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• The Australian Jewish community numbers between 100,000 and 120,000. The 
majority of Australian Jews were born in other countries, with the United 
Kingdom, Poland, the Former Soviet Union, and South Africa being the most 
significant of many and diverse sources of immigration. Estimates of the number 
of Australian Jews who have emigrated to Israel, despite the absence of serious 
"push" factors, are high, as are percentages of Jewish children attending Jewish 
day schools. 

• The internal challenges for the community include preserving Jewish identity in a 
society that offers numerous choices for an individual's self-identification, 
understanding and addressing the particular needs of newer arrivals and their 
place in the broader Jewish community, and providing for the financial and other 
requirements of an aging population and of Australian Jews who suffer from 
social disadvantage.  

• The external challenges the community faces include confronting anti-Semitism, 
protection from terrorism, and maintaining a satisfactory relationship with 
government. 

 

In the first fleet of British ships that established the Penal Colony of New South Wales 
in January 1788, the human cargo of prisoners sentenced to servitude included some 
eight to fourteen Jews. From relatively early in the history of the Colony, convicts, 
including Jewish ones, were expected to attend religious services of their own faith. In 
synagogues in the former colony of Van Diemen's Land (now Tasmania), physical 
reminders of convict days remain in the form of structures permitting convicts to be 
physically chained by their leg to the pews. 

http://www.jcpa.org/


Early correspondence from Australian Jewish free settlers to the Beth Din (rabbinical 
court) in London included questions as to the proper place in the prayer quorum 
(minyan) of Jewish convicts and their entitlements to participate in aspects of religious 
services.1 From these inauspicious beginnings, a Jewish community of between 
100,000 and 120,000 is flourishing today.2

 

An Overall Success Story 

Australia's open, democratic society has not just permitted Australian Jews to make 
interventions and express opinions on matters both specific to it and of general import; 
it has actively encouraged the Jewish community to take part. In terms of participation 
in the broader society and contribution to world Jewish affairs, Australian Jewry's 
achievements are major.3

In the majority Christian society, the broad principle of access and equity in government 
relations with minority groups has led to the development of state support for Jewish 
day schools, as well as for other culturally specific social services. An initially informal, 
and subsequently formal, policy promoting multiculturalism has militated against anti-
Semitism and in favor of Australian Jews, including observant, Orthodox Jews, living 
openly without harassment or discrimination.4

Australian Jewry's strong and vocal support for Israel has both facilitated and benefits 
from the positive Israeli-Australian official relationship, which can be traced to the 
period of Israel's rebirth as a state in the wake of World War II.5

In international Jewish affairs, Australians have played prominent roles in a number of 
Jewish organizations including the World Jewish Congress and Keren Hayesod. 
Australian Jews have been involved at the founding stages of bodies such as the 
Conference on Jewish Material Claims against Germany, the Memorial Foundation for 
Jewish Culture, the Euro-Asia Jewish Congress, and the Commonwealth Jewish 
Council. 

Australian governments, in large part because of the effectiveness of Australian Jewish 
advocacy, have played a prominent role in international efforts on Soviet Jewry, in 
overturning the United Nations resolution equating Zionism and racism, and in 
promoting the dialogue of civilizations in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Australian Jewry has largely been a success story. However, certain areas of advocacy 
may not have succeeded, and serious social problems afflict parts of the Jewish 
community. There are other endeavors where the community could have done better. 

One context for the overall success has been an Australia that has transformed from 
one, then a series of penal colonies, joining with free settlements to federate as the 
Commonwealth of Australia. There has also been a demographic transformation from a 



militantly "white," Anglo-Celt outpost to an ethnically and religiously diverse society with 
a global outlook. 

