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Ken: 
Well, hi there.  Welcome to another edition of Chicago Newsroom right here on CAN TV. I am Ken Davis, where we sit around the table every week and we kind of talk about our City and what’s going on in our City and the things that are happening, and sometimes the things we wish were happening or the things we wish weren’t happening, and all of that.


Today we’re going to begin with a little bit of a really really weird mind game, okay. Just play with me on this for a moment. Civic life in the United States begins to break down dramatically to the point that people are warring with each other. The country kind of divides in half or maybe into thirds or quarters or whatever it is. The government begins to break down and we see pretty much just civic breakdown of every kind, all the institutions. And soon enough the government starts killing people, starts bombing people, maybe just dropping bombs out of helicopters over cities and things like that, and you’re living here in Chicago and you know that it’s time to get out. You know you’ve got to get out of here somehow. 


So you apply to the United Nations, I know this is really a weird thing to think about, but you apply to the United Nations and you say, “Is there any other country in the world that I could get to? I don’t have a care anymore. I don’t have the ability to travel. I’ve lost my connections to all the things that I used to think were important, and I just want to see if I can make a new life somewhere else.” And you wait and you wait and you wait and one day they say, “Well, we’ve managed to open one of the former runways at O’Hare,” what used to be O’Hare, “And we’re going to land a plane there and we’re going to take as many people as we can out of Chicago. You’ve got to be there at 4 o’clock in the morning. You get on this plane and when you get on the plane you find out that you’re going to Thailand. You’re going to live in Bangkok. What would that be like? What would it be like to just land in Bangkok and say, “This is my new home. I’m fortunate enough I still have my spouse and my two kids and we’ve got a couple of bags full of stuff. The first thing I guess we’ve got to do is learn the language. I don’t know where we start.” 
Well, guess what? That’s happening in Chicago right now, not to us, but to other people. We are a home to refugees from around the world, and in particular we’re going to focus today on Syria because as we all know Syria is just one of the great tragedies of the world right now. And so we’ve invited a couple of people who know about this to tell us a little bit about something that’s going on in Chicago that you have no idea is happening. 
We have Suzanne Sahloul with us today. Suzanne is the founder and executive director of the Syrian Community Network. I’m so happy to have you here. I’m honored to have you at the table. Thanks for being here.

Suzanne:
Thank you Ken for inviting me.

Ken:
And representing academia from the 00:03:02 Agust University of Chicago we have Jessica Darrow joining us, lecturer and director of special projects for the international social welfare program over there. Thank you for being with us today.

Jessica:
Thank you for having me.

00:03:15
Ken:
We asked you to be here today because you are two of the people who really kind of understand what is invisible to, I think it’s fair to say invisible to 99% of us in Chicago, but there is a growing Syrian refugee community in Chicago. So I wonder if maybe you could just… Let’s just start with some facts. Can we get some facts on the table? How many recent arrivals from Syria, refugees from Syria are there in Chicago and do we know in Illinois?

Suzanne:
Right now in Chicago we have since November 2014 we have about 115 families just in the Chicagoland area. And in Rockford and in some areas in southern Illinois there’s about I would say another 16 families, so that would bring it close to 130 families altogether in Illinois. 

Ken:
And these are recent arrivals I would say in the last couple of years or something?

Suzanne:
Yeah, since November of 2014 when the first family actually landed here in Chicago.

Jessica:
And so for some perspective those are Syrian refugees.

Suzanne:
Yes.

Jessica:
In 2016 the fiscal year for 2016 just ended on September 30th, so in the federal fiscal year of 2016 we saw 3,000 refugees arrive in Illinois.

Ken:
Refugees or families? Is this individuals?

Jessica:
Individuals, so fewer families. Many of them come as rather large family units, and 60% of those are in Cook County. So the number of Syrian refugees that we’re seeing, the proportion due relative to the number of refugees at large in Illinois is incredibly small. What we are seeing is the majority of refugees who are coming are coming from the Democratic [00:05:00] of Congo, coming from Africa. We see them coming from Iraq still. We see them coming from Burma, and as we’re slowing down our program from Bhutan we’re seeing fewer and fewer from Bhutan. But in fact Syria represents a small number of the refugees who are coming.

Ken:
So Congolese refugees are the #1?

Suzanne:
They’re in the top three or four.

Jessica:
I think the refugees from Iraq are right now the largest group.

Ken:
Iraq, well as I suppose it should be. We have an incredible obligation to the nation of Iraq. So we have these people who are coming into Chicago. Is there an unmet demand? Are a lot of people trying to get in and they can’t? How does this work?

