tracks 
such as environmental education, democratic 
education, social justice education and art 
education, which is one of the college’s spe-

cialties. In fact, the art education department 
comprises special tracks for learning to teach 
sculpture, theater, directing, cinema and al-
most every kind of art form.

A shared commitment
However, the college prides itself not only 

on its wide variety of programs and its high 
academic standards, but also on its devotion 
to social justice, as can be expected from a 
college that has its roots in the kibbutz move-
ment. “Our motto is to groom teachers who 
will not only be excellent educators, but also 
intellectuals who are strongly involved in their 
community and in society in general,” says 
Dr. Nir Michaeli, Director of the Education 
School.

“We believe that two things are crucial for 
the survival of the state: security and educa-
tion,” elaborates Iris Perl, Executive Director 
of Resource Development and Public Affairs, 
“and we focus on the education part.” The 
importance of education to Israel is not just 
a motto that the College uses, but is a shared 

commitment supported by the students as 
well.

“Our generation was raised on the ideol-
ogy of living the good life and racing on the 
highway to success, and I think that there is a 
re-awakening, there’s this yearning to return 
to values and ideology, for something greater, 
to take part and help out, to improve Israel’s 
society,” believes Elior Ben Uriah, who is a 
first year student in the English Education and 
Excellence Program. “All the students who 
come here do so because they want to be in-
volved. You see a lot of professionals, for ex-
ample, who suddenly decide to change careers 
and become teachers because they really want 
to change and improve the state of things. I 
like to hope that we are the ‘First Aliya’ in that 
regard, and that soon the flood will come,” she 
explains.

Ben Uriah herself was once one of those on 
the so-called “highway to success.” Her army 
service in the Army Spokesman’s unit allowed 
her to become a TV producer as soon as she 
was discharged and make a relatively high sal-
ary for her age. Nonetheless, Ben Uriah said 
that she also felt a deep emptiness inside her. 
“I had all this energy to give, but I didn’t have 
any useful ways to channel them. I searched 
for a more meaningful way to challenge my 
abilities, a way to channel my energies into 
something more productive and beneficial for 
society as a whole.”

Ultimately, this search led her to decide 
that she wants to study education. Using 
her experience in the media, Ben Uriah, to-
gether with other students, decided that their 
first-year project will be devoted to creating 
an education-friendly radio show. At the mo-
ment, they have received a weekly segment on 
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a local radio station, and they are currently un-
der negotiations to receive a weekly segment 
on Israel’s national radio as well. One of the 
ideas is to offer tips for teachers to improve 
their teaching styles, as well as to develop 
radio shows that kindergarten teachers will 
be able to use. “This has so much potential, I 
think. Just by improving, even a bit, the teach-
ing methods of Israel’s teachers, we can have 
so much influence on so many children,” she 
hopes.

Becoming social leaders
The idea that by effecting a small change 

in one place we can produce a larger change 
is a recurring theme in the College’s agenda. 
“There is a large diversity of students here 
from all sectors of Israeli society. There are 
Ethiopians, Israeli-Arabs, Russians, students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds and from the 
periphery, as well as students from Tel Aviv 
and other middle-class and above towns,” Perl 
explains.

“They come here in order to study to be ed-
ucators, and our goal is to turn them into lead-
ers so that when they go back to their commu-
nities they can help bring about change there. 
There is no better way to teach someone, or 
to influence someone to change, than by set-
ting a personal example. And,” Perl asserts 
proudly, “most of our students do decide to go 
back to their original communities and to help 
bring about change there. They become social 
leaders in their communities. This hopefully 
strengthens those communities and improves 
them, and if those communities are stronger, it 
means a stronger Israeli society and a stronger 
Israel in general.”

Commitment to social justice is built in to 
the college’s curriculum. All of the undergrad-
uate students are required to take an academic 
course that focuses on social and political is-

sues in modern Israeli society. As part of the 
course, the students are required to volunteer 
with a social change organization of their 
choice in order to understand first-hand the 
challenges faced by certain sectors of Israeli 
society. “This means that each year a third of 
the undergraduate students - 1,000 students 
- are involved in some 40 social change orga-
nizations. This has a huge impact,” says Dr. 
Nir Michaeli.

Omer Delomi, a second year student in the 
Environmental Education program, says that 
the college’s commitment to social justice is 
one of the things that is the most significant 
about the college. “Kibbutzim College has 
created many different arenas for the stu-
dents to be involved in. The possibilities are 
extremely varied, and the College tries to in-
corporate as many initiatives as possible. The 
instructor of the course guides the student 
regardless of where the student chooses to do 
his or her volunteering and provides the best 
feedback that he can. And sometimes the stu-
dent knows the issues in those organizations 
better than the professor, and nobody is em-
barrassed by that. For example, when I started 
studying here, I was already volunteering with 
a woman who has psychological problems, 

and it was important for me to continue, so the 
College incorporated this as well.”

Different backgrounds
Some tracks in the college have decided 

to focus exclusively on a specific geographic 
area. For example, the Elementary Education 
track decided to focus on the Hatikvah neigh-
borhood in southern Tel Aviv, one of the poor-
est in the city. This means that the students 
have to do both their required volunteering 
and their practical training in the neighbor-
hood.

“The idea is that our students need to have 
a fuller, rounder experience and understand-
ing of the children living there and their prob-
lems. We want to teach our students that their 
future pupils are not only that; they are human 
beings. They have other sides and roles aside 
from those in the classroom. They come from 
a specific background, a specific culture, with 
their own difficulties and so on. A good teach-
er needs to learn to see the complete picture 
of the student in order to help him,” maintains 
Dr. Michaeli.

The Creative Art track has decided to go 
even further and focus solely on the city of 
Ramla - one of the most disadvantaged and 
crime-ridden in Israel. Ramla also adds an-
other unique dimension - the Arab-Jewish 
conflict - as Ramla is one of the only mixed 
cities in Israel. This allows many of the Jewish 
students to meet for the first time “real” Israeli 
Arabs and interact with them on a first person 
basis. Because the Arab communities and the 
Jewish communities are usually separate, this 
is the first time that many of the Jewish stu-
dents are faced with the difficulties confront-
ing Israel’s Arab population.

Delomi sums up the studying experience at 
the College when he says, “to study here is to 
study a complete doctrine - how to enact so-
cial change. It’s advanced studies in creating 
social change. This is the experience of being 
part of the change, of meeting the people that 
we’re helping. To learn how to create activities 
that create social change or social movements, 
how to implement these changes and sustain 
them. All in all, it’s the study of activism. And 
I think it is very important in today’s world, 
especially in contemporary Israel.” W
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I srael’s largest education college, the 
Kibbutzim College of Education, 
Technology and the Arts, is located in one 

of the busiest spots in north Tel Aviv, yet the 
campus itself is a pastoral oasis, providing a 
unique environment where studying is experi-
enced on an intimate, personal, and well, col-
legial manner.

Kibbutzim College was founded more than 
70 years ago as a seminary to train teachers for 
schools affiliated with the kibbutz movement. 
Since then, it has evolved to become a nation-
al institution serving Israelis from every sector 
of society and not just from kibbutzim, and 
has established itself as the largest and most 
prestigious college of education in Israel.

Kibbutzim College offers a wide variety of 
different degree programs - including tracks 
for training pre-school, elementary school 
and high school teachers; teachers of special 
education; and math, literature, English and 
history teachers. There are also unique tracks 
such as environmental education, democratic 
education, social justice education and art 
education, which is one of the college’s spe-

cialties. In fact, the art education department 
comprises special tracks for learning to teach 
sculpture, theater, directing, cinema and al-
most every kind of art form.
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However, the college prides itself not only 

on its wide variety of programs and its high 
academic standards, but also on its devotion 
to social justice, as can be expected from a 
college that has its roots in the kibbutz move-
ment. “Our motto is to groom teachers who 
will not only be excellent educators, but also 
intellectuals who are strongly involved in their 
community and in society in general,” says 
Dr. Nir Michaeli, Director of the Education 
School.

“We believe that two things are crucial for 
the survival of the state: security and educa-
tion,” elaborates Iris Perl, Executive Director 
of Resource Development and Public Affairs, 
“and we focus on the education part.” The 
importance of education to Israel is not just 
a motto that the College uses, but is a shared 

commitment supported by the students as 
well.

“Our generation was raised on the ideol-
ogy of living the good life and racing on the 
highway to success, and I think that there is a 
re-awakening, there’s this yearning to return 
to values and ideology, for something greater, 
to take part and help out, to improve Israel’s 
society,” believes Elior Ben Uriah, who is a 
first year student in the English Education and 
Excellence Program. “All the students who 
come here do so because they want to be in-
volved. You see a lot of professionals, for ex-
ample, who suddenly decide to change careers 
and become teachers because they really want 
to change and improve the state of things. I 
like to hope that we are the ‘First Aliya’ in that 
regard, and that soon the flood will come,” she 
explains.

Ben Uriah herself was once one of those on 
the so-called “highway to success.” Her army 
service in the Army Spokesman’s unit allowed 
her to become a TV producer as soon as she 
was discharged and make a relatively high sal-
ary for her age. Nonetheless, Ben Uriah said 
that she also felt a deep emptiness inside her. 
“I had all this energy to give, but I didn’t have 
any useful ways to channel them. I searched 
for a more meaningful way to challenge my 
abilities, a way to channel my energies into 
something more productive and beneficial for 
society as a whole.”

Ultimately, this search led her to decide 
that she wants to study education. Using 
her experience in the media, Ben Uriah, to-
gether with other students, decided that their 
first-year project will be devoted to creating 
an education-friendly radio show. At the mo-
ment, they have received a weekly segment on 
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a local radio station, and they are currently un-
der negotiations to receive a weekly segment 
on Israel’s national radio as well. One of the 
ideas is to offer tips for teachers to improve 
their teaching styles, as well as to develop 
radio shows that kindergarten teachers will 
be able to use. “This has so much potential, I 
think. Just by improving, even a bit, the teach-
ing methods of Israel’s teachers, we can have 
so much influence on so many children,” she 
hopes.

