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Note From the Director
Big Changes at VRA

What’s In a Name?

Even since the formation of VRA, back in
1987, the name “Vermont Refugee
Assistance” didn’t quite fit the day to day
specifics of the work of the organization.
This has to do, in part, with the use of the
word “refugee” as it is used in US
immigration terminology. As a result, VRA
is changing our name to Vermont
Immigration and Asylum Advocates.

Refugee or Asylum Seeker?

In the United States, there is a difference
between someone who has been granted
“refugee status” and someone who has
been granted “asylum” (technically, it is
NOT known as “political asylum”).

For someone who meets the international
definition of “refugee,” there are generally
two ways that they can enter the U.S. to
find protection. One way is through the
formal refugee resettlement program.

Refugee Status

Refugees, according to the United States
Department of State, are persons of
special humanitarian concern who can

establish persecution or a well-founded
fear of persecution on account of race,
religion, nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or political opinion.

Each year, the President of the United
States, after consulting with Congress and
appropriate agencies, determines the
designated nationalities and processing
priorities for refugee processing for the
upcoming year. The President also sets
annual ceilings on the total number of
refugees who may enter the US from
each region of the world. In 2008, for
example, the cap for the refugee program
was 70,000. The actual number of
refugees that entered the U.S. in 2008
was 48,281.

The US sends asylum officers out
around the world and reviews the cases
of individuals and families who have
been forced to leave their home
countries and have been designated as
“refugees” by the United Nations High
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR).
The officers review the individual cases
and then make a determination as to
whether the person meets the standards

CHANGES,
continued on page 5

VRA Moves to the City

For the past several years,
especially as VRA has
focused more on the cases
of non-detained asylum
seekers living in Vermont,
the bulk of our clients have
lived in Chittenden County.
However, since the early
1990s, VRA’s office has
been located in Montpelier.
As a result, last year, VRA
Staff and Board made a
strategic decision to move

our offices to Burlington.

In October of 2008, VRA
was fortunate enough to find
office space in the Old North
End of Burlington and we
moved our office to the
McClure Mulitgenerational
Center. It is a warm
environment that houses the
Champlain Senior Center,
Burlington Children’s Space
and Outright Vermont.

The move to Burlington has
made our staff and services
much more accessible to
clients and other service
providers. Being located in
Burlington has also made it
possible to host an
Americorps*VISTA, as well

as interns from local
schools.
If you are in Burlington,

come by and visit!
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In October 2007, just before the
beginning of the primaries, | was
talking with a coworker, Logan,
who was a big Hillary supporter.
He was telling me that Hillary had
more experience than Obama and
| agreed with him on that, but | told
him that this country needs more
than an experienced leader. This
country needs a political earth-
quake. Somebody who’s going to

Becoming American
By Mohamed Cherfi

shake things up. Obama was just
that. An African-American, with a
“funny name,” a Moslem middle
name, who was raised by a single
mother on food stamps and who
started his political career as a
community organizer, is not a
typical candidate for the presi-
dency in the U.S.

But this man, through the prima-
ries, to election day, to

his first days in office,
embodied the potential
of this country to
generate a wave of
change, with impact all
over the planet.
Throughout  history,
you can see many
examples  of that
influence, from the
union movement to the
+| feminist movement.
4| The main lesson |
w| have learned watching

this man realizing the miracle, is
to never give up hope and to
always have the audacity to hope
for the better.

My name is Mohamed and | am a
refugee from a Moslem, North
African country: Algeria. While liv-
ing in the US during the Bush
years | felt like | was living in a
hostile country. Two examples to
illustrate that:

First, | was interviewed by an
American officer at the border and
he asked me about my address.
When | told him that I live on Pearl
Street, his answer was, “How
come you live at the same address
as a federal building (the social
security building on Pearl Street)?”
He was suggesting that | was living
there because | was planning to
blow up the building.

BECOMING AMERICAN

Continued on page 3

Mohamed’s Story

By Patrick Giantonio and Mohamed Cherfi

Mohamed fled the chaotic, dramatic and dangerous
situation in Algeria in 1996. In the war and instability
in Algeria, 150,000 people have been killed and
more than 7000 have gone missing.

Mohamed landed in the U.S. in 1998 and continued
on to Canada to seek asylum there. While his case
was pending, Mohamed became an outspoken
activist and spokesperson for the Action Committee
of Non-Status Algerians. The Committee represents
Algerians residing in Canada without legal status
who face the threat of deportation back to Algeria.

Since his arrival in Canada, Mohamed'’s situation
had become even more critical as his vocal opposi-
tion to the Algerian government placed him in even
more danger if returned there.

