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80th Anniversary Year

® The U.S. State Department issued a
formal warning to American citizens
that if they travel to Israel and are
involved in a contentious divorce, the
Israeli government may not permit them
to leave the Jewish state until they
grant their spouse a religious divorce.
[Page 2]

m The Conference of Presidents of
Major American Jewish Organizations
called on the government of South
Africa not to go forward with the pro-
posed sale of sophisticated arms to
Syria. “This is a moral issue,” wrote
conference leaders in a letter to South
African President Nelson Mandela. The
Syrian Cabinet deferred a decision on the
matter.

® Regional presidents of the Jewish
National Fund of America endorsed
Ronald Lauder, cosmetics heir, philan-
thropist and former U.S. ambassador to
Austria, as the next president of the
organization. [Page 3]

& [srael's ambassador to the United
States, Eliahu Ben-Elissar, asked the
Pentagon to speed up delivery of guns
for the Palestinian police. The weapons,
which are not being financed by Israel, will
be used by Palestinian forces in Hebron as
called for under the recent agreement.

® Polish prosecuters are considering

whether to press charges against a

prominent priest for anti-Semitic re-
marks he made in 1995. Father Henryk
Jankowski's remarks, made in front of
former Polish President Lech Walesa, cre-
ated an international uproar.

® Switzerland released a list of 45
Polish Holocaust victims whose Swiss
hank accounts were declared ownerless
and turned the names over to the Pol-
ish government after World War Il. The
World Jewish Congress is looking for heirs
of the victims, many of whom died in Nazi
death camps.

® Members of Israel's Knesset from
the Likud and Labor parties concluded
a draft document of a joint position on
the final-status talks with the Palestin-
ians. [Page 4]

AROUND THE JEWISH WORLD
Aging, poor Jews in Bulgaria
struggle for daily subsistence
By Michael J. Jordan

SOFIA, Bulgaria (JTA) — Mordo Ishak Almoznino has survived
three wars and four decades of communism.

Now, the 90-year old Bulgarian Jew is enduring an economic crisis
that is hurtling his country toward chaos. Inflation, which soared to 311
percent last year, is climbing at a clip of nearly 1 percent per day.

Average salaries have plummeted to $25 per month, while retirees
receive paltry monthly pensions ranging from $8 to $12. That is equal to a
mere 30 loaves of bread — or eight Big Macs at the McDonald’s here in the
country’s capital. The deteriorating situation has caused scores of the elderly
to resort to scavenging through trash bins for food.

Almoznino might have been among them, if not for the American
Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.

The IDC, working with Shalom, the organization of Jews in Bulgaria,
has responded to the nation’s worsening economic crisis by contributing about
$20 per month for food and heating for some 1,400 elderly Jews.

“I would die without it,”* said Almoznino, a longtime bookkeeper
whose great-grandfather was Bulgaria’s first chief rabbi. ““Man’s greatest
enemies are the cold and hunger.”

While Almoznino and others tough it out and vent their frustra-
tions — tens of thousands continued for a third week demonstrating against
the socialist government — a growing portion of younger Bulgarian Jews are
jumping ship.

Their lifeboat: Israel.

Bulgaria reportedly has the highest rate of Jewish emigration in the
world. Roughly 1,000 Bulgarian Jews — of a community previously
estimated at only 7,000 — have left for Israel since the Iron Curtain fell in
1989. And the pace has picked up since July, mirroring the country’s rapid
economic decline. Some 20 to 35 Bulgarian Jews depart each month, with a
total of 300 to 400 predicted to make aliyah this year, said Ori Konforti,
director of the Jewish Agency for Israel office in Sofia.

In Great Britain, by comparison, about 500 of its 500,000-strong
community emigrate to Israel annually, said Konforti.

““It used to be that the Bulgarian Jews left for work opportunities or
Zionism,”” he said. “‘But now it’s purely for economic reasons.’’

He added that he had rejected non-Jewish applicants who had claimed
Jewish roots in order to make Israel the answer to their economic woes — a
situation reminiscent of the behavior of some non-Jews in the former Soviet

_ Unjon.

Jews protected during Holocaust
Unlike elsewhere in Eastern and Central Europe, there is little anti-

Semitism here. This Balkan nation, where Jews trace their roots back to the
2nd century, has been relatively good to the mostly Sephardi community.

Although Bulgaria was allied with the Nazis and imposed several
anti-Jewish laws during the war, it ultimately protected its 50,000 Jews from
the Holocaust.

Bulgarian forces outside the country were another story, however.

