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The number of poor Jews living in New York City increased sharply from 1991 to 2001. 

Overall, the number of poor Jews - dcfined as members of families with incomes beJow 

150% of the Federal poveny guideline - rose from 145,000 persons in 1991 to an 

estimated 180,000 persons in the year 2001. This was an increase of more than 24 

percent. 

A major factor in the substaDlial rise in the number of poor Jews was the resettlement in 
the city during the past decade of more than 100,000 jewish refugees from the former 

Soviet Union, Enabled to emigrate by agreements between the US and Soviet 
governments, nearly aU of these refugees were e~tremely poor when they arrived in New 

York. Aided by their high educational levels, many of the Russian-speaking refugees 
have learned English i\Ild obtained employment. Nevertheless, it is estimated that as of 

200J some 40% of the refugees still have incomes below 150% of the poveny line. 

The second major factor innuencing lewish poverty in the city is the subStantialnumbelS 
of poor Jews identified in the UIA,Federation of lewish philanthropies' population srudy 

of 1991. Based on a sample survey, the study estimated that there were 145,000 poor 

Jews in New York at that time, It is cstimated that this number has probably shrunk to 
about 140,000 people by 2001, based nn much the same net ouunigration tRmls that bave 

!1Ce1l ex;>erienced by the city's Jewish population as a whole, --- -...-- ' 

The report also contains more detailed estimates of tbe poor lewish population by 

boroughs and by major neighborhoods. Witbin the city, Brooklyn has by far the largest 

concentration of poor Jews. In pan. this is because Brooklyn is where most Russii\ll­
spealting refugees have settled in recent years. 

The analysis in this repon is described as "preliminary" because it has been produced in 

advance of the release of detailed US Census data and the planned UJA-Federation 

population slUdy of 2002. Met Council plans to follow up this preliminary as5C$Sment 

with a more detailed report when Ihcse additional sources of data are available, This 

prelimillary repon has been produced at this time primarily to provide the best available 

ioforrnation to New York's Ilew Mayor and all almost entirely Council. 
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INTRODUCTION 

by William E. Rapfogel, 

Executive Director. Mel Council 

New York City is home to the largest and wealthiest Jewish population in the United 

SlateS. This is common knowledge. Far Jess well known is that this city also contains the 
nation's largest concentration of poor Jews. Sadly, some people still react 10 the very idea 

of poor Jews as a joke. Bul there is no humor in the situation of the more than 180,000 

Jewish individuals in New Yolt whose family incomes fall below widely accepted 

standards of poverty. These people live in conditions of serious economic deprivation, 
relieved only in small measure by governmental and communal suppon. Nor is there any 

comedy in the situation of an even greater number of "near poor" Jews who cannot afford 

many Qf the basic amenities Qf life •. but whose family incomes place them 1,11,1\ of the 

reach Qf many governmental entitlements. 

Met CQuncil and its network of Jewish Community CQuncils serve these poor peQple. 

Our clients include aging Jewish men and women living alone in the BronJ[, OrthodoJ[ 

and Hasidic familie.o; studying and working in Brooklyn, Russian·speaking refugees from 

the former Soviet Union resettled in Brooklyn, Bukharian familes living in Queens, as 

well as many other individuals and families localed throughout the city. We hope that this 

report brings their existence and their needs to the attention Qf New YQrk's broadu 

Jewish community and to the Federal, State and City governments. 

This is Met Council's third successive decennial repon on Jewish poverty in New York: 

City. Our initial, pioneering assessment Qf the numbers and needs of poor Jews was 

produced for Met Council in 1984 by The Nova Institute. Its fmd ings were based 

primarily on data from the US Census of 1980 and from the Jewish PopulatiQn Study 

produced by the VJA-Federation of Jewish Philanthropies in J981. Met Council·s se<:ond 

assessment of the numbers and condition of poor Jews in New York came outin 1993. 



Again. the report was produced for us by Nova. building on data from the US Census of 

1990 and the UJA-Federation Jewish Population Study of 1991_ These data were 

supplemented by a special survey of poor Jewish households conducted by Nova in order 

to add a sense of humanity to dry census .'<\.atistics. 

Why l.J; Th is Report C31led A " Prelimina ry Assessment" ? 

This third report in the series is different from the fust two in one very imponant way. l IS 

objective is much the same -- 10 describe the numbers and conditions of the poor Jewish 

population of New York . BUI in preparing this report. Nova was able to rely 10 only a 

limi\ed degree on data from Ihe US Census of 2000 because only preliminary census 
results arc now available. For e~ample, for the most part., only citywide and borough­

lev::l census uata is curr .. ;::ly avail~t;lc. Data at the Community n;~::-;,~ level, which is of 
great importance in analyz.ing the delailed geographic distribution of the city's diverse 

population, has only recently begun 10 be published by the New York City Department of 

City Planning. Most importantly, census dam on the origins and ancestries of New 

Yorkers. a valuable source of knowledge aboul the city's Jewisb population, has not yet 

been published by the Census Bureau or assembled inlO CD's by City Planning. In 
addition, UJA-Federation only began planning ilS Jewish Population Study for the deo::ade 

of the 2000's in AugUSt, 2001. No dam is expocted to be forthcoming from the population 

study until the end of calendar year 2002 at the earliest. 

Thus, for this report Nova has had to rely on other, more limiled sources of information. 

