
  ~ 1  ~  
 

 

PROCESSES OF DEVELOPMENT AS REFLECTED IN LAND USE CHARACTERISTICS OF 
AGRICULTURAL COOPERATIVES IN ISRAEL, 1921-1991, 

A CASE STUDY OF THE MOSHAV VS. THE KIBBUTZ 

YOAV GAL1), RONI GAL2) AND EFRAT HADAS 3) 

 

 

 

 
1) YOAV GAL (Ph.D.): (Corresponding Author) 

Bina, B.Y. Nihul LTD. / CEO, Gidona POB#17, Israel 1912000,  

E-mail: yoav_gal@smile.net.il 
2) Roni GAL:  

Bina, B.Y. Nihul LTD. / Gidona POB#17, Israel 1912000,  

E-mail: ronigal4@gmail.com 
3) EFRAT HADAS (Ph.D.):  

Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, Investment Financing Department, Director, 

Economy and Quality Management, P.O.B. 30, Bet-Dagan, Israel 50200,  

E-mail: efrath@moag.gov.il 

 

 

 

Abstract 

The structure and function of the family farm in Israel might become a central theme in 

discussions on the question of food security in 2050. Therefore, a discussion of the future 

organizational structure for agricultural production required is an important issue. The purpose of 

this paper is to present a case study of the long-term historical development of two different types 

of rural settlements as part of a broader debate on the future place of the family farm in Israel. 

Different aspects related to the importance of the family farm as a cost effective production unit 

are being raised today for assessment in different planning frameworks, and in many cases 

without any consideration of a historical perspective. The results of our study show that the two 

communities had become specialized farms and that the family farm also tended to move toward 

larger sized units that allowed for economies of scale in agricultural production. This article is 

part of a preliminary research effort towards a comprehensive assessment of this topic and deals 
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with the background and development of two typical organizational structures that were involved 

in agricultural production in Israel between the years 1921-1991. 
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Introduction 

When discussing the size, function or necessity of the family farm as it relates to the 

question of food security in Israel in the future, it is important to analyze the major developments 

that led to changes in the perception of the role of the small agricultural production unit. This is 

especially true in light of the fact that limited water resources (Hadas and Gal 2012) and urban 

pressure on farmland (Gal and Hadas 2013) are anticipated as a result of the forecasted 

population growth in Israel which is expected to reach 15 million people by 2050.  A historical 

perspective over seven decades should help the national planning authorities consider the needs 

for adjusting the agricultural production system to a changing reality so that it can survive over 

the long-term and to prepare for the food security objectives of 2050.  

The article itself does not deal with the issue of food security directly. However, the need 

to address the issue of food security requires a preliminary discussion of land use. In Israel, due to 

the limited area available, there is a high importance attached to the question of land allocation 

and the type of uses. Because of the great sensitivity that the question of land allocations raises, 

every decision about food security policy must rely on as solid a foundation as possible. 

This article examines the development of two cooperative agricultural communities from 

the time they arrived on the land in 1921 until the great financial crisis of the second half of the 

1980s. By the end of this period, the basic structure and functioning of the family farm had 

changed drastically (Schwartz, 2004), a change that requires a separate assessment for the period 

that follows, beginning in the 1990s. The analysis in this article will focus on the years from 1921 

to 1991 and the period following will be discussed in another article. 

Kibbutz 'Geva' and Moshav 'Kfar-Yehezkel' were founded on the same day, December 16, 

1921. The founding core of the two communities was made up of people from the second and 

third aliya (See definitions in the chapter of the method) that came mainly from an area that today 

is part of the Ukraine. They both had an outlook similar to the political party 'Poalei Zion' and 

some were even members of the same family. The founders of the two communities were very 

similar in their ideological background. This ideological foundation was based upon the 
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importance of cooperation, mutual guarantees, and the centrality of a social system in which the 

individual had great importance. 

The two communities in this assessment, the moshav and the kibbutz, do not fundamentally 

differ from any other social organizations. They are both organizations that are managed 

internally within the framework of agreed upon rules of its members, but equally important, their 

existence is also contingent upon the organization's relationship with the external environment in 

which it operates. The external environment which may change according to circumstances 

includes both local and regional government and financial institutions. The ability to mobilize the 

necessary resources from the external environment is largely contingent upon the importance and 

legitimacy given to an organization that is recognized as a stable and efficient body. Therefore, in 

a changing environment, the organization must also change its practices and in many cases adapt 

its internal structure to the new reality. Under difficult circumstances, the organization may also 

have to change its goals if such a change would ensure its survival (Lapidot et al. 2006). 

Therefore, so long as the management style was maintained that had accompanied the settlements 

from their beginning, it was possible to follow the gradual historical lines of development in the 

two communities. However, it wouldn’t be proper to draw any conclusions regarding the 

evolution of the family farm from the early 1990s and onward because the economic crisis that 

occurred at that time was so great. The two periods, both before and after the economic crisis are 

so different from one another and the development patterns are so different that separate them, 

that it is necessary to separate the assessment of the first seven decades from the period that 

followed .  

The fundamental principles of the two communities were based on the idea of state 

socialism whereby the state undertook the running of the various sectors of the economy in order 

to promote social goals and not just for financial gain (Ozer and Blanchfield 1978, p. 132). 

Already from the beginning, the goals and aspirations of these settlers were that the Jewish state 

would be established on the basis of a society that included cooperative institutions, equality, self-

employment labor and farming together with a broad education that would be open to all. The 

'Poalei Zion' party platform spoke of the establishment of a working nation that would adopt a 

cooperative organizational structure in all areas of activity and settlement for the benefit of all 

who worked for a living without having to exploit their fellow workers (Ben-Gurion 1974, p. 