Becoming social leaders
The idea that by effecting a small change 

in one place we can produce a larger change 
is a recurring theme in the College’s agenda. 
“There is a large diversity of students here 
from all sectors of Israeli society. There are 
Ethiopians, Israeli-Arabs, Russians, students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds and from the 
periphery, as well as students from Tel Aviv 
and other middle-class and above towns,” Perl 
explains.

“They come here in order to study to be ed-
ucators, and our goal is to turn them into lead-
ers so that when they go back to their commu-
nities they can help bring about change there. 
There is no better way to teach someone, or 
to influence someone to change, than by set-
ting a personal example. And,” Perl asserts 
proudly, “most of our students do decide to go 
back to their original communities and to help 
bring about change there. They become social 
leaders in their communities. This hopefully 
strengthens those communities and improves 
them, and if those communities are stronger, it 
means a stronger Israeli society and a stronger 
Israel in general.”

Commitment to social justice is built in to 
the college’s curriculum. All of the undergrad-
uate students are required to take an academic 
course that focuses on social and political is-

sues in modern Israeli society. As part of the 
course, the students are required to volunteer 
with a social change organization of their 
choice in order to understand first-hand the 
challenges faced by certain sectors of Israeli 
society. “This means that each year a third of 
the undergraduate students - 1,000 students 
- are involved in some 40 social change orga-
nizations. This has a huge impact,” says Dr. 
Nir Michaeli.

Omer Delomi, a second year student in the 
Environmental Education program, says that 
the college’s commitment to social justice is 
one of the things that is the most significant 
about the college. “Kibbutzim College has 
created many different arenas for the stu-
dents to be involved in. The possibilities are 
extremely varied, and the College tries to in-
corporate as many initiatives as possible. The 
instructor of the course guides the student 
regardless of where the student chooses to do 
his or her volunteering and provides the best 
feedback that he can. And sometimes the stu-
dent knows the issues in those organizations 
better than the professor, and nobody is em-
barrassed by that. For example, when I started 
studying here, I was already volunteering with 
a woman who has psychological problems, 

and it was important for me to continue, so the 
College incorporated this as well.”

Different backgrounds
Some tracks in the college have decided 

to focus exclusively on a specific geographic 
area. For example, the Elementary Education 
track decided to focus on the Hatikvah neigh-
borhood in southern Tel Aviv, one of the poor-
est in the city. This means that the students 
have to do both their required volunteering 
and their practical training in the neighbor-
hood.

“The idea is that our students need to have 
a fuller, rounder experience and understand-
ing of the children living there and their prob-
lems. We want to teach our students that their 
future pupils are not only that; they are human 
beings. They have other sides and roles aside 
from those in the classroom. They come from 
a specific background, a specific culture, with 
their own difficulties and so on. A good teach-
er needs to learn to see the complete picture 
of the student in order to help him,” maintains 
Dr. Michaeli.

The Creative Art track has decided to go 
even further and focus solely on the city of 
Ramla - one of the most disadvantaged and 
crime-ridden in Israel. Ramla also adds an-
other unique dimension - the Arab-Jewish 
conflict - as Ramla is one of the only mixed 
cities in Israel. This allows many of the Jewish 
students to meet for the first time “real” Israeli 
Arabs and interact with them on a first person 
basis. Because the Arab communities and the 
Jewish communities are usually separate, this 
is the first time that many of the Jewish stu-
dents are faced with the difficulties confront-
ing Israel’s Arab population.

Delomi sums up the studying experience at 
the College when he says, “to study here is to 
study a complete doctrine - how to enact so-
cial change. It’s advanced studies in creating 
social change. This is the experience of being 
part of the change, of meeting the people that 
we’re helping. To learn how to create activities 
that create social change or social movements, 
how to implement these changes and sustain 
them. All in all, it’s the study of activism. And 
I think it is very important in today’s world, 
especially in contemporary Israel.” W
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T he ancient port of Jaffa, referred 
to as “Joppa” in the Bible, is 
Israel’s oldest seaport and once 

served the needs of the inner Judean 
hill country. Today, it is the city of Jaffa 
that is needy: in need of competitive 
elementary education, in need of solu-
tions to offset long-term food and job 
insecurity, in need of a better future.

The Jaffa Institute was founded in 
1982 by Dr. David Portowicz and the 
late Col. Zonik Shaham to fill a dis-
tinct educational gap by providing 
after-school tutoring and homework 
assistance. Twenty-eight years later, 
the Institute’s programming has suc-
cessfully grown into a coordinated ap-
proach to poverty eradication.

At the base of the Jaffa Institute’s 
effort is After School Enrichment 
Programs (moadoniot ) designed to 
provide educational support via coordi-
nation with local primary teachers, ex-
tracurricular activities standard in most 
districts but absent from Jaffa’s curricu-
lum, and drug and violence prevention 
programs to keep students on track for 
matriculation.

In response to the Ministry of Absorption’s 
relocation of Ethiopian immigrants to Jaffa, 
the Institute began to operate an integration-
focused Moadonit. Moreover, in order to 
address the dire need for an after-school pro-
gram in the Hatikvah Quarter of east Tel Aviv, 
the Institute is renovating a Jewish Agency-
owned building to coordinate therapeutic ac-
tivities for children with attention deficit and 
behavioral disorders and their families. All af-
ter-school program participants receive a hot 
meal upon entering their program site - often 
their only hot meal of the day.

One of the most innovative programs pro-
vided by the Jaffa Institute is the Musical 
Minds program. Through instrumental and 
voice lessons, the program provides music 
education to all children, not only those who 
demonstrate innate abilities, and is proven to 
advance cognitive development, while help-
ing students succeed in more traditional aca-
demic disciplines.

For children whose parents inhibit their 
growth, the Institute runs a local emergency 

residential center - The Neve Ofer House 
- providing shelter, safety and therapies for 
abused and neglected children while keeping 
them in their schools and Jaffa Institute en-
richment programming while welfare authori-
ties work out the best long-term solution.

For boys on the brink of dropping out of 
high school because of poor grades, exces-
sive absences and oppressive home situations, 
the Bet Shemesh Educational and Residential 
Center helps each student complete their high 
school matriculations. The Institute aims to 
create a similar campus for Israel’s at-risk 
girls, who are among the lowest priority in the 
rank of governmental funds. Toward this goal, 
the Beit Ruth Hostel in Rishon Lezion is a 
small-scale pilot program designed to support 
the unique educational and therapeutic needs 
of Israel’s at-risk girls.

After witnessing the desperation of par-
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D ana is a 14-year old student from 
Netanya. She is the second of four 
girls in her family and was born 

in Israel, but her parents arrived during 
Operation Moses and Operation Solomon, 
when Ethiopian Jews were transported to 
Israel in 1985 and 1991. She has no after-
school activities.

Zahava is 13, the second child of six, and 
was a year old when she came to Israel from 
Ethiopia. She is active in the city’s student 
committee and volunteers for the community, 
organizing youth events and activities.

Dana and Zahava are both extremely 
bright children, and tested as gifted by their 
school. Both of them, along with another 16 
Ethiopian children from schools in Netanya’s 
disadvantaged neighborhoods, were chosen to 
participate in one of two programs for gifted 
Ethiopian children run by ESRA - the English 
Speaking Residents Association.

Expanding their horizons
Once a week, in what for many is their only 

after-school activity, these children, aged 13 
to 15, get on a bus after school and ride to the 
Ruppin Academic Center’s School of Marine 
Sciences in Michmoret. There, they are pro-
vided with a warm meal and then guided out 
to study sea organisms, collect specimens, 
analyze them in state-of-the-art labs and learn 
many other fascinating topics in marine biol-
ogy.

All of these children come from finan-
cially challenged families, who often cannot 
afford to provide their children with a warm 
meal every day, let alone pay for after-school 
activities. Many parents had to be persuaded 
to enroll their children in the ESRA program, 
not trusting to leave them with strangers and 
often needing them at home in the afternoons 
to look after their younger siblings while they, 
if they are lucky, go out to work.

“Through our programs, these children 
learn to expand their horizons, to see a world 
they would not otherwise be exposed to,” 
explains Linda Olmert, executive director of 

ESRA. “The initiative takes them to places 
they have never been, and encourages self 
esteem and leadership. Without after-school 
enrichment, these children could fall by the 
wayside to street culture because their gifts 
are not being encouraged. Their light could 
be dimmed. We are trying to encourage it to 
become brighter.”

Help with homework
ESRA has been running programs for gift-

ed Ethiopian children since 2001. These pro-
grams were founded by Meira Applebaum, an 
ESRA activist who specializes in identifying 
and teaching gifted children.

“Many Ethiopian families were settled 
in Yavne, and ESRA began a program there 
which combined children from four primary 
schools in the city, giving these children a 
hot lunch and enriching their learning. After-
school activities included math, Hebrew, 
English and science. We helped with home-
work and with integrating them into society. 
Many of their parents often do not speak 
Hebrew; many fathers are unemployed and 
the standard of living of these families is often 
very low,” says Applebaum.

While running the after-school program, 

Applebaum noticed a number of gifted 
minds, and decided to promote a class for 
gifted Ethiopian children. The first program, 
in Yavne, was founded in 2001 as a joint co-
operation between ESRA and the Weizmann 
Institute of Science, which provided the 
children, aged eight and nine, with classes 
in chemistry, physics, biology and comput-
ers. “For some of them it was the first time 
they were on a bus and out of Yavne,” recalls 
Appelbaum. “We were opening up a whole 
new world for them.”

The success of the Yavne program, which 
continues today, prompted ESRA to open the 
second program in Michmoret, this time for 
older children aged 13-15. Both programs 
touch the lives of a total of approximately 40 
students.

Higher self-esteem
“The kids are fantastic,” says Appelbaum. 

“They have taken so much and they give back 
so much. Each time we visit these programs, 

Opening their gift
ESRA, the English Speaking Residents Association, 
currently runs two after-school enrichment programs which 
provide unique learning opportunities for gifted Ethiopian 
children. Additional funding would allow them to expand this 
successful program to other parts of the country / Abigail Kooper
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we are amazed at the enjoyment they get from 
learning. Many gifted kids happen to fall by 
the wayside because they are not stimulated. 
This country needs to give more to the gifted. 
A mediocre education doesn’t allow them to 
spread their wings.”

