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After the fall of communism there was a socio-economic-political breakdown ajfecting all 
areas of life. The JDC worked to provide immediate relief in a way that would foster the 
rebuilding ofa Jewish communal infrastructure. The Hesed centers fulfill those aims and are 
based on the principles of voluntarism, Yiddishkeit, and a community orientation. 

K A T A S T R O I K A 

The term "katastroika," a hybrid of "pere­
stroika" (meaning rebuilding or restruc­

turing) and "catastrophe" originally coined 
by Zinoviev, (Ellman, 1994), captures the 
dimension of the social crisis in the former 
Soviet Union (FSU) following the collapse 
of communism. The socio-economic-polid-
cal breakdown encompassed all spheres of 
life: health and welfare services disintegrated 
(Field & Twigg, 2000; Leitch, 1997), pen­
sions and salaries were reduced to sums not 
sufficient to cover food (Rouge, 2000) , med­
ications became unavailable or prohibitively 
expensive, and savings were wiped out by 
hyperinflafion (Rush & Welsh, 1996). Virtu­
ally the entire populafion was left without a 
meaningful safety net (Field & Twigg, 
2000). The blow was pardcularly painful to 
the needy and the aged (Papidus, 1995). This 
led to a drastic reduction in life expectancy 
(Breev, 1998), widespread poverty, pockets 
of hunger, increased crime, and a rise in 
unemployment (Field, 2000) . Many viewed 
the situation that succeeded the collapse of 
communism as a post-disaster chaodc situa­
tion (Field & Twigg, 2000) . 

Prior to the collapse of communism, the 
Soviet state provided a relatively stable so­
cial safety net. Through an intricate system 
of enddements and eligibilides, it took care 
of virtually all the physical needs of the 
population more or less effectively from 
birth to death. 

The collapse of the totalitarian state and 
the disintegrafion of its ideological, insdtu-
tional, and economic foundadons, as well as 
the basic family structure, created a crisis 
situation in each of these areas, with far-
reaching consequences for the populadon as 
a whole and the elderly in particular. 

T h e I n s t i t u t i o n a l C r i s i s 

During the communist era, welfare ser­
vices constituted a contradicdon in terms. A 
welfare case could not exist in a state that by 
definition cares for everyone. After the 
breakdown of communism, the existing 
health and welfare services, including hospi­
tals, polychnics, and personal services of the 
Sobes (Soviet welfare ministry), deteriorated 
rapidly due to a lack of resources and mis­
management. The medical care system was 
on the verge of disintegration. 
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T h e E c o n o m i c C r i s i s 

The transformation from communism to a 
free market economy was fol lowed by rapid 
inflation and the rising cost of services for­
merly provided free of charge by the state. 
While inflation obliterated personal savings, 
government salaries and pensions became 
not only insufficient for the purchase of food 
and other basic services but were also often 
paid only after a delay of many months. 
Social retirement funds, which were con­
trolled by the state, were inadequate to meet 
spiraling needs. 

T h e F a m i l y 

During the communist regime, the family 
was legally required to support its members 
and played a major role in social welfare 
(Hegelson, 1989). The aging of the popula­
tion and the disintegration of the extended 
family have increased the vulnerability of the 
elderly. Fol lowing perestroika, with its ac­
celerated emigration and freedom of move­
ment, the elderly, particularly the Jewish el­
derly, were left behind while their children 
migrated to the west or moved from the 
periphery to big cities. 

I N T E R V E N T I O N B Y T H E A M E R I C A N 

J E W I S H J O I N T D I S T R I B U T I O N 

C O M M I T T E E ( J D C ) 

The JDC is an American non-governmen­
tal organization (McPeak, 1999) and func­
tions as the overseas arm of the American 
Jewish community. Since its establishment 
in 1914, JDC's mission has been to assist 
distressed Jewish communities throughout 
the world, and has a long history of post-
crisis interventions. 

In the Soviet Union, the JDC operated 
from the 1920s to 1935, when Stalin banned 
its activities on grounds of its association 
with the imperialist United States and Zion­
ism. In 1989, the JDC was one of the first 
foreign organizations to re-establish its pres­
ence in the former Soviet Union after the 
collapse of the communist regime. The main 
goals of the JDC in the FSU were ( I ) to 

assist in the development of Jewish commu­
nal infrastructure, (2) to reconnect the Jewish 
populadon to the Jewish people, and (3) to 
provide immediate material assistance to the 
most needy Jewish population, particularly 
the elderly. 