Just as Australia has changed, the Jewish population has come, often in waves of 
immigration, from all parts of the world. The result is a community that has continued to 
grow in size, constantly challenged to meet the needs of newcomers and transform 
outlooks and institutions to reflect its changed composition.6

 

The Community's Challenges 

The contemporary challenges for the Australian Jewish community can be broadly 
classified as understanding and managing its current composition and needs; 
maintaining and improving its relationships with other sectors of Australia's population; 
and assessing and enacting the most constructive role for Australian Jewry in global 
affairs. 

The internal challenges include maintaining Jewish identity in a society that offers 
numerous choices for an individual's self-identification; understanding and addressing 
the particular needs of newer arrivals and their place in the broader Jewish community; 
and providing for the financial and other requirements of an aging population and of 
Australian Jews who suffer from social disadvantage. 

The external challenges the community faces include some in common with other 
Jewish communities, such as confronting anti-Semitism, protection from terrorism, and 
maintaining a satisfactory relationship with government. Relationships with the most 
important of the many ethnic and religious groups that form the Australian mosaic have 
become an important priority for the Jewish community, as has establishing a 
comfortable place in civil society in general. 

Internationally, Australian Jews are increasingly aware of Australia's significance in 
Asian and international affairs in general and also feel comfortable participating in most 
international Jewish endeavors. Although Australia's geographic position may make the 
Jewish community's involvement in international Jewish affairs relatively complex, this 
mirrors the broader Australian challenge and is by no means perceived as 
insurmountable. 

 

A Rich Mosaic 

The Australian Jewish community is drawn from a number of diverse sources. Although 
precise details are not available, a study of the 1986 Commonwealth Census indicated 
that the majority of Jews in Australia were born elsewhere. The major sources of 
immigration at that time were Eastern Europe (mainly Poland and the Former Soviet 



Union), Western and Central Europe (mainly Hungary and Germany), the United 
Kingdom, South Africa, and Israel. Since that time, immigration would most likely place 
South Africa and Israel above the UK. Immigrants from the Middle East, Asia, the 
Americas, and Africa have continued to arrive but in total represent less than 7 percent 
of Australian Jewry.7

From 1933 to 1961, the Australian Jewish population was almost trebled by immigration 
from Europe (with far smaller immigration from North Africa and Asia).8 The relatively 
socially and politically conservative, largely Anglo-Jewish community was mixed with 
highly diverse groups of European Jews. This eventually resulted in the establishment 
of synagogues with considerable variations in practice, complementing the traditional 
mode of synagogue and worship, Jewish day schools, community advocacy 
organizations, welfare societies geared toward settlement and integration of 
immigrants, and a strong commitment to Israel.9

From the 1970s onward, three sources of Jewish immigration have profoundly affected 
the composition of the Australian Jewish community. Jews from the former Soviet 
Union arrived under a variety of programs, including a Special Humanitarian 
Programme that recognized that they were not refugees but were suffering persecution. 
Jews from South Africa arrived in small numbers after the Sharpeville massacre in 
1961, in larger numbers after the Soweto uprising in 1976, and in even greater numbers 
during the 1990s as apartheid was ending. Finally, Jews came from Israel who, like the 
South Africans, were part of Australia's general immigration intake that favors English 
speakers with specific skills. 

The Jews from the former Soviet Union generally had very little or no Jewish literacy. 
The Jewish community invested considerable political and financial resources in 
facilitating their arrival and trying to prevent the development of a subclass dependent 
on government support or communal charity. Jewish day schools provided free or 
heavily subsidized entry, and various community organizations developed initiatives to 
provide connections between the new arrivals and the established community. 

The integration of this group of immigrants is a work in progress. A recent article by 
Inna Zaitseva has prompted both a debate and a reevaluation of how the community 
has, should have, and can in future deal with keeping the bulk of Jews from the former 
Soviet Union within the community.10

The South African Jewish immigration brought a significant number of religiously literate 
Jews to Australia, including many with professional qualifications or developed and 
adaptable business skills. Whereas the Soviet Jews had little opportunity to learn 
Jewish history, religion, and culture, many of the South Africans had attended Jewish 
day schools and been active in many aspects of Jewish communal life.11

Although South African Jews came from a community with some significant differences 
from Australian Jewry, mostly they have had a far easier time integrating. One major 
factor is proficiency in English, Australia being a functionally monolingual society. Many 



South African Jewish immigrants also had the advantage of an education that was on a 
par with that in Australia. Although some professionals found it necessary to requalify, 
in most cases they could gain entry into their profession soon after arriving in Australia. 

