Yerucham – An Awakening City
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An optimistic journey to Yerucham of 2015, the town that dares to challenge its image as "the southern development town".

By Raanan Shaked

The southern city of Yerucham is awakening.  With its new boutique hotel, cafés, and real estate boom Yerucham is seeking to generate a revolutionary change in the way it is perceived in Israel.  Firstly by changing reality, and only after that changing its image.

By Raanan Shaked

E

ven before I arrive there, I'm loving Yerucham.  Actually, maybe I'm just loving the thought of Yerucham.

A faraway place, secluded, it's easy for me to imagine life here as a sort of 'Southern Exposure': with unforgettable characters like the Negev's equivalent of Dr. Fleischman and Maggie O'Connell together with desperate radio broadcasters, a grocery store with exotic items, and a goat wandering down Main Street—the refuge from complicated city life that I've always dreamed of.  A place to begin anew.  A place to forget and to be forgotten, to find one's self, the Israeli equivalent of Mexico.  We all need one.
And why Yerucham exactly?  Mainly because I've never been there, haven't yet discovered the Israeli periphery in its dusty and fossilized reality—isn't that what you always discover when you dream about visiting an exotic legendary city in Israel?  But mainly because Yerucham sounds like it's the most distant and most despairing location; I imagine a signpost at the end of a narrow road, alongside a parched mountain, reading "Yerucham – population 10,001").  A local Laura Palmer might even be discovered there.

At least I was right as far as the population goes.  According to the Ministry of Interior, the population of Yerucham is exactly 10,001.  But there's no Laura Palmer.  And there's no population signpost at the entrance to the city. There are a lot of other signs though.  Signs like: "Naot Tzahala – The Good Life Begins at Home".

Seriously…in Yerucham.  Naot Tzahala is a future neighborhood to be built in Yerucham.  And that's not the only sign.  Those huge familiar real estate signs offering one-floor dream homes currently dominate the entrance to Yerucham.  What's this then?  You promised me a peripheral town and now you welcome me with an avenue of villas, portrayed with ImageBank figures of happy families looking out from their private balconies?  I continue along the main road and pass a café called Quality Time that might well have been taken right out of the heart of Tel Aviv.  And a little bit further I come to a new boutique hotel called The Desert Iris, which also seems like it landed here straight from Rothschild Avenue.  It's well-designed, clean, bright, and has a hi-tech look.  If I'd see Rani Rahav (flamboyant and portly Israeli PR mogul) walking towards the hotel wearing super tight pants, it wouldn't surprise me (but I'd cross to the other side of the street).

I feel at home here.  I'm in Tel Aviv a.k.a. Yerucham!
But let's not get carried away.  Looking around, one still sees the old and dying commercial center, a few faded housing projects without which no self-respecting Israeli development deserves to call itself 'deprived'.  And when I look toward the horizon, I see it in every direction – the desert.

It's there.  Still there.  Similarly to Mitzpe Ramon, to any southern city—it doesn't matter from where you look, you're always looking out at the end of the world.  It isn't important how much civilization this town produces, it's always the desert you'll see on the horizon.  In central Gush Dan on the other hand, no matter where you're standing or where you look, you're always seeing Gush Dan.
It's a significant psychological difference.  For hard core city dwellers, the desert makes you feel a pressure in your chest.  A tiny panic attack, bubbling on a low flame and threatening to flare up.  I calm myself with thoughts of Ben-Gurion: "Trust in Ben-Gurion," I tell myself, "the old man knew how to live.  If Ben-Gurion went to the Negev, he apparently knew something that you'll soon find out."

But the road to Yerucham, let's admit here, doesn't exactly give you the feeling that your life is about to improve.  Here it's definitely 'just take a left to the end of the world'.  Take another left and near a big rock one imagines the two Bedouin women who pass here daily trekking their way to be sold into slavery.  It's a beautiful, strange and frightening road.  You can almost hear from the distant past, the terrified screams of the Romanians who were brought here in 1951 in order to build transit camps, all the while understanding that no large city would suddenly appear in the heart of this desolation.  All that was left for them was to wonder how much time it would take for them to survive, or build a camel and ride it back into civilization, i.e., Bucharest.

