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Abstract 

 
The purpose of this report is to propose a Refugee Council that could improve the process 
of refugee resettlement in the cities of Tucson and Phoenix, Arizona.  In particular, it 
provides insight into the ways in which the current administrative arrangement of refugee 
service providers does not adequately meet the needs of recently resettled refugees. The 
report identifies ways in which a Refugee Council could address problems identified by 
those interacting in the refugee arena by creating a direct mode of communication and 
information exchange between refugees, service providers and municipal governments.   
 
The study was conducted through extensive interviews of all eight Refugee Resettlement 
Agencies operating in Arizona, all six of the Refugee Service Providers within the state, 
and six of the fifteen registered Mutual Assistance Associations. Additionally, eleven 
different Refugee Focus groups were attended by sixty-nine refugees from nineteen 
countries.  A strength of the methodology lies in the extensive coverage of the key 
stakeholders in the refugee arena. 
 
A key finding from this research was that representatives from all the organization types 
interviewed expressed the need for additional levels of networking amongst those 
operating within the refugee arena.  Another important finding is the gap in perception 
about the services rendered by service providers and the services received by refugees. 
This gap is borne largely from the current manner in which programs are created and then 
administered by agencies with little to no input as to ideal practices from other 
stakeholders.  The formation of a Refugee Council, as recommended by this report, could 
begin to address this gap in perceptions.  
 
Based on these findings, the report recommends the formation of a Refugee Council that 
would address immediate issues of refugee childcare, transportation and training.  The 
creation of a Refugee Council could create the venue for much needed communication as 
well as allow for collaborative, well-informed decision making for new programs. The 
report recommends a council formation that could immediately address the need for 
increased networking amongst all the stakeholders in the field of refugee services. 
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I.  Introduction 

Every year millions of people are displaced by political unrest, environmental 

disasters, war, and famine. Some flee the risk of death and torture from persecutors and 

become part of the global refugee population.  This population has remained fairly 

constant over the past fifteen years with an average of 15 to 20 million people annually 

classified as refugees (UNHCR 2002).  Several international organizations work in 

tandem with the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) to provide 

food and shelter to these displaced peoples in refugee camps.  These camps, established 

in countries granting initial asylum, are meant to be temporary situations until permanent 

solutions are found. 

For individuals who are granted legal refugee status, usually by UNHCR, three 

options are explored as permanent solutions for resettlement.  In every situation, the first 

goal is to try and return the individuals to their country of origin.  When this is not 

feasible, the second option explored is for the refugee to gain status in the country of 

initial asylum or in a neighboring country.  When all other options fail, permanent 

resettlement in a third country is sought in one of 18 “developed” countries that accept 

refugees.  Approximately one percent of all refugees are eventually resettled in a third 

country (UNHCR, 2002).  The willingness of developed countries to accept significant 

numbers of refugees through resettlement programs, however, varies widely.  In 

particular, the number of refugees admitted into the United States has steadily decreased 

from a high in 1992 of 135,000 to only 27,500 in the year 2002.  Two main problems 

arise from this decline of refugee arrivals.  First, the uncertainty from one year to the next 

in terms of numbers precludes resettlement agencies from developing effective long term 

planning.  Second, for social service agencies that rely on grant funding, fewer clients 
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directly translates to reduced funding and less funding results in scaled back services for 

existing refugees.  In the current state of affairs characterized by a systemic lack of 

cooperation between the resettlement agencies, these two difficulties lead to the 

development of a situation of “confusion and fragmentation which exist in many areas of 

concentrated refugee populations” (Etzioni, 1994 p1).  Coordination of services to 

refugees becomes inefficient, an environment of interagency competition and hostility 

between service providers arises (Gold, 1992 p 145), and needed services go unmet.   

The goal of resettlement in a country of refuge, however, is to allow people to 

rebuild their lives and enjoy basic human rights such as freedom of movement, freedom 

of religion and property ownership.  A decision by the United States to receive a refugee 

for resettlement establishes a commitment to guarantee these rights, as well as to provide 

the individual with the best chances at thriving in their new environment.  In fact, when 

services go unmet and individuals are not able to successfully resettle in the United States, 

they often enter into a cycle of poverty and dependence on the welfare system.  

Successful refugee integration into U.S. cities benefits the entire community (Blais 2003), 

as refugees are able to achieve independence and to make us of the skills and attributes 

they bring (UNHCR, p 32).   

In this context, the purpose of this Masters Report is to inform of a study of 

institution and refugee perceptions of the resettlement process.  This study was carried 

out in March and April 2003 in Tucson and Phoenix, in Arizona, under a contract for the 

State of Arizona Refugee Resettlement Program.  Looking in particular at possible 

recommendations for the management of refugee services in the city of Tucson, this 

report strives to understand the current network of services already in place in the city, 
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and argues that the combination of the collective wisdom of all providers could lead to a 

more efficient model.  This analysis of the study makes the case that the refugee 

resettlement process would be greatly improved with the addition of a formal network, 

which could be implemented in the form of a refugee council.   

More specifically, the findings from this research highlight the gap in perspective 

that exists between refugees and those providing services in their resettlement and the 

desire for more direct collaboration or networking between the various stakeholders – 

resettlement agencies, organizations and the refugees themselves.  The research also 

shows that refugee-serving organizations have a great ability to generate innovative 

solutions in the interest of refugees, and that each offers unique perspectives and insight.  

Also significant were the areas of agreement that emerged in the study among the groups; 

specifically concerning language instruction, childcare, and the need for increased 

communication among stakeholders.     

Proactive planning at a community-wide level can greatly improve resettlement 

services and increase chances of successful refugee integration into the community 

(Etzioni, 1994, p2).  Building community capacity for equitable partnership in refugee 

reception and integration involves all sectors of the community, not just the resettlement 

agencies (UNHCR, 2002, p 22).  Since no single agency, group or organization can fill 

all the varied needs of refugees for resettlement to be successful, one potential approach 

is for all stakeholders to find collaborative solutions. 

With this setting in mind, therefore, this report recommends the implementation 

of a Refugee Council as a way to address the disconnect between the service providers 

and service receivers, and to provide the platform for dialoging and a regularized, direct 
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contact amongst those in the refugee arena.  Refugee councils are widely used throughout 

Europe (e.g. UK, Sweden, Germany, and Spain).  The primary role of these councils is to 

create direct communication between refugees, service providers and municipal 

governments.  With representatives from each of these groups actively involved, dialogue 

serves to educate all sides about cultural differences, assure that needs are not going 

unmet, and work towards consensus on decisions that effect the entire community. The 

councils have had success in improved integration of refugees by creating a dialogue 

rather than operating as a top down decision-making body (Plana, 2001). 

 In this report, a review of the current state of affairs first depicts the mechanics of 

refugee resettlement in the United States in general, and in Arizona in particular.  It 

describes the services available to refugees, their limited avenues of networking, and the 

need for an additional formal network.  Secondly, a theoretical framework that defines 

successful integration is presented as a background.  The third section describes the 

methodology of the study, which emphasized personal interviews with all groups of 

stakeholders.  These included representatives from the eight resettlement agencies 

operating in Arizona, from six of the fifteen Mutual Assistance Association, as well as 

sixty-nine refugees who participated in focus group discussions.  The fourth section 

organizes the findings along the thematic areas around which the interviews were built: 

the state of current childcare, education, and transportation services, the constraints to 

accessing these services, and the possible improvements to these services.  Finally, the 

last section sets out policy recommendations to address the findings of the study, 

suggesting that the formation of a refugee council could be a part of an efficient refugee 

resettlement model. 
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II. Review of Current State of Affairs 

As a necessary background to understanding in what ways coordination of 

services to refugees has become inefficient, this review gives a picture of the mechanics 

of refugee resettlement in the United States in general, and in Arizona in particular.  

Specifically, it first describes the services available through resettlement agencies to 

ensure that initial resources are accessible, showing that despite these services, there are 

many barriers to achieving economic self-sufficiency.  Secondly, this review identifies 

two main levels of community organization within refugee populations.  If refugee 

service provider had a better understanding of these networks, their initiatives could 

reach recipients more efficiently.  This review culminates with the hypothesis that the 

creation of an additional formal network, which could be implemented in the form of a 

refugee council, would create a means for communication between service providers and 

refugee community organizations.   

A. Refugees in the United States 

Refugees who have been referred by the UNHCR or who meet certain criteria 

established by the Department of State may apply for refugee status through the U.S. 

Refugee Resettlement Program.  An officer from the Bureau of Citizenship and 

Immigration and Service (BCIS), formerly INS, travels to the country of initial asylum to 

conduct interviews with refuge seekers.  If the BCIS officer approves the refugee’s 

application, he or she is matched with a U.S. based Voluntary Agency that will facilitate 

their travel and placement in the United States.  

In addition to those seeking refuge from persecution in their home countries, the 

United States follows a political agenda to admission of refugees from current or former 
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communist countries (specifically Vietnam, Cuba, and the Former Soviet Union).  These 

populations need not prove persecution, but simply their nationality to qualify for refugee 

admission to the U.S.  As such, they are entitled to all refugee social services. 

The United States is recognized by the UNHCR as one of the ten countries having 

an “Established Refugee Resettlement Program” (UNHCR, 2002, p 18). In reality, 

however, implementation of programs in the past twenty-five years has often been ad hoc 

in nature.  Official government refugee programming has historically been reactionary in 

response to particular events rather than based on adherence to a particular policy.  The 

plight of the Cuban and Haitians in Florida and the Vietnamese/Indochinese resettlement 

program after the Vietnam War highlighted the need for a coherent national policy (Gold 

1992, Etzioni 1994, Fass 1985).  In fact, the large numbers of refugees who were placed 

into towns around the country, with no guidance as to how to facilitate their eventual 

integration into their new communities, proved to be problematic for both refugees and 

the communities.  Local lawmakers began pressuring Congress to change how refugees 

were being “dumped” in towns throughout the country.  In this sense, a formal network 

of all refugee stakeholders in each town might have faced the situation with more 

strength and assets.   

The primary national policy concerns of the administrations involved with 

accepting these original groups of refugees was to avoid concentration of refugees 

forming ethnic enclaves.  The fear was that the receiving areas could not quickly absorb 

large numbers of unemployed.  Thus, the government dispersed the refugees across a 

number of cities and towns where unemployment rates were low (Fass, 1985 p 122).  As 

the government did not give refugees domestic assistance once settled, a number of social 
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service agencies (both faith and ethnic based) responded to meet the immediate needs 

(Hohm et al,1999 p 404).  This early situation laid the groundwork for the patchwork of 

refugee service agencies that still exists today.  The goal of a refugee council would not 

be to put an end to such a patchwork – such a goal would be well beyond its capacity – 

but to improve local communication among the groups.   