Among the sources Nova has utilized are trendlines from ilS past analyses of the Jewish 

poor pl~s infonnation from the communal agencies that provide services to the Jewish 

poor such as the Jewish Communi ty Relations Council (JCRC), HlAS, the New York ~ .. 

Association for New Americans (NY ANA), the Jewish Board of Family and Children's 

Services (JBFCS), the Jewish Child Care Association (JCCA), the Board of 1ewish 

Education (BJE), the Jewish Association for the Aged (JASA) and Federa tion 

Employment and Guidance Services (FEGS). In addition, the staff of Met Council and 

our afrlliaU:d Jewish Community Counci ls. whose work is cOllCentrated in areas where 

the Jewish poor live. have provided direo::t information from their daily eJlperiences. UIA­

Federation of New York has been instrumental in helping with Ihis effort. 

Then, \Vlly W as This Report Produced Now? 

One might well ask: if the data from the census and the UJA population study aren't yet 

available, why not wait until they are? Pan of the answer is simple: in previous decades, 

there was no such phcnomerlOn in New York. City as "teffillimits"! But now these limits 
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are in place, mandating not only a new Mayor but also that most of the members of the 
New York City Council, the city's legislative branch, are new. New York has nevu 

before gone through such a rapid change in its govemmenL 

There are cwo additional reasons for urgency in presenting the infonnation in this repon 

10 municipal and communal agencies and officials. First, it is clear - even from Nova's 
preliminary assessment -that the number of poor Jews in New York, while stable from 

1981 to 1991, increased significantly in the del.:ade from 1991 10 2001. Paradoxically, 

this has been due 10 a great blessing: the resettlement in New York City of over 100,000 

Jewish refugees from the countries of the fonner Soviet Union. 

The final reason that this report is urgently n~dcd now is one of great sadness, TerrorisI 

ue..LL~tion of LI¥-. World Trade Center, coupled ",ith a worldwide econoll'.i~ dowrll:"·Jl., 

has plunged this cily into very serious economic difficulties. The reverberations of this 
twin disaster are only JUSt beginning to be felt, but already we al Mel Council can identify 
in OUT clients the rippling effects of job and business losses. We are very concerned thai 

in the difficult times ahead much of the progress that has been made in recent years in 

bettering the condition of the Jewish poor - and, indeed, of aU of the city's many poor 
people - may be 10SL The crisis that faces us is unparalleled in OUT history. 

It is Met Council's core responsibility to advocate on behalf of the poor Jewish 

neighborhoodS, individuals and households of New York, It would be irresponsible on 
our part to neglect any opportunity to help educate the new Mayor and City Council 

members, as well as other elected State and Federal officials, that there ITuly are 

substantial and growing numbers of poor Jews in this city and that thet lYJ~tly need 
help from City Government as well as from their commulllJ t",,;r.ren. Thus, we see ~Js 

preliminary assessment of Jewish poverty as one of the mOSI useful contributions we can 

make at this difficult time. 

Met Council's responsibility 10 its consti tuency is ongoing. Therefore, when the 
additional sources of data we have been able 10 rely on in past assessments of the jewish 

poor become available, we are commined to review the preliminary estimates presented 

in this report and 10 issue an updated and more comprehensive report. 

Preliminary though this report may be, Mel Council is confident that Nova's estimates 

contain an exuemeJy importaot message: with the resettlement in New Yor:\:: Cily of over 

100,000 Russian-speaking refugees from the countrie,o; of the former Soviet Union, the 
number of poor and needy Jewish New Yorkers increased significantly, We know from 

Met Council's continuing experience of person-to,person contaci and work with the 
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Jewish poor that there are substantial and growing numbers of Jews in this city who have 

serious economic concerns. We know that the geographic distribution and age 

composition of this population of poor Jews has changed, witll greatly growing 

concentrations of poor Jews living in the borough of Brook.lyn. We also know that 
during the past decade of refugee resettlement and immigration this city has become 

home 10 many thousands of Jews from tile countries of the former Soviet Union - and 

thai many of these Russian-speakers remain poor even a decade after their resettlemenL 

It is this large group of poor Jews, IOgeiher with New York's even larger number of "near 

poor" Jews, for whom we advocate and whom we seek to help. II is for them ihat we 
have felt it e.sscntiailO bring the word of tIleir existence and needs to the governments of 

New York Cil)' and New York SUIte and 10 their brothers and sisters in the broader 

Jewisb (:ommunity. 

The Not Steps for Met Coundl 

We believe thaI the information in Ihi.s repon can produce Ulngible and meaningful 

suppon for our effons in advocating (or the needs and concerns of the Jewish poor. 
Mel Council is determined 10 use tile information in this report to inform 

Mayor Michael Bloomberg of the substantial numbers and significant needs of the Jewish 

poor. This is information that is rt:levanl in budgetary and program planning by the 
Office of the Mayor, the Office of Management and Budget and the many City 

Commissioners and agencies. The enormous powers granted 10 the Mayor under the Cil)' 

Charter can be used for good -- or through a lack of oversight can result in the neglect of 

needy populatiofl5.ln a (:i ty thjs h:rge and this diverse, no Mayor, bowever Car-sighted, 

(:an know all oCthe popul2tion~s needs. We will try 10 be the voi<:e for one group - the 

Jewish poor -- in the cacaphony of demands that impact on the Mayor. In keeping with 

Mel Council's traditions, however, we will cooperate with all other groups advocating for 

the needs of poor New Yorkers, including people of Hispanic or African-American 

origin, people with roolS in China or India or other Asian nations, and people of the many 

other nations, creeds and origins that make up the population of this world city. 