Mohamed was denied asylum by the Canadian
government in December 1999. As he continued to
fight deportation in Canada, Mohamed also
continued his work with Algerians without status. He
worked tirelessly during this period and became both
caseworker and vocal spokesperson for that
movement.

In January 2004, Mohamed realized that he was
facing the likelihood of being arrested by the
Canadian government. The reason for his arrest
was questionable. Mohamed was offered sanctuary
by St-Pierre  United Church in  Quebec
City. Mohamed remained in sanctuary in the church
for 1 month. One day, March 5, 2004, the Canadian
authorities violated the time honored tradition of
sanctuary. They broke into the church and arrested
Mohamed, deporting him immediately to the Cham-
plain, N.Y. port of entry. Mohamed was arrested
for simply failing to file a change of address form.

As Mohamed was being taken to the border, VRA
received a call from colleagues in Montreal informing
us of Mohamed’s arrest. We immediately began
talks with the port director at Champlain. It was our
sense that due to the high profile nature of
Mohamed’s case in Canada with his being from one
of the “nationalities of interest” (such as the Special
Registration list of countries), there was little chance
to stop the detention of Mohamed.

MOHAMED
continued on page 3
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Save the Date!!
_ ‘ _ Help Support VRA/VIAA!
“Working with Survivors of Torture”
September 24th and 25th Your contribution will help us to continue our vital work.
VRA/VIAA insures the protection of hundreds of extremely
A two-day training for service providers vulnerable people each year — all with a very small budget.

who work with survivors of torture
Donate online at www.vermontrefugeeassistance.org or

We are very excited to announce send a check to: Vermont Refugee Assistance,
that on September 24th and 25th, there will 241 North Winooski Ave.
be a two-day training in Burlington Burlington, VT 05401
for service providers who work with survivors of
torture.
BECOMING AMERICAN
The training will be sponsored by the Florida Continued from page 2
Center for Survivors of Torture and the National
Partnership for Community Training in partner- The second incident happened while | was traveling by train from
ship with VRA/VIAA, Connecting Cultures, Albany to Port-Kent. When | arrived to my destination, | was
and The New England Survivors of Torture and | stopped by two police officers who wanted to ask me some
Trauma Program (NESTT) - a new Vermont questions. | learned later on, that the two men were called by an
collaborative working to address the Amtrak agent who, based on my name, suspected me of a
needs of torture survivors in Vermont. possible terrorist activity. The two police officers also told me that
their office was in Albany and that they traveled all the way from
The training will address the psychologi- Albany to ask me some stupid questions. All this was financed
cal, medical, legal, spiritual and social needs of by the taxpayer’s money.

survivors of torture.
On the evening of the November fourth, when Obama was declared

For more information please contact the 44" president of the United States, | felt home, | felt | was a part
Patrick Giantonio at 802-864-3200 of this country, | felt | am an American. The next day | took a stamp
or vtrefuge@together.net. representing an American flag and | stuck it inside my car.....
MOHAMED

Continued from page 2
finished yet). On September 6™, the homeland

In Mohamed’s own words: security concluded that | am not a threat for the US.

] ) ) o Since my release, | was still waiting for my refugee
| finally arrived at the US border in the beginning of papers without any rights to work or to receive sup-
March 2004. When | arrived at the border, | was port from government.

arrested by the immigration agents. | told them that |

had a fear to return to my country. They answered Fortunately, | got big help from VRA. They helped
me by saying that | was going to meet the judge and me to go through this tough period of my life. They
he would listen to my arguments and decide if | need helped me with the staff's own resources providing
protection or not. me housing, food and some free material. Also, they

) helped me through the procedures to get my papers.
But the problem was that | had to follow the entire

process while in detention. The process usually During my detention | met a lot of refugees. Honest
takes a few months, so it meant that | was going to hard-working people who fear persecution if they
be detained for few months because | was a "flight  return home. Their kids and wives wait for them
risk.” outside. They suffered greatly.

| went to Buffalo Federal Detention Facility and | VRA is working on a daily basis trying to help these
stayed there for 16 months. On May 26, 2005, | won people get out of jail. During their detention, VRA is
my case in the Board of Immigration Appeal (B.I.A). | working to help their kids and wives to get shelter
was happy and | was thinking that it's finaIIy_ over for and food. But more than this, VRA is doing a great
me. Not yet, though, because | had to wait for the  jop providing critical legal services and fighting to get
security check which took several more  efygee’s rights back. VRA is fighting to change
months. Finally, | got released on July 19, 2005 with the policies and to make all these situations never
a $2500 bond (because my security check was not happened again.
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Detention

By Michéle Jenness

Detention of immigrants and asylum seekers started at
the beginning of the 19th century as a response to
public health concerns. Ellis Island was one major port
of entry and inspection where people were detained,
but after Ellis Island closed in 1950, immigrants entered
New York without facing detention until 1980. In 1980,
the Mariel boatlift, when Castro allowed any Cuban to
depart from the port of Mariel, led to the arrival of some
125,000 Cubans in the U.S. It was at this time that
detention began again as a public policy linked to
national security and as a method of deterrence.

