Noshing for Israel’s economy

Card fundraiser also launched

 By MARLA COHEN, Editor
It was during the second intifada in 2003 that Suzanne Weilgus wanted to figure out a way to support Israel. There were plenty of ways to support victims of terror, but she wanted something that could be done on a regular basis, maybe even daily. 

"I was, as many people were, very upset and frustrated to watch our people in Israel suffer so much," said Weilgus, a Monsey resident, in a recent phone interview. "So I thought there has to be something we in America can do, every individual who cares can do, Jew or non-Jew, that won't cost them much money or effort. It has to be simple and easy to implement, to help Israel and its economy, to boost the morale to help our brethren,@achi@."

She saw how well Israeli fairs did, asking people to buy Israeli products. But after so many fairs, she realized that "people got jaded. How many kiddush cups and challah covers can you use? But food you need every week."

So with the help of two friends, Gloria Gordon of Suffern and Rochelle Zupnik of Monsey, she came up with the idea for ACHI, American Communities Helping Israel. The three wanted to get individuals and organizations to "think Israel and buy Israeli," and they began working with the Board of Jewish Education in New York and the Jewish Federation of Rockland County. What if they could encourage every synagogue, Hebrew school, day school and other Jewish organizations to include even one Israeli product every time there was an event with food?

"Synagogues and community centers have collations, kiddushes, dinners, kabbalat Shabbats, too," said Weilgus, who describes herself as a businesswoman and teacher. "They can make a rule that you never have a catered event without including an Israeli product."

The organization has grown, spreading out from the New York area to include Jewish groups from around the country and Canada. ACHI, which means "my brother", asks simply that when you shop, find one Israeli product each week to include in your cart. The group encourages organizations to do the same and put Israeli snacks in their vending machines.

At the Community Synagogue of Monsey, the Sisterhood decided to work with ACHI a few years ago when putting together the 190 Purim baskets it delivers as @mishloach manot.@

"They were so easy to work with," said Shiley Bersson, the co-president of the Sisterhood, which gets specially packaged chocolates through ACHI. "We felt we were supporting the State of Israel and they made it easy to do so."

Another idea that ACHI has promoted is for congregational Hebrew schools and day schools to include Israeli foods at snack time. Learning about Israel can be incorporated as well, Weilgus said. ACHI even provides lesson plans to teach about Israel. 

"Every Friday is Israeli snack day, and there's an educational component about Israel, too," said Evie Weinreich, director of facilities at the 450-student Greenfield Hebrew Academy in Atlanta, who learned about ACHI at a Partnership for Excellence in Jewish Education conference in Boston last year. 

"It's a win-win situation," she said. "The children learn about Israel and we support it. I can pay for Bamba (an Israeli peanut-flavored snack) here or get it through them (ACHI) and eliminate the middleman, and all the money goes to Israel, which is better."

The group's efforts have expanded well beyond Rockland and include Jewish groups across the wide spectrum of observance and affiliation. This month they will begin selling a specially designed greeting card. Proceeds from the cards will go to schools in impoverished areas like Sderot, which is under steady rocket attack from Hamas fighters in Gaza. Sales will also benefit the residents of Gush Katif who were evacuated as part of Israel's unilateral disengagement from Gaza. 

"We call them 'meal tickets'," said Weilgus. "Every penny goes to the schools. The money goes directly to buy food." ACHI decided to branch out this way because so much more of Israel's national budget is being funneled into defense, that other programs, like those to feed the poor, suffer. 

Another future project, for the fall, will be selling Israeli honey for Rosh Hashanah. 

"How much nicer could it be that when you start off the year dipping the apple in the honey, you're helping Israel?" Weilgus asked. 

This article first ran in the July 2007 of the Rockland Jewish Reporter. Visit the Jewish Reporter online at www.jewishrockland.org.  

