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Dear Delegates to the Refugee Congress and Other Friends,

It is my honor and pleasure to welcome all those participating in this Refugee Congress. Around the 
world, the 60th anniversary of the 1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and the 50th 
anniversary of the Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness are being commemorated.   I am 
confident that the Refugee Congress, which includes persons from 50 states, diverse nationalities, and 
several generations, will be an important addition to these commemorative activities.

As we mark these anniversaries, we wish to focus not simply on the documents themselves but on the 
principles of law and justice that they embody.  We also take this time to recognize the millions of 
refugees who have found protection and asylum as a result of these Conventions, and who have gone on 
to rebuild their lives in new countries, such as the United States. 

Over the past six years, I have traveled to many of the most significant refugee and displacement crises 
around the world.  I’ve had the opportunity to meet with those who have crossed borders in search of 
safety and others who were uprooted within their home country. I’ve seen first-hand both the tragedy they 
experienced and the dreams they sustain despite adversity.

 I have also had the opportunity on many occasions to visit with refugees in the United States. It is clear 
that when refugees are given opportunity and support they are able to start their lives anew and to make 
significant contributions to their new communities. This Refugee Congress is an excellent opportunity for 
us to honor the perseverance and achievements of all those who have found protection in the United 
States, and to learn from this wealth of experience as we look towards the future.    

While much has been accomplished over the last 60 years, much remains to be done. We must 
collectively urge countries around the world to stand up for the values of tolerance and respect at the core 
of refugee protection.  All of us must remind the nations of the world to keep their borders and their 
hearts open, so that the displaced and dispossessed can still find safe haven, hope, and opportunity. As 
refugees, both past and present, your voices represent a vital force in responding to these ongoing 
challenges.

Again, I hope that each of you participating in the Refugee Congress will accept my congratulations and I 
look forward to hearing the results of your deliberations.

                                                                                António Guterres
                                                                                UN High Commissioner for Refugees



“The bosom of America is open to receive not only the 
opulent and respectable stranger, but the oppressed and 

persecuted of all nations and religions; whom we shall 
welcome to a participation of all our rights and 

privileges, if by decency and propriety of conduct they 
appear to merit the enjoyment.”

- George Washington, 1783

On August 3-4, 2011, the United Nations refugee agency (UNHCR) 
hosted the first “Refugee Congress” steps away from Capitol Hill in 

Washington, DC.  The historic event brought together 60 refugees and 
asylees from across the United States to commemorate the 60th 

anniversary of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees 
and the 50th anniversary of the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of 

Statelessness.



Mr. Tika Acharya is a refugee 
from Bhutan who arrived in the 
United States two years ago.  He 
lives in Manchester, New 
Hampshire, where he is now 
assisting other newcomers to 
adapt to life in their new country.

In 1992, when Mr. Acharya was 
thirteen years old, he fled Bhutan 

to a refugee camp in Nepal with 
his family.  The family was seeking 
freedom from the oppressive 
regime in Bhutan.  While in 
Bhutan, Mr. Acharya was given 
the opportunity to study in India.  
This required frequent journeys 
between school in India and the 
camp in Nepal where his family 
remained.  In 2009, Mr. Acharya, 
along with his pregnant wife, 
parents and grandmother, were 
resettled to New Hampshire.

Since his arrival, Mr. Acharya has 
been busy working and 
volunteering to assist others in 
the Bhutanese community.  In 
2010, he helped to found a non-
profit organization called 
Bhutanese Community of New 
Hampshire.  He is currently 
employed as a program specialist 
with the state Department of 
Health and Human Services.  In 

addition, he works part-time in a 
bank, where he also is able to aid 
the refugee community by 
educating them on ways to better 
manage their finances.  

Mr. Acharya looks forward to 
meeting and networking with the 
other delegates during the 
Refugee Congress.  He hopes to 
learn from his colleagues and to 
share this new information with 
his community back in New 
Hampshire.  He would like to find 
out more about how he can 
become a part of UNHCR’s work in 
the U.S. and abroad. 
  

Mr. Acharya is adamant that 
refugees should remember that 
skills from their native country 
are transferable.  He believes his 
education and experiences in 
India and Nepal have helped him 
to succeed in the United States.

Ms. Basmat Ahmed is a refugee 
originally from Darfur, Sudan.  
She was resettled to Georgia in 
2009.  In addition to being a 
college student, she is an active 
volunteer and an advocate for 
refugees.
 
Ms. Ahmed was born in Darfur in 
1988 but spent most of her 
childhood in Cairo, Egypt.  At the 
young age of fifteen, she and her 

father joined others in Cairo in 
advocating for Darfur, particularly 
through the local Fur Association.  
Eventually, Sudanese government 
security forces began targeting 
such individuals.  Fearing for his 
family’s safety, her father 
approached UNHCR for protection 
in 2003.  The family was 
subsequently resettled to Georgia 
in 2006.  

Ms. Ahmed remembers being 
particularly challenged upon 
arrival.  She was the only person 
in her family who could drive or 
speak English.  She took on many 
responsibilities for her family, in 
addition to working and attending 
school.  Ms. Ahmed still finds time, 
however, to continue her activism.  
She currently serves as a 
community organizer raising 
public awareness at the local and 
national levels about the Darfur 
situation.  She gives speeches 

about the situation in Sudan, 
organizes rallies, drafts 
statements to the UN and the 
White House, and builds 
organizational support networks.  
She also volunteers with the IRC 
and Refugee Family Services.  She 
is now completing her Associate’s 
Degree in Criminal Justice and 
dreams of attending law school 
and pursuing a career in 
International Law. 

By participating in the Refugee 
Congress, Ms. Ahmed hopes to 
share concerns that she has 
observed in the refugee 
community and offer her ideas.  
She believes that newcomers are 
afraid to speak out; therefore, 
such problems go unnoticed by 
resettlement agencies.  She hopes 
to give voice to her community 
and to be a problem-solver to 
improve the situation for refugees 
in the United States.  
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Ms. Ekhlas Ahmed, a refugee from 
Sudan, fled with her family to 
Egypt and lived there for two 
years before being resettled to 
Maine in 2005.  She has since 
graduated high school with honors 
and is a college scholarship 
recipient majoring in social work, 
with hopes of helping other 

resettled refugees.  She is also the 
vice president and co-founder of 
Darfur Youth of Tomorrow, an 
organization raising awareness in 
her community of the violence 
and needs in Darfur.

Ms. Ahmed remembers life in 
Sudan as peaceful and simple.  
That all changed when her 
country broke into civil war and 
she was forced to flee with her 
mother, father, and three younger 
brothers in 2003.  The family 
traveled to Cairo.  Ms. Ahmed feels 
lucky that they only had to stay 
there for two years before being 
resettled to Portland, Maine.     

It was extremely challenging, Ms. 
Ahmed admits, starting school 
with no friends and, not knowing 
English, she struggled with the 

language for years before 
becoming confident enough to 
speak up in class and to others. 
Once she did, however she wasted 
no time getting involved.  

When not in class or studying, Ms. 
Ahmed is hosting and serving at 
the Danforth Inn, the local bed 
and breakfast, or interpreting for 
other Sudanese at area health 
facilities.  She also helps her three 
younger brothers.

Despite her difficult journey, Ms. 
Ahmed would not trade her 
experiences for anything, as she 
realizes that they have 
contributed to who she is.  Ms. 
Ahmed loves her life in the U.S. 
because she has a voice and 
opportunity for a future.

Mr. Mukhtar Ahmed is a Somali 
refugee who was reunited with his 
family in Louisville, Kentucky in 
2009.   In addition to working full-
time, he is an active volunteer 
with his local resettlement agency.

Mr. Ahmed’s memories of his 
childhood were of places that were 

plagued by violence and turmoil, 
and a family always on the move 
for safety.  Displaced many times, 
the family eventually made its 
way to Mogadishu but became 
separated soon thereafter.  In 
2003, he fled to Nairobi, Kenya 
with friends.  For four years he did 
not know where his family was or 
even if they were alive.  Then in 
early 2007, Mr. Ahmed received a 
phone call and heard the words:  
“Hello, I’m your mother.  I’m 
calling from the United States.”   
Another two years passed before 
he would see her in person.

He vividly recalls getting off the 
plane and seeing his mother for 
the first time.  He says there are 
no words that can adequately 
describe the joy of that moment.  
While he has heard people in the 

U.S. refer to the “American 
Dream” as opportunity, to him, 
being with his family was his 
dream and it came true that day. 

Mr. Ahmed currently attends 
Jefferson Community and 
Technical College and has a full-
time job.  School and work occupy 
much of his time, but he continues 
to give back to his community by 
volunteering at a local 
resettlement agency, Kentucky 
Refugee Ministries.  His desire is 
to continue to improve his 
situation and eventually be in a 
position where he can give back to 
his country and assist others.  He 
hopes he can assist people who 
are still in the midst of violence 
and help to end the ongoing 
conflict in Somalia.
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Mr. Haider Al Mamoury, an Iraqi 
whose work for the U.S. and the 
UN put him in danger, arrived in 
the United States in 2009 under 
the Special Immigrant Visa 
program.  He lives in Nashville, 
Tennessee and supervises 
construction students. 

Mr. Al Mamoury has an extensive

background working as an 
engineer, businessman, and 
advocate for refugees.  He worked 
on infrastructure projects for 
seven years in Iraq for a U.S.-
based construction company.  He 
also worked with the U.S. military 
and for UNHCR, helping with 
assistance for displaced Iraqis and 
Iraqi refugees in Jordan.  Because 
this work put him in danger with 
Iraqi insurgents, Mr. Al Mamoury 
and his family were resettled in 
the United States.  

Mr. Al Mamoury brought with him 
several educational degrees from 
Iraq, including a doctorate in 
engineering.  Once resettled in 
Tennessee, he set to work earning 
a second Master’s degree in 
Project Management from Strayer 
University, and a third Master’s 
degree in Environmental 

Engineering from Tennessee State 
University.  He was the first 
student to ever complete his 
Project Management degree early, 
finishing the year-long program in 
just nine months.  For his 
achievement, he earned a 
commendation from the dean of 
the school.  

After working for a local 
construction company, Mr. Al 
Mamoury was hired by Tennessee 
State University as an advisor in 
the construction department, 
supervising students and 
evaluating their final projects.  He 
would like to share his ideas for 
improving the job market in the 
United States and for providing 
refugees with employment 
opportunities in their new 
communities.  

Mr. Haidar Emhareb Al-Mhrabi, a 
refugee from Iraq, fled to Jordan 
after the war broke out in 2003.  
He lived and worked there as a 
journalist until being resettled to 
Pennsylvania in 2010.  He has 
since maintained his passion for 
art and media, and he has 
achieved success as a painter.

In Iraq, Mr. Al-Mhrabi worked as a 
script writer and director on two 
short films that were accepted for 
the academy at Baghdad 
University.  He also worked as a 
presenter and reporter for Iraqi 
TV, the first channel established 
after the war in 2003, which 
caused him to receive death 
threats.  He also experienced the 
deaths of several close friends.  
Once in Jordan, he was able to find 
a job again with the Jordan 
bureau of Iraqi TV and later 
became a news anchor with Al-
Mashreq News.  He also developed 
a unique style of painting, which 
takes portraits of well-known 
celebrities and politicians of the 
Arabic-speaking world and 
combines the images with text in a 
mix of abstract and realism. 

In the U.S., Mr. Al-Mhrabi found 
that he had to adjust his art to 
relate to his new community.  His 
two recent exhibitions have 
featured paintings that combine 
images of Lancaster’s Amish 
residents alongside other 
community members.  Mr. Al-
Mhrabi believes it is important to 
highlight the diversity in the 
United States while at the same 
time challenging negative 
perceptions in the media of 
refugees, Arabs and Muslims.  He 
looks forward to meeting his 
fellow delegates and sharing his 
work at the Refugee Congress.  
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Ms. Sahar Aldurobi is a refugee 
from Iraq, currently residing in 
Oklahoma City with her family.  
Ms. Aldurobi currently works at a 
local resettlement agency 
assisting newly arriving refugees. 

Following the U.S.-led coalition 
intervention in Iraq, Ms. Aldurobi 
worked for the Minister of Defense 
while her husband worked as an 

electrical engineer and contractor 
for an American construction 
company.  Due to their job 
affiliations with the United States, 
insurgent groups threatened Ms. 
Aldurobi and her family and 
attempted to kidnap her eldest 
son.  Ms. Aldurobi’s family was 
separated when her husband 
eventually moved with some of 
their children to Egypt, and Ms. 
Aldurobi moved with their other 
children to northern Iraq.  The 
family did not reunite until her 
husband’s arrival in the U.S. 

Ms. Aldurobi and her husband 
struggled to find work that 
matched their educational levels.  
Ms. Aldurobi worked first as a 
waitress and then as a 
housekeeper, while her husband 
simultaneously worked two full-
time jobs.   Ms. Aldurobi and her 
husband persevered, and were 
able to eventually find jobs that 

matched their skills.  Ms. 
Aldurobi’s husband now works 
again as an electrical engineer, 
while Ms. Aldurobi works as a 
refugee case manager for Catholic 
Charities.  

As a refugee case manager, Ms. 
Aldurobi is able to apply her 
personal experiences to clients as 
she shared their fears about 
resettlement.  Ms. Aldurobi feels 
that she can serve as an example 
of someone who was once in a 
similar position, but who now has 
achieved success and stability.  
Through her work, Ms. Aldurobi 
hopes to help refugees receive 
workplace training and awareness 
of the U.S. legal system.  She 
identifies health insurance 
benefits for refugees as a top 
priority for her at the Refugee 
Congress.  

Mr. Bol B. Aweng is a refugee from 
Sudan, one of the “Lost Boys” who 
came to the United States in 2001.  
He works as an artist and raises 
funds to help improve conditions 
in his homeland.

Mr. Aweng fled at the age of six, 
without his parents, when 
helicopter gunfire and aerial 
bombs destroyed his village.  
During his arduous trek he saw 

friends shot, eaten by crocodiles, 
and die of food poisoning. He still 
copes with memories of their 
horrific journey. He took refuge in 
Ethiopia and finally in the 
Kakuma Camp in Kenya before 
being resettled to the U.S.  