The programs have transformed these chil-
dren from quiet, hesitant and guarded individ-
uals into talkative self-assured students who 
proudly go back to their daily classes in school 

and convey the lessons they have learned. “To 
really study the impact of our programs, we 
would have to see where these students are in 
a few years, what they have achieved in the 
army and how many of them are at University. 
But for now we see results in their self-esteem, 
their personality and in how their parents see 
them and how they see themselves. And the 
results are amazing.”

“We choose the children for the program 
through their school grades and a personal 
interview that also assesses their level of 
commitment,” says Sima Zafrani Unger, 
ESRA coordinator for the Michmoret project. 
Sometimes, just before exams, the classes are 
cancelled to enable the children to have more 
study time at home, but that doesn’t happen 
often and class attendance is generally very 
high. “It is wonderful to see how much they 
yearn to learn,” remarks Zafrani Unger.

1,000 ESRA volunteers
Founded in 1979, ESRA is an independent 

non-profit organization run by volunteers. 
It aims to help English speaking immigrants 
integrate into Israeli society, by providing 
them with social, cultural, educational and 
civic activities and also by encouraging them 

to volunteer in the community and become a 
useful part of Israeli society. ESRA’s philoso-
phy is based on the belief that helping others 
is meaningful for all involved, those doing the 
helping and those being helped.

This philosophy is implemented by reach-
ing out to immigrants from distressed coun-
tries and to disadvantaged sectors in Israel. 
Since the 1990s, ESRA has been running an 
ESRA Community Fund to aid immigrants 
and other groups in Israeli society. Since its 
inception, the fund has assisted over 20,000 
people, including immigrants and disadvan-
taged, handicapped and victimized families 
through education, welfare and employment 
programs.

ESRA has close to 1,000 volunteers, 16 
branches and 32 community projects through-
out the country. “The Ethiopian immigrants 
have come from a very different cultural and 
social reality. They are the most recent immi-
grants and need catching up more than oth-
ers,” says Olmert. “As olim ourselves, albeit 
not from distressed countries, we can identify 
and relate to the problems of other olim, and 
that is what guides us.”

The Michmoret and Yavne projects fully 
encapsulate the spirit of ESRA, allowing 
the organization to strengthen and empower 
those children who will hopefully be the fu-
ture leaders of their community. “We tell these 
children all the time that they are the leaders, 
that we are depending on them to lead,” says 
Applebaum. 

Both the Yavne and Michmoret projects are 
being funded by a single donor, who prefers to 
remain anonymous. This donor took the plight 
of the Ethiopian community in Israel to heart 
and provided ESRA with a 10-year grant to 
boost gifted Ethiopian children.

With additional sources of funding, how-
ever, ESRA would be able to expand the pro-
gram to include Ethiopian children in other 
areas of the country. “With more funding we 
could do so much more,” asserts Olmert. “Our 
prototype is incredible. We could use this to 
reach out to so many more kids.”

Whatever happens, says Applebaum, the 
kids that have been touched by ESRA’s pro-
gram have hopefully got a one-way ticket to 
a brighter future. “We have turned on their 
switch. From now on they will look, ask ques-
tions and investigate. This is a wonderful proj-
ect of which ESRA can be very proud.” W
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For more information about ESRA and 
their programs for gifted Ethiopian-

Israeli children, go to www.esra.org.il or call 
+972-9-9508371.

Each time we visit these 
programs we are amazed 
at the enjoyment they 
get from learning. Many 
gifted kids happen to fall 
by the wayside because 
they are not stimulated

Gifted youth in 
ESRA’s after-school 
program study 
marine biology
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I tai Haimovich is a second year student in 
the Department of Social Work at Tel Hai 
College. After traveling in Australia and 

exploring the world, he realized it was time to 
go home, and go to school.

Itai turned to the four big universities: “One 
said it was too late and to try next year; an-
other was a bit too rude for social work in my 
opinion; the line at the third was constantly 
busy and the fourth didn’t even answer. When 
the caring attentive voice from Tel Hai kindly 
invited me to the Open Day, my gut told me 
this may be the right place for me. After ask-
ing professionals from the field, I realized that 
besides being nice, Tel Hai is considered one 
of the top places in the country for social work 
studies.”

Itai is one of over 3,100 students who 
study at Tel Hai College, coming from across 
Israel to the northern tip of the Upper Galilee. 

Established in 1996, Tel Hai is one of the lead-
ing academic colleges in Israel that attracts 
students from across the country, leveraging 
academic education as a social and economic 
engine for the growth and development of the 
Upper Galilee. Current academic offerings 
encompass a wide range of undergraduate 
programs in the humanities, social sciences, 
sciences and technology as well as two gradu-
ate programs in social work and biotechnol-
ogy.

Tel Hai’s commitment to its students and 
to the communities of the Galilee has resulted 
in numerous programs which address press-
ing needs of the region. The scholarship pro-
gram at Tel Hai, for example, requires that all 
scholarship grantees, regardless of their field 
of study, give a number of weekly hours in 
community involvement programs that are fa-
cilitated by the college throughout the region, 
specifically in Kiryat Shemona. This ties the 
college to the people of the region, promoting 
positive change in all realms.

The Academic Center for Youth strength-
ens the Galilee by encouraging intellectual 
scientific curiosity in the region’s youth, mak-
ing scientific education accessible to all. Data 
shows that significant and glaring gaps exist 
between the youth in the center of the country 
and those in the periphery in terms of scientif-
ic education opportunities and achievements.

The Center, located on campus, gives 
youth a chance to engage in hands-on interac-
tive science experiences, facilitated by college 
faculty and students. Supporters and partners 
of this exciting endeavor are offered a unique 
opportunity to invest their funds directly in the 
education of the children of the Galilee.

Another important initiative, the first and 
only one of its kind in Israel, is the Support 
Center for Students with Learning Disabilities. 
Here, students who often have had difficulties 
in other educational settings, receive a chance 
to shine. Over 98% of the students who par-
ticipate in the Center’s program complete 
their studies successfully, and many continue 
on to further degrees and successful careers. 
Supporters and partners of the Center can be 
found worldwide, with their kind support go-
ing directly towards the students who need it 
most.

Further college initiatives include the 
Yuvalim Center for Jewish Pluralism, which 
promotes community renewal in the region, 
and the Center for Peace and Democracy, 
which promotes the multicultural vision of 
the college while offering real-time, individ-
ual support for minority students at Tel Hai 
College.

These, along with additional important 
initiatives, make the Tel Hai campus so much 
more than just a college campus. Rather, it is a 
leading force in bringing positive change to the 
Galilee and Israeli society at large. Says Itai, 
“I usually don’t like to use the word Zionism, 
since I feel it’s been abused over the years, but 
I feel that Tel Hai, in its humble manner, has 
reminded me of the true content of the word. It 
has made it possible for me to find myself, to 
find happiness and to contribute to the country 
that I love, the country I still believe in.” W
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I n 1930, Magen David Adom was found-
ed in Tel Aviv. Ten years later, in 1940, a 
group of New Yorkers recognized the crit-

ical role of the fledgling “Magen David Adom 
for Palestine” and decided to form “American 
Red Mogen Dovid for Palestine,” with the 
intent of providing medical assistance to the 
people of pre-State Israel.

Fastforward to 2010. MDA has 800 ambu-
lances, Mobile Intensive Care Units and Multi 
Casualty Response Vehicles which drive near-
ly 10 million miles every year in order to pro-
vide emergency care to more than 550,000 pa-
tients per year all over Israel. MDA is manned 
by 1,600 professionals and 12,400 volunteers 
from all sectors of society, many of whom are 
high-school students. There are also over 100 
emergency medical stations and 11 dispatch 
stations equipped with state-of-the-art GPS 
tracking systems to ensure the fastest possible 
response time to every emergency.

During the past decade, MDA has been a 
lifeline especially for the residents of the west-
ern Negev, which was attacked by more than 
8,000 Qassam rockets and mortars, including 
3,300 rockets during last year’s Operation 
Cast Lead. MDA dispatched teams to every 
rocket attack, treating and evacuating over 770 
casualties during the war. Furthermore, MDA 
Blood Services personnel work tirelessly ev-
ery day to run blood drives throughout Israel.

Although MDA is often called the “civilian 
army” and is the only organization mandated 
by Israel’s government to provide emergency 
medical and ambulance services as well as 
the nation’s blood supply, it is not government 
funded and relies primarily on private dona-
tions. Thanks to American Friends of Magen 
David Adom, numerous new MDA facilities 
have been inaugurated over the years, includ-
ing Emergency Medical Stations in Sderot, 
Ashdod, Nahariya, Beersheva, Upper Nazareth 
and Rehovot, to name but a few. Funds are 
now being raised for AFMDA’s latest project 
- building a new station in Holon - and work 
is steadily progressing on what will be Israel’s 
largest and most modern MDA facility, The 
William H. Bloomberg MDA Jerusalem 
Station in Romema, also built by AFMDA.

Thousands of Americans have contributed 
to AFMDA during the past 70 years, but the 
devotion and support of some are especially 
worth honoring. Following are the special 
stories of just a few of the wonderful people 
being recognized this year by the American 
Friends’ “70 For 70” campaign.

In 1947, Sara Luhby was a nursing stu-
dent at Hadassah Hospital on Mount Scopus, 
Jerusalem. “The fighting began right after the 
vote on partition. It quickly became very dan-
gerous to travel. The British started taking out 
convoys of doctors, nurses and patients who 
could travel. They left us - the student nurses - 
to serve the terminal patients and the wounded 
soldiers. When we were finally shipped out to 
Jerusalem, it was surrounded,” she recalls.

Twenty years later, Sara went to New York 
for one year, but met her husband Leonard 
there and ended up staying. When he passed 
away in 2003, she asked people to contribute 
to MDA in his memory. “That’s how I learned 
about the new project to enlarge the MDA 
Israel Cord Blood Bank. I immediately knew 
that this would be a project that would be very 
close to Leonard’s heart, and a very significant 
way to honor his memory,” she says. “People 

of my generation, we have an attachment to 
Israel that makes us want to help. For me, 
MDA symbolizes that attachment.”

