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A recent study of voluntary organizations in Israel found that they tend today to operate long-
term activity programs, heavily supported by the government, and are reluctant to turn existing 
programs over to the government and thus enable the establishment of new programs or 
assumption of monitoring and advocate roles. This status quo among voluntary and statutory 
organizations may not be in the best interests of the development of social services in Israel. 

M o s t o f the soc ia l we l fare services in 

m o d e r n soc ie ty w e r e or ig ina l ly in i t iated and 

d e v e l o p e d b y v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s . M a n y 

o f these services w e r e later turned over t o 

g o v e r n m e n t a l author i t i e s or b e c a m e heav i ly 

s u p p o r t e d b y t h e m J V o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s 

tend tradi t ional ly t o serve as p ioneers in identi 

fying need areas w h i c h are n o t a d e q u a t e l y m e t , 

c o n d u c t i n g d e m o n s t r a t i o n p r o g r a m s a n d 

gradua l ly i n v o l v i n g g o v e r n m e n t a l author i t i e s 

in the p r o g r a m s b o t h c o n c e p t u a l l y a n d f inan

cial ly t o v a r i o u s degrees . In a s i tuat ion o f 

scarce resources , po l i t i ca l ly b a s e d priorit ies 

and bureaucrat ic inf lexibi l i ty , v o l u n t a r y or

g a n i z a t i o n s serve as o n e o f the m o s t i m p o r t a n t 

vehic les for social i n n o v a t i o n and i m p r o v e 

m e n t . 

Israeli soc ie ty d o e s no t di f fer in this sense 

f rom a n y other m o d e r n soc ie ty . I n d e e d m o s t 

o f its soc ia l we l fare infrastructure w a s built b y 

v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s e v e n b e f o r e the e s tab

l i shment o f the State in 1948. T h e specia l cir

c u m s t a n c e s o f the J e w i s h soc ie ty in Israel , the 

Yi shuv , prior t o the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f the State 

had a m a j o r i m p a c t o n this p h e n o m e n o n . 

In its early s tages , the y o u n g p ioneer ing 

society o f the Yishuv had no use for social 

welfare. P r o c l a i m i n g the return to the soil and 

the sanct i ty o f phys ica l l abour it did no t s y m 

path ize wi th " n o n - p r o d u c t i v e " sec t ions o f the 

1 Madeline Rooff, Voluntary Societies and Social 
Policy. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 
1957, p. 261. Ralph M. Kramer, "Future of the 
Voluntary Service Organization," Social Work Vol. 
18 (November 1973), pp. 59-69. 

p o p u l a t i o n . T h e Genera l F e d e r a t i o n o f 

L a b o u r , h o w e v e r , bui l t u p a n e t w o r k o f socia l 

a n d medica l insurance . Later o n several soc ia l 

services w e r e e s tab l i shed m a i n l y by the Jewish 

A g e n c y a n d other v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s 

such as i m m i g r a n t a s s o c i a t i o n s a n d L a n d s -

m a n s c h a f t s . 

M o s t o f the vo luntary o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f the 

Yi shuv w e r e usua l ly an integral part o f its 

pol i t ical a n d soc ia l s tructure a n d w e r e later o n 

a b s o r b e d b y the S t a t e . 2 Ye t n e w vo luntary 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s s o o n b e g a n to d e v e l o p . A recent 

s tudy o f v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s in I s r a e l 3 

f o u n d that they t end t o d a y to o p e r a t e l o n g -

term act iv i ty p r o g r a m s , heav i ly s u p p o r t e d b y 

the g o v e r n m e n t , a n d are re luctant t o turn 

ex i s t ing p r o g r a m s over t o the g o v e r n m e n t a n d 

thus e n a b l e the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f n e w p r o g r a m s 

or a s s u m p t i o n o f m o n i t o r i n g a n d a d v o c a t e 

ro les . T h i s s ta tus q u o a m o n g v o l u n t a r y and 

s tatutory o r g a n i z a t i o n s m a y n o t b e in the best 

interests o f the d e v e l o p m e n t o f soc ia l services 

in Israel. 

