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» Providing tools to service providers who are in contact with the immigrants in order to improve
channels of communication and provide more effective services.



In the cultural reaim, the immigrants clearly prefer having their own, separate synagogue (67%). In
this, too - the desire to maintain their customs and traditions - they resemble many ethnic groups in

Israel. On the other hand, the percentage favoring a separate social-cultural club is much smaller
(29%).

In the area which is considered the most personal in inter-ethnic relations - marriage - the beginning
of more openness toward the absorbing society is evident. While 93% of the married iespondents
(or those who had been married in the past) had a spouse from the Caucasus, with regard to their
children, about half said that they would prefer that they marry someone not from the Caucasus.
This marks a transition from a purely endogamous pattern to a mixed pattern.

In the area of service provision, there is a clear preference for providers from the same ethnic group,
but this preference stems from the feeling (shared by some service providers) that the system does
not understand their problems and needs, and so is unable to offer effective assistance. They
expressed a desire to develop their own leadership. This could also stem from the feeling that no
one is looking out for their interests as a group. Improving the relations between the immigrants and
the service providers, on the one hand, and including representatives of the group in the search for
solutions to their problems, on the other, may soften their tendency toward seclusion.

Concluding Remarks .

The findings show that some of the widespread beliefs concerning immigrants from the Caucasus
are not characteristic of a majority of the immigrants (for example, most are interested in more
contact with non-immigrant Israelis). On the other hand, many of the problems identified by service
providers, are confirmed by the findings.

It appears that the process of absorbing this group of immigrants is slow and lengthy, and requires
an investment of resources beyond the standard three-year period of immigrant entitlement for
assistance.

Future directions for actions include:

« Encouraging immigrants from the Caucasus to enroll in vocational training courses as a means of
promoting the entry into the labor market of those not employed and of upgrading the level of
those employed in unskilled jobs.

. Improving the Hebrew proficiency of immigrants from the Caucasus by developing programs
whose contents, methods and structure are suited to sub-groups in this population.

« Promoting business entrepreneurship among interested immigrants by providing assistance as
needed - information, financial assistance, individual and gréup training tailored to the specific
types of initiative planned, etc.

« Encouraging immigrants from the Caucasus to use the cultural and social services more
extensively (according to need), by disseminating detailed information on the services® activities,
while taking into consideration the financial and social situations of the families. '



possible that they don’t know how they can help them, and what needs they can meet. For example,
if after-school programs for children are perceived merely as a baby-sitting service, the immigrants
may believe that have no need of them, given their low employment rates, and the fact that 20% of
the households include grandparents who can baby-sit. But these programs include various
enrichment components, which at least some of the children could benefit from, and which the
parents may not be aware of. On the other hand, a third of the immigrants with children aged 6-18
reported that they could not afford to send their children to extra-curricular activities. Thus, at least
one reason for non-utilization of cultural services is financial.

A major claim of service providers has been that immigrants from the Caucasus feel considerable
distrust of them and this is confirmed by the study’s findings. A considerable percentage of the
immigrants perceive that they are treated with no respect by the service providers (37%), believe
that the service providers do not understand their problems and needs (38%), and are not trying to
help them (50%). This could be another reason why so few apply to the services.

Some of the measures that could encourage the immigrants from the Caucasus to utilize various
services more fully are dissemination of detailed information on each service, including an
explanation of the specific needs it purports to meet, financial subsidies or discounts and broadening
the training of service providers to include cultural and social issues which are relevant to their
work with these immigrants.

Social Integration

One of the important issues is the claim that immigrants from the Caucasus tend to isolate
themselves from the broader society. It is important to differentiate between areas where it is
accepted and legitimate for ethnic groups in a pluralistic society to try and maintain their
uniqueness, and between areas where their seclusion pushes them to the margins of society.

A constderable proportion of the immigrants (42%) live in neighborhoods with many immigrants
from the Caucasus. This is largely due to preference: 68% chose the place to be near relatives, and
13% chose it because it had many immigrants from the Caucasus. There is also an element of
economic necessity which forces them to live in low-rent areas, or in new neighborhoods built
primarily for immigrants.