David and Sheri Whiteman met on a 
BBYO trip to Israel in 1979 and returned 27 
years later with their two children. During 
that second visit, in the middle of a sunset 
caravan ride near Masada, David started to 
feel chest pains. It was a heart attack and he 
was whisked to the MDA Arad Emergency 
Medical Station, which had recently been 
renovated by AFMDA, and later was evacu-
ated to Soroka Medical Center in Beersheva. 
“A cardiologist friend told me that my care 
- starting with MDA in Arad - was superior 
to any that I would have received in the US,” 
says David.

Sheri recalls: “I stepped out of the am-
bulance, turned back to look at the vehicle 
that had saved my husband’s life, and liter-
ally gasped. It had been donated by Manny 
and Natalie Charach, my parents’ friends in 
Michigan! The first thing I thought was, we’re 
going to donate one too.” One year later, the 
Whitemans hosted an ambulance dedication 
at their children’s day school in Atlanta, which 
had adopted MDA for its mitzvah project.

Yoni Grossman-Boder was 12 when he saw 
on TV an MDA ambulance arrive at the scene 
of a terrorist attack in Israel, and decided that 
he wanted to help. Yoni’s mother, Rabbi Susan 
Grossman, recalls: “I got a teddy bear for my 
birthday and he had the idea of selling bears 
to raise money for an ambulance for his bar 
mitzvah project.” Yoni found a distributor who 
sold the bears to him at cost and convinced lo-
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cal store owners to sell the bears and donate 
100% of the proceeds to MDA. Soon he went 
national and Yoni’s story made headlines 
across the States. When he came to Israel and 
visited MDA stations, he was surprised to see 
his name on an ambulance. “The Hadera crew 
was like, ‘OMG, it’s Yoni Grossman-Boder!’ 
I was a celebrity.”

Cyrus Wolf was “Mr. MDA” in Long 
Island’s Five Towns community, raising 
enough money to buy 32 ambulances. He 
loved Yiddishkeit and the Jewish people, and 
he loved Israel. He often said, “We have to 
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in the 1940’s, Cy worked late at night loading 
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had to do more than just give money,” says 
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Adom was his pet project. It was hands on. 
His efforts went directly to saving the Jewish 
people.”

 When Cy started his MDA fundraising, 
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Wolf was a modest man who shied away from 
recognition. One day, he was casually invited 
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him,” recalls Florence. “It was a breakfast in 
his honor, to thank him for all that he had ac-
complished.”
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Michigan Region is one of AFMDA’s stron-
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T. Sasson



Celebrating 90 
years of vision
This year, Keren Hayesod-UIA marks 90 years since 
its establishment as the official fundraising arm of the 
Zionist movement at the 1920 World Zionist Congress in 
London. Ninety years later, Keren Hayesod-UIA donors 
have much to celebrate / sharon simmer

T rue to their original mandate of build-
ing and reinforcing the Jewish home-
land, Keren Hayesod-UIA today pro-

vides a broad-based international forum for 
Zionist leaders and donors that spans five con-
tinents and includes more than 70 campaign 
offices outside of the US.

This platform is used as a springboard for 
philanthropic and social action. Moreover, 
Keren Hayesod-UIA leaders are represent-
ed on the Jewish Agency’s Coordinating 
Committee together with the Prime Minister 
and the Government. This allows the organi-
zation as a whole to stay relevant to the chang-
ing needs and priorities of contemporary 
Israeli society.

Assistance for olim
If you ask today’s Keren Hayesod-UIA 

donors why they feel so strongly about con-
tributing to Israel through Keren Hayesod-
UIA, they will tell you it derives from their 
desire to address Israel’s priority needs. This 
loosely translates into a vision informed by 
Israel’s most pressing societal and social 
needs.

Interestingly, Keren Hayesod-UIA donors 
do not feel Israel is or should be an object 
of charity and thus do not direct resources to 
such ends. What they do feel is an obligation 
to share responsibility for the Jewish home-
land with the State of Israel. This is realized 
in the mobilization of large-scale assistance 
for Israel’s new olim, primarily aimed at in-
tegrating them productively into mainstream 
Israeli society, in the belief that they in turn 
will eventually contribute to strengthening 
Israeli society.

A poignant case in point is the personal sto-

ry of Dr. Avi Yitzhak, Israel’s first Ethiopian 
oleh doctor who made aliyah with the assis-
tance of Keren Hayesod-UIA donors in 1991, 
as part of Operation Solomon. After living in 
Keren Hayesod-UIA supported absorption 
centers for two years, Avi went on to study 
medicine at Ben Gurion University, thanks to 
an oleh scholarship grant.

Dr. Yitzhak proudly took part in the recent 
IDF rescue delegation to Haiti. In an interview 
conducted from the field hospital, he stated: 
“It is important that Keren Hayesod-UIA 
donors know that Israel has become a moral 
force that gives back to the world. In a way, 
those who supported me through my studies 
are here today through me, for the victims of 
this disaster and for Israel.”

Israel in fact boasts the highest rate of 
immigrant absorption in the Western world. 
Over one million new immigrants arrived in 
Israel between 1990 and 2002, assisted by 
Keren Hayesod-UIA donors. This is equiva-
lent to the US absorbing the entire population 
of France. Today, efforts are being directed 
towards promoting aliyah from Western 
countries by offering services that ease the 
initial aliyah and absorption process. The 
fruits of this initiative are already visible. 
Last year saw an increase of 17% in aliyah, 
the first such increase in ten years.
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Breaking down barriers
Keren Hayesod-UIA relates to disadvan-

taged and vulnerable sectors of Israeli soci-
ety as targets for opportunity, education and 
advancement. This is perhaps nowhere better 
reflected than in its flagship “Youth Futures” 
program, implemented by Keren Hayesod-
UIA’s partner, the Jewish Agency for Israel. In 
over 30 locations throughout Israel, individual 
attention and existing community resources 
are expertly focused on developing the per-
sonal strengths of 7,500 acutely disadvan-
taged and marginalized children and youth.

This program has enjoyed enormous suc-
cess in breaking down the barriers that stand 
between marginalized children and the oppor-
tunity for a bright fulfilling future. Last year, 
Youth Futures “trustee” (specially trained 
counselor) Noga Landau spoke enthusiasti-
cally of her charge, Aliza, (not her real name): 
“I discovered a wonderful, sociable girl who 
yearned for a connection to support and en-
couragement.” Today, Aliza’s behavioral 
problems are disappearing and her school per-
formance has begun to reflect her true talent 
and intelligence.

Another major area of Keren Hayesod-
UIA’s investment is focused on connecting 
young Diaspora Jews to Israel. There are cur-

rently 10,000 young Diaspora adults partici-
pating in MASA long-term Israel programs. 
These programs have proven extremely ef-
fective in developing lifetime connections be-
tween young Jews in the Diaspora and Israel. 
Edward Hanner, a MASA participant from 
Melbourne, recently articulated his hope that 
“in ten years from now I will be as excited and 
supportive of Israel as I am today.”

Keren Hayesod-UIA is also deeply com-
mitted to closing Israel’s ‘digital gap’ by 
bringing the world of high-tech to youth liv-
ing in border towns and disadvantaged com-
munities. This is now being achieved on an 
unprecedented scale through Net@, an inno-
vative extra-curricular high school program 
that gives averagely performing high school 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds 
the chance to qualify as computer technicians 
and system administrators. This is the kind of 
program that drives Keren Hayesod-UIA’s vi-
sion.

Translating vision into reality
Today, Keren Hayesod-UIA donors and 

leaders are less interested in looking back 
over their remarkable history than in looking 
forward. In a nutshell, their 2010 campaign 
banner, “Shaping our Future. Together,” says 

it all. Their confidence seems justified in light 
of their success so far. Right from the start, 
Keren Hayesod has been at the forefront of 
Israel’s growth and progress, playing a key 
role in developing many of Israel’s iconic in-
dustries, including El Al and the Solel Boneh 
construction company.

They also helped found many leading edu-
cational institutions, including the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, and were involved in 
founding such cultural hallmarks as the Israel 
Philharmonic Orchestra and the Habima 
National Theater. Closing the circle, this June 
at the Keren Hayesod-UIA Annual World 
Conference, the IPO will be saluting Keren 
Hayesod-UIA with a special musical perfor-
mance. 

Such recognition is well deserved, as is 
Keren Hayesod-UIA’s status as the official 
fundraising arm of the State of Israel. Keren 
Hayesod was in fact ratified by a special 
Knesset law in 1956. It remains the only ex-
isting fundraising organization to be sanc-
tioned by Israel’s Knesset. Since then, Keren 
Hayesod-UIA has developed diverse market-
ing and fundraising tools designed to opti-
mize fundraising efforts. Many campaigns 
boast vibrant Women’s Divisions and Young 
Leadership Divisions, while the organiza-
tion’s legacy and endowment fund programs 
have positioned Keren Hayesod-UIA as the 
central address for legacy and endowment 
fund giving.

Worldwide interest in their work is reflected 
in approximately 50 missions that visit Israel 
through Keren Hayesod-UIA in any given 
year. Ninety years of Keren Hayesod’s vision 
has turned the heart and pulse of Zionist aspi-
rations into a flourishing reality and has po-
sitioned Keren Hayesod-UIA at the center of 
world Jewry’s effort to sustain and reinforce 
Israel as the homeland of the Jewish people. W
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Keren Hayesod-UIA 
relates to disadvantaged 
and vulnerable sectors of 
Israeli society as targets 
for opportunity, education 
and advancement

For more information about Keren 
Hayesod-UIA, visit www.kh-uia.org.il.
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O ne day, while I was broadcasting my 
program on 91 FM, a woman ap-
proached me at the radio station and 

pleaded in despair, ‘please help me, my two 
children and I are starving,’” recalls Nissim 
Zioni. “I asked my listeners to lend a helping 
hand, and for those who are in need of food 
and clothing to come to the radio station. The 
endless stream of people in need for the most 
basic life provisions that subsequently arrived 
made me realize the severity of the financial 
strife people in Israel are encountering, which 
is only increasing with time, and I decided to 
do my best to alleviate their suffering.”

This life-changing encounter led Zioni 
to give up a successful career as a radio pre-
senter and DJ and devote himself to helping 
others. The result was “Pitchon Lev” (opening 
one’s heart), an NGO that since 1998 has been 
working to reduce the number of hungry, poor 
and needy people in Israel. Their task is, need-
less to say, not a simple one.