As a boy in the refugee camp, Mr. 
Aweng first began drawing in dirt 
and then on cardboard.  He 
brought his love of art with him to 
the U.S.  Originally resettled in 
Nashville, Tennessee, he moved to 
Columbus, Ohio in 2006 and still 
lives there with his wife and 
daughter.  He graduated from Ohio 
State University in 2009, where 
he majored in Fine Arts, 
specializing in digital media.

In 2007, Mr. Aweng returned to 
Africa, reuniting with his parents 
and siblings for the first time.  He 

learned of their ordeals after he 
fled, including the abduction of his 
sister who has not been seen 
since.  Seeing the dire living 
conditions in his village, Bol and 
his cousin Jok Dau decided to 
raise money to build a health 
clinic there.  Partnering with the 
Scioto Ridge United Methodist 
Church they have raised over 
$70,000 toward their goal of 
$300,000. 

Mr. Aweng continues to work hard 
supporting family here and in 
Africa.  He recalls when he was a 
refugee, he felt alone—nobody was 
watching over him or protecting 
him except for God—and he feels 
that if people learn about his 
story, they can be inspired to help 
those who continue to suffer 
today.
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Mr. Omar Bah is a refugee from 
Gambia who arrived in the United 
States in 2007.  He currently 
resides in Rhode Island. Mr. Bah is 
the founder of the Center for 
Refugee Advocacy and Support, 
an agency that works with local 
agencies to provide integration 
support. 

Mr. Bah worked as a newspaper 
journalist for six years, exposing 

the corruption of the Gambian 
regime.  He saw many of his fellow 
journalists imprisoned, killed, or 
disappeared.  After his name 
appeared on national television as 
“wanted,” Mr. Bah fled to 
neighboring Senegal with the help 
of human rights organizations.  He 
stayed in Senegal for eleven 
months before he was accepted for 
resettlement in the U.S.  

Mr. Bah currently works for a 
mortgage company, but his biggest 
achievement has been the 
founding of the Center for Refugee 
Advocacy & Support last year.  
The Center works with Rhode 
Island’s refugee resettlement 
agencies, community-based 
organizations, hospitals, and state 
social services departments to 
advocate for refugee rights and 
welfare.  The Center tackles issues 
such as providing resettled 

refugees with job training and 
finding safe, affordable housing.  
All of Rhode Island’s refugee 
populations are represented 
through committees with the 
Center.  Mr. Bah knows firsthand 
how difficult it is to adjust to a new 
community and how critical it is 
for a refugee to have a support 
network, particularly with people 
from one’s home country.  
Refugees can bring their problems 
to their local committee first and 
then the committee will raise the 
issue with the Center.  

Mr. Bah hopes to improve the 
resettlement process beyond the 
initial arrival through stress 
management training and 
psychological services.  Mr. Bah is 
also a strong advocate for refugee 
tenants’ rights and for safe 
housing that is free from lead 
paint.    

Mr. Bertine Bahige is a refugee 
from the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo who arrived in the 
United States in 2003.  He is a 
teacher, coach and Spanish 
interpreter.

When Mr. Bahige was fifteen years 
old, he had to flee his home when 
rebels came to his house and tried 
to forcibly recruit him.  Traveling 
alone, he undertook a dangerous 

and arduous journey first through 
Zambia, and eventually ended up 
in Mozambique.  There he spent 
the next five years in a refugee 
camp.  In 2003, he was selected 
for resettlement, ending up in 
Maryland.  

His first three years in the U.S. 
were difficult.  He worked multiple 
jobs and went to community 
college.  One of his jobs was with a 
local school.  In 2006, he was 
offered a scholarship to the 
University of Wyoming and 
received a B.A. in Mathematics 
and Education in May of 2009.  In 
Wyoming, he also met his wife, 
and their first daughter was born 
last year.  

Today, he serves as a high school 
and community college math 
teacher, soccer and cross-country 
coach and liaison/interpreter for 
Spanish-speaking parents.  

Due to his own experience 
learning languages, he was 
selected to be in a delegation of 
school administrators traveling to 
China as part of an initiative to 
develop a Chinese language 
program for his high school.  Mr. 
Bahige highly values the 
educational opportunities he was 
given, and his subsequent 
achievements.  He hopes his 
experiences and life story can 
help inspire his students. 

Mr. Bahige sees the Refugee 
Congress as a chance for him to 
say “thank you” for the 
opportunities he has been given.  
In addition, he hopes to raise 
awareness about the current 
situation in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo and inspire 
fellow refugees with his own story.  
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Mr. Luzau Balowa is a refugee 
from the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo who was resettled to 
the United States in 2008.  He 
currently works as a teacher, 
activist, journalist and community 
organizer.

In the Congo, he was both a 
teacher and a journalist, 
advocating for women’s rights, 

speaking out against sexual 
violence and raising awareness 
about HIV/AIDS.  Standing up and 
speaking out against the injustices 
he observed eventually led to him 
being imprisoned in Congo.  In 
2004, he was forced to seek 
protection in Uganda.  

In Uganda, he continued his 
commitment to social justice, 
writing articles and speaking out 
on behalf of LGBTI issues and 
HIV/AIDS.  Targeted because of 
his efforts, the government 
revoked his refugee status in 
2006, forcing him to flee again, 
this time to Kenya.  Undaunted, 
Mr. Balowa continued to advocate 
for social justice issues in Kenya.  
In 2007, he was asked to speak at 
the World Social Forum.  The 
event caused a backlash against 
LGBTI persons and groups 
advocating on their behalf.  Once 

again a target for reprisals, he was 
resettled to the U.S. in 2008.

In the U.S., Mr. Balowa continues 
his work for social justice.  He 
helped to form the African Rights 
Activist Group, an organization 
that helps African refugees in the 
community to come together, 
discuss concerns and build mutual 
support. The organization’s work 
ranges from connecting people in 
detention with legal 
representation to working with 
parents who have children 
struggling in school.  He sees a 
great need within the refugee 
community in the United States, 
and he hopes to continue to be an 
advocate for this population as 
they struggle to make new lives 
for themselves in the U.S.

Mr. Raied Caromi is an Iraqi 
refugee who arrived in the United 
States in 2009.  He is a graduate 
student who is currently working 
on his doctoral degree in 
telecommunications engineering.

Mr. Caromi fled from Iraq to 
Turkey in 2008 because of the 
growing violence in his home 
country against Christian 
minorities.  He lived in Turkey for 

a year until he was resettled in 
San Diego.  Mr. Caromi moved to 
Arkansas three months later to 
complete his Ph.D. in 
telecommunication engineering.

Mr. Caromi describes the difficulty 
of starting his life over in a new 
country, but he is proud that he 
was able to get a fellowship to 
complete his studies.  As such, he 
devotes most of his time to his 
research.  Nevertheless, he still 
finds time to help the refugee 
agency in Arkansas develop a 
report on violence against 
minorities in Iraq since 2003, 
which was then turned into a 
project by students at his college.  
He has also helped to organize a 
group in the university that 
encourages community service 
inside the university.

Mr. Caromi believes that refugee 

voices are essential to promoting a 
better understanding of the 
suffering of the people in Iraq.  He 
feels that the people of Iraq 
deserve protection and 
opportunities to have a normal life 
like everyone else.  From his own 
experiences, he has seen that 
there should be more information 
and better education about 
refugees in the U.S.  He has 
frequently observed 
misunderstandings by the public, 
such as many people not 
understanding that refugees are 
legal residents.  He hopes to help 
encourage greater attention to the 
problems of refugees, and to raise 
awareness within larger 
communities about the existence 
of refugees living among them.
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Mr. Anh “Joseph” Quang Cao is the 
first Vietnamese-American elected 
to the U.S. Congress, serving 
Louisiana’s second Congressional 
District from 2009 until 2011.  Mr. 
Cao left his home country with his 
aunt and two siblings in a military 
transport plane three days before 
the fall of Saigon, while his mother 
and the rest of his family stayed 
behind to wait for his father, who 
was in a re-education camp.   He is 
currently an attorney in New 
Orleans and is running for State 
Attorney General.

Mr. Cao first went to Guam, where 
he met up with his uncle.  

Together, the two were 
resettled to Indiana, 
while his other siblings 
were separated and 
resettled to Georgia and 
Florida.  He describes 
those first few years in 
America as difficult and 
lonely, especially 
because he was left 
alone in their basement 
apartment while his 
uncle took English 
classes and worked 
nights in McDonald’s.  It 
wasn’t until 1991 that 
his parents were able to 
join him in America.    

Mr. Cao eventually 
moved to Houston, 

Texas, where he 
graduated from high school and 
went on to receive a degree in 
physics from Baylor University in 
Waco, Texas.  After six years as a 
Jesuit seminarian, Mr. Cao earned 
a M.A. in philosophy from 
Fordham University and a J.D. 
from Loyola University School of 
Law in New Orleans.  Refugee and 
immigrant rights remained an 
important focus for him, and he 
became the in-house legal counsel 
for Boat People S.O.S., a 
community-based organization.  
He eventually opened his own law 
practice.  In 2002, he was chosen 
by Archbishop Alfred Hughes to 

become a member of the National 
Advisory Council of the U.S. 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
addressing women's rights in the 
Catholic Church, social justice, 
child abuse, and the Catholic 
response to Hurricane Katrina.

Hurricane Katrina displaced Mr. 
Cao and his family and caused 
unprecedented devastation to his 
adopted city of New Orleans.   It 
was during the aftermath, 
rebuilding and reconstruction of 
the city that his community 
leadership skills were widely 
recognized.  Mr. Cao worked with 
city officials to ensure that 
utilities were restored to 
returning residents.  He was also 
instrumental in stopping plans for 
a landfill that would have 
devastated the community.  From 
there, he entered politics and in 
2009 became the first 
Vietnamese-American elected to 
the U.S. House of Representatives.

Mr. Cao‘s first piece of legislation 
was to designate May 2, 2009 as 
“Vietnamese Refugees Day,” which 
was passed unanimously by the 
U.S. House of Representatives 
with sixty-seven co-sponsors.
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Fleeing from persecution in her 
native Myanmar, Ms. Yamin Nyi 
Chay arrived in Spring Lake, 
Michigan in 2008 as an 
unaccompanied refugee minor.  
Today, Ms. Chay is working 
towards a nursing degree, holds a 
certification as a nurse’s assistant, 

and uses her sewing skills as a 
fabric store employee.  

At the age of eleven, Ms. Chay was 
forced to serve hard labor in 
Myanmar.  She took the place of 
her sick mother, relieving her 
from the grueling job of 
constructing roads.  While 
meeting the arduous demands of 
hard labor, Ms. Chay attended 
school and by the age of fifteen 
began participating in peaceful 
demonstrations with her 
classmates.  She never realized 
she would be in trouble for doing 
so. 

One night, Ms. Chay discovered 
that soldiers were searching for 
her. She evaded their discovery by 
walking in the dark for six hours 

to a nearby city, where she 
boarded a bus that was destined 
for Rangoon.  After hiding out for 
six months, Ms. Chay learned that 
soldiers were once again in 
pursuit of her. She left Rangoon by 
boat and landed in Malaysia, 
where she lived in a refugee camp 
for two years before being 
resettled in the United States.  

Ms. Chay describes her former life 
in Myanmar as miserable; she felt 
useless and restricted from 
pursuing her dreams. The U.S. is 
the first country where she has 
felt safe and has had the freedom 
to turn her hopes into reality. 

Mr. Thon Moses Chol is a “Lost 
Boy” refugee from Sudan who was 
resettled to the United States in 
2000.  He is a refugee advocate 
and spokesperson and works as 
an education and social work 
specialist for the Washington D.C. 
government.

When the war in Sudan reached 
Mr. Chol’s village in 1987, he was 

only four years old.  He was forced 
to flee his village and fend for 
himself.  After years of 
treacherous travel between 
Sudan, Ethiopia, and Kenya, Mr. 
Chol was finally resettled as an 
unaccompanied minor in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan in 2000. 

Although adjusting to life in the 
United States was difficult at first, 
he attributes his success to his 
strong support system.  With his 
enduring determination and will, 
he graduated with a B.A. in 2006 
and a Master of Social Work in 
2008 from Western Michigan 
University.  

Even before he arrived in the U.S., 
Mr. Chol was devoted to helping 
others.  In the Kenyan refugee 
camp where he lived, he taught 
pre-schoolers and worked as a 
counselor for the Jesuit Refugee 
Service.  In Michigan, he was 

Executive Director of the 
Sudanese Community of Western 
Michigan.  He continues to help 
others through his work with the 
District of Columbia Child and 
Family Services Agency as an 
educational resources specialist 
and a social worker.  In addition, 
he volunteers with his church and 
with several refugee agencies.  

In 2010, Mr. Chol testified before 
Congress about the refugee crisis 
in Sudan.  He is very excited to be 
able to participate in the Refugee 
Congress and have his voice heard 
again.  He hopes to discuss the 
issues of public education for 
refugee protection, funding for 
recently arrived refugees, and 
mental health support.  
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Mr. Wilmot Collins is a refugee 
from Liberia who arrived in the 
United States in 1994.  He is a 
program analyst and a doctoral 
student.  He is also a member of 
the U.S. Naval Reserves.

Mr. Collins graduated in 1988 

with a B.A. in Political Science and 
Sociology.   The deteriorating 
situation in Liberia interrupted 
his plans to enter politics.  
Instead, he decided to become a 
teacher.  Not long after, however, 
civil war broke out and one of his 
brothers was killed by the rebels 
and the other by soldiers.   

Mr. Collins fled to Ghana with his 
fiancée, whom he later married.  
She managed to secure a U.S. 
student visa, but he was unable to 
go, and thus the couple was 
separated.  When there was a 
cease-fire in Liberia, he returned, 
only to have to flee again when the 
cease-fire fell apart.  This time he 
fled to Ivory Coast.  Life was 
difficult as an English-speaker in a 
French country, and he lived on 
the streets until an old schoolmate 
took him in.  There, Mr. Collins 

was able to qualify for U.S. 
resettlement and after a nearly 
three-year separation, the family 
was reunited.

