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Integrated planning has focused on local citizen participation and recognition that they
must become part of the decision-making process (in combatting poverty) . . . Particular focus

has been (om) . ..
population.

The growth of poverty in Israel has
brought hardship to its citizens and con-
cern to social planners. A recent Na-
tional Insurance Institute report pro-
jected that in early 1984 a half million
persons, or a quarter of the population,
was below the poverty line.! These
findings may place into question the
array of progressive social welfare pro-
grams and policies instituted in the pre-
and post-state periods.?

This essay will attempt to place the
issue of poverty in its proper perspective
by exploring its various dimensions: ex-
amining programs which have been
created to deal with the poor and rec-
ommending guidelines for policymak-
ers whose concern is the welfare of all its
citizens.

Measuring Poverty

It is important to note at the outset
that poverty in Israel is a relative indi-
cator and not an absolute measure of
need. In practice the criterion works out
to about 20 percent or less of the gross
average wage, which at this writing is
estimated by the National Insurance
Institute to be 70,000 Israeli Shekel.?
That puts the poverty line as defined by
the National Insurance Institute at a
gross of 14,000 1.S. for an individual
and 45,000 1.S. for a family of four.
This figure, as noted later in this study,
does not include other welfare benefits.

The increase of poverty in this coun-
try is an outcome of diverse factors. For
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recruiting persons with socioeconomic or cultural similarity to the client

one thing, many working families were
pushed below the poverty line because
of the erosion of child allowances and
other benefits. For example, a child
allowance credit is today worth half of
what it earned in 1975,

In addition, an increase in poverty is
due to the dramatic inflation rate and it
is further compounded by the treasury’s
reluctance to adjust tax brackets quickly
enough. This delay has influenced all
income levels, but has particularly af-
fected the working families in lower in-
come groups. Because the tax threshold
has been steadily decreasing in real
terms, wage earners at the bottom of the
income scale are paying more taxes now
than they did in the past.

Israel has seen an increase in poverty
since 1979. At that time 6.3 percent, or
34,200 families, were below the poverty
line.* By 1982 there were 46,500
families in poverty, or 8.1 percent of the
total families in this country, and by
1984, Israel's poverty population had
reached 500,000 people.®* The latter
persons comprise 200,000 members of
working families (half the number being
children) and 300,000 widows, aged,
and disabled.

These figures are dramatic in them-
selves, but for purposes of clarity they
are balanced by a host of benefits that
poverty families receive. There are of
course the social utilities such as free
education and other universal services,
but, additionally, programs which are
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specifically for the poor. These include
in-kind programs ranging from free
day-care to clothing allowances and
medical services financed through the
National Insurance Institute.

In calculating poverty, cash benefits
serve as its major criterion. It can be
argued that the poverty picture would
look different if a shekel value were
placed on benefits received by low-
income families. Furthermore, social
welfare planners at present lack a com-
prehensive set of indicators that would
show to what extent these services have
actually improved the condition of the
poor relative to other groups. Such indi-
cators would put the statistical concept
of poverty which focuses on income in
its proper perspective. This has not
been evaluated to date though compar-
ative data from the United States are
helpful.

For example, in 1979 the United
States Senate asked the Census Bureau
to put a dollar value on the benefits re-
ceived by low-income families. Studying
the 1979 data, the Bureau concluded
that if all government benefits at their
full market value were considered as in-
come, the number of families defined as
poor would decrease 42 percent, from
23.6 million to 13.6 million.® Experts
admitted, however, that there is a mis-
leading factor in their calculation: medi-
cal services accounted for 75 percent of
all non-cash benefits. While these ser-
vices are critical for the poor, they do
not help lift families above the poverty
line. But even if Medicaid and Medicare
were excluded, the number of those de-
fined as poor would drop 16 percent if
the market value of their housing and
food benefits were considered

Within Israel, the U.S. recalculation
has been used by coalition and opposi-
tion members alike. The former argue
that poverty is less of a national problem
than persons have thought. The latter

suggest that the figures prove the im-
portance of social programs that the
government wants to curtail even
further.