According to the National Insurance 
Institute of Israel’s 2008 Poverty and Social 
Gaps Report, there are over 1.6 million citi-
zens living beneath the poverty line, out of 
which close to 800,000 are children. Among 
them are a mother who walks around with her 
baby in a shopping cart because she cannot af-
ford to buy a pram; a divorced mother of sev-
en, the youngest only two and a half years old, 
who has no means with which to shelter her 
kids in winter from Jerusalem’s cold weather; 
and a woman from Rishon LeZion who has no 
money to buy food for her two children.

These women are but three of the approxi-
mately 2.64 million poverty stricken individu-
als and families that Pitchon Lev has helped 
during its 12 years of operation. It does so by 
providing humanitarian assistance, empower-
ing teens to break out of the cycle of poverty 
and lobbying government on social change 
issues.

Food baskets
Pitchon Lev started out as a distributor of 

food, clothing and other basic necessities to 
the poor, operating out of two national aid cen-
ters, one in Rishon LeZion, serving the center 
of the country, and one in Carmiel, serving 
the north. “My initial dream was to distribute 
100 food baskets each month and, amazingly, 
today we are giving out 4,000 baskets,” says 

Zioni, the founder and CEO of Pitchon Lev.
“We also distribute 1,000 food baskets 

for infants, and 20,000 items such as cloth-
ing, shoes, toys, games, books, school bags, 
linens, baby goods and more to those in need 
throughout Israel. A basket of foodstuffs, 
worth NIS 250, provides food for approxi-
mately two weeks for a family of five.” Each 
basket includes basic items such as dry goods, 
bread, vegetables and refrigerated products. 
The infant food baskets typically contain baby 
formula, diapers, jars of puree and other food-
stuffs essential for proper infant development. 
“We also provide barbershop and hair cutting 
services, employment guidance and legal 
counseling,” notes Zioni.

Pitchon Lev extends it services to all who 
arrive at the centers regardless of their gender, 
religion, creed, race, ethnicity or nationality. 
It caters to people from all walks of life: the 
physically challenged, elderly, new immi-
grants, families with many children, unem-
ployed, working poor, single-parent families 
and lone soldiers.

Those in need are referred to the organiza-
tion from all over Israel by social workers. 
Yet, Zioni points out, “we respond to every 
request for help, even in the absence of a so-
cial worker’s referral. We provide them with a 
food basket and basic items of clothing on the 
spot, and ask that they obtain a letter from a 
social worker for the next time they come.”

The organization’s 20 paid employees and 
hundreds of volunteers also help out in soup 
kitchens, senior citizen centers, shelters for 
battered women, orphanages, shelters for 

teens at risk, regional councils, municipali-
ties, and other organizations which distribute 
food. “Our assistance is extended with a lot 
of dignity and love,” notes Zioni. “We are 
very sensitive to the way we approach those 
in need, fully aware that they care more about 
the way they are treated than the food baskets 
they receive.”

Realizing Ilan Ramon’s vision
Understanding that providing food par-

cels is not a long-term solution for Israel’s 
impoverished youth, Pitchon Lev eventually 
expanded its activities to also include work-
ing with underprivileged children in order 
to ensure that they have the opportunity to 
reach their full potential. This support comes 
in the form of the Ilan Ramon Touching the 
Horizon Educational Center, which operates 
a number of educational and empowerment 
programs for disadvantaged teens. Named for 
Ilan Ramon, the first Israeli astronaut, the cen-
ter works to realize his vision of educating the 
future generations of Israelis.

Operating since 2002, Touching the 
Horizon’s flagship program focuses on youth 
from underprivileged families who have the 
potential and motivation to succeed. The sev-
en-year program supports the students from 
10th grade through their army service, till they 
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Opening their hearts
Pitchon Lev is renowned for providing millions of food baskets and other 
basic items to Israel’s needy, but its educational and empowerment 
programs for disadvantaged teens are equally admirable / natalie page

enter into society as adults. “We go to schools 
located in poor neighborhoods and select the 
25 or so students most suitable for the pro-
gram,” explains Zioni. Throughout their high 
school years, program participants receive a 
hot meal three times a week, followed by an 
enrichment or educational reinforcement ses-
sion. The program’s participants are support-
ed by a team of skilled professional educators, 
guidance counselors, psychologists, and orga-
nizational consultants to ensure that they suc-
cessfully complete their high school studies, 
receive their matriculation certificates, and 
enlist in the IDF.

“Once they graduate, we arrange an army 
prep course for them, which strengthens them 
both physically and mentally, and we follow 
their progress while they are enlisted to ensure 
that they do not drop out along the way,” ex-
plains Zioni. “We also prepare them for civil-
ian life before their release from army service, 
and follow their progress during their first 
year as civilians.” Zioni mentions the partici-

pants from the city of Akko as an example of 
the program’s success: “If I would have told 
you three years ago that these students would 
graduate from high school, receive a certifi-
cate of matriculation and enlist in the army, 
you would not have believed me.”

In the current scholastic year, the pro-
gram is operating in five schools, located in 
Rishon LeZion, Lod, Tel Aviv, Akko and 
Petach Tikvah, and is offering approximately 
120 new participants a chance at a better fu-
ture. All Touching the Horizon activities are 
authorized and supervised by the Welfare 
and Education Wing of Israel’s Ministry of 
Education, and are led by a professional team 
headed by Professor Joseph Kattan from the 
Faculty of Social Work at Tel Aviv University.

Looking ahead
After 12 years of hard work, Zioni is confi-

dent that his life-changing experience led him 
in the right direction. “Pitchon Lev has made 

a significant positive impact on the lives of 
countless disadvantaged families and youth. 
Meeting the people we help and interacting 
with them is a painful endeavor, but at the same 
time it gives us the strength and conviction to 
continue in our humanitarian task. And there 
are also moments of great satisfaction such as 
the joy of seeing a teenager from a needy fam-
ily that joined the Touch the Horizon program 
receive his certificate of matriculation.”

Pitchon Lev’s ongoing challenge is to col-

lect as much money and food donations as 
possible for their humanitarian activities. 
“We are now gearing up toward a massive 
Passover food package distribution initiative, 
with the goal of providing holiday food par-
cels to 30,000 families, and we are also put-
ting much effort into raising funds for next 
year’s Touching the Horizon’s program. It is 
very important to help us through donations 
because we want to expand our important hu-
manitarian activities and give hope to more 
children so that they will be able to stand on 
their own two feet as adults and be contribut-
ing members of society.” W
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Pitchon Lev provides humanitarian assistance, 
empowers teens to break out from the cycle of poverty 
and lobby’s government towards social change issues

For more information about Pitchon 
Lev, please call +972-3-5711117 or 

+972-52-5251507, or go to www.pitchonlev.
org.il/len and choose a family to support. From 
Israel, you can donate a meal at a cost of NIS 
18 by sending a text message with the word lev 
to 2747.

Pitchon Lev 
volunteers pack 
food baskets

Below and far left: 
Children receive 
new toys from one 
of Pitchon Lev’s 
aid centers



O ne day, while I was broadcasting my 
program on 91 FM, a woman ap-
proached me at the radio station and 

pleaded in despair, ‘please help me, my two 
children and I are starving,’” recalls Nissim 
Zioni. “I asked my listeners to lend a helping 
hand, and for those who are in need of food 
and clothing to come to the radio station. The 
endless stream of people in need for the most 
basic life provisions that subsequently arrived 
made me realize the severity of the financial 
strife people in Israel are encountering, which 
is only increasing with time, and I decided to 
do my best to alleviate their suffering.”

This life-changing encounter led Zioni 
to give up a successful career as a radio pre-
senter and DJ and devote himself to helping 
others. The result was “Pitchon Lev” (opening 
one’s heart), an NGO that since 1998 has been 
working to reduce the number of hungry, poor 
and needy people in Israel. Their task is, need-
less to say, not a simple one.

According to the National Insurance 
Institute of Israel’s 2008 Poverty and Social 
Gaps Report, there are over 1.6 million citi-
zens living beneath the poverty line, out of 
which close to 800,000 are children. Among 
them are a mother who walks around with her 
baby in a shopping cart because she cannot af-
ford to buy a pram; a divorced mother of sev-
en, the youngest only two and a half years old, 
who has no means with which to shelter her 
kids in winter from Jerusalem’s cold weather; 
and a woman from Rishon LeZion who has no 
money to buy food for her two children.

These women are but three of the approxi-
mately 2.64 million poverty stricken individu-
als and families that Pitchon Lev has helped 
during its 12 years of operation. It does so by 
providing humanitarian assistance, empower-
ing teens to break out of the cycle of poverty 
and lobbying government on social change 
issues.

Food baskets
Pitchon Lev started out as a distributor of 

food, clothing and other basic necessities to 
the poor, operating out of two national aid cen-
ters, one in Rishon LeZion, serving the center 
of the country, and one in Carmiel, serving 
the north. “My initial dream was to distribute 
100 food baskets each month and, amazingly, 
today we are giving out 4,000 baskets,” says 

Zioni, the founder and CEO of Pitchon Lev.
“We also distribute 1,000 food baskets 

for infants, and 20,000 items such as cloth-
ing, shoes, toys, games, books, school bags, 
linens, baby goods and more to those in need 
throughout Israel. A basket of foodstuffs, 
worth NIS 250, provides food for approxi-
mately two weeks for a family of five.” Each 
basket includes basic items such as dry goods, 
bread, vegetables and refrigerated products. 
The infant food baskets typically contain baby 
formula, diapers, jars of puree and other food-
stuffs essential for proper infant development. 
“We also provide barbershop and hair cutting 
services, employment guidance and legal 
counseling,” notes Zioni.

Pitchon Lev extends it services to all who 
arrive at the centers regardless of their gender, 
religion, creed, race, ethnicity or nationality. 
It caters to people from all walks of life: the 
physically challenged, elderly, new immi-
grants, families with many children, unem-
ployed, working poor, single-parent families 
and lone soldiers.

Those in need are referred to the organiza-
tion from all over Israel by social workers. 
Yet, Zioni points out, “we respond to every 
request for help, even in the absence of a so-
cial worker’s referral. We provide them with a 
food basket and basic items of clothing on the 
spot, and ask that they obtain a letter from a 
social worker for the next time they come.”