Today, Mr. Collins is enjoying life 
in Montana where he and his wife 
have been U.S. citizens since 2001.  
He is a programs analyst at the 
Veterans Hospital in Helena.  He 
has an M.A. in Human Resources 
Management, and is working 
towards a Ph.D. in Clinical 
Psychology.  His eldest daughter, 
Jaymie, is attending college.  His 
son, Bliss, is named after the 
friend in Ivory Coast who took 
him in.  Mr. Collins is grateful for 
his life in the U.S. and hopes to 
raise awareness in order to help 
those refugees who are already 
here, and those who will continue 
to come.  

Mr. Tek Darnal is originally from 
Bhutan.  He lived as a refugee in 
Nepal for sixteen years before 
being resettled to Illinois in 2008.  
Now, he is helping other refugees 
in Chicago as both a caseworker 
and as a teacher. 

For people like Mr. Darnal and his 
family, the institution of Bhutan’s 
“One Nation, One People” policy 

meant persecution for those of 
Nepalese descent and Hindu faith.  
Faced with an impossible order to 
conform, those who were educated 
came together to peacefully 
protest the human rights 
violations.  In response, the king’s 
army reacted with violence, 
killing, torturing and raping those 
of Nepalese descent. 

In 1992, Tek and his family fled to 
Nepal, only to find they were not 
welcome there either.  Considered 
nothing more than refugees, they 
were never allowed to become 
citizens or to leave the camp.  Life 
in the camp was difficult, with no 
electricity and structures of 
plastic and bamboo in a climate of 
extreme heat and cold.  It was not 
possible to support his family on 
the small amount he earned as a 
teacher in the camp so he 

eventually took the risk of leaving 
the camp to continue his 
education and find work.  When 
the United States Resettlement 
Program offered hope to escape 
this difficult life, he and his family 
took the opportunity, arriving in 
June 2008. 

Today, Mr. Darnal teaches ESL for 
refugee students in the Chicago 
Public Schools, in addition to being 
a Catholic Charities refugee case 
manager.  He also works as an 
environmental assistant for 
Aramark Corporation and at a 
local hospital.  Mr. Darnal is very 
grateful for, and proud of, the life 
he lives here and hopes that by 
participating in the Refugee 
Congress he can help make easier 
the lives of other refugees. 
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Mr. Esmail Dezhbod fled religious 
persecution in Iran and was 
resettled to Connecticut in 2000.  
Today, Mr. Dezhbod holds a B.A. 
and is a deacon for an Episcopal 
church.  He is also enrolled in 
seminary and is on his way to 
becoming a priest.

When the Iranian Revolution 
began, the leaders of Mr. 
Dezhbod’s church were arrested 
and the university where he had 
only spent three semesters was 
shut down.  With no one left to 
lead the church, Mr. Dezhbod 
stepped into that role for ten 
years without pay before being 
ordained as a deacon in 1990.  
Prevented from becoming a priest 
because of the situation in Iran, 
Mr. Dezhbod watched as other 
church leaders were murdered 
and eventually found himself 
targeted.  After receiving a direct 
threat, he fled with his family to 
Turkey in February of 1999.  
There, he waited with his wife and 
three young children before being 
accepted by the U.S. for 
resettlement.
 

Unable to obtain a church 
leadership position, Mr. Dezhbod 
took a job as a parking attendant.  
He later took computer training 
classes, eventually earning an 
Associate’s Degree in Business 
and a B.A. in Management.   He 
worked his way from an unpaid 
position in a Lutheran church to a 
chaplain residency at Bridgeport 
Hospital and finally, to a position 
at a hospice.  

Mr. Dezhbod values the fact that 
his children are safe in the U.S. 
and that he can express his ideas 
without fear.  He is grateful to 
have been given a chance here and 
hopes he can share something 
that will be beneficial not only for 
refugees, but for the whole 
country. 

Mr. Ghana Dulal, a Bhutanese 
refugee, was forced to leave his 
home in 1991 when he was twenty 
years old and in college.  He spent 
the next eighteen years living and 
working in a refugee camp in 
Nepal as a teacher and volunteer.  

Finally, in 2008, Mr. Dulal, his 
wife, and two children were 
resettled to Utah.  He now works 
for the International Rescue 
Committee as a case worker.   He 
also volunteers as a project 
coordinator for the Bhutanese 
Community of Utah.   

At the time that Mr. Dulal left 
Bhutan, the regime was depriving 
the ethnic Nepalese people of their 
rights to religion, language and 
culture.  Books were burned, 
schools were closed, and 
government employment was 
forbidden.  Insecurity was 
widespread.  Considering this, Mr. 
Dulal is happy that he has been 
able to achieve a safe and secure 
home where his kids can go to 
school and his family can thrive.  
Although the language barrier and 

adjusting to life in the United 
States was a difficult process, Mr. 
Dulal believes that his dedication 
to his work and his desire to be 
self-reliant have helped him to 
succeed.

He is also happy to have become a 
permanent resident of the U.S.  
During the Refugee Congress, he 
would like to learn more about the 
resettlement procedures of 
different states.  Furthermore, he 
would like to explore what 
programs will allow resettled 
refugees to have greater 
opportunities when they arrive.  
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Ms. Trinh Doan was living with 
her parents and two brothers in 
Da Nang, South Vietnam, when 
the city fell to North Vietnamese 
troops, causing her family to flee 
their home and ultimately seek 
refuge in Green Bay, Wisconsin.  
Today, Ms. Doan is a director at 
Bank of America and is a member 
of the International Rescue 
Committee’s Board of Directors.

Ms. Doan recalls the night the 
North Vietnamese army attacked 
her city: “One night the North 
Vietnamese army just bombed the 
city and completely decimated the 
port in the middle of the night.  
One of my brothers got injured…
Along [the] street were people 

who had gotten 
killed in the night.” 

Soon after Da Nang 
fell, Ms. Doan’s 
father, a nationalist 
and university 
professor, was put 
on trial as an 
enemy of the 
people.  After he 
was found guilty 
and sentenced to 
indefinite house 
arrest, the family 
spent four years 
planning their 
escape.  They 

purchased a wooden fishing boat, 
stockpiled supplies, and in the 
summer of 1979 they fled.  The 
family crossed the South China 
Sea from Da Nang to Hong Kong, a 
distance of 550 sea miles, in two 
weeks.  Recalling the experience, 
Ms. Doan stated, “We were on the 
boat for only seven days. We sailed 
into Hong Kong harbor at night. 
And it was one of the most 
beautiful sights I could ever see.”

In Hong Kong, they were assigned 
to a refugee camp and were 
provided with food, shelter and 
moral support.  After two years of 
camp life, they were accepted by 
the United States for resettlement 
and were flown across the Pacific, 

landing in Wisconsin on a cold 
October day in 1981.

As Ms. Doan notes, “It was much 
more foreign going from Hong 
Kong to Green Bay, Wisconsin.  We 
were the only Asian family. The 
only immigrants. The only 
refugees.  And the people could 
not have been more wonderful.”
 
Ms. Doan has quickly adapted to 
life in the U.S.  She stands as an 
example of someone who endured 
the trials of life well, allowing 
them to make her stronger and 
ultimately, affect a universal 
change for good.   Ms. Doan earned 
a B.S. in Foreign Service from 
Georgetown University and an 
M.B.A. in Finance from the 
Wharton School of Business at the 
University of Pennsylvania.  She is 
currently a managing director 
with Bank of America.   In 
addition to her contributions to 
the IRC, Ms. Doan is active with 
the Vital Voices Global 
Partnership, a non-profit 
organization working with women 
leaders in developing countries 
through development and training 
initiatives, to increase their 
participation in the social, 
economic and political process of 
their respective countries.
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Ms. Fatuma Elmi fled the civil war 
in Somalia and came to 
Minneapolis in 1991, after which 
she was granted Temporary 
Protected Status.  She has been 
working at Lutheran Social 
Services for the past fifteen years, 

helping new refugees adjust to life 
in the U.S.

Ms. Elmi grew up in Mogadishu, 
Somalia, and attended university 
in Italy before returning to 
Somalia and building a small home 
there.  In 1990, civil war broke out 
and the country turned into 
chaos.  Ms. Elmi decided to join 
her daughter, who was attending 
college in Minnesota.  Immediately 
after arriving, Ms. Elmi began 
volunteering with Lutheran Social 
Services where she eventually 
became a full-time employment 
supervisor, helping newly-
resettled refugees find jobs.  She 
finds her work incredibly 
rewarding because she has the 
opportunity to return the 
generosity that was shown to her.  

For nine years, Ms. Elmi served as 
a volunteer coordinator at Somali 
Women, an organization that helps 
bridge the cultural gap for Somali 
mothers raising daughters in an 
American society.  She currently 
sits on the board of directors for 
American Development Center, an 
organization that helps African 
refugees purchase houses and 
open small businesses.

Even after finding safety in the 
U.S., Ms. Elmi does not consider 
her journey over.  The stories she 
hears of mothers in refugee camps 
trying to raise their children are 
the ones that keep her up at night.  
Ms. Elmi helped move her mother 
from Kakuma, a refugee camp in 
Kenya, to Uganda and still hopes 
they can be reunited some day.  

Mr. Tegegne Feyissa fled Ethiopia 
in 2009 and was granted asylum 
in 2011 in the United States.  He 
lives in Malden, Massachusetts, 
where he volunteers as a sign 
language interpreter and editor 
for a community TV station.  
	
In Ethiopia, Mr. Feyissa was a TV 
journalist and strong advocate for 

the disabled.  He orchestrated 
Ethiopia’s first television show 
conducted in sign language.  His 
weekly news special discussed 
issues pertinent to the disabled 
community and ensured that deaf 
people in Ethiopia had an 
opportunity to stay informed.  Mr. 
Feyissa also had journalism 
projects with international NGOs 
to filmed documentaries that 
delved into issues such as land 
mines.  

Mr. Feyissa attributes his life of 
giving back to the example set by 
his father, who always taught him 
about the good of humanity and 
the benefits of maintaining a 
positive outlook.  As a result, Mr. 
Feyissa spent his youth 
volunteering for the deaf.   He 
studied Ethiopian and American 

Sign Language at a church and 
later served the deaf population 
there.

At the Refugee Congress, Mr. 
Feyissa would like to address 
issues of public awareness for 
refugees and asylees, as well as 
ways to improve the support 
systems to help them integrate 
and become more productive.  His 
concern is that asylum seekers 
are not able to work or access 
services while awaiting status, 
which delays their ability to 
contribute to their communities.  
Having received asylum, he is now 
looking forward to using his skills 
in an employed position, although 
volunteering will remain a huge 
part of his life.
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Ms. Jane Ginns is a Soviet Jewish 
refugee who resettled with her 
family in the United States in 
1989, at the age of ten.  Today, she 
is a graduate of George 
Washington Law School. She 
volunteers and does pro-bono 
legal work helping persons apply 
for citizenship and other 
immigration benefits.

Ms. Ginns used to live what she 
calls a “fairly normal life by Soviet 
standards,” but this essentially 
meant a lack of freedom and the 
need for someone to pull strings 
so that she could attend a magnet 
school as a Jew.   Life was 
uncomfortable in the Soviet Union 
to begin with, and as a Jew, being 
beaten up and discriminated 
against was part of everyday life.  
Her parents couldn’t pursue the 
careers they wanted because they 
were told not to bother applying.  

Facing discrimination and a 
limited future, the family battled a 
complicated application process in 
order to leave the Soviet Union in 
1989.  After awaiting acceptance 
or rejection for resettlement in 
Italy, Ms. Ginns' family was 
resettled in New York, initially 
staying in a mice-infested shelter 
with audible gunshots outside.  

She spoke only basic English.  
Moves were hard and frequent, 
and in four years, Ms. Ginns 
attended three different schools.

Ms. Ginns now volunteers with 
the Hebrew Immigrant Aid 
Society and is a past co-chair of its 
young leaders division.  Through 
CUNY Citizenship Now, she helps 
people apply for citizenship and 
helps Haitians apply for 
Temporary Protected Status.  She 
and her husband are on the 
advisory council of the 
International Crisis Group.  

Ms. Ginns describes herself as a 
proud American.  At the Refugee 
Congress, she hopes to meet other 
refugees, learn more about the 
current state of refugee law, and 
help make a positive impact on 
refugees in the U.S.

Mr. Kumar Gurung, a Bhutanese 
refugee, was resettled to the 
United States in 2009 after living 
almost eighteen years in a refugee 
camp in Nepal.  He now works two 
jobs, including one as a 
resettlement caseworker.

Mr. Gurung was thirteen years 
old, home on a school holiday, 
when his parents told him they 
had to leave their home in Bhutan.  

Mr. Gurung’s older brother had 
just been released from prison for 
advocating on behalf of human 
rights in their country.  The 
government told the family that 
they had one month to leave the 
country before they imprisoned 
the father and fined him an 
exorbitant amount of money.  Mr. 
Gurung’s family had no choice but 
to leave Bhutan and seek refuge in 
Nepal.  Life in the camp was 
extremely difficult.  They were 
usually cold and always hungry.  
Fires in the camps were not 
uncommon.  

Resettlement in Nebraska meant 
“a whole new life,” according to 
Mr. Gurung.  He was among the 
first Bhutanese refugees to arrive 
in Omaha and started volunteer-
ing on his second day of arrival, 
eventually becoming a caseworker 

with the resettlement agency, 
Lutheran Family Services.  He 
works twenty-five hours per week 
at LFS while also working thirty-
five hours per week as a controller 
at Data First Corporation.  Mr. 
Gurung is the founding President 
of Bhutanese Community in 
Nebraska, an organization that 
coordinates Bhutanese 
community organizing, and he 
plans an annual conference 
bringing Bhutanese 
representatives from all over the 
country to Nebraska.  

Mr. Gurung says that since 
Bhutanese are the newest refugee 
group in Omaha, people are 
anxious to get to know them.  He 
has given presentations to the 
community about his culture, 
which he says have made people 
laugh and cry.  
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Ms. Desiree Gutierrez fled Cuba in 
2006 and was granted asylum in 
the United States.  She is 
currently an executive 
housekeeper for Hilton Hotels in 
Naples, Florida, leading a team 
that has helped her employer 
achieve excellence in the hotel 
industry.