Though poverty may be argued from
various directions, it is clear that in the
past six years a major structural change
has taken place in dealing with poverty.
This is reflected in the country’s most
ambitious program, entitled Project Re-
newal. Jaffe has noted that “Project Re-
newal is the most important social en-
terprise to appear on the Israeli and the
Diaspora scene in the last 20 years.”? Its
success in dealing with poverty and its
shortcomings are examined below.

Project Renewal

In October, 1977, the Israeli govern-
ment announced an ambitious and
comprehensive project to rehabilitate
160 neighbourhood communities, en-
compassing over 70,000 families, in-
cluding some 300,000 people, at a cost
of approximately one hundred million
dollars. Project Renewal was the name
given to this program.

An interdisciplinary effort among ar-
chitects, planners, and social workers
sought to rehabilitate poverty neigh-
bourhoods. Today, progress as well
as shortcomings remain. To begin with,
there is recognition that Project Re-
newal can only succeed if there is
continuity and integration of physical
and social service planning. Project Re-
newal fequirements call for local com-
munities submitting an integrated plan
where physical change be accompanied
by social services and human service
planning. Physical services without
planning of parallel social services will
inevitably perpetrate the poverty cycle.
This planning has in the main been ac-
complished.

Integrated planning has focused on
local citizen participation and recogni-
tton that they must become part of the
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decision-making process.® This call has
come from social workers and residents
themselves. The former speak of “en-
gaging paraprofessionals to enrich work
in the local community.”® Particular
focus has been upon the indigenous
paraprofessional. That is, recruiting
persons with socioeconomic or cultural
similarity to the client population. In-
deed, citizens have a basic right to take
part in the planning and operation of
programs relevant to their lives. Persons
living in Ofakim, a development town in
the Northern Negev region of Israel,
for example, declare that “effective
community development and viable
community life depend on the active
involvement of community members
and on their self-functioning.”’® The
involvement of local residents in the
process of change is not only considered
a sound practice principle, but is viewed
as central to a democratic society. In this
context, Nisbet has noted:
If there is to be a citizenship in the useful and
creative sense of the word, it must have its
footing in the groups and associations and lo-
calities in which we spend our lives.!!
Involving local residents in the
decision-making process has become a
sine qua non for implementation of pro-
grams. Project Renewal has stipulated
that local residents must partake in
steering committees before programs
can be enacted. This achievement is no
less important than physical change,
which is so salient to the project.
Another dimension which should be
noted and is often overlooked relates to
the increasing number of paraprofes-
sionals who have been recruited to the
program. In a sense this is investment in
human capital “Which is one way of
bringing poor and disadvantaged
groups into the system and therefore a
way of combatting poverty for specific
target groups.”!? Indeed, directives for
Project Renewal articulated by the Is-
raeli Association of Social Workers

344

POVERTY IN ISRAEL

speak of recruiting “block workers, club
leaders, aids for the elderly, big brother
and sister personnel to be employed in
Project Renewal.”??

Citizen participation and manpower
needs were central but not exclusive
factors in recruiting indigenous person-
nel. It was also recognized that the use
of paraprofessionals was an outcome of
the disparity between cultural dif-
ferences between professionals and
their clients. A study by Sali and Harel
indicated that almost 50 percent of pro-
fessionals in this country are from
Europe and America, 40 percent from
Israel, and the remaining ten percent
from Oriental countries.!*

When this study was undertaken, in
1975, 156,300 persons were on public
welfare. Of these, 63 percent were from
Asia and Africa, 27 percent from
Europe, and only nine percent were na-
tive to Israel.’® This trend continued in
1977, when welfare clients from Africa
and Asia comprised 62 percent and per-
sons from Europe 28 percent, and the
group from America only ten percent.

These findings suggest a wide gap
between professional and client ethnic
makeup, with its implications explored
in a recent study by Etgar.!'® Social
workers, because of their middle class
orientation, do not fully understand
poverty clients. Etgar points to a
number of discrepancies, including dif-
fering expectations of treatment; moti-
vation for change; a broad gap in cul-
tural orientations; and vast problems of
access. It was felt that recruiting poverty
persons would bring them into the work
force, enable them to assist profession-
als, and facilitate understanding of their
community culture and clients.

