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By Fred Spannaus 
 
As this issue of Peace Notes was written, Europe-
an countries and others wrestled with a huge in-
flux of refugees from the Middle East. This was 
only the latest in a long series of refugee crises. 
With the world shrouded in wars, the refugee dis-
aster is exploding. 
 
The United Nations High Commission on Refugees 
(UNHCR) tracks displacement and refugee status. 
“We are witnessing a paradigm change, an un-
checked slide into an era in which the scale of 
global forced displacement as well as the re-
sponse required is now clearly dwarfing anything 
seen before,” said António Guterres, UNHCR Com-
missioner. 
 
In 2014 the world had the highest number of dis-
placed humans on record. The Commission re-
ported 59.5 million persons forcibly displaced, 8.3 
million more than in 2013.  
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Of these, about a third (19.5 million) were actual 
refugees, with another 38.3 million displaced within 
their home counties, and 1.8 million more seeking 
asylum. Syria, Afghanistan, and Somalia were the 
top sources of refugees. During 2014 alone, nearly 
3.9 million humans fled Syria, with 2.6 million peo-
ple leaving Afghanistan and 1.1 million persons de-
parting Somalia. 
 
Of the counties hosting refugees, the top three last 
year were Turkey (1.6 million), Pakistan (1.5 mil-
lion), and Lebanon (1.2 million). Others with more 
than 600,000 were Iran, Ethiopia, and Jordan. By 
contrast, the United States hosted about 270,000 
refugees, which was 1.4% of the world’s total. 
 
In fact, developing nations hosted 86% of the 
world’s refugees, with 25% of the global total host-
ed by “Least Developed Countries.” Over two in five 
refugees resided in countries with per capital GDPs 
(gross domestic product) of less than $5,000. The 
US per capital GDP in 2014 was over $47,000. 

Refugees — A World in Crisis 

How You Can Help — Presbyterian Disaster Assistance  
 

By John Kay 

 

Since the beginning of the Syrian civil war in March 2011, Presbyterian Disaster Assistance (PDA) has 

responded to the needs of displaced persons and refugees. PDA collaborates with ACT Alliance (Action 

by Churches Together) and other ecumenical partners. PDA also provides direct assistance to our mission 

partner, the National Evangelical Synod of Syria and Lebanon (NESSL). 

 

PDA committed $100,000 to help restore permanent infrastructure within the country, and is now commit-

ting $75,000 to help with schools. PDA works with Church World Service to resettle Syrian refugees who 

are coming to the United States.  

 

Ways to Act: 

 Give online to support humanitarian response in the Middle East at  http://pda.pcusa.org/situation/

syria/  

 Follow the PC (U.S.A.) response on Facebook and share updates others.  

 Help resettle Syrian refugees. To get directly involved with a refugee family or support them through 

in-kind donations, contact Susan Krehbiel at PDA (susan.krehbiel@pcusa.org).  

 Sign this petition to demand the U.S. increase the resettlement of more Syrian refugees: https://

petitions.whitehouse.gov/petition/authorize-and-resettle-syrian-refugees-us   

 Advocate for the Protecting Religious Minorities Persecuted by ISIS Act. 

http://pda.pcusa.org/situation/syria/
http://pda.pcusa.org/situation/syria/
mailto:susan.krehbiel@pcusa.org
https://petitions.whitehouse.gov/petition/authorize-and-resettle-syrian-refugees-us
https://petitions.whitehouse.gov/petition/authorize-and-resettle-syrian-refugees-us
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Getting Personal: Stories of Child Refugees 
 

  By Sandy Peterson 

The news media present us with near-daily im-

ages of refugees fleeing their homelands and 
flooding neighboring countries as well as some 
countries far from their origins. The sheer num-
bers are staggering and hard to get one’s mind 
around. According to UNICEF, “usually more 
than half of any refugee population is children.” 
Pictures of children caught up in these desper-
ate situations are simply heart-wrenching. As 
horrific as some of those images are, they flash 
before us quickly, making it easy to forget the 
momentary tug on our consciences. 
  
