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Neighborhoods, like people, have souls. The challenge of Project Renewal is in learning 
about the souls of Israeli neighborhoods and doing something for them . . . If Project 
Renewal fails, not only the Israelis will be to blame; the blame will also fall squarely on 
those who didn't grasp its importance and didn't make the effort to get involved. 

Project Renewal is probably one of the 
least understood and least appreciated social 
programs ever formulated by the State of 
Israel. It took nearly two years for most 
Israelis to fa thom the social , e c o n o m i c , and 
political implicat ions of Project Renewal , 
and the loca l and n a t i o n a l m a c h i n e r y 
required for its earnest implementat ion is 
just n o w m o v i n g into high gear. S o much 
so , that the Minister of Finance has had 
serious second thoughts about the scope of 
the enterprise. But it is t o o late to s top its 
m o m e n t u m and dissipate the hopes of 
45 ,000 s lum famil ies and the new relat ion
ships Project Renewal has forged between 
Israeli and Diaspora communi t i e s . 

If Israelis have just w o k e n up to the 
i m p o r t a n c e a n d m a g n i t u d e of Project 
Renewal , a large proport ion of D iaspora 
Jews are still in the dark, and worse , they 
see this new effort as s imply a new gimmick 
of the United Jewish Appeal to gather 
more charity for Israel. They are convinced 
that since Israel is not at war with its 
neighbors , s lums have been substituted for 
tanks and airbases in order to raise money . 
A n d every country has its share of s lums, so 
why all the fuss? The tragedy is that Project 
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Renewal is perhaps the most important 
social enterprise to appear o n the Israeli 
and the D i a s p o r a scene in the last 20 years, 
and a misunderstanding about its potential 
for improving the social fabric could have 
serious repercussions for several genera
t ions. 

What is Project Renewal? Where did it 
c o m e from, and w h y is it different from 
past social programs? 

S o o n after Prime Minister Begin was 
installed in office, he proposed to the 
Assembly of the Jewish Agency that Israel 
and Diaspora Jewry undertake a five-year 
crash program to renew 160 s lum neighbor
h o o d s hous ing 45 ,000 low- income , most ly 
large, families of Middle-Eastern origin. 
He proposed establ ishing a fund of 1.2 
bi l l ion dol lars , 50 percent to be raised in 
Israel and 50 percent to be raised abroad . 
The Ministries of Hous ing and Labor and 
Socia l Affairs had prepared a list of the 
most needy neighborhoods , each containing 
between 3,000 and 8,000 residents, located 
most ly in urban, but a lso in some rural 
areas. These were ne ighborhoods which 
had been forgotten after the mass immi
grat ion of Jews from the M o s l e m countries 
were settled in them the first decade of the 
State's exis tence . The small , hurriedly-
built apartments were bursting with bright, 
but d isadvantaged chi ldren, and the social 
service infrastructure, like the undersized 
sewage pipes , was inadequate for the needs 
of the residents a lmost from the day they 
were built. These particular ne ighborhoods 
fell far be low national norms by elementary 
criteria such as overcrowding, average per 
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capita i n c o m e , quality of hous ing , social 
services avai lable , and citizen involvement . 
Desp i te enl ightened legislation regarding 
i n c o m e maintenance , free h igh-school and 
other national s chemes , the ne ighborhoods 
r e m a i n e d u n t o u c h e d a n d c o n t i n u e d t o 
deter iorate . Over 70 percent o f Israel's 
welfare cases live in the 12 largest t owns ; 
the urban s lum has b e c o m e the core of the 
country's social problems , even more than 
the d e v e l o p m e n t t o w n s . The suburb of 
Jerusalem, N e v e h Yaakov , for e x a m p l e , 
n o w houses m o r e Israelis than the t o w n of 
Kiryat S h m o n e h in the Galilee. 

It is a l s o o f c ruc ia l i m p o r t a n c e t o 
remember that the overwhe lming bulk of 
d i sadvantaged Israelis are Sephardi Jews , 
the same J e w s w h o gave the majority of 
their votes t o Mr. Begin, hop ing they 
would not be forgotten after the elect ions. 
After the appearance of street-corner Israeli 
Black Panther Youths in 1971, and the 
publ icat ion of the Prime Ministers ' Report 
on Disadvantaged Youth in 1972, the nation 
became much more aware o f the extent of 
its social problems, and the Sephardi c o m 
munity in Israel and abroad began to 
congeal around a demand for social change. 
Project Renewal is a partial, but important , 
response to that d e m a n d . 