A central issue that is raised by all
persons involved in Project Renewal
after seven years of trials and tribula-
tions relates to the effectiveness and ef-
ficacy of the program. Has it worked?
Has it made any impact upon poverty,
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and if so, what is the nature of that im-
pact? At this writing, a number of em-
pirical studies are nearing completion to
determine answers to these questions. A
number of observations, however, are in
order which should provide at least
some tentative answers to these ques-
tions.

As mentioned earlier, resident par-
ticipation in decision-making, which is
one of the ideological pillars of the proj-
ect, has become a reality. Interviews by
this writer in various settlements from
Ofakim and Netivot, in the South, to Bet
Shan, in the North, bear this out. Resi-
dents together with government offi-
cials on the project’s steering committee
are involved in various phases of plan-
ning. Paraprofessionals are carrying
a host of tasks, acting as mediators,
brokers, and advocates for poverty
groups. One of the long term tests of the
project will be whether the residents can
organize to defend their interests and
press their demands on their com-
munities and the government once their
special status is withdrawn. Many per-
sons have expressed their concern for
what will happen to their neighbour-
hood when the project pulls out.

In many communities Project Re-
newal funds have been directed toward
headstart programs with preschool
children. In addition, parents have
taken part in courses and programmes
designed to improve their ability to
communicate with their children and
foster their overall development. Once
again, the issue is whether these pro-
grams can be sustained. For example,
Ofakim, which developed a model
head-start program, is struggling with a
large percentage of school dropouts in
junior and high school programs. Many
parents have withdrawn their children
from the school system because of its
inferior quality.

In many welfare bureaus additional
human service personnel have been

added to help poverty families. For
example, in the Amishav quarter of
Petah Tikva, its 4,000 residents have ac-
cess to twenty additional social workers,
paraprofessionals, and other aides. Now
that services have increased, however, it
is important to create citizen awareness
of their purpose and function.

What is perhaps most striking is the
social utilities which have emerged in
light of Project Renewal. The Amishav
quarter of Petah Tikvah provides a
good example. Amishav is the “twinned
community” of Chicago, with the latter’s
Jewish community having pledged four
million dollars for Renewal. These and
government funds have provided:

... gardens and landscaping in the parks along
the main streets and between housing devel-
opments; a comprehensive family health cen-
ter; offices for the welfare bureau; clubs for
the youth and elderly; major renovations on
the neighbourhood’s four synagogues. ... a
new community centre has been operating
since last year.'?

A major concern at Amishav, like
many other communities, relates to its
residual quality. Will communities be
able to retain their progress in light of
the project’s gradual phasing out and
government decrease in expenditure?
Whether it can sustain its innovative
programs is a test which faces citizens
and social planners alike.

Structural Solutions

The reduction of poverty can be
viewed in two major dimensions: the
clinical and the structural. Our interest is
primarily the latter, since only a com-
prehensive approach can mitigate pov-
erty. A number of structural changes
have already commenced in this coun-
try, and they should be encouraged to
continue. The government, through
Project Renewal, has in essence become
the employer of a growing number of
persons who are poor. They are em-
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ployed as aids to the elderly, serve as
assistants to social workers, and act as
mediators and advocates to the poor.
The next step is for the government to
create careers in sufficient numbers to
make work available to these persons.
These approaches are more realistic
than proposing a guaranteed income
independent of work, or stimulating
economic growth at the rate of five per-
cent a year. In Israel, economic gains
have been wiped out by inflation, and
the poor are the most vulnerable to in-
flationary spirals. To suggest a guaran-
teed income in lieu of work is likewise
unreal. In this country the work ethic is
still supreme.

Certainly there are more immediate
approaches which planners may con-
sider in attacking poverty. At this writ-
ing, the Treasury is advocating reduc-
tion in the entire economy, including
those of welfare expenditures. More
specifically, the Treasury has suggested
that allocations of the National In-
surance Institute, such as children’s
allowances and old age pensions, be cut
or taxed. This indeed would save the
Treasury millions of shkalim, but place
these high-risk groups even further into
poverty.

As for children’s allowances, they do
not serve a welfare function, except for
families with low incomes and with
many children. For families with in-
comes high enough to be taxed, the
children’s allowances are another name
for tax deductions for dependents. Re-
garding old age pensions, one questions
the rationale of the government in re-
ducing payments to a group that already
has a low income and whose expenses
for basic needs such as food and medical
care have already increased three-fold
in the past few months. To compound
the matter even more there is the Trea-
sury’s opposition to the National Insur-
ance Institute’s demands to provide the

346

POVERTY IN ISRAEL

low income elderly with full compensa-
tion for the dramatic price rises.

