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A Ten-Fold Population Increase in 50 Years

Israel’s very raison d’etre is to be a homeland
for any Jew who wishes to join Israeli society. The
Law of Return enacted in 1950 by the Knesset gave
a legal basis to the clause in the Declaration of
Independence stating "the State of Israel will be
open to the immigration of Jews and the ingathering
of the Exiles," proclaiming that "every Jew has the
right to immigrate to the Land of Israel.” This was
amost ambitious goal since the Jewish diaspora was
so vast relative to the Jewish population of Israel
in 1948, as well as very widely dispersed. More-
over, according to the Law of Return, any Jew is
immediately granted citizenship when he or she
immigrates to Israel.

From the very beginning of statehood, the
country confronted waves of immigration inunprec-
edented proportions, requiring the absorption of
hundreds of thousands of immigrants by an existing
population of merely 600,000, leading to a 100
percent growth in 2-3 years and 300 percent in the
following 10 years — reaching two million in 1958,

Experts in demography at the time had projected
a maximum population growth of 100 percent. Up
to the present, the population of Israel has multi-
plied tenfold, from almost 600,000 to almost six
million.

Moreover, immigration could never be predict-
ed. The State of Israel considers it to be its duty
to save Jewish people wherever they are in peril:
hundreds of thousands of survivors came to Israel
from the DP camps of Europe after World War II;
100,000 were brought from Yemen in 1951,
200,000 from Iraq in 1950, thousands from Egypt
after the war of 1956, 35,000 from Ethiopia in
1984 and 1993, and approximately 900,000 immi-
grants from the former USSR since 1989, If in
1989 the Israeli population was 4.5 million, by
1998 it had reached 5.9 million.

Of the close to 400,000 Soviet immigrants who
came to Israel between the end of 1989 and 1991,
160,000 were coliege-educated and 6,000 were
scientists in various fields of science and technolo-
gy. The majority of these scientists were universi-
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ty professors or research engineers who had to face the
problem of finding suitable academic or research
positions.

However, as in any immigration context, finding
suitable employment was aproblem. So were language
and communication skills. The mentality of the immi-
grants was different — very strict and custodial as
opposed to the very open Israeli way.

The Israeli government views employment and
integration as a fundamental responsibility of the state.
Employment, language, learning, and social absorption
are regarded as interwoven, and the procedures under-
taken by the state serve these three main absorption
goals, This Jerusalem Letter looks at the wave of
immigration between 1989 and 1995 and how Israel
coped with the problems of social absorption and
employment of the new immigrants.

Immigration Profile — 1989-1991

In the early and mid-1980s, the immigration influx
to Israel was steady but ranged between 12,000 and
13,000 people per year. Only about 55 percent came
from so-called "countries of distress” and needed
intensive social and financial support. In 1989, espe-
cially in the last two months of that year, a huge wave
of immigration started flowing into Israel at an unprece-
dented rate: in 1989, 24,050 immigrants (77 percent
from countries of distress — COD); in 1990, 199,516
immigrants (96 percent from CODY); and in 1991,
176,000 immigrants (97 percent from COD). In the
following four years the immigration rate ranged
between 76,000 and 80,000 annually.

Demographically, over 75 percent of the immigrants
coming to Israel between 1989 and 1995 were under
the age of 45 and half were under 25. Only 13 percent
were 65 and over. Although the age level was young,
it was on the whole slightly older than the veteran
[sraeli population.

Interms of education, the immigrant population was
characterized by a higher level of higher education than
the veteran Israeli population: 40.5 percent had 13 or
more years of education, as compared to 24.2 percent
of the veterans. The education level also influenced
the occupational profile of the immigrants, with about
60 percent having worked in higher education-related,
scientific, or free professions, compared with 29
percent of the native Israelis. According to the Israel
Bureau of Statistics, among the immigrants who came
to Israel between 1989 and 1995 were 68,100 engineers
and architects, 30,900 teachers, 14,700 nurses, 14,300
physicians and dentists, and 14,100 artists, musicians

and writers, recognized as such according to profession-
al criteria set by the Ministry of Absorption.

State Social and Educational Assistance

The mass immigration from the former Soviet
Union had a major impact on immigration and absorp-
tion responsibility, which had been shared by the
Ministry of Absorption and the Jewish Agency for
Israel (JAFI). The overwhelming costs involved dic-
tated major reforms in immigrant absorption policy and
forced a redelegation of responsibility, primarily from
the Jewish Agency to government bodies.