In response to widespread calls for the federal government to take a more active 

role in the resettlement process, the Refuge Act of 1980 was passed.  One outcome was 

the creation of the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), which falls under the 

Administration for Children and Families.  Their mandate is to provide assistance in 

manner such that refugees achieve economic self-sufficiency within the shortest time 

possible after arrival to the U.S.  To accomplish this, ORR contracts services from one of 

the ten certified Voluntary Refugee Resettlement Agencies1 (VOLAGS).  Each refugee  

that the U.S. government agrees to accept (through the State Department) is then assigned 

to one of the VOLAGS.   

The VOLAG in turn assigns the refuge to one of the resettlement agencies located 

throughout the country, which may or may not be the same organization as the VOLAG. 

The International Rescue Committee (IRC), for example, is both a VOLAG and 

resettlement agency thus a refugee’s movement is controlled internally by the same 

organization.  Other VOLAGS work in tandem with resettlement agencies that are wholly 

different organizations to complete the resettlement process.  The Hebrew Immigration 

                                                 
1 Church World Service, Ethiopian Community Development Council, Episcopal 
Migration Ministries, Hebrew Immigration Aid Society, International Rescue 
Committee, Immigration and Refugee Services, Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 
Services, United States Catholic Conference, World Relief Corporation, State of Iowa 
Bureau of Refugee Services  
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Aid Society (HIAS), for example, only functions as a VOLAG and collaborates with 

Jewish Family and Children Services (JFCS) to resettle refugees. 

1. Numbers of Refugees 

The President of the United States, in consultation with Congress, determines the 

number of refugees who are allowed to resettle each year in the country. The overall 

number for a given year is further broken down by geographic region of the world (e.g. 

Africa, East Asia, Former Soviet Union, etc).  The ceiling number varies from year to 

year (table 1) as does the number of unused allotments.  Those from the former 

communist countries granted refugee status are not counted towards the ceiling or 

“stopping point.”  For this reason, actual numbers of yearly refugees resettled may 

surpass the presidential determination (see Table 1, 1996 and 1997). 

Table 1. Refugee Arrivals by Year to the United States 
Year Maximum Number by 

Presidential 
Determination 

Refugees Resettled in 
United States 

1992 145,000 144,949 
1993 130,000 123,668 
1994 120,000 116,419 
1995 110,000 101,701 
1996 90,000 93,086 
1997 75,000 81,760 
1998 80,000 72,699 
1999 90,000 89,098 
2000 90,000 71,960 
2001 80,000 61,000 
2002 70,000 27,500 

Source: Office of Refugee Resettlement, Annual Report to Congress, 2002 

Table 1 clearly shows the steady decline of refugees being admitted into the 

country, from the high of 144,949 in 1992 to the lowest level of only 27,500 in 2002. 

Both the presidential ceiling as well as the actual number of refugees resettled, declined 

substantially during this ten-year time period.  The most prosperous nation on earth was 
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only willing to accommodate 0.19% (one-seventh of one percent of the estimated 15 

million global refugees) of those in the direst of situations in the year 2002.   

The decreasing yearly allotments have had a severe impact on agencies that 

provide services for refugees within communities across the United States.  First, the 

uncertainty in terms of numbers of refugees that a particular resettlement agency may 

receive each year precludes them from developing effective strategic long term planning.  

Second, for social service agencies that rely on grant funding, fewer clients means 

reduced funding, which in turn means scaled back services for existing refugees.  At the 

same time, the goal of the refugee resettlement program is to provide assistance to help 

refugees achieve economic self-sufficiency within the shortest time possible following 

their arrival to the U.S.  Thus, when these agencies are unsuccessful in their mission, 

refugees can become dependent on federal welfare and have less chance of societal 

integration.  This in turn makes both the resettlement agencies and the larger refugee 

community open to attacks by anti-immigration proponents.  The systems put in place to 

accommodate these refugee populations will directly impact their level of integration and 

eventual success within their new society. 

2. Refugees in Arizona 

 The resettlement of refugees in the state of Arizona has been occurring since 1975.  

The 1980 Refugee Act formalized the initial ad-hoc policies and programs that had been 

created to accommodate the arrival of many Indo-Chinese refugees.  This legislation 

established the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR), responsible for federal policy-

making and state level administration and liaison with voluntary agencies (VOLAGs).  

While this basic framework remains, there have been subsequent adjustments in the 
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delivery of services to refugees in the context of a federal goal of promoting economic 

self-sufficiency among refugees.   

Table 2 shows the various resettlement agencies and their corresponding 

VOLAGs that operate within the state of Arizona.  They operate almost exclusively 

within the two large urban centers of the state, and there are four resettlement agencies in 

each city.  

Table 2. Resettlement Agencies and VOLAG Partnerships in Arizona 
City Resettlement Agency VOLAG Association 
Tucson Jewish Family and Children Services Hebrew Immigration Aid Society 
 Catholic Community Services of So. Az United States Catholic Conference 
 Lutheran Social Ministry  Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 

Services and Episcopal Migration 
Ministries 

 International Rescue Committee International Rescue Committee 

Phoenix Betania Community Center Episcopal Migration Ministries 

 Catholic Community Services of Phoenix United States Catholic Conference 

 Lutheran Social Ministry of the Southwest Lutheran Immigration and Refugee 
Services and Church World 
Service 

 International Rescue Committee International Rescue Committee 
 

Changes to refugee service provision within the state of Arizona have historically 

been driven by federal mandates and funding, or in response to dramatic changes in the 

number of refugees being resettled. The arrival of large populations over a short time has 

necessitated re-evaluations of the effectiveness of the program for the given demand (e.g. 

Indo-Chinese in the 1970s, Bosnians in the mid-1990s, and Africans in the late 1990s and 

early 2000s).  The Refugee Resettlement Program of Arizona is now in the process of re-

evaluating current programs during a period of reduced refugee arrivals and seeks to 

improve provision of refugee services through innovative means (Shipman, 2003). 
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Despite the dramatic decrease in the number of refugee arrivals to the state (Table 3) 

since Sept 11th 2001, the service delivery infrastructure needs to be maintained to ensure 

a solid foundation for the future.    

Table 3. Refugee Arrivals by Year to Arizona 
Year # Refugee Placements 

in Arizona 
Percent of U.S. Total to 

AZ 
1992 1,551 1.0 
1993 1,112 0. 9 
1994 1,287 1.1 
1995 1,686 1.6 
1996 1,759 1.9 
1997 2,128 2.6 
1998 2,749 3.8 
1999 3,083 3.5 
2000 2,523 3.4 
2001 2,554 3.2 
2002 1,120 1.6 

Source: **AZ Dept of Economic Security 2003. 

3. Secondary Migration of Refugees 

An additional problem for agencies that provide services to refugees is that the 

actual demand for their services within a given community is not clearly known.  The 

state-level office of Department of Economic Security, which administers the Refugee 

Resettlement Program, receives monthly numbers of refugees that the individual 

resettlement agencies are serving.  This, however, only applies to those who remain in 

their city of initial resettlement.  The resettlement agency ensures that the refugees arrive 

in communities with sufficient resources to meet their immediate needs.  In addition, 

each refugee is assigned a caseworker to assist them throughout the orientation and initial 

arrival period.  Despite these efforts to create an environment in which the refugee will 

want to stay at their initial location, many seek opportunity elsewhere. 

 11



Refugees are guaranteed freedom of movement and thus are not required to stay 

in their communities of initial resettlement.  A number of explanations for secondary 

migration of refugees have been suggested: better employment opportunities, the pull of 

an established ethnic community, more generous welfare benefits, better training 

opportunities, reunification with relatives or a more congenial climate (ORR, 2000).  This 

set of pull factors appears to be stronger for many refugees than the factors to stay in the 

site of initial resettlement.  It is possible that the implementation of a refugee council 

could help in two ways.  First, by allowing for a better understanding of refugees’ needs, 

it might negotiate the provision of better-directed services, thereby decreasing the need to 

move.  Second, by permitting communication with community-based organizations (i.e. 

Refugee Community Based Organizations), it could generate a clearer understanding of 

the refugee populations in the community and their associated needs.   

 Once a refugee decides to move to a different city s/he can only continue 

receiving assistance from the initial resettlement agency if there is a local office of that 

same agency in the new city.  Available information indicates that much of the secondary 

migration of refugees takes place during their first few years after arrival and that the 

refugee population becomes relatively stabilized in its geographic distribution after an 

initial adjustment period (ORR, 1999).  As refugees are not tracked, there is no reliable 

data as to what proportion of refugees chose to move from their initial city of 

resettlement.  The implication of this movement is that refugee service providers creating 

new programming for the refugee community do not know exactly the size (or potential 

demand) for these programs.  Within the originating city itself, a refugee council could 

engender a clearer understanding of who is actually living in a given refugee community.   
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B. Services Available during Resettlement  

The resettlement agencies provide directly, or through referral, a wide variety of 

services to ensure that initial resources are available to arriving refugees.  These include 

but are not limited to basic food, clothing, shelter, and cultural orientation during the first 

thirty days.  In federal fiscal year 2002, the resettlement agencies received a per capita 

amount of $800 from the State Department for this purpose (ORR, 2002).  Of this amount, 

the resettlement agency must spend at least 80% directly on the initial establishment 

(apartment, furnishings, food, etc) of the refugee; the remaining can cover administrative 

costs. After this initial period, refugees who still need assistance are eligible for cash and 

medical benefits, for up to six months, provided under ORR’s program of domestic 

assistance. 

There is a necessary “front-loading” of services as refugees need more assistance 

when they first arrive.  The period of cultural adjustment, while varying greatly by factors 

such as gender and country of origin, is part of the accommodation process for all 

refugees being resettled.  The relationship between the amount of time spent in the U.S. 

and the hourly wage earned is depicted in Table 4.  The direct correlation shows that the 

longer a refugee is in the U.S., the higher her/his wage earning.  
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Table 4. Time Spent in the U.S., Wages and Use of Public Assistance 

Year of 
Arrival 

Years in 
United 
States 

Hourly Wages 
of Employed In 

Yr 2000 

Public 
Assistance 

Only 

Both Public 
Assistance 

and 
Earnings 

Earnings 
Only 

2000 1 $7.91 19.0% 51.2% 27.7% 

1999 2 7.87 11.7 26.4 59.7 

1998 3 8.24 8.8 14.8 73.0 

1997 4 9.92 15.1 19.3 64.3 

1996 5 9.39 12.9 14.2 70.1 

1995 6 9.25 11.7 17.7 69.5 

Total  $8.83 12.4% 20.3% 65.2% 

Source: ORR Report to Congress, 2000. 