Most of their social contacts outside of the family are with other immigrants who speak their
language: either other immigrants from the Caucasus or immigrants from other areas in the former
Soviet Union. Six percent frequently meet with non-immigrant Israelis for social purposes, and in
this they are no different from the general population of immigrants from the former Soviet Union.
Moreover, a large majority (71%) are interested in having more contact with non-immigrant Israelis
and, in fact, the longer they are in Israel, the more contact they have. The immigrants believe that
the main barrier to such relationships is the language barrier, so that improving their Hebrew should
help their social integration as well.



appears that this might be a potential avenue for advancing the employment status of this group.
The data reveal that there is a widespread problem of lack of information in this area: of those who
expressed an interest, 85% were unaware of the support system for small business entrepreneurs.
Seventy percent of those interested expressed a wish to study in a course for entrepreneurs. Many
such courses for immigrants have been given in Israel, but it may be beneficial to adapt the courses’
contents to the tjrpes of businesses that the immigrants from the Caucasus wish to establish, such as
grocery shops, restaurants or small repairs.

Contact with the Service System

Service providers note that immigrants from the Caucasus rarely apply to the welfare services, and
tend to deal with problems within the extended family, or within the ethnic group, or to leave them
unsolved. They are also infrequent consumers of cultural and social services; this is attributed to
their having their own unique values and culture, on the one hand, and to their meager financial
resources, on the other.

The study examined the immigrants’ familiarity with a range of services, pattemms of utilization
among those who are aware of the service, reasons for non-utilization, and satisfaction with the
services. The primary health services were the only service known to all the immigrants from the
Caucasus, who are relatively high consumers of health services. Thus, 38% visited a general
physician during the month preceding the interview, and 37% visited a specialist during the three
months preceding the interview. Their rate of hospitalization was surprisingly high - 23% during the
past six months. This rate is twice as high as the rate among non-immigrant Israelis (14%) and as
the rate among the overall group of immigrants from the former Soviet Union (13%). Even if some
of the cases refer to the respondent’s children rather than to the respondent himself, the percentage
still appears high.

The social services best known to the immigrants from the Caucasus, in addition to the primary
health services are the Employment Bureau (91%), the Municipal Absorption Department (66%)
and the Social Services Department (50%); at least half of those who knew about these services also
used them. On the other hand, a smaller percentage knew about cultural services, such as the
municipal library or the community center, and only slightly more than a third of those who knew
about these services also used them. Similarly, the percentage of those using programs targeted for
children and youth, such as after school programs, was low - less than 40% of those who knew
about the service.

The percentage of those satisfied with the services was relatively high among users of the sick fund,
the Family Health Center, and the after-school program for school and kindergarten children.
Satisfaction was low among applicants to the social services bureau and the employment bureau.

The main reasons for non-utilization of services, as reported by the immigrants, were lack of need
(67%) and lack of detailed information about the service (38%). These two reasons may be related:
since the immigrants do not exactly know what services are available through the agencies, it is



compared to 0% among immigrants of similar background and age, who had not participated in a
training course. Sixty-two percent of immigrants aged 35-44 with a background of skilled work in
industry and construction, and who had been through vocational training courses, were employed in
good jobs: skilled jobs, office jobs and sales, as opposed to 28% of immigrants of similar age and
background who had not attended such courses.

There -are two problems with regard to vocational training for immigrants from the Caucasus. On
the one hand, the placement system is reluctant to refer them to courses, mainly because of their
poor Hebrew and their low professional level (as stated by the placement officers during the
in-depth interviews). On the other hand, there may also be a certain reluctance on the part of the
immigrants. These two factors can, perhaps, explain why only 14% of the immigrants from the
Caucasus studied in training courses (compared to 42% of the total immigrant population from the
former Soviet Union), and these were mainly younger immigrants, and tended to be women rather
than men. At the same time, most of the immigrants who studied in these courses completed them.
Those who dropped out of the course did so mainly because they found a suitable job.

