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Introduction

This collection of profiles, Volume II, Financial Bi-
ographies of People Coping with New Surroundings,
takes up where Volume I, Financial Biographies
of Long-Distance Journeyers, left off. In Volume I,
we traced refugees’ and migrants’ journeys on the
move, viewing their passages through an economic
lens. In Volume II, we examine the lives of migrants
and refugees who are managing new environments,
be they displaced for long periods, in limbo waiting
for the chance to move onward, or settling into their
final destinations.

These biographies explore stories of adaptation, ad-
justment, and in some cases, integration. Drawing
on research undertaken in 2019 and 2020, our pro-
files include material from Tijuana, Mexico; Tunis,
Tunisia; Quito, Ecuador; Jijiga, Ethiopia; Kampala
and Bidi Bidi Camp, Uganda; as well as Nairobi, Ken-
ya and Amman, Jordan. In Ethiopia, respondents
had been near Jijiga for between 10 and 20 years.
Most respondents had been coping in their new sur-
roundings for between two and four years.

In total, we conducted over 400 in-depth interviews,
some taking place over the course of days. We used
several techniques to complement interviews. In
some cases, we asked subjects to draw a “journey
map” where they visually plotted their routes. In oth-
ers, we asked respondents to chart their high and low
moments over several years and would ask them to
explain what happened during each. We never held
formal focus group discussions, finding this kind of
research too prone to the bias of “group think.” Hav-
ing said that, there were times when neighbors and
relatives would stop in during interviews and might
disrupt the flow of the discussion. We used a conver-
sational approach in all of our interviews, dispens-
ing with the interrogation methods so evident in
surveys. Subjects understood that we would ask for
certain kinds of information regarding money as we
had alerted them through the informed consent pro-
cess. Where we could, we held debriefing sessions
for respondents, letting them know the gist of our
findings. When this was possible (as was the case in
Tijuana), respondents were grateful for our efforts.

In Uganda, we interviewed refugees and migrants
from Somalia, South Sudan, the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Burundi, and Rwanda. We saw that
those who had chosen to live in the city of Kampala,
would overtime, likely experience a progression in
their earnings from less than $1 a day to more than
$4 a day and, for the enterprising few, far more.
Those in the camp often resorted to selling their food
rations to survive.

Ethiopia taught us lessons about how new bound-
aries do not necessarily mean new kinships. Our
respondents in Jijiga, a region in the southeast of
Ethiopia, had strong ties to relatives in Somalia and
had steadfastly preserved their traditions from that
country. This was despite the fact that they had been
residing in the camps for ten or more years.

In Mexico, we interviewed migrants and asylum
seekers from Burkina Faso, El Salvador, Guatemala,
Haiti, Honduras, and Venezuela and learned how
native Spanish speakers, surprisingly, did not al-
ways do better than those who were learning Span-
ish as a second language. Haitians were coping well
and some had perfected a Mexican accent.

We found there were two kinds of respondents in
Tunisia: students who had come from Sub-Saharan
Africa to study at the university level and migrants
who also came from countries like Cote D’Ivoire to
work as casual laborers. The migrant stories showed
how, in the hands of malign employers, informal la-
bor could tragically turn into forced labor.

In Quito, we interviewed mainly Venezuelans but
also immigrants from Iran, Nepal, Bangladesh, and
Colombia. The Venezuelans on the whole expressed
appreciation for the welcoming hospitality of Ecua-
dorans. They liked being able to earn a living in US
dollars, a relief from the Venezuelan Bolivar, whose
value had plummeted over the years.

In Jordan, researchers conducted three rounds of in-
terviews with participants. Rather than having only
one snapshot in time, multiple interviews allowed
researchers to understand an individual’s financial
circumstances and decision making over time. This
proved particularly useful during COVID-19, which
coincided with our research, when livelihoods and
coping strategies were changing very quickly. A
complete compilation of stories from our Jordan
research can be found in A Hope for Home: A brief

9_

VOLUME Il FINANCIAL BIOGRAPHIES OF PEOPLE COPING WITH NEW SURROUNDINGS



FEBRUARY 2022

compendium of financial journeys of refugees and
asylum seekers in Jordan.

Covid also impacted our research in Kenya. These
stories come from refugees initially hailing from the
Democratic Republic of Congo, Ethiopia, South Su-
dan, Somalia, Rwanda, Uganda, and Burundi and
were gathered by refugees themselves. Researchers
trained five refugees in the interview process prior
to the start of the pandemic. Given the limitations
the pandemic created, these researchers wrote down
their own stories, which began an iterative process
to develop their biographies. Enumerators then
completed five additional interviews to share the
stories of fellow refugees. The full collection of these
stories can be found in Refuge? —Refugees’ stories of
rebuilding their lives in Kenya.

The biographies in this volume are intended to pre-
serve the entire financial story of selected respon-
dents. We have found that reports, essays, and case
studies are valuable contributions to an analytical
understanding; they often highlight key messages
while sacrificing the full arc of a migrant’s narrative.
These biographies are meant to supplement our oth-
er publications, taking the reader into the depths of
individual experiences.

We would like to thank the International Rescue
Committee, our primary sponsor, Open Society
Foundations, the Hitachi Center for Technology and
International Affairs at the Fletcher School at Tufts
University and the Leir Institute, also at the Fletcher
School, Tufts University. We are also grateful for the
German Federal Ministry of Economic Cooperation
and Development (BMZ) and the Catholic Univer-
sity of Eichstatt-Ingolstadt in Germany. Our special
thanks to all our biographers listed. Their work was
tireless in gathering the information and communi-
cating it in a readable form.

Sincerely, Kim Wilson

Senior Lecturer,
The Fletcher School, Tufts University

February 2022
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Getting Lucky
with Camp Employment

A man from South Sudan shows what financial
transitions can look like for highly educated ref-
ugees.

Spoon, a male South Sudanese refugee, shows what rel-
atively successful financial transitions can look like for
highly educated refugees. Possessing skills that are in
short supply in camp, both he and his wife have gotten
work with NGOs and, as long as the NGO funding is avail-
able, can earn even more than they did back home. Even
while Spoon earns a decent living in Uganda, he longs to
return home to his land, his extended family, and his cows.

Spoon was among the most well-educated refugees
we met in Uganda. Spoon’s father paid 95,000 UGX
($25.77) per term for him to attend secondary school
in Moyo, a city in Uganda near the South Sudanese
border. Spoon has some family who live in Moyo,
and he stayed with them while attending secondary
school in the city. He then attended Upper Nile Uni-
versity in the northern region of South Sudan where
he studied global public health and graduated in
2014. Spoon was able to attend university thanks to
a scholarship that covered two of the four years of
tuition. Tuition at Upper Nile University cost 24,000
SSP (roughly $200) per year, a significant cost re-
gardless of class status in South Sudan.

Spoon’s university education in global health se-
cured him a position as a field worker with a health
NGO. He traveled across South Sudan promoting hy-
giene and disseminating public health information
for about $10 per day.

“I was in the field working for [a health NGO] as a
Hygiene Promoter when the violence first broke out.
I returned home to be with my family — my wife and
three kids at the time. We stayed in our home town
for two months before leaving. I thought the inse-
curity was going to end quickly, but when we heard
about violence in Juba [the South Sudanese capital],
we knew it was time to go.”

Spoon fled South Sudan with one sister and her four
children, two nephews from another sister, his wife,

and their three children. His sister’s husband was
a government soldier, and Spoon was looking after
his family in his absence. Spoon’s other sister di-
vorced her husband in 2005, the two nephews from
that marriage were living with Spoon’s family when
Spoon decided it was time to leave.

“We only came to Uganda with small things like
utensils, some luggage, and documents. I had
bought expensive iron sheets for our home, and had
to leave them in Juba just before we left for Uganda.”

Crossing the border into Uganda can be a complicat-
ed process.

“There are major borders and minor borders. It costs
$50 to cross a major border — with the visa —and it
is a risk that you will be caught leaving the country
without permission from OPM. Instead, we went to a
minor border and crossed easily there.”

Life in Bidi Bidi was difficult, especially because of
the limited economic opportunities. Monthly rations
of basic food staples represented one of the few con-
sistent assets available to refugees. Refugees also
receive small plots of land to build homes and grow
crops on, though they don’t receive enough land to
grow enough food for survival.

“There’s not enough land to cultivate in Zone 2. You
can see how close together we are. Instead, you see
people starting businesses to survive, and there are
more here than the other zones.”

Businesses in Bidi Bidi also struggled as very few
refugees earned an income or had access to in-
come-generating activities that would give them
money to spend. Considering these barriers, Spoon
and his family have done well for themselves.

Spoon worked as a Community Mobilizer with a
local donor-funded project for two years shortly af-
ter arriving in Bidi Bidi. He did similar work to his
Hygiene Promotion role, earning 250,000 shillings
($67.81) per month. When the project ran out of
funding in 2018, he was out of work for some time
but soon landed another NGO role. He worked as
a Community Facilitator, training his neighbors in
farming best practices. He would organize farming
cooperatives (28 in Zone 2 alone) that could grow
vegetables at scale and then sell them together as an
income-generating activity.
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Spoon’s wife also worked in Bidi Bidi as a Sexual
and Gender Violence (SGV) Volunteer with a refu-
gee-support NGO. She earned 10,000 shillings ($2.71)
per day on a one-year contract. During our study, her
contract was nearly up and she was waiting to hear
back on another paid volunteer role with the same
organization. She also sells tomatoes from a stall
at the nearby market in Zone 2, though business is
slow.

Spoon also holds a position in the camp’s decentral-
ized governing structure. He says that people used to
segregate by tribe in the camp’s early years but are
now interacting more across tribal groups. Spoon
suggested that violence in Bidi Bidi is the result of
inactive youth and easy access to moonshine, not
intertribal issues.

Spoon has made some significant investments since
arriving in Uganda, which is unusual for Bidi Bidi
refugees.

“I have an uncle remaining at home, and he keeps
an eye on some cattle that I own there. We speak
every two weeks, and he seems to be keeping safe
in South Sudan. I send money back to my uncle —
usually 10,000 shillings ($2.71) every three months. I
send the money with a friend I trust when they head
across the border to South Sudan. They travel usual-
ly to cultivate land they own across the border.”

Spoon is part of a self-organized savings group that
was formed four months ago by twenty members.
The group runs on a VSLA model, and it costs mem-
bers 5,000 shillings ($1.36) per share with between
one to five shares available for purchase to each
member every week. The group also offers loans at
10% monthly interest, and Spoon recently took out
a 200,000 shilling ($54.24) loan to purchase twenty
liters of honey.

“The twenty liters cost me 120,000 shillings ($32.55).
I had a friend buy the honey at the South Sudan
border and paid him 8,000 shillings ($2.17) to make
the delivery. I resold the honey for 150,000 shillings
($40.68), making a 30,000 shilling ($8.14) profit.
People usually buy the honey in small amounts —
anywhere from 5,000 shillings ($1.36) for a cup to
200 ($0.05) for a small amount. The honey is typical-
ly used as an herbal medicine in lieu of actual medi-
cines that are too expensive or inaccessible.”

Beyond being displaced from one’s home and en-
during difficult economic circumstances in Bidi Bidi,
Spoon and the Bidi Bidi refugees more broadly also
suffer from inadequate medical care.

“I had to send some family to paid clinics for tests
and treatment in Yumbe, which is more than an
hour from Bidi Bidi on good days. The health cen-
ter in Bidi Bidi is always short of basic medications.
It feels like all they have is paracetamol. Maybe the
Ugandans working at the health center are keeping
medicine or stealing it for themselves. Who knows.”

Although Spoon is among the most successful ref-
ugees in Bidi Bidi, he still yearns to return home to
South Sudan. He often asks his uncle and friends
about the state of affairs back home, hoping that the
violence will subside and that he and his family can
go home.

“South Sudan is the motherland, and I also own
land I want to return to.”
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Making Do by Making Brew

South Sudanese mother tries to earn enough to
survive by supplementing her food rations with
brewing liquor.

Like many South Sudanese women we interviewed...have
since settled in Bidi Bidi as well. Easther began to sell high-
proof liquor to survive. Despite Easther’s entrepreneurial
spirit, to start another business requires capital that is out
of reach.

Easther fled her village in Eastern Equatoria when
violence came to her doorstep. She and seven of her
children fled together on foot and reached the Ugan-
dan border after two days. Her husband was left
behind in the chaos, though they have since recon-
nected in Uganda. They crossed the Nile to reach the
border and paid 400 South Sudanese pounds ($3.24
now, closer to $100 at the time) for a boat to ferry
them across. Easther said, “The captain was gener-
ous and only charged us passage for my oldest son
and myself.”

“We came to Uganda in August 2016, I think. After
crossing, we spent two weeks at a camp on the bor-
der, then spent a week at the camp near Moyo, then
finally Bidi.”

Regardless of her occupation in South Sudan, Eas-
ther has become an entrepreneur of sorts in Bidi
Bidi. Each refugee family in Bidi Bidi receives a plot
of land to build a home on and grow some crops or
raise animals. The land provided cannot produce
enough food to sustain a family, so Bidi Bidi resi-
dents like Easther tend to grow what they can mone-
tize or use to add flavor and nutritional value to their
monthly food ration.

Easther grows maize on her plot, which is typical for
Bidi Bidi. However, instead of eating or selling all
the maize, she grows two types of grain. One variety
is grown for sustenance, the other is used to brew
high-proof liquor.

“I can brew a batch in maybe six days, that is about
ten liters. I can make maybe 10,000 UGX ($2.71) from
each batch, and I usually sell s50oml hottles for 500
UGX ($0.14). In a month, I can earn 30,000 UGX
($8.14) selling to my neighbors and some friends
who know my product and visit me.”

Map 1: Easther and her family's journey from rural Eastern Equatoria, South Sudan to Bidi Bidi Camp, Uganda
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This is a significant amount of money in cash-poor
Bidi Bidi, and Easther uses her earnings to buy fresh
vegetables in the nearby market. The monthly ra-
tions consist of maize, salt, oil, and similar staples
that don’t provide much nutritional value, so the ad-
ditional vegetables are crucial for her and her fami-
ly’s well-being.

“The ration is not enough. We receive twelve kilos
of maize every month, and I ground two Kkilos of it
for flour and we eat the rest. When we didn’t receive
rations in June, our situation became much harder.
I had to take a loan from my savings group to buy
food.”

In an interesting twist, our South Sudanese inter-
preter operates a similar business. He explained to
Easther that he purchases moonshine from women
all over Bidi Bidi and distributes it to vendors at the
markets located in each Zone. The interpreter pays
35,000 shillings ($9.49) for each twenty-liter batch, a
significant improvement over the prices Easther has
been achieving. They exchanged contact informa-
tion and planned to reconnect to discuss business.

I noted Easther’s entrepreneurial skills and asked
why she doesn’t operate a stall of her own in one of
Bidi’s markets. From our interpreter’s experience, it
seems that selling from a market allows vendors to
achieve higher prices than selling from one’s home.
Easther responded:

“There isn’t enough money to support many busi-
nesses. It’s very hard to start a new business when
so many already struggle to stay open. Also, I would
need a lot of money, maybe 200-300,000 UGX
($54.24-%$81.37), for capital for the business sup-
plies. I don’t have this money, and I don’t know how
I would get it.”

Easther belongs to a Rotating Savings and Credit As-
sociation (ROSCA) that was formed in the camp three
years ago. The group was formed independently, but
they received training from IRC in the VSLA model.
Some consider this a superior model for its ability to
add interest to savings and make more flexible loans
than the traditional ROSCA model.

“We meet every week for the group, and I always
save at least 500 shillings ($0.14) with money left
over from the liquor business. In a year, I can make
100,000 shillings ($27) from my savings in the group.

The group has grown, and we are now thirty mem-
bers. After IRC taught us about VSLAs, we started
making small loans. No member can take a loan of
more than double their savings in the group, so we
usually loan 30-50,000 shillings ($8.14—%$13.56). It is
usually the women who run businesses in the mar-
ket who take loans for goods to sell.”

Although Easther has succeeded in starting her own
business and providing for her family in Bidi Bidi,
she does not feel happy about her situation.

“There has been no ‘best moment’ for me in Uganda;
it has all been hard. It was good to have my husband
meet us in Bidi after we were separated while we ran
to the border.”

At one point, the interview is interrupted by a visi-
bly drunken man who tries to speak to me and my
interpreter. After a few minutes, Easther and the in-
terpreter managed to convince him to let us finish
the interview in peace. Easther remarked that the
man was her husband, who has not worked since he
reunited with the family in Bidi Bidi. After the inter-
view ended, the interpreter noted that her reaction
suggested that Easther’s husband’s intoxication is
a regular occurrence. It’s unclear whether there is
any connection between Easther’s business and her
husband’s challenges with alcohol, but boredom
and cheap moonshine fuel many of the conflicts in
the camp.
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“"When | Go Back to South
Sudan, | Will Implement this
on My Own Farm"

A South Sudanese man uses his time in the camp
to learn skills he can take home with him.

Abdo, a family man from South Sudan, uses his experi-
ence in his town'’s Village Savings and Loan Association to
find employment in the Bidi Bidi Refugee Camp and help
his fellow refugees fight for financial security.

“It was chaos,” Abdo said, reflecting on how the out-
break of war in South Sudan uprooted his entire life.
“When fleeing, we left everything behind.”

Abdo, his wife, children, and nephews arrived safely
in Bidi Bidi in September 2016, but they would wait
almost two years before Abdo’s brother and mother
would be able to join them in the camp. His brother
and mother had difficulty getting to Uganda; many
roads were closed and many towns had emptied.
Furthermore, they had no way to communicate with
the rest of their family, and Abdo was often sick with
worry about their whereabouts. On the day the fami-

Map 2: Abdo’s trip from South Sudan to Bidi Bidi Refugee Camp

Wau Duk Padiet
o

South Sudan

0

Rumbek

Ton|
o

Southern
National Park
Nagero

Tambura

Bandingilo
National Park

Maridi
Ibba 9
o

Juba
@

Makpandu
s

§ Nzara
v o
g
Garamba

National Park

Niangara

bungu  Hunting field
2 Gangala ays
Democratic Republic ~ Na Bodio / idi Bidi
of the Congo Watsa Arua A104
Isiro \ Gulu
9 (126 | [ q

Kidepo Game <™
Reserve
ajol . ) ?

Kitgum

ly was reunited, “We celebrated in our hearts,” Abdo
remembered.

Back in South Sudan, Abdo worked supporting Vil-
lage Savings and Loan Associations (VSLA) under a
community-based organization. VSLA’s are savings
and loans clubs where members purchase shares and
borrow from group funds as they accumulate. Abdo
trained association members on the functions of a
VSLA and promoted its utility. His VSLA purchased
a grinding mill and began to turn a profit, delivering
yearly payouts to each of its members. With his cut,
Abdo bought a motorbike. Before the war started,
Abdo had about SSP 300,000 (about $85 in mid-2016)
in savings through the group, about SSP 50,000 more
than his motorcycle cost. He now considers that mon-
ey lost forever, as the group dispersed suddenly and
frantically when families began to flee.

Abdo had also worked as a county tax collector, for
which he earned SSP 3,500 (about $1 in mid-2016)
per month. He and his wife also operated a success-
ful kiosk, bolstered by loans from the VSLA. Most
of the income from the kiosk was devoted to paying
school fees.

Abdo’s experiences with VSLAs and managing his
own small business helped him assume various
leadership roles in the camp’s farming and savings
groups. In 2017, Abdo was hired by an NGO to help
implement livelihood programs in the camp com-

munities. His role involved registering

- beneficiaries, mobilizing community

Akoboesa

e members to participate in the avail-

"\‘ able programs, sensitization, and
monitoring and evaluating the farm-
ing programming. He was paid 10,000
shillings ($2.70) per day.

Boma
National

This NGO provides refugees with
seeds, farming tools, and training,
but each VSLA needs to find land to
cultivate, which has been somewhat
difficult. Abdo’s group leased an acre
. of land from a landowner in the host
community for the cost of 120,000
shillings ($32.40) per year. The group
planted onions, eggplants, ground-
nuts, and sesame. When they harvest

Uganda  the eggplant, they cut the fruits into
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pieces and dry them before storage so that the prod-
uct can be sold during the dry season.

“We harvested 110 kilograms of onions, which we
sold at 3,000 shillings ($0.81) per kilogram and
five basins of groundnuts sold at 18,000 shillings
($4.80) per basin,” Abdo shared, noting that the
members of the group also set some aside for their
own consumption.

Abdo has also formed strong relationships within
the local Ugandan community. “Refugees need to
create personal relationships with the host members
to make it easier for them to get land for farming,” he
said. The owner of the land on which Abdo’s VSLA
farms has since joined the group himself, as has his
wife. They joined after seeing the harvest from the
farm in the first season. Abdo hopes this will lead
to reduced rent for the coming year and further
cooperation.

Abdo recently joined another farming group that
cultivates mushrooms and has already begun sell-
ing one kilogram of mushrooms for 10,000 shil-
lings ($2.70). Abdo said that while it’s great that
mushrooms can be grown throughout the year, the
process is involved and temperamental. The mush-
rooms, he explains, are sensitive to light, cigarette
smoke, lotions, and other irritants. “It is like taking
care of a very small baby,” he quipped.

The farming group had benefited from Abdo’s ex-
posure to mushroom harvesting through his NGO
employer. “I appreciate that [they] gave us seeds as
startup capital, especially with the mushroom proj-
ect,” he explained. “It is an all-season crop we can
always sell or consume ourselves. It is also knowl-
edge that we can use elsewhere when we decide to
leave the camp. When I go back to South Sudan, I
will implement this on my own farm.”

Abdo also joined another savings group in May 2019
and managed to save 500,000 shillings ($135.30)
within a matter of months. He has yet to take out a
formal loan from the group. “Taking loans without
investing in a business is a risk,” Abdo said. Howev-
er, the same group has a “social fund” from which
members can borrow in times of need and repay
with no interest. Abdo borrowed 20,000 ($5.40) to
help his brother travel to theological college. The
group of thirty democratically decides what loan re-
quests from the “social fund” will be granted.

In South Sudan, Abdo had no access to banking in-
stitutions, but in the camp, he registered for Airtel
Mobile Money. However, he has recently had compli-
cations using the account and suspects that some-
one has tried to use the account fraudulently and
that the SIM card has been blocked as a result. Ab-
do’s monthly income is delivered via mobile money,
so he had no choice but to navigate all the red tape
involved in unblocking his account. He had to travel
to Arua (for a cost of 36,000 shillings or $9.70). He
decided, after this debacle, to switch to MTN Uganda
for his mobile banking needs.

Still, mobile money with any company is not perfect.
When people keep withdrawing and not depositing,
it becomes difficult for the agents to operate. They
lack the cash to fund the withdrawals. “Sometimes,
the agent tells you they are only accepting deposits,”
he said.

Abdo’s life in the camp is a patchwork of different
incomes and activities, and it has not always been
easy. There are times when his family goes for al-
most two months without receiving a food ration.
If the food runs out before the next installment, the
family must buy from the market. “I advise my wife
to make sure that we do not waste any food,” Abdo
said. “She should prepare the amount that is just
enough to avoid wastage.”

Getting firewood is also a problem. “The host com-
munity doesn’t want us cutting trees on their land.
We buy from them at 3,000 shillings ($0.81) per bun-
dle, which lasts two to three days,” he said. Some-
times, the household is forced to sell their food in
order to buy firewood. Like many other refugees,
Abdo and his family have also run into medical
emergencies for which the hospital is unable to pro-
vide medication. Abdo believes that camp-based or-
ganizations should prioritize health issues because
“people can lose their lives on illnesses that can be
treated.”

“Life was not easy when we came, but now, I can
say, it has fairly improved,” he said. “But still, if I
hear that the war is over, I will pack immediately
and go back.”
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The Cow: The Only Thing
My Children Have

A single mother of nine serves as her family’s
caretaker and breadwinner.

Kadi, who once ran a small but stable business in South
Sudan, arrived in Uganda with few resources but abun-
dant tenacity. As a single mother, she balances the fam-
ily's short-term expenses with long-term investments to
better provide for her children.

In her cozy and crowded home in the Bidi Bidi Camp,
Kadi is busy preparing the family to visit the mosque
later today. She has her hands full, caring for nine
children and stepchildren, but she pauses amid the
hustle and bustle to share her story with us. Born a
member of the Jeru tribe in South Sudan, Kadi has
been living in Uganda as a refugee for the last three
years.

Map 3: Kadi's Journey from South Sudan to Bidi Bidi Refugee Camp

Kadi, only thirty-five at the time of this interview,
gave birth to her first child at fourteen years old, and
assumed the roles of caretaker and breadwinner very
early in life. A year before the war, Kadi and her hus-
band separated because he had not paid any dowry
and did not provide for his family. Instead, it was
Kadi who provided for their home and family and
Kadi who made a business of selling cooked food,
groundnuts, and groundnut paste. Her costs were
low and her business was profitable. She purchased
ground nuts for 10,000 shillings ($2.70), roasted
them, and then resold them for a profit at 30,000
shillings ($8.10). Kadi also sold prepared meals,
bringing in roughly 150,000 shillings ($40.60) a day,
double the cost of her inputs.

After the war began Kadi was forced to leave it all
behind, but she brought her business acumen to the
refugee camp. In this new context, Kadi began sell-
ing tomatoes and dagaa (a dried fish). “I befriended
some people from the host community who showed
me where I could get a tomato supply,” Kadi said.

She hoped the business would be sustainable, but
as the camp’s population swelled, so did Kadi’s
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competition. “I was making a profit in the begin-
ning, but the market was getting small when more
people started selling the same things [ was selling,”
she said. Tomatoes, she added, also do not have the
best shelflife. Thus, not long after its inception, Kadi
chose to close down her small business.

Kadi shifted and diversified her investments. Upon
entering the reception camp, Kadi used her savings
to purchase five goats at 50,000 shillings ($13.50)
each. After being officially admitted to Bidi Bidi
Camp, Kadi exchanged her goats for a cow. Next,
Kadi made an arrangement with a farmer in the host
community: he watches her cow and, in return, he
receives either a goat or a calf. Her cow has not yet
given birth and thus has produced no new wealth.
If she were to sell the cow now, she could sell it for
a price of 600,000 ($163.40). However, Kadi has no
plans to make such a sale and views the cow as a
long-term investment. “It is the only thing that my
children have,” she explained.

Having now lived at Bidi Bidi since 2016, Kadi has
watched — with increasing concern — as the social and
economic environment in the camp has changed over
time. “When we first came, there was plenty of med-
icine. Nowadays, if you are diagnosed with malaria,
they give you a half-dose or they don’t give you any
medication. You are forced to buy,” Kadi lamented.
One of her children has been diagnosed with malaria
several times since they moved into Bidi Bidi. Each
time he falls ill, Kadi takes him to the clinic and pays
1,000 shillings ($0.27) for the consultation, 9,000
shillings ($2.43) for injections to cure the disease, and
500 shillings ($0.13) for painkillers. When these un-
expected expenses arise, Kadi sells the family’s food-
stuffs to pay for the necessary medications.

Kadi considers herself lucky to have arrived in the
camp with a bit of a financial buffer, having brought
her savings from the business back home. But in
2017, with no regular income and the savings dimin-
ished, Kadi knew she needed to find a way to make
more money.

“I am frustrated because I don’t have money. I used
to make money daily. I am constantly thinking of
how I can get capital and start another business,”
Kadi said glumly. “If I get capital, I will start selling
groundnuts here in the camp and if the business
grows, I will move to a nearby town,” she explained.

Luckily, Kadi tells us, there has been enough aid for
the family to get by day-to-day. They receive 8o kg
of maize, 15 kg of beans, and seven liters of cooking
oil every month, and the children are all attending
school in the camp. While the school is no-cost,
Kadi had to invest 9,000 shillings ($2.40) per child
for the appropriate uniform. As some of the children
are still nursery-age, Kadi says any work she under-
takes will need to have flexibility and proximity to
her home and school.

Early in 2019, Kadi joined a farming group where
the members are contracted to farm on behalf of an
organization sponsored by Danish Church Aid. The
group was formed recently, and each farmer has been
given chia seeds to plant. Kadi was provided land by
a host community member whose property had been
lying fallow for years. He made it available for the
refugees to use, and Kadi secured three-fourths of
an acre for her chia crop. Kadi hopes to garner an
income from selling chia seeds and groundnuts and
hopes to see returns on her investment in the cow
sooner rather than later.
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Hymns, Hikes, and Hunger

High costs and legal obstacles lead a South
Sudanese man to travel to Uganda by foot.

Jackson, a businessman, finds himself fleeing South Su-
dan not just once, but twice, and endures being separated
from his family for years while he tries to establish his live-
lihood. His lack of official status keeps financial security
out of reach.

Jackson and | sat in front of St. James Church in Kampala.
Behind us, the women's choir was rehearsing that Sun-
day's hymns. It seemed too peaceful a setting to be dis-
cussing such a tumultuous journey.

“It took us a month to walk to Uganda through the
Congo. We survived on wild fruits that we found in
the bush,” Jackson told me. Jackson, 32, once made
a living selling clothing in South Sudan, but in June
2015, he fled his hometown amid the violence be-
tween government soldiers and the rebel militia.
One of his brothers had been captured, tortured,
and killed for refusing to join the militia. To avoid
meeting the same fate, Jackson had no choice but to
flee the country.

Jackson connected with a group of others unwilling
to join the militia, and together they trekked through

Map 4: Jackson's journey from South Sudan to Kampala
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the Congolese forest for weeks to reach the Ugandan
border safely. Some of Jackson’s companions knew
the terrain fairly well; they also asked for directions
along the way. I asked him why he chose to make
the cross-country journey informally and on foot. “If
I were to use the [legal] immigration side, it would
have cost me money to cross the border. I had only
SSP 1,000 ($22.20),” Jackson explained.

At home, he wasn’t wealthy, but he could access
credit to grow a business. When he chose to start a
retail shop back in South Sudan, he needed to bor-
row money from neighboring businessmen with big-
ger shops in order to begin his venture. “To boost
my business, I could take out a loan from my fellow
businessmen, the ones I personally knew, not just
anyone... Sometimes I repaid the exact amount and
other times I would add something small.” Most of
his lenders charged no interest, and Jackson was
eventually able to repay all of his loans and generate
a profit.

At the start of the war, Jackson’s shop was looted
and his savings were stolen. I asked why he had kept
the money in cash as opposed to a bank:

“The banking system in South Sudan is very poor.
Once you save your money in the bank, you are not
allowed to withdraw the whole amount. You can
only withdraw in small amounts. Sometimes they
tell you that the network is not working. If you de-
posit SSP 10,000 ($222), they tell you that you can
only withdraw SSP 2,000 ($44.00) ... How can you
do business with such a bank un-
less you are just saving money with
them?”

For the purposes of a business ac-
> count, he clarified, the banking
service was not only unhelpful but
an added burden. To run a busi-
ness, he said, reliable access to
capital was crucial.

Y

N

None of this mattered, though, af-
. ter Jackson learned of his brother’s
et | murder. Jackson was devastated.
As the situation grew increasingly
unstable, Jackson encouraged his
wife to take their two-year-old son
and go live with her aunt in a more
secure region of the country. He did
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not want to subject his family to the harrowing jour-
ney to the border, nor the stress of a refugee camp.
After weeks of traveling, Jackson and his group fi-
nally reached Aliwara in the Congo, where they were
directed to Bidi Bidi. By then, the men had grown
weary. “We were all very tired,” he said.

The camp did not offer the respite or support Jackson
had hoped for. The registration process was taking
so long that, after two months, Jackson decided to
return to South Sudan. “After staying in the camp’s
reception for two months, I met a friend I knew from
Juba who was doing business in the camp and was
soon returning to Juba,” Jackson explained. “I told
him, ‘my brother, don’t leave me to die, take me with
you.” We went together and he paid for my transport
60,000 shillings ($16.20) ... He also paid a fine of
$50.00 at the border.”

Once in Juba, Jackson worked briefly as a taxi con-
ductor, sending money to his family sporadically
whenever a trusted colleague traveled to that region
and was willing to transport the cash. Even with
a little income, the family still struggled to pay for
food and medication, let alone any transport money
to help them reunite. But the chaos and bloodshed
of the war soon followed him to Juba, too, and Jack-
son was forced to flee the country once more. This
time he went to Kiryandongo, Buyale camp, using
all the money he had at the time, 30,000 shillings
($8.10), for transport.