201). This ideological platform essentially outlined the patterns of development of the two 

communities in the years to come: the moshav which was based on the decentralized family farm 

that relied on a shared infrastructure, and the kibbutz which was based on a large scale collective 

production system. 
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An increase in the size of the average farm over time, accompanied by a decline in the 

number of farms, has been documented in many countries in the world as well as in Israel. 

Towards the end of the 1970s and into the early 1980s, the government gradually reduced the 

planning and support for agriculture and also reduced the documentation of land usage. The anti-

inflationary policies of 1985 led to the collapse of the cooperative system that governed the vast 

majority of farm activity in the country. The move away from agriculture and other structural 

changes accelerated as a result of the crisis. As farm income continued to decline, the remaining 

farmers had to increase their scale of their operation in order to make a living, and/or diversify to 

other income-generating activities. The increased availability of foreign workers since the early 

1990s also contributed to the structural changes in agriculture and especially farm growth. It 

allowed farms that were initially limited by labor availability to expand faster (Dolev and Kimhi 

2010). All these changes mainly affected the structure of the family farm and this article 

examines the key changes over a period of seven decades. 

Method:  

All classical experiments consist of an experimental and control group. History has 

provided us with a situation where we find two neighboring communities which were established 

on the same day, by populations with very similar cultural/ideological backgrounds, and the only 

significant difference between them was their approach to the question of the family farm 

(Moshav) versus the large collective unit (Kibbutz) in agriculture. This article will describe and 

review these two models over the period in question. 

The main sources of information were both secondary, that has been previously created, 

and primary. The research started by examining the secondary data and provided a starting point. 

It was aerial photographs that could be traced in the archives and documentation of protocols and 

decision-making processes. The primary data gathered for the purpose of this specific research 

was created from in-depth interviews. The personal interviews with functionaries of the past and 

present in both communities were key source of information. Specifically contributed to the 

assessment: Muki Yadin, Uri Berzak (Kibbuts Geva) and Gideon Yavin (Moshav Kfar-

Yehezkel). Interviews were carried out as a conversation-oriented dialog with open questions. 

They were recorded and later on transcribed for subsequent viewing. The aim of the study was 

well known to the participants and they were asked to review the various processes during the 

reviewed period. The participants responded to the interviews and cooperated willingly and the 

talks were held for several hours. Therefore, it is difficult to outline the specific questions asked 

in every interview. 
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The major limitations that became apparent in this paper stem from the fact that although 

there exists much material about both communities regarding their historical development, there 

is a lack of material that has been organized in a systematic and consistent way. Some of the facts 

described in this work rely on the memories and personal knowledge of people who were 

interviewed in order to complete the picture. Naturally, memories that are influenced by the 

worldview of the interviewees do not necessarily match reality.  

Comparison of aerial photos over time is an accepted tool for analyzing changes in land 

use. Land use on the moshav has been reviewed previously (Applebaum and Sofer 2004, 

Applebaum 1998), and will not be discussed here. In this article, aerial photographs have a 

different role. The existence of aerial photographs (Source: Tel-Aviv University Archives)  from 

almost all of the seven decades of the period under review (1936, 1941, 1947, 1956, 1961, 1973 

and 1984) allows one to follow the development of the decentralized management system of the 

family farm on a moshav as compared to the centralized and intensively managed neighboring 

kibbutz. Throughout this entire period, the family farm framework was preserved in a fairly stable 

setup. Aerial photographs allows one to describe the population growth observed in built up 

areas, as well as the increase in land area use as the moshav tried to maintain in principle its rigid 

basic structure that eventually collapsed in the second half of the 1980s. 

Using Google maps and satellite photos that are readily available today, it is now possible 

to follow changes in land use, something that was not so easy to do in the period from 1921-1991. 

Before beginning the analysis itself, we provide a picture below of the current situation on the 

ground (2014) with high-quality aerial photographs that enables one to identify the changes 

described in the lesser-quality and older aerial photographs. It is important to note that the total 

allocated land for the two communities is relatively small, altogether about 1,700 hectares (ha). 

About 800 ha were allocated to the kibbutz, and about 900 ha to the moshav. A detailed 

description of the farm layout will follow. 

 



 

 

Figure 1: Recent aerial photograph (2014) of Moshav Kfar

(right) 

                                     1 Km

Source: Google Maps 

 

 

  ~ 6  ~  

Figure 1: Recent aerial photograph (2014) of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel (left) and Kibbutz Geva 

1 Km 

 

 

Yehezkel (left) and Kibbutz Geva 
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The following map schematically represents the agricultural border between the two 

communities, and the fishery area 

 

 

Figure 2: Recent map (2014) of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel (K.Y., left) and Kibbutz Geva (right) 

Source: Google Maps 

 

For the Israeli reader, the following three terms do not need further discussion: Moshav, 

Kibbutz and Aliyah. In the Hebrew language there are plenty of sources dealing with these, such 

as the 'Encyclopaedia Hebraica' which is the comprehensive encyclopedia in the Hebrew 

language that was published in the latter half of the 20th century. They also appear frequently in 
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the daily news. For the benefit of readers overseas, also the English version of Wikipedia was 

checked and found accurate for the following: 

 Moshav-Ovdim (Moshav): An agricultural cooperative settlement which relies on 

cooperative purchasing of supplies and marketing of produce. The family or household is the 

basic unit of production and consumption (Gal 1984 and also 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshav). 

 Kibbutz: A collective community, which began as utopian communities and a combination 

of socialism and Zionism that was traditionally based on agriculture. Gradually from the 

early 60s, farming has been partly supplanted by other economic branches, including 

industrial plants and high-tech enterprises (Livyatan 1999 and also 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kibbutz). 