It appears that there is a potential pool of additional participants. A third of those who have not
studied said they would like to attend a course. Among those interested in studying 52% were
younger immigrants, up to age 34, 44% arrived in Israel less than three years ago, and 42% were
employed at the time of the interview. Even among those who said they were not interested in a
course, 25% were nevertheless willing to attend under certain conditions: that they would not be
required to pay for the course and/or that they would receive a subsistence benefit, so that their
families’ financial situation would not deteriorate (60%); that the course would take place during
evening hours, so that the participant could continue working during the day (18%); that a job
would be guaranteed at the end of the course (19%); that the participants would be given Hebrew
lessons (14%); and that there would be child care during the hours that the mother was attending the
course (9%).

Thus the need emerges to enable those immigrants who are interested, to participate in vocational
training courses, including those immigrants who are currently employed in unskilled jobs. It is
important that such courses address the lack of Hebrew skills and include assistance in finding a job
in the vocation studied, or at least in some related area, an arrangement which has proven effective
in training courses for immigrants from the Soviet Union aged 45+ (King 1997).

Business Entrepreneurship

In in-depth interviews, professional job placement personnel and field workers said that the business
enterprise track was well-suited to immigrants from the Caucasus, in light of their occupational
background prior to immigration, their limited formal education which makes it difficult to place
them in skilled jobs, and their dislike of having a “boss”. In fact, it was found that those who had
actually established small businesses and were working in them at the time of the interview
constituted less than half a percent of the study population, or less than one percent of those
employed. However, 13% of the immigrants expressed an interest in entrepreneurship, so that it



complex skills, such as reading professional material in Hebrew, are not relevant. In aspects that
could be relevant to these jobs, such as understanding written instructions, over half (58%) said they
were “not at all able” to do so, or only “with great difficulty”.

The immigrants themselves are aware that their lack of Hebrew proficiency is a disadvantage. They
noted that their lack of knowledge of Hebrew makes it difficult for them to look for a job or to
advance once they have a job. Half of those not employed at the time of the interview and looking
for work indicated, among other difficulties encountered, the unwillingness of employers to hire a
person who is not proficient in Hebrew. In addition, immigrants who did succeed in finding a job
reported difficulties in finding a good job and in advancing in their work place, because of their
poor Hebrew (mentioned by 53% and 45%, respectively); 19% reported (in response to an
open-ended question) that their poor command of Hebrew was their most serious problem in the
area of employment. Lack of Hebrew skills also blocks the participation of these immigrants in
vocational training courses, which could assist them in obtaining skilled employment. Close to a
third (29%) of the respondents who did not attend a vocational training course, and were not
interested in doing so, explained their reluctance by saying that their Hebrew was not good enough.
Furthermore, their limited command of Hebrew makes it difficult to develop social relationships
with non-immigrant Israelis, in which most immigrants are interested; 55% mentioned language
difficulties as a barrier to developing such relationships.

There seems to be a need to develop a program for Hebrew studies which takes into account the
attitudes of the immigrants towards studying Hebrew and the needs of various sub-groups with
respect to course content, methods and structure. For instance, the immigrants are quite interested in
job training courses, in order to improve their standing in the labor market. If Hebrew studies are
tied to a specific goal, such as having a better job, and if they are guaranteed that their income will
not decline during their studies, a reasonable response may be expected, especially among the
younger men up to age 34 and the women. Thus, consideration should be given to making Hebrew
studies the preliminary stage of vocational training courses. Another option is the development of
Hebrew teaching programs for young mothers in Family Health Centers. This idea is based on the
finding that about 80% of all mothers aged 21-34 visit these centers, and in several cities the centers
offer training programs for better parenting. These programs could include Hebrew lessons for
young mothers, many of whom have not worked in Israel, but have expressed an interest in entering
the job market (i.e. they were looking for a job at the time of the interview, or intended to look for a
job in the next three months).