The organization’s 20 paid employees and 
hundreds of volunteers also help out in soup 
kitchens, senior citizen centers, shelters for 
battered women, orphanages, shelters for 

teens at risk, regional councils, municipali-
ties, and other organizations which distribute 
food. “Our assistance is extended with a lot 
of dignity and love,” notes Zioni. “We are 
very sensitive to the way we approach those 
in need, fully aware that they care more about 
the way they are treated than the food baskets 
they receive.”

Realizing Ilan Ramon’s vision
Understanding that providing food par-

cels is not a long-term solution for Israel’s 
impoverished youth, Pitchon Lev eventually 
expanded its activities to also include work-
ing with underprivileged children in order 
to ensure that they have the opportunity to 
reach their full potential. This support comes 
in the form of the Ilan Ramon Touching the 
Horizon Educational Center, which operates 
a number of educational and empowerment 
programs for disadvantaged teens. Named for 
Ilan Ramon, the first Israeli astronaut, the cen-
ter works to realize his vision of educating the 
future generations of Israelis.

Operating since 2002, Touching the 
Horizon’s flagship program focuses on youth 
from underprivileged families who have the 
potential and motivation to succeed. The sev-
en-year program supports the students from 
10th grade through their army service, till they 
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Opening their hearts
Pitchon Lev is renowned for providing millions of food baskets and other 
basic items to Israel’s needy, but its educational and empowerment 
programs for disadvantaged teens are equally admirable / natalie page

enter into society as adults. “We go to schools 
located in poor neighborhoods and select the 
25 or so students most suitable for the pro-
gram,” explains Zioni. Throughout their high 
school years, program participants receive a 
hot meal three times a week, followed by an 
enrichment or educational reinforcement ses-
sion. The program’s participants are support-
ed by a team of skilled professional educators, 
guidance counselors, psychologists, and orga-
nizational consultants to ensure that they suc-
cessfully complete their high school studies, 
receive their matriculation certificates, and 
enlist in the IDF.

“Once they graduate, we arrange an army 
prep course for them, which strengthens them 
both physically and mentally, and we follow 
their progress while they are enlisted to ensure 
that they do not drop out along the way,” ex-
plains Zioni. “We also prepare them for civil-
ian life before their release from army service, 
and follow their progress during their first 
year as civilians.” Zioni mentions the partici-

pants from the city of Akko as an example of 
the program’s success: “If I would have told 
you three years ago that these students would 
graduate from high school, receive a certifi-
cate of matriculation and enlist in the army, 
you would not have believed me.”

In the current scholastic year, the pro-
gram is operating in five schools, located in 
Rishon LeZion, Lod, Tel Aviv, Akko and 
Petach Tikvah, and is offering approximately 
120 new participants a chance at a better fu-
ture. All Touching the Horizon activities are 
authorized and supervised by the Welfare 
and Education Wing of Israel’s Ministry of 
Education, and are led by a professional team 
headed by Professor Joseph Kattan from the 
Faculty of Social Work at Tel Aviv University.

Looking ahead
After 12 years of hard work, Zioni is confi-

dent that his life-changing experience led him 
in the right direction. “Pitchon Lev has made 

a significant positive impact on the lives of 
countless disadvantaged families and youth. 
Meeting the people we help and interacting 
with them is a painful endeavor, but at the same 
time it gives us the strength and conviction to 
continue in our humanitarian task. And there 
are also moments of great satisfaction such as 
the joy of seeing a teenager from a needy fam-
ily that joined the Touch the Horizon program 
receive his certificate of matriculation.”

Pitchon Lev’s ongoing challenge is to col-

lect as much money and food donations as 
possible for their humanitarian activities. 
“We are now gearing up toward a massive 
Passover food package distribution initiative, 
with the goal of providing holiday food par-
cels to 30,000 families, and we are also put-
ting much effort into raising funds for next 
year’s Touching the Horizon’s program. It is 
very important to help us through donations 
because we want to expand our important hu-
manitarian activities and give hope to more 
children so that they will be able to stand on 
their own two feet as adults and be contribut-
ing members of society.” W
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Pitchon Lev provides humanitarian assistance, 
empowers teens to break out from the cycle of poverty 
and lobby’s government towards social change issues

For more information about Pitchon 
Lev, please call +972-3-5711117 or 

+972-52-5251507, or go to www.pitchonlev.
org.il/len and choose a family to support. From 
Israel, you can donate a meal at a cost of NIS 
18 by sending a text message with the word lev 
to 2747.

Pitchon Lev 
volunteers pack 
food baskets

Below and far left: 
Children receive 
new toys from one 
of Pitchon Lev’s 
aid centers



Safeguarding
iSrael’S children
The National Council for the Child is Israel’s foremost 
advocate for the rights and well-being of children. 
An independent non-governmental organization 
funded entirely through donations, it promotes 
change in legislation and policy, as well as monitoring 
the quality of services for children, gathering data 
on Israeli children in general and children at risk in 
particular, and serving as a nationwide address for 
reporting children’s rights violations / liza rosenberg

O ne day, staffers at the National 
Council for the Child (NCC) received 
a call from a concerned elementary 

school teacher who had discovered the severe 
distress of a new girl in her class. The teacher 
had visited the student’s home and had been 
shocked to discover the filthy and meager 
conditions in which the girl lived. Her mother 
- a single parent - was blind, and was raising 
five children alone. With no food in the kitch-
en and wearing ragged clothing, the children 
were responsible for all household chores. 
The mother disciplined her children by beat-
ing them with a stick.

On another occasion, they received a let-
ter from a Russian immigrant girl living and 
studying at a boarding school. She com-
plained that food was scarce, the conditions 
were unsanitary, and that she was the target 
of constant emotional abuse. Unfortunately, 
these two cases are far from unusual, and ev-
ery day the NCC receives new calls for help 
from desperate Israelis who rely on them to 
improve the predicament of children who are 
disadvantaged, abused or whose rights have 
been infringed upon.

Children at risk
In fact, every year the NCC receives more 

than 10,000 complaints by telephone or mail 
from across the country, covering a wide vari-
ety of problems - from children who are sexu-
ally or physically abused to those unjustifiably 
arrested or taken advantage of at work. Other 
complaints include child pornography, failure 
to enforce legislation, the lack of appropriate 
educational and rehabilitation frameworks 
and supervision, and unsatisfactory educa-
tional, health and welfare services.

In order to cope with this dire reality, the 

NCC set up the Ombudsman for Children and 
Youth (OCY), which serves all sectors of the 
Israeli population - Jews and Arabs, religious 
and secular, rich and poor, native Israelis and 
immigrants. Established in 1990 to defend 
and protect Israel’s children against violence, 
cruelty, exploitation, deprivation, neglect and 
other forms of maltreatment, the OCY serves 
as an advocate for children in all aspects of 

their lives, whether at home, within the family, 
at school or in the community.

“Children cannot make do with vague 
promises of a rosy future or fill themselves 
with obscure declarations of love. Children 
deserve, need and have the right to be treated 
as people. Children deserve, need and have 
the right to be invested in, to have us available 
to them, to be protected from harm. They de-
serve to be given the opportunity to grow and 
to be provided with a role model, every day, 
every hour, here and now,” asserts Dr. Yitzhak 

Kadman, Executive Director of the National 
Council for the Child (NCC). “We should rec-
ognize their uniqueness. We should be con-
cerned with their health, education, welfare 
and wellbeing. We should treat them with re-
spect. We should really listen to them and not 
do to them that which we hate.”

Support and encouragement
“Roi,” an eleven year-old boy, was required 

to testify against his friend in court after his 
friend attempted to rape Roi’s seven-year old 
sister. Disturbed by what her young son was 
being made to do, Roi’s mother called the 
NCC for advice, where she was referred to the 
Victim Assistance Program.

Following the trial, the volunteer who as-
sisted the family received the following letter: 
“Thank you for the effort you made to meet 
with us just before the trial. As a result of your 
guidance and explanations, you managed to 
calm us down. Thank you for standing with 
us (and for pushing us) at the entrance to the 
courtroom. Thank you for being with Roi 
during his most frightening moment (in front 
of the judges). I don’t know if anyone really 
understands or knows just how much you re-
ally help children unless they’ve been there 
themselves. Fortunately, you were there with 
me. Without your support, your patience and 
your encouraging explanations to Roi and me, 
I might have made mistakes along the way 
and I wouldn’t have known how to deal with 
Roi’s fears.”

Roi and hundreds of other child victims 
of crime are the “clients” of the NCC’s Child 
Victim Assistance Program, which accompa-
nies and provides aid to the child victim in 
order to reduce the stress involved in taking 
part in criminal legal proceedings. Trained 
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Our efforts depend solely 
on the generosity of 
foundations, businesses 
and individuals around 
the world. We call 
on those concerned 
with the wellbeing of 
Israel’s children to 
support our efforts

volunteers are appointed to provide crucial 
and meaningful support to these children and 
their families.

Advocate for all children
NCC is unique in that it combines on the 

one hand activities for individual children at 
risk and finding solutions to concrete prob-
lems, and on the other hand the advancement 
of fundamental issues and policies in order to 
improve the welfare and rights of all children 
in Israel. It has left its mark on the legislative 
books, having initiated and promoted no few-
er than 70 laws and legal amendments, from 
mandatory reporting of suspected child abuse 
to protection of children on the Internet.

Understanding the importance of speaking 
out on behalf of these youngest, most vulnera-
ble members of society, representatives attend 

every Knesset committee meeting on subjects 
regarding children, and are an integral part 
of the entire legislation process. It is the only 
group in Israel that carries out such significant 
measures on behalf of all children in Israel.

Through its Education Center, the NCC 
aims to provide the knowledge and skills nec-
essary to promote and protect children’s rights 
by encouraging education and dialogue and by 
initiating educational programs and activities 
such as “The Children’s Rights Mobile Unit.” 
Reaching 20,000 elementary school children 
a year across the country, the Mobile Unit 
plays an instrumental role in raising children’s 
awareness about their rights and responsibili-
ties.