When he arrived at Kiryadongo, Buyale, Jackson
learned that the registration of South Sudanese
refugees had stopped. He explored the possibility
of registering as an urban refugee in Kampala but
soon found out that too was no longer an option. He
could have bribed an official, he said, but he didn’t
have the 200,000 shillings ($54) they would have de-
manded. The only other option, he was told, would
be to travel to Bidi Bidi, where they were still regis-
tering refugees.

Between the expensive bus fare to get to Bidi Bidi
and the anticipated 3+ month waiting period to
complete the registration process, Jackson decided
against making the trip. “There are no jobs in Bidi
Bidi,” he elaborated. “I tried the first time I was in
the camp and there was nothing to do. It is also the
reason I went back to Juba.”

Jackson decided to remain in Kampala and learn to
manage without identification or legal refugee sta-
tus, which, he said, has not been easy. “It is affecting
me so much,” he lamented. “There is nothing I can
do besides the simple casual work ... If I had the ID,
by now, I could have ventured into business. There is
a bank here (UGAFODE, Microfinance Limited) that
is offering loans to refugees.” Sadly, Jackson cannot
avail himself of those services as they too require a
refugee ID.

It is Jackson’s ambition to run his own business, spe-
cifically a small restaurant. For the time being, he has
been working as a waiter in one of the restaurants
in town and has mastered the tricks of the trade. He
started out earning 5,000 shillings ($1.30) per day
but now earns 10,000 shillings ($2.70) per day. While
he is glad for his income, he has no choice but to live
frugally. Jackson recalled eating customers’ leftovers
for some of his meals.

Jackson continues to feel disheartened, as though
he is “doing nothing.” He longs for a job with “ad-
equate pay” or the opportunity to begin his own
business. However, he is grateful that his wife and
son were finally able to join him in Kampala in 2019
after many years apart. This reunion, he said, was
only possible because of the generosity of his wife’s
kin and her hard work as a hairdresser. Without the
refugee ID card, Jackson’s son cannot be admitted to
a government school, which is all Jackson can afford
right now. To enroll their child in a private school (as
they aspire to), Jackson and his wife would need ap-
proximately 200,000 shillings ($54.00), an amount
out of their reach.

Despite his meager earnings, Jackson is determined
to save. From his earnings of 10,000 ($2.70) per day,
Jackson takes care to put half into a mobile money
savings account. At the end of each month, he uses
these savings to buy food items like rice, beans, po-
sho (maize meal), cooking oil, and charcoal in bulk
quantities intended to last them a whole month. He
leaves a small amount in his account to buy fresh
vegetables on the days they need them.

Until he can obtain a refugee ID, Jackson is left feel-
ing stuck, just barely getting by.
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Leveraging Human Capital
for a New Life

A university graduate and former UN field staffer
relies on his network to reestablish himself away
from home.

Jacques was an uncommon refugee, fleeing political per-
secution with a university degree, UN agency work expe-
rience, significant savings, and relatives overseas. After
building his businesses in Uganda, he now works to build
a community abroad for fellow Burundian refugees in
Kampala.

“I sponsored the strikes in Burundi, but I didn’t
demonstrate with the strikers. I was usually in the
field working with a UN agriculture agency. The gov-
ernment figured out that these people could not be
striking all day and survive without someone sup-
porting them. I had been helping the strikers pay for
food, things like that, and I heard a few weeks later
from a friend that my name was being said in the
security services. My friend was from the army, and
he said that my name would be on the list of “the
disappeared” the next week.”

On December 11, 2015, the strikers attacked a mili-
tary base to get weapons — the government was
armed, and they were not. The strikers lost, and 33
of them were Kkilled. The government started round-
ing up every young person, and I left the next day,
December 12th. I only told my brother — he lives in
Canada and works at UNHCR — about the situation
and he bought me a plane ticket to Uganda. I hid in a
friend’s home for the day, and even though the gov-
ernment was out looking for people, they had for-
gotten to blockade the road to the airport. I put some
Muslim garb on my face to hide from anyone who
might know me and flew to Entebbe that day.

Two of the three Burundian respondents we inter-
viewed were able to fly out of the country without
government interference. In both cases, this was
tied to their ability to access international funds to
purchase their flights. It seems that the Burundian
government did not expect any of their targets to be
able to fly out of the country, possibly because they

attempted to freeze the targets’ local assets. In both
cases, the international “sponsors” chose Uganda as
their final destination on behalf of the refugees, for
Kampala’s stability and relative political freedoms.

Jacques and his Burundian counterparts were the
only political refugees we encountered during our
interviews. They also represent a different class
background than the Congolese, South Sudanese,
and Somalis we interviewed. Jacques held a uni-
versity degree in psychology and had worked for a
prominent French tarmac company in Burundi be-
fore joining the UN agency where he was working
just before he fled.

As Jacques noted, he has a brother working for the
UNHCR in Canada who helped him flee Burundi.
The combination of tertiary education, well-paid
employment, and expatriate family members was
rare for most of the refugees we encountered, with
the exception of the three Burundian political refu-
gees.

“I saved very well —I saved money for my university
expenses while working at the French tarmac com-
pany and as an Account Manager at a hardware com-
pany, so I would work in the day and [go to] school
at night. The university in Burundi cost about $400
per month. I also started at [the UN agency] just be-
fore finishing university, which helped me cover the
costs.”

Jacques had a lot of his savings tied up in Burundian
banks when he left the country and employed two
different strategies to access those funds. First, he
saved 30% of his money in KCB, a large Kenyan bank
accessible in many East African countries, so he
could access those funds in Uganda. However, the
other 70% of his savings were in Interbank, which
only operated in Burundi. Jacques couldn’t return to
sign for the money, but he was lucky to have a friend
who worked at the bank forge Jacques’s signature to
withdraw the funds. Jacques’s friend kept 500,000
Burundian francs ($270) and wired the remaining
5 million shillings ($1,350) to Jacques via Western
Union in April 2016.

“I tried to start a bar with my savings — Burundians
really like to drink. I spent most of my 5 million shil-
lings ($1,350) on the rent and the bar. The biggest
challenge was to find a good location. Even though
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I could afford the rent for a nice spot, because I
was Burundian or because I did not know the city,
I couldn’t get a place I liked. So, from 2016—2017 I
ran the bar in Nsambya, with people from all over as
my clients. I would sometimes receive a little trouble
from the Ugandans, who did not like drinking at a
bar owned by a Burundian.”

Jacques’s bar business ultimately failed, and he lost
most of his savings from Burundi when the business
went under. However, he is resourceful, determined,
and skilled, and he has been able to rebound quick-
ly. Jacques started saving money once he established
himself in Kampala. He and his wife both have pass-
books for a Burundian VSLA, and they each save
40-100,000 shillings per month ($10.80-$27.00).
Jacques and his wife save so well that he was able
to buy the second-hand car he drives for Uber — six
million shillings ($1,620) in cash! Jacques was un-
able to say how much he earns driving Uber, but it
is enough to cover his significant living expenses
and continue to save the enormous amounts noted
above.

“The biggest challenges for me are communication.
To succeed in business, you need to speak English or
Luganda [predominant local language in Kampala],
and I'm lucky I learned some English in secondary
because I cannot speak any Luganda. Banking had
been a big problem until recently, and many banks
still won’t accept refugee IDs. The IDs are a big prob-
lem — for instance, you need a Ugandan ID to get
a driver’s permit. I had to bribe the policewoman
120,000 shillings ($32.41) to let me get my permit,
and the permit itself cost 500,000 shillings ($135)!
But the nice thing is that the permit allows me to
use bigger banks that don’t serve refugees — they
assume I needed a Ugandan ID to get the permit, so
they don’t check that I'm a refugee.”

Jacques is the leader of a Burundian Catholic commu-
nity called Sainte Therese de I’Enfant Jesus. The group
was established three years ago after a Ugandan priest
(who had lived in Burundi for 23 years) noticed more
and more Burundians attending the French mass he
presided over each week. After one such mass, the
priest addressed the Burundian attendees and asked
them if they needed help organizing masses for them-
selves — especially masses in Kirundi, the local Bu-
rundian language. Jacques had studied in the semi-

nary (all six of his secondary school years studying to
be a Catholic priest) and was young (in his early 30’s
at the time). So, the group of Burundians elected him
to lead the organization. In the first year, they found a
place to hold their masses and significantly expand-
ed their community. Jacques won reelection in 2018
and 2019, and he has expanded community projects,
including paying school fees and medical expenses
for community members. Jacques noted that diabetes
and insulin injections were a significant cost for some
members and that many Burundian children are sent
home when their parents can’t pay their school fees.
Interestingly, Jacques’s daughter’s very expensive tui-
tion at a Catholic boarding school — 500,000 shillings
per term ($135) — is also paid by the organization.

“The first mass was 40 people, the second mass was
80, and now we have 400-500 people at these mass-
es being said in our language, Kirundi. The Ugandan
Bishop actually came in our second year to recog-
nize our church as part of the Catholic community of
Uganda and officially accept us.”

Medical expenses and rent represent Jacques’s larg-
est expenditures. Jacques has a young, growing fam-
ily and a wife who recently gave birth in Kampala.
Thankfully, Jacques has a steady job, strong finan-
cial acumen, and (relatively) wealthy family mem-
bers who can send remittances to cover large costs.

“Rent is 350,000 shillings ($94.50) per month. Well
yes, I needed two bedrooms! My children are nine
years and the newest is five months. My wife had a
hard pregnancy with our baby, and I had to pay about
two million shillings ($540) in medical expenses.
Malaria treatment can even cost like 100,000 UGX
($27) for a child, so medicines are a big expense.”

“My brother in Canada will send me money some-
times. I send about 200,000 shillings ($54) each
month to a family in Burundi. They are like my aunts
and they don’t have very much. We send and get the
money from a place in People’s Plaza — it is a ser-
vice like a mobile money agent. Josue’s girlfriend
works there. She can tell you more. But they have
offices in Burundi, Tanzania, even London — I had a
friend send me some money from thereafter my wife
delivered. They only take five, maybe 10,000 shil-
lings ($1.35-%$2.70) for each transaction, so it’s pretty
cheap.”
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Finding Prosperity
in Community
By networking with other refugees in Kampala, a

Congolese couple is able to find temporary hous-
ing and work opportunities.

Isabelle and her husband fled to Kampala in 2012 after
the M23 rebel group began taking territory in the region
around Lake Kivu where they lived. They were able to take
a boat from Bukavu to Goma, across Lake Kivu, then fi-
nally rode a boda boda (motorcycle taxi) for three hours
from Goma to Bunagana, the last town on the Congolese
side of the Ugandan border. Like many Congolese refu-
gees, Isabelle and her husband simply walked across the
border and presented themselves to Ugandan authorities
in Kisoro, the first town on the Ugandan side of the border.

The border authorities weren’t much help, though,
and nearby transit camps like Nyakabande had not
yet been established.

“When you ask someone, they say the explanation
of coming to Kampala was easier than coming to a
camp. You have to take many roads to get to Nakiva-
le camp. You need a car to Mbarara, then another car
to another city, blah blah blah. But it is easy to get to
Kampala; all cars are headed there.”

“Yes, at that time, the local police station could not
help you. Only the Old Kampala police station was
dealing with refugees at the time. So, we found a lor-
ry. Someone was coming to Kampala with goods for
the market, and he helps us. He said we did not have
to pay after we explained to him our problem. Since
he worked in Congo, I could speak to him in Swahili.”

“The driver left us just around Old Kampala. He took
us as far as he could, and he pointed out the road
to Old Kampala police station. At the police station,
they were cooking some posho and beans — some
lunch and dinner — for the officers. But when you are
there, they give it to you. They give you some food if
they have leftovers. We had to stay there overnight
for one week to get papers. We slept on the veranda
of the police station. Most of the refugees, when they

Map 5: Isabelle and her husband's journey from Eastern Congo to Kampala
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are coming, they go there, so there were no problems
staying there.”

Isabelle and her husband relied heavily on Ugan-
dan support in their initial displacement. Beyond
the friendly officers who shared their meals with the
refugees waiting outside, she also met a Congolese
refugee who invited Isabelle and her husband into
her home for three months.

“Most of the Congolese were coming there to the
station for their papers. All of us Congolese were
talking, and I got someone to help me get a place to
stay for some time. She was also a refugee with her
own problems, but she took us. She had a place on
Entebbe Road, like Freedom City side [Katwe neigh-
borhood]. She was a single woman who had kids.
She had been in Uganda for eight years, I think.”

“We stayed for three months, and we got some food
help from JRS [Jesuit Refugee Services]. We were
new refugees, and they were giving out maize flour,
beans, oil, sometimes sugar and rice. We would go to
Nsambya to JRS once a month to get kilos of food to
bring back to the woman’s house. I was pregnant at
the time. I was tired. I didn’t have energy. I even fell
down when she was there, and she bought me some
food from the store to give me energy. I don’t keep in
touch with her anymore because she is in America
now, in Washington, DC.”

Isabelle’s husband quickly found work in the Katwe
neighborhood, and they were able to save enough
money to rent a room for the growing family.

“My husband started working with builders in that
area, giving them blocks and sand and water when
the builders were busy. He was not a builder — more
like a laborer. The builders could make some mon-
ey because they are skilled, but he could only make
some 10 or 20,000 shillings ($2.71-$5.41) per day.
He would go there each day and ask if they needed
some help. After three months, we had saved enough
money to pay the rent.”

“Rent was about 70,000 shillings ($18.95) per month,
and then my daughter was born. We lived in that
apartment for four months and then moved here to
Nsambya. I found that there were more opportuni-
ties in Nsambya for both me and my husband. When
I would meet with other Congolese, they would tell
me that there were opportunities to learn English
or learn skills in the centers in Nsambya. The NGOs

know that most of the refugees are in Nsambya, so
they set the centers here.”

NGOs like JRS, IRC, and YARID (Young African Ref-
ugees for Integral Development) provide essential
skills training for refugees and Ugandans alike at
their Nsambya locations. English language classes,
business skills courses, and trade skill workshops
provide some refugees with improved employment
or income-generating prospects and help establish
relationships among refugee communities and the
Ugandan host population.

“My husband was still working with the builders
and learning English when he had free time. Once
my daughter was seven months old, I started learn-
ing cosmetology at JRS. The classes were 9:30 am—
4:00 pm. They were long days for both of us, but I
didn’t have a choice. The class lasted from February
to October, and then I had an internship from Octo-
ber to December. I was not paid, not even for trans-
port, for the internship. After the internship ended
in December, they hired me, but I only worked there
for about seven months. While I was there, I made
maybe 400,000 shillings ($108.27) per month.”

“I found the internship on my own. I was just walk-
ing from salon to salon, asking for an internship. I
left after the seven months because they were long
days — 7:30 am to 7:30 or 8:00 pm. There are a lot of
dangerous chemicals, like acids, in the salon. I had
to pay a woman 2,000 shillings ($0.54) per day to
take care of my daughter while I worked. The wom-
an was not treating my daughter well, but also, I had
been saving money while I was working at the salon,
and I started my own business. I had learned tailor-
ing at YARID and started a business selling kitenge
and fashion. JRS does not allow you to go back to
learn another skill once you have a certificate. You
need to go out and find a job. So, I went to YARID to
learn tailoring.”

“The tailoring business was for three months only,
and then I got a job at YARID as an Assistant Trainer
for the tailoring program. This was 2015. We worked
almost as volunteers — we would get money for
transport and some small tokens, but they also paid
us a salary for a few months. The good thing about
working at YARID was that, as a volunteer, they did
not take all of our time. It was only 8:00 am to 2:00
pm, and I would make beadings [handbags] with my
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children at home, after YARID. I started at YARID in
2015 and left in 2016 after giving birth to my son.”

These days, Isabelle owns and operates a tailoring
shop and sells brokered goods through social media,
earning significant sums from both businesses.

“I have a tailoring shop with kitenges, kids’ clothes,
beading, all of that nearby. I am teaching women
in the shop with my machines to make clothes. I
have had the shop for one year and six months. [ am
sometimes doing things online. I will post an item,
like a phone, and people will pay for me to go get
the phone for them. So, I need to take a loan to go
buy the phone or the shirt for the customer because
I do not have it on hand when I advertise it. Some-
times, the people don’t know where to find the thing
— Kampala is big!”

“Both of [my businesses] make good money! It de-
pends, though. Sometimes I get more orders for
the online business and can make a lot there. And
there are seasons for the shop — we are busy on hol-
idays like Easter, Eid, Christmas, and before the new
school term starts when they want a new uniform.
But, in January and February we are bored. This
month we are bored. There are no holidays, and no
one is buying.”

Isabelle turned to her savings groups to find the cap-
ital to start her businesses.

“At first, it was difficult. When you are working,
you have to buy your materials and machines one
at a time. Before I left YARID, I had had the idea for
a while, and whenever I could get some money, I
would buy a machine. When I was ready to start the
business, I already had three machines. I would buy
them second-hand, and they would cost 200,000
shillings ($54.14) each. Rent for the shop is 150,00
shillings ($40.60).”

“I am in two savings groups. One is mixed, and one
is only Congolese. YARID started a savings group
and they called me and told me to join the group.
When I was saving with that group, one of the group
members saw that we were saving well and invited
me to join the other group. I even found that the new
group was more organized than the first, so I decid-
ed to save more in the new group than the one YARID
started. In the YARID group, we save 25,000 shillings
($6.77) and 1,000 ($0.27) for welfare per week. In the
other, “Neema,” we are saving 40,000 ($10.83) and

1,000 ($0.27) for welfare and 1,000 ($0.27) for social
activities per week.”

“For me, I am not taking loans from the YARID group.
Other people do, but they only allow you to take half
of the money you have saved in loan. Also, the in-
terest from your loan is divided among the whole
group. In the Neema group, you can take a loan for
up to double what you have saved, and 90% of the
interest of your loan comes back to you at the end of
the year, while 10% goes to the group. So, at YARID,
if you stay in the group, even if you have not taken
a loan, you can end up with more money at the end,
but at Neema, the interest is your money. Sometimes
[ use the loans for my own businesses.”

Isabelle’s husband also found improved employ-
ment in Uganda, utilizing his newfound language
skills and familiarity with Congo and Uganda to
make himself indispensable to Congolese business-
men.

“He works as a broker for factories. For instance, the
factory, Roofings, sells metal things like wire and
metal sheets. Congolese may want materials from
Roofings to go to Congo, but they don’t know about
Roofings. Congo doesn’t have factories like Roofings,
so they have to order from Uganda. My husbhand
knows where Roofings is, and he has a wholesale
account. You can’t buy from the company without
an account. The Congolese send him money, then he
buys the materials, puts it on a lorry, and sends it
across the border.”

Outside of business expenses, the most consider-
able cost for Isabelle’s family is school fees. Isabelle
has two children, and she wants them to receive the
university education she never had in Congo.

“The boy will start daycare [Kindergarten] next
year, and my daughter will start year one of primary
school next year. The girl goes to private Kindergar-
ten, which is 130,000 ($35.19) per term. Next year,
she will go to another private primary, which is
200,000 ($54.14) per term.”

“It is not the best school she can go to, but it is the
best for the fees I can afford. Because next year, I will
have two in school. I want them to go to university,
but they can choose their own careers. I am just [go-
ing] to support them, to pay their school fees, so they
can do what they want.”
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Struggling in the City,
Stuck in the City

Formerly a social worker, a South Sudanese
woman struggles to earn a living on her own in
Kampala and worries about educating her kids.

Grace had a good job in South Sudan but has struggled to
build a life in Uganda. Grace lost her husband during the
war (losing a significant potential source of income) and
was unable to save once the government ceased paying
salaries in 2017. Her children attended both private and
public schools in South Sudan. As violence resumed, she
also worried about the educational opportunities for her
kids. She worried that private schools cost too much. She
earned 1,500 South Sudanese pounds per month ($11.52
now, but much more then, before significant inflation),
and school fees for her children averaged 500 pounds
(83.84 now) per term when she left in 2017

“I was a social worker in South Sudan since 2004. I
worked with children who had been separated from
their parents during attacks in the war, and many of
them had mental issues and trauma. The children
would stay at the Center for a month before we could
reunite them with their parents or closest family. It
was a good job. I made 1,500 South Sudanese pounds
($11.52 now, but worth much more then) per month,
but then the government stopped paying salaries for
six or seven months. And then the war came.”

Grace relied heavily on familial connections to get
her to Uganda and smooth her transition once she
arrived in Kampala. Her brother in Juba paid her way
from her home town to Juba. That same brother took
care of her children in Juba for three months before
joining her in Kampala. Her sister gave her and her
children a place to live in Kampala for a year.

“My brother lived in Juba at the time and he sent
money for me to leave with the children [Western
Equatoria] to Juba. He sent the money by Eden Bank

Map 6: Grace and her family's journey from South Sudan to Kampala, Uganda
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[a South Sudanese bank], and then we stayed with
my brother for seven days in Juba. I went on to Kam-
pala alone and left [the five] children to stay with
their uncle in Juba. I had an older sister who lived
in Kampala. I met a member of the South Sudanese
Red Cross on my way from Juba, and she paid for my
bus tickets and visa to Uganda.”Grace’s sister played
a vital role in her journey to Uganda.

“I lived with my sister in Batata [near Freedom City]
for almost a year, and after three months, my chil-
dren arrived from South Sudan, so we were squeezed.
Their uncle in South Sudan paid for them to take a
bus from Juba to Kampala. After a few months, we
were too squeezed in my sister’s home, so we moved
here [to Masaya] to be closer to the Church.”

“My sister has an older daughter who lives in Juba.
She works for World Food Program and sends mon-
ey to my sister in Kampala when she can. It’s not
enough for rent, though, maybe food, but it’s enough
to help. The daughter sends it by mobile money.”

Perhaps the only figure more important to Grace’s
life in Uganda is the late Archbishop Peter Munde,
a prominent member of the Anglican Church. An-
glicanism is one of the primary religious denomina-
tions in Western Equatoria, and Archbishop Munde
was instrumental in not only supporting South Su-
danese refugees in Kampala but also in shepherd-
ing groups of South Sudanese across the border to
Uganda. We even heard stories of Archbishop Munde
bargaining with rebel leaders to secure the release of
child soldiers into his care.

Archbishop Munde and his wife lived in a large home
in the Makindye Division in the southern outskirts
of Kampala. The Archbishop and his wife cared for
dozens — possibly hundreds — of South Sudanese
refugees. They paid school fees, medical fees, rent,
and even put up more than a dozen South Suda-
nese children and teens in their home. Archbishop
Munde passed away in October 2018, and his pass-
ing has adversely affected many of the South Suda-
nese respondents we interviewed.

“Rent is 400,000 shillings ($108.51) per month, and
I have no job in Kampala. I have one friend in Juba
who would send money via mobile money to me

once every two months to help with rent. She would
usually send about $100, maybe with $20 or $30 on
top to help with food or school fees. Bishop Munde
would help, too, but he has been dead since Novem-
ber, and the new bishop does not arrive until later
this month.”

Grace briefly established an interesting and lucra-
tive business while in Kampala. Grace would send
secondhand clothes from Kampala to a friend in
Juba, who would resell the clothes there and share
the profits with Grace. Secondhand clothes are pre-
ferred to new clothing because they tend to be made
of superior material and don’t deteriorate as quickly.
Grace was able to make enough money to cover rent
for a few months through this venture, but after an
indeterminate amount of time — likely four or five
months — her friend stopped sending money back to
her in Kampala and the enterprise ended.

“The hardest time in Uganda is right now. When
there is no money, they cut our water and electricity,
so we have to drink from the stream. We have been
drinking from the stream and without food for two
weeks now.”

Like some other South Sudanese we met in Kampa-
la, Grace would prefer to be living in a camp setting
over her current situation in Kampala. She initially
headed to Kampala because of her sister. Now that
she cannot afford rent, school fees, or even utilities
and food, she would prefer to live in the camps but
cannot afford the transportation fees to reach dis-
tant Bidi Bidi.

“I tried to go to Biyale earlier this year, but the camp
has been closed since last year. I want to register
the children in a camp so they can receive primary
school, but the transport money for all of us is too
much. It would be 30,000 UGX ($8.14) per person for
us to [take a] bus to Bidi Bidi [the closest open camp],
and there are six of us. So, for now, I am stuck.”
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Greener Pastures

More a migrant than a refugee.

Gilles" experiences raise questions about the different
challenges facing migrants and refugees. Initially from
Rwanda, Gilles is now a registered Uber driver and ex-
plains how his savings practices, family, and fake IDs
helped him find stability.

“I decided to come to Uganda to look for greener
pastures,” said Gilles. The 25-year-old left Rwanda
in 2013 with the hope of finding a better job in Kam-
pala. “The problem is I did not finish school. I start-
ed, but dropped out,” Gilles explained. “I was in a
Teachers’ Training College, but there was no mon-
ey to finish the course.” Like his mother, a primary
school teacher, he had long planned to work in ed-
ucation but needed to find a more financially viable
career path. Gilles’s mother and five siblings remain
in Rwanda, and Gilles aspires to save enough money
to purchase a plot of land on which he can one day
live with his family. Literally and metaphorically,
Gilles dreams of greener pastures.

“My friends, who came here before me, told me that
there are good opportunities here. At first, it was
not easy, but I tried,” Gilles said. His mother paid

Map 7: Gilles' journey from Rwanda to Uganda
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for his transportation to Kampala, a cost of 60,000
shillings ($16.20), and Gilles was able to stay with
friends while settling in and looking for a job. It was
a cramped environment — a single room, two mat-
tresses, four people. While not fitting the definition
of a refugee, Gilles heard from others that he would
be welcome in Uganda because of the country’s
openness to refugees.

Uganda, Gilles said, offered more opportunities for
the Hutu in particular. “There is opportunity for Tut-
si [in Rwanda]. If you are a Hutu, you have to strug-
gle because of the 1994 genocide.” While his mother
remains employed in Rwanda, Gilles’s siblings have
struggled to find any job, let alone more desirable or
lucrative ones.

Upon arrival, Gilles found work cleaning a salon,
earning 3,000 shillings a day ($0.81), an amount
barely sufficient for basic food needs, so he still re-
lied heavily on his friends’ support. After a six-month
stint at the salon, Gilles decided to rent a motorcycle
and work as a driver. He paid the motorbike’s owner
60,000 shillings ($16.20) per week, making an aver-
age of 30,000 ($8.10) per day. “It was a good deal,”
he recalled. Gilles continued this arrangement for
the next year and a half while continuing to live with
his friends.

During this time, Gilles was diligent about saving
money “under the mattress.” He said he trusts his
friends deeply and never had any money stolen. He
later registered his phone with a mobile money com-
pany and transitioned to saving in the mobile wallet.
By the time he had saved 700,000 shillings, fate had
intervened and presented an investment opportuni-
ty. Someone was selling a motorbike for 1,000,000
shillings ($270.20). Gilles asked one of his uncles
back in Rwanda to help him with the remaining
300,000 ($81.00), which his uncle promptly sent via
Airtel Mobile Money.

Between the conscientious saving and his uncle’s
generosity, Gilles could purchase his own bike, thus
graduating him from errand boy to small business
owner. He quickly began to see financial returns,
earning between 50,000-200,000 ($40.50-$54.00)
per week. Gilles chose to open an account at Equity
Bank, where he could save and manage larger sums.
But, in order to do so, he needed a Ugandan ID card.
Gilles said he encountered no issues when he bribed
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a government official 20,000 shillings ($5.40) to se-
cure a Ugandan ID, in this case, a driver’s license. It
was a relatively easy and inexpensive process. Still,
Gilles is wary of the fact that he now carries both
Rwandan and Ugandan IDs, hoping that it won’t one
day cause problems.

In 2019, Gilles began to befriend more and more
Ugandans, including a “rich man who had a car that
was registered with Uber.” This more affluent friend
convinced Gilles to sell the motorbike and arranged
for Gilles to borrow the car and drive for Uber in-
stead. Gilles sold the motorbike for the same price
he once paid for it and used the money to enroll in
driving school and become officially registered as an
Uber driver.

“I paid him 150,000 ($40.50) per week and earned
400,000 ($108.00) per week,” Gilles said. With in-
creased income, Gilles could afford to live alone with
arent of 50,000 ($13.51) per month. He has also been
able to grow his savings. “In a good week, I save
300,000-400,000 shillings ($81-%$108),” he said.
“While in a bad week, I save 200,000 ($54).”

Gilles began to see the fruits of his labor. He was able
to start sending money to his mother and siblings
via Airtel. And while he had to pay it off over install-
ments, Gilles was able to purchase a plot of land in
Rwanda for his mother (a cost of 180,000 francs or
$196.70).

Working for Uber has allowed Gilles to save substan-
tially more than he could on his motorbike and move
to a better house where rent is 113,000 ($30.50) per
month and includes electricity. “Life is very, very
good; I want to buy my own car,” Gilles said. He at-
tributed his relative success and momentum to his
habits of saving and staying focused on his goals.
Many of Gilles’s friends have returned to Rwanda.
“They didn’t know how to save,” he said. “They
loved women and living a good life, yet they did not
have a lot of money,” he continued. Today, most of
Gilles’s friends are Ugandan, and he has grown sus-
picious of Rwandans. “Some of them are spies,” he
claimed.

Gilles continues to grow in his financial life, look-
ing forward to one day being his own boss. A new-
ly imported car would cost him around 15,000,000

($4,053), but he believes he can find a used car for
a lower price. Once Gilles buys a car, he plans to
build a house for his mother on the land he bought
for her. He also wants to bring his thirteen-year-old
brother to Kampala for his education. As a child,
Gilles dreamed of becoming a doctor, but he did not
get that opportunity. Now, he hopes his brother will
study medicine. At least for his little brother, Gilles
says, that dream is in reach.
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“"You Must Hustle"

Pursuing an education in mechanical engineer-
ing while working as an entrepreneur and bro-
ker, a twenty-nine-year-old works to create op-
portunity.

Simon, a young man from South Sudan, struggles to ob-
tain his mechanical engineering certification while also
making a living and supporting several family members.
His business endeavors have had to take the back burner
to his studies in recent months, and money is tight. Simon
looks forward to the day when he has the necessary qual-
ifications to open his own mechanic’s garage and be his
own boss.

“I am the one who provides for the family,” Si-
mon, age 29, began. “I pay rent and buy food. I also
pay my own school fees.” Most of Simon’s income
is spent on his school fees, a cost of 350,000 shil-
lings ($94.70) per term. Simon’s diploma course in
mechanical engineering is an important step in his
career journey, a journey complicated by both dis-
placement and financial hardship.

Map 8: Simon's journey from South Sudan to Kapala

\ ~\
At
r\l.un:-m.u
— RNz | Mundg West
RN i El
R
L‘N Nf:)l
L\_\/m‘\ LaiE
National Park \
ML) pungu  Hunting field
% Gangala
Na Bodio
}‘réx-: o AI
m v.!r\: a
Isiro \\
9 (N26 | {
Democratic Republic {
of the Congo i
[ N25 |
Okapi Wildlife Bunia
Reserve o
(N4 N27
’/J"
[
Fort Portal
; o
Benl A109

Dtk IKasese

Bandingilo
National Park

In 2015, Simon and his sister were students in Juba
when they learned their father had been killed in a
crossfire between the rebel militia and government
soldiers. They agreed it was time to leave South
Sudan. However, their migration to Uganda was
more economically motivated than it was by their
lack of safety.

To journey to Kampala, Simon withdrew SSP 45,000
(about $1000 at the time) from his savings account at
Equity Bank. In Juba, he had worked as a taxi driver
and in construction and managed to save about SSP
3,000 ($66 at the time) per month. He hoped that
Kampala would not only be safer but also prove ripe
with opportunity.

“When I went to register as a refugee at the Old Kam-
pala Police Station, I was told that they were no lon-
ger taking South Sudanese refugees,” said Simon.
“They said that we are very rude.” As a result, Simon
and his sister were unable to secure any documents
indicating their refugee status.

But, they still hoped to stay. “I asked my friends
what they did in Kampala to survive,” Simon said.
“They told me about the business of sending goods
back home to sell and get your money back. Most of
them were dealing with clothes and shoes. I decid-
ed to deal with cereals since there was a demand in
Yambio.” Simon has other siblings living in Yambio
and, with their help, has
been able to coordinate
the delivery and sale
of cereals. His siblings
receive the goods, sell
them on his behalf, and
P then send the money to
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it takes up to a month for the goods to be delivered,
especially during the rainy season. His relatives re-
ceive the load, sell the goods, and then return the pro-
ceeds to Simon via MAF airline parcel delivery or a
family friend traveling to Kampala. Simon’s relatives
don’t take a cut of the profit. “They know that we are
struggling here in Uganda,” he explained.