Suzanne:
Well, if you want to put things into perspective, we have close to 5-million people registered with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees with the UNHCR, 5-million people. We have about 2 to 3-million internally displaced people. We have another 2-million people who are unregistered refugees living in the surrounding countries of Lebanon, Turkey, in Egypt, and so everybody wants to travel or live somewhere else. Last year we saw the phenomenon of the boat people who are trying to go from Turkey, go on boats, on the small dinghy boats and to go into Greece so that they can walk through Europe and to Germany and then to Sweden. Unfortunately, now the laws that may be have blocked the Syrian refugees in Greece so they are not able to continue their journey into western Europe, so that’s left a lot of people in limbo in Greece, and some refugees actually went back to Turkey.

00:06:39
So what we’re seeing is the worst humanitarian crisis since World War II, and this is the highest number of refugees that we’ve had in the world since the 1940s.
Jessica:
The Holocaust, and that’s just Syrian refugees, so again for an even larger global perspective. There’s more than 65-million who are either internally or displaced over a border. And of those the resettlement program worldwide only resettles less than 1% of those people, so unmet demand the answer is yes.

Ken:
You’re using a little bit of academic language here. Go back a half a paragraph. There are how many millions of what kinds of people?

00:07:18
Jessica:
There are over 65-million people who have had to flee their homes because of persecution, or the fear of persecution, the very real and well-founded fear. Some of those people are just displaced within their own countries and so they’re not considered refugees yet because they haven’t crossed a border.

Ken:
Meaning they’re in camps?

Jessica:
So the political definition of a refugee is simply that you crossed the border from your original home and claimed asylum somewhere else in a second country, and that process is part of what defines you as a refugee. If you left your home but you’re within the same bounds of your nation or origin you’re an internally displaced person. That’s the categorization that we’ve given these folks. So together the groups of people who have had to leave their homes and flee for their lives those people are around 65-million people. Some of them, so the story that you told about leaving and going to O’Hare isn’t quite the refugee story. The refugee story would have those folks leaving their homes in Chicago and maybe walking on foot with their children on their back and whatever other belongings they could carry and hopefully crossing the border into Canada. At that point they might be able to claim that they are refugees and hope that they will be designated as such, and then be flown somewhere else for resettlement.

Ken:
So a major flaw in my little story, you wouldn’t be a refugee if you were still living in Chicago.

Suzanne:
And then flown out somewhere. You would be some kind of other political category, so not to use too much legalese.

Jessica:
But that’s an important part of the story, because the people who are being designated as this category refugee have already done so much to get where they’re going to prove that their families can have a life that’s more safe than the one they were potentially going to lose where they were. They’ve either taken a boat or taken afoot and crossed a border and risked everything to do that. So that level of need to leave is part of what helps define them as someone who has a well-founded fear of persecution. You can imagine that if you choose to take that journey something terrible is happening at home.

00:09:15
Ken:
Yeah. I find it almost indescribable to think of the idea that a large city can be just essentially decimated, can be just kind of wiped off the map. I mean we’ve seen it now in the last 25 or 30 years. We’ve seen it in Servia, Bosnia. The Russians, and my mind just went blank…

Suzanne:
[Chechen City 00:09:41].

Ken:
Yeah, Chechnya. But now it’s Aleppo that seems to be really more in our conscience than anything, and when we see that video of what appears to have been a pretty normal kind of thriving city, I mean I admit it, I’m like everybody else in the world that never heard of it. I couldn’t have told you where it was if you asked me and if I was running for president and you asked me about Aleppo I could say…
Suzanne:
What is Aleppo?

Ken:
Not now, but a year ago. So have you ever been there?

Suzanne:
Oh yes, many times. 

00:10:18
Ken:
We should ask first of all about your story. You are not a refugee, but you have been here for about 30 years, right?

Suzanne:
Yes. I came to the United States at the age of 10 in 1982. My parents decided to immigrate here after the first uprising in Syria that took place against the father of the current president, Bashar al-Assad. The father is Hafez al-Assad. So in 1982 there was kind of like rallies and people to – again, you know, regime change, but the father Hafez al-Assad at that time, crushed the rebellion very badly, and in the City of Hamah he surrounded the City for about 40 days starving the people and basically going door to door and shooting people and killing people. 