Mel Council will make spo:~lal efJons to use me llllufmalJon UllhlS repon to advocate 

with the newly-elec:ted members o( the New York City Council Under the Chaner, the 

City Council has fundamental responsibilities for local legislation and the adoption of the 

budget. We will be especiaJly concerned in o ur work with those Council members who 

represent the principal neighoortJoods of JewiSh poveny identified in this repon. 
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As we have in the past. Met Council will continue to meet with New York State 

Govemor George Pataki. New York State Senate Majority Leader Joseph Bruno and 

Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver. 'The State will be of especial importance in the coming 

year as national economic conditions worsen and the City's outlook darkens. 

And, as we also have in the past, Met Council will also address the President and 

Congress. W e know how difficult it is to make heard the voice of any single group in the 
comple:t envi ronment of Washing lon, DC. BUI we also know from our own e:tperience 

that advocacy supported by hard faclS and figu~ goes further than pleas alone. We 

believe that this factual assessment of the need of New York's poor Jews will meet that 

"" 
We ar!' laugh! I)y the Tal", .. tl. "/(01 Yisrotl A revim :Uh Lauh" -- each and every one of 

us has a deep and abiding responsibility for one another. In keeping with that guiding 

principle, we al Mel Council pledge 10 continue our efforts as long as il is necessary. 
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1. Contents Of This Report 

This report presents a preliminary assessment of the numbers. geographic distribution and 

principal characteristics of the poor and near-poor Jewish residents of New York City as 

of the year 2001. 

• The report begins by presenting a realistic definition of the income levels that 

are used to measure poverty. This is necessary because it has long been 
recognized by city and SUIte agencies that the nationwide "one size fits all" 
definition of poverty set by the Federal Government does not apply adequatei,. in 
New York City. A more realistic definition of poverty is presented th~t takes inlO 

account the higher costs of living here . 

• The ne,;t step in the report is to estimate how many poor Jews there are in New 
York City in the year 2001, using the realistic definition of poverty. In order 10 

construct this estimate it was found useful to consider two separate groups of the 

Jewish poor. Olle is the ''pre-existing'' poor, the Jewish poverty population of 

about 145,000 individuals who were identified ill a 1991 population Study 

conducted for the UJA-Federation. The second group is the additional population 

of more than 100,000 refugees from the fonner Soviet Ull ion who were resettled 

in New York City from 1991 to 2000. It is also important - though difficult -- 10 

estimate how many of the Russian-speakers, almost all penniless when they 
arrived, are still poor in 2001. 

6 



. . 

• TIle subsequent section of the report assesses the ge<lgraphic distribution of the 

Jewish poor, both by boroughs and by the principal neighborhood areas in whicb 

mo~t of '_he Jewish poor live. Some guidance on this store is available from 

recently issued compilations of census data by communi[), dislriclS for the white 

non-Hispanic population from the NYC Depanment of City Planning . 

• llIe next section examines the situation of the "neaT poor", those Jews whose 

household incomes are above the realistic poverty line but who are still in serioUJ 

economic strail'! as compared to the bulk of the ci[)"s Jewish communily. 

' llIe fmal5CCtion of the report presents infonnation on the se ..... ice needs of !he 

jewish poor and neu- poor, baJ...:! :..rgely on their vWI} IC.''IXIllJeS 10 V~I ~w~.:.;~. 

Once again, il is imporlanllO reiterile thai this is a "preliminary assessmenl". Due 10 the 
limited amounts of infOmlalion available al this time, the numbers in the report - while 

they are believed 10 be as accurate as feasible under the circumstances - mus t be seen as 

subject to revision as more census data is published and especially when the planned 

UJA-Federation Population Study is compleled. 

2. Denning Jewish Poverty In New York City 

'The offICial Federal poveny guidelines do nOt adequately define what it means 10 be poor 

in New York City -- and have not for the past 3j years. 

In 1964, the Federal Government began 10 publish an of!idal"poverty guideline". ThiJi 
guideline was set on the basis of a Stuoy that concluded that food accounted for one-third 

of tbe cash budget of a typical low income family. Using food COSIS as they were prior to 
1964. tbe year President Lyndon B. JOhnson declared "War Against Poveny', tbe Federal 

Government set ilS guideline as equal to three times the cost of a basic diel for a family of 

four. The: guideline was then adjusted up or down, depending on the number of persons in 
the household. llJe only other revision that has been made since then is tbat the guideline 

has been adjusted annually 10 lake inflation into atcounl. 'The only geographic 

adjusunenl that has been made ~ince 1964 is thlt there is a special poven y guideline rOl" 

Alaska.. In all other pam or the United States -- whether New York City or Mississippi 01" 

North Dakotl -- the Federal guideline unrealistically assumes that living costs for poor 
people are the WDe. 
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Because of the rigidity of the Feder1ill guideline, and its laI,:k of recognition of the wide 

geographic disparities in the COSt of living across the nation, many means-tested health, 

human service and housing programs in New York City have adopted multiples of the 
guideline as a measure of eligibility for help. Examples of these adaptations include: 

• Under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (fANF) program, families 

with incomes below 200% of the Federal guideline are eligible for employment­

related and other services . 