Whereas the Jews from the Soviet Union had had little opportunity to gain Jewish 
education, many South Africans had attended Jewish day schools and found it natural 
both to enroll their children in such schools and become involved in their management. 
The South African Jewish immigration included Orthodox and Progressive rabbis, 
Jewish educators, and committed communal benefactors, all of which has assisted in 
integration. 

Whereas Jews in South Africa were highly conscious of their Jewish identity, given the 
political and social implications of membership of one or other "race," in Australia it is 
far easier for any person to have an "unhyphenated" identity. This has been an 
important motivator in developing Jewish day schools that do not simply mirror other 
schools but try to give students a firm grounding in Jewish religion and culture. 
Although Jewish students of South African origin have formed a significant component 
of these schools, the success or otherwise of the integration will be both reflected in, 
and affected by, where the next generation of this immigration choose to educate their 
children. 

Philosophically, integrating Jews from Israel has presented considerable challenges to 
the Australian Jewish community. It has a very strong connection to Israel that is 
ideological, idealistic, and emotional. Estimates of Australian Jews who have 
made aliyah (emigrated to Israel) vary but are generally put at about 10 percent of the 
Jewish population. This is a high figure given the lack of any "push" factor from a 
peaceful, relatively tolerant society.12

For immigrants from Israel who neither had family ties in Australia nor were comfortable 
in a synagogue environment, the Jewish community was unlikely to be particularly 
enticing. There are few barriers to assimilation into mainstream society, and while the 
broader Jewish community does not exclude them from public celebrations or 
commemorations of the Shoah, the emphasis by the elected leadership of communal 
organizations on the ideal of aliyah can potentially be off-putting. 

Two crucial links between the Israeli immigration and the rest of the Jewish community 
have been Israelis who affiliated with community organizations and institutions such as 
the Jewish day schools, and government-funded Hebrew-language media. The 
Hebrew-language radio broadcasts on the government-funded Special Broadcasting 
Service began as part of an integrated "Jewish-languages" program with Hebrew, 
Yiddish, and English segments. The Hebrew broadcasts have developed individual and 
idiosyncratic identities but remain committed to keeping listeners informed of 
community events. 

 



Coping with Today's Issues 

Regardless of length of time in Australia or ethnic, cultural, or religious identifications, 
certain challenges confront the Jewish community as a whole. These include 
developing institutions and organizations that can address changing social needs of the 
community, understanding and responding to threats to Australian Jews, and 
maintaining effective means of advocacy for the community's specific concerns. 

One significant internal challenge is providing for the needs of a population that is 
aging, with a growing proportion of elderly, both frail and nonfrail, and a correspondingly 
smaller proportion of income earners.13

The Jewish communities in the main centers of Jewish population have developed 
networks of institutions such as synagogues, day schools, retirement villages, hospital 
crisis centers, sport facilities, and museums, and are constantly reassessing the 
priorities for allocating limited financial resources. Sydney (together with Canberra) and 
Perth have developed Joint Community Appeals in an effort to help plan for future 
needs as well as immediate requirements. The idea of forming a body to better plan for 
Melbourne Jewry's future regularly arises both nationally and in that city.14

Another concern that has resulted in allocating considerable financial and human 
resources is the community's security from acts of terrorism and anti- Semitism. The 
organizations that have dealt with these issues on a political level have generally had a 
relatively small number of active volunteers and an even smaller number of 
professionals. Communal security, however, has involved literally hundreds of 
volunteers and a number of professional coordinators, who supplement professional 
security guards at synagogue services and communal gatherings. Jewish organizations 
spend millions of dollars annually to employ security guards, maintain security 
installations such as cameras and perimeter walls, and ensure that volunteers have 
appropriate training.15