Eshel—A New Voluntary Organization 

T h e creat ion o f Eshel ( the A s s o c i a t i o n for 

P l a n n i n g a n d D e v e l o p m e n t o f Services t o the 

A g e d in Israel) in 1969 has m a r k e d a new 

2 Joseph Neipris, Social Services in Israel. 
Jerusalem: the American Jewish Committee, 
Jerusalem 1972. p. 4. 
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venture o n the v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n s scene 

in Israel . Eshe l w a s or ig inated in 1949 b y 

J D C - M a l b e n , a v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n w h i c h 

p r o v i d e d for i m m i g r a n t s w h o b e c a u s e o f 

i l lness , phys ica l h a n d i c a p s or age h a d diff i 

cul t ies in b e i n g a b s o r b e d i n t o the n e w c o u n t r y . 

J D C - M a l b e n w a s i n v o l v e d b o t h in direct a n d 

indirect services a n d in the m i d d l e s ixties w e n t 

t h r o u g h a c h a n g e p r o c e s s ac t ing o n a dec i s ion 

t o cease its direct services in order t o m a k e 

r o o m for n e w ventures . J D C - M a l b e n h a d 

p r o p o s e d t o the g o v e r n m e n t t o h a n d over its 

direct services for the aged ( m a i n l y h o m e s for 

the aged) a n d to create a j o i n t o r g a n i z a t i o n 

that w o u l d p r o v i d e t h e necessary i m p e t u s for 

the neg lec ted area o f services for the aged in 

the c o u n t r y . 

T h e p r o p o s a l ca l l ed for the crea t ion o f a 

n e w v o l u n t a r y o r g a n i z a t i o n w h i c h w o u l d b e 

s u p p o r t e d o n a m a t c h i n g bas i s by J D C - M a l b e n 

a n d the G o v e r n m e n t a n d w h i c h w o u l d t a k e 

u p o n itself several f u n c t i o n s . 4 

(a) In i t ia t ion o f p l a n n i n g services for the 

a g e d o n the n a t i o n a l level . 

( b ) D e v e l o p i n g v a r i o u s d e m o n s t r a t i o n 

projec t s that in a d d i t i o n t o p r o v i d i n g n e e d e d 

services w o u l d serve as m o d e l s for d u p l i c a t i o n 

b y g o v e r n m e n t a l a n d other author i t i e s . 

(c) C h a n g i n g the l o w prior i ty a s s igned t o 

the i s sue o f the a g e d in the Israeli soc i e ty . 

T h e g o v e r n m e n t o f Israel b e i n g a w a r e o f the 

u n d e r d e v e l o p e d ex is t ing w e l f a r e services for 

the aged a n d the need t o i m p r o v e i t , yet 

hes i ta t ing t o t a k e s o l e a n d full respons ib i l i ty in 

this area , w a s ripe for that p r o p o s a l a n d after a 

per iod o f n e g o t i a t i o n Eshe l w a s e s tab l i shed . 

The Aged in Israel 

T h e aged did n o t cons t i tu te a m a j o r p r o b l e m 

for Israeli soc i e ty pr ior to the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f 

the State a n d in its early years . D u r i n g that 

per iod the a g e s tructure o f the p o p u l a t i o n w a s 

relat ively y o u n g , c o m p o s e d m a i n l y o f y o u n g 

i m m i g r a n t s . In 1948, the a g e d (over 65) 

cons t i tu ted 28,000 p e r s o n s , 3.8 percent o f the 

Jewi sh p o p u l a t i o n . H o w e v e r their n u m b e r 

grew a n d m u l t i p l i e d over the past years , 

4 See Eshel's Annual Reports 1970-1975. 

g r o w i n g at a rate 50 percent m o r e t h a n the 

general p o p u l a t i o n , reaching the n u m b e r o f 

285,400 p e r s o n s or 8.1 percent o f the J e w i s h 

p o p u l a t i o n in 1974 o v e r a g e 65. T h i s trend has 

been c o n t i n u i n g a n d it is e x p e c t e d that the 

aged wil l b e 9.5 percent in 1980.5 T h i s p r o c e s s 

is the result o f the l e n g t h e n i n g o f the average 

life s p a n , a decrease in birth-rate a m o n g 

J e w i s h p o p u l a t i o n a n d a higher p e r c e n t a g e o f 

aged a m o n g recent i m m i g r a n t s . 