Ms. Gutierrez describes Cuba as a 

country where women are 
regularly harassed and where she 
had no freedom to succeed.  
Seeking such freedom, she took a 
boat from Cuba and a bus through 
Mexico, finally crossing into the 
U.S. and applying for asylum.  

Ms. Gutierrez had studied 
psychology in Cuba and had 
hospitality management 
experience.  This is partly why 
she quickly advanced from 
housekeeping supervisor to 
executive housekeeper at 
Doubletree Suites by Hilton 
Naples in just a few years.  Ms. 
Gutierrez has been recognized as 
an E-Award Finalist, one of the top 
four employees in the company of 
over 2,500.  Her housekeeping 
team—which is largely comprised 
of resettled refugees—was 
recently honored with the 

Excellence in Housekeeping 
Award, the #1 housekeeping team 
award among hotels of their size.  

Being displaced herself, Ms. 
Gutierrez understands the 
challenges and needs of refugees.  
Each morning, she takes ten 
minutes to learn a couple of 
English sentences and practices 
one question on the U.S. 
Citizenship exam.  She also 
assists refugees with cultural 
assimilation, financial guidance, 
and employment skills.  As a 
supervisor and fellow refugee, Ms. 
Gutierrez is motivated to help 
refugees be both productive and 
successful in this country.  She 
will take the citizenship exam in 
August after the Refugee 
Congress.  

Mr. Aumer Hadi is an Iraqi refugee 
who resettled in Columbia, South 
Carolina in 2010, after years of 
living in difficult conditions in 
Yemen.  Today, Mr. Hadi works as
a computer science specialist for 
Computer Science Corporation.

As a result of the turmoil in Iraq 
in the 1990s following the Gulf 
War, Mr. Hadi and his family 
moved to Yemen, where they lived 
for eight years.  Mr. Hadi says that 
life in Yemen was bearable until 
2005, when the government 
adopted regulations that made it 
difficult for Iraqis to leave and 
return to Yemen.   More 
importantly, Iraqis were no longer 
able to find viable employment.  
Being unable to safely return to 
Iraq or to support themselves in 
Yemen, Mr. Hadi, his mother and 
brother sought refugee status with 
UNHCR and were eventually 
referred for resettlement to the 
U.S. 

Mr. Hadi and his family have 
been in South Carolina since 
August of 2010.  With a computer 

science degree from Saba 
University in Yemen, Mr. Hadi has 
been able to use his education by 
helping his employer to develop 
software for the iPhone.  

Mr. Hadi is happy and grateful for 
the opportunity to live in the U.S.  
He is especially appreciative that 
his disabled brother now has 
schools available that can address 
his particular needs.  It is always 
difficult starting a new life in a 
new country, and beginning again 
in the U.S. was no exception.  
However, Mr. Hadi is grateful for 
the challenge and looks forward to 
furthering his education in the 
U.S. and to having a family of his 
own.
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Mr. Amar Hussein is a refugee 
from Iraq who resettled to the 
United States in 2007.  He is an 
engineer by training, and is 
currently a graduate student in 
North Dakota, studying 
architecture.  Mr. Hussein is also 
an active volunteer helping other 
refugees in Fargo.

In 2005, Mr. Hussein was working 

for the Washington Group 
International in Iraq when he 
became the victim of a terrorist 
car-bomb.  He spent almost a year 
in a hospital in Jordan, 
undergoing three major surgeries 
and many weeks of rehabilitation.  
He was overjoyed when he learned 
that he would be resettled in the 
U.S.

On August 27, 2007, Mr. Hussein 
arrived in Fargo, North Dakota 
with his wife, and they are happy 
with their new lives there.  While 
other Iraqi refugees eventually 
chose to move to warmer states, 
Mr. Hussein believes Fargo is a 
very good place to raise a family.  
He now has two daughters, both of 
whom were born in Fargo, and is 
proud to call them North Dakotan 
and American citizens. 

A mechanical engineer by 
profession, he had long wanted to 

study architecture. Now he is 
living his dream as a fourth-year 
honors graduate student in the 
architecture program at North 
Dakota State University.  He also 
works and volunteers with fellow 
refugees.  He helps resettled 
members of the Iraqi community 
at the Lutheran Refugee Services 
Organization and is also a member 
of Community Gardens, an 
organization that teaches basic 
farming and gardening skills.  He 
enjoys the work and the diverse 
range of people he helps.

While he deeply misses family still 
living in Iraq, he enjoys his life 
here and feels that if he works 
hard, he can succeed in the United 
States.  He is excited to meet with 
others at the Refugee Congress 
and share his story and 
experiences.

Name:  Amar Hussein
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Ms. Nazira Karimi fled 
Afghanistan in 1994 and was 
resettled to the United States in 
1998.  Today, Ms. Karimi resides 
in Virginia. She is an Afghan 
journalist. Recently she was 
interviewed on CNN regarding her 

thoughts on the withdrawal of the 
U.S. troops from Afghanistan. 

Ms. Karimi cannot remember a 
time in Afghanistan when war was 
not raging. Growing up listening to 
the blast of rockets and bombs 
presented Ms. Karimi and some of 
her family members with fear and 
insecurity.  Unwilling to continue 
to live such a life, Ms. Karimi fled 
to Pakistan.  It was there that she 
began her application process for 
resettlement to the U.S.

Ms. Karimi is open about the 
challenges of starting a new life in 
the U.S.  After arriving, she 
encountered various difficulties in 
learning a new language and 
culture.  She also feared that her 

children would grow up not fully 
grasping the Afghan culture.  She 
is however, grateful for the 
freedom of religion and speech, as 
well as the safety that is found in 
her new home. 

Ms. Karimi is attending the 
Refugee Congress in hopes of 
being able to recount her past 
experiences and inspire the 
establishment of more refugee 
assistance organizations that will 
help newly arriving refugees to 
deal with the language barrier and 
other difficulties that present 
themselves in the resettlement 
process.
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At the age of eighteen, Ms. 
Damyanti Kathet was forced to 
flee southern Bhutan with her 
family in 1991 and was resettled 
to the United States in 2008.  She 
currently lives in Tucson, Arizona, 
where she works for the IRC, 
welcoming newly-arrived 

Bhutanese refugees to the country 
and assisting them with their 
medical and other needs.

In the early nineties, the 
Bhutanese government 
heightened their persecution of 
ethnic Nepalis in the country, 
forcing Ms. Kathet and her 
parents to abandon their home.  
They fled in the middle of the 
night, leaving behind all their land 
and possessions and spent two 
days on foot, trekking through the 
Bhutanese forest before arriving 
at the Indian border.  Following 
their arrival they were placed in a 
camp in Nepal.  

The Nepalese camp, however, was 
not yet fully established, which 
forced the family to clear the 
forest to build a small hut with 

sticks and plastic.  When it 
stormed in the area, the plastic 
roof of their self-made hut would 
fly off, leaving Ms. Kathet and her 
parents defenseless from the rain.  
Ms. Kathet spent seventeen years 
in the Nepalese camp before 
leaving for the U.S.

Ms. Kathet’s two children are her 
pride and joy.  As someone who 
spent half her life in a refugee 
camp, she wants their childhood 
to be better than hers.  Ms. Kathet 
appreciates her life here in the 
U.S. and by being a delegate at the 
Refugee Congress, she hopes to 
raise awareness about the 
hardships that Bhutanese 
refugees face and inspire others to 
help lift their burdens.

Name:  Damyanti Kathet
Country of Origin:  Bhutan
Year of Arrival:  2008

ARIZONA

Following heavy persecution, Mr. 
Daniel Katende fled his native 
country, Uganda, and was 
resettled in California in March 
2011. Today, Mr. Katende leads a 
full life as an employee of Out and 
Equal, an organization that 
advocates for gay rights in the 

workplace.  He is also a gospel 
singer.

In 2009, when a strong anti-gay 
movement swept through Uganda, 
Mr. Katende found himself 
defamed by the media due to his 
sexual orientation.  To fight the 
harrassement, he decided to 
advocate for a stop to the violence 
and threats aimed at homosexual 
individuals.  He approached radio 
talk shows as a medium from 
which he could address the issue.  
There are no gay rights in Uganda, 
and on the way home from a live 
broadcast interview hosted by an 
anti-gay minister, Mr. Katende 
was kidnapped at gunpoint, told 
that he was a rebel fighting the 
government, and was beaten, 
stripped and raped. Afraid to eat 

the food he was given because of 
fear of being poisoned while held 
captive, he became sick and 
contracted malaria. 

After days of torture, one of the 
soldiers recognized Mr. Katende 
from his life as a gospel singer. The 
soldier helped him escape.  Mr. 
Katende fled to a UNHCR refugee 
camp in Kenya but had to leave 
when other refugees threatened 
him because of his sexuality.  
After leaving the camp, he met a 
staff member from the Hebrew 
Immigrant Aid Society who helped 
him find UNHCR in Nairobi. 
Eventually, he found safety as a 
refugee living in the U.S. 

Name:  Daniel Katende
Country of Origin:  Uganda
Year of Arrival:  2011

CALIFORNIA



Ms. Dzevada Keranovic, a refugee 
from Bosnia, was resettled in 
Missouri in 1994.  She worked in 
refugee resettlement for over 
seven years before taking a 
position at a local TV station, 
where she produces a Bosnian TV 
show and occasionally does 
reporting. She is also a member of 

the Southside Bosnian Services 
Collaborative.

Ms. Keranovic was only seventeen 
when the war in Bosnia started, 
and she knew very little about the 
political situation in the country 
at the time.  She remembers a 
huge military convoy taking over 
her town in Western Bosnia one 
day as she was returning home 
from school.

Her family packed a few things 
and fled to Croatia, taking buses 
and trains and were stopped 
multiple times along their way by 
armed guards.  Ms. Keranovic 
remembers passing through a 
town that was destroyed literally 
hours after they passed through 
it.  Many people in her town were 
killed, abducted and beaten, 
including some members of her 

extended family. She feels her 
family would have endured the 
same fate if they had not escaped 
in time.

Ms. Keranovic’s family lived in 
Croatia for three years until they 
were resettled in the United States 
seventeen years ago.  She has 
lived in St. Louis ever since.  She 
says that the most difficult part of 
her refugee journey was the 
feeling of everything being 
temporary.  Her outlook now is 
much more positive.  She feels 
that her past experiences have 
given her a real appreciation for 
democracy and freedom.  She 
considers herself an American 
now.  She would like to see the 
resettlement process improve in 
the U.S., as well as in the refugee 
camps that many people are 
forced to call home for years.  

Name:  Dzevada Keranovic
Country of Origin:  Bosnia
Year of Arrival: 1994

MISSOURI

Mr. Sompasong Keohavong fled 
persecution in Laos in June of 
1975 and after living for one year 
in a refugee camp in Thailand, was 
resettled to Seattle, Washington.  
He earned a B.A. in Psychology 
from Antioch University in 2004 
and currently serves as a Mental 
Health Case Manager at Asian 
Counseling and Referral Services.  

At the end of Mr. Keohavong’s 
high school career in Laos, the 
Communist party assumed power 
and was forcibly conscripting 
young men and women into the 
army.  Many Laotians disappeared 
and countless others were sent to 
re-education camps.  Mr. 
Keohavong managed to evade the 
conscriptions and camps by 
fleeing to the Non Khai refugee 
camp in Thailand.  After enduring 
unsafe camp conditions, he was 
selected for resettlement to the 
United States.

For Mr. Keohavong, life in the U.S. 
proved challenging.  The English 
language, crossing the street, and 
taking the bus were difficult.  
Despite these challenges, Mr. 

Keohavong finished his education 
and now serves the Laotian 
community by registering them to 
vote, providing them with 
information on the U.S. 
naturalization process, speaking 
at local Buddhist temples, and 
organizing rallies and visits to 
state representatives' offices in 
Olympia. 

Mr. Keohavong considers being 
selected to represent his state at 
the Refugee Congress one of his 
most proud accomplishments 
since arriving in the U.S.  As a 
delegate, he hopes to raise 
awareness about refugees’ needs 
and also give feedback on what 
programs and services are 
successful and what challenges 
still remain.

 

Name:  Sompasong Keohavong
Country of Origin:  Laos
Year of Arrival:  1976

WASHINGTON



Mr. Igor Kotler is a refugee from 
the Soviet Union and has lived in 
the United States for over 20 
years.  He currently resides in New 
Jersey and is President and 
Executive Director of the Museum 
of Human Rights, Freedom and 
Tolerance.  An accomplished 
scholar in human rights and world 
history, Mr. Kotler is the author of 
numerous articles and book 
chapters in several languages. 

After eight years of reapplying for 

permission to leave the Soviet 
Union, practicing his Jewish 
beliefs and traditions 
underground, and being harassed 
by the Soviet police, Mr. Kotler 
escaped religious persecution and 
flew to Italy.  In Rome, he met with 
the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
(HIAS) which eventually helped 
him resettle to the U.S.  Today, Mr. 
Kotler is proud to be an American 
citizen.

Mr. Kotler was one of the original 
founders of the Museum of Human 
Rights, Freedom and Tolerance, 
established in 2009.  As President, 
one of his proudest accomplish-
ments is the Museum’s mission in 
promoting human rights.  Mr. 
Kotler serves as the Senior 
Research Fellow at the Center for 
Study of Genocide, Conflict 
Resolution and Human Rights at 
Rutgers University and is 

President of the American Council 
on Holocaust and Jewish 
Resistance. He is also the Director 
of Academic Affairs and Historical 
Research at World Congress of 
Russian Jewry, the American 
Branch.

Mr. Kotler previously worked at 
the Shoah Visual History 
Foundation, one of two 
foundations created by film 
producer Steven Spielberg after 
his work with the film Schindler’s 
List.  Mr. Kotler and others helped 
to capture 52,000 interviews of 
Holocaust survivors in 32 
languages, representing 56 
countries.  

Throughout his distinguished 
career, Mr. Kotler has used his 
past experiences of persecution in 
understanding others and 
promoting human rights for all.  