• Child care is available 10 families with incomes below 200% of the FederaJ 

guideline . 

• 11le $ecti:n S and Section 220 Fedel I\! housing prug, .. h;~, ;!esignc:! :-: !\SSist the 

poor, set their entrance standard for a family of three at 50% of the area median 
household income leveJ. ln New York, 50% of this median is $24,000, an income 

level that is over 160% of the Federa1 poverty guideline. 

In recognition of the inadequacy of the basic Federal guideline to measure what it means 

to be poor in New York City, a more realistic standard of 150% of ihe basic Federa1 
guideline has been adopted by Met Council to measure Jewish paveny in New York. The 

lable below shows boih the "basic" Federal guideline for 2001 and Mel Council's more 

realistic 150% guideline. 

T.ble I. 
POVERTY GUIDELINES, 2001 

, , 
• 
l , 

t 1.610 
14,630 
17,~ 

20.670 
23.690 

Rw;soc 
(l~of 

17.41!j 
21,945 
26,475 
31,005 
3~,53S 

For the purposes of this repon, the 150% of Federal guideline ligures have been used as 
the measure of poveny. We believe this is justified boih in light of Ihe eligibility 

standards adopted by a number of public agencies for access to their services and also 

given the ready recognition by most New Yorkers thai in this city a family of three 
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persons with an income of less than $22,000 is truly poor when it comes to meeting the 

cost of food, housing, medical care, transportation and other essential human needs. 

3. Estimating The Number Of Poor Jews In New York City 

The changing size of the Jewish poverty population in New York: City over the ten-year 

period from 1981 to 1991 is shown in Table 2. 'The total number of poor Jews in the city 

remained roughly the same over that period -- although there were significant changes in 

imponant Characteristics such as average household size and geographic location. In 

particular , average household size increased substantially, indicating that a growing 

number of children were included in poor lewish families by 1991. Also, the number of 

poor Jews grew rapidly in the tcn·year period in Brooklyn, the borough where most 

• ::fugees 3Jld other immigf'iOIS from ~J~ CG",;::i~! 'Jf lhe former Soviet Union settled. 

~ . 

Table 2 POOR JEWISH INDIVIDUALS AND HOUSEHOLDS, 1981 and 1991 

"" "" 
Numb.r 01 Number 01 ..... "'" Numb.r 01 Nurn:..r 01 , , , 

'" " 
, , , 

13.500 6,400 2.11 3,~00 

::~ Brooklyn 61.600 211,300 2.11 101,200 30,600 

ManhlUen 30,200 1~,OOO 2.16 14,400 7,600 1 . 811 

a..... 36.500 1~,~~O ~:~~ 
111.000 B,500 

~:~~ 
~,~ m" , " "., '"' '0 Borough , 

Dal. 10( 1961 and 1991 t'",r. UJA·Federet,on , Stud~. 

These figures for the number of poor Jews in the years 1981 and 1991 were derived from 

earlier Nova studies of Jewish poveny in New York: and are based on survey results 

coDected in intensive UIA-Federation Population Studies. Because infonnation is not yet 

available from UJA·Federation's planned populalion study for the 2001'{)2 period, it has 

been necessary 10 make preliminary estimates for this report This estimate has been 

based both on an extrapolation of trend lines from the earlier years and by taking inlO 

account a limited number of relevant pieces of infonnation about major changes in the 

Jewish population of New York City during the decade of the 1990's. 

The preliminary estimate is based on the following reasoning: 
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First, it possible to use the limited a.mount of data thai is already available from the US 

Census of 2000 10 estimale - albeil roughly -- the overall number of Jewish individuals 

in New York: City, The upper limit on this number is the lOW number of white non­

Hispanic persons in New York City, This number hali been declining since 1980, It feU 

from 3,67 million in 198010 3.16 million in 1990 10 2.80 million in the 2000 census, 

The Jewish portion of the shrinking number of white non-Hispanics in New York has 

been increasing. Based on Ul A-Federation population studies, the proportion of the city's 

white non-Hispanic population that is Jewish has apparently risen from about 32% in 
198010 aboul 35% in 1990. This suggests that lews are not moving out of the city at the 
same rate or to the same degree ali other while non-Hispanics. By the present time Jews 

may well have come to account for about 38% of all white non-Hispanics in New Yort 

:::i1y. ':1ti .• would i:r.;!j' a !"tal Jewi.h population of aboutju~t ov.er I million at :JrC$ent 

(or about 38% of the 2.8 million white non-Hispanics). If this number is correct, it would 

indicate that the tow Jewish population of New Yorlr;: City has declined by roughly 

100,000 persons since 1991. On the other hand, if the total Jewish population hali 

remained about the same as it was in 1991, it would imply that Jews are now 39% of all 
white non-Hispanics ill the city. What the actual number is must await completion of the 

UJA-Federation Population Srudy now under way. 