One major change was the adoption of a policy of
“direct absorption.” The majority of immigrants now
received cash payments based upon abasket of services,
and moved directly into permanent housing instead of
absorption centers. The "absorption basket" was a
computation of the average costs previously covered
for immigrants. This included a subsistence allowance
for six months, rent subsidy for the first year, transpor-
tation costs to and from ulpan for six months, certain
education costs for children based on their number and
age, and costs of translations and resumes. A four-
person family received about $10,000 for their first
year in the country (compared with a $5,000 minimum
annual wage rate in Israel). After the first year,
housing options included remaining in the same apart-
ments but paying rent from the immigrant’s own
resources, purchasing an apartment with heavily subsi-
dized mortgages, or receiving public housing (available
only in development areas in the south and north of the
country). Although in conceptual terms, the "direct
absorption™ and "absorption basket” methods introduced
in the early 1990s were dramatic new approaches, the

authorities involved do not as yet have indications of ~

possible greater integration of immigrants. The main
visible by-product was the high immigrant concentration
around Tel Aviv and Haifa, with 50 percent and 20
percent of the total immigrants respectively.

Two trends soon became visible: the demand for
rental apartments grew and, accordingly, rents increased
for both immigrants and veterans. Quite often two or
three immigrants families shared one apartment, but
with this, the general annual cost of living went up.
Former "downtown" or commercial areas started being
inhabited again by new immigrants, some of them
highly educated. They became the neighbors of a
socioeconomically very low local population, thus
changing the social and cultural, if not the economic,
profile of those neighborhoods. Another effect, mainly
in these cities, was the higher degree of unemployment
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among immigrants or their employment as cheap labor.
The cultural setting in these cities and throughout Israel
was radically influenced (see more below).

While the Ministry of Absorption and the Ministry
of Housing had jurisdiction over the absorption tracks,
education was mainly the responsibility of the Ministry
of Education, which supervised the wipanim in both
absorption centers and in other study centers. All new
immigrants have the right to take a free six-month
intensive Hebrew course while they receive financial
support from the state. Those in special professions
could take an additional advanced professional language
ulpan for another six months.

Immediately upon arrival, immigrant children were
integrated into regular classes and were the responsibili-
ty of the Ministry of Education. In addition to regular
classes, they attended Hebrew language classes for new
immigrants within the schools. Since the Ministry of
Education retrained and employed teachers from the
former USSR, these teachers served: as tutors and
advisers for the new immigrant students. Immigrant
students at the high school level were allowed to take
some matriculation exams in their mother tongue and
be examined in subjects they had learned in their
country of origin — such as Russian literature, The
Ministry of Absorption financed private lessons either
in small groups or on an individual basis and, in
cooperation with municipalities and volunteer groups,
organized various social activities including field trips
and summer camps.

Employment as an Abhsorption Solution

The lIsraeli government viewed employment as a
major requirement for social absorption. Therefore,
a number of steps were taken to ensure employment,
with a major emphasis puton thetraining and retraining
of immigrants, and on finding suitable employment for

special groups such as scientists, engineers in special

fields, entrepreneurs, physicians, and artists, as well
as the 45-64 age group.

Traditionally, the funding for retraining courses was
provided by the Ministry of Absorption, but the actual
courses themselves were run by the Ministry of Labor.
Moreover, the Ministry of Absorptionhad special funds
for subsidizing immigrants’ wages for a certain period
of time so that employers — whether private or in state-
owned enterprises — would be encouraged to continue
their services. In 1973 a new entity was created by the
Prime Minister’s Office, and later transferred to the
Ministry of Science and Technology, which dealt with
the professional needs, training, and employment of
immigrant scientists, Retraining for teaching and for

industry was initiated in universities under this patron-
age.

The main concerns of the government in the face
of this wave of immigration were lack of employment
opportunities for the 45-64 age group and for women,
lack of proper job opportunities for. immigrants in
academic professions and the need to create new
opportunities, and lack of job security and low salaries
in jobs offered to immigrants.

According to a survey among 517,000 immigrants
above the age of 15, the employment situation in
December 1995 showed that out of the 268,000 who
had entered the labor force, 60 percent were men and
40 percent were women; of these, 90 percent were
employed, i.e., 243,000 — 91.5 percent of men and
89 percent of women, and 25,900 were unemployed.
The total rate of unemployment was more or less stable
during 1990-1994; the average did not exceed 10
percent and was only slightly higher than the unemploy-
ment rate among the veteran population.