Vocational Training

Since the immigrants from the Caucasus regions are employed in low level jobs, vocational training
is an important avenue for professional advancement. In the study population it was found that
those immigrants who had attended vocational training courses were employed in higher level jobs
than those who had not participated in such courses, even when controlling for occupational
background and age. For example, 33% of academic, professional and technical workers aged 35-44
who had attended a course, were employed in their professions at the time of the interview, as



apartment, compared to families where only one member is employed, and even more so compared
to families where neither husband nor wife are employed (82%, 59% and 33%, respectively).

Due to the low income level, nearly half (47%) of the immigrants are unable to cover the cost of
most of their basic daily needs, such as food, rent, electricity, etc. Naturally, this feeling of
economic hardship is even more severe in large families. Thus the income of 46% of families with
one to-three children under 18, and the income of 64% of families with four or more children, does
not cover their basic needs. The percentage of families in financial need declines with the increase
in the number of providers: 61% of families with no wage eamner, as opposed to 29% of families
with two wage earners, experience financial distress. Even among those who have been in Israel for
six to eight years, the income of 42% is still not enough to cover most of their basic needs.

Their poor economic situation naturally affects the welfare of the children, and their ability to fully
participate in the formal and informal educational systems. Thirty-four percent of parents with
children aged 6-18 reported that they cannot afford extra-curricular activities for their children, and
24% are unable to purchase required school supplies.

Furthermore, most immigrants are not optimistic regarding the chances of their situation improving:
19% said that the chances are “not good at all” and 54% believed that the chances are “not so
good”. But they have more hope for the next generation. They believe that their children have a
“very good chance” (16%) or a “pretty good chance” (55%) of succeeding professionally and
financially.

Hebrew Proficiency

Poor Hebrew proficiency appears to be a major probiem in the absorption of immigrants from the
Caucasus, as it has ramifications in many areas: employment, job training, relationship with service
providers, and relationships with non-immigrant Israelis. In general, their Hebrew proficiency,
particularly in the higher skills, such as reading and writing, is low and does not improve
significantly with length of residence in Israel. Even among those in Israel over six years, 45% are
unable to write a simple letter in Hebrew, and 34% are unable to read such a letter.

The percentage of immigrants who have studied in an ulpan (an intensive Hebrew language
program) is relatively low, because many of them, especially the men, preferred to go to work
immediately in order to provide for their families, and also because they thought they could learn
Hebrew without attending an ulpan. Only 53% studied in an ulpan, and only 72% of these
completed the course - i.e. only 38% of the immigrants from the Caucasus have finished ulpan
studies. In their everyday life, the immigrants use Hebrew only occasionally. Since they tend to live
near others of their ethnic group (42% live in neighborhoods with “many” immigrants from the
Caucasus, by their own estimation), they do not need much Hebrew in their contacts with their
neighbors (only 50% speak Hebrew with their neighbors). Further, 71% do not meet non-immigrant
Israelis at all on social occasions, which would require them to use Hebrew. Also at work, they have
few opportunities to improve their Hebrew. Most are employed in simple jobs for which more



In Israel, 46% of the immigrants who were employed prior to immigration, i.e. people with a history
of employment, are currently unemployed, and only a few are looking for work. Although their
occupational resources are on a lower level than those of the overall group of immigrants from the
former Soviet Union, nevertheless 26% of them were employed in academic, professional or
technical jobs in the Caucasus, 41% were skilled workers in industry or construction and even
among these groups, only 52-60% are currently employed, ‘despite the fact that some of them
arrived in Israel during a period when the levels of unemployment were relatively low.

On the other hand, some women who were not employed in the Caucasus, are now going out to
work, probably because of their husbands’ unemployment. This is most noticeable among women
with no prior employment experience in the 35-44 age group, where 43% of the men are not
working.

Among the non-employed immigrants from the Caucasus, there are three primary groups that could
be encouraged and helped to enter the job market. One main target group is men aged 21-54.
Among the women, there are two groups: women under age 45 who have been employed in Israel
but for some reason stopped working or looking for a job; and women aged 21-34, who have been
in Israel up to three years, have not been previously employed here, but expressed a desire to enter
the job market.