 The degree to which an individual relies on public assistance is also 

demonstrated in Table 4.  There is a noticeable increase between the first and second year 

in the number of refugees who rely only on their own earnings.  This can be attributed to 

an overall improvement in understanding the nature of the work environment in the 

United States.   

Despite the positive learning curve, many refugees are plagued with persistent 

barriers to economic self-sufficiency.  The commonly cited barriers to achieving 

economic success are lack of transportation, childcare, and locally appropriate vocational 

skills acquisition (Holtzman, 2000 p 63).  The occurrence and magnitude of these barriers 

are confirmed in this study.  Innovative new programs are aimed at improving the 

situation of refugees who have been in the United States two years or more and still have 

not achieved a satisfactory economic level.  These programs are specifically integrating 
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the three primary barriers: transportation, childcare, and locally appropriate vocational 

skills acquisition (Tran, 2000).    

In addition to the resettlement agencies, the state Refugee Resettlement Program 

contracts private, for profit organizations to provide services to refugees.  This is a 

relatively new approach to delivery of refugee services.  Prior to 1998, all refugee 

services were delivered by the state or one of the resettlement agencies. The private 

refugee service providers are shown in Table 5. 

Table 5. Private Refugee Service Providers in Arizona 
City Name of Institution 
Tucson Pima College Adult Education 
 Tucson International Alliance of Refugee Communities 
Phoenix Area Agency on Aging 
 Habilitation and Independent Living Specialists 
 S.T. Gregg and Associates 
 Arizona Refugee Community Center 
  

C. Refugee Networking 

As refugee populations are geographically dispersed and lack a focal gathering 

place within Tucson and Phoenix, new programmatic initiatives can have problems 

reaching the intended recipients.  The more service providers know about the flows and 

sharing of information within and between ethnic refugee groups and individuals, the 

better they will be able to introduce additional services into these communities.  Refugee 

service providers operating in Tucson and Phoenix could reach a wider range of this 

diverse group if there was greater understanding of the information networking, or 

community organization.  This section identifies two main levels of community 

organization within refugee populations. 
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1. Refugee Community Based Organizations 

Refugee service providers and resettlement agencies deliver their services to 

refugees through U.S. cultural and business framework, favoring efficiency over 

individual attention. This mode is viewed as a necessary first-step in the process of 

exposing the new arrival to the new environment in which they will have to survive, 

believed to aid in the integration of the refugee.  This style, however, is felt to be too 

sudden for many refugees that would prefer to have issues explained in their language, in 

a manner which is more culturally consistent to their own. Partly due to this difference in 

cultural perspective to service provision, refugee groups are believed to be creating their 

own information exchange/support systems.  These loose affiliations are often initially 

created by desire to feel reconnected to an individual’s native culture.  At this level the 

groups are commonly referred to as Refugee Community Based Organizations (RCBO) 

(Tran, 2000 p 4).  They often lack a formal structure and have an undefined leadership.  

As the size of the individual ethnic community grows and the members coalesce 

around a desire to effect change for their community, additional levels of structure 

become built into their organization. They are, however, often limited to sources of 

funding internal to their community (Tran, 2000 p 4) and thus significant change is 

unlikely. None-the-less the social networking and community building is invaluable to 

the members and improves the individual’s sense of belonging. 

As RCBOs become more organized, they often look for sources of external 

funding.  Most funding sources, however, will not give money to organizations that do 

not have a formalized status. The decision to increase the organizational structure of the 

community organization must also reflect a change in the state of mind of the leadership.  
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The leadership must be able to envision a picture much larger than the immediate needs 

and capabilities of the RCBO (Tran, 2000 p 5). With the help of the state Refugee 

Resettlement Program, RCBOs can file for 501-c (3) status as an incorporated, non-profit 

organization. At this level of organization they become known as a Mutual Assistance 

Association. 

2. Mutual Assistance Associations 

Mutual assistance associations (MAA) are formal organizations through which 

members, often of the same ethnic group, provide one another with aid in a variety of 

different ways.  Ideally, the MAAs serve as a locus for community life while providing 

information and services that are crucial to the adjustment of refugees in the community 

(Holtzman, 2000 p 46).  A well functioning MAA can be a highly efficient mechanism 

for assuring services to refugees beyond the scope of initial resettlement services 

provided by the larger agencies.   

The assistance and efforts of MAAs is directed towards their own members with 

no mandate to service a wider range of refugees.  As fourteen of the fifteen MAAs are 

based around a single country of origin (see Table 6) many refugees may find themselves 

outside of the support of one of these organizations. The potential for gaps to occur, when 

an individual does not fit into one of the ethnic MAAs, creates the need for wider arching 

umbrella of organization.  

An MAA that is broader in scope, based on regional area (e.g. South Tucson 

Refugee Association) or gender (e.g. Tucson Refugee Women) would ensure greater 

inclusion.  It is potentially much more difficult to organize across cultures and languages, 

but the potential gains seem quite high.  The national Office of Refugee Resettlement is 
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particularly keen on funding innovative, cross cultural organizations that seek to fill gaps 

in the services offered to recently resettled refugees (ORR, 1999).  The two MAAs in 

Arizona that have become Private Refugee Service Providers (Tucson International 

Alliance of Refugee Communities and Arizona Refugee Community Center) were able to 

win service contracts due to their broader scope of clients in the refugee community. 

All of the MAAs operating within Arizona are shown in Table 6.  Thirteen of the 

fifteen (87%) organizations are located in Phoenix.  This high proportion is consistent 

with the larger number of refugees living in the Phoenix metropolitan area (83% of the 

refugees in the state).  Also of note is the fact that fourteen of the fifteen MAAs are based 

around a common ethnic identity.  The Refugee Women United for Progress is the only 

one to take a cross-cultural approach.  Additionally, the number of Vietnamese MAAs (4 

of 15 or 27%) is consistent with that group being the largest ethnic group of resettled 

refugees in the state’s history (10,253 of 39,312 or 26%). 
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Table 6. MAAs Operating in the State of Arizona 
City Name of Institution 
Tucson Vietnamese Former Political Prisoner Assn 
 Vietnamese Friendship Association of So AZ 
Phoenix The Association of Afghans in AZ, Inc 
 Bosnian American Cultural Association 
 AZ Cambodian Assn 
 Ethiopian Community Assn in AZ 
 Kurdish Community Center 
 AZ Lao Association 
 Refugee Women United for Progress 
 Romanian Assn 
 Sierre Leone Assn 
 Somali Assn in AZ, Inc 
 The Sudanese Community in AZ 
 Vietnamese Community in AZ 
 Vietnamese Volunteers of AZ 
 
 

  

D. Description of Formal Networks 

1. Introduction to Refugee Councils  

The low number of refugee admissions in the past few years allows an 

opportunity to retool the system, doing so in a way that takes input from various levels of 

the community.  Changes to the resettlement process would seek to benefit not only 

refugees but also the host society into which they are moving.  Proactive planning at a 

community-wide level can greatly improve resettlement services and increase chances of 

successful refugee integration into the community (Etzioni 1994 p2).  Building 

community capacity for equitable partnership in refugee reception and integration 

involves all sectors of the community (UNHCR, 2002 p 22).  No one single agency, 
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group or organization can fill all the varied needs for resettlement of refugees to be 

successful, thus collaborative solutions must be sought. 

Some cities have formed refugee councils to enhance existing systems.  The 

primary role of the councils is to create a direct mode of communication and information 

exchange between refugees, service providers and municipal governments.  With 

representatives from each of these groups, dialogue serves to educate all involved about 

cultural differences, assure that needs are not going unmet, and work towards consensus 

on decisions that affect the entire community. The councils have had success in 

improving integration of refugees by creating a dialogue rather than operating as a top-

down decision-making body (Plana, 2001). 

In the United States, current bureaucratic administration of refugee assistance 

stops at the county level, essentially excluding municipal governments.  As a result, 

municipal governments have no role in the process, often speaking up only when 

problems arise (Blais, 2003).  Municipal governments, however, would benefit if they 

were more involved as cities feel the direct impact of increased refugee populations. 

When city councils are directly involved in refugee integration process, new 

residents can be dealt with more efficiently (Plana, 2001 p.2).  Promoting an 

understanding of the nature and consequences of the refugee and resettlement experience 

at governmental, institutional and community levels are described by UNHCR as a key 

aspect in forming a welcoming community (UNHCR, 2002 p179).  Within the U.S. 

context, city planners also need to be educated and involved in the process of creating an 

environment of interaction between city officials and refugee populations (Blais, 2003 
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p.3).  The creation of refugee councils could be a step towards proactive, community 

based decision-making through a participatory process. 

In addition to creating an environment in which municipal governments and 

refugee representatives can educate each other, refugee councils can serve to inform the 

local community of the new residents.  An effort to promote better understanding and 

cooperation among newcomers and established residents is expanded from a “bottom-up” 

approach (Bach, 1993 p 8).  When given the opportunity, occasion, and shared desire for 

an outcome, newcomers and established residents show a willingness to work together 

(Bach, 1993 p.6).  Once a common understanding is reached, the group is able to move 

onto larger structural issues for the refugee community (e.g. housing, transportation, etc) 

that need addressing with the city. 

2. A Successful Example of a Refugee Council 

A relevant example of temporary collaboration amongst the Phoenix area refugee 

service providers and institutions is the Refugee Advisory Council on Crime (RACC). 

This council brought together representatives from different refugee community 

organizations, resettlement agencies and the police department.  One of the primary 

objectives was to establish a mechanism for two-way discussion about issues of crime as 

they pertained to the refugee community (Taylor, 2000 p 8).  Solutions were then 

developed, taking into consideration the unique perspectives of all council members.  As 

a result of this collaboration, a series of successful community workshops were held, 

focusing on a variety of topics pertaining to U.S. law that were deemed important by the 

council.  
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Building on this example of a successful collaboration, a permanent refugee 

council could be created both within Phoenix and Tucson to seek solutions to barriers of 

integration for refugees. Creating systems that strive to ensure successful refugee 

integration into U.S. cities benefits the entire community, not just the refugees in question.  