In October 1991, in response to the crisis 
situation and the diverse needs of elderly and 
disabled members of the Jewish community, 
the JDC initiated a relief and welfare opera­
don with a massive food distribution pro­
gram among the elderly of the FSU. The 
dilemma faced was how to integrate the ini­
dal emergency response, which included 
such material assistance as delivery of food 
packages, with the long-term goal of capac­
ity development. 

It was possible to identify unstructured 
manifestations of solidarity among the vol­
unteers in the Jewish community. However, 
it soon became evident that this solidarity 
derived not only from their desire to assist 
fellow Jews but also from an unconscious 
desire to recreate a Jewish community and a 
Jewish identity. Therefore, immediate efforts 
were made to create congenial structures for 
volunteers to develop a sense of community. 

The following intervention strategy was 
formulated: 

1. Food package distribudon was to be 
used not only to relieve hunger but also 
to assess the overall needs of the popu­
lation, to establish a database, and to 
map the geographic distribution of the 
Jewish population. 

2. Local groups were entmsted with food 
distribution, despite their lack of experi­
ence. Where no local groups existed, ef­
forts were made to organize them (ca­
pacity building). Direct intervention by 
JDC was to be avoided. 

3. The initial food distribution program 
was directed toward the identification 
and mobilization of volunteers in order 
to facilitate the welfare operation. 

4. The intervention in general and food dis­
tribution activities in particular also 
aimed to reconnect volunteers and cli­
ents to Jewish tradition. 
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T H E H E S E D M O D E L 

Using tiie experience gained from tfie 
food distribution activities and based on lo­
cal condidons, the Hesed model was devel­
oped as an attempt to foster local community 
infrastructure in the area of welfare. It is 
based on the following assumptions: 

• Welfare and welfare structures must serve 
as vehicles for community building. 

• All other community structures should be 
viewed and if possible mobilized as levers 
for the promotion of welfare. 

• Welfare and welfare structures must serve 
as vehicles for the promotion of volunta­
rism. 

. Welfare activities should be based on 
Jewish values and traditions {Yiddishkeit). 
Jewish content must be incorporated into 
all activities. 

• The provision of welfare services must be 
conducted according to high professional 
standards. 

The Hesed center was thus developed as a 
multifunctional outreach service organiza­
tion, based on three principles—voluntarism, 
Yiddishkeit, and community orientation. 

The services provided by Hesed relate to 
all aspects of the human condition. They 
include health and medical services, feeding, 
winter relief, home care, social clubs, emer­
gency assistance to individuals in crisis, ac­
tivities for volunteers, educational activities, 
and intergenerational programs encompass­
ing elderly, young mothers, and children. 
Services are provided on the premises, as 
well as on an outreach basis. 

V o l u n t a r i s m 

The Soviet regime crushed virtually all 
forms of voluntarism. The absence of civil 
society and grassroots organizations was 
characteristic of the state-controlled society. 
During seventy years of communism, volun­
tarism was reduced to subbotniks—"volun­
tary" forced public works. 

Following perestroika, it became appar­
ent that within the Jewish community, as 

often occurs in a crisis situation, the mani­
festations of voluntarism increased dramati-
caUy. The Hesed model was based on cap­
turing these new energies. 

The principle of voluntarism manifests on 
one hand a fundamental dimension of Jewish 
tradition, and on the other the mobilization 
of untapped human resources for the provi­
sion of services during and following a crisis 
situation. Voluntarism has become the cata­
lyst for the creation of informal social net­
works and safety nets. It provides a frame­
work for the impoverished and socially 
isolated Jewish volunteers to congregate, af­
filiate, and engage in self-help activities. It 
also offers both material and spiritual com­
pensation. 

The Hesed model 's emphasis on volunta­
rism breaks down the distinction between 
clients and volunteers. Clients are encour­
aged to volunteer whOe receiving assistance. 
Hesed provides volunteers with a wide array 
of tasks and rewards. It grants them a sense 
of belonging and provides opportunities for 
involvement in activities that the volunteer 
feels are significant for the community and 
the clients. It is a vital source of meaning in 
a crisis situation. The material rewards, such 
as food packages and clothing, supplement a 
volunteer's salary or pension. Volunteering 
for Hesed is also perceived as a sort of in­
surance in a crisis situation: just as I serve 
the community and the clients now, the com­
munity will give me the same care when I am 
in need. 

