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Refugees from all over the world seek safe haven in Austin

Learning English is the first step toward making a new life here.
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M.L. was pulled from her bed at midnight. She and her stepmother watched the gunmen shoot her father and brother. They were taken to a jail house where about 50 other Bosnian women were held. For months afterward they were raped repeatedly. She was 15. 

J.W. escaped Liberia with his wife and young son after his parents and brother were killed. He spent 10 years moving from one refugee camp to another, barely escaping attacking gunmen. 

 When R.S. ran out the front door of her home in Sudan, she was trying to distract gunmen while her five children ran out the back. She was stabbed and left for dead. She woke up in a pickup loaded with dead bodies. Later, she was reunited with three of her children and they were resettled in Austin. 
Austin Area Interreligious Ministries is one of a small number of nonprofit agencies in Austin that work with newly arrived refugees from countries around the world. Federal law defines a refugee as a person who has fled his or her country due to well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, political opinion or membership in a particular social group. Most refugees resettled in the United States leave home because they have no choice. They are given special visas and work permits when they arrive and are eligible for permanent resident status and eventual citizenship. 

As the coordinator of the English as a Second Language Program for refugees, I am able to identify with the circumstances my clients have been through. I have had firsthand knowledge of such a life because between 1977-83, I was living in Lebanon during some of the most brutal years of that country's 15-year civil war. 

It is amazing what a human being can become accustomed to. You evaluate every room you sit in, noting exits, the number of walls protecting you from the outdoors and how many floors are above you. You weigh the possibility of being buried under several stories of a collapsing building against being hit directly during an air raid. 

It is impossible to shed your years of calculated fear at the border of a safe country. But forgetting is the first step to healing. One of our aims is to help refugees normalize their lives as much as that is possible. We try to help them learn basic survival English and to teach them about life in the U.S. 

Because of the limitations in funding, most refugees are expected to become financially self-sufficient within six months of their arrival, a difficult task. They are invited to attend the Ministries' English language classes for five years or longer if they choose. Our ESL program began in October 2001, has served clients from 20 nationalities and has the most diverse classes in the city. 

To celebrate Austin as an international cosmopolitan city, and to show hospitality to those who have fled persecution, the Ministries will observe International Refugee Day with a World Intercultural Festival from 2 to 5 p.m. June 11 at Guero's, 1412 S. Congress Ave. The event is free and open to the public. For more information, call the Ministries at 386-9145. 

Lubna (Lu) Zeidan, a member of the Druze faith, is the program coordinator of the ESL Program for refugees at Austin Area Interreligious Ministries. Learn more at aaimaustin.org. 
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