Promoting favorable conditions for integration enables refugees to achieve independence 

and to settle harmoniously and ensure that countries reap the benefits of the skills and 

attributes they bring (UNHCR, 2002 p 32).   

This report has explored how the refugee resettlement process can be improved 

with the addition of a formal network (refugee council).  The current lull in refugee 

admission at the national level, and therefore in turn at the state level, allows for an 

opportunity to retool the system.  However, rather than following the conventional model 

of “top-down” programming that is government imposed and administered this report 

looks to create new programming in a “horizontal” or collaborative manner.  To 

accomplish this, the input of refugees and refugee service providers is used to determine 

the direction for new programming and network of services. 
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III. Theoretical Exploration of Integration 

 
 There are many factors that affect the level of incorporation or integration by 

resettled refugees into the culture of the United States.  Many of these factors (length of 

time in the U.S., level of English) will be discussed in other parts of this report and have 

been shown to be correlated with the ability of refugee to acquire higher paying jobs.  

Economic self-sufficiency (not receiving financial assistance) is the sole measure of 

integration used by the federal Office of Refugee Resettlement’s (ORR) to determine 

refugees progress after arrival to the United States. The ORR states it’s goal of “helping 

refugees achieve economic self-sufficiency…within the shortest time possible following 

their arrival in the U.S.” it is far too limited in its scope.  Economic self-sufficiency 

cannot and should not be the sole indicator to define successful integration of refugees 

due to the myriad of other factors that contribute to an individual’s level of integration.  

 The number of variables that contribute to the process of refugee integration 

makes it prohibitive to discuss them all in this work.  This section presents a stylized 

framework that defines successful integration.  The success of the integration process is 

bound by the parameters that define success.  Following a brief outline of the evolution of 

integration theory in the U.S., the case for a broadened definition will be presented. 

A. Evolution of Integration Theories 

The current debate of refugee integration draws heavily from the discourse of 

multiculturalism and ethnic minority integration within the U.S.  While the differences 

between refugees and U.S. born ethnic minorities are extensive, having a culture different 

than that of the dominant group is a sufficient commonality to draw parallels.  In both 

situations, the degree of integration by an entering or non-dominant culture group is in 

 23



part determined by the acceptance of the receiving group (Weiner, 1996 p 46).  At the 

heart of the integration discussion has been this issue of how much the non-dominant or 

entering group (in the case of refugees and immigrants) must surrender of their existing 

culture to be accepted by the receiving group 

Through the years of study and public debate, three models of integration 

emerged: assimilation, melting pot, and cultural pluralism (Carmon, 1996 p23).  Each of 

these is a theoretical model created by social scientist of the time to define the dominant 

society’s cultural relationship to that of other cultural groups. 

Assimilation is the process by which new comers adopt the cultural norms and 

lifestyle of the receiving society in a way that ultimately leads to the disappearance of the 

newcomers as a unique group.  In this model, contact between the minority group and 

dominant culture results in a gradual process of change in the minority group (and not in 

the receiving culture) and its members gradually abandon their culture of origin in order 

to adapt themselves to the host society (Carmon, 1996 p 23).  Acculturation and 

conformity are additional descriptors that have been used for this process.  The first 

models of assimilations, which considered factors that accelerated and decelerated the 

process, were proposed by Robert Park (1928, 1950).  He theorized that assimilation was 

not only natural and inevitable, but would be best for all (Glazer, 1993).  

Social reality, however, did not support the idea of absolute and inevitable 

assimilation.  In the 1940’s, unpopularity with notions of assimilations lead to the 

concept of the melting pot, in which all the races and cultures are melted down and 

reshaped into one  (Carmon, 1996 p 23).  This model allows for two-way cultural 

influences in which the final result is still a society which is culturally and ethnically 
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homogenous (Herberg, 1955).  The biggest change from the assimilation model is that the 

different cultures and ethnic groups are no longer passive objects, but rather active 

subjects who participate in the formation of a new nation (Glazier and Moynihan, 1963).  

The strongest argument against the melting pot theory (and assimilation) comes from the 

experience of blacks in the U.S., who still suffer from discrimination and blocked social 

mobility. 

This was part of the driving force behind the notion of coexistence of different 

ethnic groups within a single nation-state.  A search for cultural differentiation within a 

framework of social unity, leading to cultural pluralism, emerged during a time in which 

there was a national struggle for civil rights for all (Carmon, 1996 p 24).   It assumes that 

the different groups of society influence each other reciprocally, that together they create 

the national space in which all are free to participate as they chose.  The goal of the 

integration process was redefined as promoting civic unity while protecting ethnic 

diversity (Fuchs, 1993).   

B. Trans-nationality and Integration 

As newcomers attempt to strike a balance between their old culture and their new 

surroundings a new individual is formed in the construction of their racial, ethnic, class 

and national identity (Frykman, 2001, p 15).  Within a national framework of cultural and 

ethnic pluralism, refugees are less willing to abandon the pieces that make up their native 

culture.  The increasing ease of trans-nationality (defined as the condition of cultural 

interconnectedness and mobility across space) is brought about through the increased 

availability to communication technology.  This greatly facilitates refugees maintaining 

ties to their culture of origin.   
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Global communication networks allow for increased cultural connectivity for 

refugees in the U.S. with those left behind. Within the assimilation model, this continued 

cultural identification would be viewed as a negative factor that would impede overall 

success of the refugee.  However, it could be argued that a refugee resettled in the U.S. 

could potentially be more successful within the marketplace/business environment by 

maintaining ties to the culture of origin.  The neo-liberal economic policies of the U.S. 

government have aggressively and forcefully pushed for transnational markets.  A 

premium is placed on free trade and the movement of goods from one region to another. 

Transference of this philosophy to a neo-liberalization of refugee integration would 

create a group of people that would, theoretically, be better equipped to become 

economically self-sufficient.  

While basic economics do not take factors such as culture into account, it could 

be a positive factor contributing to U.S. economic productivity.  This fact is widely 

recognized by the refugee resettlement program in Britain, where the approach is that of a 

“society based on cultural difference, rather than assimilation to a prevailing monoculture.  

Our diversity is a source of pride that helps to explain the cultural vitality, the strength of 

the economy and strong international links” (SSHD, 2002). 

C. Implications for Contemporary Refugee Integration 

The challenge becomes putting into practice the theoretical notions of cultural 

pluralism when assessing the successfulness of refugee integration.  By evaluating the 

successfulness of refugee integration solely on the basis of economic self-sufficiency the 

ORR (and subsequently all refugee service providers) are limiting the potential for 

success and ignoring social costs.  By adapting a pluralistic approach, refugee service 
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providers and resettlement agencies would be encouraged to work on the strengths that 

refugees bring with them from their home countries.  When refugees are given sufficient 

time and help to find jobs that are commensurate with their previous social positions both 

their economic and psychological adjustment is much smoother (UNHCR, 2000 p 90).  

Adopting a pluralistic approach to refugee integration will move the process beyond just 

tying people into the economic fabric of the society and getting refugees engaged as new 

members of their communities. 
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IV. Methodology 

The previous sections have shown the need for increased input from the refugee 

community in a collaborative effort with those in the refugee arena for improved 

programming to refugees.  Additionally, the report has highlighted potential gaps in 

service to refugees based on the current administrative framework and decreased 

numbers of arriving refugees. This section describes the methodology of the study that 

was carried out for empirical findings that could substantiate the literature. 

To be consistent with this call for a participant perspective in creating new 

programming, an appropriate research methodology is personal interviews with all 

groups within the refugee arena.  Key individuals involved in service provision, 

resettlement, and refugee communities in Tucson and Phoenix were interviewed. The 

nineteen institutional interviewees were all directors of refugee service providers and 

MAA presidents. All interviews were carried out in-person in an interview or focus group 

discussion format. 

The research was funded by the State of Arizona Refugee Resettlement Program 

and conducted by the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology (BARA) at the 

University of Arizona.  BARA conducted an assessment of refugee needs in the area of 

childcare services, training and transportation assistance.  The purpose of this project was 

to better understand the range of experiences of refugees, the overlaps and gaps in 

services available to refugees.  The research also sought to explore the current practices, 

additional service needs, and insights and preferences for the improvement of the 

resettlement process.  Thus while not all questions asked were pertinent to this report, 

several open-ended questions allowed participants to explore issues related to the need 

for improving the resettlement process. 
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A. Institutional Participants 

In order to fully incorporate the varied perspectives of different sectors of the 

refugee arena, interviews were conducted with individuals representing the resettlement 

agencies, service providers, and Mutual Assistance Associations (MAA).  These groups, 

while quite diverse in their structure and manner of operation, were collectively termed 

the “institutions”.  In an attempt to incorporate the greatest number of perspectives from 

the institutions within the refugee arena, all institutions recognized by the state of 

Arizona Refugee Resettlement Program (Table 7) were contacted.   

Of the eight resettlement agencies operating in Arizona, all were interviewed.  In 

addition, all six of the refugee service providers within the state participated in the study. 

The MAAs, however, proved more difficult to meet with due to their lower level of 

organizational structure.  They are often staffed by volunteers and only meet for special 

events, thus communication can be problematic.  Several attempts were made to contact 

each of the MAAs to participate.  Only six of the fifteen MAAs recognized by the state of 

Arizona were interviewed.   