T h e g r o w t h o f the a g e d p o p u l a t i o n c a u g h t 

Israeli soc ie ty u n p r e p a r e d . In the relat ively 

h igh ly d e v e l o p e d we l fare sys t em little a l l o w 

a n c e w a s m a d e for the n e e d s o f the a g e d . T h e 

service sys tem for the a g e d w a s o n l y part ia l ly 

d e v e l o p e d , l ack ing i m p o r t a n t c o m p o n e n t s , 

scattered a m o n g m a n y o r g a n i z a t i o n s a n d 

lack ing legal l e a s e . 6 

T h e c o n s t a n t g r o w t h o f the a g e d p o p u l a 

t i o n , the c h a n g e in its c o m p o s i t i o n , as m o r e 

a n d m o r e veterans a n d midd le -c la s s Israelis 

j o i n e d the aged ranks , a n d the severe f indings 

o f research a b o u t the l iv ing c o n d i t i o n s o f the 

a g e d , m a d e Israeli soc i e ty a n d its author i t i es 

m o r e a n d m o r e a w a r e , in the m i d d l e s ixt ies , o f 

the p o o r c o n d i t i o n s o f the e lder ly a n d the 

service sys t em ava i lab le t o t h e m . 

T h i s w a s pr ime t i m e for a m o v e in this area 

and the p r o p o s a l o f J D C - M a l b e n f o u n d the 

g o v e r n m e n t m o r e t h a n a m e n a b l e . 

Eshel's Modes of Operation 

O n c e es tab l i shed , Eshe l d e c i d e d that it 

w o u l d f o c u s its act iv i t ies in three areas: 

(a) P l a n n i n g a n d d e v e l o p i n g ins t i tut ional 

services , such as h o m e s for the a g e d , in the 

areas w h e r e there w a s a shor tage o f beds a n d 

i n c o r p o r a t i n g geriatric w a r d s in general h o s p i 

ta ls w h i c h w e r e a l m o s t n o n - e x i s t e n t in Israel at 

the t i m e . 

(b) P l a n n i n g a n d d e v e l o p i n g d e m o n s t r a t i o n 

projec t s o f c o m p r e h e n s i v e c o m m u n i t y services 

5 Statistical Yearbook of Israel 1975. Jerusalem: 
Central Bureau of Statistics, 1975. 

6 Yechiel Eran, Gerda Freedheim, Survey of 
Programs and Services for Older New Immigrants, 
Jerusalem: Brookdale Institute for Gerontology and 
Adult Human Development in Israel, 1975. 

263 



in order to improve living conditions and 
enable the aged to continue to live and 
function in their family and community as 
long as possible. 

(c) Planning and developing training pro
grams to prepare skilled manpower to staff the 
above-mentioned services. 

All these are already well known and 
accepted notions in the gerontology field, but 
certain elements were new to Israel. The 
uniqueness of Eshel, however, lay in its modes 
of operation. 

Eshel's board of directors and its various 
professional committees, staffed voluntarily 
by high ranking members of JDC-Malben and 
of three governmental ministries: Health, 
Finance, and Welfare, has defined general 
policy and goals, taking into account the needs 
of the aged population, the existing services 
system and governmental priorities. A special 
investigation of the needs and the required 
services was conducted and its findings and 
conclusions were later formulated as Guide
lines of Services Needed for the Aged. This 
guide was made available to all the organiza
tions dealing with the aged in the country. 