NEW JERSEY

Mr. Khem Khadka is a refugee 
from Bhutan who arrived in the 
United States in 2009.  Mr. 
Khadka is married and currently 
resides with his wife in North 
Carolina.  He works at a grocery 
store full-time and assists other 
newcomers in his community. 

Mr. Khadka became a refugee at a 
young age and has very few 

memories of his life before the 
camp.  He was less than eight 
years-old in 1991 when his 
parents were forced to sign 
“voluntary migration” forms at 
gunpoint and his family was 
expelled out of their country by 
Bhutanese security forces. 

The family of seven walked for five 
days through difficult terrain to 
get to the nearest Indian border.  
They slept during the night under 
trees and in open grounds, until 
they finally reached Nepal where 
thousands of people had settled in 
refugee camps along the Kankai 
River.  The first camp was in 
terrible condition and Mr. Khadka 
witnessed hundreds of people die 
from dysentery and poor 
conditions from flooding.  The 
camp was eventually relocated 
further inland, where he grew up 
until he was finally resettled in the 

U.S. at the age of 27.  Living in the 
refugee camp with no hope and no 
dreams, Mr. Khadka was forced to 
make a tough decision to leave his 
family behind.

Mr. Khadka has high aspirations 
for his life in the U.S., but for now 
he is proud that he can support 
himself and meet his basic needs.  
He wants to pursue his higher 
education in the medical field and 
hopes that he will get a scholar-
ship to make that dream a reality.

Mr. Khadka wants to use the 
Refugee Congress as a platform to 
share his story and give the U.S. 
Congress and resettlement 
organizations suggestions on how 
they can better help refugees 
around the world.

Name:  Khem Khadka 
Country of Origin:  Bhutan
Year of Arrival:  2009

NORTH CAROLINA

Name: Igor Kotler
Country of Origin:  Soviet Union
Year of Arrival: 1987



Ms. Mu Law is a refugee from 
Myanmar who arrived in the 
United States in 2010.  She 
currently resides in Iowa with her 
two daughters.  Ms. Law is an 
active member of the 
Myanmarese community and 
spends her professional and 
personal time assisting other 
refugees with adjusting to their 
new lives. 

Ms. Law left Myanmar with her 
family at a very young age, 
settling into the refugee camp in 
Thailand where she would spend 
most of her life.  During this time, 
she met her husband and they 
started their family.  Although Ms. 
Law’s husband was unable to join 
the rest of the family in the U.S., 
the family thought it was best for 
Ms. Law and the children to 
proceed with resettlement.  Like 
many other families, Ms. Law 
wanted better opportunities for 
her children.   

Ms. Law currently works part-
time for the Lutheran Refugee 
Services and is enrolled in ESL 
classes.  In addition, she was 
recently employed by Des Moines 
Public Schools, where she 
conducts interpretations for the 
Myanmarese school children, 

performs research, and is a 
teacher’s assistant.  She enjoys 
her time at the school and says 
that while her students learn from 
her, she is also constantly learning 
from her students.  In addition, 
Ms. Law spends time volunteering 
with the Myanmarese community, 
driving the elderly to appoint-
ments and helping people with 
their English skills.  

Ms. Law’s most important issue 
for the Refugee Congress is family 
reunification. Through her 
personal experiences, Ms. Law 
realizes the importance for family 
members to stay together and 
understands the stress that 
separation places on refugee 
families. Being in the U.S. has 
given Ms. Law hope and helped 
her to look forward to her family’s 
future.  

IOWA

Mr. Ayman Lam is a refugee from 
Yemen who arrived in the United 
States in 2002.  He currently lives 
in West Virginia with his family.  
As the Refugee Congress’ 
youngest delegate, Mr. Lam 
graduated valedictorian of his 
class and will be attending college 
this coming fall. 

Mr. Lam was born into a difficult 
situation in Yemen, where his 
Yemeni mother and Vietnamese 
father eventually left the country 
due to extreme discrimination.   
Among the few memories that Mr. 
Lam has of Yemen is the poverty 
of its citizens.  He recalls the poor 
quality of the infrastructure and 
the struggle for people to provide 
for their families.  The Lam family 
did all that they could to provide a 
better life for their children.  
When he was eight, his family 
obtained refugee status and came 
to the U.S.  He and his family 
began rebuilding their lives in 
West Virginia with the help of local 
resettlement agencies.

Since being resettled to the U.S., 
Mr. Lam has excelled both 
academically and personally and 
plans to major in chemical 

engineering when he attends 
college.  Mr. Lam makes sure to 
allot time for academics as well as 
fun, playing on the local soccer 
team and being a member of 
several clubs from National 
Honors Society and student 
council, to the computer club.  In 
addition, he also works part-time. 

Although he enjoys his life in the 
U.S., he makes sure to remember 
his family’s experiences in Yemen 
because they make him appreciate 
where he is now and drive him to 
work harder to fulfill his dreams.  
The culture and language changes 
were large obstacles for him to 
overcome, but his accomplish-
ments suggest that he has 
mastered both flawlessly.  He 
hopes to learn more about refugee 
issues through his experiences at, 
and participation in, the Refugee 
Congress.

Name:  Ayman Lam
Country of Origin:  Yemen
Year of Arrival:  2002

WEST VIRGINIA

Name:  Mu Law
Country of Origin: Myanmar (Burma)
Year of Arrival:  2010



Mr. Claude Mabudu is a refugee 
from Togo who arrived to the 
United States in 2008.  He 
currently resides in Anchorage, 
Alaska with his family. Mr. 
Mabudu fled political persecution 
for his leadership in a political 
party that was in opposition to the 
government.  

Mr. Mabudu’s resettlement 

experience has contained all the 
familiar difficulties of adjusting to 
life in a new place, with one major 
exception.  Mr. Mabudu and his 
family now live in Alaska, “Land of 
the Midnight Sun,” where there is 
constant daylight during the 
summer months.  Before he 
arrived in Alaska, Mr. Mabudu 
knew that the state had once 
belonged to Russia, and that his 
new city, Anchorage, experienced 
a devastating earthquake in 1964.  
Mr. Mabudu’s knowledge of a 
foreign place so distant from his 
native Togo should come as no 
surprise, given his former 
profession as a librarian and an 
educator. 

Due to his political activities in 
Togo, Mr. Mabudu and his family 
were forced to flee their country 
and went to Mali, where they lived 
for seven years under very dire 

circumstances.  Mr. Mabudu said 
the experience of coming to the 
U.S. made him feel like a “bird 
being set free from a cage.”  He 
and his family were able to sleep 
on actual beds for the first time 
since their initial flight from Togo.  
Mr. Mabudu is extremely thankful 
for the support he has received 
from Catholic Charities, UNHCR, 
and his new community in 
Anchorage, but he cannot forget 
the people he left behind in Mali.  

Mr. Mabudu’s goal for the Refugee 
Congress is to raise awareness of 
the plight of refugees living in Mali 
and to encourage the U.S. to 
initiate a resettlement program so 
that, in Mr. Mabudu’s words, 
“people can be safe, have food, and 
find freedom.”

Name:  Claude Mabudu
Country of Origin:  Togo
Year of Arrival:  2008

ALASKA

Mr. Joseph Lueth fled South 
Sudan when he was seven years 
old, eventually ending up in a 
refugee camp in Kenya where he 
spent several years before being 
resettled to Mississippi in 2000.  
He has since received his 
associate’s degree and is working 
as a pharmacy technician while 
pursuing his B.A.  He gives back to 

his community by helping newly 
arrived young refugees acclimate 
to their new environment.  

When government forces attacked 
and started burning his village in 
South Sudan, young Joseph fled 
with others and was unable to 
reach his family.  He and his 
friends first went to Ethiopia, but 
when conflict broke out between 
Sudan and Ethiopia, they were 
forced to flee to Kenya, ending up 
in Kakuma refugee camp.  His 
memories of the entire journey 
are filled with misery and with the 
deaths of so many people.

At age seventeen, Mr. Lueth 
received news that he would be 
resettled to the United States.  He 
had not seen his four siblings or 
parents since fleeing his village.  
His adjustment to the U.S. was full 

of challenges in every area, from 
food to dress.  He was even 
surprised that classes were taught 
in a building and not under a tree.  
As he settled into his new life in 
Mississippi with the help of 
Catholic Charities, Mr. Lueth 
began to pursue education 
opportunities.  

Mr. Lueth says that being in the 
U.S. has given him the opportunity 
to use his natural gifts and to 
define himself in a way that was 
not possible before.  Though he 
misses his family and hopes to see 
them soon, Mr. Lueth sees the 
Refugee Congress as an 
opportunity to talk about the 
processes in place for reuniting 
resettled refugees with their 
families. 

Name:!  Joseph Lueth  !
Country of Origin:  Sudan 
Year of Arrival:  2000

MISSISSPPI



Mr. Alejandro Mayorkas was born 
in Havana, Cuba, and was just one 
year old when his family fled the 
Communist government in 1960.  
A lawyer with more than twenty 
years of experience in 
government and private practice, 
he currently serves as Director of 
the U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Service (USCIS) in 
the Department of Homeland 
Security.

For Mr. Mayorkas’ family, leaving 
their homeland was difficult, 
particularly for his Romanian 
Jewish mother, who fled Nazi 
persecution to Cuba and was now 
fleeing her home for the second 
time.  However, being in the 
United States gave their family a 
new sense of security and a fresh 
start.   They settled in California, 
where Mr. Mayorkas was raised 

with his three siblings. He 
later received a B.A. from 
the University of California 
at Berkeley and a J.D. from 
Loyola Law School, from 
which he was later named 
Distinguished Alumnus of 
the Year.

After completing his law 
degree, Mr. Mayorkas 
served as an Assistant U.S. 
Attorney for the Central 
District of California from 
1989 to 1990 and as the U.S. 
Attorney for the Central 
District of California from 
1998 to 2001.  He went on to 
become a partner in the law 

firm of O’Melveny & Myers.

In 2009, Mr. Mayorkas was 
nominated by President Obama 
and unanimously confirmed by 
the U.S. Senate as director of 
USCIS, overseeing the 
administration of the world’s 
largest immigration service.  As a 
naturalized citizen, he has a 
personal appreciation for the 
mission he is tasked with.  He has 
remained committed to improving 
immigration services and 
highlighting all the ways in which 
immigrants have contributed to 
the United States.  As he stated 
during his swearing-in ceremony, 
“I am committed to administering 
our country’s immigration and 
naturalization laws efficiently and 
with fairness, honesty, and 
integrity.”  Speaking at a 
conference at the University of 

Southern California, he further 
noted that the U.S. is a “nation 
grounded in the fundamental 
value that all people are created 
equal, our unifying promise of 
citizenship has allowed people of 
all backgrounds, whether native 
or foreign-born, to have an equal 
stake in the future of this nation. 
Citizenship solidifies the inclusive 
vision of what America stands for:  
a nation united by the common 
ideals of freedom, equality, and 
democracy.”

Mr. Mayorkas was recently named 
one of the “50 Most Influential 
Minority Lawyers in America” by 
the National Law Journal.  In 
addition to his role as USCIS 
director, Mr. Mayorkas serves as 
Board Chair for Bet Tzedek Legal 
Services and is a member of the 
California Commission for the Fair 
Administration of Justice.  A long-
time advocate of children’s 
programs, Mr. Mayorkas is also a 
board member of United Friends 
of the Children, a nonprofit group 
dedicated to the well-being of Los 
Angeles County foster youths.  He 
recently administered the Oath of 
Allegiance to twenty-four children 
from eighteen different countries 
during this year’s Flag Day 
celebration. He and his wife Tanya 
live in Washington, D.C. and have 
two daughters, Giselle and Amelia.

Name:!   Alejandro Mayorkas! !
Country of Origin:  Cuba !
Year of Arrival:  1960!

DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA



Ms. Asefeh Mazraeh is a refugee 
from Iran who arrived in the 
United States in 2006 and resides 
in California with her son.  She left 
Iran in 2003 seeking freedom of 
expression for herself and her 
family.  Today, she works at the 
Asian Americans for Community 
Involvement’s Center for 

Survivors of Torture, volunteers 
with a club at her school that helps 
students who are learning English, 
and is a student of nursing. She is 
a proud parent of a bright sixth 
grade boy.

Ms. Mazraeh lived in Syria with 
her husband and son while they 
awaited resettlement.  After living 
in difficult conditions for three 
years, they were resettled
to the United States in 2006.  She 
has been very grateful for the 
thoughtfulness and generosity of 
the resettlement agencies and 
volunteers that helped her upon 
arrival. As a result, she has 
chosen to dedicate her life to 
providing new arrivals with the 

same care and consideration that 
she received.  

Ms. Mazraeh lives her life with the 
guiding principal that she is a 
survivor.  She recognizes that 
because she has survived once, 
she can survive anything and that 
with hard work there is nothing 
too difficult to overcome.  During 
the Refugee Congress, she hopes 
to be a voice for those refugees 
who cannot speak for themselves 
and to be an example of who a 
refugee can become with the 
opportunities that are given to 
them in this country.  

Name:  Asefeh Mazraeh
Country of Origin:  Iran
Year of Arrival:  2006

CALIFORNIA

Ms. Genrietta Mazina and her son 
fled anti-Semitism in the Soviet 
Union in 1989 and were resettled 
in the United States.  Ms. Mazina, 
a proud grandmother of two, now 
lives in Claymont, Delaware. She 
has a Ph.D. in Polymers and was 
working at a Scientific Research 
Institute in Moscow as part of the 

senior research staff when she 
left Russia.  

Moving to America was not easy, 
Ms. Mazina was fifty-nine years 
old at the time, and had difficulty 
finding employment despite 
holding a Ph.D.  Ms. Mazina is 
very grateful for the public 
support and assistance from 
Jewish Family Services she and 
her son received during their first 
few difficult months.  Eventually, 
her son got a job and they moved 
to Delaware, where Ms. Mazina 
currently resides.

Ms. Mazina loves English, 
American literature, and 
everything about this country; 
she is happy at her age to have 
completely assimilated into 

American culture.  She is also 
proud of her son, who has found 
successful employment in 
Washington, D.C.  In her free time, 
she likes to go swimming at the 
Jewish Community Center pool 
and tries to keep in shape.