Several entities were in charge of these policy
concerns — the Ministry of Labor, the Ministry of
Science and Technology, and the Ministry of Finance
— all in coordination with the Ministry of Immigrant
Absorption. The decisions that needed to be made were
taken in light of budgetary constraints, national priority
considerations, and objective conditions. Consistent
effort was placed on the training and retraining of
immigrants, although in time there was a need to
reevaluate the effectiveness of theseprograms. Railway
engineers were retrained as mechanical engineers;
physicians who could not pass the very demanding
academic and practical exams for accreditation in Israel
were retrained for nursing; scientists such as physicists
and mathematicians were retrained for teaching science
subjects in high schools, where there was a great need
for highly qualified science teachers. Teachers were
trained for teaching using different pedagogical and

" methodological approaches — generally less centralist,

authoritarian, or custodial, and using inquiry procedures
common in the West. Engineers and scientists were
exposed to advanced computers and updating in their
fields of expertise.

Special Groups: Scientists

In the case of special groups such as seientists, for
example, some were encouraged to join retraining
programs if they could not be absorbed in academic
institutions. In the case of scientist retraining for
teaching, for instance, out of the 174 scientists in the
program, 60 percent found jobs as teachers, of whom
98 percent continued teaching in the second and third




year after retraining. A major byproduct was the
benefit to the educational system which received quali-
fied science teachers, especially in development towns,
low sociceconomic areas, and in weak stucdent classes,
The immigrant scientist teachers were willing to teach

in these regions and classes, and thereby reinforced

science teaching in those areas to a significant degree.
Another attempt at assisting employment involved some
300 scientists who in 1995 were included in the Minis-
try of Immigrant Absorption’s Giladi program which
assisted universities and other research institutions,
which did not have the required financial resources, to
extend the period of employment of outstanding scien-
tists by another three years. In 1996 another 120
scientists were included in the program.

Out of the 10,965 immigrant scientists registered
at the Center for Absorption in Science, about 1,800
were placed in jobs at universities, about 1,400 more
in the private sector, and some 3,500 were placed in
various scientific or quasi-scientific jobs by the Center.
Approximately 500 scientists worked in unrelated jobs
which they found by themselves. The overall number
of immigrant scientists employed in 1995 was 8,250,
with about 2,700 remaining unemployed.

A study by the Guttman Institute encompassing a
random scientist population showed that the target
employing institutions were universities, technological
"incubators,” industry, research institutions, colieges,
and hospitals. -

Engineers

Another problematic special group involved engi-
neers. Some 61 percent were up to 44 years of age and
27 percent were aged 45 to 55. 97 percent obtained
their engineering degree in the former Soviet Unionand
93 percent worked in their profession prior to immigra-
tion. 65 percent received their degree in day programs,
22 percent in evening programs, and 13 percent in
correspondence courses. There was a major problem
in identifying their professional level on account of the
different universities at which they obtained their
degrees. Significantdifferences were found, especially
with regard to professional updating, among difterent
engineering institutions. Registration of engineers
followed Israeli professional certification standards.

Interms of specialization, 32 percent were mechani-
cal engineers, 20 percent civil engineers, 12 percent
electrical engineers, 9 percent electronics engineers,
4 percent in industrial management and economics, 3
percent chemical engineers, 3 percent in electro-
mechanics, and 17 percent in other fields such as
mining, nutrition, metallurgy, automation, and comput-

ers. Of the overall number of immigrant engineers,
76 percent applied to the Registrar in Israel, and 85
percent of these were recognized and registered in the
Engineers Directory; this figure is equal to 65 percent
of the overall number of people who declared upon
arrival that they were engineers. '

A Brookdale Institute study in 1994 found that 95
percent of engineers were employed at some job.
However, only 25 percent (28 percent of men and 20
percent of women) worked as engineers. 2 percent
worked in other higher education-related professions,
5 percent as junior engineers and technicians, 33
percent as skilled workers, 17 percent as non-skilled
workers, and 18 percent in sales and services. Those
immigrants who worked as engineers were mainly ab-
sorbed in industry (31 percent), building (19 percent),
business, services, and consultation (21 percent), and
public services (29 percent).

