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POINT OF VIEW

It is hard to recall a time when the eco-
nomically vulnerable appeared to be so close 
to the financial precipice. As CEO of the 
largest Jewish human-service philanthropy 
in our country, charting these turbulent eco-
nomic waters requires enormous commit-
ment and creativity from our senior volunteer 
and professional leaders. As we approach the 
Jewish High Holidays, a period of reflecting 
on where we are in relationship to where we 
want to be both individually and communal-
ly, these tumultuous economic times present 
new challenges.

After an unprec-
edented period of eco-
nomic growth — which 
did not slow the growth 
of poverty in New York 
— we are beginning to 
see the impact of the 
present economic slow-
down. With daily re-
ports of increasing costs 
for energy, food, health 
care, and housing, the 
impact on those who 
were already encounter-
ing severe day-to-day 
economic challenges is 
evident. At the same time, the United States 
Bureau of Labor Statistics reported in July 
that both unemployment and underemploy-
ment — a situation in which people would 
prefer to work but cannot find full-time em-
ployment — have increased. 

As but one example, increasing housing 
and energy costs are creating dramatic pres-
sures. The median rent burden — the propor-
tion of income dedicated to rent — faced by 
the poor and near poor is now approaching 
the 50 percent mark, well beyond the federal 
affordability threshold of 30 percent.  With 
a growing gap in its budget, the New York 
City Housing Authority announced a rent 
increase for some tenants, with the possibil-
ity of further rent increases later this year. 
Likewise, increased energy costs are likely 
to make the cost of heating beyond the reach 
of a growing number of New Yorkers. One 
of our agencies anticipates a 25 percent in-
crease in energy costs this winter.

At UJA-Federation, we have also long 
been concerned about the vulnerability of 
the “working poor,” or those who do not earn 
enough to afford living in our city. Mayor 
Michael Bloomberg brilliantly elevated this 
issue to national prominence by calling for 
the federal government to adjust its poverty 
measure to reflect the realities of the con-
temporary working poor. His proposed defi-
nition of poverty is an income of $12,114 or 
less for a single adult and $26,138 or less for 
a family of four. Under Mayor Bloomberg’s 
metric, the city’s poverty rate is at 23 per-
cent, compared with 18.9 percent as defined 
by the federal rate, representing significantly 
more individuals who should be eligible for 
such entitlement programs as Medicaid, food 
stamps, and Head Start for children, which 
they do not currently receive.

UJA-Federation’s experience is that 
the poor and vulnerable need a safety net 

of services now more than ever. As one mea-
sure of the need, 1.3 million New Yorkers live 
in households lacking an adequate supply of 
food.  For the poor within the traditionally re-
ligious Jewish community, the higher costs of 
kosher food exacerbates this problem. One of 
our agencies responsible for a number of food 
pantries is reporting a shortfall of almost half a 
million dollars this year. We are closely moni-
toring the extent to which UJA-Federation’s af-
filiated agencies, such as the Hebrew Free Loan 
Society, the Metropolitan Council on Jewish 

Poverty, and others, 
are receiving addi-
tional calls for cash 
assistance from Jew-
ish and non-Jewish 
clients struggling to 
pay their rent and put 
food on their plates. 
Unfortunately, the 
working poor aren’t 
eligible for many en-
titlement programs, 
or aware of their eli-
gibility if they slide 
below the poverty 
scale, placing them 
at greater risk. 

It seems likely that as revenues decrease, 
government services will ultimately fall short 
of serving the need we all see in New York. 
Federal funding for affordable housing and so-
cial services has in fact decreased in real dollar 
terms. Governor David Paterson has already 
indicated that the current state budget needs to 
be cut by as much as a billion dollars in order 
to meet lower revenues. Since New York City’s 
economy is disproportionately dependent on 
the financial and real estate sectors, our local 
budget is naturally hard-hit, as evidenced by 
the 2008–2009 cuts to a number of programs, 
ranging from literacy and legal services for 
immigrants to case assistance for the frail and 
isolated elderly. The city’s cut to community 
services may be at $42 million and possibly as 
high as $75 million if the public-housing short-
fall is not fixed. For people living in poverty, 
this results in more economic insecurity. 