Ms. Mazina is excited to share her 
opinions during the Refugee 
Congress.  As someone who has 
lived through socialism, she would 
like to share with other refugees 
that she feels socialism is a 
beautiful idea in theory, but awful 
in practice, and that she loves 
American democracy and the 
freedom it brings.

Name: Genrietta Mazina !
Country of Origin: Soviet Union !
Year of Arrival:  1989

DELAWARE



Ms. Mee Moua was the first 
Hmong woman elected to a state 
legislature in the United States, 
serving in the Minnesota Senate 
from 2002 to 2010.  A former 
refugee from Laos, she was 
resettled to the U.S. as a child with 
her family in 1978.  She is a 
successful attorney, who 
currently serves as Vice President 
for Strategic Impact Initiatives for 
the Asian & Pacific Islander 
American Health Forum, a 
national health justice 
organization. 

In 1973, when Ms. Moua was five, 
her family fled their remote 
Laotian village in search of 
Thailand.  As Ms. Moua said of her 
earliest memories of refugee camp 
life in Ban Vinai, “They tried to set 
up a school, but there were no 
consistent classes...the UNHCR 
brought the refugees food rations 
and I remember standing in line 
for food…But still, our family was 
better off because my father had a 

job as a medic and we 
could supplement 
what wasn't enough.”

The family first 
resettled to the U.S. 
in 1978, in 
Providence, Rhode 
Island.  They later 
moved to Appleton, 
Wisconsin.  Ms. Moua 

recalled that, “In 
Appleton…We were minorities and 
we were also really poor.  We lived 
in a public housing duplex and 
everyone knew we were the poor.  
Church people would show up at 
our house on Christmas with trees 
and stuff, but there were also 
people who spit at us and called us 
chinks, gooks and told us to go 
home.  The hostility was so overt 
that it made us feel very different, 
so my siblings and I became very 
rooted in our Hmong-ness.” 

Ms. Moua’s political interests 
grew at Brown University, where 
she majored in public policy and 
learned about welfare, poverty, 
social security and Medicare.  
“These were all the things I was 
familiar with because I spent 
years filling out forms for my 
family.”  When she returned to 
Minnesota in 1997 to attend law 
school, she gained first-hand 
experience in politics, working on 
her uncle’s campaign for the St. 

Paul School Board.  In 2002, she 
used this experience in her own 
successful election to the 
Minnesota Senate.

As a state Senator, she chaired the 
influential Judiciary Committee 
and advanced policies and 
legislation for vulnerable persons 
including children, youth, crime 
victims and vulnerable adults.  
She built a reputation as a skilled 
coalition builder, a strategic 
planner, and an outspoken voice 
for a greater role of Asians and 
Pacific Islanders in public policy 
and government.  As Ms. Moua 
explains it, “The issue is not 
whether the Asian American 
politicians are ready, it's really 
whether America is ready.”

Name:  Mee Moua
Country of Origin:  Laos
Year of arrival:  1978
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Ms. Aftaba Mezetovic is a refugee 
from Bosnia who arrived in 
Vermont in 1995.  Ms. Mezetovic 
has spent a decade and a half 
working with refugee children in 
Burlington.  She also does medical 
interpretation, public speaking, 
and has published a book of 
poetry.

Ms. Mezetovic and her family 
endured great suffering and 

hardships during the war, 
including life in a concentration 
camp, the killing of all three of her 
brothers, and the death of her 
father.  She was separated from 
her husband and extended family 
for more than a year.  In 1993, Ms. 
Mezetovic and her family fled to a 
refugee camp in Croatia. 

After six months in the refugee 
camp, the family was resettled to 
Vermont.  Since arriving in the 
U.S., she has been tutoring and 
counseling refugee children at 
Winooski School in Burlington.  
Ms. Mezetovic describes this as 
the best job she could ever dream 
of doing.  She also does medical 
interpretation and keeps an open 
door policy at her home for all 
refugees, not just Bosnians.  

When Ms. Mezetovic arrived in 
the U.S. she could not speak 

English.  Since then, she has 
become an effective speaker, 
sought ought by colleges and 
schools to share her personal 
history.   In 2005, she published a 
book of poetry called “Refugee: 
The Ugliest Word.”   The Vermont 
Guardian described her message 
as “compelling and universal” 
with an ability to “transcend 
partisan or ethnic hatred.”

After thirteen years in the U.S., 
working thirteen-hour days, Ms. 
Mezetovic was able to purchase 
her own home. She describes this 
as one of her happiest days ever.  
The other highpoint for her was 
May 21, 2011, when her oldest 
daughter graduated from the 
University of Vermont with a 
degree in social work, thus 
continuing her mother’s 
commitment to helping others. 

Mr. Myo Myint is a Myanmarese 
refugee who arrived in the United 
States in 2008. He currently 
resides in Fort Wayne, Indiana, 
where he serves as a strong 
advocate for human rights issues 
in Myanmar and was recently 
featured in the British 
documentary, ‘Burma Soldier.’  

Mr. Myint served in the 
Myanmarese army, but was 
discharged after losing a leg and 
an arm in a minefield.  He became 
a supporter of the National League 

for Democracy and started giving 
speeches outside military bases.  
As a result of his activism, he was 
imprisoned for fifteen years where 
he suffered abuse and torture. 

Shortly after arriving in Indiana, 
Mr. Myint began helping other 
Myanmarese refugees, many of 
whom had lived in a refugee camp 
for over two decades with no 
formal education.  Mr. Myint is a 
certified adult ESL teacher and 
medical interpreter who helps 
Myanmarese refugees cope with 
their integration in the U.S.  He is 
also the editor of a bi-monthly 
Myanmarese magazine that he 
and his friends self-fund and 
publish for the community.  Mr. 
Myint and his friends partner 
with the Fort Wayne public library 
and produce a weekly thirty-
minute television program that 
addresses news, American 
culture, law and politics for the 

Myanmarese population.  
Recently, Mr. Myint accepted an 
editorial consultant position at 
Radio Free Asia where he writes 
and records a weekly article that 
airs in Myanmar.  

Mr. Myint is grateful for the 
opportunity to live in the U.S., 
where he is free to advocate on 
behalf of human rights in 
Myanmar and speak loudly about 
the prison conditions and 
treatment.  Mr. Myint realizes he 
is more effective for his country 
advocating from afar, yet he still 
has hope that someday political 
change will occur in Myanmar and 
it will be safe for him to return.  

 

Name:!  Ms. Aftaba Mezetovic
Country of Origin:  Bosnia
Year of Arrival:  1995

VERMONT

Name:!   Myo Myint
Country of Origin:  Myanmar (Burma)
Year of Arrival:  2008

INDIANA



Born to a middle class family in 
Ethiopia in 1956, Mr. Eskinder 
Negash enjoyed a happy childhood 
with his twelve brothers and 
sisters.  Following the ousting of 
Ethiopia’s ruler, Emperor Haile 
Selassie, and the executions of 
sixty of Selassie’s officials by a 
Soviet-backed military junta in 
1974, the Communist regime 
became increasingly harsh in its 
victimization of potential 
opponents.  They especially 
targeted the educated.  Fearing 
persecution, Negash fled to Sudan 
in 1980. 

While living in the refugee camp, 
he was hired by UNHCR and later 
worked for the IRC, screening 
refugees seeking medical 
attention and assembling data for 
reports.  When the United States 
began accepting Ethiopian 

refugees for resettlement, he 
applied for admission and was 
accepted. 

After his arrival in the U.S., the 
IRC assisted Mr. Negash with 
his resettlement process in the 
U.S. and also gave him a job in 
its Los Angeles office.  He then 
took a position with the 
International Institute of Los 
Angeles, a non-profit, public-
benefit organization whose 

mission is to help immigrants 
and refugees adapt to a new 
culture and become self-sufficient.  
He served there as Vice President 
and Chief Administrative Officer 
for fifteen years.  

Since 2009, Mr. Negash has been 
the Director of the Office of 
Refugee Resettlement, within the 
Administration for Children and 
Families at the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, 
which provides people in need, 
including refugees, with resources 
to assist them in becoming 
integrated members of American 
society.

Mr. Negash is a graduate of 
California State University, Los 
Angeles.  He has served as a board 
member with several non-profit 
organizations, including chair of 
the Joint Voluntary Agencies 

Committee of California, chair of 
the California State Refugee 
Advisory Council, member of the 
board of the Coalition for Human 
Immigrant Rights of Los Angeles, 
and Vice President and Chief 
Operating Officer of the U.S. 
Committee on Refugees and 
Immigrants, a non-governmental, 
not-for-profit international 
organization dedicated to 
addressing the needs and rights of 
persons in forced or voluntary 
migration worldwide.

Mr. Negash was honored by the 
U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security’s U.S. Citizenship and 
Immigration Services, with the 
2009 Outstanding American by 
Choice Award.  In 2010, he was 
honored at the IRC’s Freedom 
Award Dinner in New York City.  

Mr. Negash has demonstrated a 
lifelong commitment to assisting 
refugees.  In his words, “When I 
see a refugee, regardless of where 
they came from, I see myself, so I 
have a very deep attachment to 
the issues that affect refugees 
because my story is their story.  
And theirs is mine.” 

Name:  Eskinder Negash
Country of Origin:  Ethiopia
Year of Arrival:  1980

VIRGINIA



Mr. Chabi Neopaney fled ethnic 
persecution in Bhutan and was 
resettled in Chicago in 2008. 
Today, Mr. Neopaney resides in 
South Dakota and works at John 
Morrell’s meatpacking.  He also 
offers his language interpretation 
skills to Lutheran Social Services 
for Bhutanese refugees.  

In the early 1990’s, the Bhutanese 
government became increasingly 
hostile towards the ethnic 
Nepalese population, forcing them 
to change their religion, language, 
and cultural dress.  They did so 
regardless of the fact that the 
Nepali had lived in Bhutan 
peacefully for generations.  When 
military personnel started to visit 
Mr. Neopaney’s home both night 
and day, he and his family decided 
to flee to the jungle to protect 
themselves from discrimination 
and torture.  They eventually 
arrived at a refugee camp in 
eastern Nepal, where Mr. 
Neopaney stayed for eighteen 
years.  
While in the camp, Mr. Neopaney 
completed school and went on to 
earn a B.A. in Business Studies.  
He worked as a teacher in Nepal 
but had to hide his identity as a 
refugee due to fear of 

discrimination.  When Mr. 
Neopaney heard that the United 
States was accepting Bhutanese 
refugees, he applied for 
resettlement and was accepted.  
Upon arrival to the U.S., he knew 
there would be challenges ahead.  
Without his education being 
recognized, it was hard to find 
work and the English language 
proved difficult.  However, Mr. 
Neopaney is proud to be able to 
live in a place that is free and safe 
and where one can achieve goals 
with hard work.  

Mr. Neopaney feels fortunate that 
most of his family is now here in 
the U.S.  His community is 
important to him and he hopes 
that the Refugee Congress will 
offer an opportunity for discussing 
improvements to job training and 
education for newly arriving adult 
refugees.

Name:!  Chabi Neopaney 
Country of Origin:  Bhutan!
Year of Arrival:   2008

SOUTH DAKOTA

Mr. Martin Ndayisenga is a 
Burundian refugee who resettled 
with his wife to New Mexico in 
2007.  He is one of the founders 
and current secretary of the 
Association of Burundian 
Americans, which assists 
immigrants and refugees of 
Burundian descent with easing 
into their new lives in the U.S.  He 
also works as a Certified Nurse’s 
Assistant for the University of 

New Mexico Hospital and is 
working towards earning his R.N.

Mr. Ndayisenga was just ten years 
old when he was separated from 
his parents and forced to flee to 
neighboring Tanzania to escape 
escalating ethnic conflict in 1995.  
During the fifteen years he spent 
in a refugee camp, he was able to 
complete his high school studies, 
despite the death of his uncle, who 
was the only family member living 
with him.  He met his wife, also a 
refugee, in the camp, and they 
married in 2005.

Today, Mr. Ndayisenga is the 
proud father of a three-year old 
boy and one-year old girl.  He is 
grateful for the opportunity he 
has had to continue his own 
studies, despite the challenges he 
faced with the English language 

barrier.  However, he is most 
proud of the fact that his children 
are cared for and have a chance to 
succeed in life.

Mr. Ndayisenga believes it is 
important for people to be aware 
of the plight of refugees and to 
stand up and help them.  It is 
possible for refugees to both 
preserve their culture and 
language, and to be a part of their 
new communities.  He is looking 
forward to participating in the 
Refugee Congress and to 
discussing ways to help refugees 
achieve the balance of 
independence and integration.

 

Name:!  Martin Ndayisenga !
Country of Origin:  Burundi 
Year of Arrival:  2007
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Ms. Hadidja Nyiransekuye was 
born in Rwanda, the oldest of 
eighteen children in a Muslim 
family.  She and her children 
currently reside in Colorado 
where she was granted asylum in 
2000.  Ms. Nyiransekuye has 

recently published a memoir 
about Rwanda entitled, “The 
Lances Were Looking Down.” She 
currently volunteers at Victims of 
Crime Advisory Council which 
assists survivors and witnesses of 
violent crimes in Denver.

Ms. Nyiransekuye witnessed the 
atrocities of the 1994 genocide in 
Rwanda.  As a Hutu married to a 
Tutsi, she felt unsafe and was 
labeled as an enemy when the 
genocide concluded.  In 1998, Ms. 
Nyiransekuye was offered a 
private scholarship to come to the 
United States because of her 
background with education and 
her extensive language skills 
which included Swahili, French, 
English and Rwandan.  Fearful of 
what would happen after that 

time, she applied for asylum in 
the U.S. 

Though her husband passed away 
in 2000, Ms. Nyiransekuye was 
able to pursue a Ph.D. in Refugee 
Women Studies and today, she is 
dedicated to speaking out and 
educating people on Rwanda and 
to discussing her memoir.  

Coming to the U.S. was an 
adjustment for Ms. Nyiransekuye.  
However, she is grateful that her 
children have a safe place to grow 
up.  By bridging the gap between 
culture and understanding, Ms. 
Nyiransekuye is sure that we can 
continue to move forward and 
provide better resettlement 
services in the U.S.