Even though he still has an account at Equity Bank,
Simon says he has no use for its services, preferring
the convenience and flexibility of mobile money
instead. A friend with legal documents purchased
a phone line for Simon and registered the number
with Airtel. Simon said mobile money has made it
easier to pay his school fees.

Simon’s cereal business has recently taken the back
burner to his studies. “My business has gone down
because I am busy with schoolwork,” he said. “You
must hustle,” Simon continued, “I [do] any work
that would give me money. Like working in con-
struction sites.” But Simon now has his sights set
higher, dreaming of more financial security and au-
tonomy in his work life. “I decided to do mechanical
engineering because I will be self-employed. I will
be the one to decide my salary and what to pay my
workers,” he reflected.

During the weekdays, Simon is in school, but he
works as a broker for other South Sudanese on
some weekends. People send him money to pur-
chase goods on their behalf in Kampala and then
coordinate the goods’ safe delivery to South Sudan.
There is no standard amount that Simon charges
for his services as a broker. “It depends on the per-
son’s generosity,” he said. His income ranges from
10,000-30,000 shillings ($2.70-$8.10), depending
on the customer. It’s not much, but Simon says he
needs every dollar he can earn to help cover the cost
of his education.

There are more school-related fees for non-citizen
students like Simon. When enrolling for the mechan-
ical engineering course, Simon did so as a South
Sudanese and not as a refugee because he lacked
official refugee status. As a non-citizen, Simon will
pay a 150,000 shilling ($40.60) examination fee in
addition to his regular school fees while citizens will
pay only 100,000 shillings ($27.00) in examination
fees. Money is so tight that sometimes Simon cannot

pay their rent and is grateful their landlord is very
understanding about delays.

One of Simon’s instructors recently suggested that
Simon take an internship as a mechanic in a garage
in Kibuye. While not paid, the internship would of-
fer a pathway toward employment for interns who
demonstrate competence. Simon is considering this
opportunity but has also toyed with the prospect of
returning to Juba. “Whether or not I return depends
on whether I will get a well-paying job here in Ugan-
da or not,” he said.

Simon aspires to open his own garage in Yambio
someday. He plans to save up some money and then
use the land he has in Yambio as collateral to get a
bank loan. This is an option that, without documen-
tation, isn’t available to him in Uganda. He joined a
South Sudanese refugee organization that advocates
for the official registration of people like Simon and
his sister. He also hopes his sister will be able to go
back to school one day and endeavors to save for her
education as well. But, in the meantime, money is
tight.
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Part 2:
Financial Biographies
of Refugees in Ethiopia
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Life Is Good When You Have
Health, Safety, and Security

As times get difficult, life partners transition to
business partners through their small business.

Uzair and Fatima began their life humbly enough in a part
of Ethiopia that was once Somalia. Early into their mar-
riage, Uzair rented a wheelbarrow and was able to earn
income from his porter work, which had him fetching and
hauling all manner of goods, from construction materials
to retail goods. While living in an Agency for Refugee and
Returnee Affairs (ARRA) supported refugee community
in Kebri Beyah, Fatima soon got the idea to sell snacks in
the schoolyard. She pressed Uzair to help her shop for the
best wholesale ingredients. Their business grew slowly
and steadily, as both realized how satisfying the process
had been.

“We met in Hart Sheik. I worked as a maid for an
Ethiopian family,” Fatima began. “[Uzair] used to
come to their house to borrow a wheelbarrow. We
were both young and belonged to the same clan, so
the family introduced us,” said Fatima, as she en-
tered the tiny room in a separated hut in their com-
pound. This room was used for prayers. She was a
middle-aged woman, filled with pride and excite-
ment to share the story of her business.

“It was 1991,” she continued. “My mother and I had
to urgently flee Somalia due to the war. In our time
in Hart Sheik [a city in the present-day Somali region
of Ethiopia], we were confined to our home because
we were kids. I used to spend most of my time with
my mother. My father used to work with a wheelbar-
row, and he would earn around 10-20 ETB per day
($0.35-0.70). Nothing more.

When you live a comfortable life, you can go to
school, but that was not the case with us,” she said
with a stern voice. “I used to stay at home and help
my mother by washing dishes and clothes. As I grew
up, I also started working as a maid. It was mostly
freelancing, nothing regular. For instance, I would
go to a neighbor and wash dishes for them. I would
get 20 ETB per day ($0.70).”

“My father died in Kebri Beyah.” Fatima fell silent.

I turned to her husband, Uzair, who was listening in
the corner of the tiny room. He was also middle-aged
and was patiently waiting for his turn to speak.

“I came from Mogadishu in Somalia. When the de-
struction started in our country, we quickly escaped
and came to Ethiopia and landed in a camp at Hart
Sheik. There were a lot of refugees there back then.
In 2004, however, most of the Northern Somali refu-
gees returned home, as peace prevailed in their re-
gion. But the people who were like me [from South-
ern Somalia] were sent here [Kebri Beyah].”

“We married in Hart Sheik, and we had to move
here,” he said with a smile as Fatima blushed.
“There was an established camp here. There were a
lot of people. There were people from three camps
who were mixed here. Our clan has always been a
minority, something which made us feel different.”

“Our clan is a minority in Somalia as well. We have
always been farmers. We used to have our own farm
where we grew cereals and maize. We used to harvest
around ten sacks of maize each season. I was a kid at
the time and lived with my parents. I had six siblings,
but I moved to Ethiopia with my mother and sister.
We got separated from my father while we were run-
ning,” Uzair paused. “My father fled with my siblings
into deeper Somalia and finally found one another.
Before we were transferred to this camp, my moth-
er died in Hart Sheik. After her death, my sister was
my responsibility. She was very young. She had to be
piggy-backed all the time. [ was a kid too and did not
have any skills. My circumstances forced me to go to
the market, to use a wheelbarrow to earn a living.

I then started renting a wheelbarrow daily. I had to
bring it back in the evenings, pay the rent, and then
I could take it again the next morning. I had to pay 2
ETB per day ($0.07) as the rent. I would earn around
10 ETB per day ($0.35). At that time, things were dif-
ferent. Even those 10 ETB used to sustain us.”

With an air of pride, Uzair then said, “And I started
becoming mature, and when my sister came of age,
[ married her off.

“After my wedding, my wife started helping me at
each step. She even started to go to market with me.
I continued working as a porter, using the wheel-
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barrow. We used to sell things to children: samosas,
yams, beesa [like bread].” Fatima was getting impa-
tient, wanting to speak, but Uzair continued. “My
first child was born in Hart Sheik, and now I have
three boys.”

Fatima was staring at him, a signal that he needed to
start talking about her. He continued, “To start her
business, there was no loan or investment. I started
the business for her. When I used to push the wheel-
barrow every day, I would give her 1 kg of flour, po-
tatoes, or chili powder, and that’s how she started.”

Fatima impatiently took over. With excitement in her
voice, she said, “I have been making sweets for the
children who go to school. I sell it outside the ARRA
school. I started my business right after I got mar-
ried. It used to cost around 100 ETB ($3.49). It would
be the total amount needed to make the snacks.

Making samosas is very difficult, especially during
the day. If I start right now [2 p.m.], I will finish by
nightfall. I make around 100 samosas a day, but
these 100 samosas take from morning till 2 p.m. I
then take them to town. Previously, I sold them in
the Kebri Beyah market.” Uzair stepped out to get
the sweets she made for us to taste. Fatima contin-
ued explaining, “It is made of sugar, flour, and pea-
nuts.” I asked if I could try it. They emphatically re-
sponded, “Yes!!”

Fatima continued, “The profit would be 70-80 ETB
($3) per day. Before we used to go to town together
— he as a porter and me as a vendor,” she said with
happiness in her voice. “I used to go to all the Kebri
Beyah schools, but now I have stopped going there.
I now sell everything in my shop. I then started to go
to wholesalers — alone, by myself — to get potatoes
to make samosas. They know me well now.”

Fatima relays to me the ingredients and their prices
at the wholesalers:

e 1 kg of onion would be 40 ETB ($1.39)

e 1 kg of potatoes is 30 ETB ($1.05)

e Pepper is 10 ETB ($0.35)

e 1 kg of flour is 20 ETB ($0.7)

e Oilis 50 ETB ($1.74)

e Charcoal is 20 ETB ($0.7)

“The total cost for 200 samosas is around 100-120
ETB ($3.5-4). It would last two days. If all the samo-

sas were sold, I would get 30 ETB ($1.05) as a daily
profit.” Hearing such precise budgeting, I was curi-
ous to know more about her business model.

Fatima explained, “One samosa is sold for one ETB
($0.035). This is just the profit from samosas. Sweets
get me the rest of my profit. However, I have stopped
making samosas, as they are hard to make. [ am get-
ting old, and making them is very time-consuming.
Also, samosas are always better sold in town, but I
have stopped going to town. The money I make buys
only the milk, meat, and soap. Beyond this profit
and the ration [of money and goods we receive from
ARRA], my husband provides the rest.”

She pursed her lips as she said, “I never increase my
prices, as refugees would not buy the snacks. How-
ever, I don’t give any discount either.” Uzair smiled
in the corner, happy to see his wife taking over the
conversation.

Uzair then added, “My wife used to get 60—-80 ETB
($1.05-1.40) profit from that, and I used to get at
least 20 or 10 ETB per day ($0.35 or $0.07) for my
porter work. I used to pay all the bills of the house.
I never let my wife spend the money she earned. In-
stead, she would save it. At that time, around 2005,
20 ETB was more than 200 ETB ($6.97) today.”

“We started running a shop,” Uzair continued, “us-
ing the money that we saved. We had saved around
2,000 ETB ($69.75). I went to a wholesaler in Kebri
Beyah and I asked him what the most important
things were that I would need to open a shop. He
wrote down rice, sugar, flour, sweets, gum, etc., and
the total came to 2,000 ETB.”

He said contentedly, “At that time, the profit from
the shop did not matter. Whatever we earned from
the shop we used to put back into the business.
We kept increasing the variety of things to sell. My
wife stopped saving the money. After we opened the
shop, she started paying the bills. She still continues
to pay the bills. Whatever profit I get from the shop,
[ put into inventory.

2,000 ETB ($69.75) helped us fill two sections of the
shop. Things are much better now. If you try to esti-
mate, the worth of goods in the shop today is around
20,000 ETB ($697.95). I take care of the basic needs
of the kids: fees for the private school, clothes, and
shoes. The rest I put back in the shop.”
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Uzair explained that he never offers free products to
anyone. “I just try not to take a loan and not be owed
money. The wholesalers can give loans. But [ am a
small retailer. I buy sugar or rice or other things, but
I always retail them. I will buy a sack, and then I put
them in small plastics and sell them. For example, I
take a carton of pasta or spaghetti. I put it in small-
er boxes and retail it. That is because I don’t have a
good strategic market. My economy would improve
if I had more customers with more money. Then my
market would increase.

I take out around 500 ETB ($17.44) per month for my
kids. My kids go to the ARRA school, which is free,
but they also go to a private school for English. We
have to pay for that. It is in town. It is 100 ETB ($3.49)
per child per month, so it will be 300 ETB ($10.46)
for three children per month.

My wife manages most of the bills of the family, like
milk and meat. If it goes overboard, I cover it up.”
Uzair and Fatima glanced at each other again, this
time with a big smile.

“We have a family of five, so we get 200 ETB per per-
son per month ($6.97) from ARRA. Hence, a total of
1,000 ETB ($34.87). My wife always takes the ration
[of goods we receive] from [ARRA], but still has to
go to the wholesaler to buy a half-sack of sugar and
flour.”

Turning to a discussion about their wider finances,
Fatima added, “However, we have no major savings,
no emergency funds. By God’s grace, my life is al-
ways normal. Life is good when you have health,
safety, and security.”

Uzair recalled the time he was offered the oppor-
tunity to go to the United States. “Frankly, the best
day was when I was told that I am selected for re-
settlement. However, I was one of the many whose
process was canceled. We were told it was canceled
because the president of the US has restricted the
number of refugees who could come. Since that day,
we are living here. We do not have any problem and
we are content and satisfied with what we have.

My oldest child is seventeen years old and is a stu-
dent. I plan to send my kids abroad, if we get a
chance, for their higher education. Even if we stay
in Ethiopia, I want him to receive good higher edu-
cation and get a job. He is currently in grade eight. I

will try to send him to a university,” Uzair said with
a hopeful voice.

He does, however, express some concerns and dif-
ficulties. “No one here trusts refugees,” Uzair said,
sounding disappointed. “We are worse off because
even our neighbors don’t trust us. They are from a
different clan. The wholesalers don’t trust us, and
they never give us any loans. They say that refugees
cannot be trusted because they move from one place
to another. But the locals are trusted, as they have
land. You have to cut your shirt and your sleeves ac-
cording to your status. You have to spend according
to your earnings. When there is less money, you have
to buy less. That’s how it works.”

Fatima jumped into the conversation, adding, “The
ration from ARRA is inconsistent, too. Five years
ago, we were given soap, salt, sugar, and millet. It
changes every year. We are not given any soap, salt,
or sugar now. They have started giving us porridge,
oil, and beans. However, even the porridge is occa-
sional. Along with the money that we are paid right
now, it is always oil and beans.”

“People who live in the refugee camps go to the
wholesalers to buy things. If I had some more mon-
ey, I would buy and sell in wholesale within the ref-
ugee camp itself.

“I tried to get [a microloan] several times. A lot of
agents came to me before — Europeans and Amer-
icans. I told them that if I could get some money, I
can do better. They said they will help me, but I nev-
er heard back from them.”

Fatima then reflected on her life and said, “The most
valuable lesson I have learned is that I used to be a
girl living with my family, but now I am a responsi-
ble wife.” She laughed, “Now I have a lot of burdens,
a lot of responsihilities. I used to be a girl who used
to live with my parents. Now I gave birth to children,
took care of the house, and also ran a business.*

Speaking of her marriage, she added, “We command
each other. Sometimes he tells me what to do, some-
times I tell him. And we have to listen to each other.”
Uzair nodded in agreement. Fatima continued, “I
would like to go to a better place. A place better than
this. The humanitarian organizations always come
to interview us, but I wish they would take us to the
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US where my mother is. I would like to see my busi-
ness growing, but the most important thing is if they

can take me to my mother.”

She ended the interview by further expressing her
frustration, “You are the 8oth person who has inter-
viewed me, so I would like the humanitarian orga-
nizations to take me to my mother. All of them [the
humanitarians] were white, and I cannot separate

one from the other.”

Budget (Present day)

Source Activity Per Day (ETB) Per Month (ETB)
ARRA Funding | Family of 5 1,000 ($33.67)
Fatima
Earnings Selling Samosas & Sweets 70-80 ($2-3) 2,100-2400 ($70.71-80.81)
Expenses Buying raw materials 50—60 ($1.74-1.9) 1,500-1,800 ($50-51-60.61)
ﬁgzisr;g meat & milk for the 20-30 ($0.7) 600-900 ($20.20-30.30)
Uzair
Earnings Selling groceries at his shop 120-130 ($4.04-4.38) | 3,500—4,000 ($117.85-134.68)
Expenses English school fees
for three kids 300 ($10.10)
Uniforr.n, shoes, and books for 200 (§6.73)
three kids
(lecicty,water heltheare) 500 ($16.64)
Re-stocking the shop 2,000-2,500 ($67.34—-84.14)
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Somalia or Not-Somalia?

The confusion of escaping civil war and not
knowing where your country ends and another
begins.

Hamza, in his mid-40s, took us back 30 years to when he
moved with his family to the Somali region of Ethiopia.
In the volatile 1990s, the boundary between Ethiopia and
Somalia was vague and shifting. As the borders shifted,
so too did the currencies. Hamza switched his money
from Somali shillings to Ethiopian birr. For him, the switch
meant he was no longer living in Somalia but Ethiopia in-
stead. Slowly, by using a local system of rotating savings
clubs while working and studying, he became a school-
teacher and a businessman.

We visited his shop in the early morning. Hamza took
us through the back of the shop, which opened onto the
front yard of his house. The roof of his home was made of
hay, cloth, and tarpaulin. Kids, covered in dust, played in
the front yard. The shop, constructed from metal sheets,
stocked different vegetables, like tomatoes, chilies, on-
ions, potatoes, and staples like oil and wheat. A neigh-
bor’s Bajaj (a three-wheeler) was parked in Hamza's
front yard. As we started the interview, Hamza's wife was
standing in the background and hurled out a jibe, “Donald
Trump does not want us to go to America. He is bad.” Ev-
eryone laughs.

Hamza emptied a glass of water and cleared his throat
as he began telling his story. “Back in Somalia, my fa-
ther was a porter and my mother managed a butch-
er shop. As the civil war broke out, we faced a lot of
different problems: we were tortured; my mother was
raped; a gunman broke into our house and looted it.
That was when we decided to leave my village. My fa-
ther was killed before leaving the village.

“I was still a child and came here with my mother.
We entered from Shedder [traveling via Somaliland].
I was taken from Shedder to Kebri Beyah by ARRA
[Agency for Refugees and Returnees Affairs]. When
I was a child, we were told that even this camp is
Somalia. People here spoke our language,” Hamza
smiled and paused.

I asked how he started his financial journey, and he
responded, “I started by selling plastics and pol-
ishing shoes in Kebri Beyah. The Ethiopians would
also buy my things. No one discriminated against
me in the market. Everyone welcomed me. At that
time, Somali shillings used to work in this region. In
fact, this entire region used Somali shillings, even
in Awbare and Shedder. Even the Ethiopian people
used to give me Somali shillings. We never felt like
we were out of Somalia. People here belonged to our
clan. By selling plastics, I used to get around 1,000
Somali shillings ($1.73) each day at that time [in the
’90s].”

Had things ever become difficult, I asked. “It was
only two years after the EPRDF Party [Ethiopian Peo-
ple’s Revolutionary Democratic Front Party] came
to power that Somali shillings were canceled. It was
a difficult time. We had people who would come to
the market and exchange the currency for us. It was
almost like a business. They would take our Somali
shillings and give us Ethiopian birr (ETB). However,
some of the money was never exchanged. The money
changers, responding to government instructions,
stopped taking Somali shillings after a certain point.
I didn’t have much money, just daily savings, but
even they were gone. That was when I realized that I
am not in Somalia anymore. I am in a foreign land,”
Hamza paused, and his wife left to wash clothes.

“After that, we were given ration cards and ID cards,
through which we could get wheat. But it was not
enough. We passed through a life so hard that I can’t
even narrate that journey. Sometimes I felt like going
back to my country because here, we were always
starving. There was no one here who had enough
money to give us loans, and by then, I had lost con-
nections with my friends and relatives back in Soma-
lia.” Despair was evident in his voice. “There were
no fees for school. So, through all our troubles, I
still continued studying. At the time, there was no
kindergarten. I just went to elementary school, then
secondary school, then college.

I started selling charcoal. I used to buy it from the
countryside and then sell it in Kebri Beyah. The
countryside was 50 km from Kebri Beyah. I used
to buy it wholesale there and retail it here. I would
bring coal on a cart pulled by a donkey. I had built
the cart myself. I would sell charcoal to everyone —
anyone who wanted to buy it. Even the Ethiopians
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who would stay in town would come to buy it. I was
making 500 ETB ($17.18) per load. In a single trip, I
would fetch a load, which I would sell in 15-30 days.
I would save part of this money.” There was an ex-
citement in his tone.

“I was a part of a traditional savings circle, where
twenty families would come together. All of us
would do different businesses. Someone would be
a wood-seller, someone would be a coal merchant,
and so on. [ used to save 200 ETB ($7) from my 500
ETB ($17.18) earnings and put it in the savings cir-
cle. Everyone contributed 200 ETB, and one person
would take home 4,000 ETB each month. This sys-
tem is called ‘hacbeth’ in Somali. It can be per day or
per month. I used to do it per month.

However, my hacbeth circle is broken now, as my
family is the only one left here. The rest have all gone
to the United States. UNHCR took them. Even I had
an opportunity, but then my visa was denied. When
Iapplied, I did not know the difference between Ken-
ya and Ethiopia. I had filled my country of residence
as Kenya instead of Ethiopia.

Going back to the time that I saved hacbeth-style,
I started selling certain groceries. I did not have a
shop then. I used to buy vegetables and fruits from
town. I used to make 200 ETB ($7) per day as profit
and would store some of it in a can. I put some of the
profits toward stocking and selling gum, biscuits,
and other items. Some refugees say that there are no
wholesalers, but in town, there are many wholesal-
ers from our clan, and they are eager to help. Grad-
ually, my profits grew to 600 ETB ($20) per month. I
used to use 300 ETB ($10) each month and save the
rest for opening my shop.”

I had eight children by then and was determined to
open a shop. A few friends who had gone to the US
sent me $1,000 through Kaah, a money transfer ser-
vice with an agent in Kebri Beyah. I used $500 for
opening the shop and $500 for my child’s treatment
[his child was paralyzed]. I also have a bank account
in the Commercial Bank of Ethiopia. I opened this
account recently and had not used a bank before.
The IRC [International Rescue Committee] sent us to
school, which was upgraded from the Teacher Train-
ing Institute in Jijiga to a Teacher Training College. I
studied and was rewarded with a diploma.

Life started getting better after I became a teacher,
when I began instructing Somali children from Kin-
dergarten through 5th grade. I started teaching thir-
teen years back and now teach in two institutions. One
of them is the IRC school, and the other is an Ethiopi-
an school. I consider it to be my greatest achievement.
I have been through different stages in life, but thanks
to Allah, I was able to feed my family,” he said with
pride. “I don’t have an Ethiopian ID card because I am
still a refugee. The Ethiopian school, which is private,
still hired me because they don’t differentiate. They
just needed skills. I get 4,500 ETB ($154.19) per month
from the Ethiopian school and 8oo ETB ($27.48) per
month from the IRC school.

I also received a ration card that affords me both
food items, as well as a cash grant of 200 ETB ($7)
per month for each member of my household. These
sums are in addition to my teaching job and earn-
ings from the shop.”

Hamza concluded, “I believe I have a great future.
Should I receive more funds, then I would start dif-
ferent businesses in the market, like a small shop-
ping mall or an electric shop, or a cosmetic shop. I
want to start a different business.”
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" Living Securely in the Midst
of Insecurity”

A young Salvadoran publicist finds meaning in
helping other migrants.

MS13 and 18" Street are rival gangs in El Salvador,
splitting the country into heavily monitored areas. The
gangs are unkind to those who cross into opposing ter-
ritory. John was working in MS13 territory but living
in an 18" Street controlled neighborhood. Once this
was discovered, he had no choice but to pay the gangs
their “rent.” Four years later, the rent was not enough
to guarantee his safety, so John fled to Mexico in the
hopes of eventually reuniting with his mother in the US.

John arrived at the café sporting trendy clothing, with
a fitted t-shirt, colorful sneakers, thick-rimmed glasses,
and hair slicked back with gel. As | went over the consent
form and explained our project, he warned me his story
was not the saddest or most dramatic, perhaps expecting
some disappointment from me. | assured him | was inter-
ested in learning about all different migrant experiences,
and therefore, drama was not a qualifier for an interview.
After a few exchanged pleasantries, he seemed excited to
get started.

I am from El Salvador and have lived in Tijuana for
three years and in Mexico for five. Back in El Salva-
dor, I was a publicist in charge of design and pro-
duction. I also had another job, with the Ministry
of Culture, in a multi-choral voice project. I was in
publishing for ten years and made, on average, $450
a month. I grew up with my grandparents and lived
with them until their deaths. In our household, my
grandfather, my brother, and I all worked. When my
grandparents died, my brother and I split all the ex-
penses. We only had bills and food to pay for since
the house was an inheritance, so [ had enough mon-
ey left over to buy clothes and appease my vanity.

Starting in 2001, there were organized, armed groups
with intelligence in government agencies and civil
society. They divided the country into territories,
split among the major gangs. I lived in a colony that
belonged to 18th Street and worked downtown, in a
territory that belonged to MS13. On May 12, 2012, I

received a visit from one of MS13’s members while
at work. He said his bosses were coming to collect
a rent (‘renta’) of $50 a month. I decided to pay be-
cause, ultimately, you are paying for your life, and
if you can afford it, you should pay. This is living
securely in the midst of insecurity. Two days later,
I had to pay my first month’s rent. On the second
day of every month, someone different would come
to my office to collect it. They didn’t look like gang
members. They were well dressed and wearing long
sleeve buttoned shirts like they belonged in the of-
fice. It was just like paying rent on a house.

On September 15, 2016, things got out of hand. A
young boy, probably around fifteen years old, with a
baseball cap and Adidas shoes — typical dress code
of a gang member — came knocking at my door and
said I had 72 hours to leave because his gang had
found out I worked in enemy territory. My mom had
left El Salvador to live in the US in 1989 when I was
five years old. We didn’t have much communication
with her while I was growing up but had reestab-
lished communication in recent months. [ knew she
was sick, and she knew I was dealing with a tough
situation in El Salvador. So, following this incident, I
immediately wrote my mom and she told me to head
to the US. That’s when I made the decision to leave.

I didn’t know much. When you come to these coun-
tries [Mexico, the United States], you tend to look for
a coyote to take you, but since the move caught me
by surprise, I had nowhere to go and no idea how
to get here. I looked up how to get to Guatemala on
the internet, which buses to take. My brother stayed
behind because the gangs had an issue with me, not
him. I had no other ties to El Salvador. I had no kids,
no wife. I did have a girlfriend, but I left her behind.
My brother did have ties to El Salvador — a daughter.

I had no issues traveling to Guatemala because, as
a Central American, I could travel through Central
America freely with my ID.” This has since changed
with the recent rise of the ‘caravans,’ or large groups
of migrants moving through Central America togeth-
er. “Once I arrived at the Mexico-Guatemala border,
I Googled what to do next.

I knew I had to take a raft made of tires and wood
once I arrived at Tecun Uman to cross the river. I
knew I would also have to pay to cross from Mexi-
co to the US. As luck would have it, before I arrived
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to Tecun Uman, I met a Honduran person at a bus
terminal. This person said he had his residency card
and regularly crossed the border. He had just forgot-
ten his residency card a home. I don’t know if this was
true or not, but he seemed to know what to do to cross
the border. He said that we would arrive at a house in
Tecun Uman, rest, and get up at 5:00 am to cross the
border. At 5:00 am on the dot, the lights of the house
where we stayed began to flicker on and off. The man I
was with said, ‘You see? These people are taking care
of us, and by flickering the lights, they are telling us,
‘It’s time to leave. If we stay any longer, bad people
will come and mug us or even kidnap us. Remember,
even criminals sleep.’

This man warned me that after we cross in the rafts,
there would be criminals watching, awaiting those
crossing, and observing if they are worthy of being
mugged.” By ‘worthy of being mugged’, John meant
looking like someone who has money. “Without a
doubt, this man had crossed multiple times and
knew his way. At the same time, fear crept in, as I
thought maybe he was the criminal and was trying
to take advantage of me. Thankfully, we crossed the
river, and everything was fine. I was lucky - the raf-
ters only charged me 10 GTQ ($1.30). According to the
Honduran man, rafters can charge as much as 100
GTQ ($13.01). On the other side of the river, we disem-
barked at a market, where we got on a bus that would
take us to Tapachula.

Taking a bus when you are a migrant, carrying lug-
gage is not a good option. There are checkpoints
along the way, so it is risky. I took the risk, got on
the bus, and just pretended I was asleep whenev-
er we stopped. I did observe the behavior of other
people and how much they were paying for things in
order to fit in and not have to ask any questions that
would reveal I didn’t belong. The fare for the bus was
25 MEX ($1.24). Luckily, we didn’t come across any
checkpoints. Usually, there are many along the way.
I arrived in Tapachula by myself, not knowing what
to do next.

I'walked around, looking for a phone to call my moth-
er and tell her I had arrived in Mexico. She sent me
money and asked me to find a place to stay as we fig-
ured out the next details, so I could join her in the US.
So, I stayed in a hotel. I went to the park to listen in on
conversations of other migrants and pick up what to

do. That’s how I learned about COMAR [Mexican Com-
mission for Refugee Assistance]. The next day, [ went
to COMAR to get information on how to apply for asy-
lum. They told me it would take about three months
to receive asylum, and [ would have to go sign paper-
work every week. For me, those three months became
a year. | started my process and was not allowed to
work until it was completed, and I didn’t want to risk
it. Luckily, I had the blessing of my mother’s help. I
knew of people who would work over twelve hours
a day and only make 200 MEX ($9.94) a week. They
lived off eggs and bread.

I found out that I also had to apply for the humanitar-
ian visa. Apparently, a requirement to obtain the hu-
manitarian visa was to initiate a process with COMAR.
If COMAR denied you asylum, then INAMI [Mexico’s
National Institute of Migration] would grant you the
humanitarian visa. As luck would have it, COMAR
eventually denied my asylum request and I received
my humanitarian visa instead. On the other hand,
gang members were also granted asylum because
they wanted to leave the gang life. But those were the
same people I was running away from. Who knows
how many they killed!

While I waited for a resolution, I rented a room with
the money my mom had sent me through Money-
Gram and Western Union. I asked friends I made
in town to help me access my money transfers, and
they helped without charging me. One of those
friends was a sandwich maker, and I repaid him the
favor by eating his sandwiches almost every day!
The man I rented the room from didn’t ask me for
any documentation. He only requested I pay the
first month’s rent. He charged me about 1,200 MEX
($59.62) a month, and that included water, electric-
ity, and a bed. My mom sent me $100 a month. It
was like a sabbatical year that I took!” John laughed.
“The only problem was, I had fatigue from the immi-
gration process. Every day INAMI had an excuse as
to why they were taking so long.

When COMAR denied my asylum claim, they gave
me the option to appeal, but I didn’t take it because
I was angry and tired of waiting. That was my mis-
take. A very nice woman from UNHCR helped speed
up the process for my humanitarian visa with INAMI.
Without her help, the process would have been even
longer because there were too many Cubans and Hai-
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tians. Back then, Cubans were given preference. They
even had their own line, while Central Americans and
Haitians had to wait in the regular line.

My mom and I spoke every day, so I knew she was
getting sicker. One night, I believe it was January
29th, 2017, my mom asked me to pray for her because
she didn’t feel well. She had gone to the hospital after
fainting. The next day, my sister called me to say my
mom had died. It was all my sister’s negligence that
killed her.

After my mom’s death, my plans changed. I was sup-
posed to go to the US to be with her. My new plan was
to call my uncle who lived in Tijuana and make my
way to him. I received my visa a month after my mom
died and immediately left for Tijuana. My first job was
working at a poultry shop cleaning chickens, prepar-
ing them, and washing dishes. Walking with my un-
cle, I saw they were hiring. There are many employers
who don’t want to hire you as soon as they hear your
accent, but I’'ve always had a way with words. So, I
talked my way into the job. I only worked there for two
months because my supervisor felt threatened by my
growth. I was paid 1,200 MEX ($59.62) a week in cash.
The humanitarian visa does not allow me to open a
bank account, so I had to rely on cash payments.

After that, I went to work at a restaurant and bar
called El Torito. I was in charge of cleaning the bath-
rooms and my payment consisted of tips. I was told
I could make around 1,500 MEX ($74.52) a week or
more if I sold loose cigarettes in the bathroom. I only
had to work Friday through Sunday, and each day I
made 4,000 MEX ($198.72). Each day! I made around
12,000 MEX ($596.16) a week. I worked there for six
months. I left only because I began to notice the ir-
regularities that exist in those types of bars: drugs, a
life of crime, etc. I felt I had become part of something
that was harming others.

I was still living with my uncle but have always been
a savvy administrator. So, although leaving a pay of
12,000 MEX ($596.16) per week hurt, I had a plan.
With the money I had saved, I bought thirty pairs
of shoes, five watches, and an immense amount
of clothes. I am a vain man. I bought a refrigerator,
washer, bed, toaster, and microwave. With that, I was
ready to move out of my uncle’s place.

I used to frequent a hotdog stand, and one day I over-
heard the owner saying he was looking for someone

to help him. I expressed my interest and he offered to
pay me 1,500 MEX ($74.52) a week. It was a big change
from 12,000 MEX ($596.16), but it was fine. I have
been there ever since — almost two years now. Howev-
er, | won’t celebrate my two years as a hotdog vendor
because I was offered the opportunity to work at an
NGO supporting migrants as a coordinator. During
the time I’ve worked as a hotdog vendor, I have not
had to pay rent because my boss gave me a place to
live rent-free. All I asked of the NGO was to give me a
month to wrap things up with my current boss. The
NGO will be paying me 3,500 MEX ($173.88).