Although this is motivated by a view that no gathering of Jewish people should lack 
adequate protection from terrorists, it is also based on the historical experience of 
Australian and, particularly, Sydney Jews. This has involved bomb attacks on the Israeli 
consulate in Sydney and the predominantly-Jewish Hakoah social club in Sydney's 
Bondi Beach in December 1982, fires set at one-quarter of all Sydney synagogues in 
early 1991, and an average of 302 incidents of anti-Jewish violence, vandalism, and 
harassment reported to the Executive Council of Australian Jewry (ECAJ) in each year 
from 1990 to 2005.16 In July and August 2006, an unprecedented number of reports of 
vandalism, assault, harassment, and threats were received by the ECAJ, with 141 
incidents logged in July alone.17

Since September 2001, the Australian government, reflecting a broad concern among 
the Australian public, has greatly increased support for agencies dealing with 
intelligence, counterterrorism, and policing functions, as well as changing legislation to 



facilitate protecting Australia from terrorism. A number of Australians have been 
sentenced or are currently facing charges of intending to commit acts of terrorism or 
cooperating with international terrorists. The first person sentenced, Jack Roche, was 
convicted of planning an attack on at least one Israeli target in Australia.18

The Jewish community has played an active public role in urging the government both 
to protect Australians from terrorism and protect the culture of civil liberties that has 
defined modern Australia. The Jewish community in Australia has also developed 
credibility for its public interventions on human rights, with a number of identifiably 
Jewish Australians playing leading roles on matters of social justice for some years. 

Expertise and authority in public commentary on anti- Semitism are based on familiarity 
with both anti-Semitism and the political subcultures, including that of an organized far-
Right fringe and anti-Jewish religious groups. The Jewish community has not only been 
in the forefront of combating racists' activities in Australia as a matter of morality and 
principle. It also understands, based on data gathered by the community over a long 
period, that when racism against other minorities such as Asian, Indigenous, or 
Arab/Muslim Australians has increased there has been a concomitant increase in 
incidents of anti-Jewish vandalism, violence, and intimidation.19

In 1995, the Australian government passed legislation that gave legal recourse to 
victims of racism. The Jewish community has successfully prosecuted a number of 
complaints that indicate the range of anti-Semitism in Australia.20 The first successful 
complaint (settled by conciliation) resulted in a determination that an Australian Arabic-
language newspaper had breached the legislation by reprinting an item from a Gulf-
state newspaper claiming that Israel's political actions were guided by The Protocols of 
the Learned Elders of Zion.21

Subsequent cases determined that material on the Internet sourced to Australians was 
subject to Australian legislation; that the central planks of Holocaust denial were anti-
Semitic and that anti-Semitism is considered in breach of antiracist laws; and that anti-
Semitic material in political publications is not exempt from the law.22 A case currently 
awaiting adjudication will determine whether religious belief provides a defense for anti-
Semitism.23

 

Life in a Diverse Society 

As one community in a culturally diverse society, Australian Jewry has worked hard in 
the past twenty years to develop good relations with other ethnic and religious groups. 
Jewish community activists and leaders have been central to developing broad 
coalitions such as the state-based Ethnic Communities' Councils and their national 
umbrella, the Federation of Ethnic Communities' Council of Australia, while also 
engaging bilaterally with ethnic groups from countries as diverse as Sudan, Poland, 



Bangladesh, Ukraine, and Bosnia, as well as with Indigenous Australians. 

One of the challenges the Jewish community faces is to help build a tolerant society 
that values cultural diversity and religious freedom when anti-Semitism comes from 
within groups that themselves may be targeted by racists and subject to vilification. 
Anti-Jewish hatred being preached and promoted within sections of Australia's Muslim 
population has become a serious public concern in recent years. The Jewish 
community has sought to respond to Muslim anti-Semitism through public 
exposure,24 joint condemnations of its manifestations with Muslim and Christian 
leaders,25 and by exposing Muslim Australians to positive images of Jews. 