All institutions were asked the same set of questions (see institutional survey) in 

order to do a comparative analysis of responses.  Institutional interviews included the 

resettlement agencies (four in Tucson, four in Phoenix), refugee service providers (two in 

Tucson, four in Phoenix), and MAAs (six in Phoenix). In total, twenty-one institutions in 

the refugee arena with the state were interviewed.  
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Table 7. Institutional Interview Participants 
City Name of Institution Type of Institution Position of 

Interviewee 
Tucson Jewish Family and 

Children Services 
Resettlement Agency Director of 

Resettlement 
 Catholic Community 

Services of So. Az 
Resettlement Agency Director of 

Resettlement 
 Lutheran Social Ministry Resettlement Agency Director of 

Resettlement 
 International Rescue 

Committee 
Resettlement Agency Tucson Coordinator 

 Pima College Adult 
Education 

Refugee Service 
Provider 

Program Coordinator 

 Tucson International 
Alliance of Refugee 
Communities 

Refugee Service 
Provider  

Executive Director 

Phoenix Betania Community 
Center 

Resettlement Agency Program Director 

 Catholic Community 
Services of Phoenix 

Resettlement Agency Director of 
Resettlement 

 Lutheran Social Ministry 
of the Southwest 

Resettlement Agency Director of 
Resettlement 

 International Rescue 
Committee 

Resettlement Agency Regional Director 

 Area Agency on Aging Refugee Service 
Provider 

Program Director 

 Habilitation and 
Independent Living 
Specialists 

Refugee Service 
Provider 

Job Developer 

 S.T. Gregg and 
Associates 

Refugee Service 
Provider 

Executive Director 

 Arizona Refugee 
Community Center 

Refugee Service 
Provider 

Executive Director 

 The Association of 
Afghans in AZ, Inc 

MAA President 

 Kurdish Community 
Center 

MAA Representative 

 Refugee Women United 
for Progress 

MAA President 

 Somali Assn in AZ, Inc MAA President 
 Vietnamese Volunteers 

of AZ 
MAA President 

Table only includes institutions that participated in an interview.∗ 

                                                 
∗ The following institutions (all MAAs) were contacted and were unavailable or did not respond: Tucson: 
Vietnamese Former Political Prisoner Assn, Vietnamese Friendship Association of So AZ; Phoenix: 

 30



B. Institutional Survey 

 The original institutional survey contained fifty-three questions.  Table 8 shows 

the questions selected for analysis in this report. Each question is designed to obtain 

information on one of the four following categories: 1) the level and type of current 

services available; 2) gaps in services and/or in current networks; 3) problems with 

currently available services and/or networks; and 4) suggestions for improvements to 

services and/or networks. 

Table 8. Institutional Survey Questions 
Area addressed by 
question 

Question 

Establish level and type 
of current services 
available. 

1.  What services does your institution provide to refugees?   

2. What kinds of non-vocational training (e.g. life-skills, driving, 
parenting, banking system, etc.) are currently offered to your refugee 
clients?  

3.  What kinds of vocational training, or job training (e.g. electrician, 
cosmetology, nursing) are currently offered to your refugee clients?  

4. What kind of ESL training is currently offered to your refugee clients? 
Determine gaps in 
services or in current 
networks 

5. a.  How many, or what proportion of refugees, are employed (whether 
formally or informally)? b. Can you break this down by gender?   

6. How many, or what proportion, of refugee families need support with 
childcare?   

7. What sort of services or arrangements do they use?   

8. If there was a refugee program offering a childcare center for 
refugees, how many families with children (or estimated proportion) 
would take advantage of this?  

9.  How many, or what proportion of refugees per year, undertake at 
least one training?  

10. Are there some patterns to your population with respect to who 
undertakes what kind training, and how extensive their involvement? 
(by age, gender, ethnicity) 

Problems With Current 
Services and/or Networks 

11.  What do you perceive to be primary constraints limiting refugee 
families’ access to childcare services? 

12.  What do you think refugee families consider as the most essential 
features of childcare arrangements?  

13.  What are the primary constraints preventing refugees from 
undertaking training?  

14.  What is your general impression as to what is most needed with 

                                                                                                                                                 
Bosnian American Cultural Association, AZ Cambodian Assn, Ethiopian Community Assn in AZ, 
Romanian Assn, Sierre Leone Assn, The Sudanese Community in AZ, Vietnamese Community in AZ 
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respect to training?  What would work best for the needs of refugees, 
and what major constraints do you foresee for training programs to 
work?    

15.  What are the major problems experienced by refugees in securing 
adequate transportation?   

16.  Do you have concerns about structural/logistical constraints with 
current programs, or ideas about what might work best? 

 
Suggestions for 
Improvements to 
Services/Networks 

17. How could childcare services be made more accessible or useful to 
refugee families?  

18. If you could draw up a plan about the way in which such services 
should be provided to refugees, what would it look like that is 
different from what it is now? 

19. Do you have any suggestions about the ways in which different 
agencies might be able to work better together? 

 
 

C. Refugee Focus Groups 

Interviews with refugees were conducted in a focus group format.  The state 

director of the Refugee Resettlement Program, Charles Shipman, advised that refugees 

would be more comfortable answering questions within a small group setting as opposed 

to one-on-one interviews.  Through the assistance of the resettlement agencies, focus 

groups of three to ten refugees were arranged.  Every attempt was made to create focus 

groups that were representative of the larger refugee community in the area.  While most 

focus groups were diverse in many different ways, other groups were intentionally age or 

gender specific.  Thus, diversity was measured by the entire pool of participants, not each 

individual focus group.  Factors for diversity included:  

• Sex: most all the focus groups were evenly mixed between the genders, 
however, two were all women and one was all men.  

 
• Age: within the total sample population youth, adult and elderly refugees 

were represented. While most focus groups were mixed, some were 
specific age groups (elderly and youth).  Different age groups require 
different types of services thus these unique perspectives were sought. 
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• Country of origin: a wide range of ethnicities and geographical regions of 
origin were represented.  Cultural practices play a large part in how 
services are desired and type of networking within the ethnic community. 

 
• Length of Time (LOT) in the U.S.:  The amount of time that a refugee has 

been in the U.S. is a very important factor in shaping their perspective of 
how services should be delivered, thus variation in LOT was sought. 

 
• Language Ability (LA): the level of English proficiency can determine 

how and what services are desired by refugees, thus a diversity of 
language levels was encouraged and interpreters were provided as needed. 

 
• Family Status (FS): refugees who are resettled as single individuals have 

different needs from those that are family units with children, thus a 
diverse representation of family status was sought. 

 
 
Table 9. Refugee Focus Group Compositions 
City Focus Group 

Type 
Countries of Origin # women # men 

Tucson Mixed Group Sierre Leone, Sudan, Congo, 
Russia 

2 3 

 Mixed Group Afghanistan, Sudan, Bosnia, 
Namibia, Iraq 

2 4 

 Mixed Group Congo, Afghanistan, Ukraine, 
Bosnia, Burundi 

6 2 

 All Women Afghanistan, Somalia, Iran 3 0 
 Students in Job 

Training 
Program 

Mali, Vietnam, Ukraine, 
Afghanistan, Bosnia 

4 1 

Phoenix Mixed Group Liberia, Sudan, Afghanistan 1 5 
 Mixed Group Laos 3 6 
 Mixed Group Turkey, Iran, Iraq 3 4 
 All Women Somalia, Sudan, Ethiopia 4 0 
 Students in Job 

Training 
Program 

Laos, Somalia, Iraq, Croatia, 
Ethiopia, Bosnia 

6 4 

 
 

All Men 
 

Sudan, Somalia, Bosnia, Iraq, 
Afghanistan 

0 
 

6 
 

Totals  19 different countries 34 35 
 
 
 Sixty-nine refugees participated in the eleven refugee focus groups conducted, as 

shown in Table 9.  Each focus group discussion lasted between two and three hours.  
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Refugees were reimbursed for any costs associated with traveling to the meeting.  The 

meetings were held at locations chosen by the resettlement agency that arranged the 

group.  The number of groups was split evenly between Tucson (five) and Phoenix (six).  

While all responses were recorded during the focus group meetings, they were not 

referenced to any one individual.  This level of anonymity was required in order to carry 

out the study with a potentially vulnerable population.  For this reason, it was important 

to create diverse focus groups since the results were attributed to the entire group and not 

an individual. 

 The goal to obtain diverse perspective from the refugee community was achieved 

by drawing from a pool of participants that was representative of the larger refugee 

population.  Each focus group was diverse in the three categories of length of time in the 

U.S., language ability, and family status.  The format of the meeting was to be carried out 

in a discussion/ dialogue style.  The “Outline for Refugee Focus Group” was used as a 

guide by the facilitator to ensure all topical areas were covered. 

D. Refugee Focus Group Outline 

 While the refugee focus groups were much less formalized than the institutional 

surveys, answers were sought in the same thematic areas (Table 10). This allowed for 

analysis to occur comparing refugee perspective from that of the institutions. As with the 

institutional survey, each question is designed to obtain information on one of the four 

following categories: 1) the level and type of current services available; 2) gaps in 

services and/or in current networks; 3) problems with currently available services and/or 

networks; and 4) suggestions for improvements to services and/or networks. 
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Table 10. Questions in Refugee Focus Group Outline 
Area addressed by question Question 
Establish level and type of current services 
available. 

• What childcare arrangements refugees use 
and for what purpose (e.g. work, training). 

• What types of training are available 
provided by whom, and at what cost?   

• Main forms of transportation and use?   
Determine gaps in services or in current 
networks 

• What are the constraints to undertaking 
training? 

Problems With Current Services/ Networks • Satisfaction/constraints with childcare 
arrangements. 

• Need for, and constraints to, acquiring a 
vehicle?   

Suggestions for Improvements to 
Services/Networks 

• How can childcare services be made more 
accessible and useful?   

• If there was a program offering a childcare 
center for refugees, what are the most 
important features it should have? 

• What future training should look like. 
What are the most desired areas for 
trainings? 

• How could the resettlement process be 
better for refugees? 

 

 The methodology outlined in this section enables the identification of answers to 

the key research questions.  By conducting interviews directly with refugees and refugee 

service providers I was able to gather a diverse perspective that was representative of the 

diversity in the refugee arena in Arizona.  The key strength of the methodology used for 

this report is the large number of people who were interviewed, covering all sectors of the 

refugee arena.  While the methodology is robust with regards to interviews with 

institutions, it presents caveats with regards to the refugee portion of the study. 

The refugees in the focus groups were not randomly chosen but rather selected by 

the resettlement agencies.  Thus, the refugees involved may have potentially been 

selected based on their availability to participate at a particular time.  Additionally, the 

only refugee associations (MAAs) interviewed were those with a formal structure.  A 
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more balanced approach would have sought the perspective of refugee organizations (or 

networks) that function with a lower degree of formality and structure. 

The process of refugee resettlement has not been widely studied in the academic 

literature.  New programming and policy thus need to be driven by practitioners.  The 

policy recommendations of this report will therefore be based on the perspectives of 

those most directly affected by such measures and therefore based on the reality of 

refugee resettlement issues.  The findings section will highlight the fact that across the 

diverse refugee population, there is a common desire for an increased level of networking.  