So at that time my parents decided okay, my mother who is Canadian, actually I’m only half Syrian, my father is Syrian and my mother is Canadian, and actually my father came in the 1960s to study engineering, and then my parents met here, and then I was born in Syria. They went back and my father was a successful civil engineer in Syria. So my mother decided we don’t have a future in Syria and wanted really badly to move back to the United States and that’s kind of how our journey started.


But coming here was very difficult. I know I’m not a refugee and we did not lose everything that we have and we did not have to make those life or death decisions, but still coming to a new city, having to learn a new culture, a new language, even though we were blessed, we spoke English, we grew up learning English, my father didn’t have to go through that reaccreditation like many educated immigrants would have to go through, he already had a U.S. diploma in engineering, so it was much easier for us.

But still it was very difficult and you know throughout when we were growing up my parents wanted to keep us connected to Syria. We would go, after things settled down and after I got married and had my children I decided I really want my children to be able to understand and know the country. My husband and I would go every summer to Syria to sit for two months and I would register my children in Arabic classes and they would do everything that Syrian kids did. They played soccer, they did tennis, they did everything and it was fun and we enjoyed it, and it was a chance for my in-laws to also connect with my children.

00:12:33
And so we used to visit the sites and we used to go to Aleppo and Damascus and all of these amazing places. Aleppo just so you know is one of the most beautiful cities in the world. Damascus is the oldest inhabited City in the world, but Aleppo is just as old as Damascus, and actually it’s in the silk route that Marco Polo used to take. It’s a popular trading spot in the olden days when traders from all over used to come and they would stop in Aleppo. It’s cuisine, it’s culture, it’s fabric, it’s art. It’s a unique City even from the rest of Syria. There are many sites there considered world heritage sites in Aleppo. You have one of the oldest minarets that’s built in like the 1100s which is destroyed. So when the popular uprising started in 2011 inspired by the Arab upprising many young people, just like now we see young people supporting Bernie Sanders, like anti-establishment, young people in the Middle East also have these aspirations. They want democracy, they want freedom. They’ve had enough of dictatorship. You know dictatorship is suffocating and young people don’t have the opportunities to graduate college and find jobs. There are no jobs unless your father is connected to the government or is a government agent or something. So you can imagine how difficult it is for a young person to live in a dictatorship.

So this popular uprising started and then eventually it reached Aleppo, but for some reason the regime wants to suffocate Aleppo because it’s close to Turkey, and now they consider Turkey as an enemy, and so they need to suffocate the City, and if they can control Aleppo then they know that the whole uprising will be over. So what’s happening now is that they are dropping barrel bombs. Barrel bombs are very dumb bombs, cheap bombs that are barrels stuffed with shrapnel and TNT that are dropped from helicopters on hospitals and schools. Because the regime knows if you destroy these community infrastructures that means now you have people who are internally displaced. They will move from neighborhood to neighborhood, and that’s what starts the refugee process for a family.


And so once that happens, and then usually when they drop the first barrel bomb, their reaction of people is to go immediately to save people who are under the rubble, right. So what does the regime do? They wait about a half hour, they drop the second barrel bomb, and so this way they cause mass casualty in a very cheap way, so it’s very sad.

00:15:06
Ken:
It’s just an aside, but I’ve often wondered what kind of people you can recruit who can pilot those helicopters and be the guy who pushes that thing off of the helicopter. I mean it is so crude and so elemental and so human that you’re not going to get out of there before you’re going to be able to see the damage that you… It’s really incredible. But I just want to stay with this for a second longer, humanize Aleppo for me since you’ve been there. What could we compare it to? Would it be a medium-sized city in the United States or a big city?

 Suzanne:
Yeah, I think it would be the size of Chicago or maybe a little bit bigger.
Ken:
Bigger than Chicago?

Suzanne:
Yeah, because you include the suburbs of Aleppo that are included, just like something like Chicago where you have many suburbs surrounding the main city. Again, it’s very close to Turkey and it was very vibrant, and the culture is very unique and the cuisine is very unique, different than every other city.

Ken:
Would we find people there who are, I don’t know how to put this, but middle class? They would be educated people. There would be engineers.

Suzanne:
Yes, and doctors.

Ken:
Very much like you might see downtown in Chicago.

Suzanne:
Yes. Everybody knows in the Middle East that Syrians are the most highly educated people. Syrians and Lebanese tend to be the higher educated of Middle Easterners. People always refer to…know that Syrian doctors are smart and hardworking and they are dedicated and sincere. You have many people, Syrians have very high expectations also, so everyone aspires to become a doctor. In order for you to become a doctor in Syria has become harder and harder in the last 30 years. Children, you know, young high schoolers they take this big national exam. Imagine like your ACT times 100, because that national exam determines, depending on your percentage determines where you will be placed, which college you will be placed in. So you really have to be on top to be able to become a doctor.

