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A CLASH OF CULTURES: THE GROWTH OF KIRYAS JOEL

The Village of Kiryas Joel, struggling to accommodate its explosive population
growth and engaged in cultural and legal disputes with its neighbors, separated
from the Town of Monroe in January 2019 to form Palm Tree, the first town to be
created in New York state in 38 years.
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In the four decades since its
founding, Kiryas Joel has grown from “From 2000 lo 2017, the village added 9,656
500 people in 1977, to 22,794 people, an increase of 73.4%, and accounted
residents at last count in 2017. From for 26.2% of all of Orange County’s growth
2000 to 2017, the village added during that period.”

9,656 people, an increase of 73.4%
and accounted for 26.2% of all of Orange County’s growth during that period. From
2010 to 2017, Kiryas Joel was responsible for half of Orange County’s growth despite
representing only 5% of the total population in 2010. This growth has created
concern in neighboring communities who fear the population from Kiryas Joel will
spill into their neighborhoods and bring with it congestion and dense housing.

That the village needs more land is undeniable. But to suggest, as some have, that
Palm Tree was created simply because of rapid population growth would be to ignore
the years of conflicts between Kiryas Joel, which is made up entirely of ultra-
Orthodox Hasidic, and other residents of the Town of Monroe. Among the disputes
that arose were Kiryas Joel’s attempts to annex hundreds of acres of land and build
four-story buildings in a community that has mostly single-family homes.

By forming Palm Tree, the village of Kiryas Joel no
longer votes in Monroe elections, does not have to
pay Monroe taxes and no longer receives services
from the town. But the tensions inherent in the
rapid growth of the culturally isolated ultra-
Orthodox community of Kiryas Joel within a
primarily secular, non-Jewish town have not
receded. Kiryas Joel-Palm Tree and the neighboring

Town of Monroe have just bought time.

As described by the Jewish Telegraphic Agency, the town of Palm Tree is the "the
first official Haredi Orthodox town in the United States.” The percentage of residents
in Kiryas Joel that speak only Yiddish is 95.5%[1]. The village is unique in that it is
an intentionally insulated community which prefers to maintain a Hasidic lifestyle
and dress code, and rejects outside influence. Signs upon entering the village ask
visitors to respect its customs by dressing appropriately and engaging in gender
separation. Pattern is unaware of any other town in the Mid-Hudson Valley, let alone
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New York state, with similar guidelines. The community rejects secular education as
well as efforts by the state to conduct oversight of yeshivas, the religious schools
that children attend and where boys study to become rabbis. Most residents are not
part of the Mid- Hudson Valley’s workforce. The town has not opened a municipal
court as required by New York State law and has no candidates for town justice for
the second year in a row.[2]

In creating the new town, Kiryas Joel added 62 acres in addition to the 164 acres it
had already annexed from Monroe. It will vote in November 2019 to consolidate the
village and the town into one governing entity. To settle the annexation dispute and
several other pending lawsuits, Kiryas Joel agreed to not pursue further expansion in
Monroe for 10 years. However, a new group of Hasidic homeowners who live in the
Town of Monroe have petitioned for the creation of village called Seven Springs
within the town.
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Beyond the Towns of Monroe and Palm Tree, there are other skirmishes emerging. In
the neighboring town of Chester, the Hasidic developer of a 431-unit housing project
has filed a discrimination lawsuit against the town because of a dispute over the size
of the proposed homes. The lawsuit alleges anti-Semitic bias. The New York Times
highlighted this issue in an article on Aug. 14, 2019.
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The growth of the ultra-Orthodox population is not just confined to the towns of
Monroe and Chester. Additional communities can be found in the Orange County
towns of Blooming Grove, Woodbury and other parts of Monroe. Recent land
purchases in the towns of Wallkill, Goshen and Pine Bush are also signs of the
expansion of this demographic in the last decade in Orange County.

The ultra-Orthodox community is growing in Sullivan County, too, where it is
strongly concentrated in the towns of Thompson, Fallsburg, Liberty, Bethel and
Mamakating. Sullivan County also experiences a very high influx of the ultra-
Orthodox who come to summer in the county.

