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A ‘Nefesh B’Nefesh’ for billionaires?
• By MAX SCHINDLER

Moving to Israel may sound 
daunting to many Diaspora 
Jews. From the culture shock to 
the rough business culture, the 
country can be a challenging 
place to settle in. Yet one star 
architect is seeking to change 
that.

“Don’t forget that they [afflu-
ent Diaspora Jews] are used to 
a much higher lifestyle,” said 
Israeli architect Irma Orenstein. 
“They can go around the world 
and live like this. But if you 
build for them an apartment 
that is much nicer than what 
they dreamed of, it will cause 
more of them to stay in Israel.”

While Orenstein designs lux-
ury, multi-million-dollar apart-
ments all across Tel Aviv and 
Herzliya, she sees her work as 
more than just design. It’s about 
doing work similar to that of 
groups like Nefesh B’Nefesh, 
helping Jewish immigrants to 
Israel settle in.

“If we can make for you a 
good home, you’ll set up your 
life here. You’ll spend more 
time here, you’ll make aliya, 
you’ll become ambassadors for 
us, and your friends will come 
here... It’s to allow you to ful-
fill your dream,” Orenstein 
said, adding that of her clients, 
“They’re all Zionists.”

Most of Orenstein’s high-end 
clients come from the Unit-
ed States, Canada, the United 
Kingdom, South Africa, Russia, 
France or other places with sig-
nificant Jewish populations. 

They tend to look for luxury 
apartments along what she 
calls the “Gold Coast” – run-
ning from the beach of Tel Aviv 
to Herzliya Pituah. They are 
a mix of religious and secular 
families.

Among the 60 or so clients 
is professional bicyclist Sylvan 
Adams, the honorary president 
of the Giro d’Italia, one of the 
most prestigious bicycling races 
worldwide. Partially because of 
Adams’ work, the race will start 
in Jerusalem before moving to 
Italy in May 2018.

Orenstein designed Adams’s 
Tel Aviv beachfront penthouse 
apartment, located at luxury 
development Arlozorov 17. It 
was the most expensive house 
ever sold in Israel, going for NIS 
120 million ($35m.). That fig-
ure doesn’t include Orenstein’s 
consulting costs, which includ-
ed building a 220-piece clear 
glass staircase, one that changes 
colors and looks different from 
every angle.

Especially challenging was 
Adams’s requirement that the 
800 sq.m. penthouse include 
a hermetic training room, one 
that replicates high-altitude 
cycling. 

“My art is used to tailor-make 
each and every home,” Oren-
stein said. “The projects’ incred-
ible value post-design is a direct 
result of this uniqueness. No 
project is the same. It’s where 
art meets architecture.”

Other clients of Orenstein are 
huge supporters of Israeli orga-
nizations, including one of the 

biggest donors to the Friends of 
the Israel Defense Forces, the 
family of Canadian philanthro-
pist Hershey Friedman, and the 
main donor to Israel’s philhar-
monic orchestra. Orenstein is 
also providing design services 
for major diplomats – some of 
whom may be relocating their 
official residences – but she can-
not give names on the record.

Orenstein, 40, has been work-
ing out of her Tel Aviv studio 

since 2002, designing luxury 
apartments, penthouses and 
condominium buildings, along 
with a few commercial projects. 
Before that, she studied archi-
tecture at Tel Aviv University.

After achieving success in 
Israel, Orenstein has worked 
on projects in London, Vienna, 
New York and Florida.

Orenstein – who, along with 
her parents, made aliya as an 
infant from the former Soviet 

Union – perks up when discuss-
ing the potential of high-end, 
luxury apartments to attract 
Diaspora Jews. Yet she admits 
feeling a little pessimistic.

“What will happen in the 
next generation? They’re ‘Zion-
ists,’” she said, with air-quotes, 
“but I’m afraid that the next 
generation won’t be like my 
generation, like the people I’m 
building houses for. They don’t 
have an obsession to support 

Israel. They’re not interested in 
contributing to the state and 
serving in the army. They’re 
much more interested in their 
lives. And if it’s hard, why 
should I come?”