The thing is, contemporary Yerucham truly doesn't feel like a development town. Whichever way you imagine it (and we all imagine the same thing: a couple of Moroccan grandmothers with baskets and shawls walking and clucking between themselves, or the bored-looking goon hanging around at the vegetable seller's stand in the commercial center), Yerucham is moving away from that image.  There's an almost tangible quality you sense in the air on the main street—on the large lawn between the community center, the conservatory, the library and the new boutique hotel.  There's something in the desert air of Yerucham that's vibrant.  Hundreds of homes are being built here simultaneously and people are competing for the right to purchase a ground floor home for one million shekels or less (456 families have registered for a lottery offering the chance for rights to one of 176 plots of land in the Ofek-Yerucham project for example).  It seems that the moment it was decided that the city of military training camps would be a part of the municipality of Yerucham, the city turned into a golden El Dorado of real estate: everybody wants to buy here.  The value of homes is climbing consistently.  "People from Raanana and Ramat Hasharon are coming here and asking me on which street it's worthwhile buying a home," says Yaffa Elmaliach, 52, manager of On the Grill, a nice family restaurant on the main street.

Not so long ago she bought an apartment in Yerucham.  She received a discount due to her longtime residency here.  She was born here and, like many, tried to leave Yerucham and ultimately came back.  "Today if they'd give me an apartment in Tel Aviv, I wouldn't move there.  I love this place."

I'm able to understand her.  Maybe. Yerucham in recent years is doing the impossible.  At night, it dreams of being the upscale southern town of Omer.  In the morning, it wakes up to another day—of seeking to extricate itself from anything that might hint at its depressing moniker of a 'development town'. "The narrative is changing," they say here.

Back in 2005, Yerucham hit rock bottom and ran into severe difficulties, with the local council virtually disbanding and being replaced by a committee headed by Amram Mitzna.  Today Yerucham is known as the preferred sanctuary for those in central Israel who face expensive living costs.  To be more precise: a private kindergarten in Yerucham costs 1,600 shekels per month; mine, which is next to my home costs 3,600 shekels.  I sure could use the extra 2,000 shekel difference each month.  Maybe it's enough for me to pay for an entertaining night out in Tel Aviv once a week.  But where exactly would I move?  I don't know.  The industrial zone in Yerucham is populated by factories such as Negev, Prigo, Phoenicia, Ackerstein, Tempo, Agis and even a small hi-tech incubator.  Aside from this, there are Yerucham's educational institutions.  If I were a local teacher, I could proudly develop a modest sense of pride over the fact that the city's three schools—the state-religious school, ORT School, and the girls' seminary—have recorded matriculation eligibility levels of 80% to 90%, which exceeds the national average and is considered to be very high quality.  I might derive joy from the fact that if once, 98% of native born Yerucham residents left the city, today some 15 percent are returning here, and the rate is continually rising.

Cheli Alalouf Yom-Tov for example, returned to Yerucham eight months ago and currently manages the new boutique hotel.  She was born in Yerucham and says: "In our time, I was just waiting until I could leave here.  I had it.  Here it was like living in a swamp."

After her army service, Cheli moved to Eilat and later on to Tel Aviv.  Now, with her first daughter and a husband, she's come back.  "I had an amazing childhood here, with friends some of whom are also returning these days.  When I searched for a place to raise my little girl, it was obvious to me that her first years, at least, should be spent here," she remarks.

Ido, an educator whose IDF post prevents me from revealing his family name moved to Yerucham with his wife and children entirely out of choice.  "The whole country was open to us following my army service.  We wanted to go to a development town, the Negev or the Galilee because I think that the religious-Zionist sector, which I am a part of, has gone astray in recent years.  The balance between those moving to Judaea and Samaria as compared with development towns, the Negev and the Galilee has been upset in a big way," he says.

There's nothing about his energetic and athletic appearance that wouldn't fit perfectly well in Tel Aviv, including his moderate positions.  "In religious Zionism where I live, there's a crazy concentration of left-wingers," he tells me.  In the synagogue in which I pray, there are 50 doctors out of whom 26 are regular worshipers.  There, if you mention a Torah law, you feel as if you're defending a doctoral thesis.  To be fair, there's not an ounce of arrogance in them."