Orange and Sullivan can look to Rockland County to understand the issues related to
this emerging demographic. Over the last few decades, the growth in the ultra-
Orthodox villages of New Square and Monsey in the Town of Ramapo has led to
myriads of disputes and legal wrangling with neighboring municipalities. A coalition
of the ultra-Orthodox filed a civil rights lawsuit against the Village of Chestnut Ridge
in Ramapo in January 2019, after another group sued the Village of Airmont, also in
Ramapo, for discrimination. In the most visible example of conflict, members of the
ultra-Orthodox community, helped by bloc voting by their community, gained a
majority on the East Ramapo Board of Education. Over the years, property taxes were
reduced and the district budget was decreased year after year. Further, with a new
ultra-Orthodox majority on the school board, money was diverted for the needs of
the ultra-Orthodox community such as textbooks and busing. Eventually, the state
had to intercede.

The New York Times acknowledged the growing tensions between Hasidic enclaves
and neighboring communities in an article about a controversial video circulated by
the Rockland County Republican Party in August, which warned of a coming storm
and “if they win, we lose.”

“The “they” are the ultra-Orthodox Jewish residents of the villages and towns just
northwest of New York City where tension has been steadily increasing between
rapidly growing Hasidic enclaves and the surrounding secular and non-Jewish
communities,” the New York Times wrote on August 29.[3]
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By purchasing land in Ulster and Greene
counties, the ultra-Orthodox community
has shown a desire to settle throughout
the Mid-Hudson Valley. The cultural
differences, the very high birthrate, the
desire to be insulated from the larger
community are all reasons that the

“With a median age of 13.8, Kiryas Foel

is one of the youngest municipalities in

the nation, with 53% under the age of 15

and 22% under the age of 5. The village
has an extraordinarily high general

fertility rate of 262 births per 1,000

greater Mid-Hudson Valley needs to women of childbearing age. The national

understand and prepare for this

general fertility rate in 2017 was 60.3.”

community’s future growth.

While it is difficult to generalize about the Hasidic Jewish population in the Mid-
Hudson Valley, Kiryas Joel provides a good example as virtually everyone in the
village belongs to the community. Their large families are encouraged by the village
leadership. The average family size in Kiryas Joel is 5.5, well above 2.9 for a typical
family in Orange County. With a median age of 13.8, Kiryas Joel is one of the
youngest municipalities in the nation, with 53% under the age of 15 and 22% under
the age of 5. The village has an extraordinarily high general fertility rate of 262
births per 1,000 women of childbearing age. The national general fertility rate in
2017 was 60.3.

Dramatic growth aside, there are several other characteristics that make Kiryas Joel
stand out. It is very dense, with a per-square-mile population of 18,192 in 2010 as
compared to 459 in Orange County. The village is almost all white (99.5%), has a
poverty rate of 48%, one of the highest in the state. In contrast, the poverty rate in
Orange County is 14.6% while the New York state number is 15.1%. Kiryas Joel also
has a per capita income of $8,425, among the lowest in the nation, and 61.9% of all
households in the village receive food stamps. The cost per pupil in the Kiryas Joel
school district is $146,654, due largely to the high number of children with
disabilities.
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The projected growth of the ultra-Orthodox in Orange alone will result in this
demographic becoming approximately 20% of the total population of the county by
2040.[4] The accelerated expansion of this demographic and the rapid purchase of
land in the Mid-Hudson Valley raises numerous planning questions. Will more
villages be created to accommodate this growth? What will be the overall need for
infrastructure, in particular water and sewer, and how will it be financed? How will
the ultra-Orthodox population assimilate (or not) with residents of the communities
where it settles? How does this impact the cost of municipal services? The ultra-
Orthodox are known for voting as a bloc. Will this impact school districts and their
distribution of discretionary funds as it did with East Ramapo in Rockland?

It is time to view these questions as a region. Sharing experiences among
municipalities might lessen the tension that results from the growth of this
demographic and may provide for insight into their integration into the study area.
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