In 1996, the passage of the lllegal Immigration Reform
and Immigrant Responsibility Act, led to a drastic
increase in immigration enforcement and detention.
The law subsequently generated the fastest growing
segment of the incarcerated population and led to
record levels of deportation. Currently, the Department
of Homeland Security (DHS) holds over 31,000 people

in immigration detention on any given day. DHS houses
the majority of its detainees in over 300 contract
facilities, county and local jails, such as the Franklin
County Jail in St. Albans.

One especially vulnerable group, asylum seekers who
have fled to the U.S. without proper documents, are
routinely detained for months and sometimes years
during their immigration proceedings. The results
are inhumane. Many asylum seekers have escaped
torture, organized violence and persecution so the
effects of detention are retraumatizing. They are
denied adequate medical and psychological care in
detention. If people are kept in jail throughout the
immigration proceeding, it severely hinders their ability
to access legal services and effectively present a
claim. As the U.S. government does not provide any
funding or public defenders in immigration
proceedings, most of those in detention go
unrepresented.

The Realities of Immigration Detention

By Deirdre Smith

Walking into detention facilities that
hold immigration detainees, you are
automatically flooded with the fact
that you are in a jail. From the locking
doors, to the cameras, from waiting
for permission to enter a room, to
seeing each individual, from their
shoes to their shirts, wearing the
same uniform, you soon realize that
people in immigration detention are
treated the same as inmates who
have been tried, convicted and
sentenced for their crimes. But
immigration detainees have not
committed, nor been charged with a
criminal offence. Though they are
often held in the same facilities
alongside criminals, most people
detained for an immigration infraction
have never committed a criminal
offence, and have only been charged
with a civil infraction. And since
people in immigration proceedings
are not provided a public defender,
as people are in criminal trials are,
many immigration detainees go
unrepresented and might never fully
understand the legal process that
they are involved in. VRA works to
inform individuals in Immigration
Custody of their rights and the legal
process that has begun.

Each week VRA visits three jails, two
in Vermont and one in New York, to
provide legal orientations to the
immigration detainees held there. In
Vermont, we meet with men who are
held at Franklin County Jail in St.
Albans, and women who are held at
Northwest State Correction Facility in
Swanton. In New York, we meet with
men and women, who are both held
at Clinton County Jail in Plattsburg.
At each jail, we sit down with
individuals and go over their cases to
explore possibilities for relief and to
realistically talk about what will
happen. For the women in Swanton,
we explain that they will be moved to
a jail in Portland, Maine, and that
their case will be conducted via a
televideo conference with a judge in
Boston. For the people in New York,
they will be moved to Buffalo and
have their hearing with a judge there.
As for the men in St. Albans, they will
be sent to York, Pennsylvania before
being transferred to one of two
detention faciliies on the southern
border of Texas that hold 1,200-
3,000 individuals. As you can
imagine, if a couple is detained in
Vermont, and the man is sent to
Texas and the woman to Maine, it is
extremely difficult, if not impossible

for them to work together on their

case with a lawyer. This fact is
hindered even more by the reality
that the average bond an individual is
assigned by ICE is $20,000, so the
reality that two people can pay their
bonds to get out of detention is
limited. VRA works with people to
understand their cases before they
are transferred to larger and more
distant facilities where the possibility
for them to get legal assistance in
a timely manner can be an enormous
challenge.

Each person in immigration custody
has their own story of how they came
to the US, why they came, and how
they ended up in immigration
detention. Many people arrived in the
United States legally on a student,
work or visitors visa and simply
overstayed, whether they planned it
or not. Many people we see in

VRA DETENTION
Continued on page 5
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CHANGES
Continued from page 1

for refugee status and may enter
the US under the formal refugee
resettlement program. When
someone enters the US as a
“refugee,” their legal status is
completed (although “refugee
status” is not a permanent legal
status and could be revoked in
certain cases). Technically,
individuals have ‘refugee status”
and in a year can apply for
permanent residence  status
(green card).

“Asylum Seekers”

The number of refugees that are
able to access the US through the
formal resettlement program — and
find safety and security — is a
relatively small percentage of the
worldwide number of refugees
(48,281 in 2008 out of an
estimated number of 67 million
people that UNHCR states were
forced to leave their homes).