The need is compelling for government 
and philanthropy to closely collaborate and 
leverage resources to ensure that no one falls 
between the cracks. As we cooperate, service 
providers must bring their ground-level expe-
rience to inform and shape public policy, and 
government must meet its obligation to ensure 
a broad enough safety net even when finances 
are strained.

As we address the fundamentals, we must 
continue to invest in the future. While such 
basic needs as housing, food, and medical as-
sistance must be met, we must also make hard 
choices to continue the down payment to help 
our youth obtain education and vocational 
skills, to improve opportunities for all New 
Yorkers to gain jobs and promotions, and to 
help integrate those with disabilities. It is es-
sential that despite economic challenges we 
continue to invest in services that help people 
rise out of the cycle of poverty and help those 
with developmental challenges integrate into 
the broader community, or we will simply face 

escalating problems in the future. 
UJA-Federation continues to invest in 

our health and human-service agencies and 
help them maintain core services and qual-
ity. We provide those resources that govern-
ment does not, such as unrestricted operating 
funds and technical assistance to strengthen 
their services. We strive to fill in the gaps left 
by government during a time of constrained 
resources ranging from food distribution and 
case assistance to helping those with develop-
mental disabilities. But, as the need increases, 
philanthropy cannot fill all gaps. 

We complement our philanthropy with 
advocacy, bringing the attention of policy 
makers to the needs of vulnerable populations. 
To this end, UJA-Federation is taking part in 
a national interfaith project, led by the Jewish 
Council for Public Affairs and Catholic Chari-
ties USA, to elevate the issue of poverty in the 
2008 elections. As its centerpiece, Fighting 
Poverty With Faith:  A Week Of Action will take 
place September 10 to September 16, 2008, 
in the days approaching the Jewish holidays 
and concurrent with Ramadan, when both the 
Jewish and Muslim communities are acutely 
aware of their obligations toward the needy. 

Across the country, faith-based organiza-
tions are coordinating actions to focus local, 
state, and national candidates and elected of-
ficials on how to address poverty in their first 
100 days in office. Together, our goal is to 
show elected officials that we are both mobi-
lized to hold them accountable and commit-

ted to helping them address poverty through 
a citizen-driven movement. The tools to sup-
port all efforts, large and small, can be found 
at www.fightingpovertywithfaith.com.

I hope my colleagues throughout the 
nonprofit community will join this effort in 
any way they can. New York Nonprofit Press 
(www.nynp.biz) is participating by hosting 
a calendar of events around this antipoverty 
week. We should all be taking steps through-
out the year to draw the government’s atten-
tion to the critical issue of poverty. The pres-
ent challenges require no less.

John Ruskay is Executive Vice Presi-
dent and CEO of the UJA-Federation of New 
York, Inc.

The Time to Fight Poverty is Now!

Fighting Poverty with 

Faith: A Week of Action

will take place from 

September 10th -16th.

John Ruskay

BRONX SPACE FOR LEASE
IDEAL FOR OFFICE, NON-PROFIT, SCHOOL, 

DAYCARE, MEDICAL

1872 East Tremont Avenue (White Plains Road)
up to 50,000 square feet divisible from 3000 sq. ft.

7000 sq. ft. pre built with parking and ADA approved

3000 Jerome Avenue (Bedford Park Blvd.)
up to 20,000 square feet divisible from 10,000 sq. ft.
Build to suit, across from Lehman College & #4 Train

257 East 187 Street (Grand Concourse)
up to 30,000 square feet 6000 sq. ft. per floor

elevatored, build to suit

2403 Grand Concourse (Fordham Road)
8000 sq. ft. pre built as pre-school/day care

classrooms, offices, kitchen, outdoor play area, ADA approved

950 Westchester Avenue (Kelly Street)
New Construction, up to 27,000 sq. ft., 9000 per floor

#2 or #5 Train on corner, ADA approved

Please call me.

Gerald
212 541 6050