On the basis of its general policy and goals, 
Eshel made itself known and available to 
var ious organizat ions and c o m m u n i t i e s , 
willing to render its help in planning, 
developing and participating in financing new 
services for the aged on condition that these 
organizations and communities will continue 
to support and develop these services after the 
termination of Eshel's assistance. In this way, 
Eshel achieved two aims, on the one hand 
creating new and innovative services which did 
not exist before, thus changing and enriching 
the services system, and, on the other hand, 
guaranteeing that these innovations would 
continue beyond the demonstration period and 
become integrated into the existing services 
system. Thus JDC-Malben made sure that it 
would continue to play the role of pioneer and 
innovative agent and the government made 
sure that only those innovations that could be 
integrated into the system, both conceptually 
and financially would be undertaken. Since 

every project has to be approved by govern
ment representatives, government support was 
assured for its development. 

True enough, this called for working on a 
consensus basis sometimes necessitating long 
discussions and deliberations, but decisions 
which were made were firm and unshakeable. 

Eshel also decided that the programs would 
have to be planned by members of the com
munities and organizations which would later 
run these programs. The assumption was that 
these members would have a better knowledge 
of local needs and of choosing the services that 
could best respond to these needs. Further
more, the effectiveness of the services pro
grams depended, in part, on local motivation, 
mobilization of people and resources and their 
backing of the programs. 7 For this purpose, 
the responsibility for implementing the pro
grams was embodied in local associations 
made up of both professionals and lay people. 
Being aware of the limited capacity of many 
communities and organizations in carrying out 
the planning, developing and operation of the 
services, Eshel made available to them various 
resources in the way of experts and planning 
aids. Eshel's small staff extended its help to 
the local interdisciplinary planning teams in 
preparing the plans and to the local associa
tions in running the programs. Thus it was 
assured that the programs would be along the 
general guidelines of Eshel and suited to the 
specific needs, circumstances and resources of 
each case at the same time. 

After several years of its operation it became 
clear enough that the mere fact that Eshel 
brought together three governmental ministries 
within a voluntary organization had an impact 
beyond the scope of Eshel operations. Local 
patriotism and vested interests, though never 
given up completely, tended to give way to a 
more comprehensive nonpartisan outlook and 

7 Yechiel Eran, "Planning Local Welfare Pro
grams," Community Development Journal, Vol. 8, 
No . 2 (April 1973). 

Ronald L. Warren, "Two Models of Social 
Planning" in Truth, Love and Social Change. New 
York: Rand McNally & Co. , 1971. 
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brought about new thinking about the respon
sibilities of the various ministries in regard to 
the needs of the aged and in regard to one 
another. 

Eshel has provided, probably, the first 
forum for thinking of and planning services 
for the aged in Israel on the national level. 
Eshel guidelines were accepted by all the 
governmental ministries as a blueprint not 
only for Eshel operations but for the 
operations of each ministry as well. The 
government has also asked Eshel to serve as a 
clearing house for various private and public 
services programs for the aged, requesting 
government support and has handed over to 
Eshel the responsibility to plan and develop 
many projects not intended originally to be 
included in Eshel program. 

Most Eshel programs called for a new type 
of collaboration among the ministries which 
was extended again beyond the scope of Eshel 
programs. Some of Eshel's innovations such 
as: creating comprehensive programs, estab
lishing local associations, introducing the role 
of project coordinators, and so on, were 

adopted by the ministries and local authorities 
and were applied in more and more communi
ties. Eshel also prepared various planning and 
training aids in the way of manuals which were 
made available to many communities and 
organizations. 

Today, eight years after its creation Eshel 
has turned from an unknown adventure, 
frowned upon by many, to being one of the 
leading organizations in the area of services 
for the aged in Israel. 

True enough, the road of Eshel was not all 
covered with roses. It had to deal with much 
skepticism, reservation, and stalling. Many 
decisions were postponed and many proposed 
projects were shelved because they did not 
succeed in marshaling the necessary consensus. 
Yet the achievements of Eshel have gone far 
beyond the expectations of its founding 
fathers and its activities are constantly 
expanding. Circumstances, careful thinking 
and much planning have made this unique type 
of voluntary organization a success story in 
Israel of the seventies. 
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