Bulgarian gendarmes, operating in territory newly recovered from
Macedonia and Greece, rounded up and deported more than 11,000 Jews to
Polish extermination camps.

When the Communists took power in 1948, the Bulgarian government
allowed nearly 45,000 Jews to emigrate to Israel over a two-year period.

The remaining Bulgarian Jews, like other citizens, saw their private
and communal property nationalized — roughly half has since been returned
—- and were discouraged by the Communist regime from practicing religion.

Sofia’s main synagogue stayed open, however, and the Jewish
newspaper continued publication, albeit under state control. -

Today, somewhat of a revival of the Jewish community is under way,
despite the dwindling population. Thanks to such donors as the JDC, the
London-based World Jewish Relief and the Jewish Community of Salonika,
Greece, Bulgarian Jews operate their own elementary school, Sunday school
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and camp. They also have restored Sofia’s 88-year old
Sephardi synagogue.

Last year, in addition to its efforts on behalf of the
country’s 6,000 remaining Jews, the JDC attempted to help
the general population of 8.4 million Bulgarians, donating
nearly $300,000 worth of medicine, baby formula and
powdered milk to old-age homes and orphanages.

Aside from helping Bulgaria’s cash-strapped
government, the JDC’s aid to the general population is also
an investment of sorts.

History has shown that where there is economic
despair, Jews are traditionally fingered for blame, said
Becca Lazarova, vice president of the organization of Jews
in Bulgaria.

“If help only comes for Bulgarian Jews, and it
becomes publicly known to other Bulgarians, there could
be a wave of anti-Semitism,”” Lazarova said.

Indeed, there are already several causes for con-
cern.

Within the political opposition, there is a small
right-wing faction that declares itself to be the ideological
heir to the fascist, World War Il-era Bulgarian Legion-
naires.

And a recent article in a labor union newspaper
claimed that Israeli scientists had hatched HIV, the virus
that causes AIDS, to decimate the globe’s population so
Jews could one day rule the world.

Fortunately, note Jewish community leaders, Jews
are practically invisible in Bulgaria’s economic and
political life. On the other hand, they have a presence in
science, academia and the arts. Isak Passi, a Jewish
philosopher, has been nominated for a 1997 Nobel Prize.

But with the economic tailspin only getting worse,
Jewish leaders also expect the “‘brain drain’’ and graying
of its population to continue. Eighty-five percent of those
making aliyah are highly educated Jews between the ages
of 17 and 45, Konforti said.

Some Bulgarian Jews ignore the bleak forecasts.

Martin Cohen, 25, made aliyah to Israel six years
ago. But when he returned to Bulgaria in 1994, his think-
ing underwent a change.

“In Israel, there is no need to preserve your
Jewishness because there are Jews all around you. Here, we
need to save our identity,”’ said Cohen, who recently
translated the Sabbath prayer book into Bulgarian and
serves as coordinator for the country’s B’nai B’rith youth

organization.
““So whereas in Israel I was an Israeli, in Bulgaria
I became a Jew.”’ O

U.S. warns those Israel-bound:
Grant a 'get’ or face detention
By Debra Nussbhaum Cohen

NEW YORK (JTA) — The U.S. State Department
has issued a formal warning to American citizens that if
they travel to Israel and are involved in a contentious
divorce, the Israeli government may not permit them to
leave the Jewish state without granting their spouse a
religious divorce.

The unprecedented waming from the U.S. govern-
ment was issued Wednesday in a consular information
sheet, in which the State Department details a range of
local concerns in foreign countries.

It is rooted in the stories of two American Ortho-
dox Jewish men who have withheld a religious divorce,
called a get, from their wives and then gone to visit Israel,
Neither is an Israeli citizen.

A secular divorce is not sufficient for Jews who
live according to Jewish law, or halachah, which requires
men to write a bill of divorce for their wives.
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In some instances, men have refused to issue the
required get in order to extract concessions or to punish
their wives. As a result, both are unable to remarry.

In the first case, Seymour Klagsbrun left his wife
a dozen years ago, has withheld the get and subsequently
obtained what he has claimed is rabbinic permission to
remarry without freeing his first wife.

A small but apparently growing number of men
have sought a way around not being able to remarry by
claiming permission to date and in some cases remarry
without divorcing their first wives.

The three rabbis who ostensibly signed the writ of
permission to remarry have all since died, according to Elu
Klagsbrun, who is Seymour Klagsbrun’s son.

Some in the Orthodox community have alleged that
the document is a forgery.