 Aliyah: The immigration of Jews from the diaspora to the land of Israel. Aliyah was 

developed as a national aspiration for the Jewish people, and large-scale immigration to the 

land of Israel began in 1881. Waves of immigration are sequentially designated by the 

different periods that they occurred. First Aliyah: 1881-1897. Second Aliyah: 1904-1914. 

Third Aliyah: 1918 to 1924, and so on (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aliyah). 

 

Results and Discussion: 

a. Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel 

The idea of a moshav type cooperative that was based on the family farm, evolved during 

the years 1904-1920, when some of the new immigrants dreamt of establishing a new type of 

agricultural settlement that combined aspects of both the private family farm with the cooperative 

style of the kibbutz. The ideological basis of the moshav assumed as its goal the creation of a 

small intensively managed farm that would be run independently by a farmer and his family. The 

founders of  Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel designed their settlement according to their worldview, that 

at its source were national and social motives, including a desire to establish a just society (Sofer 

and Applebaum 2004). This desire was translated into action through the equal allocation of 

production resources; land, water and capital for all the residents. Together with this, the principle 

of mutual assistance between members and mutual guarantees in capital and marketing was also 

preserved. The farm model was meant to be a mixed farm in order to ensure balanced 

employment throughout the year (Uri 1967). A great deal of attention was focused on building a 

society based on the individual who functioned with the support of the other members. Mutual 

assistance was expressed primarily by work in the privately owned fields of the moshav as well as 
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in the collectively owned fields. However, when the first privately owned tractors arrived in the 

early 1960s, the moshav members stopped working together as they were no longer dependent on 

each other for manpower and mutual assistance was mainly reflected in the area of credit. Over 

the years, the influence of technology in all areas of life was evident and eventually the family 

farm unit changed from a mixed farm to a specialized one. Another technical factor that 

influenced the economic decision making of the members during this period, was both public and 

private transportation. With the increased availability of transportation, one could now more 

easily get off the moshav in order to supplement income in situations where the family farm 

failed to provide an acceptable standard of living. 

In the beginning, the first families of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel organized themselves as if 

they were members of a small collective Kibbutz type farm. The plan was for a settlement of 80 

family farm units plus 40 families of professionals, as teachers, bookkeepers, mechanics and the 

like, for a total of 120 families. As can be seen in the aerial photograph from 1936 (Figure 3), the 

settlement was built in the shape of a circle but with two outgoing rays from the center, to allow 

for future expansion (Bogdan and Stein 1947, p. 82).  
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Figure 3: The decentralized structure of the family farm (Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, 1936) 

                                                     200 m 

 

In Figure 3 it can be seen that the farm units on the western wing were not yet populated. 

Only with the end of the Second World War, the second generation gradually took over the 

responsibilities of running the private farms and the moshav institutions, and many of the second 

generation remained on the moshav (Margalit 1971: 12-13). The whole question about the place 

of the succeeding generation on the parent’s farm was dependent on one of the basic principles of 

the moshav, which was not to sub-divide the family unit. The purpose of this principle was to 

prevent the fragmentation of farms into small units or alternatively create huge farms and thus 

violate the principle of equality in allocating factors of production. Therefore it was possible for 

only one of the family members to stay on the parent’s farm and the others had to find themselves 

other arrangements. Throughout this period and in light of the difficult economic situation, there 

was not excessive demand to return to the parent’s farms and thus it became a local problem of 

individual families. Only with the improvement of the economic situation in the late 1960s, and 
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the return of the third generation to the moshav, did a problem begin to arise, but it was largely 

resolved by populating empty farms. 

After the establishment of the State of Israel (1948), as a partial solution to the problem of 

settling new immigrants and solving the problem of food supply to a rapidly growing population, 

the state institutions responsible for settlement, forced the members of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel in 

the early 1950s to increase the number of farm units by developing additional lands, west of the 

established complex. This can be seen clearly when comparing the photos in Figures 4a/4b, taken 

in 1941, with the photo in Figure 5, which was taken in 1956.  

 

 

Figure 4a: The map of Kibbutz Geva ('Qevutsat Haggiva') and Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel 

(Originally 1:20,000, 1941)  

                                            1 Km 
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Figure 4b: The decentralized family farm vs. the centralized Kibbutz (Kibbutz Geva and Moshav 

Kfar-Yehezkel, 1941) 

                                                         1 Km 
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Figure 5: Expansion of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel and addition of agricultural lands to both 

settlements (1956)  

                                        1 Km 

 

The moshav was compensated for increasing the number of farms by being allocated about 

200 ha of additional lands from the abandoned village Zarain (In some references: 'Zirin') whose 

residents were expelled during the War of Independence as a result of hostilities. The new 

immigrants that received family farms in the new expansion were not accepted socially on the 

moshav, their economic difficulties were great and they quickly abandoned the moshav for the 

cities in the center of the country and left behind many empty farms. At the end of the 1960s, 

almost fifty years after its founding, the moshav had a total of 58 productive farms on 900 ha. In 

the early 1970s, one already began to see the third generation returning to the moshav working 

alongside the second generation, or as independent farmers. The return of the third generation as 

residents of the moshav was not something obvious, because this generation also had other 

options such as academic studies or jobs off the moshav that paid higher wages. The question of 

who would return to the moshav after completion of military service or academic studies 

preoccupied moshav members because they did not want the moshav to become a home for those 
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that just recently failed in their studies, or for those who were not good enough for the outside 

world (Margalit 1971: 73, 134). 