00:17:17
Ken:
Jessica, and maybe I’m making too much of this, but just sort of like as sort of the American…we’re all Americans, but the people who are not Syrian or origin at this table, do you feel those same tinges that I get about not being able to understand how an educated society can just rip itself in half like that? How does it happen?

Jessica:
I’ll tell you I spent a lot of time thinking about that, from both an academic and an emotional perspective I think about that. I’m the grandchild of a German Jew, and so I think there is this natural core inside of me that wonders how a society could do what they did to my grandmother’s people. But at the School of Social Service Administration where I teach and where I even did my studies I’m surrounded by social workers. I’m a social worker myself, and so I don’t actually feel so separate from it. What I try and understand is what would it take for me, what would it take for me to be a part of a community that was being ripped apart in the same way? And I do a considerable amount of time, spend a considerable amount of time thinking about and spending time in Rwanda trying to understand what drives a country that is so small and so intimate in so many ways to action against each other. Not one leader that was driving, it wasn’t one leader at the time of the genocide in Rwanda, the people turned on neighbors.

Ken:
Right.

Jessica:
And so in some ways I don’t feel that I…how could an educated society, the question I ask is how are we the same and how could any of us, and more I think the premise I have is any of us could. So the question I have always is what are the conditions and what is the context in which so much fear and so much hatred and so much othering. Here we are in Chicago at a time where, in the United States of America where the politics are about creating another and about identifying differences as opposed to similarities and whereas [Islamophobia] is…

Ken:
Driving wedges.

Jessica:
Yes. Islamophobia is a very very serious and real and flourishing phenomenon of hate in our country. And so I would say oh gosh, we’re not that different. The context might be different and conditions. That’s the difference I think. But seeing the rise of hate and racism and Islamophobia in our country, or the stoking of something that might already have been there reminds me that there’s nothing different about the United States, except for timing and condition.
Ken:
As I said, I have this bizarre mental block about the city in…Bosnia.

Suzanne:
Sarajevo and Srebrenica.

Ken:
Forgive us ladies and gentlemen, and I will get off of this, but Sarajevo gave me that same really creepy feeling because it was rows of high rises. It looked very much like the shoreline of Chicago with all the very nice looking condo and high rise buildings all along the lakeshore, and within a matter of a year or so they are shooting at each other from one building to another. It amazes me how quickly these constructs of society can just completely evaporate, and as you say that’s your study and I’m baffled by it. I really am. 
00:21:18
Well we’ve gone down this depressing road, but we were trying at the beginning to sort of figure out, and maybe you’ve kind of answered this already, how does it work, when you are in this level of desperation and you want to get to another country, how would someone go from somewhere in Syria to being settled in on Devon Avenue in Chicago? What does it take? How long does it take? How many forms do you have to fill out? Who do you have to know? Do you have to know an alderman in Chicago?

Jessica:
You know that’s an interesting question. I think, and I’m not a refugee myself, but I’ve spent a lot of time doing research with the folks who do serve refugees and trying to understand this process, and meeting with the politicians in DC who designed some of the policies that we have. And I would like to say that it appears that it doesn’t matter who you know. That that’s not what this is about, but what it is about is an unbelievably rigorous in-depth and complicated set of security procedures. It takes a refugee along the lines of two years from the time that they’ve attempted to say that they would like to resettle in the United States, but identified for resettlement to the time that they actually might arrive at O’Hare and be picked up.

And in that time they will go through approximately 13 steps, several security checks with the United States, various international offices, so you’ve got the FBI, you have the State Department, you have our immigration offices, you have homeland security. There are so many federal agencies who have their eyes on not just the background of where that person might come from and making sure that that country and that the context locally is what this person is saying it is, but then the actual biometrics of that person. So we’ve got fingerprints that we’re looking at. A person will tell their initial persecution story to someone at UNHCR. They will then be interviewed by someone from the State Department, and if those stories are not exactly the same they already have a hurdle that was probably insurmountable to get here. They then will tell that story time and time again. They will be interviewed multiple times over those two years, and if any detail is deviant from one story to the next is changed they probably won’t be arriving here.