The conclusions will argue that this need could be addressed through the implementation 

of a refugee council. 
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V. Findings 

 The findings section is laid out following the thematic grouping of questions 

within the refugee focus group outline and institutional questionnaire.  The three thematic 

areas are: current services, constraints to accessing services, and improvements to 

services.  The topic area that was originally defined as ‘determining gaps in services’ is 

incorporated throughout the other three themes rather than being presented in its own 

section.   

Within each topical area, the number of responses is tabulated for selected 

questions.  While the total number of respondents (sample) is small and does not warrant 

statistical analysis, the results are significant as they represent a complete census of 

agencies providing services to refugees in Arizona.  For each topic presented, only the 

key findings from the table are highlighted in the text.  Results that do not reveal new or 

useful insight are not discussed within the text.  In addition, qualitative information 

gathered during the interview process is included in order to further explain the findings. 

A. Current Services 

The primary finding on current childcare practices reveals the use of informal 

arrangements overwhelmingly over any other method.  While this trend was addressed by 

all four of the groups surveyed (Table 11) all of the refugee focus groups and MAAs 

identified relying on informal channels, either friends or family, as the current practice.  

The majority of service providers also identified these informal channels as the primary 

means of childcare service, a single respondent identified formal childcare as a utilized 

option.   Conversely, the Resettlement Agencies gave a wide range of responses from 

formalizes childcare service to not knowing the ways in which refugees procure childcare 
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services.  The resettlement agencies that did give responses offered a wide range of ideas 

that were not identified by any current or past refugees (MAAs). This indicates a 

disconnect, or lack of understanding, between refugees and the organizations that are 

charged with ensuring their successful integration into U.S. Society.   

While refugees first seek childcare arrangements within their extended family unit, 

refugee women reported also relying on friends and neighbors to care for their children. 

The social networks within ethnic communities seem to be especially useful in this regard. 

In most cases, however, these arrangements are not as regular as those within the family 

structure.  They fill an immediate or short-term need rather than providing a long-term 

solution.  This finding speaks to the resourcefulness of refugees as well as to the 

importance of fostering the informal networking that exists.   

Table 11. Current Childcare Arrangements  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups (8) 

Family 3 4 5 7 
Friends 3 1 3 3 
after-school programs 1 0 0 0 
formal childcare 3 1 0 0 
stay home because 
there are no Childcare 
options 

1 0 0 0 

do not know 3 0 0 0 
 

 Further exploration of the current childcare practices used by refugees reveals 

(Table 12) the factors that are considered important in the childcare setting.  The 

availability of childcare providers or environments in which the children are exposed to a 

cultural ambiance similar to their own or diverse beyond “American mainstream” was 

stated as important by a high number of participants.  All four groups ranked this as an 
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important element in refugee childcare, with Refugee Focus Groups, MAAs and Service 

Providers having a higher proportion of respondents citing this as being important.  While 

the Resettlement Agencies did identify issues that could fall within the grouping of 

cultural issues (same language spoken and trust), their responses are somewhat different 

from those offered by the refugees.   

The responses from refugees about features of childcare are predominantly 

clustered around the two ideas of broad cultural representation and having it be low cost. 

While the resettlement agencies and service providers also identified these issues, their 

responses touched on many other additional areas.  They perceived elements of the 

childcare environment to be important to refugees, these issues were, however, not 

mentioned by refugees.  That is not to say that some refugees may not find these issues 

important, but it does highlight the differences of perspective by those directing services 

and those receiving the services.  Currently, resettlement agencies and service providers 

create programming with their own set of perspectives about what is important and best 

for refugees.   

Table 12 Important Features of Childcare  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups (8)

Broad cultural 
representation on staff 

5 5 4 6 

Low/no cost 2 0 2 3 
Appropriate foods 0 1 2 1 
Flexible times 2 1 3 0 
Trust 2 2 1 0 
same language spoken 3 2 0 0 
central location 2 2 0 0 
Easy/not complicated 
enrollment process 

0 0 1 0 
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B. Constraints to Accessing Current Services 

A central component of this research is its focus on the constraints that impede 

access to the different services that are available and necessary to refugees’ successful 

integration.  A better understanding of these constraints is essential to develop a more 

efficient delivery of service.  A difference in opinion between the four groups surveyed 

as to what are constraints to access reflects the dissimilarity in perception as to where the 

current problems lay.  This gap in perceptions points to the fragmented nature of the 

current system of service providers that lacks a mechanism for coordination.   

1. Childcare 

The responses to questions about the constraints to accessing childcare services 

produced a rich variety of answers (Table 13).  The most frequently cited reason for 

refugees not accessing formalized childcare services can be categorized as cultural 

constraints.  It is important to note, however, that while a high percentage of refugees and 

organizations identified this issue, each identified different types of constraints.  The 

resettlement agencies and service providers tended to identify cultural constraints with 

the assumption that the problem was a lack of understanding among refugees of the idea 

or concept of a formal childcare system.  Along this same line of reasoning, the most 

cited response among the MAAs was the issue of not knowing about all the different 

childcare options that may be available.  One MAA respondent stated that in most 

countries refugees come from, formalized childcare mechanisms simply do not exist and 

therefore refugees coming here would not necessarily know of its existence. 

 In contrast, the refugees in the focus groups tended to define cultural constraints 

as the level of cultural sensitivity or understanding that exists within childcare settings 
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available here.  Within the refugee groups cultural norms that were highlighted as 

important and being potentially quite different here included: health care practices, 

nutritional knowledge and adherence to different food needs (i.e. Muslim diet), nurturing 

norms and differing approaches of how to take care of a sick child. 

 Another feature that draws attention to the responses about access to childcare is 

that of the time which the service is available in relation to refugee work schedules.  The 

refugee focus groups identified this point with a frequency greater than any of the other 

groups. While this can be a challenge for any family, it is compounded for refugees due 

to other factors.  As they are required to take the first job offered to them, refugees often 

work jobs with irregular shifts, such as late night or early morning- hours during which 

primary childcare services are not available.  When combined with the transportation 

challenges that many refugees also face, traditional childcare facilities do not offer the 

flexibility that refugees need in order to utilize their services.  In order for new refugee 

childcare options to be successful, service providers and resettlement agencies must have 

a clear understanding of how to make it accessible.   

Table 13 Constraints to Accessing Childcare  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups 
(8) 

Money 4 2 2 5 
Trust 0 0 1 1 
Timing with work schedule 3 1 1 7 
Cultural differences 5 4 1 5 
Concern w/ safety 0 0 0 2 
Transportation/location 3 3 3 3 
Not knowing childcare options 0 0 4 1 
Too complicated system 5 0 1 0 
Language barriers 2 2 3 0 
Does not know 1 0 0 0 
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2. Training 

There are many different training options available to refugee populations, life-

skills as well as job-training and skills building.  Nearly all these programs are aimed at 

improving their basic abilities to survive and eventually prosper in their new environment.  

The inability to take advantage of these programs can have serious long-term 

consequences in terms of acquiring important skills that can lead to better employment 

opportunities. 

The research revealed quite a bit of variety among the four groups of respondents.  

Refugee focus groups and resettlement agencies both identified “timing with work 

schedule” as being the single greatest factor as a constraint to undertaking trainings 

(Table 14).  Their respective reasons for giving this answer, however, are quite different.  

The resettlement agencies are driven by the federal policy that evaluates the agencies 

performance based on refugees being placed into jobs as soon as possible.  Therefore, 

anything that impedes achievement of that goal, including a training program that may 

improve their long term employability potential, is viewed unfavorably.  Thus, 

resettlement agencies discourage the participation in training programs that may in any 

way interfere with being in a full-time job after one month of arrival.  One resettlement 

agency respondent stated that trainings should be offered as a “reward” to being 

employed.  The trainings could be delivered at times outside of work hours as opposed to 

the present option of attending instead of going to work. 

The most commonly cited constraint to accessing trainings by the MAAs was the 

issue of transportation to reach the trainings.  As the MAAs are comprised of former 

refugees, this finding is consistent with the re-occurring theme of transportation being 
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problematic for accessing needed services.  The difference in responses between MAAs 

and the refugee focus groups could be attributed to the different lengths of time present in 

the United States.   

Table 14 Constraints to Accessing Training  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups 
(8) 

Money 2 1 3 1 
Childcare 2 1 1 1 
Timing with work schedule 7 2 1 7 
Problems w/ Recertifying 0 0 1 3 
Transportation/location 2 2 4 1 
Not knowing training option 0 1 2 1 
Age restrictions 0 0 1 0 
Language barriers 6 3 3 0 
Cultural differences 0 1 0 0 

 

Refugees on the other hand, expressed a strong desire to take part in training 

programs that would improve their basic skills, employability and adaptation to their new 

surroundings.  However, once they hold low-paying, entry level jobs and juggle issues of 

childcare, transportation and cultural adaptation, they are left with little time to pursue 

further trainings.  While this situation is not unique to refugees, indeed a large percentage 

of U.S. citizens find themselves in similar situations, the necessary rapid language and 

cultural adaptation that is expected compounds the problems.  A number of the refugees 

in the focus groups commented that struggling to speak in English and cope with 

unfamiliar culture adds to the level of fatigue borne by the refugees on a daily basis.  

Also of interest was the issue of having past professions or skills (i.e. nurses and 

mechanics) re-credentialized in order to transfer those skills to the United States.  This 

was mentioned in nearly half the refugee focus groups and once by an MAA, yet never 
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discussed by either of the institutional groups.  It is a common source of distress for 

refugees that brought a high level of skills from their home countries yet were required to 

take entry level jobs in unrelated professions.  Through intensive, job-specific English 

classes or classes that instruct on conversion of skills to the U.S. context (e.g. within the 

health care field) skilled refugees would be able to enter the job market at a higher level.  

The agencies servicing refugees do not appear to be cognizant or concerned with this 

refugee concern.  Conversely, the resettlement agencies and service providers see 

language barriers as being one of the primary constraints for refugees to access trainings.  

As with other issues previously discussed, there is a large gap between the perceptions of 

service providers and those receiving the services.   

3. Transportation 

The lack of adequate transportation emerged as a crucial factor in refugees ability 

to access childcare, employment, training opportunities, and other essential services.  

While there are many transportation options available within the metropolitan areas of 

Phoenix and Tucson, the results here focus on the ability to acquire a vehicle.  The 

climatic condition in the summer combined with the spread-out nature and car-culture of 

these cities ensures that car ownership by refugees is deemed a necessary step towards 

self-sufficiency.  In order to reach work, wherever it may be located at whatever shift 

they may be on, all the organizations and refugees themselves are working towards 

vehicle ownership.   This question seeks to understand what the primary obstacles to 

vehicle ownership are for refugees.  

