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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 (on) . . . recruiting persons with socioeconomic or cultural similarity to the client 
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 l ine . 1 These 
findings may place into question the 
array of progressive social welfare pro
grams and policies instituted in the pre-
and post-state periods. 2 

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. 

M e a s u r i n g P o v e r t y 

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. 3 

That puts the poverty line as defined by 
the National Insurance Institute at a 
gross of 14,000 I.S. for an individual 
and 45,000 I.S. for a family of four. 
This figure, as noted later in this study, 
does not include other welfare benefits. 

T h e increase of poverty in this coun
try is an outcome of diverse factors. For 

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 
l i n e . 4 By 1982 there were 4 6 , 5 0 0 
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 . 5 T h e 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. 6 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. T h e 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 
g o v e r n m e n t wants to curtail even 
further. 

T h o u g h 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." 7 Its 
success in dealing with poverty and its 
shortcomings are examined below. 

Project Renewal 

In October, 1977, the Israeli govern
ment a n n o u n c e d 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. T o 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 requirements call for local com
munities submitting an integrated plan 
where physical change be accompanied 
by social services and human service 
p lanning . 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
tion that they must become part of the 
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decision-making process. 8 This call has 
come from social workers and residents 
themselves. T h e former speak of "en
gaging paraprofessionals to enrich work 
in the local community." 9 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 deve lopment and viable 
community life depend on the active 
involvement of community members 
and on their self-functioning." 1 0 T h e 
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 l ives ." 

I n v o l v i n g local re s idents 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 
b r i n g i n g p o o r a n d d i s a d v a n t a g e d 
groups into the system and therefore a 
way of combatting poverty for specific 
target groups." 1 2 Indeed, directives for 
Project Renewal articulated by the Is
raeli Association of Social Workers 

speak of recruiting "block workers, club 
leaders, aids for the elderly, big brother 
and sister personnel to be employed in 
Project Renewal." 1 3 

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 b e t w e e n 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 . 1 4 

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 . 1 5 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 . 1 6 Social 
workers, because of their middle class 
orientation, do not fully understand 
poverty c l ients . 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, 

344 



J O U R N A L OF JEWISH C O M M U N A L SERVICE 

a n d i f so , w h a t is t h e n a t u r e o f that i m 
pact? A t this wr i t ing , a n u m b e r o f e m 
pirical s tud ie s are n e a r i n g c o m p l e t i o n t o 
d e t e r m i n e a n s w e r s to t h e s e q u e s t i o n s . A 
n u m b e r o f o b s e r v a t i o n s , h o w e v e r , are in 
o r d e r w h i c h s h o u l d p r o v i d e at least 
s o m e tentat ive a n s w e r s t o t h e s e q u e s 
t ions . 

A s m e n t i o n e d earl ier , r e s i d e n t par
t ic ipat ion in d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g , w h i c h is 
o n e o f t h e i d e o l o g i c a l pi l lars o f t h e p r o j 
ect , has b e c o m e a reality. I n t e r v i e w s by 
this wri ter in v a r i o u s s e t t l e m e n t s f r o m 
O f a k i m a n d N e t i v o t , in t h e S o u t h , t o B e t 
S h a n , in t h e N o r t h , b e a r this o u t . Resi
d e n t s t o g e t h e r wi th g o v e r n m e n t off i 
cials o n t h e project 's s t e e r i n g c o m m i t t e e 
are i n v o l v e d in var ious p h a s e s o f p l a n 
n i n g . P a r a p r o f e s s i o n a l s a r e c a r r y i n g 
a h o s t o f tasks, a c t i n g as m e d i a t o r s , 
b r o k e r s , a n d a d v o c a t e s f o r p o v e r t y 
g r o u p s . O n e o f t h e l o n g t e r m tests o f t h e 
project will b e w h e t h e r t h e r e s i d e n t s c a n 
o r g a n i z e to d e f e n d the ir in teres t s a n d 
p r e s s t h e i r d e m a n d s o n t h e i r c o m 
m u n i t i e s a n d t h e g o v e r n m e n t o n c e the ir 
spec ia l s tatus is w i t h d r a w n . M a n y per 
s o n s h a v e e x p r e s s e d the ir c o n c e r n for 
w h a t will h a p p e n to the ir n e i g h b o u r 
h o o d w h e n t h e pro jec t pu l l s o u t . 