Ido and his family opted for Yerucham.  "Yerucham won out thanks to its education system which, as far as I'm concerned, is among the best in Israel.  But what really enchanted us was the heterogeneous population.  We were fed up with living in our own homogeneous bubble.  And it's such fun to live here; you meet all kinds of people, of all sorts and sizes.

About a year ago, he bought a house in Yerucham and renovated it himself.  To date, the value of the house has doubled.  "It's not a real estate bubble here," he says, "and what's liable to happen is that throngs of people like myself will come and flood the place, and then we may see a bubble”.
But perhaps that won't happen so fast.  Families from the center of the country aren't standing in line yet to relocate to Yerucham; at most, it's to invest in revenue property.  Michael Bitton, mayor of the local council and a native born resident who, together with Amram Mitzna, is associated with the city's current momentum, knows how to put things into perspective.  "It's a special city and it's an oasis of stability and growth.  But I don't like the mindset of 'Come on, let's be like Tel Aviv', he says.  "It isn't fitting for us to be Tel Aviv; let's be Yerucham."

We're sitting in the café of the new hotel.  Forty-seven rooms built on almost three acres of land, and everything looks wonderful.  The hotel's large swimming pool is about to open, and in view beyond the road are the local branch of Magen David Adom, the Yerucham police station, and a branch of Maccabee HMO.  In the near future, a firefighters' station will be situated here too.  "With all this surrounding us, this is the safest hotel in Israel," Bitton laughs.  "This ought to be a hotel for people with phobias.  'Come sleep here and you'll finally be able to relax'.
Bitton is 45 years old and was a child of the housing projects.  He is the youngest of nine siblings and has a degree in psychology.  He is a social entrepreneur and a former official in the Society for the Preservation of Nature in Israel.  Bitton is a new breed, almost a hybrid, of local leader.  He speaks plainly, at eye level (with no connection with his height).  He is charismatic and has the ability, reminiscent of Finance Minister Moshe Kahlon, to shake up the system and generate real change, without breaking down the structure.  He's a member of the Labor party and won the municipal elections with 70 percent of the vote. This despite an electorate that voted for the Likud, Shas and the Jewish Home in last March's elections.  How did he do it?
Bitton's method could be summed up as: 'Don't deal with image, rather, change reality.  Demonstrate to the country abilities in parameters that can be proven measurably.  Show everyone a city that, after 20 years in which only three houses were built, is now building 1,500 homes in three years.  A city that sends one-third of its children to the commendable Year of Service program and pre-army course.'

Beyond this, Bitton perceives what's important to me personally.  "Three years ago you'd say to me: 'Hey Michael, let's have a latté in Yerucham and I'd start stammering in search for a reply.  Now, here in this hotel, the menu includes latté with soya milk, next to the community center there's a café that also serves special coffees, at Quality Time there's other coffees, and next to Yerucham lake there's another café that's about to open."

There's a claim that what we're seeing is a bubble.  That real estate is being built in quantity, but ultimately, even in this city, everyone will go live in Beer-Sheva.

At least one-third of the new houses are populated by native Yerucham residents.  Five hundred young families from Yerucham are building their homes here.  If you're a young couple that has little money, you can buy 5,300 sq feet of land for 200 thousands shekels and build a 1,100 sq ft home with construction rights for building another 1,650 sq feet.  This is something that you could only dream of in Tel Aviv.  And you can seal the whole deal for 600 thousand shekels.  If there's any way you could achieve something like this elsewhere, I certainly don't know about it."

Fine, leave that.  Is there a way to attract a truly strong population from the center of the country?

"They're coming.  But just let's be careful about using the term 'strong population'—because my mother is a very strong woman and my father too.  They raised honest and decent children.  You're talking about a population that's well-off financially, and they're coming.  They come here for the education and the community.  In Yerucham children and youth receive a lot."

But they're destined to leave.

