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Economic troubles from within
Beyond Iran and Gaza, Israel has
internal socioeconomic worries
By BEN SALES
(JTA) — With news focused on
Gaza, Iran and the West Bank, it can
be easy to forget that Israel has problems within its borders, too. Though
Israelis rarely do. Thankfully, we now
have a 62-page booklet full of graphs
and charts to remind us.
Published last week by the Taub
Center for Social Policy Studies in
Israel, a leading Israeli socioeconomic
think tank, the report portrays a country where rents are rising, income gaps
are vast, bureaucratic delays are legion
and taxes are high. There’s also some
good news.
Here are some takeaways about
Israel’s domestic difficulties — and
a few reasons for optimism.
Israel is as unequal as the U.S.:
Months before the eruption of the
Occupy Wall Street movement in
New York in 2011, Israelis famously
pitched tents on Tel Aviv’s Rothschild
Boulevard and held a monthslong
protest of Israel’s wealth gaps and
high cost of living.
And the U.S. and Israel have about
the same level of income inequality,
second only to Mexico among developed countries — at least as of 2011,
the most recent year for which Taub
has data. Israelis with the highest 10
percent of incomes, according to the
report, made almost five times as
much as those with the lowest tenth
of incomes — though that gap was
narrowing.
Food and housing prices have
skyrocketed: There’s a reason that
Israel’s new finance minister, Moshe
Kahlon, centered his electoral campaign on housing reform. Real estate
prices had risen nearly 60 percent in
real dollars since 2008, with a slightly
lower increase in rent prices. Part of
the fault, the report says, lies with

Israel’s bureaucracy: It takes 13 years
to get new construction approved in
Israel, as opposed to a few months in
the European Union.
In 2005, meanwhile, food prices
in Israel were 16 percent lower than
the average among countries in the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, but by 2015
they had become 19 percent higher.
All sectors of Israelis — from haredim to Arabs — spend more than

News Briefs
Woman first to head Rome Jewish community
For the first time, a woman has been appointed to lead the Jewish community of Rome.
Ruth Dureghello, 48, who has managed a Jewish day school in the
city for the past seven years, was named president on Tuesday at the first
meeting of the new Rome community council, which was elected on June
14. There are 27 members on the council.
“It’s time to put aside any rivalries and work together for the good of
the community,” Dureghello, who heads the For Israel list, said in her
inaugural address.
In her address, she announced her intention to create a
unity board that includes the other three lists, which participated in the
election.
The current community president, Riccardo Pacifici, was not
eligible for reelection because of a regulation that prevents serving
more than three consecutive terms. Pacifici is the founder of the
For Israel list.

Orthodox ‘conversion therapy’group found guilty
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Israelis pitched tents in Tel Aviv in 2011 to protest socioeconomic
issues.

they make: It’s common for Israelis
to gripe about “living in minus” —
that is, with a negative bank account
balance. Turns out, it’s a problem that
cuts across population groups.
Haredi Orthodox Jews’ expenses,
on average, are 33 percent higher than
their incomes, while for Muslims, the
figure is 20 percent. Even non-haredi
Jews, Israel’s most affluent sector,
spend 4 percent more than they earn.
Israel has a big “shadow econ-

Federation hosts
‘compensation czar’
Kenneth Feinberg, attorney and
author of Who Gets What: Fair Compensation after Tragedy and Financial
Upheaval and What Is a Life Worth
— known as the “compensation czar”
— spoke to major donors of the Minneapolis Jewish Federation on June 26.
Feinberg shared insight from his
experiences managing funds that
compensate the victims of tragedies
such as 9/11, the Boston bombing,
the BP oil spill and the Virginia Tech
massacre.
He connected his work to the work
that the Minneapolis Jewish Fed-

omy” — and taxes are to blame:
Israel’s shadow economy, the portion
of business that stays hidden from
taxes and regulation, makes up about
a fifth of Israel’s GDP. The blame,
according to the report, lies with the
high tax burden Israel places on small
businesses. Israel taxes small businesses at an effective rate of nearly 58
percent — 6 percentage points higher
than the OECD average.
Israel’s spending more on education — but it lags in dollars per
student: Nearly 11 percent of Israel’s
total government budget is dedicated
to education — a number that has
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eration does together with its partner
agencies. “I administer these highly
visible funds, put a bow on the file,
and they’re done,” Feinberg said. “But
Federation? You do so much for so
many, quietly and effectively. And
the work never ceases.”
Elliot Kaplan introduced Feinberg
as both his personal friend and client,
and noted that Feinberg often takes on
funds pro bono.
“The work that I do is a community
response to grief,” Feinberg said, “and
has a bedrock in Judaism.”
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The Minneapolis Jewish Federation recently hosted attorney and
author Kenneth Feinberg, who manages funds that compensate the
victims of tragedies. He is pictured with Linda Ketover, M.D., Federation president.

risen in recent years. But in terms of
dollars per student, Israel lags behind
the OECD, mostly because Israel has
more children than most OECD countries. And classrooms are crowded:
An average Israeli classroom has 28
students, as opposed to the OECD
average of 21.
But more Israeli students are
qualifying for college, and fewer
are failing: In 2007, 46.3 percent of
students passed Israel’s matriculation
exam, a necessary prerequisite to enter
college. By 2013, that number was
53.4 percent. And in 2006, 5.2 percent
of Israeli students scored within the
highest levels of the PISA, an international standardized test, while 36
percent performed poorly. By 2012,
the percentage of “outstanding” students was up to 5.8, while the “weak”
student rate fell to about 29 percent.
The future, at least, is looking a little
brighter.

An Orthodox Jewish nonprofit that purports to help gay men become
heterosexual has been found guilty of fraud.
In a civil judgment on June 25 in Jersey City, N.J., a seven-member
jury found Jews Offering New Alternatives for Healing (JONAH) and its
co-founder in violation of the state’s Consumer Fraud Act, the Associated
Press reported.
The three plaintiffs, who were former clients, were awarded approximately $72,000 in damages. Two are from Orthodox families, and one
is Mormon.
“This is a momentous event in the history of LGBT rights,” the
plaintiffs’ attorney David Dinielli said, according to the AP. “The same
lies that motivate gay conversion therapy motivate homophobia —
that gay people are broken and need to be fixed. The strength of our
plaintiffs brought that to light.”
According to the plaintiffs, JONAH claimed a success rate it could not
prove and used scientifically questionable therapy methods.
The group’s defense attorney did not immediately respond to AP requests for comment, but during the trial argued that the group made no
guarantees and that the plaintiffs had not expressed dissatisfaction during
or immediately after their treatment.

Mexican laborers hired to protest gay pride parade
An Orthodox Jewish group hired Mexican laborers to protest for them
at the gay pride parade in New York.
A reporter for the New York Times witnessed the group of Mexican
men picketing for the Jewish Political Action Committee, a fringe Hasidic
group based in Brooklyn, at Sunday’s parade in Manhattan.
The hired protesters wore ritual fringes, or tzitzit, and held up signs
protesting homosexuality and same-sex marriage, which was upheld by
the U.S. Supreme Court on June 26.
Heshie Freed, a member of the Jewish Political Action Committee,
told the Times that the men were hired to fill in for “yeshiva boys”
who would normally protest but were kept away because of “what they
would see at the parade.”
The group of Mexican men was fenced off from the main parade
at Fifth Avenue and 15th Street, and parade-goers repeatedly kissed in
front of them.
Later in the day, a fight broke out between a parade-goer and an Orthodox
man associated with the group.
“It’s been a lot of confrontation,” Freed told the Times. “Whenever you
have emotions, you have a situation.”
— Compiled by JTA