In both 1981 and 1991, poor Jews (defined as individuals in households below 150% of 

the poveny guideline) were about 13% of all Jews, or about 145,000 ind ividuals. If poor 
Jews in New York City had remained al about this same 13% ofme 10tal Jewish 

population that they were in 1980 and 1990, the number of poor Jews at presen t would 

numwabout 130,000. If. on the other hand, the totallewish population~lItld the share of 

it !bat was poor remained in the same rellliouships as in 199: , ;';uI.poor Jewish P"P:l!ation 

would stiD be at about 145,000 persons in 200 1. An intennediate number of about 

]40,000 poor Jews seems about right. Such an estimate assumes. however, that there 

have been no other significant changes in the composilion of New York's poor l ewish 

population since 1991. 

In fact. there are suong reasons to believe that there have been significant changes that 

have iocreascd the number of Ihe Jewish poor between 1991 and 2001. By far the most 

important of these facwTS is the major influx Inw New York City during the decade of the 

1990's of more !ban 100,000 refugees from the fonner Soviet Union. In addition, other 

factors may also have operated to increase or at least hold stable the total Ilumber of poor 

Jews in the city over the past decade. For example, it seems likely that a smaller 

proponion of poor lews migrated OUI of the c ity. given the higher costs of suburban 

living. In addilion, we average household sizes of poor Jews tend to be somewhat larger 
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than those of other Jews, and therefore their rate of natural increase is probably higher. 

On balance, however, it is the resettlement of substantial numbers of refugees from the 
fonner Soviet Union in New York City that has made the biggest diHerence. 

Table 3 shows that New York City was the principal location of senlement of refugees 

from the former Soviet Union during the period from 1991 to the year 2000. According 

to HlAS, the American resettlemcm agency for Russian-speaking refugees, between 1991 

and 2()C)), somel06,OOO Jewish refugees [rom the former Soviet Union (FSU) were 

rescnlcd here. Initially, vinually all of these refugees were poor and most were initially 

supponed by one or another program of public assistance. By the present time, many 

members of the refugee population have managed to adapt to local conditions, learn 

English and get reasonable-paying jobs. "They were helped in this regard because - as a 

f.,vo.lv '~y con ~t;t"ted one of the best-educated Ter"~et. populations Ll,at th~ United 

Slates has seen in the postwar era. 

Table 3. 
JEWISH REFUGEES FROM TIJE FORMER SOVJET UNlON 

"" "'" "A< 

"" 36.325 "' ... 
"" 33,339 l6.413 492~ 

"" 22,010 lO.917 49.~ 

"" 20,088 8.9~ ...... 
,." 15.219 6.072 39.9~ 

"" •. "" 3.248 "',. 
"" '."'" - - -"2:386 - "SO 

US 3IId NYC TOIAU rIOm HlAS; NY ANA e.timatc.> tha~ on average. 73~ orUIC 
_re initialty ."""uled in Broold)"D and 22% in Queen •. 

No direct information is cUlTCntly available on the income distribution of these former 

refugees. it appears, however. from sources familiar with the communities in Brooklyn 

and Queens when: nearly all of the former Soviet refugees initially settled, that a 

substantial fraction - on the order of 40% - still have household incomes thai fall below 

150% of the poveny guideline. This suggests that the refugee influ~ may have added 

about 40,000 additional poor Jews to the city's total, as of the year 2001. 
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Taken together, it is Nova's judgment that the estimate of 140,000 poor Jews from the 

"pre-ellisting" population and the additional 40,000 resulting from re fu gee resettlement 
indicates thai there are at least 110,000 poor Jews in New York City at the presenl time. 

This means that the size of the city's Jewish poveny population increased by more than 

one-fifth between 1991 and 200 1, or from 145,000 persons to around 180,000. 

Until more detailed data becomes available (rom the census and also from the planned 
UJA-Federation popula tion sludy, it does not seem feasible to asses.s more aC(:ura tcly the 

net effect of the demographic trendS described above. Some of these trends, such as the 

pattern of continuing net out-migration, act to decrease the size of the overall Jewish 

population in New York City, even though this trend seems likely to have had lesser 

impaa on the Jewisb poor. Other factQB, including the moves made by many Russian­

speaking rdugta original ly $l'rtletl elsewnere in the US to New Y('f!t, ;! • .'H!'hIo 

immigration of other Russian·speaking Jews without refugee statm, may weU have 
increased the number of poor Jews in the city. In addition, the very large unknowns of 

whal impact the current economic dowmum and the events of September I J will have on 

the city's ecooomy are vinually impossible to assess al the prescm time. 

4. Changes In The Number OrPoor Jews By Borough 

While the overall number of poor Jews in the city grown in the past decade, their 

geographic distribution among the five boroughs bas also cbanged significantly. Nova's 

estimates of this cbanging population pattern is shown in Table 4. The basis for the 
estimates in the lable is discussed in this section. 

Some salient features oi Table"4-aTe discussed below: 

The Bron)!: was once the home of subSlantiai numbers of Jews of all economic classes. 
However, the total Jewish population of the borough has been Shrinking in parallel with 

the white non-Hispanic population of wbich it is a component. US Census data show thai 

the while noo·Hispanic population of the Broml fell by 29% in the len years from 1990 to 

2000, and the Jewish population seems likely to have declined at a roughly similar rate. 