Most people who have had to flee
their country have little knowledge
of, or ability to access, the formal

to leave their country (often
clandestinely and after being
imprisoned and tortured) and often
with just the clothes on their back.
After leaving their country and in
search of safety, they find their
way to which ever country they
can, normally with the help of
friends, family or other contacts.
Some find their way into the
United States.

For these individuals, after
entering the US, and hopefully
finding a sympathetic attorney or
legal agency such as VRA/VIAA,
their legal process to claim asylum
and hopefully gain long-term
safety and security has just begun.
In the US terminology as it relates
to people seeking protection,
these individuals are known as
“asylum seekers.” To be
granted asylum, they must also
establish past persecution or a
well-founded fear of persecution
on account of their race, religion,
nationality, membership in a
particular social group, or political
opinion. If they are granted
asylum, they are then known as
“asylees.”

The process of claiming asylum is
normally a long and very difficult
journey. It can take years to
navigate the US asylum system.

Asylum Seekers are the primary
population that VRA/VIAA serves,
although we do work with
individuals who have entered the
US as a “refugee” on other legal
issues.

Another reason for the name
change is that for many years VRA
has been confused with Vermont
Refugee Resettlement Program
(VRRP) — the federally funded
agency in Colchester that works to
resettle  “refugees” who have
entered the US through the formal
US refugee resettlement program.

In choosing our new name, VRA/
VIAA staff and Board worked to
find a name that accurately
represents the current work of the
organization. The new name,
Vermont Immigration and
Asylum Advocates, does just
that. We hope that you help us
welcome and celebrate this new
exciting change for VRA/VIAA!

refugee program. They are forced

VRA DETENTION
Continued from page 4

detention want nothing more than to go back to their home county, but
now face weeks or months in detention until they are sent back to their
country (the average stay in immigration custody is 38 days, although
some people may be held for months or even years). Recently, an
individual at Burlington Airport, with a plane ticket to go home, was ar-
rested and put into immigration custody where they were held for over a
month before they were sent home. Others are in the US, on their way
to Canada to apply for refugee status there, but are stopped by officials,
whether they are state police, border patrol, or the DMV and put into
immigration proceedings in the US. Unfortunately, some of these peo-
ple could have applied for asylum in the United States, but did not know
the process, or belatedly learned that there is a one year time limit for
applying for asylum in the US from their date of entry. Still others are in
the process of applying for asylum in the US and like so many others
have suffered persecution, threats, and torture in their home countries,
so to be imprisoned in the very country in which they sought safety
and freedom is even more dehumanizing and traumatizing.

In 2008, VRA assisted 668 detained individuals from 60 countries in
Vermont and New York. Each person and their families had their own
story and future, but the reality of being imprisoned like a criminal, al-
though not charged with a crime, affected each person. And you could
sense this each time you walked into the jail to meet them.

Donate Books For Detention!

Each week, VRA visits three different
jails to meet with immigrants who are
detained by Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE).

People we meet with often ask for
books to help them pass the time.
While there are sometimes a few
books in English in the jails, we would
love to bring books in other lan-
guages to distribute.

If you, your friends or anyone else
have books in other languages that
you would like to donate to VRA,
please contact Deirdre Smith at
(802) 864-3200 or
deirdre.a.smith@gmail.com
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Vermont Refugee Assistance
241 North Winooski Ave.
Burlington, VT 05401

Phone: (802) 864-3200
Fax: (802) 846-7466
www.vermontrefugeeassistance.org

Staff

Executive Director: Patrick Giantonio
Legal Services Coordinator: Michéle Jenness

Americorps*VISTA: Deirdre Smith

VRA in 2008

In 2008, VRA served the legal needs of 1308
individuals from 98 countries.

We provided immigration assistance for 640
non-detained asylum-seekers, torture survi-
vors and immigrants from 66 countries.

We also provided assistance to 668 de-
tained immigrants, torture survivors and asy-
lum seekers in Vermont from 60 countries.

Under our new program for Torture Survi-
vors, VRA worked with 31 survivors of tor-
ture.

Vermont Refugee Assistance
Program Areas

Founded in 1987, VRA conducts six programs
to address the legal needs of those asylum

seekers,

refugees and immigrants in greatest

need throughout Vermont. In 2008, we assisted
1308 torture survivors and non US citizens with
their legal needs. VRA'’s six programs are:

1.

2.

3.

.NEW PROGRAM

Services and advocacy for detained asylum
seekers/immigrants.

Immigration assistance for non-detained asy-
lum seekers/immigrants.

Work to address and minimize the effects of
criminal issues for non US citizens.

. Advocacy regarding local and national legislation

and policies that affect our clients, including
educating US citizens about regional, national
and international immigration issues.

. Legal orientation and general assistance for asy-

lum seekers seeking refugee status in Canada.
AREA — Program for
Survivors of Torture