The hurdles are tremendous, and the workers from the State Department who are flying out on what they call circuit rides to interview every single individual who is going to come to the United States are searching actually for fraud. Their job is to make sure there is no fraud, so they are interviewing people looking for holes in those stories. And what we also know about trauma is that the process of memory when you experience trauma is not linear. So if someone because of a traumatic experience really does just forget something horrible that happened to them and leaves it out of their story, their initial claim with the UN, and they then tell that part of the story later they could be perceived as being fraudulent, when in honesty they are surviving trauma. So the burden is tremendous to actually get through the various gauntlet that is almost a two-year journey to finally be resettled in the United States, and it involves the highest level of security and scrutiny. 

Ken:
This becomes the big question doesn’t it, because you know, almost simultaneously with this we have all the horrific bombings in Paris and in Europe and then that sets off the American political, it jangles the American political nerve and you have I think it’s fair to say pretty much every republican governor in the United States saying we’re not letting any of them in here because they’re all going to be ISIS, secret ISIS fighters. 

00:25:16
And of course we’re all on edge about that because you just never know when the next attack is going to come, so that must have had some impact on it too. I mean our own Governor, Governor Rauner made a statement in November, I think November 15th of last year saying we’re not going to accept any Syrians into Illinois, but we are, right?

Suzanne:
Hmm. So thank goodness, the courts just two days ago I believe struck down the case in Indiana in which similarly, the threat in Indiana was to shut Syrians out, and the courts found you in fact cannot discriminate against a category of people. All refugees, okay, you can shut your doors to all refugees, and we can make the case for all the reasons you wouldn’t want to do that. The refugees bring a thriving community, and especially in cities where sort of the inner city core has been hollowed out by a move to the suburbs. You bring folks who have an unbelievable skillset, entrepreneurial skills that revitalize a city, and you bring folks who are community-driven and who are eager to contribute to the communities that they arrive in. So it would be a real shame for our local communities not be accepting refugees, and yet you cannot, you cannot discriminate against one category of refugees say the courts, thanks goodness.

Jessica:
Yeah.

Suzanne:
So there’s isn’t a legal basis for doing this, and what we do see in Illinois is that the constituents of our Governor, the folks that are living here are opening their arms, in many cases their homes, and in lots of cases their wallets to support the folks who are arriving. The refugee resettlement agencies and the mutual assistance agencies that are here, so the agencies that are tasked with serving refugees when they first arrive are literally overwhelmed, and you can tell us about those volunteers, holding volunteer sections to just try and manage the demand if you will to help.

Jessica:
So what we’re seeing is Chicagoans are an unbelievably welcoming population, and these are the constituents of our Governor.

Suzanne:
To what Jessica was saying when she was talking about the vetting process is that all of the families that are here in Chicago have spoken of how many times they have been interviewed by the different various entities until they finally get the approval and then they finally are on that plane seat, and then coming to Chicago. So they’ve all said about the numerous interviews and they are really glad for it. And they didn’t understand why are they asking us the same questions over and over, and then when we explain they are like, ‘Oh, that’s why’.
00:27:58
And then to go back to the Governor’s point, you know last year we said this that we would love to invite the Governor to come and visit with the refugee families, because as Jessica said we were overwhelmed with the demands of being able to volunteer and help families.

Ken:
I think there’s a real case to be made for this argument that Chicago is a welcoming City, as I’m sure probably most of the larger cosmopolitan cities in the United Sates are. And one of the things that I think you’re touching on, and it’s a really delicate issue to talk about, but when people have gone through this level of vetting, how do you put this politely, but we’re getting really like the really high quality people, right. Donald Trump talks about the Mexicans are only sending us their rapists and so forth. Well, whatever is happening here with Syria and similar situations we can be assured that we’ve got people coming here who want to be here and want to start lives here. They want to restart their lives in Chicago and that’s got to be a good thing for us.

Suzanne:
Oh yeah, definitely. All the families who are here all speak about, when we ask them why did you come here they say that they want a better future for their children and this is what brought them here. Then they tell me “Well you came here, your parents came here. Look at you, you’re educated, you’re doing this and you’re doing that and I want my children to be like you, who are Syrian American and still serve their community.” They always want their children to become doctors and engineers. And then I have one girl, her name is Wadad and she said she’s going to start an organization just like our organization. I mean we’re happy like we’re inspiring the younger children to work and to be motivated. 

00:29:45 

Ken:
Well actually you should tell us a little bit about the Syrian Community Network, because as I understand it you have a very special role, because you kind of come in when people have, they’ve already got their apartment, right?
Suzanne:
Yes.