Name:!  Hadidja Nyiransekuye  ! !
Country of Origin:  Rwanda !
Year of Arrival:  2000 

COLORADO

Originally from the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Mr. Fidel 
Nshombo was resettled to the 
United States in 2006 and 
currently resides in Boise, Idaho.  
Mr. Nshombo has authored two 
books of poetry and is frequently 
asked to speak publicly about his 
experiences and work. 

As a twelve year old child, Mr. 
Nshombo began his attempt to 
escape the violence of his home 
country.  Although he experienced 
much trauma throughout his 
childhood, Mr. Nshombo was able 
to overcome his past and look 
forward to the future by writing.  

Mr. Nshombo has shared his 
poetry and stories in schools and 
universities throughout Idaho and 
Oregon and has published one 
book of poetry entitled “Route to 
Peace.” He recently completed his 
second book.   Mr. Nshombo has 
had numerous speaking engage-
ments including a speech he gave 
on Martin Luther King, Jr. Day at 
the state capitol.  The state of 
Idaho recognized Mr. Nshombo 
with the “Refugee Success in 
Integration” award.  In addition, 

Mr. Nshombo runs a refugee 
soccer team in Boise. 

Of all his accomplishments, Mr. 
Nshombo is most proud of having 
located his family, who are 
refugees in Uganda, and of his 
ability to now support them.  He 
has been able to ensure that his 
siblings attend school and that his 
parents are well taken care of.  He 
has also had the opportunity to 
visit Uganda and be reunited with 
his family.  

Mr. Nshombo hopes to continue to 
be inspired by hearing the stories 
of fellow delegates during the 
Refugee Congress.  He also wants 
to learn about refugee awareness 
and accommodations in the 
different states.  

Name:  Fidel Nshombo
Country of Origin:  Democratic Republic of the Congo
Year of Arrival:  2006

IDAHO



In April 1975, Mr. Sokhom Tauch 
fled the Khmer Rouge forces in 
Phnom Penh, Cambodia.  He was 
resettled to Portland, Oregon later 
that year.  For the last thirty-five 
years, he has worked at the 
Immigrant and Refugee 
Community Organization.  In his 
spare time, he helps communities 
to build refugee associations and 

serves as a resource for teachers 
working with refugee families.  He 
also conducts fundraisers to build 
schools in rural Cambodia.  

At the time of the Khmer Rouge 
invasion, Mr. Tauch was a member 
of the Cambodian Navy.  Upon 
seeing that the Khmer Rouge 
forces were approaching Phnom 
Penh, Mr. Tauch’s commander 
instructed everyone on the naval 
base to do whatever they could to 
save themselves.  Three ships 
departed with a total of seven 
hundred people on board just 
before the naval base was 
overtaken and bombed.  After 
being denied entry in Malaysia, 
the ships were permitted to dock 
on a United States Naval base in 
the Philippines.  Mr. Tauch was 

subsequently resettled to the U.S.   
As the first Cambodian in Oregon, 
Mr. Tauch faced many challenges 
adjusting to his new life.  At the 
time, there were no refugee 
resettlement agencies in his area 
and he did not speak any English.  
However, Mr. Tauch rose above 
the difficulties and now uses his 
experience to make a difference in 
the lives of newly resettled 
refugees in his community. 
By participating in the Refugee 
Congress, Mr. Tauch hopes to 
voice his opinion on how to 
maximize the potential of the U.S. 
refugee resettlement program.  He 
is a strong believer in refugee 
resettlement as a benefit to 
American communities and wants 
to ensure that the program 
continues for future generations.

Name: Sokhom Tauch
Country of Origin: Cambodia
Year of Arrival: 1975

OREGON

Mr. Khin Maung Nyunt is a 
refugee from Myanmar who was 
granted asylum in Guam over a 
decade ago.  He currently lives in 
Honolulu, Hawaii. Mr. Nyunt is an 
accomplished attorney who 
worked for the Supreme Court in 
Myanmar. 

Before fleeing persecution in his 
country, Mr. Nyunt was an 

attorney-at-law and served as a 
Supreme Court Advocate.  He 
represented villagers who accused 
the military regime of mistreating 
them.  In one trial, Mr. Nyunt won 
the verdict, forcing nine military 
officials to retire early. Sub-
sequently, Mr. Nyunt was beaten, 
arrested, put on trial by military 
officials, and sentenced to seven 
years in a military prison.  After 
being released from prison, Mr. 
Nyunt started secretly applying 
for a passport and saving money 
to flee to Guam, where he was 
eventually granted asylum.  One 
year later, in 2000, Mr. Nyunt 
moved to Honolulu for 
employment opportunities.  

Mr. Nyunt has a wealth of 
professional experience.  He 
studied law at Rangoon Arts and 
Science University for five years 
and completed an extensive 

apprenticeship program.  He was 
quickly promoted from grade 
lawyer to Supreme Court 
Advocate while practicing in 
Myanmar.  

After arriving in the U.S., Mr. 
Nyunt worked in the restaurant 
business as a sushi chef, and then 
as a control reporter at an 
industry leader in large tonnage 
injection-molding. He is now the 
supervising manager at 7-Eleven 
in Honolulu.  Mr. Nyunt continues 
to be an active volunteer within 
the Myanmarese community.  On 
his days off, he volunteers at the 
Pacific Gateway Center by 
performing traditional 
Myanmarese song and dance, and 
helps coordinate festivals and 
events for the community.

Name:!   Khin Maung Nyunt
Country of Origin:  Myanmar (Burma)
Year of Arrival:  2000

HAWAII



Mr. Hiram Ruiz and his family 
arrived in the United States over 
fifty years ago as refugees from 
Cuba.  After a career in refugee 
work that has taken him to nearly 
every region of the world, Mr. Ruiz 
now oversees refugee programs 
for the state of Florida, helping 
tens of thousands of refugees 
annually to begin their new lives 
in the U.S.

Mr. Ruiz was two years old in 
1952 when the last elected gov-
ernment of Cuba was overthrown.  
His family went into exile in the 
U.S., and he spent his early years 
between Havana and Miami.  
When Fidel Castro came to power 
in January 1959, Mr. Ruiz’s 
family returned to Cuba.  A year 
later, as the Castro regime moved 

Cuba towards 
Communism, Mr. Ruiz 
and his mother again 
left for Miami.  His 
father remained behind 
but was soon forced 
into hiding and in 1961 
fled to the U.S.

Mr. Ruiz went to school 
in Miami and later 
attended Florida State 
University, receiving 
both a B.A. and M.A. in 
Social Work.  He then 

moved to London, England, where 
he spent eight years as a social 
worker in predominantly 
immigrant neighborhoods.  He 
began working with refugees at a 
center for Vietnamese refugees in 
Scotland in 1982.  He later worked 
for three years with the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, first 
with Ethiopian refugees in 
Somalia and later with Chadian 
refugees in Darfur, Sudan.  

Mr. Ruiz subsequently spent 
seventeen years as a senior policy 
analyst with the U.S. Committee 
for Refugees, a Washington, D.C.-
based advocacy group.  He 
traveled to more than forty 
countries to assess the protection 
and assistance needs of refugees 
and displaced persons, and to 

advocate for adequate U.S. and 
international responses.  He 
authored more than twenty 
publications on refugees and 
contributed to numerous books 
and journals, including UNHCR’s 
“State of the World’s Refugees.”  In 
2004, he returned to Miami as the 
political director of a local union.  
Mr. Ruiz was appointed Director of 
Refugee Services for the state of 
Florida in 2008, where he 
oversees the largest refugee 
program in the country, receiving 
27,000 new refugees every year, 
mostly from Cuba.

Mr. Ruiz considers the most 
rewarding aspects of his long 
career with refugees to be the 
chance to bring visibility and give 
voice to the fears and hopes of 
refugees in sometimes forgotten 
corners of the world.  He is also 
grateful for the opportunity to 
meet so many individuals who 
suffered greatly and lost so much, 
yet demonstrate immense dignity 
and courage.  “It is very 
inspiring… and humbling,” he 
says. 

Name:  Hiram Ruiz
Country of Origin:  Cuba
Year of Arrival: 1960

FLORIDA



Ms. Charlene Schiff (Shulamit), is 
one of two known survivors 
among the 5,000 Jews who were 
living in her hometown of 
Horochow, Poland during World 
War II.  Ms. Schiff currently 
resides in Alexandria, Virginia 
and is mother to a wonderful son.  
She has devoted almost thirty 
years to telling of her experience 
as a young Jewish girl living in 
Nazi-invaded Europe.  Today, Ms. 
Schiff is affiliated with the United 
States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum.

Poland was invaded by German 
troops in 1939, and in the summer 
of 1941, they arrived in her town; 
she can still recall the buzz of 
bombs and airplanes overhead.

  The German soldiers went out in 
search of 300 Jewish leaders, 
whose names were on a ‘wanted’ 
list. Her beloved father’s name 
was among them.  When the 
German soldiers burst through 
their doors in search of Ms. 
Schiff’s father, he attempted to 
flee but was quickly caught and 
subdued. As Ms. Schiff recalls, 
“He never even said goodbye.  I'll 
never forget that look in his 
eyes.” 

In 1942, following rumors that 
the ghetto in Horochow was about 
to be destroyed, Ms. Schiff and 

her mother fled.  Of this 
experience she recollects, “We had 
just hidden in the underbrush at 
the river's edge when we heard 
shots.  We hid, submerged in the 
water, all night as machine guns 
blazed in the ghetto.  By morning 
others were hiding in the brush 
and I heard a Ukrainian guard 
scream, ‘I see you there Jews; 
come out!’” After four or five days 
in the water, Ms. Schiff awoke to 
find her mother vanished.  She 
never saw her again and would 
never find out what had happened 
to her that night as she slept.  As 
the only survivor of her family, 
she spent the rest of the war living 
in the forests near Horochow, 
subsisting on a diet of rainwater, 
dew, wild fruits, and insects.

When the war ended, Ms. Schiff 
spent three years in a displaced 
persons camp.  She wanted 
however, to be reunified with her 
grandmother and five aunts who 
had escaped to the United States.  
In 1948, Ms. Schiff arrived in 
Columbus, Ohio, to live with her 
aunt.  After she finished high 
school, she was accepted at Ohio 
State University, where she met 
her husband, Erwin (Ed) Schiff.

With the opening of the United 
States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum in the late 1980s, Ms. 
Schiff became a much-sought after 
speaker.  Shortly after, Mayor Jim 
Moran of Alexandria, inspired by 
Ms. Schiff, instituted the country’s 
first civic commemoration of the 
Days of Remembrance of the 
Sho’ah (Holocaust).  The 
Alexandria tradition has 
continued uninterrupted for 
twenty years. 

Through her stories, Ms. Schiff 
has educated generations of 
people about the atrocities 
committed during the Holocaust, 
helping them to strengthen their 
resolve to do all they can to not 
allow these human tragedies to 
ever occur again.

Name:  Charlene Schiff
Country of Origin:  Poland
Year of Arrival:  1948

VIRGINIA



At the age of nine, Ms. An Phong 
Vo fled Viet Nam with her family 
and was resettled in Port Arthur, 
Texas in 1992.  She currently 
works for a community-based 
organization called Boat People 
S.O.S. and will travel next month 
to Thailand to take part in 

advocacy efforts to assist refugees 
and victims of trafficking.  In 
addition to her full-time job, Ms. 
Vo works as a translator and 
teaches Bible and Vietnamese 
classes to second-generation 
children. 

Despite Viet Nam being the only 
home she had ever known, Ms. Vo 
and her family were considered 
temporary residents there.  Due to 
this fact, her parents could not 
purchase a home or own a 
business, and once Ms. Vo finished 
high school, she could not attend 
college.  Her family escaped 
Vietnam by boat and was rescued 
at sea after three days. For the 
next three and a half years, they 
lived in Pulau Bidong refugee 
camp in Malaysia.  While living in 
the camp, Ms. Vo’s family was 

interviewed by UNHCR and 
subsequently recommended for 
resettlement to the United States. 

Ms. Vo believes her past 
experiences as a refugee have 
made her strong and resilient. 
These experiences have 
encouraged her to appreciate and 
embrace opportunities that come 
her way.  By participating in the 
Refugee Congress, Ms. Vo hopes to 
share her story, hear other 
refugees’ stories, and see how the 
Refugee Congress participants can 
help improve the process for 
assisting refugees.

Name: An Phong Vo
Country of Origin: Viet Nam 
Year of Arrival: 1992

TEXAS

Ms. Kang Connie Thao fled Laos in 
1975 and was resettled to Tyler, 
Indiana, in 1976.  She currently 
resides in Kansas City, working as 
an advocate for immigrant and 
refugee students.  She is also 
involved in her church community 
and volunteers for an organization 

that cares for Hmong children 
around the world.

The presence of Communist power 
in Laos brought a constant scene 
of gunshots and fighting.  In 1975, 
Ms. Thao and her family fled their 
home, embarking on a difficult 
journey to Thailand in the hopes 
of evading the dangers brought by 
Communist occupation.   She was 
just twelve years old when her 
family arrived at a refugee camp, 
in search of safety.  Like the 
journey to Thailand, life in the 
refugee camp presented many 
serious difficulties.  For example, 
Ms. Thao’s family was required to 
rely heavily on outside assistance 
to receive basic necessities. After 
years of struggle, her family was 
chosen for resettlement to the 

United States.  Living in the U.S. 
was at first an isolating 
experience.  Even such things as 
fireworks on the Fourth of July 
brought back memories of 
gunshots and fighting. 

Today, Ms. Thao is happy that she 
can now provide for her husband 
and three children and is grateful 
that they never have to live in fear 
again.  When someone identifies 
themselves as a refugee or 
immigrant, Ms. Thao feels 
connected to them.  During the 
Refugee Congress, she hopes to 
meet delegates from other states 
and help improve access to quality 
services for refugees.  