Here are summaries of a few personal accounts 
from refugee children. The kids represented by 
these recollections are the “lucky” ones, having 
received interventional help from charities and 
agencies working on their behalf. They have 
survived to tell their tales and are beginning 
new lives. However, their pain and loss of inno-
cence is obvious in their personal stories. 
  
Melody arrived in the UK from Nigeria, seeking 
a better life with a friend of the family after los-
ing her parents at age 10. Instead, she was 
forced to live in “domestic servitude and was 
repeatedly beaten and sexually abused.” 
Deemed useless, Melody was forced out. She 
was raped repeatedly while on the streets for 8 
or 9 months. Seeking help from various agen-
cies, she was eventually helped by the Refugee 
Council. (www.refugeecouncil.org.uk) 
  
After his father “disappeared” at the hands of 
the Taliban, Matiulla fled Afghanistan at age 15. 
His barbaric journey to the UK was mostly in 
the back of crowded trucks. It took 3 months, 
during which there was little air, water, or food. 
Matiulla applied for asylum and now volunteers 
for the Refugee Council that helped him with 
the process. 

Faisal also fled Afghanistan at age 15 after his 
mother and brother were murdered by the Tali-
ban. When authorities in the UK disputed his 
age, Faisal was held in a detention center. Terri-
fied by his treatment and threats of deporta-
tion, he fell into despair and looked for ways to 
commit suicide. A representative from the Ref-
ugee Council was eventually able to get him 
released and started on a new life. 
  
Nidal, a 6 year old Syrian boy, fled his country 
with his sister to escape the ongoing conflict. 
He tells about his friends and him being shot at 
while playing in the streets. He was chased, and 
he watched armed men take his father away to 
be executed in the street. He recounts hearing 
explosions, seeing bullet holes filling walls of his 
grandmother’s house, a man with a rifle invad-
ing the house, shootings, and fearing for his life. 
He and his sister are safe now, aided by Save 
the Children/Australia. Nidal wants the war to 
stop so he can go back to Syria. 
 
Another child from Syria helped by Save the 
Children, Saba, age 13, recalls explosions, inju-
ries, death, and fear. Planes repeatedly 
dropped shells in her neighborhood. Her house 
was destroyed. Schools were hit, and many chil-
dren died. Not being able to go to school sad-
dened her. She feels “as though all of Syria has 
been destroyed.” (www.scaemergency.org.au) 
 
Worldwide, children continue to be brutalized, 
exploited, orphaned, and, yes, even killed. 
Putting names and voices to even a few of the 
countless refugee kids’ plight makes it harder to 
turn away from, ignore, and forget. I urge you 
to learn more. 
 
Other related sources:  
www.womenrefugeecommission.org and www.unhcr.org 

http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/
http://www.scaemergency.org.au/
http://www.womenrefugeecommission.org/
http://www.unhcr.org/
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Have You Heard of the Rohingya? 
By Norm Jensen 
 

If your answer is no – don’t feel alone. I hadn’t either.    

 

The Rohingya are a Muslim minority living mostly in the state of Arakan in the country of Myanmar (formerly Burma), which is pre-

dominately Buddhist. Their numbers are small, approximately 800,000 to 1.3 million, but they have a long history in Burma, living 

there for centuries.    

 

The early Muslims were well received and served in the court of the Buddhist King Narameikhla. In about 1785, Buddhist Burmese 

from the south conquered Arakan. Many of the Rohingya males were executed or driven out of the country, most fleeing to Bengal in 

India. After the first Anglo-Burmese War (1824-26), the British encouraged the farmers from Bengal to resettle the Arakan region. 

This sudden influx of refugees from Bengal caused a strong reaction on the mostly Buddhist Rakhine people living in Arakan and 

resulted in the ethnic-tensions which still exist today.     