Ken:
And they’ve got the mechanics down, but now we’ve got the huge issue of the social and…

Suzanne:
So we work closely with the resettlement agencies like Refugee One, Catholic Charities, Heartland, and World Relief, the Ethiopian Organization. Now HIAS Chicago will be starting in October, so next week we will be doing a cultural training, a cultural 101 with the case managers and what to expect when they work with Syrian refugees, so that’s one of the things that our services that we offer to the resettlement is that we are able to help bridge the cultural gaps between the case managers and the families.

And then a few months after they’ve got as you said the mechanics down, we kind of step in and we help them with other community outreach. We introduce them to new people. We hold events where we invite different people from the community and then the families are there, and as a way to mingle and mix with each to her and get to know the larger community. We always tell them that Chicago is a very welcoming community, and not just from Syrians or Arabs or Muslims, but all of Chicago are eager to welcome you. After the Governor made his comments we were overwhelmed with requests to volunteer. We have over 130 volunteers. We are managing 130 volunteers. Imagine that.

Ken:
Just your organization?

Suzanne:
Just my organization. I remember Refugee One saying they had to take off their volunteer link because they were so overwhelmed as well. We were getting donations from people we didn’t know existed even, and that’s a good thing you know. 
Jessica:
I was just going to say, that said, we want to be sure to maybe help the viewers understand this program of resettling refugees is funded by the federal government to a certain extent. So for instance, in this next federal year, just recently President Obama announced that we will be aiming to resettle 110,000 refugees in the entire United States of America, and yet Congress…

Ken:
110,000 from all nations?

Jessica:
From all nations, about 65 nations, and yet Congress will fund the resettlement program the size that would serve about 60,000 refugees. So these resettlement agencies and organizations like Suzanne’s are needing to figure out how to bridge that gap of need. So the volunteers are incredible and it helps organizations do their work, but they are unbelievably underfunded and under resourced. And so as I said, the research I did was following the workers and really trying to understand how are you meeting the needs of this population who as you say are arriving most of the time not speaking English, most of the time not having a strong base here. Some have family here, but by and large you are in a new community, a new culture, a new language trying to adapt your labor market skills to this labor market. 


How do we think about serving folks with that level of need with resources that aren’t even pretending to be sufficient? And the answer is that the organizations are thriving on the devotion of incredibly hardworking folks, many of them refugees themselves who have now found jobs at the resettlement agencies that resettled them, or at mutual assistance agencies. And that’s again sort of the goodwill of the American public, right. Those are folks who aren’t being aided much themselves doing this work to make sure folks get settled. 

00:33:32
One question I wanted to ask you, is you were talking earlier about how highly educated the Syrians are and how high their expectations are, maybe of themselves and of life and for their kids.
Suzanne:
Yeah.

Jessica:
And one of the things I saw in my work was that the refugees who arrived here I want to risk no stereotyping here, but the refugees who arrived…an individual with high expectations had to face the challenge of reality, and the reality was that they were often then placed in an apartment that was smaller than they might have liked for the size of their family, or the one they may have had in Baghdad, then asked to take a job that might be cleaning toilets or cutting meat in a meat factory, when in fact they are a professor like myself at home. And the level of expectation they may have had when they arrived here and found out they were finally safe, and then the reality might be incredibly out of sync. Are you seeing that, and if so how are you managing that with the folks you’re helping?
Suzanne:
Yeah, that’s a very good question actually. So when they do come here and they are placed in their apartments, of course sometimes they try to convince us to help them find another apartment, but we tell them no, that your first apartment is not your last apartment. It’s not like Syria you buy something or you rent it forever. In Syria everything is forever, but here you can always move around. And then they are placed in jobs that may not be to their skill level or what they want, and so this is a very harsh reality for them, and sometimes they have declined jobs. But then we tell them well what else do you have going for you right now?

Ken:
Because at some point they have to become…

Suzanne:
Exactly. So we tell them your first job is not your last job. We explain how different people go through different jobs and build on their resume. You have to build resumes. They don’t understand the idea that you have credit checks. You cannot be late on your rent, paying your rent, or just leave the apartment and go to another apartment because you found one that was nicer. It is very difficult for them to understand that there is a credit check and all these types of things. 


Within a year they kind of start to adjust to those new norms, and then it becomes a new normal and then they start to realize and start to accept different jobs. We have two people right now who just actually their mentor, their volunteer actually helped them start a business, a cleaning business, so we are really excited for them. I don’t have the name of their business yet. I wish I did so I can promote their business, but they are starting a cleaning business, because the husband was hired by one of the mosques to become, he was cleaning like a janitor, and then the other man also was hired by another mosque to become a janitor, so now they have pulled their resources together with their volunteer and opened a business actually, and it’s exciting. 