Australian Jewry is also distinguished by the formal dialogues that have been 
established at the highest national level with Christian and Muslim groups. In addition to 
formal dialogues with the Australian Catholic Bishops' Committee, the Anglican Church, 
the Uniting Church in Australia, and the Australian Federation of Islamic Councils, there 
has been regular interaction with Lutheran and Orthodox church leaders, Buddhists, 
Hindus, Sikhs, and Bahais. This has fostered communication, cooperation on matters of 
mutual concern, and the potential for positively influencing perceptions of Jews by 
mentors of these denominations in Australia and indirectly in their international 
dimensions.26 Australian Jews, with their historical consciousness of international 
responsibility, are aware of the impact of domestic interfaith activity. 

Before the establishment of Israel, Australian Jews urged the Australian government to 
support the Zionist endeavor, combat anti-Semitism in Europe, and aid Jewish 
refugees. Australian Jewry is proud that Australia's most distinguished military figure, 
Sir John Monash, was the first honorary president of the Zionist Federation of Australia 
and was forthright in criticizing unacceptable British practices in the Mandate period. 

More recently, Australian Jewry successfully petitioned the government to be in the 
vanguard of international efforts to help oppressed Jews in the Soviet Union,27 to lead 
the move to repeal the UN resolution equating Zionism with racism, and to advocate for 
the human rights of Syrian Jewry.28Since 2000, the Australian government has included 
Jewish community leaders in delegations to important intergovernmental conferences, 
including the four Stockholm Forums on human rights issues, the UN World Conference 
against Racism,29 and the Asia Pacific Regional Interfaith Dialogues in Indonesia and 
the Philippines. 

The sophisticated relationship that has developed between Australian Jewry and the 
Australian government is also reflected in Australia's generally sympathetic 
understanding of Israel's concerns at the United Nations and other multilateral forums. 

To maintain this position, and to minimize damage to Australian Jews' relationship with 
Israel that could result from a barrage of anti-Israeli defamation in the media, Australian 
Jews also work to promote explanations of Israel's political actions and understanding 
of the history of the region, Israel's conflicts, and the reality of contemporary Israel.30 As 
Australian media, as well as other spheres relevant to policy development such as 



academia, become increasingly globalized and hence potentially less sympathetic to 
Jews and Israel than has developed in the Australian context, the Australian Jewish 
community faces challenges in this area. 

As Australia is home to the only substantial Jewish community in the Asia-Pacific 
region, Australian Jews also perceive that they have a measure of responsibility in this 
region. The Asia-Pacific Jewish Association, chaired by the ECAJ, and the Euro-Asian 
Jewish Congress, which includes Asian and Pacific national Jewish peak bodies, have 
sought to maintain links with small and isolated Jewish communities. 

The Australia/Israel & Jewish Affairs Council, in partnership with the American Jewish 
Committee, has conducted research and policy initiatives aimed at enhancing relations 
between Asian states and the Jewish world. Relations between Australian Jews and 
religious and cultural figures in the Asia-Pacific region have been facilitated by the 
Australian government31 and by Australian-based organizations that promote interfaith 
dialogue.32

In earlier ages Australia, including Australian Jewry, as part of the British Empire, was 
an alien European outpost on the fringe of Asia and the border of the Pacific Ocean. 
Just as Australia has become an important regional political player in Asia and the 
Pacific and a participant in multilateral forums, Australian Jewry has developed a sense 
of global responsibility. Just as Australia has undergone a demographic transformation 
in the wake of mass postwar immigration, Australian Jewry continues to undergo a 
process of transformation and reinvention. 

Although the challenges are numerous, Australian Jewry's record for more than two 
centuries suggests that the community will continue to be one of the Jewish world's 
greatest success stories. 

*     *     * 
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