"No.  Granted, if you merely provide excellent education, what you'll be doing is exporting human capital, and that's what Yerucham did in the past.  But now we see native born Yerucham individuals and families coming back.  They've seen the country, seen Tel Aviv and the world, and they're beginning to perceive Yerucham as an experience of strength."
A night out in Yerucham is likely to include hopping between the Ma'abara Pub and the nameless pizzeria in the industrial zone owned by Yigal Vaknin, who makes pizza and Parana bread into the night.  There's also the Warehouse 52 club in the industrial zone, but it isn't open on this particular night.  Actually it isn't open most nights.  "Yerucham isn't totally out of its development town mold yet: There are a thousand families being treated by social welfare.  The town's has a rating of four on the ten-point national socioeconomic scale.  The population spans the range between different streams of religious-Zionism, secular Russians, an ultraorthodox population and residents with origins in India and America; you'd expect daily friction here, but that's not happening.

Actually, Yerucham is one of the most tranquil places in Israel.  "Relative to other Israeli locations, heterogeneity works here, and the education system works on that," says Ido.  
But the possibility of Yerucham becoming my own city of refuge is still tenuous.  "I came here because the place itself suits me fine and it's good for my family," says Eran Elouche, 35, a schoolteacher at ORT.  "It's a small town but not too small.  It has a different pace of life, not of a big city, but a desert location.  And we really connect with that.  We've been able to make a lot of friends here and it's a pleasure," he says.

Its sounds almost tempting.  Just leave everything.  Live for one-third the price, and live well.  Give your children plenty of space instead of neuroses.  I arrive at Quality Time, the café that serves as a Tel Aviv enclave in its appearance and that's been reviewed quite often.  Naor, the son of the place's founder Hadara Ben-David, prepares me a Tel Aviv style latté and we sit down, surrounded by empty tables.  "This is the café with the most media coverage in all of Yerucham.  They've come here from Yedioth Aharonot, from Channel 2, Channel 10, he says in a somewhat strained tone.
And with all that media buzz you still can't fill up the place.

"Because that's Yerucham."

What's the problem with Yerucham?

"G-d couldn't fill up Yerucham."  Naor himself is leaving soon for northern Israel.  I tell him that it's a pity and that it's preferable for him to buy in Yerucham.  "Real estate is the biggest bubble here," he says bitterly, "and it's going to burst soon.  This 'city of the IDF training bases' has 10,000 residents, and 90 percent of them are in the regular army? And the other ten percent are career soldiers who'll prefer living in Beer-Sheva or Dimona.  In all, maybe 50 families will come to Yerucham.  And for this we've got this whole real estate bubble."
Amram Mitzna and Michael Bitton would argue otherwise and say Naor is wrong.  That real estate in Yerucham reflects genuine demand—you don't build anything that has no demand for it.  And if in the past, a 'successful Yerucham inhabitant was one who succeeded in escaping this place, today it would be enough for 50 families to come to here in order to effect a change," according to Mitzna.

In the meantime, and until proven otherwise, Yerucham is a phenomenon that's happening.  It's shedding its previous skin as a development town and moving into a more developed stage.  A boutique hotel—far more attractive, pampering and contemporary than its direct competitors, Pundak Ramon and Mashavim, but far from being the Beresheet Hotel (which it doesn’t pretend to be)—is currently a good enough reason to come with the family to Yerucham.  The hotel has a pool, lawns, and a play area for children and the surroundings are full of potential excursions: Yerucham lake, the Makhtesh Hagadol (The Big Crater), Ein Avdat, Neve Midbar, sand skiing, the Kornmehl Farm, the alpacas and all the rest.  Not to mention the fact that the hotel is also a social endeavor—founded with monies from the Yerucham Foundation headed by Mitzna (which combines private partners and the Ministry of Tourism) and meant to transfer the bulk of its profits, when they come, to the Foundation's social and education projects in Yerucham.

"This hotel is critical to Yerucham because it generates awareness," says Alalouf Yom-Tov.  Yerucham, as far as inhabitants of central Israel are concerned, isn't a place you come to a second time.  But we see guests returning to the hotel."

I believe her.  The hotel actually is a place that makes you feel like coming back.  And Yerucham is a place that gives you the itch to come here and escape things, even if you're a returning resident or guest.  Yerucham is still seeking a brand for itself.  And if Mitzpe Ramon has already branded itself as the capital for freaks who seek to totally get away from it all, and Dimona as the place nobody speaks about, and Beer-Sheva as a place where entertainers like Tzvika Hadar came from, then what's left for Yerucham?

Maybe Yerucham is a place that holds something in its reserves that's almost run out in the Israeli inventory: a chance.