The answers provided by the different groups did not show a great deal of 

variation (Table 15).  Of note, is the fact that all four groups identified both “money” and 
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“need for driver training” as the two greatest constraints to acquiring a vehicle.  The only 

other salient pattern was that the MAAs and refugee focus groups were the only groups to 

identify that many refugees do not come from car cultures and thus do not understand the 

car buying process.  This is a situation where there is a high degree of agreement within 

the refugee arena as to where the problems lay, thus if all groups had the opportunity to 

gather and brainstorm they could find solutions that may seem appropriate to all.   

Table 15 Constraints to Acquiring a Vehicle 
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups (8) 

Money 2 4 3 3 
Lack of credit 1 1 0 2 
Need for driver training 4 3 1 2 
Cost of insurance 0 2 0 1 
Not understanding 
process of buying a car 

0 0 1 2 

Fear of being taken 
advantage of buy car 
dealer 

2 1 2 0 

Language barriers 0 1 0 2 
 

C. Improving Current Systems and Services 

Given the level of services currently available and the obstacles that prevent 

refugees from accessing these services, it is necessary to improve current systems and 

services.  Answers to questions about ways to improve current systems and services 

provides insight as to whether service providers and service receivers view the issues in 

similar ways.  It also demonstrates the richness of ideas that emerge from the refugee 

arena.   

In many cases, the ideas that were suggested for improving the service seek to 

address the constraints to accessing that service. For example, refugees identified cultural 
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differences as being a key constraint to accessing childcare and fittingly their solution 

seeks to address that issue. 

1.  Childcare 

The idea of creating a refugee-run childcare center was a popular idea, as it was 

brought up several times within each group (Table 16).  There was, however, variability 

in the responses as to the justification of why this was seen as a good solution.  The 

MAAs identified this option as being a good option because it would be culturally 

appropriate as well as provide employment for some of the refugee women.  While the 

resettlement agencies liked the idea of a refugee-run childcare center, they all cautioned 

about potential side effects if refugees were to leave their children there over too long of 

a period of time.  The belief was that the children would not learn English or U.S. culture 

as fast as they would in a mainstream childcare center.  For refugees in the focus groups, 

this was a popular idea because of the belief that their children would be better cared for 

by people from their own cultural background.  Thus the center would have to be staffed 

by women representing several different ethnic or cultural identities.   

 In addition to the refugee run childcare center, the service providers listed 

additional ideas as to how to improve this needed service.  Half of the respondents in this 

group, cited the need for childcare services to be centrally located.  They defined 

centrally located as being close to other services that refugees frequently access.  If 

refugees had better access to childcare, the stated belief was that they may also be better 

able to access the particular service being offered by that provider. 
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Table 16 How to Improve Refugee Childcare  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups (8) 

Create Refugee-run 
Childcare center 

3 3 4 3 

Initial assistance or 
subsidy 

0 2 1 3 

Offer it during times 
when people are 
looking for jobs 

0 0 0 2 

Centrally located 1 3 0 0 
More education on 
Childcare system 

0 2 1 0 

Allow more flexibility 
in times available 

2 0 1 0 

Program that moves 
refugees towards use of 
formal daycare 

2 0 0 0 

Do not know 2 0 0 0 
 

2. Training 

 All groups identified (Table 17) the importance of having a high proficiency of 

English in order for refugees to succeed within their new environment.  Refugees in the 

focus groups expressed a concern that the current offering of ESL courses was not 

adequate in preparing them to work in diverse fields.  Service providers also identified 

the need for improved English ability and several suggested the incorporation of English 

into any specific job or skills training that occur.   

The resettlement agencies gave responses consistent with those that they had 

given on other questions about trainings.  Their focus was more on developing strategies 

for refugees to attend trainings while still being employed (i.e. on-the-job training). MAA 

responses were somewhat similar to those of the resettlement agencies in that they were 

also searching for ways to make trainings more accessible to already employed refugees.  
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These findings show a large gap in perceptions of where improvements to trainings need 

to be directed.  Refugees placed a great deal of importance on recertifying past skills and 

acquiring a level of English that improves their employability.  Currently there is no 

mechanism for resettlement agencies to gain this refugee perspective.   

Several responses were also given as to specific areas in which new skill areas 

should be provided (e.g. computers, hairdresser, etc).  Of these specific suggestions 

computer training was the most often cited.  Many individuals stated that if refugees had 

even basic computer knowledge they would then be able to obtain more advanced or job 

specific computer knowledge on-the-job.  Several of the MAAs are attempting to address 

this issue by offering basic computer classes to their community members. 

Table 17 How to Improve Refugee Trainings  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups 
(8) 

Job Specific/Advanced 
English 

2 4 1 6 

Recertifying past skills 1 0 1 3 
Job counseling 0 0 0 2 
Hairdresser 0 0 0 2 
Construction skills 0 0 0 1 
Childcare provider skills 0 0 0 1 
Computer 2 0 2 1 
Office/typing 0 0 0 1 
Banking 0 0 0 1 
Driving 0 0 0 2 
Flexibility in timing 1 1 2 0 
Subsidized or lower costs 2 0 1 0 
Centralized locations 2 1 3 0 
Include childcare 
component 

0 0 1 0 

Community center with 
everything at one place 

0 2 0 0 

Healthcare provider 
training 

2 0 0 0 

On-the-job training 3 0 0 0 
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3. Improving Refugee Resettlement 

 The last questions in the survey to each organization and refugee focus group 

concentrated on the broad issue of refugee resettlement in general and ways in which the 

process could be improved (Table 18).  The question generated many responses from 

each of the groups, but the refugee focus groups had more ideas than any of the other 

groups.  The inverse of this, and equally interesting, is that within the resettlement 

agencies two respondents either did not know or did not answer this question.   

A trend can be noticed between the information from this question and others in 

terms of the importance placed on the need for job related and advanced English training.  

Refugees expressed a strong desire for improved and different types of ESL training 

whereas this issue was not mentioned by the resettlement agencies.  This issue needs to 

be addressed in a way that new English programming is developed in a manner consistent 

with the needs of current refugees.   

 The suggestion that was collectively given most often by the four groups was that 

of allowing more time for refugees to adjust in the resettlement process.  While this is 

important to recognize there is little direct change that can be made at a local level with 

regards to federally mandated lengths of time that services can be provided. The only 

other suggested improvement to be cited by all four groups was the reoccurring theme of 

“focusing on skills that refugees bring with them.”  While refugee focus groups and 

MAAs had mentioned this idea in previous questions, this was the first time that service 

providers and resettlement agencies had mentioned it as an option to explore.  

The resettlement agencies, which are most directly responsible for facilitating the 

resettlement of refugees, were not able to come up with suggestions of how the system 
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could be improved.  If they believe simply that there are no problems with the system as 

it is, then there is once again a gap in perception of services between the service 

providers and the service receivers.  With no venue currently in place for refugees to 

discuss this type of feedback and idea generation, the service providers could continue to 

deliver their services without knowing that they are doing so in a less than optimal way. 

Table 18 How to Improve the Refugee Resettlement Process  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers 
(6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

Refugee 
Focus 
Groups (8) 

More life skills trainings 0 0 0 3 
Improve ESL 1 4 0 4 
More networking 
between refugee 
communities 

0 0 1 4 

More time to adjust 2 4 1 4 
More help with 
transportation issues 

0 0 0 1 

Focus on skills that 
refugees bring with 
them 

1 2 3 3 

More Integrated 
trainings (combing ESL 
and skills) 

1 2 0 5 

Taking different cultural 
perspectives into 
account 

0 0 1 0 

Reduce overlap of 
services offered by diff 
agencies 

3 0 0 0 

Do not know 2 0 0 0 
 

The final question was posed only to the institutions (i.e. not to refugee focus 

groups) regarding thoughts on how the level of coordination between agencies could be 

improved.  The desire for more direct collaboration or networking between the different 

organizations was identified by several of the service providers as well as a few of the 

resettlement agencies (Table 19).   
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Within each group, some sought solutions to increase inter-agency coordination.  

Interestingly, the suggestions by each group are also ideas that would support their 

particular mission.  For example, two different MAAs stated that the resettlement 

agencies need to include the MAAs more in the process of resettlement; their comments 

include concrete ways in which this could occur.  Similarly, several of the resettlement 

agencies mentioned the need to educate the wider community about refugees.  This 

directly feeds into their need for additional community support of their programming 

through volunteer recruitment.   

The service providers also sought ways to increase coordination between the 

agencies.  During the interviews, two of the service provider respondents expressed 

frustration over the not knowing about other agencies operating within the refugee arena. 

All these differences highlight the variation in opinion and perception that exist 

within the refugee arena about how change would best be brought about.  Under the 

current structure, each agency works towards the change they want without collaboration 

or perspective of other agencies that are also working for improved provision of services 

to refugees.  

Table 19 How Agencies Can Better Work Together  
 Resettlement 

Agencies (8) 
Service 
Providers (6) 

Mutual Assist 
Associations(5) 

More direct 
collaboration/networking  
between agencies  

3 4 0 

Focus on strengths that each 
refugee group offers 

0 3 0 

RAs need to include MAA more 
in the resettlement process 

0 0 2 

More education to wider 
community about refugees 

3 0 0 

No Answer 4 0 3 
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D. Summary of Findings  

 Throughout the analysis of the different thematic questions within the findings 

section, a number of common threads can be identified.  A reoccurring theme was the 

disparity in perceptions between service providers (agencies) and the service receivers 

(refugees).  This issue was most apparent in the analysis of childcare service and 

trainings.  There were multiple scenarios in which the different group respondents gave 

seemingly alike answers of “cultural differences” but deeper analysis revealed that 

responses had in fact differing intentions. 

There were also issues that revealed agreement by all four groups within the 

refugee arena.  All groups were in agreement that there needs to be an improvement to 

the current delivery of English as a Second Language instruction for refugees.  