The influence of ideology, which places the nuclear family at the economic core of the 

moshav, is expressed well in the photo from 1941 (Figure 4b). Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel borders 

Kibbutz Geva from the west and the idea of the family farm being a separate fundamental unit 

can be seen in the layout of small plots as compared to the arrangement of the neighboring 

kibbutz with its large highly organized plots. The decentralized farm structure that can be seen on 

the aerial photos is due to the division into relatively small plots of the fields located next to the 

family estates. The residential area on the moshav as opposed to the situation on Kibbutz Geva, 

was built over a larger area for the purpose of allowing the construction of more family 

dwellings, with the accompanying farm structures and plots of land linked to them. It is possible 

to clearly see the difference in the layout of the residential areas of the two communities. On the 

moshav, each farm unit is linked to the family homestead giving the appearance of a mosaic, as 

opposed to the large land tracts seen on Kibbutz Geva. On part of the western fields of the 

moshav, that at this time were collectively managed, are lands that would later be designated for 

expanding the number of farm units to accommodate fifty immigrant families in 1950. 

In comparison to the Kibbutz structure, it can be seen that the dwelling and cultivated areas 

on the moshav were not concentrated in just one area. The approach to managing the family farm 

was by arranging each farming unit such that it included a home, farm buildings, and cultivated 

lands for family but not collective use, behind the house. The desire to allow the individual a 

certain degree of freedom in his decision making process was based on the founders approach 

with respect to the importance of the family farm as the foundation of the economic structure of 

the moshav. As a result of this, planners placed the family dwelling unit together with the means 

of farm production. However, the farming structure that needed to be created much later made it 

very difficult to have the production side and the family dwelling existing side by side as a single 

unit. 

Up until the War of Independence (1948), the lands west of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel were 

the lands of the village Zarain, which were divided between the Moshav and the Kibbutz at the 

end of the war, as were the lands of Kumi, a village which was to the east of Geva. These areas 

show the characteristic tile pattern of lands divided into small family sized units of these Arab 

villages, and after the lands were transferred to the Kibbutz and to the Moshav, they were 

cultivated in accordance with the typical way for each of these communities. In Figure 5 from 

1956, one can see this phenomenon very well. Where these lands were transferred to Kibbutz 

Geva, the cultivation style changed and they became intensively managed large plots. The desire 
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of the moshav members to maintain the family farm agricultural system resulted in the division of 

these lands into small family sized units. The creation of numerous access roads to these smaller 

plots lowered the efficiency in the use of farm production factors. In the early years, this did not 

create a major obstacle when the production processes were based on manual labor alone. But 

over time the division of the agricultural fields into many small units did become an obstacle as 

the family farm underwent a process of specialization and increased production. The future 

generations wanted to live in close proximity to the family estate, and therefore the strict 

ideological rules of the founding generation had to be relaxed. 

Management of the family farm as an economic unit was also accompanied by a social 

structure that was expressed in the public decision-making process and through the institution of 

the General Assembly that maintained the principal of voting equality among the individual 

family farms and allowed for separate voting by both female and male members. The General 

Assembly selected a management committee which was comprised of three members with a one-

year term, and who were responsible for making the final economic decisions about the day to 

day operations of the moshav. Nevertheless, all major and important decisions were brought to 

the General Assembly, which served as a forum for exchanging ideas, debate and also a place for 

making decisions. Practically speaking, the moshav was run by a manager who was also the head 

of the three man management committee and who usually had the complete backing of the 

General Assembly. Only years later, at the end of the 1980s, which corresponds with end of this 

survey period, did there begin a structural change in the economic management system of the 

moshav, as a result of the harsh economic crisis that occurred and the social crisis that 

accompanied it. 

In the period before the age of television, considerable effort was devoted to cultural 

issues, and the committee appointed by the General Assembly to organize cultural activities was 

one of the most important in the daily life of the moshav. In the early years, after working hours, 

members would meet to enrich their cultural world in literature with reading study groups. Over 

the years, until the introduction of television into private homes, members used to gather at an 

assembly hall for meetings, joint celebrations, plays and movies. During the 1960s for example, 

viewing a movie was an important social event (Birnbaum 1996). Social life on the moshav was 

the basis for community life and provided organizational support for the economic units that were 

managed in part by families and in part by some type of cooperative mechanism (Margalit 1971). 

However, despite the importance attributed to community life and the various cooperative 

frameworks, the family farm was the heart of the production process. From the founding of the 

moshav (1921) to the establishment of the state (1948) and then later to the 1980s, there were ups 
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and downs in adherence to cooperative values, although the principles of the moshav remained 

solid. From the time of the founding of the moshav and despite the centrality of the family farm 

in the economic and social outlook of the founders, significant weight was given to setting up 

cooperative management systems, thus creating a support system that to a large degree protected 

the relative stability of the single family farm (Paz-Isaiah and Gurney 2006, p. 674). 

Because of the fixed number of farms on the moshav, an improving economic situation had 

no impact on the number of farm units, which remained constant, and the geographical structure 

of the moshav remained largely unchanged (Bogdan and Stein 1947: 119; Margalit 1971: 134).  

Dairy farming on the moshav was constantly growing and Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel became the 

country’s largest milk producer. All of the economic branches on the moshav were managed and 

assisted by separate professional committees. In 1945, as the volume of economic activity 

increased following the end of the war (WWII), the moshav members decided to create a single 

economic committee in which all the various farming sectors were included. This decision made 

it possible to develop and utilize more effectively the common resources that were available to 

the moshav. This was seen in diverse fields such as electric incubators, partial flooring for the 

dairy, building of water reservoirs, construction of a pipeline etc. During that period of time, most 

moshav members worked on their family farm. Very few worked on the outside and those that 

did had little impact on the economic activity of the moshav (Bogdan and Stein 1947: 121-123). 