My visa expired nearly two years ago, and I continue
to wait for a window of opportunity to regularize my
status. The laws in the US impact the laws in Mexi-
co, making it increasingly difficult to find avenues for
regularization here. However, if you are good, people
will see that and will know you deserve to be here.
No one ever asks me for my documentation because
my behavior speaks louder than any piece of paper.
That’s what they say about Haitians — that they de-
serve to be here because as soon as they arrive, they
get to work. People like to compare Haitians and Hon-
durans who arrived with the caravan, saying Hondu-
rans are demanding. But I remind them that when the
Haitians first arrived, they too were victims of racism
and discrimination. People would call them ‘monkeys
with malaria.” What I admire is that they remained si-
lent through it all and simply showed Mexicans who
they really are. Therefore, the only advice I can give
to anyone you may talk to is to behave. Be loyal to the
people who have helped you.

If people are looking for safety, they can find it here.
If they are looking for a better life, they can find it
here. And if people have the opportunity to regularize
their status in Mexico, there is no need to pursue the
American Dream. The American Dream is a lie that
was conjured up in the ’7os. It never really existed.
The real dream is to be somewhere you feel well. I
feel well here, and I am not willing to risk my life to
cross over to the US illegally. It would not be fair to
my deceased mother, who worked so hard to get me
here, for me to risk my life and join her in heaven. She
wanted me to be well, and that is what I will do. I will
now get the opportunity to help other migrants and
Mexicans who have not been as blessed as I have and
are seeking help through the NGO I told you about.
That in itself is a great reward.”
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Paying the Price

The United States deports a former Salvadoran
child soldier to Mexico, despite his years of work
for the FBI. He rebuilds his life in Tijuana.

Tired of the civil war in El Salvador, Houston moved to the
US when he was fifteen. He joined gangs and served time
in prison but was given a chance to use these experiences
to work for the United States Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion (FBI). Nevertheless, a charge for domestic violence
sent him back to El Salvador and eventually landed him in
Mexico, where he has established a new life.

I met Houston after frequenting a pupuseria, where
his wife, Laura, was the cook. One afternoon, after
I shared the purpose of my visit to Tijuana, Laura
urged me to wait until Houston picked her up from
the pupuseria. With marveled eyes and a sense of
admiration in her voice, Laura confided that she
knew bits and pieces of her husband’s history, but
not all of it. Despite a strong pitch, nothing could
have prepared me for the Hollywood-esque story
that was Houston’s life.

Once Houston arrived, Laura introduced us and set
up a table in an alley right outside the pupuseria. A
few feet away, children kicked a ball back and forth
as they played street soccer. A mariachi band was
playing with gusto a few businesses down.

“I was born in El Salvador, and I remember the war
breaking out when I was six years old. There were
lifeless bodies splayed out in the streets every day.
I grew up in the midst of violence, traumatized.”
Houston paused to show me the goosebumps on his
arms as he began sharing his story. “The army would
chase us after school, trying to force us to join the
war. As children, we grew up fearing we would be
killed by the army or killed by the guerillas. We slept
out in the hills, hiding from people who wanted to
murder my father for being a commander in the Sal-
vadoran army. I was able to avoid the military until
I was fourteen, but had grown tired of running away
from the ‘recruiters.” Before my fifteenth birthday, I
found myself fed up with the military and asked my

1 All names are pseudonyms.

father to send me to the United States, following the
trail of many other Salvadorans who had left and
been received with open arms up north.

“I arrived in Laredo, Texas, in 1990, after my dad
paid a coyote to take me. Back then, it cost around
$2,000. Once I arrived at the border, I turned myself
in to the authorities. I remember a marine asked me
if I was from El Salvador and followed up his ques-
tion by saying, ‘Welcome to the United States.’ I took
my shirt off, and the marine noticed I had a skull on
my back that is representative of the Salvadoran mil-
itary. He asked me if I was in the military, and after I
responded affirmatively, the US gave me my papers,
and I became a refugee.”

Houston went on to share many aspects of his life in
the US, such as finally understanding the complex-
ity of what was happening back home and being re-
cruited by the FBI.

“I kept getting in trouble, so one day the FBI recruit-
ed me to work as an undercover gang member for
them. They promised to protect me, so I worked for
them for nearly seven years. Despite my years of ser-
vice, they took away my refugee status and deported
me [to El Salvador] in 1999 for an alleged domestic
violence dispute, for which I had proven myself in-
nocent. The US keeps you around as long as you are
useful, and then they kick you out on your butt.

“Back in El Salvador, the gangs were after me. They
kept attempting to recruit me, but I was done. I
didn’t want that life anymore. Instead, I grew closer
to God and began to help youth who were in gangs.
Finding God was the best thing that happened to
me. [ remained in El Salvador for two years, working
in whatever came up, including my father’s cattle
ranch.

“Then I went back to the US by myself, but this time
I had a different mindset. I wasn’t using drugs. I
wasn’t involved in gangs. I didn’t drink. My only
vice was smoking cigarettes. I received many threats
from gangs who said I had to join them or else. My
response was always, ‘Do what you will.” T loved
myself and wasn’t willing to get back into gangs.
Instead, I worked in the same thing I work in now:
construction, remodeling, painting, and electric
work. I took on jobs in different states and eventu-
ally went to Miami and learned to build traditional

@_

VOLUME Il FINANCIAL BIOGRAPHIES OF PEOPLE COPING WITH NEW SURROUNDINGS



FEBRUARY 2022

Miami homes. Back then, I made $150 a day. That
was 20 years ago, around 2001. After a short time,
I met a man who hired me as his contractor and
gave me a team of people to do the same work. He
gave me my own truck and everything! I made good
money, but I always spent my money on luxury cars
and nice clothing. Sometimes, as humans, we can
be really dumb. There were days when I would make
$3,000 or $4,000 in a day. My life was all about luxu-
ry, though. I would send money to my daughter in El
Salvador and spend the rest. My motto was, “‘When I
die, I won’t take anything with me, so I might as well
spend it all now.’

“Then, in 2011, I was walking down the street when
a cop stopped me. He entered my information in his
system and said I wasn’t allowed to be in the coun-
try because I had a warrant for a domestic violence
charge from 1997. I went to jail in 1997 for that do-
mestic violence dispute and even proved my inno-
cence. It was the same dispute that had gotten me
deported in the first place. In any case, the cop in Mi-
ami took me in, and I went back to jail. I didn’t real-
ize what they were doing to me was illegal. The cop
was also trying to pin me for stealing $450, which he
never found on me. In court, I asked, ‘Where are the
$450 I stole if the police report states I only had $60
in my pocket? Where is the testimony of the person
I allegedly stole that money from?’ After three court
appearances, someone from the FBI showed up with
my entire file on hand. He shook my hand and said,
‘You worked for us many years ago. We can’t deport
you because you helped us a lot. You will go to immi-
gration court, but you will not be deported.’

“After I was in detention for a month and a half, a
marshal showed up and took me to a federal pris-
on. This time, they wanted to use everything I did
while undercover against me. You see, they would
hire me and ask me to go undercover to a prison to
get information from someone. I did that various
times for them. The file the marshal had on me did
not state anywhere that I was undercover, working
for the FBI. Instead, it claimed in all those instances
I was just another gang member. For my work with
the FBI, I was sentenced to fifteen years in prison.

“I wanted to kill myself. I would cry and cry. I came
to hate the United States. My attorney told me to
plead guilty and settle for seven years in prison. She
assured me that if [ fought my case in court, I would

get the full fifteen years. I did as she said. I ended up
serving four years and then went back into a deten-
tion center the day I was released from prison.

“I didn’t want to go back to El Salvador because if
I returned, I would be Kkilled. I sent letters request-
ing asylum in Germany, Italy, Spain, France, the UK,
and Mexico. I never received a response because my
letters were never sent by the immigration officials.
Eventually, I preferred going back to El Salvador to
staying in the Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment detention center. On February 17, 2015, I was
deported. That same day, a member of my family,
who had joined a gang, tried to kill me. He knew I
had worked undercover for the police in El Salvador
as well. I narrowly escaped after suffering a beating,
and I went into hiding for fifteen days. Once I had
recovered from the beating, I fled to Mexico.

“In Mexico, [ applied for asylum. As I did, authorities
contacted the local Salvadoran consul, who claimed
I was a gang member and should be sent back. I
demanded to speak with a human rights organiza-
tion, but the consul kept lying to me, saying he was
contacting them, but the line was always busy. So,
[ went to a migrant shelter for a few days. There, I
helped the man in charge. The consul wanted this
man to kick me out of the shelter, but the man did
not let him. The man from the migrant shelter was
able to put me in touch with a human rights organi-
zation on the first try. That’s when we confirmed the
consul had never really made the call. The next day,
a human rights worker came to interview me, along
with a journalist. At the end of the interview, the hu-
man rights worker said, ‘Welcome to Mexico. I will
make sure you are able to stay here.” He then sent me
to COMAR [Mexican Commission for Refugee Assis-
tance] to file my case.

“After my asylum interview with COMAR, I left for
Oaxaca with their authorization. I knew I couldn’t
stay in Chiapas because there are too many gangs
there and it’s too dangerous. I learned of a migrant
shelter in Oaxaca run by a priest, and the human
rights organization arranged for my transportation.
The migrant shelter is in Ixtepec, right where La
Bestia runs through, which is why it is always filled
with migrants.” Houston tells me of his time in the
shelter, the friends he made, and a nun who disliked
him and wanted him to leave. “As I fought my asy-
lum case, I worked in the shelter. I would do all the
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things I knew how to do: electric work, water pump
maintenance, trash pick-up, etc. I didn’t get paid
for this work. I simply did it to earn my keep. After
a month and a half of living in the shelter, I received
my refugee residence card and cried.

“I stayed at the shelter a while longer. I was put in
charge of the minors’ ward and taught them techni-
cal skills such as electrical work and painting. I was
then asked by the priest in charge to head another
chapter of the shelter in Oaxaca, which would be ex-
clusively for minors. I accepted and was sent along
with five other people to get the chapter started. Al-
though I was in charge, I still received no compen-
sation and, therefore, decided to move on from the
shelter.

“I left for Guanajuato to work with some of the
priest’s family members, polishing cars. They want-
ed to exploit me. This time I was offered payment,
but it was too little for the work I was asked to do. I
worked from 8:00 am to 12:00 am, seven days a week
for 800 MEX ($39.74) a week. I refused to be exploit-
ed and left for Tijuana instead.

“I arrived in Tijuana with 5 MEX ($0.25) in my pock-
et. I slept on the floor of a former resident of the shel-
ter in Oaxaca for over a month with only a suitcase to
my name. Two days after my arrival, I was working
at a manufacturing plant in Otay, getting paid 1,200
MEX ($59.62) a week through a bank deposit. I was
restless and wanted more, so I only worked there for
two weeks. I knew I could make money here, and I
wanted to improve myself. In a month, I had saved
enough to rent my own room and found a better job,
working for a man in construction, where I was mak-
ing 1,800 MEX ($89.42) per week in cash. I met him
because he came to fix a pipe where I lived. I asked
what his profession was, and he said he worked for a
company that did all sorts of construction and repair
work. I asked if he could get me a job, and he did.
Once they saw my work, they rewarded me with bo-
nuses of 2,000-3,000 MEX ($99.36-$149.09). I also
worked a reasonable schedule, so I stayed at that job
for three months.

“After that, I was offered a management position to
oversee thirteen restaurants in Zona Rio [a wealthy
commercial area in Tijuana). I found that opportu-
nity by looking for maintenance jobs on the inter-
net. In the US, a maintenance job involves electric

or painting. Here, maintenance is janitorial work. I
learned about this difference after an interview at a
restaurant. My interviewer convinced me to try wait-
ing tables for a week, and depending on how it went,
I could be offered a management position. I accept-
ed and worked for the restaurant chain for nearly
eleven months. I only made 1,800 MEX ($89.42) per
week, but the work was much lighter, and I could
earn double if I worked overtime. My problem there
was other Mexican employees. They didn’t think I
should be their supervisor because I was a foreigner.
The owners of the restaurants, Israelis, would ex-
plain to them that nationality had nothing to do with
it. This was a matter of experience and skill, and I
was in charge. After a while, I got fed up with the
racism and looked for another job.

“I found my next job in a newspaper ad: painting. I
was offered 2,200 MEX ($109.30) a week, a fortune
for me in Mexico! After that, I found another job
doing the same thing where I was paid 2,800 MEX
($139.10). I was there for ten months. I then found
out they were looking for people to work at the air-
port on a remodeling project. I applied and got the
job as a painter. After six months, some electricians
stole an expensive cable so they called the federal
police to search all the workers. They didn’t find the
person that stole the cable but fired five of us since
we had some nails and screws we’d picked off the
ground in our bags. All five of us were Central Amer-
icans. The next day, they found the true culprit,
so my boss called me to apologize and offered me
the job again. I accepted the apology but told him I
would never work for his company again.

“Close to my house in Otay was a mall under con-
struction, so I applied as a painter and was asked
to start immediately. I began to work without know-
ing how much I would be paid. The man in charge
came up to me the first day and said he liked my
work and offered to pay me 4,000 MEX ($198.72) a
week. I worked there for six months and then we
finished the job. My boss referred me to a friend
and since then, I have been working with him. It’s
been almost one year, and he pays me 3,000-3,500
MEX ($149.04— $173.88) a week. I have threatened to
leave a few times for the same reason: discrimina-
tion against migrants. There are Mexican colleagues
who don’t like that I know more than they do, so
they want to humiliate me. I have been on the verge
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of fighting them. My boss has had to send me to work
on my own as a solution.

“We face discrimination everywhere. I once had to
sue [a Mexican bank] for discrimination. I had an
account with them back when I worked at the man-
ufacturing plant. I went to withdraw money one
day, and they requested my ID, so I gave them my
residency card. They then requested my passport,
so I told them I didn’t have one. When they saw my
tattoos, they said I was a criminal and belonged to
MS13. I showed them my CURP (my insurance card)
and I told them they couldn’t treat people like this.
They said they didn’t care, and next time I showed
up, I wouldn’t get any money. So, I called an attor-
ney friend I have who works for the government.
She requested I send her everything that happened
in writing and told me she would send the CONA-
PRED [National Council to Prevent Discrimination]
to represent me. My lawyer asked if I wanted to sue
for money, but I said no. All I wanted was for them
to learn that all humans on this earth are the same.
I don’t want another migrant to be humiliated the
way I was. So, they all had to take a six-month-long
anti-discrimination course and a training on how to
treat migrants.

“Since then, I don’t have a bank account. I also can’t
afford one, so I keep my money under my mattress,”
Houston laughed. “It’s hard. My wife just began to
work. She doesn’t have any documents, and that
makes finding work very difficult. She has suffered
a lot. She was offered a job, working twelve hours a
day for a meager 100 MEX ($4.97). Another offer was
at a nightclub, but I told her I would rather her not
work than be humiliated. She spent almost a year
without work. It’s impossible to save when you have
very little coming in. What money we have left over,
after paying rent and bills, goes to our kids back in
El Salvador and to my mother. We send around $100
a month through Elektra, but they always request
my passport, which I have now. Before, I had to pay
someone to send the money on my behalf.

“I can’t say my life in Mexico has been bad. I don’t
drink anymore. I’'ve had good jobs and good boss-
es. I have suffered discrimination, but that hasn’t
slowed me down. I have a bed, a refrigerator, a mi-
crowave, and internet. I arrived with just a back-
pack. I had nothing! It wasn’t easy. Sometimes I
didn’t have anything to eat. I would buy an avocado

and cheese, and that was my meal. Now I’'m rich in
Mexico! I have life, health, a bed, and a roof over my
head. I am well. But many migrants don’t have that.
You have migrants from all over the world in Tijua-
na, but many of us don’t come with the intention
of bettering ourselves. Here, in the northern part of
the city, you can find Salvadorans, Hondurans, and
Guatemalans stealing or doing drugs. Why come to
do that? Sure, I used to be like that, but I left that life
behind.

“I'am now in the process of becoming a Mexican citi-
zen. I would like to go back to El Salvador, but there is
no life for me there. The most I would make for what
I do is $10 a day. Even though I have all my papers in
order, I can’t go back to El Salvador as it would mean
putting my life in danger. And my mom, who is like
Wonder Woman to me, is dying. She doesn’t want to
come here because she’s 83 and in a wheelchair. I
know I won’t ever see my mom again, and all I can
do is ask God for strength on the day she passes. I
have been the black sheep among her sons, yet 'm
the one she loves the most. She’s given her life for
me.” His voice breaks as tears stream down his face.
We take a moment as I hand him a tissue.

“Although I am a refugee in Mexico, I have never re-
ceived any benefit or money for my status. UNHCR
has done absolutely nothing to help me, nor has CO-
MAR. That hasn’t stopped me, though. I continue to
work hard and will push forward despite the odds.”

Houston and I have stayed in touch since our inter-
view. He recently fell off a ladder at work and broke
his back. Doctors said he needed a surgery that costs
$500, but he could not come up with the money and
was out of work for a month. Salvadoran gangs were
able to track him down in Mexico and he is now wary
of his safety. He called UNHCR to express his fears,
and they have yet to do anything. His wife is out of
work again after dislocating her ankle, and they are
both scrambling to make ends meet. Somehow, de-
spite the hardships he’s enduring, he remains posi-
tive and hopeful he’ll overcome this and any other
tribulation thrown his way.
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“Dear Lord, What Have You
Saved Us From?"

A mother of three is welcomed to Mexico by inse-
curity, uncertainty, and financial distress.

Paola’s hometown is a poor farming village, where fami-
lies live off of the few crops they grow. Longing for a bet-
ter life, Paola and her family decided to journey to the US,
leaving behind the threats of extreme poverty and gang
violence. Along the way, Paola nearly loses her life at the
hands of a Mexican cartel. At the time of this writing, she
was awaiting her asylum process in Mexico, the same
country where she and her family nearly lost their lives.

Paola sat quietly at our café table as | interviewed her sis-
ter and brother-in-law. | offered to separate the two fam-
ilies so they could have more privacy while telling their
story, but they insisted on sitting together through the in-
terviews. Paola’s gaze seemed to get lost in her coffee as
she stared at it, fidgeting. Once | was done interviewing
her sister and brother-in-law, | attempted to make a few
jokes to ease any tension. She appeared more comfort-
able and told me she was ready to start.

“I came from El Salvador and arrived in Chiapas,
Mexico, in March 2019. I don’t remember when I got
to Tijuana, but it was probably about two months
ago. We are from a canton in El Salvador where there
are no jobs. People live off what they grow: corn and
beans. The poverty and the threats we received from
gangs because we lived in enemy territory are the
reasons we left our home. I came along with my hus-
band, my brother-in-law, and my three kids, who are
four years old (twins) and ten months old.

“From El Salvador to Chiapas, there was really no
problem. We crossed the river after arriving at Te-
cun Uman at 7:00 pm and did not come across
any checkpoints along the way. We got to Chiapas
around 10:00 pm. My husband worked for a few days
cleaning hotel rooms in Chiapas, for which he was
paid 700 MEX ($34.93) a week. During that time, we
submitted all our paperwork to COMAR [Mexican
Commission for Refugee Assistance] and UNHCR.
We waited for UNHCR to provide us with aid so we
could rent a room for 1,500 MEX ($74.84) a month.

UNHCR ended up giving us 6,000 MEX ($299.36) in
aid each month.

“We remained in Chiapas for nearly three and a half
months, waiting for all our paperwork to go through.
COMAR denied us asylum. They didn’t give us a rea-
son why. They just denied it. We later found out they
were supposed to give us a reason, but at the time,
all we did was fall back on the humanitarian visa
and wait longer for that one to go through. We then
made our way to Tijuana in the hopes of meeting up
with my sister, who was already here and could take
us in.

“We took a direct bus to Tijuana.” Paola’s body be-
gan to shake, and she hunched forward. “The night
we left Chiapas, our bus was stopped by the federal
police. They got me down from the bus and request-
ed to see our documents. After I handed them over,
they asked for money, claiming our visas alone were
insufficient to let us through. I fought back, saying
that was the whole point of the visa, and they had no
reason to scam us like that. My husband also tried
negotiating with them, telling them we didn’t have
enough money to both pay them and feed our kids
during the three-day journey. We couldn’t just let
our kids go hungry! But they insisted that we either
pay, or they would leave us stranded in the dark.
They got all of us down from the bus and did not let
it move until everyone had paid. The officers asked
for 500 MEX ($24.95) from each of us,” or 2,500 MEX
($124.73) in total. “We ended up with no money after
paying them and had to go hungry. Thankfully, we
had some milk for our baby boy.

“After that encounter, we continued on our way. Be-
fore arriving to Tijuana, close to Sonorita, the Jalisco
Nueva Generacion cartel fell upon us.” Her bottom
lip trembled, and she crossed her arms over her
body. “We were half asleep when we heard someone
asking my brother-in-law where he was from and to
produce his visa. The voice then said, ‘Take your lug-
gage and get off the bus.” I opened my eyes to find a
group of men carrying weapons. My brother-in-law
pointed at us, saying we were traveling together,
hoping to gain some pity for our sleeping children.
Just as they did with my brother-in-law, they asked
us where we were from and demanded we show
them our visas. Another young man got on the bus
with a weapon and said to my husbhand, ‘Get off the
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bus with your whole family and get your suitcases
down as well.”” Paola snapped her fingers, signaling
the urgency with which she and her family received
the command.

“We saw they were getting everyone down. I took
longer to get off the bus because I had to put sweat-
ers on each of my kids. My husband and my brother-
in-law each grabbed one of the twins, and I stayed
behind with the baby, wrapping him in blankets.
The young man with the weapon came back to me,
demanding once more that I get off the bus immedi-
ately. He grabbed my diaper bag and ordered me off
the bus. I thought it was weird that they were asking
us to get down.

“When we finally got down from the bus, we noticed
many trucks parked around us, with their doors
open. The young men were shoving everyone onto
these trucks, forcefully, even the children. As soon as
my husband saw this, he said to me, ‘Get back on the
bus!” The young men saw us and started screaming,
‘Where are you going?’ They were pulling me over to
the trucks, but I kept resisting. My husband conjured
up a quick lie and said we had one more kid up on
the bus and needed to get him down. With that lie,
they allowed us back on, but they quickly called our
bluff. They started screaming once more, pulling us
to get on the trucks. Then, as a miracle from God, the
armed men heard a ‘3-4’ on their radios. I don’t know
what ‘3-4” means, but the young men called to each
other saying, ‘A 3-4 is coming!” They rounded up the
people they had managed to get down from the bus,
slammed the doors of their trucks, and drove away.”
Paola reproduced a sigh of relief. “I cried, thinking
about the women and children that were in those
trucks. I exclaimed, ‘Dear Lord, what have you saved
us from?’ Out of the forty-something people original-
ly on the bus, only six of us remained.

“Back on the bus, we went on our way and were
surprised by two more trucks up ahead. I looked at
my husband and said, ‘If they didn’t get us the first
time, they’re going to get us now.” My husband told
me to lock myself in the bathroom with the kids, but
the chauffeur’s assistant got down and spoke to the
men in the trucks. I don’t know what he told them,
but the trucks started up again and drove away. My
husband and brother-in-law became very angry with
the chauffeur and reprimanded him for stopping
and opening the doors for anyone other than the po-

lice. The chauffeur claimed he had no choice since
the young men had pointed a gun at his head. I felt
traumatized that day. Along this journey, you never
know the risk you are taking. Our lives don’t matter,
but those of our children do. We fight for their lives,
not our own.

“From the time I came up to Tijuana, there has
been a spike in the number of Salvadorans being
kidnapped.” Paola’s sister shared with me that the
day after Paola and her family arrived in Tijuana,
they saw a massacre reported on the news. The po-
lice found the bodies of several migrants chopped
up into pieces inside eighteen suitcases after one of
the abductees had escaped and alerted police. Paola
and her sister are certain the bodies belonged to the
migrants abducted from the bus Paola and her fami-
ly took up to Tijuana the previous night.

“Once we arrived in Tijuana, we faced another chal-
lenge. Immigration authorities requested our docu-
ments, but they had been taken from me by the car-
tel. You see, the bag the young man on the bus took
from me also had our humanitarian visas and birth
certificates. The immigration officers asked us if our
bus had been the victim of kidnapping. I answered,
‘Yes,” and explained that, luckily, only my bag had
been taken from me. The immigration officer told me
not to worry, as he verified our humanitarian visas
in the system. We have yet to request new human-
itarian visa cards because our plan was to just stop
here temporarily, before jumping the wall.” The
phrase ‘jumping the wall’ is used to denote cross-
ing over to the US without proper documentation.
“We jumped over the wall but were then returned to
Mexico to fight our case from here. Upon arrival back
in Mexico, we were provided with permits to reside
here until our next court date in the US, which is in
November.

“In the meantime, my husband has been working
in the same manufacturing company as my sister’s
husband. He managed to get that job with the tem-
porary permit we were given and has been there for
a month now. I am helping my sister by taking care
of both my kids and hers, so she can work, and this
way, we all help each other. We were able to find a
place to live next to where my sister lives. It costs us
800 MEX ($39.91) a month, plus water and electric-
ity. On top of that, we all need to chip in about MEX
3,000 ($149.68) for our landlord to connect the elec-
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tric since we currently don’t have a meter and need
to get one installed.

“The situation is really difficult, but our idea is to
stay here if we are denied entry into the US,” Paola
said hesitantly. “We can’t go back to El Salvador. We
can’t risk our lives. The gangs will find out if we re-
turn. We’ll see what happens.”

Paola and I have remained in touch since our inter-
view. She has reached out to share that her family
has struggled with paying the bills. The cold weath-
er, to which her family is not accustomed, has caused
her children to become sick. Their lack of access to
free health services has further strained her family’s
finances. She still hopes to receive good news at her
upcoming court hearing.
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In God | Trust

A Honduran man’s faith carries him through ad-
versity and eventually leads him to the United
States.

Alex and his wife fled Honduras after being threat-
ened by a local gang. In Mexico, Alex's pregnant wife
was abducted, but fortunately found alive a day later
by Mexican authorities. After this traumatic experi-
ence, Alex’s wife decided to return to Honduras, leav-
ing Alex to carry on the journey to the US on his own.

After a few failed attempts to schedule an interview, Alex
and | met at the shelter that lodged him. He hugged me
hello and showed me to the church where the shelter
holds their daily worship. The church was sweltering, as
the fans were not on and the windows were closed, but
Alex didn't seem to mind, so we got started.

“I am from Honduras and arrived in Tijuana in Oc-
tober 2018. Thank God I left home without any prob-
lem, although we did face many challenges along the
way. I left with enough money to pay for transporta-
tion to Tijuana, but the journey was still hard. My
wife was kidnapped in Tecun Uman, Guatemala, on
our way to Mexico. The bus we were on had stopped
so we could stretch our legs and use the restroom.
My wife got off, while I stayed on the bus. I waited
for her to come back, and she never did. I thought
I was going to lose my mind when I didn’t see her
in the rest stop, and I immediately realized she had
been kidnapped. I screamed and knelt down to pray
in the middle of the street. I then pulled myself to-
gether and filed a report with the Mexican police.
That day, I looked for her through the night. I didn’t
think I would find her, and I was sure the federal
police would find her dead. Around 3:00 am, I re-
ceived a call from the federal police telling me they
had found her alive in an abandoned room. That was
tremendous luck! Mexico has a really great police
force. Her kidnappers carved a sign into her back
with a knife.” He struggled to remember the letters
they carved: “’J.E.S.” That is what they wrote on her
back. When she sent me pictures of her back, I felt
as if someone had broken my soul in two. I felt like
I had been killed in that moment. I then thought, ‘I

must be strong, and I must have faith because it is
Jesus who gives me strength.’

“She was pregnant with my baby and almost suffered
a miscarriage because of this. She was hospitalized
in Tapachula, Mexico, for three months. I thought
she was going to lose her mind, too, after the trauma
she endured. Luckily, she had great medical care.
There are excellent doctors in Mexico! While hospi-
talized, she was asked whether she wanted to stay,
and she said she did not want to live in Mexico. Of
course, after everything she had been through, she
went into a panic! I spoke with her, and she told me
she could not continue the journey to the US, that
she would rather die” — Alex quickly chose another
term, as if uttering the word ‘die’ could hurt his wife
— “She would rather go back to Honduras. We agreed
she would return, and I would continue. I had to
continue. I have to cross to the other side. She cried.
She kissed me. It wasn’t easy. We were risking her
life by sending her back, but God gave us strength.

“She also has problems back in Honduras. Both of
us were attacked by Los Amadores, a group of drug
traffickers back home. One of her uncles was killed
by Los Amadores. Thankfully, she is staying with
one of my aunts right now. She barely leaves the
house and chooses instead to remain locked away in
a room. She can’t work, so she has to remain inside
the house. If I obtain asylum in the US, I will send for
her and my son.

“My son was born a month ago. He is so beautiful!
I thought I was going to lose him. The doctors kept
calling me and calling me. I spent nearly 15,000
MEX ($788.53) on hospital bills for my wife and son,
money that [ worked hard to get while living here in
Mexico. I continue to send her money through Ban-
co Azteca Elektra. I send her 700-800 MEX ($36.80
—$42.05) weekly. That is my obligation. I have to ask
my boss for more money sometimes because I end
up sending all of my earnings to her and my son. I
am unable to send the money directly because I lack
proper documentation. Instead have to ask my boss
or someone at the church to send the money for me.
I give [whoever] helps me a ‘certification,” 100 MEX
($5.26), for their goodwill.

“My wife and I left Honduras on our own, but by the
time we arrived in Tapachula, the caravan started
trickling in as well. I felt very vulnerable and scared
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in Tapachula, but luckily, the Mexican government
supported me with some resources when they heard
me preaching the gospel, speaking to anyone I found
along the way about Jesus. The government realized
I was legitimately a good person looking for protec-
tion, and they asked me what I wanted. I told them
I had a problem and was running away from my
country and that if I returned to Honduras, I would
be killed. I told them I felt attacked and sad because
around me were only strangers. They provided me
with a sort of EBT [electronic benefits transfer] card
with 2,300 MEX ($120.91) a month, but they never
gave me a humanitarian visa. I would have had to
wait far too long to get a visa.

“Rent in Tapachula was very expensive, so I slept in
a park that was protected by Mexican marines. Since
there were so many people staying in the park, I
would wake up in the middle of the night and preach
to those who were around. There were so many peo-
ple there. I was surprised! I kept asking myself,
‘What’s happening? Is it the end of the world, or
what?’ There were just too many people. People kept
flowing in, and I grew scared. Just as there are good
people, there are also dangerous people with bad in-
tentions. But God protected me. I would just preach,
and those with a good conscience and a good heart
— of which there are many in Mexico — would give
me money and food. People saw my effort and rec-
ognized the situation I was in. They saw [ was trying
to survive.

“l stayed in Tapachula for three months, during
which I was unable to access decent employment
because I lacked the necessary documents. Never-
theless, I eventually found work at a store, unloading
trucks and working in sales. Sometimes I would work
until 8:00 pm and would be exhausted. As a migrant,
you are exploited, bled dry. Imagine getting paid 8oo
MEX ($42.05) a week. You are basically a slave. We are
all human beings, and we all have the right to have
our work be appreciated. That’s why I decided to just
leave and come here, where God has made lots of em-
ployment opportunities available to me.

“I lived a long time in the park until a Mexican man
told me of a place that was renting out rooms to mi-
grants. The rent was 1,200 MEX ($63.08) a month,
leaving me with 1,100 MEX ($57.83) for food. That’s
how I survived until a federal agent asked me what

my plans were. I told him I wanted to go to Tijuana to
get my name on the list and cross into the US legally.
He asked me whether I was considering jumping the
wall. I explained that was not my intention because
I wanted to be in the US legally, regardless of how
long that took. Three or four years? I didn’t care. He
commended me for thinking as I did and provided
me with a fifteen-day transit pass. He explained the
transit pass would shield me from detention and told
me of a bus I could take the following day. The tran-
sit pass also included his number, in case I needed
to contact him.

“I arrived in Tijuana in January 2019. When I arrived,
I thought I was in the US because Tijuana was so
beautiful! I had heard a lot of things about this city,
but I never imagined it would be this beautiful. A
Mexican man I met took me to the border where I
could sign up on the list to get my number the next
day. That night, I slept in the Barretal [the same shel-
ter where members of the caravan stayed] and woke
up early in the morning to get my number at Enclave
Caracol [a community center supporting migrants].
They just asked for my personal information and
gave me my number. I was told I would have to wait
a month or two and would have to continuously ask
which numbers were being called to know when my
number was up.