 

At the onset of World War Two (WWII), Britain abandoned Arakan because of the Japanese seizures in Southeast Asia. The result 

was armed conflict and massacres by both the Buddhist and Muslim populations in Arakan. In addition, the Japanese inflicted severe 

persecutions of the Rohingya when they learned of their spying for the Allied forces. Many of the Rohingya, again, fled to Bengal. 

 

After WWII and before the coup d’état in Burma in 1962, the Rohingya advocated for a separate state in Arakan. The military junta 

that took power in Yangon (formerly Rangoon) came down hard on the Rohingya. It denied the Rohingya citizenship in Burma and 

classified them as stateless Bengalis. 

 

At the time this is being written, the Rohingya are in limbo. Recently they are facing increasing persecution and attacks, even from 

Buddhist Monks. Many are attempting escape by way of the sea amid the uncertainty of such a venture. Many Muslim nations around 

Southeast Asia are refusing to accept them as refugees. Thailand has turned some away, while others refugees haves been victimized 

by human traffickers. Australia has refused to take any Rohingya refugees. The Philippines have agreed to take about 3,000 Rohingya 

boat people. 

 

However, there are many more desperate Rohingya people trying to escape the repressive tyranny in their homeland, and it is estimat-

ed that about 25,000 have fled Myanmar since the beginning of 2015. The US has provided assistance in the Rohingya crises and in 

2013 helped in the resettling process of more than 16,000 Burmese refugees. 

Health Problems in Refugee Populations 
By Connie Requarth 

Protecting and assisting the world’s most vulnerable people has become increasingly complicated by population 
growth, urbanization, food and energy insecurity, water scarcity and climate change. These factors also make evalu-
ating and treating health issues in refugee groups, particularly in the developing world, far more difficult.   

Seventy-five to 80 % of refugees worldwide are women and children. Mortality is highest just after reaching the coun-
try or location of asylum, as the refugees often arrive in poor health and totally dependent on aid supplies for survival. 
The most commonly reported causes of death are diarrheal diseases, measles, acute respiratory infections, malaria, 
malnutrition, and other infectious diseases. In the camps, there are often higher rates of sexually transmitted Infections 
and HIV. The men often engage with sex workers, rape is common, and there is insufficient access to reproductive 
health services.   

Mental health issues are also common and often debilitating. Many refugees have experienced traumatic events such 
as sexual violence, genocide, torture, political persecution, loss of loved ones and forced child soldiering. Additionally, 
refugees experience poor accommodations, restricted economic opportunity, uncertainly over access to food and wa-
ter, and violence. The prevalence of depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and other recurrent undiag-
nosed symptoms are quite high. Help may not be sought due to lack of familiarity with the concept, unavailability, or 
fear of stigmatization. Children can exhibit emotional and behavioral problems, which are aggravated by separation 
from parents and support systems. These problems create long-lasting effects, which can lead to substance abuse and 
eating disorders later. 

Early interventions include measles immunization, nutritional support, control of communicable diseases and epidem-
ics (i.e. cholera), and implementation of reproductive health measures. The camps present many barriers to care, in-
cluding remote locations with poor accessibility, limited resources, and high levels of mobility.  

In spite of this, many innovative programs have been developed to implement and sustain care around the world. In 
Guinea, for example, a group of refugee nurses from Sierra Leone and Liberia were frustrated by limited resources and 
facilities as well as language barriers.  They recruited other nurses in their camp and trained lay women to provide con-
traceptives and health education.  In addition, drama groups were established to help educate young males about us-
ing contraceptives.  This group was able to increase the use of contraceptives from 4% in the countries of origin to 17% 
among the camp population.   

Ingenuity like this can help cross language and cultural barriers to better assist refugees in foreign lands.  However, the 
sheer numbers of refugees and internally displaced persons continues to be overwhelming. 

Sources: (UN High Commission for Refugees and uniteforsight.org ) 
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Does the United States Have a  

Moral Obligation in the Current Refuge Crisis? 
 