Ken:
One of the great traditions of Chicago and other big urban centers is that people tend to cluster with their own people that they can speak their own language and everything. That’s got to be a real problem here that the Syrian community is so small that you can’t get that kind of…

Suzanne:
Actually the Syrian community here in Chicago, Syrians have a history of migration to the U.S., so early in the 20th Century and in the late 19th Century Syrians have been coming to the U.S. If you go to cities like New York and Boston and Detroit, you have large pockets of Syrian American and Arabic American communities there. Chicago so has a big population that started coming in in the late 19th Century. They actually settled on Michigan Avenue, in the southern part of Michigan Avenue, but then they were pushed west until they got into this area, the 63rd area, the market park, and then eventually making their way into Bridgeview. So right now Bridgeview, a suburb of Chicago…

Ken:
Going west.

Suzanne:
Yeah, is like kind of like the heart of the Arabic community. So you have a large Palestinian community, a large Iraqi community. You have Yamenese, you have people from all over, and the Syrian community has naturally resettled in the western suburbs like Oakbrook and Hinsdale and in those areas. So there is a thriving community in the west suburbs.

Ken:
And are they being helpful?

Suzanne:
Yes they are actually. Our community are very generous. Syrian Americans are known to be very generous. In fact, every organization, whether they are a Muslim organization or a different ethnic group that has some kind of event or anything they make sure to invite the Syrians, because if you have Syrians it means your fundraising event will be successful. Your fundraising goals are met. 

00:38:10
In fact, some organizations nearly close their doors, most Muslim organizations because Syrians now all of a sudden diverted their funds, instead of donating to organizations here in Chicago or they are donating money into Syria because they need to help their families. They need to send aid and they need to build hospitals. Many field hospitals are supported by donors here in Chicago and they are helping to save lives. In fact, some American organizations here really suffered because they lost the money of the Syrian Americans, and they are known to be very philanthropic, and they are our #1 donors right now. All of our support that has been coming to the Syrian Community Network is 100% by donations and a large chunk of it is the Syrian American…
Ken:
You are not a resettlement agency of course.

Suzanne:
No.

Ken:
You have a different function in this timeline, but do we have a sense right now, are all of the Syrian refugees, let’s just take Syrian for a moment, are all the Syrian refugees who are in the pipeline to come here lined up with a place to live and all the counseling and stuff that they need?

Jessica:
Well those are two separate questions. You can’t come, you can’t get on the plane until one of the national agencies, the nation non-governmental organizations in DC and New York have basically taken your case from the State Department. And so what happens is these national agencies accept the case that is assigned to them from the State Department, and then delegate that case out, allocate that case to one of the local organizations that they have. They have 190 communities throughout the country these national agencies do in which they end up resettling refugees. 

00:40:03
Let’s just take Chicago, in Chicago we have five now coming on six resettlement agencies that are the local affiliates of those national organizations. So the refugees are assigned to a national agency and then allocated out to one of these local placement agencies. A worker from the local agency, and we can use Refugee One as an example of a local agency here in Chicago, Refugee One will get alerted that a refugee is arriving and they will send someone to O’Hare to meet the flight. They will greet the refugee in their language of origin, so either the worker that goes will speak the language of the refugee, or they will send a translator along to meet the refugee, and bring them back then to an apartment that the agency has rented on behalf of that agency. There will be a warm meal waiting, so they are escorting the refugee to this apartment. And that apartment is furnished. The State Department has a mandated list of furniture and supplies and food goods, non-food goods that have to be in the apartment. And that money for that furnishing and for all of that comes largely from the State Department, and supplemented by the local agency that comes up with the rest of the money necessary, and the rent is paid on that apartment for a month.
Ken:
A month?

Jessica:
For a month. At that point the refugee will meet with, once they’ve slept, had their meal, woken up, gotten a little bit of a sense of themselves having just arrived in the City.

Ken:
Looked out the window.

Jessica:
Right, and how long have they been flying. Some of them will then come again to the apartment and show them how to lock the door, turn on the stove, just sort of orient them to this apartment, how it works, and then will escort them to the resettlement agency where they will meet with their casework team. They will meet an employment worker. They will set up their initial health visit at the medical office.


