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There are many types of work that are prohibited on Shabbos and Yom Tov. These include both Torah prohibitions (melachos d’oraysa) and rabbinic prohibitions (melachos d’rabbanan). Many of these types of work are prohibited on Chol Ha’Moed as well (א). The purpose of this guide is to clarify which types of work are permitted on Chol Ha’Moed and which types are prohibited.

In this guide, the term work refers to any action that would be prohibited on Shabbos. For example, although writing requires little effort, it would be referred to in this guide as work since it is prohibited on Shabbos. On the other hand, setting a table for a dozen guests may require a lot of effort, but it would not be referred to as work since it is permitted on Shabbos.

The halachos in this guide apply to both men and women.
I. General Rule

In general, work is permitted on Chol Ha’Moed as long as all of the following 3 conditions are met: 1) the work must be unskilled work (ב) (see A), 2) it must be done for the Moed (ג) (see B), and 3) it must not have been scheduled for Chol Ha’Moed (ד, ה) (see C). There are several exceptions to the general rule; some of the more notable ones will be discussed in sections II through V.
A. Skilled vs. Unskilled Work (ma’aseh uman vs. ma’aseh hediot) – Work that requires special training to perform is considered skilled work (ו). Examples of this include masonry, carpentry, and roofing. Work that does not require special training to perform is considered unskilled work (ז). Examples include vacuuming, jumpstarting a car, and assembling a toy.

B. For the Moed (l’tzorech ha’Moed) – Work is considered to be done for the Moed if a) the work is needed for the Moed (ו, ח) (Chol Ha’Moed or the last days of Yom Tov (ט)) or b) the purpose of the work is for enjoyment on the Moed (י). Examples include mopping a kitchen floor, driving to a park, and assembling a toy that will be played with on the Moed.
C. Scheduling Work for Chol Ha’Moed (mechavein melachto b’Moed) – This refers to deliberately deciding to do work on Chol Ha’Moed, instead of before Yom Tov, simply because it is more convenient for one’s schedule (ה, י).

To better understand this general rule and the way that the 3 conditions relate to one another, consider a situation where one has a broken chair. If a carpenter would be needed to repair the chair, the repair would be prohibited on Chol Ha’Moed because it is skilled work (A). If the chair could be repaired by a layman, then the repair would be permitted (using unskilled work), provided that the chair is needed either for Chol Ha’Moed or for the last days of Yom Tov (B). However, if one could have repaired the chair before the first days of Yom Tov but decided to postpone the repair until Chol Ha’Moed because he knew that he would have more time, then he may not repair the chair on Chol Ha’Moed (C).
II. Food Preparation (Ochel Nefesh) - any work done directly to food to prepare it for consumption (יא), (e.g., grinding, cooking, or baking)
A. For food preparation, one may do even skilled work, and one may schedule the work for Chol Ha’Moed, as long as the food is needed for the Moed (יב).

B. If one has a broken item that is used directly for food preparation, (e.g., a stove, microwave, or food processor,) that item may be repaired using even skilled work, provided that the item is needed to prepare food for the Moed (יג); however, one may not schedule the repair for Chol Ha’Moed (יד) (see section I. C). If the broken item is used only indirectly for food preparation (טו), (e.g., a can opener or a dishwasher,) the general rule applies (see section I).
III. Preventing Loss or Damage (Davar Ha’avaid)