Orenstein gestures anima-
tedly when detailing her resi-
dential projects. Meeting in the 
Hilton hotel 16th floor lounge, 
Orenstein stepped out onto the 
balcony and begins to point at 
the various towers jutting the 

skyline, detailing her different 
projects at each site.

She says that she tries to take 
into account different clien-
tele preferences, from religious 
strictures that require a kosher 
kitchen, to a high-end ath-
letic-training facility. She has 
a keen eye for detail and cus-
tom-designs transparent glass 
stairways, lighting fixtures, 
furniture, tableware and acces-
sories, working with Italian 
furniture makers to convey a 
message.

“The philosophy of design 
and luxury is a story of culture, 
a story that you can tell,” she 
dais. “It’s not just luxury but it’s 
about true culture. Two-thou-
sand years ago in Rome, they 
spoke about luxury and how 
things can be unique. It’s the 
same thing today.”

For Israel’s 70th birthday, 
Orenstein has been commis-
sioned to design the most 
expensive mezuza ever made. 
The mezuza is reported to cost 
in the hundreds of thousands 
of dollars.

One possible downturn in 
the high-end real estate market 
could be the relatively strong 
shekel and weak dollar. Given 
that most of the buyers are 
international and earning a liv-
ing in dollars, the currency fluc-
tuations make real estate even 
more expensive.

“It became a much harder job 
to sell these types of apartments 
at the moment that the dollar 
weakened against the shekel,” 
she said.

Amnesty UK withdraws from hosting 
Israel event due to settlements

• By TAMARA ZIEVE

Amnesty International UK 
has withdrawn from hosting an 
event organized by an umbrel-
la organization of British Jews, 
citing its opposition to Israeli 
settlements, the Jewish Leader-
ship Council (JLC) announced 
Monday.

A panel debate about the 
United Nations Human Rights 
Council and Israel organized by 
the council was scheduled to be 
held on Wednesday at the offic-
es of Amnesty International UK 
in London.

A representative of the human-
rights NGO who was expected 
to take part in the debate with-
drew several months ago, but 
the group maintained the offer 
to host the event in its office 
space.

Four days before the event was 
scheduled to take place, the JLC 
received notice that Amnesty 
was no longer agreeing to host 
the event, on the grounds that 
the NGO was “currently cam-
paigning for all governments 
around the world to ban the 
import of goods produced in the 
illegal Israeli settlements. We do 
not, therefore, think it appropri-
ate for Amnesty International to 
host an event by those actively 
supporting such settlements.”

Responding to the cancella-
tion, JLC chairman Jonathan 
Goldstein said: “It is disgraceful 
that a Jewish charity is barred 
from the offices of Amnesty 
International UK.”

In the email Amnesty UK sent 
to the JLC, it stated the event 
was organized by the JLC and 
UN Watch. The latter, however, 
is not an organizer but one of 
three organizations invited to 
participate in the event, includ-
ing Amnesty and UN Associa-
tion.

Asked which organization 
amnesty was referring to when it 
said “those actively supporting 
settlements,” Kerry Moscogiu-
ri, amnesty international uk’s 
director of supporter campaign-
ing and communications told 
The Jerusalem Post: “the presence 
of U watch raised significant 
concerns with partner organi-
zations. Partners and colleagues 
– both Israeli and Palestinian – 
working on the ground felt this 
connection with amnesty could 
put their vital human rights 
work at risk.”

An email sent to the post by 
amnesty UK said that the pres-
ence of UM watch was its major 
concern, but it also noted that 
the JLC and two of its member 
organizations, the board of dep-
uties and the Zionist federation, 

“were leaders in a rally in Janu-
ary 2017 against UN resolution 
2334, condemning Israeli settle-
ments in the occupied Palestin-
ian territories.”

The Jewish Leadership Coun-
cil is an umbrella body made up 
of 32 Jewish communal organi-
zations, including synagogues, 
care organizations, education 
charities, regional representa-
tive councils and the Board of 
Deputies of British Jews.