I n m a n y c o m m u n i t i e s Pro jec t R e 
n e w a l f u n d s h a v e b e e n d i r e c t e d t o w a r d 
h e a d s t a r t p r o g r a m s w i t h p r e s c h o o l 
c h i l d r e n . I n a d d i t i o n , p a r e n t s h a v e 
t a k e n part in c o u r s e s a n d p r o g r a m m e s 
d e s i g n e d t o i m p r o v e t h e i r abil ity t o 
c o m m u n i c a t e wi th the ir c h i l d r e n a n d 
fos ter the ir overal l d e v e l o p m e n t . O n c e 
a g a i n , t h e i s sue is w h e t h e r t h e s e p r o 
g r a m s c a n b e s u s t a i n e d . F o r e x a m p l e , 
O f a k i m , w h i c h d e v e l o p e d a m o d e l 
head- s tar t p r o g r a m , is s t r u g g l i n g wi th a 
l arge p e r c e n t a g e o f s c h o o l d r o p o u t s in 
j u n i o r a n d h i g h s c h o o l p r o g r a m s . M a n y 
p a r e n t s h a v e w i t h d r a w n the ir c h i l d r e n 
f r o m the s c h o o l s y s t e m b e c a u s e o f its 
in fer ior qual i ty . 

I n m a n y w e l f a r e b u r e a u s add i t iona l 
h u m a n serv i ce p e r s o n n e l h a v e b e e n 

a d d e d to h e l p p o v e r t y fami l i e s . F o r 
e x a m p l e , in t h e A m i s h a v q u a r t e r o f 
P e t a h T i k v a , its 4 , 0 0 0 r e s i d e n t s h a v e ac
cess to t w e n t y a d d i t i o n a l social w o r k e r s , 
p a r a p r o f e s s i o n a l s , a n d o t h e r a ides . N o w 
that serv ices h a v e i n c r e a s e d , h o w e v e r , it 
is i m p o r t a n t to crea te c i t izen a w a r e n e s s 
o f the ir p u r p o s e a n d f u n c t i o n . 

W h a t is p e r h a p s m o s t s tr ik ing is t h e 
social uti l i t ies w h i c h h a v e e m e r g e d in 
l ight o f Project R e n e w a l . T h e A m i s h a v 
q u a r t e r o f P e t a h T i k v a h p r o v i d e s a 
g o o d e x a m p l e . A m i s h a v is t h e " t w i n n e d 
c o m m u n i t y " o f C h i c a g o , w i th t h e latter's 
J e w i s h c o m m u n i t y h a v i n g p l e d g e d f o u r 
mi l l i on do l lars for R e n e w a l . T h e s e a n d 
g o v e r n m e n t f u n d s h a v e p r o v i d e d : 

. . . 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 y e a r . 1 7 

A major c o n c e r n at A m i s h a v , l ike 
m a n y o t h e r c o m m u n i t i e s , re lates to its 
re s idua l qual i ty . Will c o m m u n i t i e s b e 
ab le to re ta in the ir p r o g r e s s in l ight o f 
t h e project 's g r a d u a l p h a s i n g o u t a n d 
g o v e r n m e n t d e c r e a s e in e x p e n d i t u r e ? 
W h e t h e r it c a n sus ta in its i n n o v a t i v e 
p r o g r a m s is a test w h i c h faces c i t izens 
a n d social p l a n n e r s al ike. 