In May, Klagsbrun remarried. It is not clear who
officiated at the ceremony, but the rabbis of his commu-
nity, in Monsey, N.Y., prohibited him from worshiping at
any area synagogue. Klagsbrun, an attomey, traveled to
Israel in the autumn of 1996, hoping to find a more
welcoming atmosphere, Elu Klagsbrun said in an interview.

When Israel’s rabbinical courts learned of Klags-
brun’s case, they instructed the government to prohibit him
from leaving the country and he was reportedly jailed
overnight.

In Isracl, the Orthodox-controlled rabbinical
establishment is empowered to use the civil government to
pressure men who are withholding Jewish divorces from
their wives into giving them.

Klagsbrun apparently appealed to the American
government to allow him to leave the country.

The U.S. government has, as a result, issued the
warning.

““We are not necessarily taking the side of those
involved who are inconvenienced,”’ a State Department
official told reporters Wednesday. ‘*We just need to make
American citizens aware of the fact that they could be
subject to involuntary and prolonged stays in Israel.”

The other case involves Uzi Frankel, who has for
several years been withholding a get from his wife, Moti
Frankel.

Moti Frankel said her husband has been in Israel
for some time; has claimed to have rabbinic permission to
date without giving her a divorce and has refused to pay
any child support.

After she went to the Israeli courts for help, Israeli
authorities prohibited Uzi Frankel from leaving the Jewish
state until he gives his wife the divorce she needs to be
able to get on with her life. U

(JTA correspondent Matthew Dorf in Washington
contributed to this report.)

For Haagen-Dazs, victory is sweet
By Naomi Segal

JERUSALEM (JTA) — Israel has lifted the freeze
on foreign-made ice cream as a result of a court ruling that
cancels the 55-cent tax per kilogram on importing the
sweet stuff.

The Jerusalem court decision came in response to
a request from the Israeli importer of Haagen-Dazs and
ends a two-year legal battle.

In its ruling against the Ministry of Industry and
Trade, the court also ordered local ice cream-makers Tnuva
and Strauss to pay the legal expenses — more than
$15,000 — of its foreign competitor.

In her ruling, Judge Judith Zur reportedly said, *‘It
seems that the fact that the import is of especially high
quality ice cream is in fact a positive incentive to encour-
age the quality of local manufacturers’ ice cream.”” [
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Regional leaders of JNF
endorse Lauder for president
By Cynthia Mann

NEW YORK (JTA) — Leaders of the Jewish
National Fund of America from across the country have
endorsed Ronald Lauder, cosmetics heir, philanthropist and
former U.S. ambassador to Austria, as the next president of
the organization.

If the board approves, he could be installed as early
as next month, replacing Milton Shapiro, who said he is
willing to step down before his term expires in December.

The endorsement of the high-profile, highly
respected Lauder reflects an effort to restore confidence in
the organization. JNF was badly shaken last fall after an
internal probe and an independent audit turned up a host of
fiscal and management problems.

A series of reforms was undertaken in November
to remedy the problems. One of the most startling findings
was how little of the money donated to JNF actually
arrives in Israel from an organization historically devoted
to reclaiming the land and planting trees there.

In addition to the endorsement of a new president,
one of the clearest signs of change was the recent an-
nouncement by JNF national officials that the organization
would appoint by the end of next month a new executive
vice president.

Meanwhile, during the holiday weekend, the lay
leaders gave their blessing to the reform process pledged
by the charity. In doing so, they appear to have overridden
dissent from at least one regional chapter, which had
threatened to disband in protest of the problems and what
it deemed were inadequate measures to correct them.

About 18 lay regional presidents gathered at
Chicago’s O’Hare Airport for what had been billed as a
decisive meeting to assess whether the reforms were
proceeding as scheduled. Several other leaders participated
by telephone.

Alan Blumenfeld, president of the New Jersey
region and national community campaign chairman, said a
““consensus’’ had been reached. The presidents were
““fairly satisfied as a group that changes taking place™
were consistent ‘“with the commitments taken by the
organization in November.”’

*Things are being done in a timely fashion,”” he
continued, emphasizing that the charity’s ““entire recrgani-
zation” is under way.

Triggered profound concern
Last year’s disclosures of problems at JNF

triggered profound concern that they would hurt its ability
to raise funds. A slight decline in contributions has been
reported.

At the same time, volatile rhetoric by at least one
of the regional leaders had heightened the stakes of the
Chicago meeting. Michael Lipof, president of the New
England chapter, had earlier called the reforms a ‘‘sham”’
and threatened that his chapter would disband unless INF
leaders stepped down and other key changes were imple-
mented immediately.