J e w i s h T r a d i t i o n s a n d V a l u e s 

(Yiddishkeit) 

The Hebrew word "Hesed," which de­
notes lovingkindness, compassion, and mu­
tual aid, is deeply rooted in Jewish tradition 
and has profound Jewish connotations. Wel­
fare institutions and values have always been 
the cornerstone of Jewish tradition. Fol low­
ing the elimination of these traditions under 
the communist and Nazi regimes, Hesed has 
revived them as a lever for Jewish renewal. 

In the context of the Hesed model, the 
concept of welfare was broadened to include 
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a comprehensive response to the physical, 
communal, and spiritual needs of the client 
population. Thus Hesed, with its Jewish ori­
entation, linked the material and spiritual-
social dimensions of the crisis. 

Hesed's Jewish character is reflected in its 
intemal structure, as well as in the nature and 
content of its services, its staff training, the 
composition of its board, and, of course, its 
client population. The mezuzza at the en­
trance tells all visitors that this is a Jewish 
home. The "Jewish corner of Hesed" holds 
exhibits of major Jewish artifacts that remind 
staff and clients of Jewish tradidons and 
practices long forgotten. Frequent exhibi­
tions of Jewish artists manifest Jewish re­
vival, and Hesed's library of Jewish and Is­
raeli themes responds to the thirst for Jewish 
learning. 

Jewish content is an integral part of Hesed 
services. Food packages are provided around 
Jewish holidays and include relevant litera­
ture and Jewish articles: matzah at Passover, 
menorahs at Chanukah, and a Jewish calen­
dar at Rosh Hashana. The packages are often 
distributed by Jewish schoolchildren and 
other volunteers. 

Communal dining facilities serve kosher 
or kosher-style meals and include acdvides 
with Jewish content, such as group singing, 
lectures, and Shabbat services. Whenever 
possible Hesed sponsors dining facilities that 
are located in gther Jewish institutions such 
as schools and synagogues, thus enriching 
the service with Jewish content, strengthen­
ing the host organizations with additional 
resources, and promoting interorganizational 
cooperation. 

Community Orientation 

Under the Soviet regime, which bred mis­
tmst and discouraged cooperadon, groups 
and organizadons operated under the 
premise of a zero-sum game: one's gain was 
the other's loss and vice versa. The Hesed 
system, by contrast, fosters trust and coop­
eration among co-workers and volunteers, as 
wel l as between clients and workers. In ad­
dition, the principle of trust is expressed in 

collaborative ties with other communal orga­
nizations and in the notion that every com­
munal organization is a lever for promoting 
welfare. In this context, a school with dining 
facilities might lend its premises to a Hesed-
sponsored food distribudon program on Sun­
days, a summer camp might host elderly 
volunteers and grandparents of the campers, 
and a school library might serve the elderly 
with the assistance of young volunteers. This 
normative orientation generates a win-win 
situation. 

Hesed is an instmment for community 
building that promotes cohesion among 
workers, clients, and volunteers. It serves as 
a focus of Jewish communal life where wel­
fare activities promote collaboration with 
and interaction among local Jewish organi­
zations. The tmst that develops is based on 
common values and Jewish traditions—pri­
marily those of tzedakah (charity), justice, 
mutual help, and strengthening Jewish iden­
tity. The Hesed Board of Directors, which 
comprises representatives from other major 
local Jewish organizations, aims to serve as a 
local governing body and to promote recip­
rocal relationships between Hesed and its 
Jewish organizational environment. 

Hesed attempts to combat the divisive­
ness that characterized Soviet organizational 
culture and that continues to prevail among 
post-Soviet Jewish organizations. Since wel­
fare is by far the most dominant issue facing 
the emerging Jewish community in the crisis 
situation, it serves as a unifying concept, and 
Hesed has thus become a unifying force in 
the community. 

It is common knowledge that after a 
crisis, the victim's level of dependency on 
outside services and resources increases 
sharply. Assistance from the outside can be 
given in two opposing modes. The first is 
direct intervention whereby the assisting or­
ganization maintains control and the recipi­
ents remain passive, without an opportunity 
to participate. The second can be referred to 
as institutional or capacity building, whereby 
the recipients are mobilized to increasingly 
take control over the new developments. Par-
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adoxically, the first approach reinforces de­
spondency and thereby lengthens and 
strengthens the crisis. The second approach, 
although it may be slower, is by far more 
effective in the long run, as it allows for 
indigenous development. 