The end of the 1960s was a turning point in the development of the family farm. It was 

then that a transition from the classical mixed system to the specialized farm, with its inherent 

increased centralization and mechanization began. This economic development required large 

investments; both for the family and the cooperatively run farms. For this reason, the moshav 

joined a centralized credit program. The importance of this program was that there was a clear 

understanding of the scope of allowed investments as well as how much cash could be loaned to 

each member individually and to the moshav collectively. The ability of each individual farm to 

bear the burden of costs, investments and interest payments was the criterion that determined the 

size of the economic investment.  

Figure 6 from 1984 shows that the fields in the northwest were part of lands that were 

cooperatively managed until 1977. They were divided between all of the moshav members. Each 

member worked their own area and chose the crops they would grow according to their expertise 

and the needs of the farm. This can be seen by the patchwork appearance in this photo versus the 

uniform appearance in this area that can be seen in the photo from 1956 (Figure 5). At the same 

time on the moshav, the transition from a mixed farm to a specialized one was completed and 

with it came all the considerations about the economies of scale. This management system 
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brought with it the desire to grow crops in fields as big as possible under monoculture. This is 

reflected in the uniform strips around the houses as opposed to the patchwork like fields behind 

each house and around the entire moshav as can be seen in Figure 4b (1941).  

 

 

Figure 6: The decentralized family farm vs. centralized farming on the Kibbutz (1984)  

                              1 Km 

 

Israel’s turbulent economic environment in the early 1980s did not fit the structure nor the 

set rules of the game of the moshav. The economic management system that had been placed in 

the hands of the cooperative’s professional committees, disconnected the members from 

following their businesses. There was nobody who properly oversaw the moshav treasurer and 

there were no real controls over the purchasing managers. All continued, without exception, to 

make the same mistakes again and again. The moshav members were certain that the government 

would guarantee their debts and therefore the banks were not afraid to give a large amount of 

credit to the moshav. Moreover, the lending banks wanted to give loans no less than the moshav 

wanted to receive them. By September 1986, ten out of the twelve purchasing organizations 

collapsed, and with their downfall the entire moshav sector was caught up in an unprecedented 

crisis. As a result of the crisis, the government, the Jewish Agency and the banks formulated an 

agreement that allowed for a debt repayment schedule that would make possible continued 

production (Paz-Isaiah and Gurney 2006). 
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b. Kibbutz Geva 

Despite the similar ideological background, countries of origin, age and even occasionally 

family relationships, the kibbutz differed significantly from the concept of the family farm. In 

contrast with the principles of the neighboring moshav, which based its principle economic 

foundation on the family unit, the fundamental principles of the kibbutz were based on the 

existence of a cooperative system in which its members were full partners. The fundamental idea 

of the kibbutz determined that for the sake of making a living it was not necessary to exploit his 

fellow man, and that a person could make a decent living while giving expression to his spirit and 

talents (Lavie 1944). The kibbutz members advocated economic and social equality for all, 

independent work and full partnership between kibbutz members with respect to property, 

production and consumption (Bayn 1976: 191). The kibbutz lifestyle included a common dining 

room for all the members, a shared clothing warehouse, a work schedule that applied to all of its 

members and government by means of a General Assembly. The idea of the kibbutz was national 

settlement on state owned lands and funded by the state, mutual responsibility between kibbutz 

members and the responsibility of the group towards the needs of the individual.  

When Kibbutz Geva was established in December 1921, there were 12 members in the 

group. Initially, women worked in the fields and the men were assigned the role of construction. 

After the main buildings were built, a new work arrangement was established in which all 

members were expected to do all the tasks of the kibbutz. The work schedule was set each day 

after dinner in the dining room (Shteiner 1982, p 37). There were some jobs that required 

expertise, and others requiring prior knowledge, that were created almost with the establishment 

of the kibbutz, such as a doctor, that were general in nature, and done by all members either by 

special enlistment or by a rotation of qualified professionals. The ideological basis of the kibbutz 

dictated the status and special role of the central dining room as one of its defining social 

characteristics. It was a central and important meeting place, far exceeding its limited functional 

role as a place for eating (Shteiner 1982, pp. 194-196). With time, especially towards the end of 

the 1980s, the status of the dining room as a meeting place for dealing with the various issues 

involved in running the kibbutz declined, and gradually members stopped coming as their homes 

became equipped with kitchens and refrigerators. The first radio arrived on Kibbutz Geva in 

1931, and it was debated among members the question whether it should be permitted to use 

radios in private residences. The most common opinion was that they should not be allowed for 
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private use (Goren 1947). In the end not only were radios allowed, but eventually television as 

well. In Kibbutz Geva’s seventh decade, in the early 1980s, the infrastructure was set up for 

telephones, computers and electrical appliances. When these products entered the private homes 

there was no longer a need for entertainment and social events, something which struck at the 

core of collective social life that had been such an important part of the kibbutz way of life. 

By 1924, crop production at Kibbutz Geva was still not very successful, despite the 

agricultural efforts that had been expended, and so the members decided to establish a mixed 

farm economy. Similar to the process that occurred at the neighboring Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, 

mechanization entered the kibbutz with the purchase of a tractor and other machines. Kibbutz 

Geva of the mid 1920s still did not have a comfortable lifestyle, however the economic base of 

the Kibbutz significantly improved. New tools, buildings and capital arrangements that were 

made, gave the members of the kibbutz an economic stimulus (Agricultural Center 1927). By 

1927, a new dairy farm was established after the previous one had to be destroyed due to a 

contagious disease that resulted in miscarriages and the dairy industry gradually became stronger 

and well established. In the mid- 1960s the cornerstone was laid for a new milking parlor that was 

considered the most advanced in Israel. 