By Carol Fuller 

The illegal immigration problem in the U.S. is cur-
rently a hot button issue, with candidates and pun-
dits analyzing proposals for “closing our borders” 
from people who wish to enter our country to find 
work or perhaps political asylum. There is much 
complaining about “foreigners” and “illegals” tak-
ing U.S. jobs and using social services provided by 
taxpayers. There seems to be a renewed push to-
ward isolationism. 

The U.S. immigration problem, however, pales by 
comparison to the refugee crisis in the Middle East 
and Europe. Some of the least wealthy developing 
countries, such as Turkey, Leba-
non, Pakistan and Jordan have 
accepted huge numbers of refu-
gees and are straining to pro-
vide shelter and basic services 
to people traumatized and dis-
placed by years of internal strife 
and persecution in their coun-
tries of origin. Literally one-half 
of the population of Syria has 
been displaced at this time (in 
Lebanon, one in four people are 
now Syrian). Italy, Spain, Hunga-
ry and other European countries 
are becoming overwhelmed by 
the sheer number of people 
from various nations who need 
help.  

According to 2014 statistics 
from the United Nations High Commission on Refu-
gees (UNHCR), of the nearly 60 million persons for-
cibly displaced, the U.S. has hosted approximately 
1.4 percent while many developing countries are 
hosting 86 percent. Recently, refugees are under-
standably traveling farther from home to more 
wealthy countries such as Germany and Sweden to 
find settlement and work opportunities as well as 
better infrastructure to assist in their immediate 
needs. 

The United Nations has been appealing for months 
for more funds for the World Food Program (WFP) 
– for shelter, water and sanitation, food, medical 
assistance and education – to assist all the persons 
displaced from their homes. Most of these people 
left their homes because they were unsafe, and 
they may not be able to return, so they will need 
assistance with resettlement as well.  

Displaced children represent perhaps the biggest 
tragedy in the current upheaval. From a September 
6, 2015 article in The Guardian: 

The UN high commissioner for refugees, Anto-

nio Guterres warned, “We know that we are 
not doing enough; we are failing the basic 
needs of people. The situation is beyond irrep-
arable. If you look at the number of children 
who will see their lives so dramatically impact-
ed by malnutrition and lack of psychosocial 
support, you will see this is already happen-
ing.” 

The article goes on to say, 

“The majority of the UN’s humanitarian work is 
funded entirely by voluntary 
donations from individual 
governments and private do-
nors, with agencies such as the 
UNHCR and UNICEF receiving 
none of the regular budget 
that member states pay into 
the UN’s central coffers. Gu-
terres is leading calls from 
within the UN to change this 
system and ask member states 
to make more regular pay-
ments to the main agencies. 

“The current global humanitar-
ian funding budget for all 
countries stands at $19.52 
billion, but only $7.15 billion of 
that has been raised from in-
ternational donors. 

“This year the World Food Programme cut ra-
tions to 1.6 million Syrian refugees. Right now 
we are short $149 million to help Syrians just 
through September and October. The most 
vulnerable living in Lebanon now only have $13 
to spend on food each month, a figure that the 
WFP warned would leave refugees vulnerable 
to recruitment by extremist groups.” 

And this pattern has been repeated around the 
world. Since the beginning of the year, the 
WFP has twice cut food rations for refugees in 
the Daadab and Kakuma camps in northern 
Kenya, as well as for Sudanese refugees in 
Uganda. Darfuris living in camps in Chad have 
been warned that their rations may end com-
pletely at the end of the year. UN-run 
healthcare services have also been closed 
across a large part of Iraq, leaving millions of 
internally displaced people without access to 
healthcare. 

(Story continues on page 5) 
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Immigration Snapshots 
 

By Craig Mandernach 

I have trouble constructing a coherent thought pat-

tern about the issue of immigration. The ideas will 

not coalesce for me. I will share my mental 

“snapshots”. 

My direct ancestor, John Mandernach, immigrated 

to this country from Germany in 1848. He immigrat-

ed legally, as far as I know, except he was a draft 

dodger leaving Germany. The other ancestors – the 

Jons, the Baurle, and the Hoefling families – were 

poor farming families who continued to be poor 

farmers for several generations here. No one made it 

into the history books or onto a police blotter. 