The Hesed model follows the second ap­
proach. With its community orientation, He­
sed was intended to become a vehicle for 
community development. The emphasis on 
volunteers increased local involvement and 
facilitated the mobilizadon of local re­
sources. Similarly, the Yiddishkeit orienta­
tion addressed the missing dimension that 
the local population was seeking in either an 
articulated or unarticulated fashion. It facili­
tated the community's identification with the 
imported model and allowed them to inter-
nahze it and view it as theirs, thus partici-
pafing in its development. 

As a comprehensive community-based re­
sponse to material and social-.spiritual crisis, 
Hesed took root rapidly. In 2001 , eight years 
after the first Hesed was opened in St. Pe­
tersburg, there were 164 Hesed welfare cen­
ters serving 272,525 clients in 2,640 loca-
fions throughout the FSU and utilizing 
14,100 volunteers (see Table 1). The Hesed 
network reaches from Murmansk in the Arc­
tic Circle to Yalta in the Crimean Peninsula; 
from Tashkent, Tbilisi and Almaty to 
Khabarovsk in the Far East and Orenberg in 
the Ural Mountain region. The network of 
Training Institutes that was developed con­
current to the establishment of the Hesed 
centers was a major force behind this 
growth. 

The most significant recognition of the 
Hesed model as an effective institutional re­
sponse to a crisis situation that benefits the 
most vulnerable population, particularly Ho­
locaust survivors, was the decision of the 
U.S. District Court in its ruling regarding the 
plan of allocation and distribution of the 
Swiss restitution funds (U.S. District Court): 

It is recommended that $ 9 0 million be set 

aside for up to ten years to help fund the 

humanitarian assistance programs described 

below and in greater detail at Section III(B). 

Table I. Services provided hy Hesed Centers during 
2001 

Food Packages—Mors t han 1 ,599,215 food 
p a c k a g e s were d e l i v e r e d to 2 6 6 , 1 3 5 c l i e n t s . 

Communal Dining Rooms—4,779,695 m e a l s 
se rved to 2 8 . 0 4 0 c l i e n t s . 

Meals-on-Wheels—4,040,220, c o o k e d m e a l s 
were d e l i v e r e d to the h o m e s of ove r 17 ,725 
needy e l d e r l y . 

Medicine Distribution—109,720 n e e d y e l d e r l y 
r e c e i v e d m e d i c i n e s at no cos t or s u b s i d i z e d 
p r i c e s . 

Home Care—28,390 e lde r ly c l i en t s r e c e i v e d 
6 , 3 0 3 , 2 3 0 hou r s of h o m e c a r e s e r v i c e , 
p r o v i d e d d u r i n g 2 , 4 3 9 , 0 0 5 h o m e - c a r e v i s i t s . 

Loan of Rehabilitative Equipment—40,705 
p i e c e s of a s s i s t i v e and r e h a b i l i t a t i v e 
e q u i p m e n t , i n c l u d i n g c a n e s , w a l k e r s , and 
w h e e l c h a i r s , w e r e d i s t r i b u t e d to 2 0 , 1 0 0 
needy e l d e r l y . 

Winter Relief—19,1 AG n e e d y p e o p l e in 1,797 
l o c a l i t i e s r e c e i v e d w i n t e r rel ief , i n c l u d i n g 
h e a t i n g and c o o k i n g fuel , b l a n k e t s , and 
h o m e repa i r s n e c e s s a r y to w i t h s t a n d ha r sh 
w i n t e r c o n d i t i o n s . 

Up to 7 5 % (67.5 mil l ion) o f t h e 'looted assets' 

allocation for Jewish Holocaust survivors 

should be designated for the augmentation of 

the JDC-Claims Conference "'Hesed' pro­

gram, which provides food packages, medical 

care, winter relief and other direct assistance to 

impoverished and ill elderly Nazi victims in 

the former Soviet Union. 

T H E ROLE OF T H E 
SOCIAL E N T R E P R E N E U R 

The development of the Hesed model in 
the FSU was initiated by outside social en­
trepreneurs (Schachtman, 2001) . In hght of 
the crisis and the absence of a local welfare 
model, the role of the outside entrepreneur as 
a change agent was critical (Paneyakh & 
Uryupina, 1989). His or her intervention be­
gan by diagnosing the situation, identifying 
potential key players and mobilizing them, 
and designing a tailor-made model for con­
fronting the needs of the community. In this 
respect, the social entrepreneur acted as a 
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change agent, imparting new ideas and tech­
nologies and adjusting them to a new situa­
tion. 

The intervention following a crisis is a 
complex process, requiring critical decisions 
to be made along the way. The most cridcal 
decisions are those related to using the crisis 
as an opportunity and the new directions 
and/or developments that are created in its 
aftermath. 
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