The type of assistance provided by the state primari-
ly included retraining and/or updating in various fields
of expertise in special programs offered by the universi-
ties, the Bashan project, and the technological incuba-
tors program. The Bashan and incubators programs
were intended to advance the employment of engineers,
to establish a pool of ideas and inventions from immi-
grant engineers and scientists, and to lay the founda-
tions for or reinforce start-up factories. Within the
Bashan project, seven centers were established around
the country for receiving, classifying, and promoting
ideas and inventions. The incubator program (similar
to technological research farms) sought to promote
inventions and patents, and establish small industrial
enterprises involving 50 percent veteran Israelis and 50
percent immigrant engineers. After a period of three
years, these enterprises were supposed to become
financially independent. By the end of 1995, out of
approximately 700 proposals submitted to the Bashan
project, 120 successfully passed the stage of techni-
cal/economic investigation and were referred to the
Israel Innovation Center, entrepreneurshipdevelopment
centers, industrial factories, technological incubators,
and Bashan. Moreover, centralized advisory services
and govermment loans were granted to entrepreneur
engineers. In 1996 the number of immigrants applying
tothese advisory centers was over 5,000, twice as many
as in 1993, and total loans reached NIS 17 million
(about $5.5 mitlion).

The technological incubators project has achieved
notable successes but has also been criticized because
it serves a relatively small number of immigrants,
because it has proved very costly for the state on a per
person and per initiative basis, and because some of the

()




incubator environments have not succeeded in raising
the independent funds needed for commercial survival
after the first three government-supported years.

Another project that answers many of these deficien-
cies is currently under consideration within the Ministry
of Trade and Industry. The concept is to match scien-
tists who have inventive ideas with a technical market-
ing manager who will guide a proposal toward commer-
cial application. A related idea is to link such proposals
to information on export possibilities.

Physicians, Dentists, and Nurses

A third special group included physicians, dentists,
and nurses. A total of 14,590 physicians immigrated
to Israel between 1989 and 1995; in 1990 and 1991
respectively the figures were 5,820 and 3,370. 1,575
dentists also arrived, of whom almost 1,000 came in

the two years 1990-1991; 14,341 nurses, 1,831 para-

medicals, and 1,606 pharmacists also immigrated —
the majority in 1990-1991. 58.8 percent of the doctors,
80.6 percent of the dentists, and 87.4 percent of the
nurses passed the required practical and professional
exams and received their licenses. (Only doctors who
had practiced less than 15 years had to take these
exams; the others were exempt.) According to research
published by the Brookdale Institute, 72 percent of
those who were licensed actually worked as doctors
(that is, less than 45 percent of the immigrant doctors),
but only a minority received tenure in medical institu-
tions. The majority were employed on a temporary
basis. This meant that many doctors worked as nurses
or paramedics, or provided "alternative medicine”
which does not require a license and can be conducted
privately. Thus, 2,989 people were licensed in para-
medical professions, the majority being former doctors:
2,310 became laboratory workers, over 600 became
physiotherapists, occupational therapists, and speech
therapists, and over 1,000 worked in a variety of other
of the health professions.

The Ministry of Health took upon itself the re-
training of some two hundred physicians for paramedi-
cal occupations such as x-ray technicians and geriatric
assistance. The employment rate after retraining was
100 percent since the program answered an identified
need in the health care system.

Artists

The huge number of recognized artists who immi-
grated to Israel imposed two main tasks on the absorp-
tion system: finding them appropriate employment and
taking advantage of their presence to develop Israel’s
cultural infrastructure and artistic education.

While 15,500 immigrants declared themselves to
be artists upon arrival, 7,250 were officially recognized
as such and an additional 4,150 considered as outstand-
ing artists. Approximately 3,200 outstanding artists
were assisted by the Ministry of Absorption, the
Ministry of Science and Technology, and the Jewish
Agency inpurchasing instruments and equipment, about
250 were aided in professional training, and others were
helped to receive exposure through concerts, exhibi-
tions, performances, and writer’s evenings, as well as
with the development of sources of employment. The
Center for Absorption of Immigrant Artists provided
various forms of assistance to approximately 3,000
artists. Symphony orchestras were set up in almost
every major town in Israel, the Opera House and the
opera tradition in Israel were reinforced, and many
artists served as classical music teachers in remote
towns or Arab villages where classical music had never
been stressed so widely.

Above Age 45

With these groups, the chief problem was in finding
jobs for those above age 45. (Approximately 120,700
immigrants were aged 45-64, 74,800 were part of the
labor force, and 46,600 were scientists or in free
professions.) The Ministry of Absorption explained
that "not even a growing economy can provide jobs for
those above the age of 45." This is connected with a
perception that employees this age are not profitable
to hire, but which in turn results in a significant loss
to the economy of an average of 15 work years for at
least 20,000 immigrants, many of whom were at the
peak of their careers and professional ability. Instead
they threatened to become a social burden on their host
country. The initiatives taken by the Ministry of
Absorption and Ministry of Labor to meet this problem
were mainly job fairs and initiated employment pro-
jects. While as yet some 20,000 have not obtained
suitable employment, 15,000 in this age group have
found work in their occupations or in related ones.