Non estimates that in the Iwenty ytafS from 1981 102001 the number of poor Jews in 

the Bron)!: may have declined 10 only aboul 40% of the number in 198 1. This means that 

I t present the Bron)!: probably is home 10 only about 3% of the city's tollliow income 

Jewish populJlion. A high proponion oftbese poor Jews are aging ind ividual.!;. 
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TIlE NUMIIER Of POOR JEWISIIINDIVIDUALS BY BOROUGH, 
1981·1001 

13.soo ~,200 

Brooklyn 61.1100 101.200 
Manbauan 30.200 1"',400 

,,,000 
'.000 

~s~"""'~~~~~§, ~"",~~,,~,,"-""~"~o~m~UJA'FedenltiOD PopuIOO=OO='='''=;.=' =~ti~=d 
fQr 2001 eillm_ltd by NQva. 

Brooklyn u"", iong bU;n the borough wher:::he /Orea..,.", ;;\::;:l"cr of J~W( livod. In recent 

decades, the borough's Jewish population has increased substantially, due in part 10 the 

5ettlement of nearly three-founhs of the Russian-speaking rdugees wno came to New 

York. Evidence of the growth of Bronklyo's Jewish population is given by the fact that 

the census shows Brooklyn's non-Hispanic whites declining by only 10'l> from 1990 to 

2000; a somewhat slower rale of decline than for the city as a whole. The conccntration 

of poor Jews in Brooklyn has continued 10 increase sharply throughout this period. In 
1981, it was estimated that 0% of New York's poor Jews lived in Brooklyn. This 
percenlllge rose to 70% by 1991. Nova estimates that the proportion of New YorIt: City's 

poor Jews living in Brooklyn has increased to 80'1> of the toW Jewish poveny PQpulation 

by 2001. In large pan. thiS has been due to the settlement in its central and southern 

community districts of significant numbers of refugees from the fonner SOviet Union. 

BrC1<lkly"'s '!Iative Growth is probably also anribUllible in pan 10 Ihe high rates of natural 

increa.\.C antOllg the Orthodoll and Hassidic communities lQ(:aled in Brooklyn. 

Manbanan, of lhe {our major boroughs, is the only one which bad a growing Jewish 

population in the 1981-91 period. Manhanan has also displayed stability in its total white 

non-Hispanic populalion from 1990 to 2000, indicating that the lotal Jewish PQpulation in 
the borough is probably still growing. Despite Ih is, the number of poor Jews in 

Manhalllln has conlinued to shrink over the past twenty years, both in absolute numbers 

and as a proportion of the 100allow income Jewish group in the ci ty . Manhattan's poor 

Jews feU from 21 'lo of the total in 1981 10 an estimated level of only S'lo in 2001. TIle 

high cost of living in Manhattan has probably been a major contributing faclOI" in this 

decline. 

Queens is Ille borough wjlh the second largeSI number of poor Jews. In COnlnl!1 to 

Brooklyn, however, both the number and proponion of the ciry's total JewiSh population 

" 
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that lives in QlItleru; is estimated 10 have declined over the past 20 years. An indicator of 

this change is thaI Queens lost 22% of its white non-Hispanic population from 1990 to 

2000. In 1981, one in four of the cily's poor Jews lived in Queens. By 1991, this fraction 

was halved to 13%, and by 2001 il is e:stimated that only about 7% of the city's poor Jews 

__ about ooe in 14 --lived in Queens. The decline in Queens' Jewish poveny population 

may have been paniy due 10 such. faclors as 10 greater opportunities available to residents 

of that borough 10 rmd good-paying jobs or to move to the Long Island suburbs. 

Stalen Island, like Brooklyn, is home to an increasing numbel" of poor Jews. While the 

numbers are small as compared to th.ose in Brooklyn, the Sialen Island population of poor 

Jews is estimated to have grown from 1981102001. 

.~. The PriUf..,pal j';";gl;borh~ or Jew:l!ib Poverty · 

The principal neighborhoods of Jewish poverty in New York City have remained much 

the same for many years allhough the numbers of poor Jews who live in each of these 

areas has changed significantly in Ihe past Iwenty years. This is reflected in Table 5 , 

which presents e:stimates of the number of poor Jews in each of the 12 geographic areas 

of New York City where most of the low income Jewish population has historically 

resided. Maps showing the Jewish poverty areas in the four largest boroughs can be 

found in the Appendi)!; to this report. 

These 12 historic areas of lewish poverty WCTC first defined by The Nova Institute with 

the assislaDce of Met Council staff in 1981. Then, Jewish poverty population estimates 

for each of the areas were prepared by Nova, hased on a variety of sourCCll, includil!8:he 

VJA-Federation Population Studies for 1981 and 1991. US Census data on commli"nity. 

districts and other dala such as the number and location of immigrants from the fonner 

Soviel Union during these years. TIle local lewish Community Councils associated with 

Met Council assisted Nova in checldng the validity of the area estimates. 



Table 5. 
I'OOR JEWS LIVING IN THE PRINCIPAL AREAS 

011 JEWlSH POVERIT, 1981 TO 2001 

pn"'''paJ Areas of Community 

11.12 

Williamsburg • 
Crown Heights • 

R""",ob Park and Ralbusll 12.14 

B en"""h ",..IlS beepslle.od 11,15 16,700 
Coney bland and BrigblOD " "000 IQ,QIXl 

lower East Side 3 ,"00 '.000 
West MidlOwn .~ "'00 '.000 

Uppu West Side 7.' .. 00 '.000 
W ... bing1Oll " '.000 

" 

143,700 14~,000 

may not add \0 lotalS due 10 rounding _ 
: 1981 <Uld 1991 bo<oIlgh.leye! lOW, from UJA-Fedeflllion P"""lalion Studi~; 2001 boroogh·1evd 

all Poveny Area and Community Dismet figures utirnaled by Nova 

'.000 
"'000 
40,000 
IS.000 

..... 
SOO ..... ..... 