Gearing U p 

The D e p u t y Prime-Minister , Professor 
Yigae l Y a d i n , was g i v e n C a b i n e t - l e v e l 
responsibi l i ty for Project Renewal and a 
Ministerial C o m m i t t e e was established to 
approve renewal plans, after initial screen
ing by a commit tee of director-generals 
f rom the various Ministries. The Jewish 
A g e n c y , the holder of 50 percent of the 
"Diaspora shares ," appointed Mr. Eliezer 
Raphael i as Deputy-Direc tor General for 
Project Renewal and a staff of facil itators 
and watchdogs was created. During the 
first two years of Project Renewal a number 
of lessons have been learned the hard way. 
The machinery to review grants was c u m 
bersome , a n d , a b o v e all, there was no early 

clear-cut def ini t ion of roles for the various 
agencies involved. The government ins isted, 
o n full responsibi l i ty for implement ing 
Project Renewal and did not relish e x 
pans ion of the Jewish A g e n c y in to a min i -
Ministry of Hous ing , Welfare, and Educa
t i o n . T h e r e w a s a p r o l o n g e d a n d d e 
moral iz ing debate be tween Major Teddy 
Kollek and Hous ing Minister Dav id Levy 
as to w h o would be responsible for Project 
Renewal in Jerusalem; each wanted the 
responsibi l i ty and the g lory, c o m e e lect ion-
time. 

Surpris ing ( to s o m e ) , the main ray of 
sunshine during the battles at the nat ional 
level was the ne ighborhood response. The 
grass-roots , ne ighborhood groups and local 
municipal and volunteer organizations, w h o 
were highly mot ivated , go t together and 
began planning and taking systematic in
ventory of their needs . The in-fighting at 
the local level was total ly different and 
m u c h less irresponsible than that at the 
national level. 

The other important, crucial development 
which t o o k place during the first t w o years 
o f P r o j e c t R e n e w a l w a s the g r o w i n g 
sophist ication of Diaspora, and particularly 
Nor th -Amer ican , Jews a bo ut the Israeli 
bureaucracy and pol i t ics , and especial ly an 
appreciat ion of grass-roots v iews o f Israel's 
social problems. This "greening of the 
leadership" was perhaps the most important 
piece of spin-off from Project Renewal . 
S o m e of the n e w l y - e d u c a t e d D i a s p o r a 
leadership began exercis ing their c lout as 
holders of 50 percent of Project Renewal 
"shares" to pressure Israeli counterparts t o 
settle major issues of vital importance to 
Project Renewal's success. Mayors were 
invited abroad to present plans for "their" 
n e i g h b o r h o o d s , and even more important , 
residents in the Renewal ne ighborhoods 
engaged in an open, heart-warming dialogue 
with representatives of communi t i e s abroad 
w h o for the first t ime met face-to-face with 
the proud , but hopeful , man-in-the-street 
Israeli. This partnership between Diaspora 
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J e w s and s treet - leve l Israel is , a n d the 
potential coal i t ion which this entai ls , may 
b e c o m e the residents' back-door into the 
M a y o r s ' a n d the Ministers'off ices. There is 
no d o u b t that persistent invo lvement of 
Diaspora leaders has been an important 
feature in resolving m a n y local polit ical 
and ideological squabbles . This input has 
been very pos i t ive and , in my op in ion , 
a l e g i t i m a t e ro le for k e e p i n g P r o j e c t 
Renewal o n course . The funds gathered 
for Project Renewal are not charitable, hit-
and-run donat ions , but investments from a 
partnership point of view. Therefore, the 
partners are responsible for "fol lowing" the 
investment as c losely as possible . The irony 
is, however , that as of this writing we 
Israelis have spent more on Project Renewal 
than the Diaspora communi t i e s , which 
suggests that the c o m m i t m e n t and appre
c iat ion of the importance of the Project are 
lacking abroad. 

Innovat ions 

Project Renewal funding is different in 
four significant ways from the regular U J A 
donat ions , and it is very important to grasp 
the impl icat ions of these differences. The 
four basic innovat ions , as I see them, are: 

1. Financial Accountability 

A separate budget account has been 
opened in the Jewish Agency for Project 
Renewal funds . The m o n e y d o e s not f low 
o n automat ica l ly to longstanding objects 
and o n - g o i n g programs such as Youth 
Aliyah and higher educat ion, but is released 
only on approval of the Ministerial-Jewish 
Agency Commit t ee on Project Renewal , 
and earmarked for specific ne ighborhoods . 
This arrangement requires submiss ion of 
renewal plans on a ne ighborhood basis , 
and can facilitate security of expenditures 
and prevention of leakage of funds. 

2. Integration of Physical Planning with 
Social Service Planning 

Until now, most agencies have not c o 

ordinated their planning with that of other 
government agenc ies , and the result has 
often been undue compet i t ion , overlapping, 
and waste o f m o n e y . Project Renewal 
requires that each local c o m m u n i t y submit 
an "integrated p lan ," where physical reno
vat ion and bui lding will be accompanied 
by social services, m a n p o w e r , and c o m 
munity services. This is a very crucial 
innovat ion since physical improvement , 
without parallel personal services for the 
residents, can result in s lum condit ions all 
over again i n a few years. N o m o n e y can be 
released from the Jewish Agency without 
approval of an integrated plan. 