National JNF officials and other regional leaders
countered that it was unfair to make any such judgment
until after a Jan. 9 meeting of the heads of a newly formed
task force on priorities and reorganization and of several
subcommittees.

Lipof was persuaded to wait until the Chicago
meeting before taking any action. He reportedly attended
the Monday meeting and left early, but he could not be
reached for comment.

Meanwhile, INF officials announced a timetable for
its reform program at the conclusion of the Jan. 9 meeting:

-3~
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« A new executive vice president will be appointed
by March 31.

Samuel Cohen has moved from that post to the
position of senior executive vice president, but has pro-
voked some anger by those who say that as a member of
the old guard, he should not continue to have day-to-day
oversight of the reforms.

* A new slate of officers is set to be presented by
March 31.

» The findings on the subcommittees on program
priorities, restructuring, fund raising and increasing alloca-
tions to Israel are scheduled to be submitted by March 31.

+ The report by the overarching task force on
reform is due June 30. ‘

Meanwhile, Joseph Matz, head of the subcommittee
charged with finding ways to send more money to Israel,
said he was confident that things were moving in the right
direction. But with his report not due for more than a
month, he said, it was too early to report on specifics.

Last fall’s disclosures showed that roughly 20
percent of funds get there, though Matz claims the figure
is higher. He said it is his personal view that the JNF
leadership wants to see 50 percent of all revenues sent to
Israel. ‘‘That is probably the benchmark the leadership
considers a necessity,”’ he said.

Meanwhile, Shapiro explained that it was possible
that a new president could be installed as soon as next
month.

JNF’s nominating committee is scheduled to meet
the first week of February, when Lauder’s name is likely
to be proposed. A board meeting could be called within 10
days, according to Shapiro, with the candidate possibly
voted upon and installed soon thereafter. d

sSupreme Court to review
1985 church-state decision
By Matthew Dorf

WASHINGTON (JTA) — The Supreme Court’s
decision to consider hearing arguments over the constitu-
tional merits of forcing public school teachers to teach
remedial classes at parochial schools will likely divide
Jewish groups.

Late last week, the court agreed to consider an
appeal by New York City parents of parochial students
who hope to overturn a 1985 Supreme Court decision that
barred public school teachers from teaching in religious
schools.

The decision has posed a financial hardship for
many public school districts that must still provide special
education services to private school students under federal
taw. Thousands of low-income Jewish students currently
are eligible for remedial instruction at yeshivas in the New
York area.

The court must first rule on whether the parents’
appeal is valid. If the court accepts that argument, it would
consider changes to the ban. The Clinton administration
and the Department of Education have urged the court to
overturn the decision in the 1985 case, Aguilar vs. Felton.

The court scheduled arguments for April and if it
decides that the appeal is legitimate, a decision on the
broader case is expected by the end of the court’s term in
July. If the justices issue a new decision in the case, it is
expected to initiate a new set of guidelines dealing with
church-state issues.

Orthodox Jewish groups have lined up in favor of
the New York City parents. Other Jewish groups such as
the Anti-Defamation League and the American Jewish
Congress are expected to file friend-of-the-court briefs in
opposition. The cases are known as Agostini vs. Felton and
Chancellor vs. Felton. O
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israel, Syria exchange messages The final-status talks are scheduled to resume in
in effort to resume stalled talks March.

By Naomi Segal

JERUSALEM (JTA) — Israel and Syria are
exchanging messages in an effort to resume long-stalled
negotiations between the two countries.

Foreign Minister David Levy has confirmed an
Israeli newspaper report that he had been in touch with his
counterpart, Syrian Foreign Minister Farouk al-Sharaa, via
an unnamed senior European official.

Levy told Israel Radio on Wednesday that he
hoped that the goal of the Syrian messages was to achieve
peace, adding, *‘So the messages I am passing are with this
aim.”” ‘

Israel suspended negotiations with Damascus last
March, after Syrian President Hafez Assad refused to
condemn a wave of Hamas suicide bombings that targeted
Israel, claiming 59 innocent lives.

Syria has demanded that the negotiations resume
where they left off, including the verbal assurances of the
previous Labor government to consider withdrawals on the
Golan Heights in exchange for peace. Israel captured the
heights from Syria during the 1967 Six-Day War.

Netanyahu has said both sides can raise whatever
demands they want at the negotiations, but they must come
to the table without any preconditions, including references
to the unwritten assurances.

Meanwhile, Levy said Wednesday that Israel would
accept UN. Security Council Resolution 242 as a basis for
restarting the negotiations, as long as each side is able to
interpret the resolution as it sees fit.