So their first steps they will set up with their employment card, so these first steps are all supported by these resettlement agencies. And at that point, in that intake there are lots of questions that are meant to assess the mental health of the refugee, and if they have mental health or behavioral needs they will get referred for services there. But the main target there is to get that refugee working as quickly as possible so that they can start paying that rent. 
Ken:
Yeah. I mean they only get one, they are only guaranteed one month?

Jessica:
One month is fully paid. After that some of the agencies have more fun than others and can support the refugee in paying a portion of their rent. What the refugee does get, what every refugee is entitled to is eight months of refugee cash assistance by the federal government and the state government, so they get it at the local benefits office. If the refugee is a member of a family and they would like any other family that’s in the United States be eligible for temporary assistance for immediate families, then they can also be enrolled in that program. So there will be some cash support, but it will not be enough to live on. It will not be enough to pay their rent.

Ken:
It won’t last very long.

Jessica:
It won’t feed their children and it won’t last that long.

Suzanne:
And that’s kind of when we step in. We created this rent program, rent assistance so that after we communicate with the resettlement and they tell us okay we stopped paying them rent, so then we kind of kick in a program where we pay 50% of their rent for the next few months just to kind of give them a breather. Because we know the challenges of having to learn a new culture and a new language and then start a job, and then all of a sudden you have to be able pay $1,200.

00:43:34
And right now, what’s happening in Chicago, we kind of do have a housing crisis because so many refugees came in between June and until now. There were so many large numbers of refugees that came in that there was a shortage of housing in the north side. Many people were placed… Some people were placed in hotels until they were able to find them apartments, so the resettlement agencies were also scrambling to find housing, good housing, affordable housing for them because there was a shortage.

Ken:
So are there people still living in hotels now?

Suzanne:
I believe so, and we have a few community members that have stepped up from our end and who have helped settle actually five families. We found five apartments for five families, so right now in Glendale Heights we have some people that moved to Bridgeview because they needed a home and it was Ramadan and it was very difficult to live in a motel during Ramadan. So there are some community members who agreed to cosign their leases and were able to put them in homes, so really grateful for the communities’ support.  

00:44:36
Ken:
Interesting. Before we started recording this show today Suzanne you were telling me about the Anne Frank of, is she living in Aleppo?
Suzanne:
Yes. So what we’re seeing in Aleppo, what we’re witnessing now, many have compared that to World War II, with what happened in World War II, the Massacre of Srebrenica. I read an article, it was Srebrenica times five times. And so now Nick Kristof has compared Aleppo also. He had like a YouTube a few months ago, I don’t know if you saw that, where he talked about Anne Frank and that today’s Aleppo, the young children like Omran; you saw that picture of Omran sitting in the back of the ambulance. It is very similar to Anne Frank’s story.


And so there is a girl right now, her name is [00:45:26 Banna and her mother is Faltiman] so Banna, she is 7 years old and she has been using her mother’s Twitter to take pictures and took live tweets of what’s happening in Aleppo. So she would write, ‘I’m hearing bombs now. I’m hearing this. I hope we survive. I hope the barrel bomb doesn’t drop on our apartment building.’ She takes pictures ‘this is where my friend used to live. This is where so and so used to play. This is where we used to go to school. I don’t have school.’ She has been out of school for a year now. Her mother was an English teacher, so she’s been teaching her English at home and she’s been using that English to tweet live tweets. And so this is how a lot of people now started saying ‘well this is exactly like what happened to Anne Frank,’ and we know the tragic ending of Anne Frank’s family. I just don’t comprehend in the 21st Century when we’re seeing all that we’re seeing, these live images. Getting them immediately. It’s not like we have to wait until history class to read about them.

Ken:
We’re going to put the picture up on the screen and if we can find it we will put the…if there’s a link to it we can put the link up so people can join in on it and watch it.


Well, it’s just an amazing human interest story that’s going on in Chicago and everywhere else, and as we say, the Syrian is only just a part of what’s happening in Chicago. Every single day people are arriving here and starting their new lives. Just like Chicago that’s how it got started. That’s the way it’s always been, right. We’re all just a bunch of immigrants from around the world.


Well, thank you so much. Thanks for helping us understand this. It’s been really an interesting conversation. I really appreciate it. Thank you. Jessica Darrow is a lecturer at the University of Chicago and a researcher, and very deeply involved in this and it was a pleasure to meet you. And Suzanne Sahloul is joining us too. She is the founder of the Syrian Community Network.

Suzanne:
Thank you.

Ken:
You are doing great work and keep doing it. I hope you get a lot of support for it.

Suzanne:
Thank you.

Ken:
All right. Thank you for being here. 

00:47:29
End
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