3. Involvement of the Residents in 
Planning 

Until n o w residents in disadvantaged 
areas have been objects of aid, but rarely 
partners in dec iding what should be done in 
their ne ighborhood . The traditional pater
nalism and benevo lence of government , 
national ly and local ly , toward residents are 
a n a t h e m a to Project Renewal . The "con
tract" approved by the Cabinet and the 
Jewish Agency calls specifically for securing 
ac t ive i n v o l v e m e n t of res idents in d e 
ve lop ing plans for their ne ighborhood . If 
we succeed in implement ing this goal and 
no other, Project Renewal will still have 
been a great success. There are signs that 
residents are beginning to get involved, and 
an enlarged corps of c o m m u n i t y organi
zat ion workers are working very hard to 
insure residents' participation. 

4. Twinning of Slum Neighborhoods with 
Diaspora Communities 

The form of partnership desired by most 
Israelis is e m b o d i e d in the twinning {not 
"adopting") of Israeli ne ighborhoods slated 
for renewal by Jewish communit ies abroad. 
F o r e x a m p l e , J e r u s a l e m ' s M u s r a r a 
( M o r a s h a ) area is twinned with the Los 
Ange les Jewish c o m m u n i t y , Tel Chanan in 
Hai fa is t w i n n e d wi th S a n F r a n c i s c o , 
Hatikva in Tel , Aviv with New York's 
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c o m m u n i t y , Neveh Sharett in Tel Aviv 
w i t h C l e v e l a n d , e t c . T h i s t w i n n i n g 
mechan i sm requires a "Federat ion Task 
Force"in the Diaspora community , periodic 
site visits, face-to-face contact with the 
residents and the local planning commit tee , 
and m a n y other features of partnership. 
T h e d o n o r s a n d d o n a t i o n s to Projec t 
R e n e w a l are n o w identified with a specific 
ne ighborhood and populat ion , and this 
arrangement is the vehicle for a personal 
invo lvement which can well create a new, 
more intelligent and brotherly relationship 
between Israelis and Diaspora Jews . It is 
hard to tell whether c o m m u n i t i e s abroad 
are ready for the m o v e from charity to 
invo lvement , and no one k n o w s whether 
invo lvement will turn people off when they 
learn of our very h u m a n polit ical and 
personal frailties, but the s o o n e r people 
k n o w us as we are, the healthier the relation
ship will be. Without the twinning in
gredient, a major innovat ion and a basic 
feature of Project Renewal wou ld have 
been lost. 

The present effort o n the Israeli scene 
concern ing Project Renewal involves a 
number of goals: on the one hand, m a n y 
c o m m u n i t i e s i n c l u d e d in the P r o j e c t 
Renewal list are working to comple te the 
formulat ion of integrated plans for review 
and funding. O n the other hand, m a n y of 
us in the social welfare and h u m a n services 
field are insisting that Project Renewal not 
take the place of national government 
pol icy regarding the d i sadvantaged, since 
o n l y 160 c o m m u n i t i e s are inc luded in 
Project Renewal , while many more are not 
o n the list. M a n y of us are "watchdogg ing" 
Project Renewa l from the point of view of 
its m a c h i n e r y , b o t t l e n e c k s , m a n p o w e r 
resources , and resident involvement . S o m e 
exce l lent e x a m p l e s of spinoff have been 
increased funding of and enrol lment in 

c o m m u n i t y o r g a n i z a t i o n p r o g r a m s at 
schoo l s of social work, s o m e beautiful 
instances of Diaspora involvement , and the 
appearance of new leadership in Israel and 
abroad. 

The Ministry of Finance has murmured 
thoughts of reducing Project Renewal funds 
in view of Israel's e c o n o m i c problems , and 
Mr. Dulc in , Prof. Yadin and m a n y others 
have reacted very angrily to such proposals . 
I think that rising expectat ions in the 
ne ighborhoods make pull ing-back a very 
dangerous opt ion at this stage. I believe, 
however , that Project Renewal will require 
a decade or more to d o the j o b well and in 
e n o u g h communi t i e s . If the Israeli govern
ment d o e s indeed pull, back, my sincere 
advice to D iaspora leaders would be to d o 
Project Renewal a lone; there is no reason 
not to work with the n e i g h b o r h o o d s on a 
private basis , if things c o m e to that. People 
w h o are "family" should not wait for 
invitations to d o what has to be done . 

N e i g h b o r h o o d s , like people , have souls . 
The chal lenge of Project Renewal is in 
learning about the souls of Israel's neighbor
h o o d s and d o i n g someth ing for them. Will 
the Project succeed? Is it just a g immick for 
raising funds during peacetime? The answers 
to those quest ions depend o n h o w all the 
parties involved visualize their roles. If the 
Diaspora communi t i e s concentrate only 
o n fundraising wi thout personal izat ion of 
the causes for the fundrais ing, then we are 
back to the charity mental i ty and public 
relations g immicks . If Project Renewal 
fails, not only the Israelis will be to b lame; 
the b lame will a l so fall squarely on those 
w h o didn't grasp its importance and didn't 
m a k e the e f fort t o get i n v o l v e d . T e n 
thousand of Israeli famil ies have been 
wait ing a very long t ime for this Project. It 
is l ong overdue, definitely feasible, and 
very excit ing. 
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