Several years ago I saw a powerful documentary 

about bodies in storage in Phoenix. They were peo-

ple who died trying to cross from Mexico and died 

in the desert unidentified. There is an ongoing “CSI 

type” program trying to identify them and get word 

back to families who have inquired about missing 

relatives. 

In fiscal 2013, 200 people are known to have per-

ished in the Arizona desert, while 111,570 people 

were detained entering Arizona illegally. In the first 

10 months of fiscal 2014, 97 bodies were recovered, 

while 83,115 people were detained in Arizona. Due 

to the economic slowdown, fewer people have been 

trying to cross from Mexico in recent years. I men-

tion Arizona, because in February of 2013 and 2014 

I spent time driving and hiking in southern Arizona 

and am familiar with it. 

The U.S. Border Patrol has 4,200 agents in the Tuc-

son sector that runs 262 miles from the New Mexico 

border to the Yuma County line just short of Califor-

nia. There are eight stations at: Douglas, Bisbee, 

Wilcox, Sonoita, Nogales, Tucson, Casa Grande, 

and Why. I remember turning a corner in Sonoita 

and passing a lot with more than 50 border patrol 

vehicles parked bumper to bumper behind a fence.   

In southeastern Arizona, while driving south from 

Wilcox and then heading west on state highways, 

every ridge or high point seemed to have a border 

patrol vehicle. We crossed to Interstate 19 just north 

of Nogales, and border patrol agents stopped all 

north-bound traffic on the freeway for inspections. 

This was about 10 miles north of the border. Closer 

to Tucson, I saw church members with pickups that 

carried large water tanks refilling water stations in 

the desert at several locations. 

Even in February in southern Arizona it can be hot. 

It’s hard to carry enough water. It’s cold at night. 

One of the websites said that beside food and water 

you should carry a phone, a mirror (for signaling), 

and a flashlight, because it’s treacherous at night in 

the mountains. Because of surveillance in the flatter 

areas people often try to move north in the moun-

tains. 

Political posturing about the illegal immigration is-

sue in the U.S. hasn’t been helpful in finding solu-

tions. But, don’t ask me for solutions; I don’t have 

any. I only have memories and snapshots. 

Moral Obligation (continued from page 4) 

 

At some point, do we as Americans, in a country founded 
by people who were escaping religious persecution, step 
up to better assist in this unprecedented humanitarian 
crisis? Do we say that all people deserve basic services 
such as shelter and sanitation, food and emergency medi-
cal care? Do we acknowledge that all of them are worthy 
of our compassion as Christians?  

According to a September 20, 2015 N.Y. Times article, the 
Obama administration will increase the number of world-
wide refugees the United States accepts each year to 
100,000 by 2017 from the current annual cap of 70,000, 
and it is to be accompanied by additional financial assis-
tance. 

“The American move still falls far short of the global 
demand for resettlement from people who continue 
to flee turmoil in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and other 
countries. 

“This kind of piecemeal, incremental approach is 
simply not enough to effectively address this crisis,” 
said Eleanor Acer, director of the refugee protection 
program at Human Rights First, an advocacy group 
that has been pressing the United States to take 
100,000 Syrians alone next year. “This minimal in-
crease for next year is certainly not a strong response 
to the largest refugee crisis since World War II.” 

The U.S. has taken in only about 1500 Syrian refugees 
since the start of the conflict there more than four years 
ago. Surely, we can do more. If we are truly a Christian 
nation, where is our moral compass in all this? Did Jesus 
not teach us to do for those who have the least, and to do 
so in his name (Matthew 25:40)? If most people truly be-
lieve in democratic, Christian and family principles, they 
should be asking their representatives in Congress to pass 
legislation that would allow funding and asylum for more 
of the displaced persons from war-torn countries and 
those with dictatorial governments that crush human 
rights. 