“For a long time, our commu-
nity has been deeply disappoint-
ed by Amnesty International 
UK’s approach to Israel and the 
Jewish community, yet we had 
sought positive engagement,” 
Goldstein remarked.

“By withdrawing their offer to 
host an event on the role of the 
UN Human Rights Council, it is 
clear that Amnesty Internation-
al UK’s claim ‘to protect freedom 
of expression,’ is only on their 
terms,” he added. “We have 
long argued that the aggressive 
criticism of Israeli government 
policy creates an environment 
where antisemitism thrives, and 
it is highly regrettable that on 
this occasion Amnesty Interna-
tional UK’s decision has targeted 
the Jewish community.”

The panel session, titled “The 
UNHRC and Israel: How it 
works, what’s not working, and 

how it might be repaired,” is to 
be chaired by Danny Friedman, 
a renowned human-rights bar-
rister, with speakers including 
Fred Carver of the UN Associ-
ation, and Hillel Neuer of UN 
Watch.

A spokesman for the council 
stressed that it has no stance 
on the settlements, but that 
the organization is made up of 
members who hold a range of 
opinions. He also noted that the 
chairman of the event, Fried-
man, is on the Board of the UK 
organization Yachad, which 
has vocally opposed settlement 
expansion.

Mmoscogiuri told the Post: 
“A wide range of organizations 
hold their events at our London 
office, but we reserve the right 
to withhold permission for our 
building to be used by organiza-
tions whose work runs directly 
counter to our own.”

“We apologize for any incon-
venience that this cancellation 
may have caused,” she contin-
ued. “The decision was made 
without our normal internal 
review procedures being fol-
lowed. Again, we apologize for 
any inconvenience that this 
may have caused. Since this 
occurred, we’ve improved the 
way we review the hosting of 
events at Amnesty.”

Sanctions for teachers  
among efforts to keep 
pupils from lighting up

• By JUDY SIEGEL

Teachers who smoke in schools will 
be punished by fines and sanctions, the 
Knesset Committee on Children’s Rights 
decided on Monday. The decision was 
made after committee head MK Yifat Sha-
sha-Biton demanded that sanctions be 
imposed against those who violate the 
law that prohibits smoking in educational 
institutions.

An Education Ministry representative 
said a circular will soon be published 
explaining that teachers might be called 
before a disciplinary committee if they do 
not obey the law.

Those present at the meeting also heard 
that many pupils smoke in school, even 
though it is illegal to sell tobacco products 
to minors. Public health activists have 
advocated raising the legal age for the sale 
and possession of tobacco products to 21, 
but the Health and Justice ministries are 
against the change.

Shasha-Biton said a report published 
recently showed the ease of selling ciga-
rettes to minors. “We received inquiries 
from parents from around the country 
about their children returning home with 
cigarettes, and they didn’t understand 
why it was happening. It is very sad to see 
children ages 13 and 14 selling cigarettes 
without being stopped.”

She added that some schools allow 

smoking in “smoking corners.” They 
explain that it is better for students to stay 
inside the school and smoke there rath-
er than leave the premises. Shasha-Biton 
asked if anything more significant than 
sanctions and a circular, something with 
“teeth,” can prevent smoking in a school. 
Allowing children to smoke in school, 
she said, “gives this dangerous act legiti-
macy.”

Likud MK Yehuda Glick said that about 
40% of the smokers started smoking 
before the age of 18, and another 40% 
before the age of 21. Sixty percent of the 
smokers would like to stop and cannot, he 
said. “They started from one or two ciga-
rettes and were drawn to it.”

The committee chairman said, “There 
must be a principal in each school who 
takes responsibility and doesn’t close his 
eyes to what’s going on. He must make it 
clear that there is no smoking in schools, 
including in ‘smoking corners.’”

Health Ministry representatives admit-
ted that the law was being violated and 
there was little enforcement. A national 
program to reduce smoking was approved 
in 2011 but never implemented because it 
was not budgeted.