Additionally, there was agreement between the four groups as to the need to explore 

options to create a refugee-run childcare center.  The final area in which there was 

agreement, albeit different ideas on implementation, between the respondents was the 

need for increased networking between those working within the refugee arena. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 52



VI. Policy Recommendations 

The analysis of the survey leads one to recommend the implementation of a 

refugee council to assist the refugee resettlement process.  The analysis supports the view 

that a formal network may be the best option for coordination of activities that refugees 

and service providers agree upon.  Additionally, it could function to explore the gaps in 

service that are perceived differently by refugees and service providers.  The current low 

number of refugee admissions at the national level, and therefore in turn at the state level, 

provides the time now to improve the system.  However, rather than following the 

conventional model of “top-down” programming that is government imposed and 

administered, this report proposes new programming in a “horizontal” or collaborative 

manner.  The programming is conceptualized as a Refugee Council that would address 

the disconnect between the service providers and service receivers and work towards 

creating a more effective resettlement process.   

  Refugee councils can create a venue for input from the refugee community (i.e. 

MAAs and RCBOs), refugee service providers, and representatives of different 

government agencies (collectively called the “refugee arena”).  Past evidence that refugee 

councils could work are the collaborative efforts in the refugee arena that yielded positive 

results.  However, rather than coming together around one issue (i.e. crime in the refugee 

community) the proposed refugee council would address the entire process of planning 

for refugee resettlement.   

Membership on the council should be balanced between the formalized 

institutions (agencies) working in the refugee arena as well as associations that represent 

refugees (MAAs and RCBOs).  The findings made clear the desire for more direct 

collaboration or networking by several of the service providers as well as a few of the 
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resettlement agencies. Similarly, several of the MAAs stated that the resettlement process 

needs to include the MAA and refugee perspective.  A refugee council would provide the 

platform for dialoging and regularized, direct contact amongst those in the refugee arena.  

The research revealed that there is great depth in the ability of refugee-serving 

organizations to generate innovative solutions in the interests of refugees.  With each 

organization offering unique perspectives and insight into the varied ways to deliver 

services to refugees, a forum within which to brainstorm ideas would benefit everyone.  

A refugee council can create this forum for openly generating ideas and creative solutions 

in which all groups have equal say and input.  This can provide a mechanism for refugees 

and MAAs (composed of former refugees themselves) to have their voices included in 

the decision-making process that directly affects them and their communities.  There is a 

general willingness to increase collaboration among agencies, to better accommodate 

refugee needs, and to work towards common objectives; this spirit needs to be captured 

and formalized into a refugee council. 

A. Structure and Operation of Refugee Council 

The make-up of the members in the council would not be strictly defined (i.e. no 

one who wanted to participate would be kept out) but rather seeks to encompass all those 

directly and indirectly affected by refugees being resettled in the area.  Representatives 

from each of the resettlement agencies should include both case managers as well as 

agency directors.  Other institutions that are contracted to provide refugee services would 

also provide representatives to present their objectives and search for suggestions on how 

to improve their current services.  Representatives from Mutual Assistance Organizations 

as well as other Refugee Community Based Organizations (RCBOs) would offer the 
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perspective of recently resettled refugees and the sentiments from the varying 

communities.  In addition to the groups directly involved in the “refugee arena,” input 

and participation would be sought from other interests within the community.  This is to 

include a representative from the municipal government (many cities with large refugee 

populations now have a Department of Refugee Affairs), local community colleges, 

police department, and interested church congregations (many of which are already very 

active in refugee assistance programs).  

The council would be convened once a month (or at intervals determined more 

appropriate by the council members) to address issues of interest and necessity as defined 

by the group.  Participation would be voluntary (i.e. no compensation for time) but 

everyone present would be motivated by the desire to improve the way in which refugee 

resettlement occurs within our cities.  The responsibility of leading the individual 

meetings would rotate among each of the primary organizations involved which form the 

core of the council.   

B.  Council Objectives 

While the council as an entity would have no decision making authority, the ideas 

and thoughts that come from the process of open discussion can impact the individual 

decision-makers within the group.  Being regularly involved in this type of forum, with 

open discussion from varied perspectives, allows for more informed decision making.  

Thus, for example, when resettlement agencies seek to create new programs they can be 

developed not within the vacuum of that particular agency’s offices but with information 

from the entire refugee arena.  This could reduce the amount of programmatic overlap 

that is currently present with refugee service providers.  It would also allow for new 

 55



programs to be created in a way that most directly target their intended population and 

function.  This would work directly to alleviate the current disaccord, which was 

highlighted in the findings, between the perceptions of service providers and service 

receivers (refugee communities). 

The council could also assume a role that goes beyond discussing “internal 

issues” of programming: promoting refugees within the larger community context.  The 

council could direct new efforts when people want to help newly arrived refugees.  For 

example, there is quite a bit of anecdotal information about well-meaning individuals 

trying to assist Sudanese “Lost Boys” but end results were patterns of dependence.  

Working with different groups the council would be able to educate community 

participants on the need to work towards self-sufficiency of refugees.  Additional 

community-wide education efforts would seek to inform about the plight of refugees and 

information about their unique cultural heritage.  This would include community 

education through local media, as is currently happening in an uncoordinated manner 

with the arrival of the Somali Bantu, and outreach events that highlight the history and 

backgrounds of the new community members.  

C. Immediate Issues to Address 

The key findings from the research used in this report provide the basis for the 

issues that could be initially addressed by a refugee council.  While many issues and 

concerns to improving refugee resettlement were raised, those of immediate importance 

are: childcare arrangements, trainings, and transportation.  Outlined below are specific 

recommendations on ways to address each of these issues.  The council could use these 
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recommendations as a starting point for discussion to work towards an outcome 

acceptable to all. 

1. Childcare 

The research revealed a universal desire by those within the refugee arena to work 

towards the creation of a refugee-run childcare center.  This childcare option addresses 

the issues highlighted in the findings section of the need for a high degree of flexibility in 

terms of availability and structure as well as delivering culturally sensitivity.  The refugee 

council would work to propose the specific parameters of a refugee run childcare center. 

Based on the findings from the survey for this report, the center should be multi-

ethnic and serve the entire refugee community.  It would be staffed by refugees that 

represented the diversity of cultures and languages present among the children.  The 

location of the center should be as centrally located as possible located along or near to 

major bus lines.  In response to the extremely variable work schedule of refugee parents, 

the center would operate at greatly extended hours.  Hours of operation, including times 

for pick-up and drop-off off children, would need to be available twenty-four hours a day, 

with the goal of making it as flexible as possible.  Actual hours of availability would be 

determined by levels of funding.   

The cost of the childcare service is another important issue that could be 

negotiated and suggested by the council.  Due to the collaborative nature of the venture, 

some level of grant funding (federal, state or private foundation) could potentially be 

secured.  The overall goal would be to provide the childcare service at a cost that is not 

prohibitive to the refugees.  Recently arrived refugees would receive a greater part of 

their childcare costs subsidized than those that have been in the United States for over a 
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certain amount of time (i.e. usually one year).  Once a refugee becomes employed they 

would move to a sliding scale payment in which they would pay proportional earnings. 

2. Training 

Efforts to improve current delivery of different trainings should address the issues 

and problems highlighted within the findings of this report.  Most important of these 

issues identified were: the competing demands on work and time, the type and level of 

English instruction, and incorporating of past skills and experiences.  The new training 

program would incorporate these different components and work toward expanding the 

options of employment for the individual refugees.  The councils function in this process 

could be to offer direction in implementing this new approach to refugee training. 

The first step would be to implement an initial skill evaluation to determine what 

are the refugee’s prior experiences and English level proficiency as it relates to that 

particular field. The collective wisdom of the refugee council could be instrumental in 

developing these evaluation criteria.  The case manager or a job developer could then 

work with the refugee and different community agencies to acquire specific job specific 

English skills.  Simultaneously, efforts are made to find local mentors or “internship” 

opportunities for the refugee to be matched with someone locally working within the 

same field.  The extensive links and networking among the council members could 

facilitate the process of establishing where theses different opportunities exist within the 

larger community.   

All organizations and refugee focus groups interviewed indicated that English 

language training is of prime importance to the success of refugee resettlement.  The 

current structure of ESL programs are not meeting the needs the majority of refugees.  
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ESL classes need to be of higher quality and more directed towards trainings and jobs 

that are filled by refugees.  The next Request for Proposals for ESL service to refugees to 

be issued by the state Office of Refugee Resettlement should include components of the 

ideas highlighted within the findings of this report. The refugee council could provide the 

forum for discussion and analysis of what the best ESL program would look like and 

create actual curriculum guidelines.  Any job or life-skill training must include an ESL 

component to make it fully useful to the refugee community. 

3. Transportation 

Interviews with both organizations and refugee focus groups revealed a strong 

perception that having access to a vehicle is a crucial step toward self-sustainability for 

refugees in both Tucson and Phoenix.  While other options (i.e. bus, carpooling) will 

continue to be explored for the first few months, the goal of any programming could be to 

have refugees receive driver training and own a car within ten months of arrival.  The 

refugee council could take a lead role in securing funding and provide management for 

this transportation initiative. 

A vehicle purchase assistance program could be established that might include a 

financial incentive for successful program completion.  The initial stages of the program 

would teach basic driver training and U.S. traffic laws.  This would lead to the participant 

acquiring a U.S. driver license.  The next stage of the program could focus on the basics 

of car purchase and ownership (need for on-going maintenance, insurance etc).  The 

refugee council might work with several different car dealers to establish a referral 

process to trustworthy companies from which refugees could purchase a vehicle without 
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fear of being swindled. This could be combined with reputable mechanics (potentially 

refugees or former refugees themselves) that were approved for car repair assistance. 

The actual financing of the vehicle might come from a matching funds account 

that could be collectively managed by the council.  The refugees would be required to 

save a certain amount of money that would then be matched dollar for dollar, perhaps up 

to $1500 in matching contribution.  This fund of money that provides the matching funds 

could be could be built on by direct fundraising by the council and donation of cars that 

the resettlement agencies often receive. 

C. Conclusion 

When the United States agrees to accept a refugee for resettlement there is an 

obligation to that individual to ensure the best chance at succeeding in their new 

environment.  When they are not able to successfully resettle here they enter into cycles 

of poverty and dependence on the welfare system.  The current system of refugee 

resettlement and service provision to refugees does not seek to take refugee perspective 

into account and thus is not as effective as it could be.  The findings from this research 

have highlighted the gap in perspective that exists between refugees and those providing 

services in the resettlement of refugees.  The implementation of a Refugee Council would 

create a venue for communication between the service providers and service receivers 

and work towards creating a more effective resettlement process.  While the creation of a 

refugee council will not solve all problems, it does present a pro-active option to bridging 

some of the inadequacies in the current system.   
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