It is rather surprising that in Israel
the issue of redistribution continues to
be evaded. Transfer systems, which are
either vertically executed [those who
have more channel their money
through a tax system to those who have
less] or redistribution on a horizontal
basis [those with fewer dependents
contribute through the tax system to
those who have more dependents], are
progressive and could well reduce pov-
erty substantially.

In conclusion, one cannot leave the
issue of poverty without a word about
the political dimension. The recent Na-
tional Insurance Institute report on
poverty has been supported, and ar-
ticulated dramatically by the Tami coali-
tion party. Tami’s platform from its
establishment in the last election has ad-
vocated greater benefits for low income
families and, in particular, those from
Sephardic background. The party has
continually threatened leaving the gov-
ernment if the poor were not prop-
erly compensated. Though comprising
only three Knesset members, they have
the power to bring down the govern-
ment because of the present coalition
structure. They have utilized this lever-
age politically in advocating welfare for
the poor and indigent. Planners may
well take this vital force into considera-
tion,

Summary

The growing poverty rate in Israel is
indeed reason for concern. But as noted
in this paper, it is well to consider the
various dimensions that would place this
problem in its proper context. Issues
such as calculating universal services
and amenities would present a more
balanced statistical picture of the poor in
this country. The contribution of Proj-
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ect Renewal must also be considered.
The impact by a small but articulate
political party has given hope to families
and to society that advocacy for the poor
is a reality. It also has been suggested
that structural approaches are required,
and perhaps most important, a basic
value change in society which focuses on
redistribution. In the final analysis, Is-
rael’s strength can only be assured if
both its outer security and inner well-
being are vigorously defended.

References

1. A mimeographed statement forwarded to the
Knesset in January, 1984, by the National In-
surance Institute.

2. Note Ruben Schindler, “Welfare and Work in
Israel: A Case Study.” Social Service Review,
Vol. 55, No. 4, December, 1981, pp. 636-648;
Ruben Schindler, “Reform and Welfare Pol-
icy: The Contribution of Henrietta Szold.”
Journal of Jewish Communal Service, Vol. LVIII,
No. 2 (Winter, 1981-2), pp. 143-149

3. In mid-February, 1984, one U.S. dollar
equalled 130 I.S.

4. “Annual Survey National Insurance Insti-
tute,” Jerusalem, Bureau of Research and
Planning, 1982, pp. 33-68.

5. “Report of National Insurance Institute to the
Knesset,” 1984, Mimeo.

6. “Redefining Poverty,” Time, January, 3, 1982.

7. Eliezer D. Jaffe, “Project Renewal: An In-
sider’s View.” Journal of Jewish Communal Ser-
vice, Vol. LVII, No. 2, (Winter, 1980), pp.
181-184.

8. Israel Social Worker Newsletter, Israel, 1981
(Hebrew).

9. “Directions of Project Renewal, April, 1981”
Israel Association of Social Workers, pp. 1-11
(Hebrew).

10. Project Education and Community Development.
Institute for Education and Community Develop-
ment, Negev Regional College, Ofakim 1982,
p- 2.

11. Robert Nisbet, Twilight of Authority. Oxford
University Press, 1975, pp. 286-287.

12. Ralph Dolgoff and Donald Feldstein, Under-
standing Social Welfare. New York: Harper &
Row, 1980, p. 158.

13. Directions, Op. Cit., p. 1-11.

14. Y. Sali and I. Harel, Survey of Israeli Social
Workers. Jerusalem: Ministry of Social Wel-
fare, 1974/75.

15. Social Statistics Israel Yearbook. Jerusalem: Gov-
ernment Printing Office, 1977, pp. 3-8.

16. T. Etgar, Aids and Paraprofessionals as Support
Personnel in Family Development. Jerusalem:
Department of Social Welfare, 1977, pp.
1-50.

17. For a detailed description of Project Renewal
in Amishav, note Charles Hoffman, “Interim
Report.” Jerusalem Post Magazine, February 17,
1984, pp. 8-10.

347