While its twin neighboring moshav had already grown to 60 family farms, Kibbutz Geva 

still remained a very small kibbutz with few members. In 1924, the kibbutz drew up a plan to 

expand to 20 families, which would subsist mainly from field crops and small farms plots. In 

1925, Kibbutz Geva expanded with the addition of 15 members. However by the end of its first 

decade, many members left the kibbutz due to financial hardships, a low standard of living and a 

small, limited, group of friends. The feeling of crisis ended when another group of 15 members 

joined the kibbutz. In the 1930s, young adults joined the kibbutz, thereby slightly strengthening 

its standing. From a small intimate group that was run in an informal way, Kibbutz Geva became 

a larger community that was run by numerous committees. The Kibbutz Geva of the 1930s made 

a major change in its world outlook. Now, growth would not be for reasons of rescuing and 

rehabilitating society but rather for the desire to be simply part of a collective, the kibbutz. In the 

beginning of 1941, the first group of youth that were born in Kibbutz Geva was accepted as 

members, signaling a turning point in the source of the new members for the kibbutz, which up 

until this point had taken in pioneer youth that had immigrated to Palestine. By the end of 1941, 

the 20th year since Kibbutz Geva’s founding, the population numbered 300 adults and children. 

From the beginning of the 70’s and over the next 20 years to 1991, the population remained fairly 

steady at 300 members, 180 children, and in addition temporary residents that were made up of 
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volunteers, salaried workers and the like (from an interview with the Kibbutz Geva treasurer and 

member Moki Yadin 2010). 

 

 

Figure 7: Centralization of buildings and lands on Kibbutz Geva (1947) 

 

c. Comparison of the two communities 
Figures 3 (1936), 5 (1956) and 7 (1947) show the internal structure of each of the two 

neighboring communities. Figure 4b (1941), shows the two communities as seen side by side and 

shows the structural differences between the family farm and the intensively centralized kibbutz. 

To the east of the kibbutz lands are part of the lands of village Kumi, a territory that would 

become part of Kibbutz Geva at the end of the War of Independence (1949). In the photograph, it 

can clearly be seen the differences in the layout of the land, with the small plots of the village and 

the large kibbutz fields to the east, and the outline of the family farms of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel 

to the west. The lands designated for residential living on the kibbutz were concentrated into a 

small area, as opposed to the dispersed farm structure of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel. Figure 5 shows 

the two twin settlements in 1956 after the expansion on Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel and the additional 

lands that were given to both communities. On Kibbutz Geva, the main changes were an increase 

in the residential area of the kibbutz, increased land allocations, and the establishment of a fishery 

division. The expansion of the residential areas followed an increase in the number of members 
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and potential members which doubled during the third decade of the kibbutz. This was due to a 

change in its social outlook and the transition from the idea of a small and intimate kibbutz to a 

much larger community. In the southeast section of Kibbutz Geva the new fish ponds are 

discernible. In Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel it is possible to see the expansion west of the original 

settlement that included fifty new farm units that were added to absorb immigrant families in 

1950. To the north and west of Moshav Kfar Yehzkel are located the communal farming areas 

which can be seen as large plots. Despite the importance of the idea of the family farm, the 

communal farming areas were worked collectively, similar to the way they were done at Kibbutz 

Geva. Later, in 1977, these common areas were divided into separate plots and transferred to 

members for private farming. This change reflected the weakening of the concept of communal 

sharing, in favor of strengthening the independent economic unit. 

At the end of the War of Independence (1949), both communities annexed lands from the 

former neighboring Arab villages. In two aerial photos (Figures 5 and 6), it can be seen the area 

that was added to Kibbutz Geva to the east. Additional lands were added to the kibbutz from the 

west to Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel from the village Zarain. Altogether 630 Ha were added to 

Kibbutz Geva after the war, thereby reaching its maximum size of 810 Ha. In addition, it is also 

possible to see another section of 200 Ha that belonged to village Zarain that was given to 

Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, which is located south of the settlement. The moshav also reached its 

maximum size of 900 Ha (Oren-Nordheim 2005).  

Figure 8 is a photograph of the two communities in 1961. Excluding the dramatic events 

that occurred during the War of Independence, changes in the two communities over time were 

slow and gradual. In this photograph, the developed residential area on Kibbutz Geva appears 

larger than in the past. To the east of the residential area, are lands that were set aside for the 

expanding dairy that was to be centered in one location. This area would in the future be set aside 

for the 'Bakara' factory that was to be built, as the kibbutz became industrialized. Essentially, all 

the livestock on Kibbutz Geva was concentrated in the eastern part of the kibbutz, away from the 

living areas. This was in contrast to the moshav where all the livestock was situated behind the 

family dwellings and encompassed the moshav from all sides. South of the main road were the 

fish ponds that increased in size as a result of expansion of the fishery division on Kibbutz Geva. 

In the area to the east of Kibbutz Geva can be seen the expansion of the citrus fruit industry as 

opposed to the situation in 1941 (Figure 4b). In the expanded area of Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, 

only a limited number of immigrant families remained after the vast majority had abandoned their 

farms due to both financial and social difficulties. In the center of the village more residential 
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housing was built without adjacent farms, evidence of a change in the conceptual foundation of 

the type of settlement of the moshav. 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Decentralization of the family farms vs. centralization of the kibbutz remained 

relatively unchanged (1961) 

                                                                 1 Km 

 

The two communities continued to develop in parallel. Figure 9 shows the two 

communities in 1973 with very few changes. In Kibbutz Geva you can see concentrated in a 

single area the new dairy farm that was built in the mid-1960s with a modern milking parlor. This 

farm, which includes all of the various branches of the dairy is east of the old one as seen in an 

aerial photograph of 1961 (Figure 8). In 1964, the 'Bakara' factory was built on the grounds of the 

old dairy and the new dairy was moved eastward and was concentrated together with all of the 

other livestock and the poultry divisions that were downsized or closed. The kibbutz fruit 

orchards included citrus and pecan trees, changes that reflected the transition from a mixed to a 

specialized farm economy. In addition, they also show the vigorous development of Kibbutz 

Geva’s economy during the 1960s, and the development of industry on an agricultural kibbutz. 