S t r u c t u r a l S o l u t i o n s 

T h e r e d u c t i o n o f p o v e r t y c a n b e 
v i e w e d in t w o m a j o r d i m e n s i o n s : t h e 
clinical a n d t h e s tructural . O u r in teres t is 
pr imar i ly t h e latter , s ince o n l y a c o m 
p r e h e n s i v e a p p r o a c h c a n mi t iga te p o v 
erty. A n u m b e r o f s tructural c h a n g e s 
h a v e a l r e a d y c o m m e n c e d in this c o u n 
try, a n d t h e y s h o u l d b e e n c o u r a g e d to 
c o n t i n u e . T h e g o v e r n m e n t , t h r o u g h 
Project R e n e w a l , h a s in e s s e n c e b e c o m e 
t h e e m p l o y e r o f a g r o w i n g n u m b e r o f 
p e r s o n s w h o a re p o o r . T h e y are e m -
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p l o y e d as a ids t o t h e e lder ly , s erve as 
ass is tants to social w o r k e r s , a n d act as 
m e d i a t o r s a n d a d v o c a t e s to t h e p o o r . 
T h e n e x t s t e p is for t h e g o v e r n m e n t t o 
c r e a t e c a r e e r s in su f f i c i ent n u m b e r s t o 
m a k e w o r k avai lable to t h e s e p e r s o n s . 
T h e s e a p p r o a c h e s are m o r e real ist ic 
t h a n p r o p o s i n g a g u a r a n t e e d i n c o m e 
i n d e p e n d e n t o f w o r k , or s t i m u l a t i n g 
e c o n o m i c g r o w t h at the rate o f f ive p e r 
c e n t a year . I n Israe l , e c o n o m i c g a i n s 
h a v e b e e n w i p e d o u t by in f la t ion , a n d 
t h e p o o r are the m o s t v u l n e r a b l e to in 
f la t ionary spirals . T o s u g g e s t a g u a r a n 
t e e d i n c o m e in l i eu o f w o r k is l ikewise 
u n r e a l . I n this c o u n t r y t h e work e th ic is 
still s u p r e m e . 

Cer ta in ly t h e r e are m o r e i m m e d i a t e 
a p p r o a c h e s w h i c h p l a n n e r s m a y c o n 
s ider in a t tack ing p o v e r t y . A t this writ
i n g , t h e T r e a s u r y is a d v o c a t i n g r e d u c 
t ion in t h e e n t i r e e c o n o m y , i n c l u d i n g 
t h o s e o f w e l f a r e e x p e n d i t u r e s . M o r e 
specif ical ly , t h e T r e a s u r y has s u g g e s t e d 
that a l l o c a t i o n s o f t h e N a t i o n a l I n 
s u r a n c e I n s t i t u t e , s u c h as c h i l d r e n ' s 
a l l o w a n c e s a n d o l d a g e p e n s i o n s , b e cut 
or t a x e d . T h i s i n d e e d w o u l d save t h e 
T r e a s u r y mi l l i ons o f shkalim, b u t p l a c e 
t h e s e h igh-r i sk g r o u p s e v e n f u r t h e r i n t o 
p o v e r t y . 

A s for ch i ldren ' s a l l o w a n c e s , t h e y d o 
n o t s erve a w e l f a r e f u n c t i o n , e x c e p t for 
f a m i l i e s w i th l o w i n c o m e s a n d w i t h 
m a n y c h i l d r e n . F o r fami l i e s w i t h in 
c o m e s h i g h e n o u g h to b e t a x e d , t h e 
ch i ldren ' s a l l o w a n c e s are a n o t h e r n a m e 
for tax d e d u c t i o n s for d e p e n d e n t s . R e 
g a r d i n g o l d a g e p e n s i o n s , o n e q u e s t i o n s 
t h e ra t iona le o f the g o v e r n m e n t in re 
d u c i n g p a y m e n t s t o a g r o u p that a l ready 
h a s a l o w i n c o m e a n d w h o s e e x p e n s e s 
f o r basic n e e d s s u c h as f o o d a n d m e d i c a l 
c a r e h a v e a l ready i n c r e a s e d t h r e e - f o l d 
in t h e pas t f e w m o n t h s . T o c o m p o u n d 
t h e m a t t e r e v e n m o r e t h e r e is t h e T r e a 
sury's o p p o s i t i o n to t h e N a t i o n a l I n s u r 
a n c e Inst i tute 's d e m a n d s to p r o v i d e the 

l o w i n c o m e e l d e r l y wi th full c o m p e n s a 
t ion f o r t h e d r a m a t i c p r i c e r ises . 

