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What Do They Believe? 

What Are Their Lives Like? 

When Did They Come to New York?  

Where Do They Live? 

How Can I Pray? 

Ukrainians in the 
New York Metro Area 

L A S T  U P D A T E D :  0 1 / 2 0 1 0  

 Few immigrant groups have as much of a muddled national identity as Ukrainian-
Americans. Throughout the first three waves of ethnic Ukrainian migration to America, 
Ukrainians left a land controlled by outsiders. Depending on the time and location, Ukraine 
was controlled by Poland, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, or the Soviet Union. Since the 
independence of Ukraine in 1991, there has been another large influx of “Ukrainians,” but 
most of these have been ethnic Jews with little national identity. Nevertheless, Ukrainian-
Americans have organized and socialized as such for over a century. Out of an estimated 
400 thousand Russian-speaking Jews in Metro New York, the largest number (thirty-six 
percent) hail from Ukraine.1 Using figures from the same study, one could estimate Metro 
New York‟s non-Jewish Ukrainian population to number 36 thousand, but this figure only 
accounts for Russian-speakers, and many Ukrainians do not speak Russian. The curator 
of the Ukrainian Museum in New York estimates that there are 70 thousand non-Jewish 
Ukrainians in Metro New York.2 Whatever the number, there are 
divisions in the Ukrainian community much deeper than Jew or 
non-Jew. Around seventy-five percent of ethnic Ukrainian immi-
grants come from the western part of the country, and as one of 
their community leaders claims, “The eastern part is highly influ-
enced by Russian propaganda.”3 Western Ukrainians primarily 
speak Ukrainian and might understand Russian, but about half 
of eastern Ukrainians speak Russian as their primary language. 

While Pennsylvania was the destination of choice for the first 
wave of Ukrainian immigrants at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, New York City became a prime destination for the second 
wave, which came after World War I. After World War II, dis-
placed Ukrainians who were lucky enough to find American 
sponsors made their way to New York to create a third wave of immi-
gration. Starting in the 1970s but escalating in the „90s, a large fourth wave of immigration 
has primarily consisted of ethnic Jews. While some were genuinely escaping from anti-
Semitism, many found that their Jewish identity, sometimes loosely held, created a unique 
opportunity to relocate to New York. Around eighty-five percent of these Jews came with 
full refugee status.4 Inconsistent and corrupt governments have continued to fuel Ukrainian 
emigration in the twenty-first century. 

Often depicted as Russia or Ukraine in a time capsule, Brighton Beach, Brooklyn—just a 
short walk from Coney Island—is the “Russian amusement park” for immigrants from the 
former Soviet Union. With its location by the sea, many Ukrainians from Odessa have set-
tled there to remind them of home. Over the years, it has garnered the reputation as a 
seedy place only fit for the elderly, illegal, or newly arrived. Neighborhoods north of the 
area in Brooklyn have become much more desirable. For the less “Russified” western 
Ukrainians, East Village in Manhattan has long hosted the largest concentration, even 
though areas of New Jersey are becoming more popular. 

“Everyone practices Christianity,” George Gajecky, Vice-President of the Ukrainian Educa-
tional Council, boldly claimed in describing Ukrainian religious beliefs. He added, “The 
Ukrainian culture is based within religion, so to be a part of this culture, you must practice 
religious things.” Obviously, these statements do not take into consideration Jews from 
Ukraine, who are largely secular but practice Judaism more the longer they are in New 
York. A generally accepted statistic is that in New York there are up to twice as many East-
ern Catholics, who come mostly from the Galicia region of west Ukraine, as Eastern Ortho-
dox adherents, who come mostly from east Ukraine. Of the non-Jewish Ukrainians, Protes-
tants number up to ten percent and, recently, hundreds of Ukrainian Jews have converted 
to Christianity. 

Ukrainian immigrants have a very high level of education. While many are able to continue 
work in their fields, others with few English skills or with certifications that do not transfer to 
America, end up working in house cleaning or construction. Restaurants that resemble 
night clubs are extremely popular, and Saturday Ukrainian-heritage schools have been 
started to educate the second generation. 

 Many Jews are averse to Christianity due to the Holocaust, during which Jews were 
killed by Germans “in the name of Jesus,” and many Eastern Orthodox Christians view 
evangelicals as cult-like. Pray that God would remove these barriers and reveal the true 
essence of evangelical Christianity through Christ. 

Q U I C K  F A C T S :  

Place of Origin: 

Ukraine 

 

Significant Subgroups: 

Ukrainian Jews 

(144,000); Western 

Ukrainians (75% of non-

Jews); Eastern Ukraini-

ans (25% of non-Jews) 

 

Location in Metro New 

York: 

Brooklyn (Brighton 

Beach, Gravesend, 

Sheepshead Bay, Ben-

sonhurst, Borough Park, 

Midwood, Bath Beach, 

Starrett City, Manhattan 

Beach); Manhattan (East 

Village); New Jersey 

(Parsippany, Passaic, 

Irvington); Sullivan 

(Glen Spey); Queens 

(Ridgewood, Forest 

Hills, Rego Park) 

 

Population in Metro New 

York: 

Over 180,000 

(Community Estimate); 

81,285 (ACS 2010 Born 

in Ukraine) 

 

Population in New York 

City: 

56,879 (ACS 2010 Born 

in Ukraine) 

 

Primary Religions: 

Jews: nonreligious; 

ethnic Ukrainians: Chris-

tianity (Eastern Catholi-

cism in the west, East-

ern Orthodox in the 

east) 

 

Status of Christian  

Witness: 

Greater than or equal to 

2% evangelical. Less 

than 5% evangelical. 

 

Primary Languages: 

Ukrainian, Russian 

 

Registry of Peoples 

Codes: 

110376, 108454 

 

Significant Notes: 

Most Jews from the 

Ukraine, and elsewhere 

throughout the former 

Soviet Union, have no 

ties to their homeland. 

All of their relatives 

typically live in the 

United States or Israel. 

 

Up to 50% of Soviet 

Jews in the United 

States live in Metro New 

York. 

 

There has been long-

standing tension be-

tween western Ukraini-

ans and Russians. 
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Metro New York are ethnic Jews. If this range is averaged out to 80 percent, then 100,000 non-Jewish Russian-speakers also live in Metro New York. Thirty-six percent of Russian-speakers who were 
interviewed identify themselves as immigrants from the Ukrainian Republic of the former Soviet Union. Thirty-six percent of 500,000 is 180,000, and 36 per-cent of 100,000 is 36,000. See RINA, “Russian 
Jewish Immigrants in New York City: Status, Identity, and Integration” (New York: American Jewish Committee, 2000) and “Russian-Jewish Opinion Survey 2004,” American Jewish Committee, http://
www.ajc.org/site/apps/nlnet/content3.aspx?c=ijITI2PHKoG&b=846741&ct=1030151 (accessed January 16, 2010).  
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