“I met a woman while getting my number who knew
the shelters well, and she asked me where [ was stay-
ing. I told her I really didn’t have a solid place, so she
paid for my Uber and brought me here to the Bap-
tist church. I was very happy to be here. The pastors
received me with such love. They gave me clothes
and footwear. I felt like I was in heaven! They also
warned me about Tijuana, saying it was very dan-
gerous and I had to be very careful. They mentioned
kidnappings and cartels, so I got scared. I also asked
them how I could go about working, and they ex-
plained I needed a visa and proper documentation.
That made me feel depressed and sad, but the pastor
was quick to reassure me I would be well taken care
of at the church for as long as I needed to get back
on my feet. He also said that friends could likely get
me a job in construction, even though I lacked the
necessary paperwork, and they could also find me
my own place. I lived in the shelter for six months.
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“I looked for work often, and after three months of
living in the shelter, I found a job at an Oxxo [a con-
venience store chain, similar to 7-Eleven] through
one of the congregants of the church. The congre-
gant spoke to his boss and put a good word in for me.
I was able to work there for three months, mostly as
a painter. I was paid 250 MEX ($13.14) a day in cash.
With that, I started to save up. Once I had enough
money, I started to rent my own room. I knew the
pastor had grown fond of me, so one day, I thanked
him for everything and explained I had grown feath-
ers along the way and was ready to fly. I wanted to
be independent. He told me I was welcome in the
church and the shelter whenever. I have now been
living alone for one month.

“Living on my own has been a battle of its own, but
I am getting to work a lot with young people. There
are many young people where I live. To distract our-
selves, we get together and read the bible, and we
live without vice. It was very hard to find a room
around here because most rooms are rented out in
US dollars. How are we expected to make dollars
here in Tijuana? Whenever I would go looking for a
room, I would be told, ‘It costs $500 a month,’ or, ‘It
costs $800 a month.” Wow! Where am I supposed to
find that kind of money? Where? I started crying and
became so sad. Nevertheless, there are always Mex-
ican comrades that come through. I was told by my
Mexican comrades to say I was their family member,
their cousin. And, well, I could pass off as Mexican,”
Alex laughed. “I didn’t like to lie because that’s a
sin, but I asked God for forgiveness since I had no
other choice. The alternative was to sleep out on the
street where I could be kidnapped or killed. Thanks
to this Mexican comrade, I was able to get the room
in which I currently live for 1,700 MEX ($89.37).

“The room was sloppy and neglected. I fixed it up,
painted it, and added a few very nice details. Now
I really like it there. I have been able to get ahead
with great effort. I have been working for the same
person as a construction worker for three months.
He pays me 1,600 MEX ($84.11) a week. He marvels
at what I can do, always saying, ‘I don’t know what
I am going to do when you leave for the US.’ I try
to explain to him that it’s just something I have to
do since my life here isn’t safe. Meanwhile, in the
US, there is safety, civil protection, and all of that. I
know that life in the US is not easy. You suffer there,
too. But at least I won’t have to worry about being

kidnapped or assaulted. Here, I don’t even have doc-
umentation, which makes me more vulnerable to
being kidnapped.

“I have also been in great health. Recently I got sick,
but it was just the chickenpox. It hit me bad, and
I could not afford to go to a doctor or a clinic. My
lawyer sent me money from the US so I could go to
a clinic and get better. My lawyer also found some
psychologists from the US to treat me. They were a
big, big help! They helped ease my mind, and I am
so grateful to them. I found my lawyer through a per-
son from the US who often comes to the church to
help the migrants.

“When I left for my first court date to the US, I was
sure I wasn’t coming back. I requested the help of
three other men and went to the store to buy cakes,
chicken, and drinks. I spent a good amount of mon-
ey. I wanted to have a big going-away party! People
cheered for me, and some cried. It was wonderful.
Of course, I came back, and the pastor still laughs at
me for making a big deal of that party. But I tell the
migrants, learn! Learn from this, share, don’t be stin-
gy. We are seeing how God has blessed us with being
alive. Let’s celebrate and help one another.

“Having a lawyer to represent me has led to big
changes. Immigration authorities now respect me
whenever I cross to the other side for my court hear-
ings. The second time I went to court in the US was
in March. That time, the judge said he would give
my attorney five months to come up with all the ev-
idence and get everything in order for my last court
date, in August. Next time I go, the judge will decide
whether I am allowed to stay in the US or have to be
returned to Tijuana. Everything you confess must be
true, and my lawyer has all the evidence to show my
story is, in fact, true. The judges in the US carry out
an investigation for each case, and that is something
that, as migrants, we must understand well.

“Ithink if they say I can’t stay in the US,” Alex paused
for a few seconds, “I think that would be a big blow.
It would be very hard, but I have the support of a
lawyer who will tell me what I have to do. She knows
the justice system in the US. She knows US law. If
am denied asylum, I must then go to court again to
see what can be done. For now, we just have to wait
for the judge’s verdict. I don’t know what the deci-
sion will be, but my faith in God makes me believe
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the judge will say I can stay. I will not lose hope. I
will not let my faith wane. If I am sent back to Ti-
juana, I will continue to fight until I accomplish my
goal. This is a battle for the brave. This isn’t a battle
for just anyone.

“There are some fellow countrymen who have been
returned to Tijuana and provided their next court
date in six or seven months. What do they do? They
return to Honduras. By returning, they are saying
they don’t really have any problems in their country.
I, on the other hand, can’t afford to do that, as I do
have serious problems back home. I left Honduras
because I love my life and I want to be at peace. A
lot of people have returned to their country, though.
I have seen many women crying, saying, ‘I’'m going
back. I'm going back,” and they leave. They receive
money from relatives in the US, and with that, they
return to their country.

“If someone is returned and they don’t feel like they
can survive in Tijuana, they need to keep working.
Wash cars, sell oranges, sell juice — anything — but
find ways, find solutions. They shouldn’t just give up
and go back to their country. That is what I would
say to those who actually have problems back home.
Just because they’re in Mexico doesn’t mean that
they won’t be able to survive. In Tijuana, you can
survive by working. If someone really is facing prob-
lems in their country, they would rather die here in
Tijuana than go back to their country. I thank God
that I was able to leave my country alive. Here I am,
praying, attending church, and devoting myself to
God. I will not rest until my life is at peace.

“And so, I continue moving forward. Today, I went
shopping and bought myself a pair of shoes—some-
thing for me. I only had shoes for church, and [ want-
ed a pair of tennis shoes to wear with jeans. When
you have no vice, you can make ends meet. You sur-
vive. There are moments when I don’t have enough
food - I won’t lie — but what I do is buy milk and
bananas, and make myself a milkshake. Well, I call
it a milkshake, but I don’t have a blender. So, what
I do is chop up the bananas and add them to boiled
milk. That’s breakfast. I take vitamins and saline
solutions to remain healthy. I have also been getting
my shots regularly. All the vaccines and shots are
provided to us for free here at the church. A medical
brigade shows up and takes care of us. They vacci-
nate us against tetanus and measles.

“Things have become much harder for those trying
to leave Honduras now. Getting to Mexico is increas-
ingly challenging, and if one manages to get here, it
is almost impossible to find a lawyer who will rep-
resent you. For those of us who are here, we have
to continue working hard and fighting. We can’t be
cowards. We have to remain strong, and soon the
day will come when they and I will be able to live in
the United States.”

On August 10, 2019, I received a text message from
Alex, letting me know he had been granted asylum
in the US and was now residing “on the other side.”
He was among the first Central American migrants
to be granted asylum since the Remain in Mexi-
co program was put in place. The US government
threatened to appeal the court’s decision to grant
him asylum, but that has not stopped Alex from
holding his faith close and believing he won the war.
Alex checks in every couple of months and has even
reached out, requesting help for fellow friends and
migrants stranded in Tijuana. He is very happy with
his new life in the U.S.
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The Beast Tamer

An adventurous Honduran man rides La Bestia
in search of a better future.

Alexander first arrived in the southern state of Yucatan,
Mexico, to reunite with his Mexican-Honduran girlfriend.
After the relationship ended, he decided to head further
north to Tijuana, aboard La Bestia, searching for better
employment opportunities. He now straddles a life be-
tween Tijuana and his Honduran hometown, picking up
jobsasthey come and hawking merchandise when he can.

| met Alexander through another Honduran participant.
The two migrants are friends and traveled together to
Mexico. For our interview, Alexander and | sat on the
couch of a café, with a strong fan blowing at us on a hot
summer day. He seemed meek at first, but quickly shed
his shy appearance to unveil a man who thrives on adven-
ture, always seeking the next big thrill.

I am from Honduras and I have lived in Tijuana for
one year and four months. Growing up, I wanted to
be a professional at a company or work in electrical
engineering. But in Honduras, these goals are diffi-
cult to achieve. I graduated with a technical degree in
computer science after going to school for seven years
in the evenings and working all seven years during
the mornings. I took jobs in construction, welding,
painting, or whatever would come along. Sometimes
I didn’t even have a chance to shower between my
job and school. I would wake up at 5:00 am to go to
work and get home at midnight after school to do my
homework. I used to make anywhere between 150
and 120 HNL ($6.17 and $4.94) when employers took
advantage of me. They knew I needed the money, so
they would pay what they pleased. After I graduated,
I wanted to continue studying, but I couldn’t. I had
responsibilities at home, helping my mom. I had even
registered to study in a larger city and passed the
enrollment test, but finances prohibited me from go-
ing back to school. Instead, I began to work in auto
part sales. I was there for two years, making 4,500
HNL ($185.07) a month. That was still very little for
someone with a technical degree. I should have been
making 8,000 HNL ($329.02) at a minimum, but it was
something. At the time, I still lived with my mother
and my brother, who was in school.

I was 23 when I first came to Mexico. My girlfriend at
the time lived in Mexico. Her family was from Hon-
duras, so she traveled to Honduras often, and that’s
where I met her. So, I decided to take on the adven-
ture of coming here. She lived in Merida, Yucatan.
I lived there for nine months with no proper docu-
mentation, and every employer would ask me for
a work permit. I was offered 400 or 500 MEX (19.87
or $24.84) a week to work in a cybercafe from 8:00
am to 8:00 pm. It was exploitation, so I only worked
there for two and a half months. My girlfriend really
helped me during that time. One day, a man came
to weld the gate at the place where we lived. I asked
him for a job, and he accepted me. He paid me 800
-900 MEX ($39.74—%$44.71) a week. I worked with
him for four months and was promoted to master
welder because of my hard work and dedication. He
increased my salary to 1,400 MEX ($69.55) a week
and covered my food.

I then started having problems at home with my girl-
friend. I was a very proud young man, so I didn’t like
being reproached by my partner. A friend was mak-
ing his way up to the US at the time, so I took advan-
tage of the opportunity and decided to head to the
US. I was selfish in my decision, but I also had to
take care of myself and my family. That was the first
time I rode La Bestia.

I got on the train in Salto de Agua, Chiapas. Catch-
ing the train there is a little less dangerous, but
most people get on in Tenosique, Tabasco, where
it’s more dangerous. Between Tenosique and Salto
de Agua, the train rides through Palenque, Chiapas,
where criminals hop on to mug or extort you. There,
the train rides really fast. In Salto de Agua, the train
goes more slowly, or sometimes even stops. There is
also a really great migrant shelter there.

[ had never ridden a train before. The first time [ saw
it and heard it coming, I felt nervous, but I also felt
an adrenaline rush. I got on the train without any
problems at 5:00 pm, and the train didn’t stop to rest
until 3:00 am. That night it rained, and we all got
wet. There were a lot of people, but not many chil-
dren. In fact — though I did not witness this — on the
way from Palenque to Salto de Agua, some criminals
got on the train and threw a child off it. I did see the
child’s mother crying inconsolably by the time I got
on. That was really awful. We were risking every-
thing on our journey.
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When we arrived in Chontalpa, Tabasco, we were
mugged. I think the train is allied with the criminals
because it stopped at the town center but then re-
versed into a dark, lonely place. That’s where the
criminals got on. I recognized they were criminals
right away because they weren’t dirty. They were
well dressed, had nice shoes and good backpacks. I
noticed one of the criminals was Central American,
either Honduran or Salvadoran. There was a young
man with us who had hidden his cellphone in his
private parts. The criminals stripped him, and when
they found the phone, they beat him for lying to
them. Another migrant looked at the Central Amer-
ican criminal and asked, ‘Don’t you remember me?
I’'m from San Pedro Sula, just like you.” The criminal
looked back and answered, ‘Yes, I remember you. So
what? I don’t care if you are my brother, my moth-
er, or my father. I am the one in charge here. If you
don’t pay, you get to stay here.” He pointed his gun
at the migrant’s stomach and the migrant fell silent.
The criminal then looked at me and asked, ‘What
will you give me?’ [ said I had nothing, but he was
free to search me. He responded, saying, ‘Well then,
here. So you’re not off the hook for free,” and kicked
me twice. They know where to kick you so you can’t
get up and they can have enough time to hop off the
train. Once they had hopped off, the train took off.

In Choapas, Veracruz, the train stopped again. This
time, people were screaming from below ‘[expletive]
you will stay here. The raza [referring to angry lo-
cals] are coming to kill you.” We were scared, but
luckily, they didn’t get on. At that point, we had
been traveling for eight days, going hungry. There
were towns where people threw bags of food to us.
In other towns, the train rode by avocado, orange,
and mango trees, and we would jump to reach the
fruits. Yet other times, when the train stopped, some
people would get off and ask locals for food. Some
migrants would bring canned food with them to eat
along the way. The only perishable food we took
with us were cheese and tortillas. Everything else
needed to be canned or it would spoil.

When you are on the train, you are under the sun. If
it rains, you get wet. You can’t sleep because if you
fall asleep, you risk falling off the train. You feel dis-
couraged and sad, wanting to cry, thinking about
your family and your life. You doubt yourself and
ask whether what you are doing is the right thing if
it’s worth it. At the same time, you think, ‘I should

just go back.” You also gain courage, though, and
make friends. That’s the beauty of that adventure.
Unless you live it, you will never know. It’s both aw-
ful and beautiful. You find people along the way who
you might never see again, but you feel like you’ve
known your whole life. They cheer you on, they
bring you comfort, they motivate you, they share
their food. When they see you are sad, they find
ways to make you laugh. You feel closer to them than
to friends you’ve known your whole life. You can be
good, bad, a drunkard, a drug addict, a criminal,
Honduran, Salvadoran, or Guatemalan... It doesn’t
matter. On La Bestia, you are all one.

That first time I rode La Bestia, I didn’t get very far,”
Alexander laughed. “I got to Coatzacoalcos, Ve-
racruz. Many of the migrants on board, including
myself, decided to get off in Coatzacoalcos to take a
bus past the most dangerous parts of Veracruz: Coa-
tzacoalcos, Minatitlan, and Acayucan. Some people
said there was an immigration checkpoint in Acayu-
can, but others said there wasn’t. We thought about
it but decided to go anyway. We wanted to avoid Coa-
tzacoalcos because it had become a very dangerous
place. We heard cases of muggings, beatings, and
migrants found chopped up by machetes.

We were on the bus, on a highway when the driver
took a detour into an immigration checkpoint. The
immigration officer got on the bus and came directly
to the five of us who were migrants. He didn’t ask
anything and only said we needed to get down be-
cause we were migrants. We were imprisoned in
Acayucan for three days, almost four. After that, we
were deported back to Honduras.

I stayed in Honduras for nearly three years after I
was deported and worked in the craft I had learned
in Mexico: welding. I had to start from scratch, but
eventually, [ was able to buy some clothes and tools
for my business. However, it was still not a livable
situation, so I decided to head back to Mexico again,
on La Bestia, in 2017.

This time around, it was the same adventure, though
it was more difficult. At least this time I was more
mature, had more experience, and came with five
friends. I decided to go to Tijuana because my older
brother was living there and said he could help me
and my friends. I took 23 days to get here, and my
friends took 25. The difference in arrival times was
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because in Guadalajara, the train went through re-
ally fast, so we had to do this thing called ‘ponchar-
se el tren’ [take the air out of the train]. This means
someone jumps on the train and finds the levers that
release the air pressure from the train. This forces
the train to stop, to build up air pressure once more,
allowing migrants to jump on board. My friends and
I had been waiting for three days in Guadalajara.
There were about 20 migrants who couldn’t get on
the train due to its speed. We were in danger because
we had almost been mugged three times, so we didn’t
want to be there anymore. There was a young man
who was known for taking the air out of trains, so
we paid him about 300 MEX ($14.90) to do it, but he
failed. On the fourth day, we decided someone from
the group had to do it, or else we would never leave
Guadalajara. Since I have always been adventurous
and have played soccer for most of my life, I'm pretty
athletic. So, I said I'd do it,” My face revealed the
immediate worry I felt as he laughed.

I gave one of my friends my sweaters and bags, only
keeping a sweater tied around my waist. The train
was coming, so I began to run to match the train’s
speed. After running about 300 meters (328 yards), I
managed to grab on to the train, but it was going too
fast and began to drag me. I don’t know how, but I
managed to get on. I could hear the group cheering,
‘He’s on! He’s on!” Unfortunately, the train was in-
termodal, meaning it could not be released of its air
pressure,” Alexander laughed, recounting the irony.
“When the train dragged me, my sweater fell off, so
all I had were the clothes on my back. I couldn’t get
off because if I tried, I could kill myself. The train
stopped about an hour from where I got on. I had no
phone, no money, no other clothes. I thought about
getting off and waiting for my friends but then real-
ized the train was only stopping because it needed
to change tracks. In any case, I got down and some-
one on the train asked me why I was getting off. I
explained I had no money, no phone, nothing, and
my friends had stayed back. He said to get back on
and he would help me with whatever I needed. I got
back on, and this man lent me his phone so I could
call my friends and tell them what to do next.

This train took five days to get to Mexicali. I had to
run away a few times because the guards forced us to
get off at the terminals. I also managed to hide a few
other times. On the train, I went through the desert

at night, without a sweater, and felt like [ was going
to die. I managed to find a cart that had some holes
and hid from the cold there. In the mornings, I felt
chills that made my bones weak. When I finally got
off the train, I fell because my body was so debili-
tated.

Once in Mexicali, I called my friends to let them
know I would wait for them there, and I went to a
cybercafe to contact a friend that lives in the US, who
had offered to help me. This friend sent me money,
and with that, I was able to pay for a hotel and buy
some clothes while I waited for my friends to arrive.
I had to ask a shoeshine to pick up the 3,000 MEX
($149.04) for me at Western Union and paid him
300 MEX ($14.90) for the favor. The money was also
enough for me to pay for my friends’ hotel room once
they arrived. That way, we were all able to clean up
and avoid looking like filthy migrants. After that, we
left on a bus to Tijuana.

Once in Tijuana, I contacted a friend who allowed
us to stay with him for a week, after which we all
pulled together our money to rent a room, which
[cost] 2,300 MEX ($114.26). It was hard to get a room
because no one wanted to rent us anything, simply
because we were migrants who lacked proper doc-
umentation. Eventually, we came across a guy who
liked us, I guess. He asked if we were Honduran and
said he liked our accents. We talked to him for a
while and found out his mom was renting out some
apartments. With his referral, his mom gave us two
weeks to come up with 1,500 MEX ($74.52) for the de-
posit and 2,300 MEX ($114.26) for the first month’s
rent. We all found a way to come up with the mon-
ey by asking for help and working in whatever jobs.
And that’s how we started out.

Within two weeks of my arrival, I managed to get a
job at a pozole restaurant. I had never cooked pro-
fessionally but had always liked cooking. I started
out as a dishwasher and eventually became a deliv-
ery man, washed corn, and did a little bit of every-
thing for 1,200 MEX ($59.62) a week. I had to walk
50 minutes every day to work. I couldn’t continue
working there for 1,200 MEX, so after eight months,
[ apologized to my boss and told her I wanted to find
a job in my craft. She was very understanding and
told me the door remained opened if I ever wanted
to work there again.
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Map 9: Alexander’s first, failed attempt at riding La Bestia
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Fifteen days after leaving my job at the pozole restau-
rant, I managed to get a humanitarian visa. I had
requested a visa from immigration before, but they
were reluctant to help until the arrival of the second
migrant caravan. As a way to help migrants remain
in the country legally, the president of Mexico of-
fered to provide us humanitarian visas. I received
my visa within 25 days of applying but had to reg-
ularly check on the status of my application at the
immigration offices. This meant I had to miss four
days of work to stand in line and wait for officials to
confirm whether my visa was available or not. After
four different instances of waiting for their response,
I explained I couldn’t request any more time off work
and asked whether they could notify me once my
visa was ready. The official I spoke to said they didn’t
offer that service and that if I wasn’t at the immigra-
tion office to pick it up when it was ready, I would
lose it. I explained my situation to another agent,
who seemed nicer and more reasonable, and he was
able to help me. He let me know I could show up the
next day before work to pick it up. Alas, the next day
I received my humanitarian visa.

With my visa in hand, I decided to go back to Hon-
duras to visit my mom. I hadn’t seen her in a year. I
was with my mom for fifteen days. I also managed to

get my passport while I was there. Now I am more
than legal in this country. I got my passport stamped
in Guatemala and Mexico and now I can access the
money I’'m sent.

Even though I’'m legal, things are not easy in Tijua-
na. I don’t feel comfortable here, especially not in
places frequented by people with money. There are
many racist people who mistreat us, look down on
us, and judge us as soon as they find out we’re Hon-
duran. They think we’re all the same. I acknowledge
that some Hondurans have come to Tijuana and
messed up. They’ve been disrespectful and have
done bad things. But because of one, ten are mis-
judged. Because of ten, one hundred are misjudged.
Just like there are bad people, though, there are also
good people. The racism even gets in the way of us
accessing certain jobs because employers will say,
‘Oh, he’s Honduran? We won’t hire him.’ If they do
hire us, they want to pay us less, just because we are
Honduran. That happens in jobs like construction or
jobs at the local market. It happens less in company
jobs, as long as one is documented, but sometimes
employers will ask for our birth certificate, and we
don’t have them. They use that excuse to deny us
jobs.
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There are also friends of my Mexican friends who’d
rather not hang out if I'm around. The police stop
us randomly, pretending they’re doing checkups.
Even when they don’t find anything, they detain us,
just so people can see they’re doing their job. They’ll
put us in the police car and drive down two streets
before letting us out. All we can do is bear it, keep
our heads down, and bite our tongues. When Don-
ald Trump said Mexicans were the worst plague and
discriminated against them, Mexicans were up in
arms, calling him racist. Now, Mexicans are doing
the same thing to Hondurans and Haitians. I think
that is very hypocritical. There are some Mexicans
that are good, though. I just don’t understand why
some are so mean. This racism pushes me to think
about leaving Tijuana.

Right now, I'm working off and on as an independent
welder. I've also traveled to Mexico City, to Tepito [a
large and dangerous market], to buy merchandise,
like perfumes and lotions, so I can sell them in Hon-
duras. Finding a permanent, more stable job here is
difficult. I had some friends who were working for
a company but had to leave due to bullying. Peo-
ple say we’ve come to steal their jobs, so sometimes
we’d rather stay away from companies to avoid deal-
ing with that. Mexicans also say they’re getting paid
less because of us because we’re willing to accept
less money for the same jobs. There are jobs every-
where here, though. The thing is that Mexicans just
want to work in an office with air conditioning and
are looking for someone to blame when they can’t
accomplish that. I've lived and traveled to various
parts of Mexico, and I have never felt the kind of rac-
ism one experiences here, in Tijuana.

My plan now is to stay here and hopefully get a job
at one of the companies where they treat migrants
well. Luckily, I have no vices, no kids, and no wife.
My only responsibility is my mother, so I can stretch
out my money well. When I send my mom money,
I send it through MoneyGram or Western Union. I
just don’t like Elektra because after a while of send-
ing money, Elektra blocks you. I now have a savings
account and a debit card from BanCoppel, so I can
keep my money there without any problem. That
way, I pay [for] things with my card and don’t have to
carry cash around. If I get mugged, it’s not a big loss.
Now that I have my passport and everything, I have
access to those services. I also have a few friends
who have made it to the US and will send money
sometimes, just to help. I pool that money togeth-
er with what I make, and I send money to my mom
whenever I can.

I hear a lot of people who have made it here tell oth-
ers not to come, that it’s not worth it, that it’s hard
and dangerous. I can’t say that because I was told the
same thing, and there are people who really need to
be here. Who am I to burst their dreams? That would
be selfish of me. If you think you’ll be better off here,
come. Just behave. There is suffering involved, but
that’s life, and you just have to move forward. If you
come here, don’t go back. It’s such a waste of time
and money. Don’t give up.”
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“Nobody Even Realized
| Was Gone."

A Haitian migrant details how his friends helped
him secretly leave Haiti and make his way to
Tijuana.

Feeling stifled at home in Haiti, Samuel secretly left, first
for the Dominican Republic, then Brazil. He then aimed for
the US but has gotten stuck in Tijuana, unable to cross.
Though his friends helped him navigate his journey, he
needs more than money to cross the final border. To make
ends meet, he works overtime but still can’t support his
family the way he would like. “I still feel that my journey
isn't complete because | haven't reached my destination.
| want to go to the United States because it's a powerful
country where | can go and be able to help my family. And
life there is much more secure.”

My name is Samuel, and I've been living in Tijuana
since January 2017.

Back in Haiti, I never finished school. My par-
ents couldn’t pay for me to continue studying, and
my older siblings had their own children, so they
couldn’t help me either. [ imagined what my friends
would say when they heard that I could no longer
afford school. I had really loved being in school, and
it humiliated me to think I could no longer go.

When I finally decided to leave for the Dominican
Republic, it was in the dead of night. I waited until
everyone was asleep and no one even realized [ was
gone. I left behind my mom and pregnant girlfriend.

I left for the Dominican Republic in 2011, and to
make the journey, I borrowed $85 from a friend. I
paid a $4 motorcycle to get to Cap-Haitian, then paid
around $5 to get from there to Dajabon, a city that
borders the Dominican Republic. There I talked to a
smuggler who asked me for $32, but I negotiated him
down to $21 to help me cross the border. We crossed
the river on a raft, and when we got to the other side,
the police got us and told us we could get deported.
Luckily, I spoke Spanish and was able to talk my way
out of it. Eventually, a friend working in San Cristob-
al sent me a money transfer to join him and got me

a job out in the country picking coffee beans. When
I got to where he lived, I realized it was not a good
living situation. He lived near the forest where there
was no electricity, and it was very cold. You could
even hear animals at night! I was paid $67 a month
for that job.

Soon, another friend called me and told me about a
job on a chicken farm in another town and asked me
to come work with him. When I thought about my-
self, a man who had hopes of finishing school, going
to work on a chicken farm, I didn’t want to do it. But
I needed the money. I got paid $137 a month, and the
job allowed me to save and send $39 a month back to
my mother and girlfriend.

Eventually, I left that job and went to work in a city
called Mendoza at another company. When we got
there, the company rented us a beautiful house that
was shared between 8 or 9 other workers. When
other Haitians heard how we were living, they also
came and joined us. This boss gave us a contract that
outlined how much we would be getting paid: $39 a
month. After nine months at that job, I learned my
brother and a close friend had gone to Brazil.

At that point, I had been living in the Dominican
Republic for three years, but I knew I had to get to
Brazil. I calculated the amount of money I was mak-
ing at the time and how much my boss owed me. If I
left the job, I knew I could ask for my pay, and that’s
exactly what I did. My boss was shocked when I told
him I was leaving, but the pay ended up being the
amount I needed to leave: $335. My cousin also lent
me $347 because I had lent him money to go to Bra-
zil himself. I was so happy when I got that money!
When other friends heard [ was going to Brazil, they
also sent me sums of money, and I was able to start
my journey. To get there, I took a plane to Guaya-
quil, Ecuador, then paid for a taxi to Tumbes, Peru. I
spent $120 to $150 to get through Peru to Brazil and
ended up in Rio de Janeiro. There, I went to a shelter
and was able to get a job that paid $266 a month and
stayed there for a year.

I started hearing rumors that there was an opportu-
nity to get into the United States through Mexico. At
that point, I had no one supporting me in Brazil. I
had also learned that my child was being threatened
and was not in a good living situation [back in Haiti].
So, I decided to try to get to the United States. From
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Brazil, we stopped in Peru for one day, then went to
Ecuador, Colombia, then Panama. In every country,
immigration would give us papers that allowed us to
travel for twenty days in that country.

In Panama, as we climbed the mountains, we found
dead people along the trail. It was terrible! Even if
someone offered me two million dollars to take that
trail again, I would never do it.” Samuel is refer-
ring to the Darién Gap, a stretch of rainforest that
is roughly the size of Massachusetts. “When we left
Panama to go to Costa Rica, we crossed the border
and had to fill out a list at immigration to show
where we came from and where we were going. At
that time, a lot of Haitians were going by Congolese
names. I felt like going by a Congolese name but de-
cided not to.” Samuel explained that he had heard
immigration authorities would favor Africans over
Haitians, but sometimes the reverse was true: Hai-
tians might be favored over Africans.

There were people who told me off and said that I
shouldn’t have said I was Haitian because I would
be sent back to Haiti. When we got through immigra-
tion, we paid $30 for a bus to take us to the northern
border.” The border with Nicaragua had been closed
since 2016. “It was very hard to cross there because
if you did, the police always sent you back. You must
negotiate with the police and smugglers in order to
pass. This was the hardest part of the challenge be-
cause people paid all kinds of money to get across. I
had a cousin of mine who paid $2,000 just to cross.
Some people paid $900. I thought to myself, ‘Wow!
I don’t have that kind of money, how am I going to
find it?’ I heard there were people trying to cross by
boat instead, but I would have to pay $400. I didn’t
have the money, so I called a friend in Brazil. I ex-
plained my situation to him, and he sent the mon-
ey. That’s how I was able to pay for the journey from
Costa Rica to Nicaragua by sea. It took three hours
on a little boat. This was the first time I really un-
derstood what an ocean was. When I was in it, I had
no idea what I was doing. When we got out, we took
a truck and then walked on foot. That was paid for
with the same $400 I gave to the smugglers. They
were all organized and calling each other, getting us
through the routes of Nicaragua so that we could get
to the Honduran border. When we finally got there, I
clapped my hands and thanked God.

When we got to immigration in Honduras, they
gave us passes, and the Red Cross station there gave
us some medical attention. While there, I had one
friend send me $30 to $40. 'm someone who hates
to ask for money. My friends knew how tough the
road was, though, and they chose to help me. We
left Honduras, went to Guatemala, and finally got
to the Mexican border. When we got there, I paid $5
to cross a small river by raft. Then we paid $2 for a
car and finally arrived at immigration in Tapachu-
la. They gave us a 20-day pass. Things are different
now, but when I came in late December [2017], I got
my pass the same day I arrived. Then, I bought a bus
ticket for $94 and spent four days on the road before
arriving in Tijuana.

When I arrived in Tijuana, I had no idea where I was
going. I didn’t know anyone at all. I had about $10
left in my pocket. I had traveled on a bus with a fam-
ily that didn’t have a place to stay, so I suggested we
put our money together to book a hotel. We paid that
$10 to stay in the hotel overnight, but when we got
up in the morning, we had no idea what to do. We
all decided to split up, and when I left the hotel, I
ran into an immigration officer asking for a Haitian
who spoke Spanish. I said I did and asked the offi-
cials where they planned on going. They said they
were looking for migrants to take to a shelter. They
said they only wanted to take the pregnant wom-
en to the shelter and no men. I cried to them that I
had nowhere else to go, and as they were leaving, I
climbed into the truck with the women and children.
We drove 7.8 miles and arrived at a Catholic school. I
stayed there for a bit, but I couldn’t find work.

The factories here don’t take you without documen-
tation. If you work on the street or someplace very
discreet, they’ll take you without them. When I was
in the shelter, they were deporting a lot of Haitians
from the U.S. border who had no papers. On January
9, 2018, they deported a lot of Haitians. At the time,
the Mexican government received us with open arms
and said they would welcome us if we wanted to stay.
There were a lot of jobs and companies [that] helped
us foreigners find work or helped us get papers so
we could work. Haitians agreed to stay here initially
because Mexican immigration said they would help
us change our status. When I learned this, I told my-
self, ‘Fine, if I must stay here for a bit, I will, while I
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wait for another opportunity to get to the U.S.” They
gave me a humanitarian visa that lasted a year. After
that, they had me fill out a letter asking why I left my
home and how I came to be in Mexico.

When I finally got the humanitarian visa, they [the
bosses] still didn’t want to give me a job. I didn’t
have papers giving me permission to work. They also
didn’t like us as black people.