180,000 



To help ensure that the area estimates were as accurate as feasible, the number of poor 

Jews in each of the five boroughs was used as a control figure. The resulting poverty 

area estimates are believed to be generally correct, but it must be recognized that the 
actual numbers of poor lews in any specific neighborhood may VIU}' from the number 

shown in the table. This is inevitable in any local area estimating process that is based on 
smaU samples and indirect evidence, rather than an actual count. 

6 . Demographic Charpcleris\lcs or New York '$ Jewish Poor 

Data on age, gender and on other imponanl characteristics of New York's Jewish poor 

will not be available unti l the UJA-Federation Population Study is complete. In the 
nh .. antiru';, :;,;wever, it is still possible 10 ch··in a reasonllbly good ser:s.: of .• om~ ~f ~~ 

most salienl fealures of the Jewish poveny population from the findings of the 1981 

and l991 Studies. 

Age Composition or The Jewish Poor 

Table 6 shows lhe age composition of the Jewish poor in 1981 and 1991. II shows the 
increasing degree 10 which poveny among the city's Jewish community has been 

becoming a problem that afnicts children and youth. While the lOW number of poor lews 
in the cily remained about the same over the period, the proportion of the poverty 

population that is below 21 years of age rose from 3O'lo in 1981 1034% in 1991. During 
this same decade. Ihe percentage of the city's poor Jewish children and youth that live in 
Brooklyn rose from 72% in 1981 to 87% in 1991. II seems likely that when data for 2001 
becomes available, Ihe lleavy concentration of poor Jewish children and youth in 

Brooklyn will have become even more pronounced. 

During the same period, the proponion of poor Jews accounted for by the elderly (those 

over 60) feU from 28% to 22%. "The declining number of elderly among the Jewish poor 

sllould nOl be taken to mean that the needs of the remaining elderly are nOt still acute. It 

probably d0e5, however, reflect the significant improvements in govemmenw financial 

suppon Bnd services available \0 all elderly persons in our society. The working-age 

group (aged 21-60) among tile poor Jews remained at about the same level over the 

"""". 
Until dalll from !he UJA-Federation Popnlation Study becomes available, there is 

insufrlciem information available to see if the trends described above continued in the 

past decade. It seems clear, however, that the age characteristics of the subs1anti a.l 
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numbers of Russian-speaking refugees will significantly affect these patterns. A limited 

amount of information on the age distribution of the refugees is available from arrival 

records kept by NY ANA on refugees resellled in New York City during the 1990's. 

These data indicate that ~ as compared 10 the '"pre-existing Jewish poor -·the Russian· 

speaking refugees included a relatively luger proportion of people of working age (64~ 

were aged 18-65), a smaller proponion of the young (23~ were under 18) and fewer 
elderly (only 13~ were over 65). 

TI lE AGE D1STRJlltiTION OF POOR n ;ws, 1981-11191 

43.000 ,,,"'" 

may IOUJ 
1991 and for penon. C)Yer 60 in 1981 from UJA·feduaUoa Population SludieI.; 

In 1981 cWo>aled by Novi. 

Olher SlgnlnclIll l Characteristics or The Jewish Poor 

Based on dill gathered in the 1991 Jewish Population SlUdy, the dimensions of other 

imponanl characteristiC.'; of New York City's Jewish poor in 2001 can be anticipated. 
These inClude: 

• Only about one person in three of the poor Jews of working age was employed, 

either fuU or pan-time. Another one person in four was either retired or working 
only as a volunteer. llIe unemployment rate among these working age adulta was 
al least double the dty's overall unemployment rate. 

-Inadequate education conStituted a serious bar to many of the adulta among the 
Jewish poor. Half of them had only a high school education or ICSll. The lack of 

post-secondary eduCBtion was especially prevalent among poor Jewish women. 

The ioclusion of many wcll-educated Russian-speakers among the Jewish poor 
may change this situation . 

• Poor Jewish families in New York did not differ significantly from the rest of 

the Jewish community in the city with respect to marital status. Of the adult 
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population of poor Jews. about three persons in five wen: married.. Widowc~ and 

divorced people "''e~ somewhat more prevalent among the Jewish poor than in 
the broader Jewish community. but the differences were nOi eJIItreme. 

• Poor Jews did nOl differ sisniflCanily in their overall degree of connection 10 

Judaism from other Jews in the New York metropolitan region. About four in five 

~ ilitiIEd ~as "b>.i<tJ byJdigioo'. Rxr bs...ae, 1x:Jv,e.o-, 

twice as likely as the non-poor to be Orthodox or Hasidic (26% vs. 14%). 

Conversely, somewhat smaller pereentages of poor Jews identifltd themselves as 

Conservative (24% vs. 33'1» or U Refonn (22% Vli. 34%). 

7. The Je" u h Near POOf' 

, 
In addition 10 the poor Jews described earlier in this repon,!here are substantial numbers 

of other members of the Jewish community who constitute the "ne&/" poor". These are 
people whose family incomes exce.ed ISC)'lt of the official Federal Poverty Guideline but 

still fall below 200% of the guideline. They may nOi be poor but they sti ll suffer 

e<:onomic distress. These "ncar poor" Je ws are far from sharing in the level of affluence 

that is experienced by most of their co·religionists in the New York metropolitan rcgion. 