Language and Socialization

Hebrew language acquisition for adults was regard-
ed as the responsibility of the state. Ulpan courses
were given as part of the general absorption policy for
six months to one year, during which time the adults
involved were financed by the “absorption basket.” In
1995, for instance, over 65 percent of all new immi-
grant adults attended Hebrew classes (involving over
47,500 immigrants; 2,080 classes opened in 74 towns,
and some 53 classes functioned for special groups such
as physicians and nurses, engineers or scientists, the




blind and deaf, and drop-out youth).

Beyond language learning, a total budget of NIS
26,740,000 was allocated in 1995 for various absorption
activities within local communities, in addition to other
budgets provided by municipalities or various agencies.
Over 25 percent was allocated to social and cultural
activities in Hebrew acquisition programs, 20 percent
to enrichment programs for the 3 to 18-year-old age
group, 11 percent to increase interaction between
veteran and immigrant youth, and 18 percent to pre-
serve language, culture, and traditions from the native
country.

Out of some 119,000 students in the educational
system, 4,500 dropouts aged 14-18 were identified,
2,500 of whom are being assisted to return to school.
Each school receives NIS 350-880 per immigrant child
according to age and country of origin in order to assist
in social absorption. A particular effort is put on
preparing youth prior to compulsory military service
after high school through special summer camps and
the involvement of youth movement counselors with
teenage immigrants, Special guidance, rights, and
benefits are allotted to immigrant soldiers. Thisteenage
integration in the IDF — which functions for all of
Israeli society as a strong social melting pot — has
proven successful. The Ministry of Absorption also
finances special statf to deal with soldiers’ problems
and difticulties (some 2,340 soldiers were recognized
in 1995 as "alone," without a family in the country,
thus being eligible for special support and financial
assistance).

Qut of some 22,000 immigrant students in institu-
tions of higher education in 1993-1996, about 16,000
were from the former USSR. Their integration was
not reported to pose special problems.

Conclusions

Israel is unique as a country in that its very exis-
tence is based on its duty to accept, give citizenship to,
and assist any Jewish immigrant. This supersedes any
other considerations such as age, profession, financial
status, or any other threshold entrance requirements.
Thus, the majority of absorption procedures from
housing to employment and education are largely
controlled by the state, especially in the first year when
the immigrants are heavily subsidized.

A byproduct of the "direct absorption” approach
was an accumulation of the immigrant population in the
main cities which, on one hand, resulted in employment
and housing problems, but, on the other hand, rein-
forced socially weak areas.,

While children were very closely catered to socialty
in the schools, socialization between veteran and
immigrant adults did not receive high priority, Assis-
tance, mutual visits, or adoptions of families was not
ofticially orchestrated and at times was found wanting,
mainly due to lack of awareness by the host society.

The unanticipated high academic level of the
immigrants posed employment problems, but reinforced
the human capital of the state and the quality of its
population. If the state finds ways of utilizing this
tremendous capital, this could have a major impact on
the economy. A study of the economic contribution
of Soviet immigrants to Israel back in the 1970s stated
that "immigrant families’ discounted net balance with
the veteran population is positive by the third year,
becoming very large and positive in successive
years....We conclude that (their) acceptance...is a
healthy, beneficial policy for the economy and for the
standard of living of the veteran Israelis."

Finally, the political awareness of the Soviet immi-
grants turned out to be very high. People such as -
Natan Sharansky and others formed the Israel B’Aliya
party before the last elections on the basis of defending
immigrants’ rights and in June 1996 won seven Knesset
seats in their first campaign. Two of the party’s
members became ministers — Sharansky as Minister
of Industry and Trade, and Yuli Edelstein as Minister
of Immigrant Absorption, both positions of importance
for immigrant interests. Moreover, the party has
signiticant political power that helps to ensure a majori-
ty for the government coalition in the Knesset.

* * *
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This Jerusalem Letter is based on a presentation
originally prepared for the JCPA’s Metropolis Project
conference on world migration. A more complete
version will appear in Still Moving: Recent Jewish
Migrationin Comparative Perspective, edited by Daniel
J. Elazar and Morton Weinfeld (forthcoming).