Rather than spending billions on another war ship, for 
example, or for several fighter planes, perhaps a more 
significant and critically-needed act would be to use that 
money to help aid the millions of displaced people who 
are suffering great loss and personal tragedy. 

A dinghy overcrowded with Afghan migrants arrives on the 

Greek island of Kos, after a crossing. 
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Central America 
 
The primary reason for refugees from Central 

America is the violence caused by transnational, 

organized, criminal armed groups. These “gangs” 

are particularly active in El Salvador, Guatemala, 

and Honduras. As a result, more than 10,000 refu-

gees a year are fleeing gang violence in their home 

country to Costa Rica or Mexico and then to the 

United States, and Canada. Many of these are unac-

companied children. 

Children are killed for refusing to join gangs, over 

vendettas against their parents, or because they are 

caught up in gang disputes. Many activists in Hon-

duras suggest that children are also murdered by 

police officers willing to clean up the streets by any 

means possible. 

El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras have a long 

history of protracted armed conflict. The Central 

American gang phenomenon can partly be seen as 

a by-product of the generalized violence in this re-

gion. Gangs gained members and power where the 

judicial system was dysfunctional and there was a 

simultaneous reduction in social services for young 

people.  

As long ago as the early 1980’s when I did anthro-

pological field work in Guatemala, rural and urban 

gangs were well-organized and heavily armed. 

Back then, these groups were guerrilla revolution-

aries combating dictatorships. Today they are in-

volved in gambling, drugs, money laundering, and 

prostitution. These gangs, called maras, enforce 

their rules and maintain their territories with brutal 

violence. 

There are currently over 100,000 Central American 

refugees with 40,000 now in Mexico. More than 

half of all children crossing into the U.S. from 

Mexico are gang refugees from Honduras. 

The Middle East  
 

The ongoing turmoil in the Middle East has result-

ed in large numbers of refugees seeking safety. The 

civil war in Syria, the advance of the group calling 

itself Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, internal sec-

tarian strife in Iraq, and the conflict between the 

Taliban and the elected government of Afghanistan 

has made the Middle East a dangerous place live. It 

is not surprising that people are fleeing for safer 

climes.  

The numbers are staggering. According to the UN 

High Commission on Refugees (UNHCR), there 

are now over 18 million refugees from or within 

the countries of Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and Yem-

en. More than 9 million of these people are chil-

dren. 

The table below summarizes data compiled by the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR). Nearly all of these refugees are fleeing 

violence in their home countries. 

In addition to Yemenis fleeing violence in their 

country, refugees from Ethiopia, Somalia, and Syr-

ia have also fled to Yemen. There are over 250,000 

non-Yemeni refugees in Yemen. 

Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan have been receiving 

refugees and there are now 1.2 million refugees 

residing in Lebanon, 1.6 million in Turkey, and 

655,000 in Jordan. Jordan, in particular, has been 

particularly generous in its reception of refugees 

providing them access to health and education ser-

vices. Nonetheless, large numbers of refugees in all 

of the host countries put an enormous strain on na-

tional resources and infrastructure. None of these 

receiving countries are immune to internal violence 

and disruption. They face the difficult task of ac-

commodating external refugees while trying to 

minimize internal displacements of people.   

Last week, 265 Afghan refugees voluntarily re-

turned to their homes from camps in Pakistan. Af-

ghanistan and Pakistan, working with the UNHCR, 

hope to return more refugees to their homes as are-

as in Afghanistan become stable and safe. This a 

certainly a step forward, but makes only a tiny dent 

in the huge refugee situation in the Middle East. 

Long term solutions will depend upon the countries 

involved and the international community achiev-

ing some level of stability throughout the region. 

Country of 

Origin 
Refugees Internally  

Displaced 

Afghanistan 2,593,368 805,409 

Iraq 369,904 3,596,356 

Syria 3,883,585 7,632,500 

Yemen 2,628 334,093 

An Ocean Apart — Families Fleeing Violence 
 

Stories by Jim Rauff 

 

For information about refugees see the 

UNHCR website www.unhcr.org 