I found my first job over the internet. When I went
to the location that was advertised, they took me in,
gave me coffee, and said they would call but never
did. I started searching again and found that this big
company was hiring. When I went to them, they said
they would hire me. When other Haitians heard I
had found a job, they asked me to help them get one
there too. I asked my bosses what they could do on
behalf of those Haitians, and they said it was fine to
bring them on. They said that even if those Haitians
didn’t have papers, they would talk to immigration
and help to change their status to be able to work.
My job took in more than 150 Haitians. I spent four
months working there before I was let go. They let
me go because I was in a group of people working
with a piece of equipment that went bad, and they
fired the entire group. Now, [ work at another factory
that makes safety goggles and other equipment. I’'ve
been working there for two years. In total, I make
$63 a week. I rent a house for $200 a month, and I
make about $223 a month, including overtime. If I
don’t work extra hours to make more money, I won’t
have enough food [to] eat. It’s like I'm only working
to pay the rent. I love to work, but I'm forced to sacri-
fice my body to work as much as possible.

The money I make working at night is the money I
end up saving to send $10 to $26 to my family and
pay for small things I need, like clothes.

If there’s a big problem back home, then I don’t have
the means to help. When my mother got into an ac-
cident, I was able to send her $200 to $250. I can’t
afford to send money every month with my pay. If I
could make enough money to send every month, I'd
send about $10 to $16. I have several family mem-
bers, and I must send at least $100 or $200 to satis-
fy everyone. To be able to send that much money, I
must make at least $313.

[ have a bank account, but I didn’t get it on my own.
When I went to the bank and asked to open an ac-
count, I couldn’t because they asked for a temporary
or permanent residency card. I couldn’t just show
up with my passport. With the temporary residence
card, they also require your passport and something
that shows your house address. Then they open it for
you. I only have a bank account because of where I
work. They won’t give me cash on hand. The com-
pany takes your passport with your picture and
opens an account under your name. In the compa-
ny, there’s a huge meeting room where you sit, and
there’s an agent from the bank that comes with pa-
perwork. They ask you [for] lots of information, and
then they make you sign. But you can’t just go and
open a bank account yourself.

[ still feel that my journey isn’t complete because I
haven’t reached my destination. I want to go to the
United States because it’s a powerful country where
I can go and be able to help my family. And life there
is much more secure.”
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“The Reality Isn't What
You Think."

A Haitian migrant shares his financial journey
from Haiti to Tijuana, Mexico.

Aldner couldn't find stable work at home in Haiti and left to
join his father in the Dominican Republic. He transitioned
out of construction and into people smuggling, which
helped him save up enough to leave for Brazil and, even-
tually, take a shot at getting the US. “I'm not interested
in staying here. If I can't get to the United States now, I'm
going to wait for an opportunity to leave...People in Haiti
think that Mexico is this successful country, but when you
arrive and see the reality, it is not at all what you think.

My name is Aldner, and I left Haiti in 2006. In Hai-
ti, I worked in construction, but it was never a sta-
ble job. I could find something one week and then
not find anything at all for two weeks. Sometimes I
would go a year without any work. I left Haiti at age
24 and moved to the Dominican Republic so I could
work and make something of myself. My father was
already living there. I paid less than $11 to get to the
Dominican Republic from Haiti. I crossed illegally
because it was cheaper. Once there, things weren’t
easy. After I crossed the border, my dad abandoned
me, but I decided to stay and try to make a living.
First, I worked in construction for nine months as a
contractor. I made $11 a month. Things weren’t that
expensive. I had enough to save, rent a house, and
make money transfers to family back home.

I saved up, bought a motorcycle, and eventually
stopped doing construction work.

I started smuggling instead, and that was what I did
until I left for Brazil. I would bring people across the
[Haitian-Dominican] border. That was much better
pay than doing construction! When I started smug-
gling, the money I made was my own. If I made $10,
that was my $10. If I made $27, it was mine. Life be-
came much better for me. While I worked, I support-
ed my family. Every now and then I would go back
to Haiti and help. When the 2010 earthquake hit, I
went to Haiti three different times and brought them
everything I could.

I left the Dominican Republic in May 2015. I first
went to Ecuador, then Peru, and finally got to Bra-
zil. I financed all of this through my savings. I had
$2,000 saved; this was pocket money and all other
little monies I could scramble together.

When I got to Brazil, I felt very welcomed. [ was put in
a shelter for a month, and then a construction com-
pany came to pick us up for work. The company paid
for our rent and food. They even paid for healthcare
and had someone come clean our house! So, I didn’t
really have any bills. My pay was $260 a month, and
with extra hours it could come up to $321 to $347. I
stayed in Brazil for a year and four months and was
given all my documentation. I even have a residency
card that’s valid until 2027, and when it expires, I
can renew it. In Brazil, I never really touched any of
the money I made. I kept it all in the bank. I was able
to open the account through the company I worked
for. In Brazil, you could even go to a candy vendor in
the street and use your bank card. It wasn’t hard for
me to understand their system.

In 2016, Brazil fell into a financial crisis. The compa-
ny I worked for had 200 people working for it. They
fired 100 and kept 100. I ended up being one of the
100 people they fired. I spent seven months unem-
ployed. After those seven months, I decided to take
my money and leave. It was such a hard decision. I
made it as far as Colombia, then decided [to] turn
back to Brazil.

[ was already settled there. I didn’t have any trou-
ble with the police or fear for my safety. That’s why I
didn’t want to leave at first. [ was getting comfortable
in Brazil, and making the journey to the U.S. would
mean going into the unknown. What finally pushed
me to go for good was that I couldn’t find work and
was running out of money. When I finally left, I trav-
eled through Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Panama,
Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, Guatemala, and
ended in Mexico.

Back then, immigration didn’t give Africans any
problems. So, some Haitians chose to pass for Afri-
cans. Haitians were scared, especially in Panama.
They thought that because Panama was so close to
Haiti, they would be deported. Most of them didn’t
come with any identification, so they just went by
a Congolese name. I even used a Congolese name! I
realized I should have just used my Haitian identity
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because there was a Haitian who arrived the same
way we did, gave his Haitian passport to immigra-
tion, and was allowed to pass through the border
that same day. Me and all the other people who went
by Congolese names were held for eighteen days.

I spent the most money for my journey in Brazil. For
me to leave Sdo Paulo and get to Rio Branco, I spent
$137. When I left Rio Branco to get to the border of
Peru, I paid $14. When I got to Peru, I crossed the
border to enter a city called Puerto Maldonado, and
I only spent $3 to $6. Then, from there to the border
of Ecuador, I spent $46. From the border, I took a
bus to the capital, Quito, for $20. Then from there,
I paid $7 to get to the border with Colombia. When
we got to Colombia, I paid $27 to cross the river into
Panama. After the river, we climbed a mountain for
two and a half hours, and then we rested. Many peo-
ple died in those mountains because you had to go
pretty much on your own. There are no guides. The
guides are the Indian [indigenous] people that live
in these mountains, but there aren’t many for Pan-
ama. Haitians who had already passed through this
route had ripped pieces of a Haitian flag bandanna
and tied it along branches to guide our steps. You
can even find old shirts tied up. Those all kept you
on the right path.

When I left Panama, I paid $20 to get to Costa Rica.
But getting to Nicaragua next wasn’t easy. Some
people paid $200 to $300. I gave the money, but the
mountains were hard. After that, I spent five days
walking through Honduras to Guatemala. I didn’t
have anything to eat.

I paid a smuggler $8o to take me through Honduras,
all the way to Mexico. The journey cost me $2,000
in total. When I got to Tapachula, Mexico, I went
through immigration and they gave me a pass. I paid
$80 for a bus from Tapachula to Tijuana. I got here
in November 2016.

My first night, I slept at a bus station because I didn’t
know where to go, but the next morning I got up
and asked where I could find a shelter. People didn’t
know how to direct me, but I finally asked a police
officer who took down my name and took me to a
shelter. It really helped that I knew how to speak
Spanish. The Spanish I spoke in the Dominican Re-
public is not the same as the Spanish here [in Mexi-
co]. I've been learning how Spanish is spoken here,
and I'm very comfortable with it.

“I spent more than a month in the shelter and was
received very well. They gave us food and water. We
found clothing, a place to sleep and bathe, and do-
nations just kept coming. Eventually, I left the shel-
ter and found work.

In my first job, I only stayed for six months because
I didn’t like it. It was too dirty, and I worked with
chemicals that were bad and made me sick. I was
working with metal and I inhaled all the fumes. Even
Mexicans told me to leave the job. But in that job, I
got paid $121 a week and then, when I signed a work
contract, they only took out $13 for the health insur-
ance. It was this job that allowed me to afford rent
for a house. I experienced a lot of housing discrimi-
nation when I first got here. To find the first house I
rented, I had to send a boss of mine to negotiate the
price on my behalf. After he negotiated for me, he
presented me to the landlord as the renter. Even still,
the landlord only acknowledged my Mexican boss
when he spoke, and not me. He said that if anything
happened, my Mexican boss would be responsible.

My roommates and I paid rent of $105 a month. Even
though we always paid on time, the landlord was
never happy with us. Sometimes he would even al-
ter the utility bill on us so that we would pay more.
We’re lucky that our utilities only came out to $5 [a
month]. One day he switched our bill with anoth-
er Mexican tenant and made us pay $26. I got into
so many arguments with him that I just decided to
leave.

I went to Chihuahua for another job and stayed there
for seven months. I first started with $63 a month
and then, with more experience, they increased my
pay to $79. Then sometimes I could work extra hours
or get a bonus that put me up to $159. I didn’t experi-
ence any discrimination there. I got paid the same as
the Mexicans. Some Haitians even earned more than
the Mexicans because when they got the job, they
asked for a raise. The Mexicans are too timid to ask
for a raise, but us Haitians will always ask for ours.
That’s how you’ll find some Haitians who are mak-
ing $159, while Mexicans are making $105 to $132.

In Chihuahua, the company paid for rent, even
though I took a small cut in salary because of it. The
salaries were the same between the two cities, but
housing was cheaper in Chihuahua. Here in Tijuana,
you must pay at least $100 a month for rent. Eventu-
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ally, I decided to go back to Tijuana because I was
not happy with my work in Chihuahua.

Right now, I work at a factory for about $63 to $68
a month. I am also renting a house now with three
guys for $168 a month. I feel stuck here because I
can’t find a way to get into the U.S. Some people who
have children take them [across the border] and get
released from detention once they get on U.S. soil. I
don’t have a child, so I have no means to cross easily.
Even though people say that the United States isn’t
that great, I still want to go because here, you work
a lot and make no money. It’s not enough to cover
what you spend. For example, if I'm making $68 and
rent is $105, look at the difference. I must spend my
entire pay on rent. I wouldn’t stay here [in Mexico]
even if [ was given the chance to change my status.
Right now, I only have the temporary residence card.

I’'m not interested in staying here. If [ can’t get to the
United States now, I'm going to wait for a chance to
leave. I can’t even go back to Brazil, even if I have the
Brazilian residency card, because there are people
there now who are still struggling to work. There are
people who have left Mexico and have gone back to
Brazil who are now are begging to come to Mexico
again. I heard there were about 800 Haitians who
went back to Brazil, and things aren’t working out
for them. Mexico is good in a way because at least we
can find jobs, but you must work in order to eat. It’s
not like we can achieve our dreams here. People in
Haiti think that Mexico is a successful country, but
when you arrive and see the reality, it is not at all
what you think.

If someone wanted to leave Haiti and come here to
Mexico, I couldn’t tell him not to come. I recently
went back to Haiti, and I know what the situation
there is like right now. I can’t tell them not to leave.
But I would give them advice on the reality of how
things are so that they would know what they’re get-
ting into. I had a cousin that wanted to come here
permanently. She came from Haiti to visit me for a
week. The other day she called from Haiti, asking if
she could make $1,000 per month working here in
Mexico. I burst out laughing right in her face. I asked
her why she hadn’t asked for that kind of informa-
tion when she was here! I told her, “What govern-
ment job did she think she would be good for here?”
Where did she think she would be able to make that
kind of money? This is why we have the internet. Be-
fore you go into a country, you must research what
it’s about. As someone who’s in the country right
now, I'm always researching what’s going on. The
pay here doesn’t go above $200 a month!”
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"Work for Yourself."

A Haitian migrant shares his journey to Tijuana
via Brazil and how he’s found relative success by
running his own business.

Constant earned a comfortable living driving a public
transport vehicle and teaching high school math at home
in Haiti. He was forced to flee after his father was killed
and headed first to Brazil. After an economic downturn in
Brazil, he and his wife took a shot at getting into the US
and are now waiting in Mexico for a better time to cross
the border. While his dreams feel stunted in Mexico, he
has found dignity in running his own business. “Right now,
I work for myself. My educational and professional level
[doesn’t] give me room to work for other people. I'm not
going to work [at a factory] for only $60 a week and be
disrespected.”

My name is Constant, and when I was in Haiti, I
drove public transportation [tap-taps]. I was also a
high school mathematics teacher and taught for two
hours a day and then drove my vehicle. With those
two jobs, I made $420 a month. I left Haiti because
it wasn’t good for me. My father was a judge who got
arrested and killed. That’s why I left. He died in April
2014. He was in a political party and after he was
killed, people started coming after our entire family.
They even managed to kill an uncle of mine. They
broke into his house, killed him, and then burned
his body. I had to leave Haiti.

I saved money from the work I was doing, and I was
still living with my parents at the time, so that al-
lowed me to save even more. From Haiti, I flew to
Brazil. I went first. At the time, my wife was study-
ing nursing in the Dominican Republic, and after
she got her degree, her parents bought her a ticket
to Brazil to join me. I spent three years in Brazil and
we both worked. I did the same thing I'm doing in
Mexico now, selling clothing. I would make more
than $2,000 a month. My wife and I decided to leave
Brazil because of the economic downturn. So many
people had left that I could no longer sell anything. I
had no one to sell to. When I left Brazil, I went to Co-
lombia, Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras, then Tapa-
chula in Mexico. When I got to Tapachula, my wife
and I spent a month there before getting our transit

papers to leave the city. When we got to Tijuana, we
found that Haitians entering the U.S. were being de-
ported and the authorities encouraged us to stay in
Mexico. We’re still here.

Once I got here, I couldn’t work as a teacher. We’re
looked down on here as well because of our migrant
status. When I presented my degree and all my cer-
tifications, I was told I would have to go back to uni-
versity and retake courses to qualify to teach here. I
have a family to support, and going back to school
wasn’t an option for me. Right now, I work for my-
self. My educational and professional level [doesn’t]
give me room to work for other people. I'm not go-
ing to work [at a factory] for only $60 a week and be
disrespected. When I work for myself, I make double
that amount per day. I own a clothing shop and sell
shoes. I also have a restaurant.

When I first got to Mexico, I worked at a factory. I
was smarter than some of the people I worked with,
but they didn’t value or respect me. I worked in a
factory where I made airplane parts and quit after
about ten months. They paid me $60 to $65 a week,
and if you calculate that per month, it’s $268. When
I left the factory,  opened my business using my own
funds. I used the money that I had saved from the
job and money that I brought with me from Brazil.
I had brought $3,000 with me and when I convert-
ed it, I got 59,138 pesos. With that money, I rented
a retail space for $500 and had to put down a $500
deposit. In total, between the first month’s rent and
the deposit, the space cost me $1,000. Then I bought
merchandise to put inside the shop. Sometimes I get
the merchandise from California and other times I
get it from Haiti.

I have family living in the United States who buy
the goods for me and send it over here [to Mexico].
Other times, they cross the border and bring me the
merchandise themselves. Sometimes, I travel to Hai-
ti and buy goods to resell here. If sales are good, I
make $355 to $405 per week, but if sales are down, I
make $152 to $203. My expenses are the $500 to rent
the space each month and the money for utilities.
After that, I'm left with around $304 to $355 a month.

I currently live here with my wife and one-year-old
child. My wife doesn’t work. The business doesn’t al-
low me to fully support myself and my family. [ only
told you about business expenses, but I pay rent on
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my apartment for $152 a month, and I also must buy
diapers and milk for the baby and take care of myself
and my wife. After all those expenses, I'm only left
with around $152 at the end of the month. I tried put-
ting my child in daycare, but they wouldn’t take him
because my wife doesn’t have a job. But she’s not
able to work because she has to stay home and take
care of the child! In the United States, they provide
more support for children, but not here. When my
wife had contractions, I went with her to the hospi-
tal twice and was turned away both times. I even had
health insurance at the time, and they didn’t accept
it. I had to pay $1,268 out of pocket for her to get a
C-section. The other countries I’ve been to are not
like this. Though I will say that while the police and
immigration don’t give you any problems here, the
economic opportunities are slim. To save money, I'm
forced to keep my money at home.

I don’t have employees, but if I'm not there and have
to leave someone at the shop, I pay them $15 for the
day. In a factory, someone working eight hours a day
is only paid $9. If a person comes in and works for
me from 8:00 am - 5:00 pm, I give them $15 to help
better their lives. I don’t want them to spend all day
and night at the shop, so I put a limit on overtime.

I’'ve been here [in Mexico] for three years, but the
only reason I came is to get to the United States. Most
Haitians didn’t come here to stay, but since there are
no opportunities to cross over, I’'ve resigned myself
to being here. This place doesn’t offer any incentives
to stay. If you're not working for yourself, you could
spend up to ten years here without achieving any-
thing because what you're getting paid is not enough
to meet your needs. Factory workers only get paid
$60 a week. That’s not enough for anyone to meet
their needs.

My dream was never to stay in Mexico, and now I’'m
stuck here. The dreams I want to accomplish for
myself will not come to fruition in Mexico. I want to
achieve a lot of things; I want to build a bigger busi-
ness. If I could get to the United States or Canada, I
could learn whatever I wanted to learn, but here I
can’t.

Right now, I have the one-year humanitarian visa. If
I get a chance to go to the United States before-hand,
[ won’t renew it. Despite how difficult it is to get into
the U.S. right now, I still think that if I could go and
work for a year, I would be able to accomplish so
much! Ifyou cross the border with a family, you spend
less time in detention before you’re released, but if
you go as a single person, you’ll be detained up to a
year before you're released. You can get deported as
well. But if you're within a family unit, they can de-
tain you today and release you into the United States
tomorrow. If I could leave Mexico right now, I would.
Plenty of people have gone with their families. I just
don’t want to run into any problems, so I’ll wait here
and suffer in Mexico until things get a little better.”
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“Killed with Overwork"

A Haitian migrant seeking a better life first goes
to Brazil and then to Tijuana on his way to the US.
He finds his life in Tijuana almost unbearable.

Denis, a former merchant in Haiti, is now working very
long hours in an underpaid job in Tijuana. If he can't cross
to the US, he's considering going back to Haiti. “Here [in
Mexico], you find both good and bad people. When we
[Haitians] came here, we came for work, but it's not a
place that we like. | don't feel encouraged to stay here.
Haitians came here to make money, and we don’'t make
enough. They kill us through heavy labor, yet we don't get
paid. They're killing us here, and we get no money! | don't
want to stay in Mexico. No Haitian would ever stay here
long term.”

My name is Denis, and in Haiti I was a merchant. I
used to sell everything from solar panels to sewing
machines and even motorcycles. I would buy the
merchandise in the Dominican Republic and then
sell it in Haiti. My wife sold fabrics. I made about
$105 a day. I decided to leave Haiti because I wasn’t
earning enough money. The country was unstable,
there were protests, and I stopped being able to sell
my merchandise. I used the money I earned selling
goods to fund my way to Brazil. I had saved up to
$2,270 and got [to] Brazil in 2013. I spent three years
there and worked at a chicken factory. I made $400 a
month and was able to rent a house and send at least
$200 home to Haiti. After three years, I felt I wasn’t
making any progress in my job, but I had managed
to save $6,000 — enough to fund my travel from Bra-
zil to Mexico.

Here in Mexico, they treat us harshly. That’s why
youw’ll find there are Haitians who have returned to
Brazil and Chile. In the places where we work here,
we’re treated less than dogs. Where I work now, they
treat us badly. I've lasted a year there out of sheer
will. I had a friend working here for three years and
then they fired him suddenly and only gave him
$101. You can’t just sit there and give someone $101
for three years of working after you've fired him!! My
friend had his papers, but they fired him because he
doesn’t speak Spanish.

To make a living here, I work in a construction com-
pany. I’ve been at my current job for a year and a
half. I didn’t stay in my previous job because the
Mexicans treated us so poorly. They made us feel as
though our lives were at risk. They were criminals
with bad thoughts and bad ideas. They want to hurt
us. That’s why you’ve seen some Haitians come here
and can’t keep a job. The jobs are awful. They want
to kill us, and that’s why we’re scared. That’s why
Haitians don’t want to stay here. They want to kill us
with overwork. You can get asked to do ten different
jobs in an hour! My old factory job made me work at
least twelve hours a day, seven days a week, for only
$70! When I couldn’t take it anymore, I left. If I want-
ed to, I could file a complaint, but nothing ever hap-
pens. Instead, the person you complain against may
even get promoted. Id rather just leave the factory
than go through the trouble. The factory I worked
in assembled car parts. They had us sign a contract
saying they would pay us $90, but the bosses were
crooks. They pocketed $10 for themselves and I got
paid $80 instead, so I left after a week.

I don’t like my current job. I work in construction
with one other Haitian. I do so much at work. I can’t
even describe it all. The only thing I don’t do at that
job is give my boss a bath. I work from 7:00 am -
5:00 pm and my boss is very harsh. I do get health
insurance, and I have all my papers, but the job is
too hard and they only pay $80 a week. Right now,
I’'m staying at a shelter and that’s what allows me to
save some money to send my daughter to school. I
send $315 per year to pay for my daughter to attend
school in Haiti. I stay in touch with family back there
by phone.

What I came here for and what I found did not meet
my expectations. I didn’t come here to stay in Mexi-
co. I can’t get to the United States, so I stay here and
try to make a living so I don’t die. If I had the chance
to go to the United States, I would leave immediately.

If I can’t find anyone here in Mexico to help me get
into the United States, then I'm going back to Hai-
ti. I've lived here for three years and I don’t see the
progress I've made. Better to suffer in your country
than in a foreign place. If I were to go back, I would
just pick up where I left off and go back to selling
merchandise. I prefer going home to losing my life
here. I don’t like the way I’'m living.

@_

VOLUME Il FINANCIAL BIOGRAPHIES OF PEOPLE COPING WITH NEW SURROUNDINGS



FEBRUARY 2022

I'm going to start saving money. I can’t do it right
now, but I’'m thinking of asking family to support me
and help me save because I just can’t do it anymore.
If I had a family member of mine tell me they wanted
to come here, [ would tell them not to come. I can’t
be doing horribly in a place and invite someone to
join me in my misery. The only person that’s truly
helped us is the pastor at the shelter I'm staying in.
Even when the place wasn’t fully functional yet,
he made sure that we didn’t go hungry and that we
weren’t on the streets.”
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“Live to Achieve”

A Haitian migrant once aiming for the US decides
to stay in Tijuana for good.

Jerome and his wife journey from Brazil heading for the
US, but realize they can have a good life in Mexico, du-
tifully saving and leveraging Jerome's skills in repairing
electronics. “I've decided to stay in Tijuana for the long-
term...I refuse to go the U.S. | would rather stay here in
Mexico. People don't think about it that way, though.
They see the United States as the most powerful coun-
try in the world. They have to go there, so they can say,
‘I live in the United States.’ | don't live to keep up with big
names. | live so that | can achieve something in life.”

My name is Jerome, and when I was in Haiti, [ was
a college student and I repaired cell phones. I didn’t
have a formal job; I would just take broken phones
from people in my neighborhood and repair them. I
also worked at a rice distribution company. It wasn’t
a steady job at all. I only worked when they had a
shipment of rice they needed help unloading and
distributing. That was what I did until I finally saved
up enough to leave the country.

It took me up to a year to save up. I began planning
to leave [Haiti] in 2015 but ended up leaving in July
2016. I was always motivated to leave Haiti to go to
Brazil. What finally pushed me was meeting a guy
from Mirebalais [a town in Northern Haiti] who start-
ed talking to me about making the trip to Brazil. He
said a lot of people were making the journey. This
was a guy whose family had land and other assets. I
was born in Port-au-Prince and didn’t grow up with
parents who had those sorts of things. It was up to
me to get out of the situation I was in. A guy from
Hinche had a family member who was a smuggler.
This family member lived in Ecuador and the way it
worked was that you would give him about $2,000 to
buy you a plane ticket to Ecuador. When you arrive
in Quito, you must hand him another $1,000 to help
you get through the rest of the route. At the time, I
had $1,500 and I sent $1,000 to the smuggler. I had
$500 left and needed about $1,000 in pocket money,
plus another $500.

I saved up the money with the help of my girlfriend at
the time, who worked as a nurse. She was financing
me without realizing it. We were both young, and she
had a salary. Whenever she got paid, she would take
out some money for us to spend. I would always try
to save some of the money she gave me. Looking for a
way out, I always made sure to put some money away.
For example, she would give me $79, and I would try
to only spend $37 and make sure to put $42 away. At
the same time, if I was working and made $105 to
$158, I would only spend $26 to $105 of it and save the
rest. I had an aunt give me $500 and I had $500 in a
bank account. Then my girlfriend, now wife, gave me
$400 on top of that. I saved all those sums until  was
able to leave the country in 2016.

I first went to the Dominican Republic and spent fif-
teen days there, until the smuggler bought my plane
ticket to Ecuador. I spent a day in Ecuador and then
I made my way to Peru with the little bit of money I
had left. From Peru, I went to Brazil and stayed there
for about two years.

There, I found a telecommunications company that
was hiring. At first, I was doing mechanical work,
but my boss announced that he needed someone
with skills to install cameras. I told him I could do
it. They gave me sixteen cameras to install to make
sure I could do the work. When I installed every-
thing correctly, they gave me the job. They changed
my uniform, they gave me a promotion, and they
increased my salary. They were supposed to pay me
even more after I got promoted to supervisor, but I
was the only supervisor who didn’t end up getting
that increase. The company also gave us a place
to stay. While working there, I found out my mom
was in a very difficult situation back home. I asked
to borrow $500 from the company and sent it to her
to help her resolve her issue. I stayed at the job for
three months before I left their housing and found a
place to rent with another person. After that, [ ended
up renting my own place for $113 and then brought
my girlfriend and little brother to come live with me
in Brazil. I eventually got married to my girlfriend
and throughout those two years, I stayed with the
same job.

My wife became unemployed and spent nine months
unable to find a job. So, I made the decision to quit
my job and come to Mexico with the hope of getting
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into the U.S. I spent about six months saving to make
the trip to Mexico. The pay I received after I left my
job was a little over $2,000 and then my mom sent
me $500, so that came up to $2,500. Then I decided
to sell my furniture and other household goods, and
that came up to another $500 or so. In the end, I end-
ed up with a little over $3,000.

When I finally got to Mexico, I only had $100 in my
pocket. I called an uncle of mine, who lent me $50.
I called an aunt, who sent me $100. My mom sent
me $350. That came out to about $500. I saved up all
that money because when we arrived, my wife and
I stayed at a shelter that provided food two times
a day. Both my wife and I quickly found jobs. She
was making $50 and I was making $76. Every time
we had to buy something, we made sure to spend
$25-$35, and then save the rest. We saved and saved!

After three months, we left the shelter and rented
our own place. Unfortunately, I rented a place that
was too expensive for us to afford. It was $200 a
month, and I wasn’t making a lot of money. I rented
it because I really wanted to get out of the shelter.
After three months living there, I realized we simply
wouldn’t be able to afford the place, so we moved
to one that was cheaper. I explained to my wife that
we had to move to a cheaper place in order to save
and be able to achieve something here in Mexico.
Even though we didn’t like this new place and it was
uncomfortable for us, I promised her that we would
move to a nicer place once we had the money to do
so. I found a place for $100 and rented it. I asked my
wife to pay the rent from her salary so that I could
save mine up and get into soldes [informal savings
group]. And so, we saved up to $1,500 by doing this.

Then I got the idea to start an electronics repair
business. My mom told me that she would send me
$1,000. You know mothers. I give her everything I
have so when she can give me something in return,
she spares nothing. I didn’t want her to give me
money at first. [ hate borrowing money from people.
When I borrow money, it always stays in the back of
my mind that I owe that person, and I don’t feel good
about it. There was also a Mexican who was working
at my job who lent me $250. Another Haitian guy lent
me $250. Then a friend, who had asked me to be the
best man at his wedding, lent me $150. But I didn’t
ask any of these people for money. They knew what
kind of man I was and wanted to support me and

help me create the business. They said, ‘Jerome, we
want to help you. Here’s some money.” They know
what kind of person I am, they appreciate me, and
they chose to help me.

It’s with that money that I rented my first electronics
repair shop space. At first, I just rented space and
didn’t put anything in it. I just bought the minimum
materials I needed to work but nothing else. It was
completely empty.

When my wife got pregnant, I told her she didn’t
have to work anymore, and I focused on growing
my business. As soon I started working and making
some money, [ made sure to pay everyone back until
I no longer owed anyone anything. It was a pleasure
for me recently that the same Mexican who had lent
me money ran into a problem, asked me to borrow
$500, and I was able to help him out. I’ve been run-
ning the business for two years now. The business
has really helped me become who I am today. I'm
even able to employ someone to work for me. It has
allowed me to provide for my needs. I send money
home to Haiti and I support two families financially:
my family and my wife’s family. My wife and child
no longer depend solely on me, and that’s a huge
burden lifted off my shoulders. All in all, I've been
able to achieve a lot and I have even more projects
in mind.

To build my client base for the business, I have to
have confidence in myself and my abilities. I always
make sure to do a good job for clients and to be hon-
est with them. I will never steal parts of one client’s
electronics to repair the goods of a different client.
I’'m a person of integrity. If a client’s phone has a
specific problem, I tell them exactly what that prob-
lem is. I do this because if I lie to a client today, it will
cost me heavily in the future. I get referrals all the
time and people have started to recognize me and
my work.

I’'ve opened another electronic repair business for
my wife. So, one business covers our expenses and
the other one allows us to save money. [ have a bank
account, and I’'m also in a soldes. I'm currently in a
soldes where I'm paying $200 a week, and when it’s
my turn to get the money, I get up to $2,000. I either
choose to put that $2,000 away at the bank or invest
it in buying more equipment. It took me about a year
and seven months to open the second shop, and
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even with all I’ve accomplished, I don’t feel like I’'ve
integrated into Tijuana. I just live here. Integrating is
a whole different thing.

To give an example, on the street where I live, a
neighbor was celebrating her birthday. She invit-
ed all the Mexicans, but she didn’t invite me, the
only black person. To make a point, when I cele-
brated my own birthday, I chose to invite everyone
in the neighborhood. I also invited Haitians. When
they got to my house, I arranged different tables
for Mexicans, Haitians, and the Haitians and Mex-
icans who wanted to sit together, especially the
Haitians who came with their Mexican girlfriends.
I wanted to show them that I treated them differ-
ently than they did me. But when I saw that this
effort didn’t change their attitude towards me, I
chose to distance myself from the [Mexicans]. I've
had to act just like I see them acting towards me.
They keep me at a distance, as I now keep them.
“I’ve decided to stay in Tijuana for the long-term.
The only reason I wanted to go to the United States
is to make money, but here I've found 90% of what
I wanted. I have a stable income, I can provide for
the needs of my family, and I can save money and
progress in life. In the United States, you may get
there and make $1,000, but how much more will you
have to spend out of that money? How much will you
get to save? You have to think of what your annu-
al expenses will be. For example, what if you make
$50,000 a year but end up spending $48,000, with
only $2,000 to save? What is that? I've calculated
how much money I make here and how much mon-
ey I would make if I went to the United States with
the extra expenses I would have. I refuse to go [to]
the U.S. I would rather stay here in Mexico. People
don’t think about it that way, though. They see the
United States as the most powerful country in the
world. They have to go there so they can say, ‘I live
in the United States.” I don’t live to keep up with big
names. I live so that I can achieve something in life.”
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Part 4:
Financial Biographies
of Refugees in Tunisia
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“Two Flight Tickets for
Their Own Dogs and Nothing
for Me!"

A mother of two leaves behind her family search-
ing for a better life in Tunisia, only to encounter
a harsh reality she could never have imagined.

After losing everything to war, Stephanie moves to Abi-
djan where she finds a steady cleaning job and is quickly
able to move up the ranks. When a distant “cousin” calls
to tell her about opportunities in Tunisia, Stephanie is hes-
itant. When her prospective employers get involved and
keep the calls coming, Stephanie is charmed by their nice-
ness. Stephanie’s account of her reality in Tunisia much
more harrowing, though. She endures cruelty and abuse
while trying to earn income to send to her daughter and
son back home. After losing multiple jobs and unable to
find steady employment, Stephanie dreams of going to
Europe. Perhaps Europe will have the future she desires -
one in which she can support her children. For Stephanie,
going back to Cote d'Ivoire is not a desired option.