  ~ 23  ~  
 

 

The residential area had not changed since 1956 showing that the kibbutz population remained 

stable over this time period. 

 

 

Figure 9: The specialization process of the family farm and the reduction of the number of 

agricultural plots (1973) 

                                             1 Km 

 

Figure 6 gives a picture of the two settlements in 1984 which is towards the end of the 

period reviewed in this article. On Kibbutz Geva, the main changes were the larger centralized 

dairy that had been built in the mid-1960s with a new cow shed for future expansion and the new 

modern milking parlor. The area designated for the 'Bakara' factory doubled to 3,000 square 

meters in a process of growth and expansion that began in 1979 and ended in 1981. The area for 

the 'Shekedia' factory was located adjacent to the pecan grove which provided raw materials for 

production. 

Notable developments that occurred in both communities during this period were 

expansion of the residential areas and changes in the farm structure including an expansion of the 

overall land area. However, the basic format was maintained throughout the period under review 

as can be seen in the aerial photographs over the years. The first factor, were the residential areas 

that grew and developed over the years in both communities as a result of population growth. In 

Kibbutz Geva, additional land was allocated for residential living for kibbutz members, whereas 

in Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel the expansion included the addition of new family farm units. An 

additional developmental factor was the total land area of each of the two communities and the 

land area of the two settlements reached their present size after 1949. The third developmental 
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factor was the addition of industry to Geva and the dismantling of the collectively farmed lands 

on Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel. 

The subject of lands allocated to Kibbutz Geva was a topic of never ending debate between 

the 'Agricultural Center', an umbrella organization for the farming industry in Israel and the 

kibbutz.. The historical division of the lands was not consistent with the reality. In 1932 Kibbutz 

Geva received 300 Ha of arable land for temporary use to ease its land shortage. However a 

disagreement about the use of these lands developed and eventually reached the pre-state central 

governing institutions. After some time there were further deliberations and the council members 

were convinced by the position taken by Kibbutz Geva and in a final decision approved the plan 

for adding fifty families, with additional lands being allocated to the kibbutz. 

In the beginning of the 1940’s, Kibbutz Geva had a mixed farm economy that could 

provide most of the food supply for its members and livestock, independent of outside sources. 

The work schedule was designed in such a way that it could provide a continuous food supply 

throughout the year. This approach was what in fact determined the number of agricultural 

branches on the kibbutz and the relative size between them. However, commercial considerations 

about profitability were never determined, and as a result, the effects of technological advances 

on the development of the economy were never seriously considered. Up until World War II, 

under conditions of free trade, and a free flow of food from production areas to growing areas, it 

was difficult to compete in the market economy and make a living. The kibbutz was only able to 

survive as a result of a frugal lifestyle and hard work. In the postwar years, there was a slow, 

steady increase in profitability of the Geva economy. With the establishment of the State, 

developmental changes on the kibbutz accelerated and mechanization took on a larger role in 

production.  

Already by the end of the 1950s, the need for industry was being discussed at Kibbutz 

Geva. The decision to build an industrial plant on Kibbutz Geva came in response to social and 

economic processes that had developed in the agricultural based economy, processes that created 

hidden unemployment on the one hand, and on the other hand a recognition of the potential for 

both human and economic development that was looking to be expressed. The 'Bakara' factory, 

whose plant operations began at the end of 1964, was established on a social and economic 

foundation that fit the expectations of the kibbutz. The factory manufactured products for 

automation such as: solenoid valves, air valves and air cylinders. The elements that influenced the 

character and success of this enterprise were: 

A. The plant would produce and operate without hired labor: this decision could be a 

crippling factor in the development of the factory, but it would allow it to achieve 



  ~ 25  ~  
 

 

technological independence and freedom from dependence on external factors. In 

this way the value and contribution of the kibbutz members who worked at the 

factory could be acknowledged. The awareness by the factory workers that they 

must find a solution and an answer for every question, raised their professional 

level, and placed before them constant challenges.  

B. The factory hired any kibbutz member who wanted to work. This principle was 

decided from the beginning; that the development and growth of the factory would 

be done by only hiring new workers from the kibbutz. 

C. The factory operated over a wide range of activities in all areas of production; 

management, engineering and marketing: This was done in order to allow the 

worker to find an area of interest. Like many other decisions, this decision was also 

difficult to implement at first, but proved itself as it contributed to the 

consolidation and profitability of the factory over time. 

D. The sphere of activity of the factory was determined in accordance with the wishes 

of the members: When the factory was established the areas of activity were 

determined in such a way that would allow for expansion into new fields as well as 

furthering development in already existing ones. 

E. The factory was more than just an economic tool: it was also supposed to address 

societal needs as well as provide a personal answer to the needs of the worker. A 

worker at the plant was supposed to feel that his personal well-being was the 

primary consideration before for any technological and economic decisions were 

made.  

Balance sheets of the early 1970s showed that there had been continuous growth from the 

beginning of the factory’s establishment. In 1981, an expansion process that doubled the size of 

the factory was completed. The marketing system was also expanded, encompassing all areas of 

the country as well as abroad and successfully covered a large number of countries and markets.  

In agriculture, a specialized industry was set up, an almond division, that began to compete 

with field crops. Members from the various branches began to compete for resources instead of 

helping one another, creating a new situation which was damaging to the idea of mutual 

responsibility. This was very similar to the situation that was occurring between the various 

branches in its neighbor, Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, which also brought about a lessening of the 

desire to help one another. The transition at Kibbutz Geva to a specialized economy was similar 

to the process that occurred in Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel.  In Kibbutz Geva, it was decided to 

develop the industrial part of the economy and a food processing plant, 'Geva Food Products' was 
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set up. In 1981, a committee proposed setting up a new processing plant and that same year a 

working group was set up to work on the construction of the factory that began production and 

marketing in the summer of 1982 (Shteiner 1982). 