The second major problem in the area of employment is that those employed have mostly low-level
jobs: half are employed as unskilled laborers, compared to only 9% in the Caucasus. The
disadvantage of these jobs is not only the drop in these immigrants’ professional level compared to
their situation in the Caucasus, and the low pay, but also the lack of job security. Two-thirds of
those working in these jobs are employed on a daily or even hourly basis, with no extra benefits,
and no certainty that on the next day they will still have a job. This causes job dissatisfaction and
may even affect the non-employed by lowering their motivation to join the labor market. Some of
them may reach the conclusion that under such poor employment conditions, it may be preferable to
subsist on social benefits.

Economic Situation

The low rates of employment and the nature of the jobs have created widespread poverty among
these immigrants, evident in low levels of income: the overall income of a quarter of the households
does not exceed half of the average employee wage (NIS 5,120 at the time of the study), while the
income of another third ranges between half and three-quarters of the average wage. A comparison
with the average household income (for which data are unavailable) would reveal an even greater
gap. The immigrants’ meager economic resources are also reflected in a shortage of basic househoid
equipment, such as a clothes closet (missing in 19% of the homes), an oven (26%) or a home heater
(60%). Further, only 55% of the immigrants from the Caucasus have purchased an apartment,
although among married immigrants aged 35-54 the percentage is higher - 75%. A considerably
higher proportion of families where both husband and wife are employed have purchased an



Executive Summary

Between 1989 and 1996, about 50,000 immigrants from the Caucasus region of the former Soviet
Union (including Azarbaijan, Dagastan, Kardino-Balkaria and Chechnia) arrived in Israel, joining
11,000 immigrants from this region who immigrated during the 1970s. Within this group, there is a
sub-group (estimated at 35,000-40,000), usually referred to as “Mountain Jews”, with its own
identity and its own dialect, Judeo-Tat.

Service providers in the education and social systems who came into contact with the “Mountain
Jews” who arrived in the 1990s, reported a variety of problems. In mid-1995, an Inter-Ministry
Commuittee for Immigrants from the Caucasus Region was established to address the problems of
these immigrants. It initiated a study for the purpose of generating a comprehensive and reliable
data base to help in the formulation of policies and the planning of programs to address the needs of
these immigrants.

The study used a stratified sample, which included 500 immigrants aged 21-64, half men and half
women, who arrived in Israel between September 1989 and December 1996. Face-to-face
interviews were conducted using a structured questionnaire in Russian, composed of some closed
and some open-ended questions. About half the interviewers were themselves from the Caucasus
region, which helped gain the respondents’ trust. The interviews were carried out between May and
September 1997.

The study examined the absorption process of these immigrants in several key areas of life:
employment, housing, proficiency in Hebrew and social integration. The study’s findings reveal an
ethnic group facing many difficulties in its absorption, which appear to improve only slightly with
length of residence in Israel.

Employment
Integration into the job market of working age immigrants is one of the most significant aspects of
the absorption process.

In the area of employment, two main problems characterize the immigrants from the Caucasus: The
first problem is the low rate of labor force participation among immigrants of working-ages (21-64),
particularly among the men. Only half of the immigrants (57% of the men and 43% of the women)
are employed, and an additional 9% are not employed but are seeking employment. These
employment rates are low compared to the overall population of immigrants from the former Soviet
Union (72% of all male immigrants and 56% of all female immigrants), and also compared to the
overall Jewish population (66% of Jewish male population and 53% of women). Furthermore, they
are lower than their own rates of employment prior to immigration: In the 35-44 age group, the rate
of employment is 57% among the men and 55% among the women, compared to 93% and 74%,
respectively, in the Caucasus. In the 45-54 age group, the rate of employment is 67% among the
men and 53% among the women, compared to 95% and 84%, respectively, in the Caucasus.
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