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In the early years of the Soviet Jewry emigration movement, those wanting to emigrate 
from the Soviet Union followed this general process: 

• Request/receive an invitation from Israel. 
Invitation could be from: 

• relatives in Israel 
• friends in the West 
• an institution 

• Bring the invitation to the embassy in Moscow to be processed. 
• Take completed documents to OVIR (Soviet Interior Ministry’s Office of Visas 

and Registration) to be approved. 
• When approved, go to Vienna. Once there, choose final destination. 

• The Jewish Agency for Israel assisted those heading to Israel 
• HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) assisted those heading to the United 

States and everywhere else. 
 

Soviet officials had multiple opportunities to interfere with the emigration process: 
• Confiscate invitations 
• Stop receipt of all mail 
• Stop or interfere with visitors to Soviet Jews 
• Prevent travel to Moscow 
• Prevent entry into embassy in Moscow 
• Arrest/detention  
• Threats 
• OVIR (Soviet Interior Ministry’s Office of Visas and Registration) denial 

 
Historically, the vast majority of Soviet Jews went to Israel. However, during and 
following the periods of Glasnost (Soviet policy that called for increased openness and 
transparency in government institutions and activities) and Perestroika (restructuring 
and reformation of the Soviet government) in the 1980s and 1990s, the number of Soviet 
Jews seeking to go to the United States and other places increased. 
 
American Jewish communities welcomed Soviet newcomers and began institutional 
efforts to resettle them. Much of this resettlement effort had local Jewish social service, 
education, and community center programs at its center. At the same time, the bulk of 



Soviet Jewish émigrés continued to go to Israel, and Israeli documentation and assistance 
was central to the emigration process.  
 
In the mid-1990s, the system of emigration changed in several important ways: 

• Invitations were no longer required. 
• Jews could apply for emigration directly at the American or the Israeli embassy  

in Moscow. 
• Harassment of people wanting to emigrate became the exception rather than  

the rule. 
 
Jewish Emigration from the Soviet Union and Former Soviet Republics 
Figures compiled by the Union of Councils for Soviet Jews (UCSJ) based on information 
from HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) and the Liaison Bureau (Nativ) of Israel. 
 

 

1970 1,027 

1971 13,022 

1972 13,681 

1973 34,733 

1974 20,628 

1975 13,221 

1976 14,261 

1977 16,736 

1978 28,865 

1979 51,320 

1980 21,471 

1981 9,447 

1982 2,658 

1983 1,315 

1984 876 

1985 1,139 

1986 914 

1987 7,776 

1988 19,343 

1989 71,196 

1990 213,437 

1991 178,026 

1992 108,292 

1993 102,134 

1994 99,681 

1995 85,874 
 

 
 
 
 

TOTAL Emigration 
from Soviet Union and 
Former Soviet Republic, 
1970-1995: 1,131,073 