Map 10: Stephanie’s journey from Cote d'lvoire to Tunisia
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[ was born in a village, in a very big family — we were
thirteen children. My dad had five wives, although
none of the weddings were official. We were a family
of farmers. In 1997, I was about 20 years old and I
left the house to move in with my husband - not an
official husband — who lived 400 km from my own
village. We had two kids.

In the early 2000s, my husband and I lost our par-
ents and almost everything we had because of the
war. My husband’s house was burnt down. Things
got really difficult financially; my husband lost his
job and we moved into a tiny room together.

My husband was feeling a bit weak, so I decided I
had to go to Abidjan, Cote d’Ivoire, to work and bring
money to the family. I left on my own to Abidjan. I
am very strong and I know myself. So, I took the de-
cision and made the move quite fast. I went to an
agency for housekeepers and registered with them.
They made me work in a bank as a cleaner and my
boss there really liked me; he gave very good feed-
back about me. Eventually, I moved up the ladder,
and I started working for a Tunisian ambassador
based in Abidjan! It was very random.

He had never told me anything about Tunisia, though.
He was my boss, you know, quite distant, but always
very polite! I was cleaning his house; he was a very
good man. He was paying me 150,000 CFA (about
$254) per month, out of which I sent about $68-$85 to
my family in my husband’s village using Orange Mon-
ey.” Orange is a mobile money service that allows reg-
istered users to send and receive money through their
mobile phones and access other services including
transfers, bill payment, and buying mobile airtime. “I
was like a dad for the children.”

Around May 2013, a cousin who’d been in Tunisia for
two years by then called me on my phone. He told
me very nice things about Tunisia and said he’d give
me a very good job because he knew I was really
hard-working. He said his own bosses were looking
for a new recruit. I wasn’t sure what I thought about
it, but I told him he could put us in touch.”

Then the exchanges with the bosses started. It
was a good family — the husband was working for
a big French transportation company and the wife
worked at the World Bank. She even taught at a uni-
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versity here. They called me very often and would
say, ‘Come here. You won’t regret it. We have a room
here, so you’ll be able to save a lot of money to sup-
port your family.” They seemed very nice at first, of
course, so I fell into the trap. My cousin told me [ had
to give about $680 to his family and that he would
then send me my flight ticket and arrange things for
me. He said I wouldn’t regret it.

From May to June, I started borrowing from friends
and family — about $50-$68. I didn’t tell them what
it was for. I pretended it was for my children’s school
fees. I had also gotten a raise at work a few months
before.

My cousin said I had to renew my passport. I had al-
ways had a passport, just in case I’d ever need one. I
thought maybe one day God would bless me enough
to move to France, so I should have my ID prepared.
But, he said I needed to renew it in case it reached
its expiry date while I'm in Tunisia. He said I should
also write down ‘housekeeper’ as my occupation on
my passport instead of ‘trader,” which is what I had
put on my previous one.

In June, I had been able to collect enough money,
so I sent the money to my cousin’s family through
Orange Money. Nobody knew I was leaving at all, ex-
cept for one of my friends, my daughter (who is now
20) and my sister. They were very happy for me; they
didn’t know. They thought Tunisia is like Europe, an
El Dorado. I had never met anyone who had gone on
the adventure to Tunisia before. I was working all
the time. I didn’t really have time to do any research.
I knew some people who had gone to France and
Belgium, and they would always tell me good things
about work and money there. But they didn’t want
to help me join them there financially. They said I
just needed to be brave and cross the sea. ‘Nothing
ventured, nothing gained.” But I just wasn’t ready
to maybe die on the sea and abandon my children.
Maybe one day I’ll be ready for it. ‘Nothing ventured,
nothing gained.’

I worked at the ambassador’s during my last eight
months in Abidjan. I even went to clean his house on
my last day there. I didn’t tell him anything, though.
I pretended I had my parents in Morocco and that
they wanted me to join them. My boss asked me,
‘But why are you leaving? I can give you a salary
increase if you want, even a diplomatic passport.””

Stephanie’s eyes widened as if she were outraged by
remorse. “He was not happy I was leaving.”

I arrived toward the end of August 2013, with $56 in
my pocket. I reached Tunisia really easily; there were
no issues with security. I had an invitation letter to
let me through and my boss called the policemen.
Her grandmother was French and had a very good
French accent, so the policemen just listened to her.
My boss, her husband, and my cousin were waiting
for me at the airport. They were very nice at first.
They even carried my suitcase to put it in the car.

When I arrived in the house, there was another
housekeeper, a Tunisian woman. My boss told me
to eat and rest for the day. The second day, I start-
ed working. It was a bit hard at first because I didn’t
know how to make Tunisian food. The Tunisian
housekeeper worked for a month. One day a week
to show me the basics, but then she left, and I had
to take over everything on my own. Every morning,
I had to wake up at 4:00 am to clean their two cars,
prepare breakfast for the parents and children, then
I could eat a bit once they were gone. I had to clean
the whole house, the pool, do some gardening, and
feed the dogs. It was a huge house, with four rooms
and a big living room. I had a small room near the
terrace that had a big view of the city. The garden
was huge, too.

They had told me they would pay me $173 per month,
but once I got here, they said that they would keep
half of the salary to cover for penalty fees for when-
ever I would leave the country. I told them I am a
grown woman and know how to save my own mon-
ey, but they said, ‘Don’t worry, don’t worry, we’re just
keeping it safe for you.” So, under the new plan, they
were going to pay me $76 per month and reserve the
rest, but it got worse: My boss didn’t want to give
me even the reduced salary every month either. She
would top my phone up and say, ‘Here you go, just
tell me what you need, and I'll get it for you.’

During my first month there, she lost her dad, so I
felt a bit embarrassed to insist on getting my salary.
After the fourth [month], I had to ask for it. I said
I needed to send money back home for the school
fees that needed to be paid in January. We calculat-
ed how much they owed me, and she offered to help
me transfer the money because her husband was in
France and she could send funds via Western Union.

@_

VOLUME Il FINANCIAL BIOGRAPHIES OF PEOPLE COPING WITH NEW SURROUNDINGS



FEBRUARY 2022

I felt quite comfortable with her at that time, to be
honest — we almost ate from the same plate!

On the 16th of June 2014, I lost my husband. The day
before, he had asked me to chat on the phone, but I
told him I was too tired to talk. Besides, sometimes
he tried to sweet-talk me into sending him more
money. He would pretend he was not feeling well or
needed to buy something for the kids. Eventually, I
stopped falling for it, and I would just avoid his calls
when I felt it was about that.

On that morning, my daughter called me and told
me he had had a heart attack and was at the hos-
pital. I didn’t realize how bad it was until my broth-
er-in-law called me to tell me he had passed away.
That was really tough. My husband was the only one
taking care of my children since I had already lost
my parents.

I called my sister and asked her [to] look after my
children and to help with the funeral. She said, ‘Ok,
no problem.’ But then she passed away, too, in July.

I told my bosses I had to go back home to take care of
the funeral and find someone to look after my chil-
dren. They said I could not leave! I tried to explain
how important burials are in my country; the two
bodies were there, waiting to be buried. It is incon-
ceivable for us that a widow would not attend her
own husband’s funeral. I had to be there to help
organize the ceremonies. I called my family and my
sisters-in-law back home to explain to them that my
bosses did not want me to go, and they said, ‘We
don’t care about your bosses. You have to find a way
to come.’

My bosses kept saying, ‘Why do you want to go now?
It is too late. You cannot change anything about the
situation — they are dead!” They did not allow me
to go, and instead, they went to Djerba [a touristic
Island in Tunisia] on a holiday. They left me like
that, stuck in the house for a whole week, while my
husband and sister were being buried, and they just
went on a holiday!

I never ever left the house. They had told me that if
the police found me in the streets, I would get into
trouble. They said that if [ ever got caught, I should
never say I was working for them. I didn’t under-
stand. I asked, ‘Why can’t I get a work permit then?’
They said it was very complicated and that it was

just easier if I stayed quiet. I just cried on my own for
that whole week.

I told my cousin to bring me a $17 top-up card so I
could call my family. When I called, my sister-in-law
said, ‘What are you doing still in Tunisia? We expect-
ed you to be here already.’ I tried to explain my situ-
ation to them, but they didn’t want to hear it. I had
to call one of my aunts there, and I asked her to buy
things for the ceremony for me. I explained that it
was impossible for me to come. My aunt borrowed
some money from friends there and bought things
like the coffin and pretended I had bought it myself. I
didn’t see either my husband or my sister’s funerals.
[ wanted to throw myself from the terrace. I wanted
to die, but I had to look after my kids. Everyone in
the family, even my in-laws who live in France, just
gave up on my kids. They abandoned us.

I called an old man that I knew in Abidjan, who al-
ways used to call me ‘ma fille’ [my daughter]. I said,
‘Please, can you take care of my daughter? She’s just
turning fifteen, and she needs somewhere to stay.
My husband and my sister are gone.” Since then,
he’s been hosting her, thank God.”

My daughter is doing very well in school at the mo-
ment. I just pray she does well on her senior high
school exam. As for my little boy, another man is
looking after him. I don’t know him. I don’t know
what he is doing with my son. But my daughter often
goes to visit him. She checks on him and sends me
pictures and he seems to be doing well, thank God.
He’s going to school.

From January to September 2014, I didn’t receive any
salary — she would just refuse to give it to me, and
she would just top-up my phone. But, in September,
I told her I needed to send some money for school
tuition fees again. I said, ‘I don’t care the amount of
money that you owe me or the amount of work that
I owe you. We need to send $694.” Stephanie was
entitled to a total of $781 at that point. “The hus-
band said that was too much money. I told them,
‘Listen, you have my passport, I don’t have friends,
I don’t even go out. You have all my life. What are
you afraid of? I don’t have anywhere to go. Please
just send the money. The reason I’ve come here is to
help my children. Please help me send them mon-
ey.” They eventually accepted and sent the money.
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That was the last time they ever sent money for me.
In the following four years, they never even gave me
a salary. Now, I owe a lot of money to many relatives
and friends in Cote d’Ivoire who have been taking
care of my children, so that they don’t end up as a
cleaner, like me. I owe about $848 back home. They
tell me I have to be brave, that I need to cross the
sea, but I don’t know. Besides, my in-laws in France
aren’t supporting me. They say I’ve been a bad wife
and mother — they don’t even visit my kids when
they go back to Cote d’Ivoire. But at least my chil-
dren aren’t letting me down; they are studying real-
ly, really hard to make me proud. I can only count
on God.

On the 16th of July 2018, the bosses told me they
were moving to Bordeaux in France. They had told
me that whenever I wanted to leave to go back home
they would pay my return ticket and they would
even pay the penalties with all the money they had
kept from my salary. But they didn’t do any of that! I
thought they would at least help me a bit. I told them
to give me $173, but they just gave me $69 with my
passport. They had even bought two flight tickets for
their own dogs and nothing for me!

They closed the doors to their house and put my stuff
outside. Even their driver told them they couldn’t
just leave me like that on the street. I begged them to
please take me to France, but they said they couldn’t
do that. I told them to send me back home. I said, ‘I
don’t have anything to help my children. There’s no
one to take care of them back home.’ It was a Thurs-
day, midday. I’ll never forget. They just left with their
dogs and blocked me from all their social media.

I called someone I knew, who was working as a gar-
dener in a neighboring house. I trusted him. I told
him everything. He was living with his girlfriend,
and he said I could stay with them for a bit until I
found something. They had a room that had just
been emptied. Rent was $52 and food was $14. I just
had $3 left on me.

I spent a whole month looking for a job everywhere.
I would ask around in the streets. I spoke to Tuni-
sians and Ivorians, but it was really hard. I hadn’t
been out at all while I was working in the house, so
I didn’t know anyone and had no network. I called
my boss’s sister-in-law. She was a very kind Paki-

stani woman. We had met a few times in the kitchen
at some of the dinner parties my boss hosted. I ex-
plained my situation. I think she already knew about
it. She said I could come over to her place once in a
while for a couple hours and make food for about
$9. I did it three times, but after two weeks she said
I couldn’t come anymore because my ex-bosses told
her she couldn’t hire me. They were afraid I would
cause problems with the police. She said she would
get into trouble with her family if she kept me, but
she promised she would help me find a job with an
expatriate family. She said, ‘I'm going to give your
number around. Whatever number calls you, just
pick up!’ She did it for a little while, but then I think
she stopped trying, and she wouldn’t call me any-
more. Once, I called to check on her son and he was
very happy to hear from me, but I told him not to
mention our call because he would get in trouble.”

I kept looking for a job. I started going to church to
meet people. I was born neither Christian nor Mus-
lim, but you know, sometimes you have to throw
yourself into things and just hope it can help you
out. There, I met someone who had an opportunity
for me.

An Ivorian woman was coming to Tunisia to get sur-
gery, and she was going to spend ten days in the
Mont Plaisir hospital. They were looking for an Af-
rican lady to take care of her. I had to sleep in her
apartment, as it was right by the hospital, and look
after her. She had paid for a whole package of med-
ical intervention that included my salary. She was a
very nice woman. She gave me about $69 before leav-
ing, as a gift, and also gave about $85 to my daughter
when she got back there. She visited her and she still
goes to see her once in a while. Bless her.

On the 8th of October, the woman left, so I went to
the hospital to ask for my salary. The boss said I had
to work two more days because I had started work on
the 10th of September. He took me to his house and
told me to do the cleaning there. I did it, and on the
1oth, I asked for my salary. Then he started giving
me the same old speech: ‘Just keep working. I’ll save
the salary for you and give it [to you] later.” So, I just
left. I was sick of that speech.

At that point, I went back to the room in the Ivorian
couple’s house. My stuff was still there. No one had
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replaced me, but they said I would have to pay them
back for that month’s rent. Luckily, I had the money
that the Ivorian lady had given me before leaving, so
I was able to pay the $52 for rent and $14 for food.

I had no idea what I was going to do. But then my
phone rang. It was a U.S. telephone number. A Tuni-
sian lady had been given my number by the Pakistani
woman. She was looking for someone to take care of
her dad in Tunisia for five days a week. He was old
and alone. He was a bit demanding, she said, but I
understood; he needed to be taken care of.

I would take the bus every morning, except on my
days off (Wednesday and Sunday), to get there at
8 am, and then would go back home around 4:00 pm.
I was supposed to finish work at 2:00 pm, but there
was always more to do. I was cooking, cleaning, and
making sure he took his medication. I would have my
lunch with him. [ would eat the same food I made for
him, and he would let me make a little extra for my-
self.

I was paid about $173 per month. Every 30th of the
month, he would give me my salary. He wouldn’t
even wait for the 1st of the month! And he would
usually write down a few nice thank you words on
my envelope. It was really going well, and his chil-
dren liked me too. They used to visit him every Friday
for supper, so every Friday I would make tasty food
for the children in addition to his food. His daughter
would always leave a plate of the tasty food for me in
the fridge so that I would eat it on Saturday when I
came back. It was always like that, for eight months.

But one day, he went completely crazy. On Saturday [
did everything as usual. And for lunch, I ate the food
that his daughter had left for me the previous night.
I even emptied the trash and took two big trash bags
out — one for recycling and one for garbage, as usu-
al. He even saw me step out of the house with these.
I said, ‘See you Monday!” But when I came back on
Monday - I remember very well, it was the first of
May - he went completely crazy. He didn’t answer
when I said ‘hello’, which I found very strange. He
wasn’t speaking to me at all, and then suddenly, he
threw a plate at me. I said, ‘Why are you doing this?
What’s wrong, Papa?’ He said, ‘Why did you touch
the plate in the fridge without asking for my per-
mission? Everything in this house and in this fridge
is mine! You don’t have the right to touch any of it

without asking me! I know you stole food from the
fridge too — I saw it in the camera. You left with two
big bags.’

I wanted to tell him that the food was just the gar-
bage, but he is a dad. I cannot argue with a dad like
him. So, I confessed. I said, “Yes, Papa. Sorry I ate,
but it was my plate, I promise. It’s always been like
this.” He said, ‘This is theft! This is theft!’ I called his
daughter so that she would calm him down and she
said, ‘Listen, he does the same with us too some-
times. He is old, you know.” That day, he didn’t give
me my salary as usual. He just threw it in my face
and fired me.

So, I found myself without a job again. But earlier
in the year, I had gotten a call from someone in Cote
d’Ivoire, telling me that my cousin had been here for
five years and that I should meet her. I didn’t really
know much about her, but I decided to just call her.
She turned out to be very sweet, and she told me I
could move into her place. She pays all of the rent,
about $104, and she said I can contribute what I can.
From May until a few months ago, [ hadn’t been able
to give her money. I had to send money to my family
and figure things out for myself.

I don’t want to do any fixed, full-time job anywhere
anymore. | don’t want to put myself into that situ-
ation anymore. You can work for a month, even
months, and not make any money out of it! I'm al-
ways looking for day cleaning jobs through friends.
One of my friends who works in La Marsa as a clean-
er sometimes sends me to do one of her rooms to
help her out. I get about $10 out of it, but I have to
give her $3. Sometimes I work two, three days a week
when I'm lucky. But sometimes it’s just once, and
then it gets really tough. Thank God there’s a house I
get to clean every Sunday, for which I make $14 right
away. I was recently able to give my cousin $190 for
the rent, and I even bought a bottle of gas for the
kitchen yesterday. I keep looking for more and more
day jobs.

While I was working for the Papa (October 2018 to
May 2019), I was able to send between $52-$69 ev-
ery month to my children through a network. The
fees are proportional. If you want to send around
$34, you have to give the network $45. If you want
to send $68, you give the network $90. I always go
through the same person to send money because
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it’s really risky. Once, I wanted to send a really big
amount, about $139, because my daughter was tak-
ing an exam, but the man just went to Libya with
my money! It was the same cousin who brought me
here! One time, I prepared a suitcase with 10 kg of
gifts for my children, and I gave it to a woman who
said she was flying back to Cote d’Ivoire and she just
disappeared with it — my children never got any of
these gifts.

I owe some money to some girls (Sub-Saharan mi-
grants). In total, I owe these girls about $60. But
they are nice. They tell me to reimburse them when-
ever I can.

I want to go to Europe because, in my mind, I just
want to go forward with my life now. Here, all I can
do is survive. I'm not even able to support my chil-
dren so well. For now, I don’t have the money to af-
ford it, but maybe one day I hope I will. I'll have to
be very brave. I don’t want to go back to Cote d’Ivoire
anymore.

My daughter is having some issues with the family
she’s staying with at the moment. She isn’t a baby
anymore. She’s twenty, so it’s complicated. I'm real-
ly worried about her because she has a boyfriend. If
she gets pregnant, that’s it! I'm screwed. I told her to
be very careful because I wouldn’t be able to support
a baby.” Stephanie cried. “Everything I do is for her,
you know. I’'m not here to have fun. I can’t even sleep
at night anymore. I’'m really praying for her to get a
scholarship here, but it’s really hard. Hopefully, she
can come here soon. And even if she can’t study right
away, she can help me out for a year, do some clean-
ing, and then maybe she can get a scholarship and
stay here to study or...” She doesn’t say anymore, but
I imagine they’d save enough money go to Europe
together. “My son is good for now. He is a man who
will find his way in life, I know it.”
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“We Can't Really Save Here."

A middle-aged couple leaves their family in the
Ivory Coast to seek better work opportunities in
Tunisia, with the hope of sending money back
home.

Although their financial situation is better in Tunisia than
back home, Claude and Victoria, a couple from the Ivo-
ry Coast, struggle to make enough money to send back
home with the working conditions and discrimination
they experience. Compared to their expenses, the earn-
ings they make are only enough to support themselves.

It’s been two years now since Claude and Victoria mi-
grated to Tunisia from the Ivory Coast. Back home,
Claude had a variety of jobs, including teaching at a
private school, while Victoria worked in the restau-
rant industry. Eventually, they began to work along-
side one another, first operating a “cabine telepho-
nique” (a telephone kiosk) before opening a drinks
shop together. However, when the civil war worsened

Map 11: Claude and Victoria's journey from Cote d'lvoire
to Tunisia
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in 2010, they had no choice but to shut down their
shop. As things did not improve, Claude and Victoria
felt they had no choice but to leave behind their fam-
ily to seek better work opportunities. With the help of
Claude’s younger brother, who was working and liv-
ing in Tunisia, they left the Ivory Coast.

Within his first week, Claude got a job as a dishwash-
er in a restaurant where his younger brother worked.
Washing dishes six days a week for eight hours each
day, he received $156—173 per month. Shortly after,
Victoria arrived, joined him at the restaurant, and
found additional work housekeeping at a French
couple’s home on weekends. All of their work was
under the table and after three months, when the
seasons changed, there was less business at the
restaurant. Claude and Victoria were without their
primary source of income and left to continue look-
ing for work. However, they were not so concerned
with finding new employment, since work is never
that hard to find, as they are preferred by many em-
ployers over Tunisians, who ask for more money and
do not work as hard.

However, Claude and Victoria realize that their sta-
tus keeps them victim to exploitation. Victoria swaps
stories with other women from the Ivory Coast living
in Tunisia, many of whom lament about how under-
paid and overworked they are, feeling like they are
tasked with a job meant
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ers’ demands with little way of getting out of their
situation.

“I have a good friend back home who called me the
other day to ask me if her sister should come. She
had heard about the sous-contract offer. I told her,
‘No, no, don’t let her come. It’s better she stays at
home.’ In Ivory Coast, people are starting to realize
this, and people are trying to spread the word.”

With the money they can make, Claude and Victoria
can afford to live modestly on the first floor of a larg-
er house, which they share with a flatmate to save
money. They feel lucky because their landlord is fair
and doesn’t take advantage of them, unlike many of
their friends who speak of their own situation. Oth-
er landlords often charge random amounts for bills,
including many of their own expenses like washing
machine use and air conditioning, which their ten-
ants do not use. Claude and Victoria have their own
water meter and are not subject to sharing costs with
their landlord.

Although the cost of living is manageable with the
money that Claude and Victoria collectively make,
and better than if they remained in the Ivory Coast,
saving is still a challenge. Food is their main ex-
pense, followed by electricity, water, and transporta-
tion. Although they are luckier than most with their
utilities expenses, transportation remains difficult,
as taxis are very expensive and drivers increase their
meter prices upon seeing Black customers.

Whatever extra money they have, they send back
home to provide for their elderly parents as well as
their children. However, this can become a risky pro-
cess because they must trust someone to travel with
the money back home. Sometimes, they give money
to Ivorian students in Tunisia who are waiting to re-
ceive money from their parents in the Ivory Coast.
The parents will then transfer money to Claude and
Victoria’s relatives.

Claude and Victoria also live in fear because of
their legal status in Tunisia, which costs them $28
in monthly debt for being undocumented. This
debt can only be paid upon departing the country,
which makes them reluctant to leave. “If we could
pay this penalty on a monthly basis, it would real-
ly be life-changing and a big relief. It’s really, really
worrying. We had a meeting with people from IOM
in a nearby neighborhood three or four months ago
to speak about it. They gave a training on working
conditions, access to justice, and their services. We
spoke about this issue of the document penalty, but
they didn’t do anything.”

While they remain in Tunisia, physical and verbal
aggression is a daily occurrence for Claude and Vic-
toria. They are subject to racial slurs like “Guera-
Guera” (which means “monkey” in Arabic) and
they risk their possessions getting stolen. Claude
mentions being robbed at night by three young men.
“They took my phone and some money and paper,
but thank God, I didn’t have my passport on me, so
I just let it go. I didn’t even think of speaking to the
police.” Despite feeling marginalized, they try not
to pay attention because they can’t go to the police
without fear of being questioned and risking their
residency.

When they feel more comfortable, they hope to send
their son to Tunisia to be with them, although they
know that the language barrier and cost of school-
ing will be a challenge. “It’s been two years already.
Our child keeps crying on the phone saying he wants
to come here. We want him to first come on a holi-
day and then, if the school accepts him, we will see.
We’ve made an application for him at an internation-
al school that teaches in French to see if they would
take him, and we’re waiting for the response.”
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“"When We're Together with
Our Brothers, We Forget."

A young girl trying to pursue her studies in a for-
eign country in the face of discrimination.

Clara moved to Tunisia to pursue her university studies at
the end of September 2017. With the help of her family,
she is able to live comfortably while trying to navigate the
complex social landscape of her new environment.

We climb up to a fifth-floor flat in a lively area of Tu-
nis to find Clara up and about in the early morning
hours. The flat is relatively large, with about eight
young students hanging around. Clara has set up
a room for us to speak privately. She appears well
dressed, wearing blue jeans, a white Abercrombie
t-shirt, a thin white head wrap, and large, round sil-
ver earrings.

Clara had come to Tunisia from Cote d’Ivoire to pur-
sue her graduate studies in late September of 2017
through a scholarship provided by Cote d’Ivoire’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs. “I was pretty good in

Map 12: Clara's journey from Cote d'lvoire to Tunisia
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school,” she explains. “I did excellent in primary
school, so my parents wanted to invest in me and my
studies.” She originally planned to study in France,
but at the suggestion of an uncle, she applied for the
scholarship opportunity in Tunisia. The scholarship
would cover the cost of tuition in addition to a small
living stipend. Other costs, such as housing, flights,
and fees for administrative procedures, needed to
be covered by students and their families. “I don’t
know how much we spent, but it was a lot of expens-
es,” she says.

Her family paid 288,000 CFA ($494.00) for her
flights, which they purchased through a travel
agency recommended by the Ministry. Her father
also gave her 250,000 CFA ($429.00) to pay for her
initial expenses as soon as she arrived in Tunisia,
but it wasn’t enough. “He had to send extra money
a couple of times during my first months because
the money was not enough,” she explains. Her fa-
ther transferred an additional 150,000 CFA ($257.00)
through Western Union to pay for furniture, food,
and the deposit for her flat.

“In Tunis, the scholarship money only covers for tu-
ition fees and that little allowance, but we have to
figure out housing,” Clara says. She mentions that
there are student halls which she can rent out for
30—40 TD ($10.40-$13.80) per term, but she didn’t
feel comfortable when
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came up to 400 TD ($138.60) per person. We also had
to give an 8o TD ($27.80) commission to the Congo-
lese who found the house. A month later, the land-
lord increased the rent to 220 TD ($76.20).” In April,
the landlord tried to force them out with a month’s
notice, but they used their deposit as leverage for an
extra month. They were also made to pay to paint
the walls for 150 TD ($52.00) per person. “Maybe we
could have spoken to the police, but I'm not sure if I
would have. I don’t think there are any organizations
we can contact for this,” she laments.

She currently lives in an apartment with four other
girls where she pays 231 TD ($80.00) a month. In ad-
dition to the first month’s rent, she also had to pay
an additional two-month deposit, totaling about
690 TD ($239.00). “Our landlord doesn’t live near us,
or above us, so we don’t have any problems. We also
have our own meter, but the bills really vary accord-
ing to the season and the amount of people staying
in there,” she explains. The bills can vary from 400
to 1,000 TD per month ($138.00-$346.00).

Aside from her apartment rent, Clara says that her
biggest expense is transportation. “My school is a bit
far from my house, and I rarely take the bus because
it’s very irregular and slow because of traffic. It can
make me come into classes 30 minutes or an hour
late. I take it for my returns because then I can afford
to be late,” she explains. She spends anywhere be-
tween 3.5—7 TD ($1.21-$2.40) per taxi ride, depend-
ing on the traffic.

The partial scholarship she receives amounts to
about 1,250 TD ($433.00) per year, split over three
or four transfers. “I think I got 300 TD ($104) in Oc-
tober, and then 200 TD ($69) in January. This year,
there were a lot of delays,” she says. In addition to
the scholarship, her parents transfer about 180,000
CFA ($309.00) to her through Western Union to pay
for her living expenses. Her father wanted to open
a Tunisian bank account and was told that money
transfers were possible, but the services never ac-
tually worked. They also considered getting Clara a
Visa card but found out about this option after it was
too late. “It’s very hard to send money,” she says.
“It’s impossible.”

Clara mentions that she would like to get a job in
the summer for some pocket money but is worried
about being exploited. “I find it hard since there are
no good jobs for us,” she explains. “I think students
work a lot and are paid less.” She says that she often
borrows and lends small amounts of money to her
friends for little treats, about 10—20 TD ($3.40-$2.90)
or up to 100 TD ($34.00) at a time. “I don’t give a date
for them to return the money. If they can’t give it by
the time they say they will give it back, I understand.
Some people have a lot of difficulties,” she explains.

She then goes on to describe some other difficulties
she’s had with living in Tunisia. “I haven’t really
made Tunisians friends. It’s true that I often face
racism, but I don’t pay attention,” she says. But in
2017, she says that things got a bit tricky because one
of her professors refused to speak French during his
lectures, although it is the official language they are
supposed to teach in. “He started speaking Arabic
only, so we wouldn’t understand. When we asked
him to speak French, he asked us to learn Arabic
because other students couldn’t understand French.
That really disgusted me.”

Despite these instances, Clara says that she feels in-
tegrated in Tunisia because she can spend time with
other Sub-Saharan migrants in the area. “I haven’t
really made Tunisian friends, but personally, I think
I feel integrated because my brothers are here,” she
says. “When we’re together with our brothers, we
forget.” She also plans on leaving Tunisia to pursue
a master’s degree in the future.
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“They Want to Know
if I'm Like Them or Not"

A gregarious university student goes to study in
asmall town in Tunisia on a scholarship and gets
by through the power of building networks.

When he wins a government-funded scholarship, Malik
leaves his Ivorian university and moves to Tunisia as part
of a wave of Sub-Saharan African students. Malik must
find creative workarounds to afford life in Tunisia and is
forced to navigate living in his new community as an out-
sider.

I can’t help but notice that Malik seems particularly
alert. “I don’t want to go through crowds. I don’t like
it,” said Malik. Walking with him, I notice for the
first time how Malik walks around town: avoiding
crowds, moving fast, speaking quietly. After a few
weeks, I realize that it’s a pattern, not only for him
but for most of the black students we run into in this
tiny town.

Map 13: Malik's journey from Cote d'lvoire to Tunisia
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We sit at a café and Malik continues, “People have
a tendency to stare at you as if you came from a dif-
ferent world. It complicates everything. Sometimes
they can’t tell whether I’'m a black Tunisian or a for-
eigner. They always ask me; they want to know if I'm
like them or not. One time, I got into a cab, and I
was called ‘Kahla’ [a derogatory term for brown and
black-skinned Tunisians and foreigners]. That really
hurt. When I insulted him back in Arabic, he apolo-
gized. If you can show them you understand them,
they change. But I can’t show them I understand
them just while walking down the streets, without a
real exchange. So, it’s better they don’t see me.”

Malik was born in a village eight hours from Abidjan
in Ivory Coast. His father studied Arabic literature
in Saudi Arabia, Sudan, and Morocco and then re-
turned to Ivory Coast to teach Arabic and Theology.
Malik’s mother is a trader who sells rice and pep-
pers. She is one of the richest women in the village.
Malik has three older brothers: one living in Abi-
djan and working as a taxi driver, another living in
France, and a third who works for a bank in Senegal
and manages the family’s finances.

Malik is the youngest. He started selling phone cred-
it by the time he was eight years old. Malik’s broth-
er bought him a phone and money to buy credit to
resell, and Malik was allowed to
keep the profits. He explained,
“If he gave me $15 and I made $25
from selling the minutes, I'd give
him back the $15 and keep the
extra $10. I could buy whatever
I wanted with that money, so I
started feeling financially respon-
sible from a very young age.”

Greece

.

Malik spent summers studying
in Abidjan with his brother who
paid for Malik’s school fees and
had high expectations for his ac-
ademic success. “He was really
tough on me. I had difficulty writ-
ing and speaking in French, so
he wanted to correct me. As my
results in school improved, so did
our relationship,” Malik said.
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When Malik was around fourteen, he and his parents
moved to Abidjan. Malik made money by running
errands, like grocery shopping for his older brother,
who let Malik keep the change. “I was very young,
but I was smart and made even more money than
some older people. I was just self-confident, so peo-
ple would trust me with their money,” said Malik.

His brother left for Senegal and began sending mon-
ey through Wari, an international money transfer
service. His brother typically sent $687 per month.
Of that, $350 was sent to their mother, $170 to their
uncle, and Malik kept the rest. Malik explained,
“That’s how I learned to manage money. That’s how
I got where I am in Tunisia.”