Many of the issues addressed by the 
Education Center are the direct results of the 
NCC’s constant and deep-rooted involvement 
with children through the Ombudsman pro-

gram. As a result of the organization’s flexible 
approach, it constantly adjusts its activities 
according to the needs of Israel’s children. 
For example, as a result of the large number 
of telephone calls the Ombudsman received 
from parents worried about the information 
their children are exposed to and are giving 
out, a program that deals specifically with 
Internet safety is now an integral part of the 
Children’s Rights Mobile Unit program.

Independent and objective
The NCC neither seeks nor receives gov-

ernment funding. This independence enables 
the organization to act in defense of the child’s 
best interests with no outside interference, 
guaranteeing that the organization’s activities 
are not driven by hidden agendas or other ex-
ternal forces, allowing them to retain objectiv-
ity and the freedom to act.

Explains Elizabeth Levy, the NCC’s 
Director of Resource Development, “as a re-
sult of this policy, our efforts depend solely 
on the generosity of foundations, businesses 
and individuals around the world. We call on 
those concerned with the wellbeing of Israel’s 
children to support our efforts.” According to 
Levy, “the organization focuses on the monu-
mental objective of ensuring that all children 
receive everything they require to develop and 
reach their full potential. The NCC’s compre-
hensive goals are put into action through the 
innovative projects it operates.”

Concludes Kadman, “Children are people, 
here and now, unconditionally, not once, not 
tomorrow. For children, the present is the 
foundation on which the future needs to be 
built. For many of the children in Israel, the 
present doesn’t promise anything.” 

However, thanks to a devoted, passionate 
and creative staff, the NCC continues to face 
these challenges and lead the struggle to safe-
guard Israel’s children, promote their rights 
and create long-term change in both policy 
and practice. W
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For more information about the National 
Council for the Child and for donations, 

please go to www.children.org.il, or contact 
ncc@children.org.il; Tel.: +972-2-6780606.

Far left: A picture 
drawn by a little girl 
during a period of 
unrest in Israel

Left: A paper doll 
made by a boy during 
a Children’s Rights 
Mobile Unit activity. 
Near a picture of the 
devil he wrote: “This is 
my Dad and he is evil”



Safeguarding
iSrael’S children
The National Council for the Child is Israel’s foremost 
advocate for the rights and well-being of children. 
An independent non-governmental organization 
funded entirely through donations, it promotes 
change in legislation and policy, as well as monitoring 
the quality of services for children, gathering data 
on Israeli children in general and children at risk in 
particular, and serving as a nationwide address for 
reporting children’s rights violations / liza rosenberg

O ne day, staffers at the National 
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school teacher who had discovered the severe 
distress of a new girl in her class. The teacher 
had visited the student’s home and had been 
shocked to discover the filthy and meager 
conditions in which the girl lived. Her mother 
- a single parent - was blind, and was raising 
five children alone. With no food in the kitch-
en and wearing ragged clothing, the children 
were responsible for all household chores. 
The mother disciplined her children by beat-
ing them with a stick.

On another occasion, they received a let-
ter from a Russian immigrant girl living and 
studying at a boarding school. She com-
plained that food was scarce, the conditions 
were unsanitary, and that she was the target 
of constant emotional abuse. Unfortunately, 
these two cases are far from unusual, and ev-
ery day the NCC receives new calls for help 
from desperate Israelis who rely on them to 
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disadvantaged, abused or whose rights have 
been infringed upon.
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ety of problems - from children who are sexu-
ally or physically abused to those unjustifiably 
arrested or taken advantage of at work. Other 
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to enforce legislation, the lack of appropriate 
educational and rehabilitation frameworks 
and supervision, and unsatisfactory educa-
tional, health and welfare services.

In order to cope with this dire reality, the 

NCC set up the Ombudsman for Children and 
Youth (OCY), which serves all sectors of the 
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and secular, rich and poor, native Israelis and 
immigrants. Established in 1990 to defend 
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cruelty, exploitation, deprivation, neglect and 
other forms of maltreatment, the OCY serves 
as an advocate for children in all aspects of 

their lives, whether at home, within the family, 
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“Children cannot make do with vague 
promises of a rosy future or fill themselves 
with obscure declarations of love. Children 
deserve, need and have the right to be treated 
as people. Children deserve, need and have 
the right to be invested in, to have us available 
to them, to be protected from harm. They de-
serve to be given the opportunity to grow and 
to be provided with a role model, every day, 
every hour, here and now,” asserts Dr. Yitzhak 

Kadman, Executive Director of the National 
Council for the Child (NCC). “We should rec-
ognize their uniqueness. We should be con-
cerned with their health, education, welfare 
and wellbeing. We should treat them with re-
spect. We should really listen to them and not 
do to them that which we hate.”

Support and encouragement
“Roi,” an eleven year-old boy, was required 

to testify against his friend in court after his 
friend attempted to rape Roi’s seven-year old 
sister. Disturbed by what her young son was 
being made to do, Roi’s mother called the 
NCC for advice, where she was referred to the 
Victim Assistance Program.

Following the trial, the volunteer who as-
sisted the family received the following letter: 
“Thank you for the effort you made to meet 
with us just before the trial. As a result of your 
guidance and explanations, you managed to 
calm us down. Thank you for standing with 
us (and for pushing us) at the entrance to the 
courtroom. Thank you for being with Roi 
during his most frightening moment (in front 
of the judges). I don’t know if anyone really 
understands or knows just how much you re-
ally help children unless they’ve been there 
themselves. Fortunately, you were there with 
me. Without your support, your patience and 
your encouraging explanations to Roi and me, 
I might have made mistakes along the way 
and I wouldn’t have known how to deal with 
Roi’s fears.”

Roi and hundreds of other child victims 
of crime are the “clients” of the NCC’s Child 
Victim Assistance Program, which accompa-
nies and provides aid to the child victim in 
order to reduce the stress involved in taking 
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of the entire legislation process. It is the only 
group in Israel that carries out such significant 
measures on behalf of all children in Israel.

Through its Education Center, the NCC 
aims to provide the knowledge and skills nec-
essary to promote and protect children’s rights 
by encouraging education and dialogue and by 
initiating educational programs and activities 
such as “The Children’s Rights Mobile Unit.” 
Reaching 20,000 elementary school children 
a year across the country, the Mobile Unit 
plays an instrumental role in raising children’s 
awareness about their rights and responsibili-
ties.

Many of the issues addressed by the 
Education Center are the direct results of the 
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with children through the Ombudsman pro-
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For example, as a result of the large number 
of telephone calls the Ombudsman received 
from parents worried about the information 
their children are exposed to and are giving 
out, a program that deals specifically with 
Internet safety is now an integral part of the 
Children’s Rights Mobile Unit program.

Independent and objective
The NCC neither seeks nor receives gov-

ernment funding. This independence enables 
the organization to act in defense of the child’s 
best interests with no outside interference, 
guaranteeing that the organization’s activities 
are not driven by hidden agendas or other ex-
ternal forces, allowing them to retain objectiv-
ity and the freedom to act.

Explains Elizabeth Levy, the NCC’s 
Director of Resource Development, “as a re-
sult of this policy, our efforts depend solely 
on the generosity of foundations, businesses 
and individuals around the world. We call on 
those concerned with the wellbeing of Israel’s 
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Levy, “the organization focuses on the monu-
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receive everything they require to develop and 
reach their full potential. The NCC’s compre-
hensive goals are put into action through the 
innovative projects it operates.”

Concludes Kadman, “Children are people, 
here and now, unconditionally, not once, not 
tomorrow. For children, the present is the 
foundation on which the future needs to be 
built. For many of the children in Israel, the 
present doesn’t promise anything.” 

However, thanks to a devoted, passionate 
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T he new children’s hospital aims to 
lead in all aspects of pediatrics on be-
half of the health and wellbeing of the 

youngsters of Israel and the Mediterranean 
region. In planning the new Ruth Hospital, 
architect Arad Sharon is fortunate to have 
found in RHCC’S leadership and the 
Rappaport family generous patrons appre-
ciative of his artistry. He has translated the 
donors’ vision for the new hospital into the 
language of contemporary structural design 
and added his personal love for the world of 
theater. The building he has planned is in-
tended, he says, to be playful but not infan-
tile and to appeal to children’s intuition and 
spontaneity.

The hospital’s 120 inpatient beds will be 
distributed among approximately 60 double-
occupancy (and some single-occupancy)
rooms, each with a divider for privacy’s sake. 
Parents will be provided with a comfortable 
bed, generous storage space, and a computer-
ized work station so that they may stay in touch 
with their places of employment while keeping 
vigil over their children. All rooms will provide 
a maximum view of the sea. Moreover, each 
hospital floor will be color coded and deco-
rated to express a particular theme from na-
ture, such as the blue “Ocean Floor” and green 

“Forest Floor.” The names of the floors evoke 
fairy tales where children make brave, magical 
journeys of self-discovery through worlds hid-
den from adult perception.

The architect suggests that one way of un-
derstanding the building’s use of interior space 
is to imagine an avocado whose pit has been 
removed. Wards and rooms will rise in tiers 
along the sides and back of the interior while 
the empty center will be filled with two atri-
ums, one on top of the other. The ground floor 
of the three-storey-high lower atrium will 
contain a lobby, children’s science museum, 

auditorium for movies and lectures, 
an Internet café and shops.

The following departments and 
units currently seek funding for in-
terior construction and the purchase 
of medical equipment: the Center 

for Juvenile Diabetes and Obesity, the Child 
Development Center (Pediatric Neurology 
Department), the Neonatal Intensive Care 
Unit, the Pediatric Intensive Care Unit, the 
Pediatric Cardiology Unit, the Pediatric 
Emergency Department and Outpatient Clinic, 
the Pediatric Hemato-Oncology Department, 
the Pediatric Nephrology Center, the Pediatric 
and Adolescent Psychiatry Department, and 
the Healing Gardens. W
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Iam so grateful to ENP and to my teach-
ers. Maybe one day I will be able to teach 
students who need extra help and my own 

story will help motivate them. If I can do it, 
anyone can.” The words of Melkamo, an 11th 
grade student, express in a nutshell what the 
ENP, the Ethiopian National Project, is all 
about: giving Ethiopian-Israeli youngsters 
the booster shot they need to succeed. It also 
builds bridges between the teenagers and their 
teachers and parents, their past and their fu-
ture.