By the end of the 1970s, there was a sense of economic stability in Kibbutz Geva due to the 

strong performance of the economy. This feeling led the group to invest considerable capital in 

the 1980s in industry, including the years 1985-1986, a period when inflation was very high. Just 

like in Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, where they had not properly assessed the economic situation and 

continued to buy on credit and increase debt, the financial heads of the kibbutz also didn’t 

properly analyze the situation and continued to expand the 'Bakara' factory, which had been 

profitable over the years, with investments that were made without proper sources for financing. 

Muki Yadin, the Kibbutz treasurer at the time related that,”Kibbutz Geva thought that the kibbutz 

profits were enough to expand 'Bakara', but it was in fact a great financial strain. Together with 

the mistaken investments in bank shares, tremendous financial damage was caused”. 

Concluding remarks 

This article reviews the development of two communities, Kibbutz Geva and Moshav Kfar-

Yehezkel over seven decades, from 1921, the year the two were founded, to the end of the 1980s, 

with the beginning of a new decade after the major economic crises of the 1980s. Although the 

structural frameworks of the two communities were ostensibly quite different, a closer look 

surprisingly revealed that not only were there no real rivalries between them, rather they 

remained close to each other in their worldview. The main difference between the two 

communities was due to their disparate views about their idea of cooperation, a conceptual 

difference that had already been formulated even before they had settled the land. On the moshav, 

the idea of the family farm was held up as the foundation for all social and economic activity, 

whereas the neighboring kibbutz managed their agricultural production in a highly centralized 

fashion. 

As a result of these different conceptual outlooks about cooperation, the two communities 

differed with respect to the need for increasing the number of members. If at Moshav Kfar-

Yehezkel it was clear from the outset that it was essential to increase their population, on Kibbutz 

Geva, members were asked to maintain their uniqueness as a small group. Only in the thirties did 

this perception change, as Kibbutz Geva opened itself up to the idea of taking in new members in 

order to grow. If at Kibbutz Geva they were particularly strict in the way they insisted on 

choosing new members, at Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel they were much more open and tolerant in 

their approach to accepting new members. Both Kibbutz Geva and Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel 
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reached stable populations in the early seventies and up to the end of this review period over the 

next twenty years, their numbers grew only moderately.  

When considering the process of economic development in Moshav Kfar-Yehezkel, we 

find a cycle of moving in and out from one crisis to the next, while the overall economic 

framework was largely maintained throughout the period. The only exception to this was the 

privatization of cooperative farming with the transfer of full responsibility to the members 

themselves. For Kibbutz Geva in contrast, the economic crisis of the late 1950s brought the 

kibbutz to lay the groundwork for adding industry to their economy. The 'Bakara' factory and 

later 'Shekadia' factory, became important factors in the economy of the kibbutz. The cooperative 

economic system on the moshav that relied initially on mutual support in work, later became a 

system based on mutual financial guarantees and thanks to this change, the members of Moshav 

Kfar-Yehezkel could cope more easily with their economic difficulties. In the 1960s, the two 

communities completed in parallel the process of transition from a mixed to a specialized farm 

economy. 

As part of this process, some of the family farms abandoned agriculture or only made a 

partial livelihood from it, as members began to go out and make a living from work outside of the 

moshav. The 1970s were characterized in general by a growth that was felt in the economic 

profitability of the two communities. In contrast, the 1980s, which closes the period of this 

review, both communities in parallel, experienced a difficult economic crisis. For the family farm 

this crisis was most significant, and as a result a new period in their life began, but which is not 

surveyed in the framework of this paper.  

At least one important conclusion can be learned from this review. Until the 1960s, when 

human labor was the main component in production, the differences between the systems were 

negligible. However, if we put aside ideology and only consider what happened as technologies 

entered into the production process it can be concluded that the effectiveness of the family farm 

as a base for sustainable agriculture economic is inferior to the centralized kibbutz system. This 

conclusion stems from the fact that under almost optimal conditions of a case study with both test 

system and control system, decision-makers in the family farm adopted the pattern of the 

collective economy. It was not because of ideology but because of economic viability. 

This article is part of a preliminary research effort towards a comprehensive assessment of 

this topic and deals with the background and development of two typical organizational structures 

that were involved in agricultural production in Israel between the years 1921-1991. The article 

reviewed only the first part of the study. The period from the mid 80's until today require a 

separate discussion. However, as this paper is published in 2015, certainly curious to know what 
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is the current status. Well, it is a very complex theme indeed. Agricultural production in Israel is 

significantly affected by complex legislation regarding agricultural land ownership rights. But on 

the other hand, the economic reality is not always consistent with the intentions century ago of 

the founders of the communities. 

The great importance of this issue stems from the fact that the structure and function of the 

family farm in Israel might become a central theme in discussions on the question of food 

security in 2050. Therefore, a discussion of the future organizational structure for agricultural 

production required is an important issue. Different aspects related to the importance of the 

family farm as a cost effective production unit are being raised today for assessment in different 

planning frameworks, and in many cases without any consideration of a historical perspective. 

The results of our study show that the two communities had become specialized farms and that 

the family farm also tended to move toward larger sized units that allowed for economies of scale 

in agricultural production. Evidently, there is a need to complete the assessment of the 

developments during the last half jubilee. Moreover, further research is needed to address the 

issue of land ownership rights against the goals of overall national food security. This is only the 

first step in a long march towards the regularization of long-term planning of agricultural land 

usage policy in Israel towards 2050. 
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