The 1967 resolution was deliberately vague, but
emphasizes an exchange of land for peace. Israeli officials
point out that the resolution does not stipulate specific
areas and that Israel has already exchanged land for peace.

Speaking Wednesday to a gathering of foreign
ambassadors in Jerusalem, Levy said both sides must
realize that they will not get 100 percent of what they
want. He issued a direct appeal to his Syrian counterpart to
‘‘meet any place, any time.”” .

Many of the foreign ambassadors welcomed the
gesture, saying that they hoped that last week’s Hebron
agreement would help further progress in the other peace
tracks. ‘“We have an opportunity now and are working
together with Israel to get talks moving with Syria and
Lebanon,’”” U.S. Ambassador Martin Indyk told Israel
Radio.

Egyptian ambassador Mohammed Basiouny said
the previous Labor government’s assurances to Syria
should not be abandoned. “‘It is impossible to forget about
the understandings achieved in five years and start from
square one,”” he said. O

Likud, Labor officials complete
outline on final-status proposals
By Naomi Segal

JERUSALEM (JTA) — Legislators from the Likud
and Labor parties have completed a joint position paper
outlining their proposals for the final-status negotiations
with the Palestinians.

Knesset members Michael Eitan of Likud and
Yossi Beilin of Labor had spearheaded the contacts, which
aimed to build a broad legislative consensus on what they
feel Israel’s positions should be in the final-status talks.

Likud and Labor officials have been tackling in
recent weeks a host of thorny issues — including the status
of Jerusalem, Palestinian statehood, Jewish settlements,
future borders and Palestinian refugees — that are due to
come up in the negotiations with the Palestinians.

The position paper states that most Jewish settle-
ments should remain under Israeli sovereignty.

But it does not state whether the future Palestinian
entity should be an independent state, as Labor suggests, or
an expanded autonomy, as Likud has proposed. It also does
not contain specific maps with borders.

Eitan said this week that with the country facing
some crucial decisions, it was important ‘‘for us to look at
our positions, to compare the ideologies of our platform
and ask the questions, not about the past, but about the
present.”” Eitan said he hoped to be able to present the
document to the public by next week.

He said that while the agreement did not represent
the official stand of the Israeli government, “‘I think it will
help in the discussions.”

The Prime Minister’s Office issued a statement
stressing that the paper did not represent the government’s
official stand. Netanyahu’s office also said the premier
disagreed with a number of the paper’s conclusions, [

israel hopes Hebron accord
will boost tourism to region
By Naomi Segal

JERUSALEM (JTA) — Israeli tourism officials
hope that last week’s signing of the Hebron agreement will
boost levels of tourism hurt by terrorist bombings and a
lack of progress in the peace process.

Aiming to capitalize on the goodwill generated by
the signing, Israel, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority
launched a tourism advertising campaign urging Americans
to visit the region. ‘‘Peace, It’s a Beautiful Sight to See,”
is the ad’s slogan, which began appearing in the American

‘media this week.

A spokesperson with the Tourism Ministry said the
campaign was Israel’s first joint initiative with Jordan and
the Palestinian Authority.

Ministry officials said tourist arrivals in Israel were
up 29 percent during the first quarter of 1996, when
compared with the same period in 1995. But suicide
bombings last year took their toli on tourism, with arrivals
in the second half of the year dropping 19 percent from
1995 levels. Tourism from the United States during 1996
fell 6 percent, to 425,000 arrivals.

Officials hope that events scheduled to coincide
with Israel’s 50th anniversary in 1998 will have a positive
impact on tourism — but they add that the final totals will
depend largely on Israel’s security situation. ]

Should Israelis abroad vote?

JERUSALEM (JTA) — A Knesset bill that would
allow Israelis living abroad to vote in national elections has
sparked a political storm.

The bill, which passed 22-17 in a preliminary
reading Wednesday, would allow Israelis abroad who hold
valid passports to cast ballots in the vote for prime minister
and Knesset.

The bill’s sponsor, Likud Knesset member Reuven
Rivlin, argued that in effect, the bill served a Zionist cause
by strengthening ties between Israel and world Jewry and
by perhaps drawing expatriates back to the country.

Moledet Knesset member Binyamin Alon said the
bill would increase the number of voting Jews.

Strong condemnations of the bill came from the
left-wing opposition, which said the bill would encourage
Israelis to emigrate. Labor Knesset faction chair Ra’anan
Cohen said the bill was anti-Zionist because it would let
those outside Israel decide the nation’s fate. U