Shasha-Biton said that within a month, 
at the next session on the subject, she 
wanted to hear about progress in prevent-
ing smoking in schools by both teachers 
and pupils.

Miri Mesika, David D’or to perform at UN without Amir Benayoun 
Holocaust memorial songwriter will sit out trip, refuses second meeting at embassy over visa spat

• By AMY SPIRO 

The Israeli delegation to the UN 
that will commemorate Interna-
tional Holocaust Remembrance Day 
next week will be one person small-
er than originally planned. Singer 
Amir Benayoun will not be join-
ing his colleagues Miri Mesika and 
David D’or when they perform on 
Monday at the UN headquarters in 
New York.

Benayoun, who co-wrote “The Last 
Survivor,” which Mesika and D’or 
will sing in Hebrew, English and Ara-
bic, ran into difficulties when he 
tried to get a visa to visit the Unit-
ed States. The singer said his initial 
denial was politically motivated, and 
he refused to return for a follow-up 
visit when he learned his visa was 
still not guaranteed. 

“Of course I won’t go back to the 
embassy,” Benayoun wrote on Face-
book last week. “If they wanted to 
give me [a visa] they could just do it 
without all this rattling around.” 

Organizers of the trip said on Mon-
day that Mesika and D’or will go 
ahead and perform the song – which 
they recorded with Benayoun – at 
the UN without him. A spokesman 

for the event said “nobody is going 
to replace him, he’s irreplaceable,” 
but that Mesika and D’or will per-
form the song in three languages as 
planned. 

Earlier this month, Benayoun’s ini-
tial visa request was denied, while 
Mesika and D’or’s were approved. In 
a series of interviews with Hebrew 
media, the singer said he was sure the 
reason stemmed from his harsh crit-
icism of former US president Barack 
Obama when he was in office. 

Benayoun said the official reason 
given for the denial was because he 
did not “sufficiently prove his inten-
tion to return to his home country” 
following the trip. Organizers of the 
event said the consulate’s reason for 
denying the visa was bizarre, con-
sidering Benayoun has a full line-up 
of performances slated for February 
and March in Israel.

Soon after the original event was 
announced, Meretz MK Esawi Frej 
sent an official letter to UN Secre-
tary-General Antonio Guterres 
requesting that Benayoun not be 
allowed to perform due to what the 
MK deemed his racist views. 

“I do not know what the Israeli 
ambassador to the United Nations 

was thinking about inviting Benay-
oun, a singer who has long been 
exploiting his talent and public sales 
to spread hatred and racism,” Frej 
wrote in the letter, giving examples 
of Benayoun’s lyrics. 

In response to Frej’s letter, Alison 
Smale, a deputy of Guterres, said 
Benayoun was not invited by the UN 
to appear at its UN Holocaust Memo-
rial Ceremony which will be held on 
January 31. 

The event in which Benayoun 
was slated to take part in has been 
organized by Ambassador to the UN 
Danny Danon. While the UN’s offi-
cial calendar lists several events in 
honor of International Holocaust 
Remembrance Day, including those 
in partnership with B’nai B’rith, 
the Museum of Jewish Heritage and 
other organizations, the event orga-
nized by the Israeli mission is not 
included. 

Organizers say 350 to 400 people 
are expected to take part in Mon-
day’s event, including ambassadors 
from around the world and Holo-
caust survivors. The song is also slat-
ed to be used as part of Holocaust 
memorial ceremonies held in Turkey 
and Kosovo this year.

MIRI MESIKA and David D’or rehearse for the UN’s International Holocaust Remembrance Day ceremony on 
Monday. (Courtesy) 

STAR ARCHITECT Irma Orenstein helped design the most expensive apartment ever sold in Israel, pictured, for NIS 120m. If you 
build an apartment for affluent Diaspora Jews that is much nicer than what they dreamed of, it will cause more of them to stay in 
Israel, says Orenstein.  (Courtesy)


