Refugee Overview
Adapted from an article by Phil Gazley, Volunteer and Church Relations Coordinator, Refugee/Asylee Program, Lutheran Family Services
Each year, more than one million immigrants resettle in America!  Approximately 60,000 of these immigrants are legal refugees, many of whom eventually bring a number of extended family members over to join them.

WHO IS A “TYPICAL” REFUGEE? 

By definition, a refugee is not a person who would prefer to live in another country simply to improve his or her quality of life.  A refugee has been forced to flee their homeland due to a well-founded fear of some form of persecution and does not have the option to return until the cause of that fear has been eliminated.  

WHY ARE THERE SO MANY REFUGEES?

There are 43 million refugees in the world today. The displacement effect of war is often very high. Refugees are the living casualties of wars and political oppression.

· The Vietnam War, from 1950 to 1975, displaced more than 7.5 million Indochinese. 

· Approximately half of Liberia's 3 million citizens were displaced by the civil war that began late in 1989. 

· More than 2 million Iraqi Kurds and Shiite Muslims were displaced by the 1991 conflict in the Persian Gulf. 

· More than 1 million people from Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Yugoslavia were refugees and asylum seekers in 1999 alone. 

· There are an estimated 4 million refugees from Afghanistan.

· Sudan’s twenty year civil war has displaced 4 million people.  

Since World War II, more refugees have found homes in the U.S. than any other nation. More than two million refugees have arrived in the U.S. since 1980 (representing less than 1% of the entire United States population). Of the top ten countries accepting resettled refugees in 2006, the United States accepted more than twice as much as the next nine countries combined. Some smaller countries, however, accept more refugees per capita.

WHAT HAPPENS TO REFUGEES? 

Once refugees cross a border into a neighboring country, they are usually placed in camps run by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The UNHCR has a special international mandate to protect and care for refugees. The camp residents must undergo interviews to determine if they are refugees according to the official definition.

The wait in a refugee camp can last many months or even years. Life in a camp is very harsh and dangerous, especially for women and children. The camps are always overcrowded and lack most basic provisions or even an adequate supply of water. The camps also lack enough school facilities for children or income-generating activities for adults.

All refugees wish that they could go back home, but repatriation is often impossible. Those who do return after a long and bitter wait often find complete devastation. Thousands of Kosovo refugees, and those who lived in border camps in Thailand, were repatriated to a homeland depleted by a generation of war. 

Some refugees become integrated into the country where they first fled. Unfortunately many countries are poor and lack the resources to absorb refugees into their economies. Many industrialized countries are inhospitable to refugees and try to keep them out.  

Resettlement in a third country, such as America, is an option for less than 1 percent of all refugees.

RESETTLEMENT

The primary method of refugee resettlement in the U.S. is through a partnership between a refugee resettlement agency and local community services.  These services have an emphasis on providing refugees with the tools for self-sufficiency. It is generally expected that refugees will be employed and paying rent on their own apartment within a four-month period. It can take upwards of two years before a refugee is able to afford a car.

DIFFERENCE BETWEEN A DISPLACED PERSON AND A REFUGEE

A displaced person is similar to a refugee, although displaced people normally stay in their own country. Most hope to return to their home area when the disaster or war is over and it is safe for them to return.

Refugees generally are placed in a camp outside their country for a long period of time. Eventually they need to be resettled to a more permanent location, generally in a safe country as explained above. Typically they cannot return home due to persecution.
REFUGEES AND NEIGHBORHOOD TRANSFORMATION
Refugees are most open to change when they first arrive in the city they have been placed by UNHCR. All of their needs are taken care of for the first six month, including they can legally work if they can speak English. Therefore a program that helps them learn or improve their English is especially good if there are Christians to develop relationships with them and help them in correcting their pronunciation as well as get them around the city. This is a good time to introduce the Discovering God Study where many may receive Christ.

After their subsidy stops people want to be around others who are like themselves therefore they move. When they have funds they may move to a city where a high concentration of people like them are living in an apartment or neighborhood. Minneapolis has two apartment complexes one with 1400 Somalis’ and a 2nd with 1000 Somali’s and a 3rd with 800 Ethiopians. This is where impact into a group of people who are similar can be seen if one of the people moving in is a Christian who is committed to the wholistic spread of Word and Deed.