Conceived in 2000 as a partnership between 
the Israeli government, world Jewry, and the 
Ethiopian-Israeli community to address the 
most pressing social and educational needs of 
Ethiopian-Israelis, it only got underway in 2004, 
with far less than the $330 million in matching 
funds originally envisaged. “We started at that 
time with $2 million raised by North American 
Jewry and funds made available by the Israeli 
government,” explains Dr. Nigist Mengesha, 
the program’s director general.

“Our surveys showed that the government 
and other organizations were already involved 
in employment projects, and a great deal was 
being put into education on the pre-school 
and elementary school levels. But there were 
many drop-outs among junior high and high 
school aged kids, and a more than 600% rise 
in juvenile delinquency. The percentage of 
matriculation eligibility was very low. So 
it was determined that ENP would focus on 
the 13-18 age group, teenagers in schools and 
youth at risk, and community empowerment,” 
she recounts. Later on, ENP also introduced a 
unique model for dealing with the critical is-
sue of domestic violence.

Fewer drop-outs
Since it was launched in the 2004-5 school 

year, the program has turned the statistics 
around for thousands of Ethiopian-Israeli 
teenagers. In 2007, 52.4% of Ethiopian-
Israeli students who participated in the ENP’s 
Scholastic Assistance Program were eligible 
for matriculation certificates, required for 
higher education, in contrast to only 37% of 

Ethiopian-Israeli students nation-wide.
Since the Project’s first Youth Outreach 

Centers were set up in 2005, there has been 
a 60% decrease in the number of Ethiopian-
Israeli youth with police files. “The drop-out 
rate has also been drastically reduced,” Dr. 
Mengesha states. “Fewer kids are going to 
boarding schools. More of them are getting 
into better high schools and earning higher 
level matriculation certificates,” she adds. 

More than that, as Melkamo’s remarks sug-
gest, the extra help he received from ENP has 
shown him and his fellow students that they 
have what it takes to succeed and that one day 
they will be able to give back to their commu-
nity. Working hand in hand with school staff, 
government ministries, organizations and the 
Ethiopian-Israeli community, ENP tackles the 
toughest problems facing Ethiopian-Israeli 
teenagers and helps them achieve their full 
potential.

Looking at the big picture, Dr. Mengesha 
declares: “We give them the chance to break 
the cycle of poverty.” With 68% living below 
the poverty line, the Ethiopian-Israeli popula-
tion, which currently numbers 120,000, has 
the country’s highest rate of poverty. Along 
with the social deprivation and problems of 
cultural transition, this continues to have a 
negative impact on the community’s 16,000 
youngsters in the 13-18 age group.

Role models
ENP’s approach is three-pronged. “We 

work in schools, in after-school programs and 
in the community to empower the youth as 
well as the Ethiopian-Israeli community as a 
whole,” Dr. Mengesha goes on to explain. To 
ensure continuity between the classroom and 
ENP’s Scholastic Assistance enrichment pro-
gram, they work directly with the principals 
and teachers in the schools where it operates.

All the Ethiopian-Israeli students in these 
schools are given the option of participating. 
An individual program is built for each one, 
and their progress and attendance are closely 
monitored. Contact is maintained with par-
ents and lunch is also provided. They work 

in small groups, six to a class, and they meet 
several times a week after school, getting help 
in math, English and language skills.

Youth counselors provide social and emo-
tional support, to supplement the intensive 
scholastic assistance provided. “Because the 
youth counselors are Ethiopian-Israelis who 
have completed academic degrees, they serve 
as role models,” Dr. Mengesha emphasizes. 
“One of the important by-products of our 
Scholastic Assistance program has been the 
breaking of negative stereotypes and changes 
in attitude among the non-Ethiopian-Israeli 
educators,” she notes.

Moreover, as scholastic abilities are boost-
ed, so is the self-image of the participants, 
and the community as a whole. “Until ENP, 
very few realized the high potential among 
Ethiopian-Israeli kids,” she adds.

ENP outsources all of its programs to 
providers such as Fidel, an Ethiopian-Israeli 
organization, the Association of Community 
Centers, ORT, and Branco-Weiss Institutes. 
“We employ field supervisors,” Dr. Mengesha 
explains, “who closely monitor and evaluate 
the activities.” Like most of the instructors 
working in ENP’s various programs, they are 
also academically-trained Ethiopian-Israelis.

Evaluation is an important component of 
ENP. “All of our objectives are measurable,” 
Dr. Mengesha points out. Indeed, ongoing 
evaluation reports have been prepared over 
the years. One piquant finding in the Myers-
JDC-Brookdale Institute evaluation of 2005-
2007 was that non-Ethiopian-Israeli students 
in schools where ENP operates wanted to par-
ticipate in the after-school program as well.

Community empowerment
“For youth at risk, ENP has set up Youth 

Bridging the gaps
The Ethiopian National Project (ENP) provides educational 
support, special programming in youth outreach centers and 
more to help Ethiopian-Israeli teens bridge scholastic and social 
gaps and integrate more fully into Israeli society / ilana Kraus
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Outreach Centers in the 26 communities 
where we operate. Local authorities make the 
buildings available to us and also take care of 
maintenance,” Dr. Mengesha explains. With a 
view to empowering youth and helping them 
take responsibility for their lives, the centers 
deal with social problems and school atten-
dance. They are equipped with computers and 
provide a wide variety of programming that 
attracts teenagers.

“We also work with parents, and strengthen 
the kids’ connection to Ethiopian Jewish cul-
ture. They come away with pride in their heri-
tage and enhanced self-esteem,” Dr. Mengesha 
adds. She also confirms that the centers have 
saved countless numbers of youngsters from 
drugs, delinquency and alcohol abuse.

The third component of ENP’s program is 
community empowerment. “We’re a bottom-
up approach,” Dr. Mengesha stresses. From 
its inception, ENP has involved members of 
the Ethiopian-Israeli community. Moreover, 
ENP’s program trains them to take on lead-
ership positions within the community and 
on the municipal level. Some have become 
involved in local government and sit on their 

city councils.
Not only do the ENP steering committees 

in each community have Ethiopian-Israeli 
representatives, but so does ENP’s Board of 
Directors. Dr. Mengesha notes that Netzigut, 
which represents 24 Ethiopian-Israeli orga-
nizations, is one of ENP’s partners. Stressing 
the importance of community empowerment, 
she declares that “change agents cannot come 
from the outside.”

Under the umbrella of its three major com-
ponents, ENP runs other programs, including 
ENP-Atidim for high achievers, school cultur-
al mediators, IDF preparation, parents’ work-
shops, alcohol and drug abuse prevention, 
leadership training and university scholar-
ships. University students who receive schol-
arship have to give 60 hours a year of work in 
return and often work with ENP programs.

The issue of domestic violence was given 
high priority in 2006-7, in the wake of increased 
spousal deaths. A special campaign was initi-
ated with funding from North American Jewry 
through the Jewish Federations of North 
America’s Israel Emergency Campaign. “We 
placed ten Amharic speaking social workers 

in domestic violence prevention centers,” ex-
plains Dr. Mengesha. “They received special 
training at Bar-Ilan University and after two 
years, the Ministry of Social Welfare incor-
porated them in their basket of services. We 
focused on ten locales and instituted round 
tables in these cities with the police, welfare 
authorities, and community organizations,” 
she adds. 

The focus was on raising consciousness 
and on prevention. Para-professionals have 
been trained to be on the lookout for family 
conflicts that could blow up. In addition to a 
radio and television campaign in Amharic, 
the program also recruited and trained com-
munity elders to provide traditional conflict 
resolution.

Lack of funds
A joint venture from the original concept to 

the financing and implementation, ENP was 
given a nine-year mandate to work with the 
community and help it solve its problems. In 
addition to the government of Israel and the 
representatives of the Ethiopian-Israeli orga-
nizations, ENP’s partners include the Jewish 
Federations of North America (formerly 
UJC), the Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI), 
the American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee in Israel and Keren Hayesod-UIA. 
It has stepped in to fill a vacuum, not to du-
plicate the efforts of others, Dr. Mengesha 
stresses.

“But,” she notes with obvious distress, “our 
funding has been cut dramatically and we 
have had to drop schools and communities. In 
2007-8 we were preparing almost 8,000 stu-
dents for matriculation, but only 4,000 kids in 
2008-9.” Due to lack of funds, ENP has had 
to pull out of schools in communities such 
as Migdal HaEmek and Upper Nazareth and 
entire cities, including Jerusalem and Haifa, 
while remaining in poorer cities, such as Afula 
and Beit Shean. “We don’t select specific chil-
dren, but target communities and schools,” 
she points out.

“It’s manageable to help 16,000 teenagers 
get on their feet,” concludes Dr. Mengesha. 
“The cost is just $1,000 per child. If we were 
able to reach one of every two teenagers for 
the coming four years, the transformation in 
Israel would be undeniable - but no one knows 
if we will get the funding we need.” W
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“We work in schools, 
in our Youth Outreach 
Centers and in the 
community to empower 
the youth as well as 
the Ethiopian-Israeli 
community as a whole”

Robert A. Cumins

Left: Participants in ENP’s 
Scholastic Assistance Program
Below: Girls at an ENP Youth 
Outreach Center perform at an 
ENP Ethiopian Cultural Benefit
Lower left: Children in Ashdod 
deliver jelly donuts to the needy 
during Hanukkah

For more information about the 
Ethiopian National Project, please visit 

www.enp.org.il.
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focused on ten locales and instituted round 
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conflicts that could blow up. In addition to a 
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the program also recruited and trained com-
munity elders to provide traditional conflict 
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the American Jewish Joint Distribution 
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It has stepped in to fill a vacuum, not to du-
plicate the efforts of others, Dr. Mengesha 
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have had to drop schools and communities. In 
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dents for matriculation, but only 4,000 kids in 
2008-9.” Due to lack of funds, ENP has had 
to pull out of schools in communities such 
as Migdal HaEmek and Upper Nazareth and 
entire cities, including Jerusalem and Haifa, 
while remaining in poorer cities, such as Afula 
and Beit Shean. “We don’t select specific chil-
dren, but target communities and schools,” 
she points out.

“It’s manageable to help 16,000 teenagers 
get on their feet,” concludes Dr. Mengesha. 
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