If, by refraining from doing certain work, one would face a loss of money or possessions, he may do that work (טז). (There does not even need to be a strong probability that the loss will occur, just a reasonable possibility (יז).) The work need not be for the Moed (יח), and it may even be skilled work (ו); however, one may not schedule the work for Chol Ha’Moed (יט) (see section I. C). For example, if one’s shed door broke and he is concerned that someone will steal something from the shed, the door may be repaired, even if it requires skilled work. However, if it could have been repaired before Yom Tov, one may not schedule the repair for Chol Ha’Moed.
IV. Grooming, Laundry, and Personal Hygiene
A. There is a mitzvah for a person to be properly groomed for Yom Tov (כ). Therefore, it is appropriate that one should have his hair cut (כא), nails trimmed (כב), and clothes laundered before Yom Tov (כג). To ensure conscientiousness about this, our Rabbis prohibited taking a haircut (כד), trimming nails (כב), and laundering clothes (as well as towels, linens, etc.) (כה) on Chol Ha’Moed. This prohibition applies even if one did take a haircut and/or launder his clothes the day before Yom Tov (Erev Yom Tov) (כד, כו). However, one who trimmed his nails the day before Yom Tov may trim them on Chol Ha’Moed (כב). (Sephardim are permitted to trim their nails on Chol Ha’Moed regardless (כז).)
B. One may take care of all other grooming and personal hygiene needs on Chol Ha’Moed (כח). For example, one may brush with toothpaste, take a hot shower, and wash with soap. Additionally, women may apply cosmetics and take care of other personal needs such as tweezing eyebrows and removing body hair (כט).

C. Clothing of young children may be laundered once their clean clothes have become soiled (ל). (According to one halachic opinion, this applies until three years of age (לא).)
D. One may spot-clean a garment, if it is needed for the Moed, as long as one cleans only the dirty areas (לב). However, one may not schedule the cleaning for Chol Ha’Moed (see section I. C).

E. Most halachic authorities permit polishing shoes if needed for the Moed (לג).

F. Simple ironing is permitted if needed for the Moed (לד). However, ironing to make new folds (e.g., pleats) is prohibited. 

V. Business

The halachos in this section are general guidelines. However, it would be best to consult with a Rav before doing business on Chol Ha’Moed (לה).

A. One may purchase any items needed for the Moed (לו), (e.g. food, clothing, books, toys, and toiletries).

B. Items that are not needed for the Moed may be purchased only if there is an unusually good sale (לז); however, one should consult a Rav before doing so.

C. One may perform any personal banking transactions needed for the Moed or to prevent loss (לח). For example, one may withdraw money in order to purchase goods or services for the Moed, and one may deposit money in order to avoid incurring banking fees.

D. One may sell products that are obviously needed for Yom Tov (לט), (e.g., meat, bread, and matzah). 

E. If a store owner sells products that are not obviously needed for the Moed and he is concerned that he may permanently lose customers if he closes his store on Chol Ha’Moed, then he should consult a Rav (מ, לה). 
F. One may sell any products or execute any business transactions which, if not performed, would cause a loss of principal (מא). Also, one may sell his products in order to make enough money to repay outstanding loans so that he will not incur penalties for lack of payment (מב). Similarly, a salaried employee who could lose his employment if he does not work on Chol Ha’Moed may do so.

G. Hiring a Jew to do work on Chol Ha’Moed may be problematic even if it is work that is permitted on Chol Ha’Moed (מג); one should consult a Rav. However, one may have a Jew do work for him for free.
VI. Writing and Printing

A. It is customary to consider writing in cursive or print unskilled work (מד). Therefore, one may write a shopping list (לח), keep score for a game, write a letter to a friend (מה), etc. (When writing a letter, the custom is to write the top line on a bit of an angle and not straight across (מו)). Similarly, printing text or images using an electronic device such as a printer, fax, or copier is also considered unskilled work (מז).
B. Calligraphic writing in any language is considered skilled work (מח).

C. One may write down a Torah concept so that he will not forget it (מט).
VII. Additional Information

A. One who has a medical need, even one as minor as a mild toothache or a small cut, may do any work necessary to address that need (נ). However, before scheduling to have an elective procedure performed on Chol Ha’Moed, one should consult a Rav (נא).

B. Using common electronic devices such as digital cameras and computers is permitted if needed for the Moed (מח). There may be leniencies regarding using such items for other purposes; one should consult a Rav (נב).
C. Skilled work performed in an unskilled manner is considered unskilled work (נג). For example, sewing is usually considered skilled work; however, sewing with a wide, irregular stitch would be considered unskilled work.

D. A Jew may not instruct a non-Jew to do any work that the Jew himself is forbidden to do unless the work is needed to fulfill a mitzvah (נד). This is true regardless of whether or not one pays the non-Jew for the work.
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