It is r a t h e r s u r p r i s i n g that in Israel 
t h e i s sue o f r e d i s t r i b u t i o n c o n t i n u e s t o 
b e e v a d e d . T r a n s f e r s y s t e m s , w h i c h a re 
e i t h e r vert ical ly e x e c u t e d [ t h o s e w h o 
h a v e m o r e c h a n n e l t h e i r m o n e y 
t h r o u g h a tax s y s t e m to t h o s e w h o h a v e 
less ] o r red i s t r ibut ion o n a h o r i z o n t a l 
bas i s [ t h o s e w i t h f e w e r d e p e n d e n t s 
c o n t r i b u t e t h r o u g h t h e tax s y s t e m t o 
t h o s e w h o h a v e m o r e d e p e n d e n t s ] , a re 
p r o g r e s s i v e a n d c o u l d wel l r e d u c e p o v 
erty substant ia l ly . 

I n c o n c l u s i o n , o n e c a n n o t l e a v e t h e 
i s sue o f p o v e r t y w i t h o u t a w o r d a b o u t 
t h e pol i t ical d i m e n s i o n . T h e r e c e n t N a 
t iona l I n s u r a n c e I n s t i t u t e r e p o r t o n 
p o v e r t y has b e e n s u p p o r t e d , a n d ar
t i cu la ted dramat ica l ly by t h e Tami coal i
t i on party . Tami's p l a t f o r m f r o m its 
e s t a b l i s h m e n t in t h e last e l e c t i o n has a d 
v o c a t e d g r e a t e r bene f i t s f o r low i n c o m e 
fami l i e s a n d , in part icu lar , t h o s e f r o m 
S e p h a r d i c b a c k g r o u n d . T h e par ty h a s 
c o n t i n u a l l y t h r e a t e n e d l e a v i n g t h e g o v 
e r n m e n t if t h e p o o r w e r e n o t p r o p 
erly c o m p e n s a t e d . T h o u g h c o m p r i s i n g 
o n l y t h r e e K n e s s e t m e m b e r s , t h e y h a v e 
t h e p o w e r to b r i n g d o w n t h e g o v e r n 
m e n t b e c a u s e o f t h e p r e s e n t coa l i t ion 
s t r u c t u r e . T h e y h a v e ut i l i zed this l ever
a g e pol i t ical ly in a d v o c a t i n g w e l f a r e for 
t h e p o o r a n d i n d i g e n t . P l a n n e r s m a y 
wel l take this vital f o r c e i n t o c o n s i d e r a 
t ion . 

Summary 

T h e g r o w i n g p o v e r t y rate in Israel is 
i n d e e d r e a s o n for c o n c e r n . B u t as n o t e d 
in this p a p e r , it is wel l to c o n s i d e r t h e 
v a r i o u s d i m e n s i o n s that w o u l d p l a c e this 
p r o b l e m in its p r o p e r c o n t e x t . I s s u e s 
s u c h as ca lcu la t ing un iversa l serv ices 
a n d a m e n i t i e s w o u l d p r e s e n t a m o r e 
b a l a n c e d statistical p i c t u r e o f the p o o r in 
this c o u n t r y . T h e c o n t r i b u t i o n o f Proj -
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ect R e n e w a l m u s t a lso b e c o n s i d e r e d . 

T h e i m p a c t by a smal l b u t art iculate 

pol it ical party has g i v e n h o p e to fami l ies 

a n d t o soc ie ty that a d v o c a c y for the p o o r 

is a real ity. It a l so has b e e n s u g g e s t e d 

that s tructural a p p r o a c h e s are r e q u i r e d , 

a n d p e r h a p s m o s t i m p o r t a n t , a basic 

va lu e c h a n g e in soc ie ty w h i c h focuse s o n 

red i s t r ibut ion . I n t h e final analys is , Is

rael's s t r e n g t h c a n o n l y b e a s s u r e d if 

b o t h its o u t e r secur i ty a n d i n n e r wel l -

b e i n g ar e v i g o r o u s l y d e f e n d e d . 
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