Based on infonnation from the 1991 UJA·Federation Population Study. il is estimated 

thai aboul OIX in every four Jews who lived in the city fcll inlO the categOf)' of '~ar­

poor". II seems likely that this overall number did nOI change much by 2001. 

This quaner of a million "near poor" individuals are clearly bener off ~ the truly poor 
Jews. BUI they are nevertheless in need of many fonDS of ~i~;.a.1Ce. Because W!I 

in.come levels are too high to make them elig ible for many meanHes\ed governmental 

programs. they are people for whom a communal response from UJA-Federation and its 

affilia les is most appropriate. Such assistance could lake Ihe fonn of employment train ing 

and joh placement, health and menial health care, housing and home care assistance. and 

other fonns of human and communi ty services. 

8. Su vice NeWs OCThe J e"ish Poor 

PUI surve),s of poor Jews indil;ate thac lheir need for bask communi l), suppons -- in the 

form of human, health and housing services •• do nOi differ signirlCantly from those of 

(){her groups of low income persons in New York City. Nor, except in some selected 

categories, do !he expressed needS of the Jewish poor differ from the companble 

expressions of the broader Jewish community. 
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Some uamples from the UJA-Federation 1991 Population Study illustrate this poine 

• Financial aid was identified ILll a major need by 21 'l> of the Jewish poor -- and 

also by 9'l> of all Jews surveyed. 

• Almost equal proportions of the Jewish poor expressed a need for vocational or 

job-related services (l9'l» -- but the same need was upressed by 10'l> of all Jews 
surveyed. 

• Counseling advice .... as an expressed n.ecd of 19'1> of the Jewish poor - and by 
18'l> of all Jews surveyed. 

• Needs were also expressed in the survey for infant or child day care services, 
school-related programs or for aid in the case of emotional problems of chi ldren 
or youth, but by only small fracllons (generally under 5%) of either the poor 

Jewish population or the broader Jewish community. 

The forthcoming UIA-Federation Population Study will. it is anticipated, update and 
expand on these earlier findings about the need [or community supporu and services. 

The PrO$p«ts For Ne ... York 's J ewish Poor 

This report has anempted to provide a preliminlll")' but current picture of the poor Jews 
who live in New York City. Until a short time ago, it could have been anticipated thll 

the prospecl!l for improvement in the income.\i ani! livmg 'Conditiol15 of the city's poor 

Jewish population looked bright. The nation was experiencing a sUStained period of many 

years of economic prosperity, a condition in whiCh New York Ci ty fully Shared. The 
resetdemem in the city of more than ]00,000 Russian-speaking Jews from the fonner 

Soviet Union -- many of them young and well-educated - seemed to offer only a 
temporlll")' setbaCk to reducing Jewish poverty in New York. 

Unfortunately , within a brief period, ttIese bright prospects have been dimmed. Tbe 

tragedy of September II has hid serious human and ecooomic consequencc-s, many of 

.... hich we have only be!:"un to realiu. Even worse, this New York-ctntered disaster hu 

come at a time when the national economy was emering a period of serious recession. 

TIle consequences of these national economic trends for the city are also unclear but it 
seems certain that they will be of major proportions. It is also important to recognize thaI 
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the city will enler this uncenain period with almOSt enti!l:ly new govemmentleadership 

as I result of the tenn limits amendment 10 the City ChIrtl'!2". 

During the cloudy period ahead, it will be vitally imponant for Met CouncU and other 

lewisii organizations to ~peak clearly and effectively of the needs of the more than 

180,000 Jewisli poor and the quaner of 11 million non-poor. This repon has been prepared 

in the hope that itS data and estimates, however preliminary, will be of assistance in this 

vital task. 
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APPEl\1>IX: 
MAPS OFTJIE PRINCIPAL AREAS OF JEW1SU POVERTY 



.. 

• 

j 

... 

LEGEND 

f 

-:::: 11 

.. . 
'0 

-
Exltibit 28 

BRONX COMMUNITY DISTRICTS 
SHOWING PRINCIPAL NDA'S AND 

AREAS OF JEWISH POVERTY 

41 

• 



... 
. . 

LEGEND 

O Principal Areas of 
J"wi~h Pm-,,," , .,1993 

•

CD'S Designated as 
N~lghborhood Dev­
elopment A'''85,1992 

.. 

Exhibit 29 

BROOKLYN COMMUNITY DISTRICTS 
SHOWING PRINCIPAL NDA'S AND 

AREAS OF JEWISH POVERTY 



, . 

• 

LEGEND 

L-_ ___ ~ -~ 

Exhibit 30 

MANHATTAN COMMUNITY DISTRICTS 
SHOWING PRINCIPAL NDA'S AND AREAS 

OF JEWISH POVERTY 

43 



. , 

• 

,.' -

" , 

-
LEGEND 

.- Exhibit 31 

QUEENS COMMUNITY D1STRlCTS~~~~-iiii~~~ SHOWING PRlNCIPAL NDA'S AND 
AREAS OF JEWISH POVERTY I FAR IIOCKAWAY I 

-" '-"-