Name:  Kang Connie Thao 
Country of Origin:  Laos
Year of Arrival:  1976

KANSAS



After escaping the violence of the 
Vietnam War, Ms. Mai Zong Vue 
and her family were resettled to 
the United States in 1980.  Ms. 
Vue currently works for the 
Refugee Assistance Program of 
the Department of Children and 
Families in Madison, Wisconsin, 
and was featured as one of Avenue 

Magazine’s “500 Most Influential 
Asian-Americans” in 1998.

Ms. Vue, along with her mother 
and seven siblings, spent nearly 
six years in a refugee camp in 
Thailand before being accepted for 
resettlement to the U.S.  Although 
moving to the U.S. did present Ms. 
Vue with opportunities that she 
did not have while living in the 
refugee camp, being a new arrival 
to the country brought difficulties.  
She began high school with no 
knowledge of the English language 
and was one of the only Hmong 
girls in her school.  

Following high school, Ms. Vue 
attended Lakeland College, 
earning a degree in Business 
Administration and speaking out 
as an advocate for Hmong women.  

Ms. Vue later earned an M.A. in 
Social Work.  She has witnessed 
firsthand the difference an 
education can make and has 
become a staunch advocate for 
women’s education among her 
community.  She continues to 
assist low-income refugees with 
resume-writing, job applications 
and mock job interviews.

Being in the U.S. has given Ms. 
Vue the capacity to grow.  Her 
past experiences have influenced 
her passion for developing 
programs that respond to 
women’s needs.  Ms. Vue hopes 
that the Refugee Congress will be 
the beginning of a journey towards 
improving the structure of refugee 
programs both nationwide and 
globally.  

Name:!   Mai Zong Vue!!
Country of Origin:  Laos
Year of Arrival:  1980!
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Ms. Alek Wek was born in Wau, 
south Sudan in 1977 and raised as 
a part of the Dinka tribe.  At age 
fourteen, she was forced to flee to 
London to escape Sudan’s 
increasingly active civil war.  
London proved to be a welcomed 
reprieve from the war raging at 
home. Soon after her arrival, Ms. 
Wek was discovered at a London 
street fair and she quickly rose to 
the top of the modeling industry.  
She has since been named “Model 
of the Decade” by i-D Magazine, 
one of People Magazine’s “50 Most 
Beautiful People,” one of the “50 
Most Influential Faces in Fashion” 
and one of the “50 Most Beautiful 
New Yorkers” by New York 
Magazine.

Ms. Wek has been 
featured in numerous ad 
campaigns including 
Clinique Happy, Ralph 
Lauren, Jean Paul 
Gautier, Banana Republic, 
Joop, Nars, Issey Miyake, 
Moschino, the Gap, Ann 
Taylor, Michael Kors and 
MAC Cosmetics.  She has 
also appeared in Coach’s 
“Most Influential People” 
campaign.  She has 
walked the runway for 
top fashion houses such 
as Calvin Klein, Michael 
Kors, Christian Dior, 
Gucci, Fendi, Jean Paul 
Gaultier, Vivienne 
Westwood, Chanel, John 
Galliano, Alexander 

McQueen, Ralph Lauren, 
Donna Karan, and Helmut Lang 
and appeared on the covers of 
prominent international 
magazines including i-D, Elle, 
Essence, L’Officiel, London Style, 
Deutsch, and New York 
Magazine’s Fashions of the Times, 
as well as the Sunday New York 
Times style issue. 

Although she has found enormous 
success on the catwalks of Europe, 
Ms. Wek’s influence extends far 
beyond the fashion world and 
societal concepts of beauty.  As 
she says, “The most amazing thing 
that the fashion industry has 
really given me is not getting 
known, it’s not being able to pay 

my bills and really be an 
independent young woman, but it 
really gave me a voice. That’s 
what we need, to all come 
together.  We all know the 
strength of our voices collectively 
can make such a huge difference.”  

Today, Ms. Wek uses to her voice 
to help children at home and 
abroad by volunteering her time 
to speak to schoolchildren about 
the famine in South Sudan, and to 
educate them on the importance 
of nourishment.  She has also 
participated as a panel member at 
the International Black Caucus 
Foreign Affairs, launched the 
Bracelet of Life campaign in 
conjunction with Médicins Sans 
Frontières, worked in 
collaboration with Bono’s (RED) 
charity and Diptyque candles to 
help fight AIDS in Africa, and 
served on the advisory board for 
the U.S. Committee for Refugees.  

In Ms. Wek’s memoir ALEK: From 
Sudanese Refugee to International 
Supermodel, she walks readers 
through her life as a girl seeking 
refuge from her native Wau, to the 
streets of London, where she 
unexpectedly found herself in the 
glamorous and elite world of 
fashion.  Ms. Wek is more than a 
model and celebrity lending her 
name to a cause; she uses fashion 
as a vehicle to educate others and 
to truly give back.

Name:  Alek Wek
Country of Origin:  Sudan
Year of Arrival:  1991 (United Kingdom)
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Ms. Liliane Willens was born in 
Shanghai, China to Russian-
Jewish parents who had fled the 
Bolshevik Revolution.  At that 
time, much of Shanghai was under 
the territorial control of the 
British, American and French 
governments, due to its 
importance as a major trade port.  
Ms. Willens was born in the 
French territory and attended a 
French lycée.  She and her family, 
all stateless after her parents 
were denationalized by the Soviet 
Union, experienced World War II 
in China under the Japanese 
military occupation, followed by 
the civil war between the 
Nationalist government and the 
Communists.  Ms. Willens lived for 
two years under the newly 

established People’s 
Republic of China before 
finally leaving in 1951 
and spending a year in 
Japan while awaiting a 
visa for the United 
States. 

In the beginning, being 
stateless made life in 
Shanghai difficult for 
Ms. Willens and her 
family.  As Ms. Willens 
explained in an 
interview, “My father 
understood very fast 

that old Russian aristocrats fell 
down the social scale in Shanghai, 
so he did everything he could do to 
distance himself from them.  He 
spoke excellent French that he 
learned while working for a 
French company in Vladivostok, 
thus he pretended that he was not 
Russian…but Romanian.  Romania 
felt somehow closer to France and 
he got away with it for years.  I 
only discovered years later that I 
was in fact Russian.”  Though her 
father experienced some success 
in hiding his true identity, being 
stateless and living through war 
in China took its toll.

After Ms. Willens immigrated to 
the U.S. in 1952, she adapted 
quickly to her new life.  She 

completed her undergraduate 
studies at Boston University, 
where she also received a Ph.D. in 
French Language and Literature.  
She taught these subjects at 
Boston College and at 
Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, publishing a book on 
Voltaire and articles on 18th 
century French literature and 
history.   Later moving to 
Washington, D.C., she worked for 
the U.S. Agency for International 
Development and the Peace Corps.  
Since her retirement, Ms. Willens 
gives lectures on history and 
culture of China and on her 
memoir, Stateless in Shanghai, 
which was published in 2010.

In explaining the main lessons of 
her unique history, Ms. Willens 
has said, “They [the Chinese 
people] lived in conditions of 
extreme poverty and suffered a 
miserable life under various 
dictatorial and corrupt regimes.  
In a political sense, people should 
know that with war comes horror 
- bombardments, deaths, and the 
general indifference of the world 
towards not only the Chinese but 
also the stateless refugees who 
fled Nazi Europe.”

Name:  Liliane Willens
Country of Origin:  Stateless
Year of Arrival: 1952
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Mr. Harry Wu was brought up as 
one of eight children by a 
Shanghai banker and attended a 
Jesuit school before enrolling in 
Beijing College of Geology in the 
late 1950s.  During the 
Communist purge, his university 
was given a quota of 
counterrevolutionary elements, 
and Mr. Wu was consigned to 
nineteen years in the Chinese 
gulag, known as the laogai. There, 
he survived physical and 
psychological torture, at times 
surviving only on ground-up corn 
husks.  Mr. Wu is currently the 
Executive Director of the Laogai 
Research Foundation (LRF), a 
non-profit organization committed 
to promoting human rights in 
China.  In 2008, LRF also 

established the Laogai Museum 
in Washington, DC, the first 
museum in the United States 
dedicated to this same purpose. 

Of his experience living nineteen 
years in labor prison camps, Mr. 
Wu recalls, “The first year of my 
first time in prison, I cried 
almost every day.  I missed my 
family, especially my mother, 
who had committed suicide 
because I was arrested.”

After his release from the laogai 
in 1979, Mr. Wu accepted a 
position as an unpaid visiting 
scholar at the University of 
California, Berkeley.  He arrived 
in the U.S. in 1985 with forty 
dollars in his pocket, and after 
several nights sleeping on a park 

bench, he began working nights in 
a doughnut shop.  Not wanting to 
return to China, Mr. Wu applied 
for and was granted asylum in the 
U.S. in 1988.  However, the 
memories of his past and his 
desire to document the slavery 
and human rights abuses would 
not permit him to stay away from 
China forever.

While visiting China, twice in 1991 
and once in 1994, Mr. Wu 
documented conditions in labor 
camp prisons for 60 Minutes, and 
other news programs, and was 
placed on the most wanted list for 
his reporting.  In 1995, on his fifth 
trip, he was caught and arrested 
in Xinjiang along China’s western 
border. While Mr. Wu spent 66 

days in detention, awaiting news 
of his fate, a worldwide campaign 
for his release was launched. 
China finally released him, but not 
before finding him guilty of 
“stealing state secrets” and 
sentencing him to exile and 15 
years in prison should he return.
	
Mr. Wu has received numerous 
awards for his activities, including 
the Hungarian Freedom Fighters 
Award in 1991, the Martin Ennals 
Human Rights Award in 1994, the 
Human Rights Advocate Award of 
the Harvard Foundation of 
Harvard University, and the 1996 
Geuzen Medal of Honor from the 
Dutch Foundation for the Geuzen 
Resistance Movement.  He is also 
the recipient of the Hero of 
Freedom Medal of the President of 
the Republic of Hungary in 2007 
and has been nominated for the 
Nobel Peace Prize.  He is the 
author of several books including 
Laogai – The Chinese Gulag, a 
theoretical analysis of the Laogai 
system in Communist China, the 
international bestseller Bitter 
Winds, a powerful account of his 
imprisonment and survival, and 
Troublemaker.  

Name:  Harry Wu
Country of Origin:  China
Year of Arrival:  1988
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PROCLAMATION OF THE REFUGEE CONGRESS

WHEREAS, we are refugees who came to the United States of America from 1947 to 2011, and have 
gathered today in this Refugee Congress to be the voice of the more than three million refugees who 
have found protection in this country in the last 60 years; 
 
WHEREAS, we and our fellow refugees are deeply grateful for having received refuge and sanctuary in 
the United States and for the spirit of  generosity in which we were received by the American people;
 
WHEREAS, we recognize there are still more than 43 million people forcibly displaced worldwide, of 
whom 15 million are refugees in need of  protection, assistance and a durable solution; 
 
WHEREAS, we recognize that each year less than one percent of the world’s refugees are resettled 
globally;

WHEREAS, we recognize that the majority of refugees are women, children and elderly, and they 
continue to need protection, assistance and hope for a life beyond a refugee camp;
 
WHEREAS, this year marks the 60th Anniversary of the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees and the 50th Anniversary of the 1961 Convention on the Reduction of Statelessness and the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has called on nations to renew their 
commitments to these historic documents;
 
WHEREAS, we support the pledges proposed by UNHCR to the government of the United States to 
use its moral authority to address issues of resettlement, protection, assistance and durable solutions for 
refugees, asylum seekers and stateless persons;

WHEREAS, the voices of all refugees should be heard, and the real faces and stories behind every 
statistic about forcibly displaced people must not be forgotten;

NOW, THEREFORE, we, the Refugee Congress, call upon all nations, including the United States, and 
UNHCR, to make every effort to find solutions for these displaced communities, to promote conditions 
for safe voluntary return and reintegration, to encourage local integration where feasible and to support 
resettlement. 

We recommend that each refugee receive relevant and comprehensive orientation, starting from 
selection for resettlement throughout the early stages of integration, in order to empower refugees and 
their families to achieve financial self-sufficiency and personal fulfillment.



We further recommend the promotion of refugees’ increased awareness of, and access to, resources 
and opportunities through ongoing orientation and individualized guidance, strengthening 
collaboration among refugees to advocate for their communities, and greater community 
understanding of refugees and their potential, so that refugees achieve successful integration that 
enables them to be contributors to their new country. 

We encourage UNHCR and governments to recognize that refugees and asylees represent an 
untapped resource when responding to refugee situations around the world, and we call upon them to 
incorporate refugees and asylees as actors and decision-makers in providing protection and delivering 
humanitarian support, such as: 
 

• Encouraging the election of  refugees by their peers to participate in the distribution of  aid;
• Bringing refugee educators from the diasporas as volunteer teachers of  other

refugees; 
• Including refugees in the evaluation of the effectiveness of all aspects of refugee protection 

through surveys and interviews, and as researchers and monitors; 
• Educating and training refugees to be ambassadors who communicate about, and promote 

greater public awareness of, refugee situations.

We recommend that an independent domestic advisory and advocacy council be established to 
represent the unique refugee perspectives and experiences.

We request that UNHCR finalize the proceedings from this Refugee Congress, and share the findings 
and recommendations at the UNHCR Ministerial meeting, with the Administration and the Congress 
of  the United States and other refugee program stakeholders.
 
We call upon UNHCR to include the refugee voice as an integral and essential element in all 
discussions affecting refugees, and in carrying out its mandate to protect and seek solutions for 
refugees. 
 
We pledge that we shall continue to do our utmost to remember, to represent, and to help our fellow 
refugees, stateless persons and other forcibly displaced individuals around the world.
 

APPROVED by acclamation by the Refugee Congress Delegates
on this day, Wednesday, August 3, 20ll, in Washington, D.C.
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Six Voices for Six Decades

Watch UNHCR’s video that presents an intimate portrait of six compelling 
refugee stories spanning six decades. Their stories exemplify the courageous 
experience of leaving home and starting a new life in America. 

The video is available at: www.unrefugees.org/refugeecongress

http://www.unrefugees.org/refugeecongress
http://www.unrefugees.org/refugeecongress


Refugee Voices, Refugee Stories
August 3-4, 2011, Washington, DC