During his final year of high school, Malik was ad-
mitted to an IT and Communications program near
Abidjan but continued applying to opportunities
abroad. In early September, Malik received a schol-
arship offer from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in
Tunisia. Within two weeks, he quit his university in
Abidjan and left for Tunisia. The ministry had rec-
ommended booking flights through a travel agency
for $515. Instead, Malik asked his friends to search
for a cheaper flight, and his brother in Senegal sent
money through Wari to purchase the ticket. He also
got vaccinations and winter clothes. In total, Malik
spent $860. The ministry advised students to expect
to pay an additional $110 in monthly expenses, so
Malik’s parents sent him with $515.

One of Malik’s first goals in Tunisia was to move out

of the student dorms. Even though students could
stay in the dorms for free, Malik estimated that 80%
of male students from Sub-Saharan Africa move out
due to the poor conditions. Malik befriended a man
working in the dining hall. He had a motorcycle and
drove Malik around until he found an apartment.
“Thanks to him, I found a home. I sensed he was a
good man. I always fall on good ones.”

He moved in with three other Ivorian students. “It
cost us $100 a month. We stayed there for two years,
but last summer we had to move out. The landlord
had raised the price to $150, which was insane!” The
owner complained to Malik that the students made
too much noise and scratched the paint on the walls.
“To be honest,” Malik continued, “I don’t think we
make more noise than Tunisians. But, I remind my-
self that I’'m not in my country. It’s like I have 90% of
my freedom, not 100%.”

Scholarship money was always late, according to
Malik. The university sent it through the post and
the students retrieved it by showing their student ID
and a unique code. “Classes are supposed to start in
September, but we get our first transfer early Novem-
ber ($160), then in December ($80), then in March
($120), and finally in June ($80),” Malik explained.
His brother in Senegal also sent money through Mon-
eyGram, usually $70 each month. When he needed
more, Malik borrowed $5-$10 from his friends. He
also lent up to $35 to his friends, who reimbursed
him within a few weeks.

Malik tried to save when he could. “My policy here
is to always plan for the unexpected. Whenever my
brother asks me if I still have money, [ usually pretend
I'm out. Last year, I saved $340,” said Malik. He found
it difficult to save during his third year at university
because of a mandatory unpaid internship, though.
“I have to spend on phone credit, which is about
$3.50 to $5 a month, and transportation to Tunis is
$8 roundtrip,” said Malik. He asked his brother to in-
crease his monthly transfer from $120 to $175, argu-
ing that the value of Tunisian currency had dropped
while the cost of living increased.

To save money, Malik decided to invest in a quality
phone with $340 of his scholarship money. He said
he would have spent the money if he hadn’t invested
it. Once, his phone was almost stolen on the metro,
so Malik began traveling by taxi, which costs $5, in-
stead of the $0.25 metro fare. To minimize spending,
he cooks instead of eating at restaurants and buys
all of his groceries at the beginning of the month. “I
buy food for $17 in big quantities and I cook with it
for two weeks. I spend around $35-$50 on food per
month. It’s cheaper than eating out or taking a cab to
go to the student cafeteria,” said Malik.

According to Malik, government regulations have
made it nearly impossible to send money back to
his family in the Ivory Coast through formal services
like Western Union. Tunisia limits money sent out of
the country, so Malik uses an informal money trans-
fer method called “Orange Money.” If Malik wants
to send money to his parents, he asks his Ivorian
friends if they are expecting money from their par-
ents. Malik gives his friends the money he was going
to send his parents, and the friend’s family sends
money to Malik’s parents. “I didn’t know I could do
this until very recently! Otherwise, I would’ve sent
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the money back home, of course, rather than buying
a phone!”

Students leave town in June to find jobs, but Malik
prefers to stay and live off the money his brother
sends. “We don’t really have the right to work here.
It’s all informal, and your contract has no value,”
Malik explained.

During his first summer in Tunisia, Malik befriend-
ed the owner of a local photocopy shop. The owner
was overcharging students, so Malik negotiated with
him. The owner liked Malik and gave him a discount.
When he learned about Malik’s IT experience, he
offered him a job. At first, Malik wouldn’t take any
money from the owner. The two became friends, and
Malik began fixing laptops at the shop and putting
music and movies on customers’ phones and hard
drives. “By establishing this relationship, I knew
I'd get some discounts. I never had to pay for pho-
tocopies. So, at the end of the day, it was in my best
interest,” Malik explained. His relationship with the
shop owner offered him a flexible work schedule. He
could choose his own hours and wages. “[The own-
er] tells me to just take it from the cash machine. I
take $3.50 to $5, maximum of $6.75 [for five to six
hours of work],” said Malik.

Once, Malik was supposed to deposit cash into the
shop’s bank account and wasn’t given a receipt by
the banker. The shop owner’s wife accused Malik of
stealing. They returned to the bank with the shop
owner and his wife. “I was really scared that for
some reason the banker would pretend I was lying,
so I took $30 in my pocket, and I was ready to give
it, just in case there was a problem. You know they
could arrest me for this?” The bank confirmed the
deposit, and the shop owner’s wife left without apol-
ogizing.

Malik is now applying to master’s programs in Eu-
rope. Even if he’s admitted, he plans to remain in Tu-
nisia until classes start because the cost of living is
cheaper. He doesn’t plan to return to the Ivory Coast.
He says there isn’t as much opportunity. “The only
day I’ll go back is when I’'m absolutely certain I can
get an amazing job there,” said Malik.
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“Adapting Is the Toughest
Thing."”

A student adjusts to the financial and cultural
challenges of living on his own for the first time.

Antoine arrived in Tunisia on a scholarship from Ivory
Coast. Though grateful for the opportunity to study in a
more developed country, he describes the difficulties of
navigating an unpredictable academic program and a
new culture. Antoine reflects on the financial and social
support he has received from family and friends and looks
toward the future, aspiring to pursue his master’s degree
and move to Europe.

I come from a modest family, but we have always
been able to take care of our financial issues — thank
God. My childhood was stable and happy. Even
though we were not very rich, we had what we need-
ed. My dad used to be a commercial agent and my
mother is a house cleaner. My dad has three wives,
and I have fifteen brothers and sisters. We all live to-
gether, and we are all really close; we never fought
when I was growing up. Today, I am the only one in
my family to be out of the country.

Map 14: Antoine's journey from Cote d'lvoire to Tunisia
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As I finished high school in Ivory Coast, I wanted to
pursue advanced studies at a university. However, [
knew that my Baccalauréat in Electronic Sciences, a
technical degree, wouldn’t help me get into a good
university. My younger brother told me about a friend
who had completed the same high school program as
I had and then went abroad for university. My broth-
er called my aunt, who used to work at the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, and she said I could learn more at
the scholarship service desk. The desk told me that
there were scholarships available for Morocco, Alge-
ria, and Tunisia. My first choice would have been Mo-
rocco because it’s the most open-minded, but those
scholarships were taken since the summer had al-
ready ended. Instead, I applied for Tunisia, thinking
that the country was at least more open than Algeria.
My brother helped me with my application, and the
whole process only took about two or three weeks. I
learned I had received the scholarship around Octo-
ber 2oth, and by the 26th, I had left the country.

The scholarship only covered my tuition fees and ac-
commodation, so my family took care of most of the
expenditures. For example, the ministry recommend-
ed a specific travel agency to book my flight, which
cost 280,000 CFA ($481 or 1,437 TD). Even though we
weren’t required to use their agency, we thought they
would have recommended the cheapest option. I lat-
er found out there were less expensive options, so I
think there might have been some collaboration be-
tween the ministry and the agency. You know, maybe
the ministry got a small percent-
age from the agency.

Istanbul
Tukey 1 didn’t know anyone else who
5 was going to Tunisia. I met the
ebanon  Other scholars at the airport.
trael J’m I was sad to leave my parents
but happy that I was going to a
Egypt more developed country where

I could study something that I

couldn’t in Ivory Coast. Before I

« left, my parents gave me about

250,000 CFA ($429 or 1283 TD)

Sucan ¢ as pocket money and 50,000—
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When we landed, we were welcomed by Ivorian
Embassy staff and taken to the embassy to pay 5
TD ($1.70) for a consular card and 35 TD ($11.70) to
join the Association of Ivorian Students. At first, we
didn’t want to pay to join the association — we’re al-
ready Ivorian, why would we have to pay?! But we
were new, and we didn’t know, so we paid as we were
told. We didn’t want to have problems. After taking
our money, the staff disappeared from the embassy.
These same fees still apply.

The first days in Tunisia were really tough. We had
paid the fees, but it didn’t feel like we had any asso-
ciative support. We were welcomed by a ‘dean,’” an
older Ivorian student who had already spent time in
Tunisia, and he told us what to do, but then he left.
The administrative paperwork was easy and getting
our residency was quick, but I think it cost $o0.10.
The dean also told me to open an e-dinar account
— it was really easy. It’s the first bank card I've ever
had, and I put all the money my parents had given
me (250,000 CFA or 429 TD) onto my account. Ulti-
mately, I regret paying to join the student associa-
tion; I wouldn’t do it again. They don’t help us at all
with getting jobs or internships. We’re on our own
for the important things.

When we first arrived, we weren’t familiar with the
currency, so we spent a bit more. For example, in
small grocery stores, we [Sub-Saharan students]
were sold things like soda, sweets, oil, etc., for a bit
more than regular prices. Not much more, but they
might randomly charge us an extra 500 millimes
($0.20), 1 or 2 dinars ($0.34-%$0.68). Also, many
times, I thought two-dinar coins were one-dinar
coins. I would accidentally give away two dinars
and the shop owners would keep the extra change
without saying a word. It depends on the area you’re
in, though. If you're in a neighborhood where there
are a lot of Sub-Saharan students, the shop owners
know that we know the prices and won'’t try to rip us
off. If you go a bit farther, they might try.

Adapting in Tunisia has been the toughest thing —
adapting to life without my parents, to doing every-
thing on my own. The scholarship is supposed to
send us money every two months, but there are a lot
of delays, so the amount varies every time. Before I
left Ivory Coast, the ministry didn’t tell us anything
about how much money they would give us. They
said our parents needed to contribute, and my par-

ents were okay with that. My parents tried to ask at
the embassy how much they should plan on send-
ing me, and they were told 100,000 CFA ($172 or 514
TD) per month. My brother is the one who sends me
money and takes care of me financially. I only ask
him for money when I need it, which is usually every
two months. I don’t ask him for a specific amount,
but he usually sends about 100,000 CFA ($172 or
514 TD) per month. Sometimes my mother sends me
money, but [ never ask her to do that. She just sends
it to be nice to me. She’ll call me and say, ‘T’ll send
you some next week.” She does this maybe four or
five times a year, usually 50,000 ($86 or 257 TD). My
brother always uses MoneyGram because he says
the fees are better. My mother uses Western Union.
Once, I told her the fees were lower with Western
Union — which they were at the time — and since
then, she just sticks with Western Union. I’'ve told
her my brother prefers MoneyGram, but she’s gotten
used to Western Union.

When I was growing up, my parents taught me to
save my money, so I have been able to at least save
some since I arrived here. I don’t have a savings ob-
jective per month, but I try to reduce my expendi-
tures. I only buy what is necessary and I don’t really
leave town, except in the summer for work or intern-
ships. I don’t like to keep cash with me because it’s
harder to make sure I have enough until the end of
the month. I prefer to keep it away from me,” Antoine
laughs. “In Ivory Coast, when you're given money,
it’s just for a period and you have to be responsible
for it. You can’t ask for more because you ran out.
Even if we didn’t manage to make our money last, at
least we knew it was our responsibility. So yeah, I'm
a bit responsible. A bit,” Antoine laughs again.

Whenever I've needed money, I’d go to the post office
and use its ATM to get cash out because it doesn’t have
fees. The problem is that we often have network issues
and the ATM doesn’t work. This year, after using it for
two years, I've stopped using the e-dinar card that
the student dean told me to open when I first arrived.
The card expires every year and you need to pay a fee,
around 14 TD ($4.70), to renew it. Since this might be
my last year here, [ didn’t think there would be a point
in getting a new one and paying the fees. I usually
don’t like to borrow money from friends, but I often
have to if my brother is tight on money or if the end of
the month has come and I’ve run out. In most cases,
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I ask one of my housemates, a close friend, to pay for
my rent, and then I reimburse him within a week or
two, once I get my money. Often, if someone asks me
for money, I’ll tell him that I can’t give you that much,
but I can give you a bit. This happens maybe two or
three times a year for 50-100 TD ($16.73-$33.46). 1
don’t have expectations on when I’ll be reimbursed,
and I won’t call you to ask you to pay me back. It’s
whenever you can.

I’'ve never tried to send money out of the country.
Even to leave the country and change money to eu-
ros is difficult, if not impossible. You need the first
receipt and all the receipts you've ever gotten to
change euros into dinars. You also need proof that
you're a student before making your request. When I
arrived the first time, I changed CFA into euros at the
airport, and then euros into dinars at the airport in
Tunisia. I didn’t think of changing money into dol-
lars because Tunisia is francophone, so I thought
euros would be better. I don’t know if I've kept that
receipt. My parents don’t expect me to send them
any money, though. They are parents — all they want
is for me to be well. They are just happy that I am
able to be financially independent. They don’t need
my money. They just want to make sure that I can
take care of myself and my own family in the future.

I stayed in the student halls for a week, but then
moved out; the living conditions were too bad, espe-
cially the bathroom. My friend found a home for us
and two other students, and we all lived there for a
year. We each paid 100 TD ($33.40) a month, with ev-
erything included. That first landlord took advantage
of us while we lived there. When we first moved in,
we wanted WiFi, so we went to the store with him.
The WiFi was registered in our landlord’s name, but
my friends and I paid the bill each month. When we’d
leave during the summer, we told him we wanted to
pause the internet since we wouldn’t be there, but he
said he couldn’t come with us to the store. In reality,
he and his kids were using the WiFi for themselves
because they lived just above us. I considered his kids
my own, so I shared the password with them, but they
overused it all the time. Every month, the bill reached
50 TD ($17), but the family never wanted to pay for it
or even contribute.

By the end of the second summer, our landlord in-
creased the rent from 300 TD ($101) to 400 TD ($135),
which was too much for us. My friend said we should

talk with him and negotiate it to 350 TD ($188), but
he wouldn’t accept our offer. He said we were not
taking great care of the house and that we made too
much noise, and I think he was right. Maybe he in-
creased the rent so that we would leave, which we
did. We found something similar for the same initial
price.

When we moved out, we wanted to take the WiFi
router with us. Our landlord refused to give it to us,
saying that other people would move in and need
WiFi. We had every right to take the modem. We had
paid for it! We tried to explain the situation to the
employees who sold us our membership, but they
said there was nothing they could do since the con-
tract was in our landlord’s name. Ultimately, we had
to buy a new router for the new place, but we took a
30 TD ($10) fixed contract.

This experience spoiled our relationship with that
first landlord. My friend who knew him better than
I did was really upset. The landlord’s family still
invites us over for dinner sometimes, but we nev-
er want to go. Everything he did at the end erased
anything nice that had happened before. Frankly,
we felt disgusted. I think the way people end these
types of relationships is very important.

In the summer, I usually leave town. The majority of
Sub-Saharan students go to Bizerte for summer jobs.
My housemates and I continue to pay rent, though,
because we don’t want to vacate the house and then
have to move into a new one when we return. We
were the first generation of students here, so we
asked for advice from two deans who were studying
in Jendouba and had worked in Tunisia before. They
recommended Bizerte, because the tourists create a
lot of summer work, and then put us in touch with
people there who helped us find a job.

Before I came to Tunisia, I had never worked before.
When I was on holidays in Ivory Coast, I sometimes
managed a ‘cabine telephonique,’ a friend’s informal
business that sells cell phone minutes, to make a bit
of pocket money. That first summer in Bizerte, though,
I worked in a restaurant. It was a normal restaurant.
They didn’t serve alcohol. It was small, but it was re-
ally popular. The job was tiring and a lot of work. I
was there seven days a week, from 3:00 pm to 1:00
am. I often worked even more than that, sometimes
until closure around 3:00 am. I made friends with a
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Tunisian colleague there. We weren’t allowed to eat
or drink anything from the restaurant, and we had to
pay for everything we consumed. During the summer,
it was really hot, and we had to buy a lot of water from
outside. The only exception was during the month of
Ramadan. We could breakfast there and eat for free. I
also wasn’t paid well. I made 300 TD ($101) per month,
and Tunisians were paid the same. We tried to ask the
owner of the restaurant owner to increase the pay and
got it to 360 TD. I wasn’t happy because we also had to
pay 60 TD ($20) per month for our house. There were
five or six of us living there, and we shared rooms.
Overall, I didn’t enjoy that summer. The job allowed
me to survive, but I couldn’t save any money. I think
this is because I was a first-year student. I wouldn’t
do it again today. If I saw another Ivorian brother who
was new and making the same mistake, I'd tell him,
‘You can’t work for that pay!’ I'd do the same thing for
a Cameroonian or Malian.

The following summer, my Tunisian friend, my
ex-colleague, called and asked if I wanted to work
with him at another restaurant. The owner of the for-
mer restaurant wanted me to work for him again and
offered to increase my salary. But the salary at the
new restaurant was still better, so I joined my friend.
Even though I still worked the same hours seven days
a week, work at the new restaurant was a lot easier.
Our new employer got an apartment for me and an-
other Ivorian student who worked there with me, and
we didn’t have to pay rent or share the apartment with
anyone else. We could eat and drink water or soda as
much as we wanted, and we were paid 600 dinars
($203) a month - 20 ($7) per day. It wasn’t a much
better restaurant than the first. In fact, it was smaller,
but the boss was nicer. He knew he needed to pay us
well if he wanted the staff to stick around for a few
months. In the first restaurant where I worked, people
would leave after just a few days.

Restaurant owners want staff who can stay for the
full season, and they know that Sub-Saharans need
to work for a whole season consistently. The owner
of a café in Bizerte even asked me for Sub-Saharan
contacts, saying he needed stable, long-term staff. I
put him in touch with someone who ultimately did
go work for him. Tunisians work just a bit, maybe a
few days, and then leave once they get the amount
of money they want. Tunisians don’t want to work
and can leave anytime they want. They’re a bit lazy. I

haven’t experienced any tension with Tunisian staff.
I’'ve gotten along with everyone that I’'ve worked
with.” I am very skeptical this is true, but did not
ask more. He might not have trusted me or wanted to
speak about this.

Since I didn’t have any real expenditures during that
second summer, [ told my brother not to send me any
money - [ just lived off the money I made at work. By
the end of the three months, I had saved about 1,000
TD ($338). By the end of September, however, I had
spent it all on new clothes and school materials, so
I asked my brother to send me money again when
school-time came.

This summer, I am doing an internship — it’s manda-
tory for my graduation. I found something from June
through August in Tunis, where my friends will host
me for free. They don’t expect anything in return.
They are just generous. I wanted to contribute my
share of the rent, but they refused completely since
I’'m only staying for three months and I’ll be sleeping
in the living room.

The internship is unpaid. International students ar-
en’t allowed to work or be paid. I don’t have any oth-
er side job this summer, so my parents are sending
me money. In Tunis, everything is more expensive
than it is here. There is the bus and the metro, that’s
true, but if I’'m ever late or something and need to
take a taxi, it’s really expensive. Distances are so
much longer there. I prefer this town to Tunis. It’s
the first town I've stayed in in Tunisia, and I’ve got-
ten used to it. My friends are here. In Tunis, we’re
all dispersed, so it’s hard to see each other. I go to
my internship, then I go home, and that’s it. I don’t
really go out to meet friends in Tunis.

[ hope I'will be able to get a scholarship for a master’s
degree to stay here. If we could go to Europe, that
would be great progress. That would be amazing be-
cause the technology there is even more advanced,
sowe’d be able to learn even more for our future jobs.
If I stay in Tunisia, it means I had no better option.
But if I do stay, Id like to go to Tunis or Sousse. I'm
not sure yet, but we can’t stay here because there are
no master’s programs. I want somewhere cheap — so
maybe Sousse rather than Tunis — but I don’t want to
be in a small town anymore because the name of the
university where we’ll go also matters.”
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Part 5:
Financial Biographies
of Refugees in Ecuador
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"1 Knew I'd Have No Living
Costs"

Social connections making migration affordable
and worthwhile.

The Indian restaurant, down the street from Quito’s Span-
ish Consulate and a private visa assistance company, is
huge. It is two stories tall, adorned with flashing lights
around the outside, and filled with statues and art from
across India. Inside, the tables are nicely set with trian-
gular orange napkins and bronze utensils. There are two
muted TVs on either side of the restaurant - one playing a
dramatic Bollywood dance film and the other blasts reg-
gaeton music videos. The menu is in English and Spanish
and includes item descriptions with cultural clues (a sa-
mosa is described as “like a little empanada”). The wait-
ers, one Indian and one Ecuadorian, were dressed in blue
button-down shirts with black vests - matching the logo
of the restaurant. “English or Spanish?" asked our waiter,
Rahul, in a thick Hindi accent as we sat down for dinner.

As our meal came to a close, we asked Rahul if he would
be willing to take a few minutes to speak with us about his
life in Quito. He enthusiastically agreed and ran to grab a
pad of paper and a pen. He told us that he “did the same
interview last year with an American girl named Catalina.”

“I came to Ecuador in August 2017 from the village
of Jogiha in the Tehri Garhwal district of the Ut-
tarkhand state of India. It is about 400km from New
Delhi. In India, I worked in the five-star hotel indus-
try for twelve years in locations across the country,
from North to South. This is impressive because each
state has a different language.

“It was not my life plan to move to Ecuador. In my
village, I own a very big house, a large farm with
mangoes, two cows, and two goats, all now cared
for by my mother and brothers. A few years ago, my
friend ... Aadi moved to Quito to work in a restaurant
and told me stories about how it was affordable and
offered good economic opportunities to send money
home to his family. At first, I had to search Ecuador
on Google to find out where in the world it was. But
then Aadi suggested that I pack up and migrate to
Ecuador to work with him.”

Rahul leaned forward in his seat and spoke enthu-
siastically with his hands. “Aadi had told me that if
I came to Quito, he would be able to get me a job
at the same Indian restaurant where he worked be-
cause his brother was the boss. [ was confident that I
could have economic success in this new country, so
this was when I began to plan my move.

“I had to leave my wife and three-year-old daughter
at home in India, but I was confident that coming
to Ecuador would be a good choice because I was
expecting a big salary here. But at first, it was ex-
pensive. I bought flights with the KLM airline, and
they cost me $2,200. But it was okay because I knew I
would have little to no living costs to pay: the restau-
rant in Quito would provide my insurance, two
meals a day, and housing accommodations. This
means that my only expense is my breakfast in the
morning, which I make in my room.

“In reality, my salary is lower than I expected. I earn
$700 to $800 a month. But this is quite a good salary
on Ecuadorian standards. I work seven days a week,
but I like my coworkers and my boss. They provide
me with community. When I arrived at the Quito air-
port in August 2017, I was greeted by my boss. I felt
welcome right away upon arrival.

“When I got to Quito, I opened a bank account at
Produbanco. I live for my family, so I send back $600
to $700 a month to them.”

If it is true that Raul earns $800 per month and
sends about $700 home every month, he only keeps
about $100 for himself. When we expressed our
shock at how much of his salary he sends home, Ra-
hul smirked and leaned back in his chair. “Indian
people only live for the family. In the Latin American
countries, they’re focused on themselves,” he said.

“Western Union is the easiest way for me to send
money to my family. But Western Union is playing
the devil. They make it so costly and so inconvenient
for me to send money. The normal conversion from
US dollars to rupees is $1 to 71 rupees, but Western
Union has an initial $60 charge, plus another 5%
charge, plus a 12% IVA (a state tax). For example,
there is a $60 charge to send $500. It is very hard.

“There isn’t really another option for me to send
money. If [ try to do a direct transfer through my
bank, there will be an automatic $8o charge. It is
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frustrating, but I am committed to my family. What
I really want is an ‘NRI account’. I think it stands for
‘Non-Reliable Indian.’”

NRI actually stands for “Non-Resident Indian”. But
Rahul’s verbal slip connotes how he thinks others
perceive him. NRI accounts are available in areas
with many Indian immigrants and allow them to
submit money through certain banks (like Citibank)
which allow direct conversion of dollars to rupees.
There are no fees to make transfers and NPI ac-
counts serve as a type of savings account: you can’t
withdraw money from these accounts except when
in India (which would be perfect for Rahul’s remit-
tances). However, there are no NRI accounts at any
bank in Ecuador, a major disadvantage to the Indian
community in Ecuador.

“There are probably less than 100 Indians living
in Quito,” Rahul said. “If you meet an Indian, they
most likely work at an Indian Restaurant or at Tata
Consulting Services in information technology con-
sulting for Banco Pichincha (one of Ecuador’s inter-
national banks). There are probably 20 to 30 Indians
living with their families in Quito, and the rest are
bachelors. Most of the Indian community here is
men. Many of them live in the Quevedo sector of the
city, about a 30-minute drive from where I work in
the restaurant.

“It’s getting harder and harder for Indians to come
to Ecuador. For me, it was very easy getting legal
papers and documentation to live here. But this is
changing. Before August 2019, Indians didn’t need
visas to come to Ecuador. But after August 2019, peo-
ple from India now need visas to come here. When I
entered the country, I had a 9o-day tourist visa and
then I changed this to a work visa once it expired.
All Ineeded to do was to show my work contract and
proof of insurance, and the restaurant had provided
me with both. At first, they just gave me a one-year
visa. But now, I have a two-year visa to work in Ec-
uador. It can be expensive, though. The closest In-
dian consulates are in Colombia and Peru, so each
time [ renew my visa, I have to pay a $100 DHL fee to
ship his documents to Bogota to get them approved.
I don’t plan to move back to India any time soon, so
my next step is to get my permanent residency.

“I miss my wife and my daughter, and the rest of
my family. They’re all in India, but we stay in close
touch. I haven’t seen my daughter since she was less

than one year old, but I make WhatsApp video calls
to them every day for 30 to 60 minutes. I don’t plan
to bring my family to Ecuador, but I would consider
it if  were able to open my own restaurant someday.

“My big dream is to move to Germany. I have some
friends there and they tell me there is great public
healthcare. In Germany, I would want to be an Indi-
an chef. But to be an Indian chef in Germany I need
to take a cooking exam to get a certificate to prove
that I have skills. But these certificates are only of-
fered in New Delhi. So, this July and August, I will
go back to India for a while - for the first time since I
came to Ecuador!  will attend an important wedding
and see my family, and when I'm home, I’ll also take
this big cooking exam. Once I get the certificate, I
will bring it to the German embassy in Quito and will
then wait to hopefully receive a four-year work visa
in Germany.”

“You know, my biggest frustration in Quito is the
healthcare system, mostly the public insurance. The
restaurant has to pay $85 to $90 a month [for] my
public insurance, but since I don’t feel like it pro-
vides me with enough services...I pay another addi-
tional $40 a month for my own private insurance on
top of that. This means I pay about $130 a month for
health insurance.”

“Let me tell you a story. It is about my eyes. I have a
problem with my eyes, so I scheduled a normal doc-
tor’s appointment. This took one week. Then, the
doctor referred me to an ENT, which was scheduled
in another month. At this appointment, I was re-
ferred to a surgeon, which took another month. This
was already two months since my first appointment,
and my eyes still bothered me. When I finally got to
my surgery appointment, they told me they wouldn’t
be able to do my surgery and sent me to a private
clinic a month from that day. Then, my appointment
at the private clinic was scheduled for 9:30 am, but
they told me they would be delayed until 2:00 pm.
I could not take the day off of work and because of
the office delays I had to reschedule this appoint-
ment for another month from then. I then finally
[scheduled an appointment] for December 12th,
2019 and requested a week’s vacation from my boss
in advance so that I could recover. But the surgeon’s
office called and canceled the appointment and re-
scheduled it for another month. So now, I need to
wait for my boss to return from his holiday vacation
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in order to get permission, meaning still, I haven’t
had my appointment.”

“I am so frustrated, so much that I will quit my pub-
lic insurance next month and just pay for my own
private insurance. I could not quit the public insur-
ance earlier because I can only get my visa if I pay
all the right taxes. But once I get my permanent res-
idency it won’t matter anymore and the restaurant
will be able to save the money from paying for my
public insurance.”

“All of this trouble with my eyes and the insurance
made me want to move to Germany even more. My
friends there are happy and successful...One of them
was very ill with cancer, and he received excellent
care and fully recovered. He now lives a life of chari-
ty, giving and giving to others because he is so grate-
ful for his treatment from the German government
healthcare.”
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“1f Anyone Has a Problem,
They Just Write a Letter”

Restaurant owners and workers, Manik, Johnny,
Moban, and Shaan,use tight-knit communities
of friends and savings clubs to manage financial
struggles.

Images of French fries, burgers, and chickens decorate the
outsides of restaurants along Avenue Amazonas in Quito.
But at one shop, a green and red flag hangs over the imag-
es of French fries - the Bangladeshi flag. We approached
four men in the shop - Manik, Johnny, Moban, and Shaan
- who were sitting around a table. As we began to chat
with them and explain our research, they were quick to
mention that they were from Bangladesh. Two of them
stood up, “please, please come sit” they asked. It was the
first time that we had come across anyone from Bangla-
desh in Quito, so we slid into a red booth and began to lis-
ten. In a mix of Spanish, English, and Bangla, the four men
spoke over each other to explain their journeys to Quito.

“There are only about 25 Bangladeshis living in Qui-
to,” they told us. “And we are all countrymen from
the same region. We are not all actual family, but we
are all family at heart.”

We asked questions to the group as a whole. “When
did you come to Quito?” Moban, dressed in a blue
collared shirt and a well-trimmed beard, and John-
ny, with shaggy black hair, had come to Ecuador
just six months ago. Shaan, in a red striped sweat-
er buttoned up to his neck, came seven years ago.
And Manik, who was working behind the counter,
arrived ten years ago.

“We came here because of the social problems be-
tween the political parties. The president is the
problem. Everything was calm and good, and there
was food and money - it is just a political problem.
We all get along well, but we all came from different
political parties in Bangladesh.” Johnny and Moban
support the Bangladesh National Party, Moban sup-
ports the Awami League, and Manik backs the Jatiya
Party. “We are frustrated that the country has gone
fifteen years without a change of president.”

“In Bangladesh, money was not a problem for us,”
they said. “One person working in a family could
pay for seven people. The young care for the old, and
family is very important and very strong in Bangla-
desh.”

“It’s very difficult to travel here,” they explained,
looking at each other and nodding in agreement.
Each of them decided to come to Ecuador because
they knew someone who had immigrated there ear-
lier. But even though their social connections made
the transition easier, their journeys were not cheap.
Due to bureaucratic barriers, the process of migrat-
ing to Ecuador from Bangladesh is incredibly com-
plicated. All four needed to get their documents to
travel to Ecuador from an Indian Embassy. And since
there is no Indian embassy in Bangladesh, they first
had to fly to Istanbul. “I traveled from Bangladesh to
Delhi to Istanbul to Brazil, and then to Quito,” Shaan
said. Moban jumped in: “I traveled from Bangladesh
to Delhi to Istanbul to Bolivia, and then to Quito.”
All four ended up paying astronomically high smug-
glers’ fees (which cost between $14,000 and $20,000
per person) and airfare (which cost around $2,000
per person).

“We knew we would work in the restaurants that
were owned by our countrymen. For me, my uncle
owned a restaurant in Quito, so I knew I would work
there,” Moban said. “All the Bangladeshis know
each other here. All of them either work in a restau-
rant or sell goods on the street that were made in
Bangladesh.” Shaan pulled at the collar of his shirt,
pointing at the tag. “See? Made in Bangladesh.”

“You can recognize the Bangladeshi restaurants
by the flags on the awnings,” they told us. “There
are around six or eight Bangladeshi restaurants in
Quito. They don’t usually sell Bangladeshi food, but
when we see the flag we know where our country-
men are.”

“Our restaurant is newer,” Shaan said. “It’s been
open just a few years, and we make less money
here than at the restaurants that have been here for
longer.” Johnny earns about $75-$80 per week and
works a thirteen-hour day from 11:00 am — 12:00 am
(earning roughly $1/hour). “Our restaurant makes
around $400 to $500 a month of profit, but the Ban-
gladeshi restaurants that have been here for longer
make more like $800 to $1,000 a month of profit.”
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“Since we work so much and eat two meals every
day at the restaurant, we don’t have to spend a lot of
money on our own food,” Johnny added. “But if we
have a problem, we just write a letter to the ‘Bangla-
deshi Club.””

Moban interrupted to explain. “Every Sunday, there
is a meeting at one of the Bangladeshi restaurants in
town, and almost all of the 25 Bangladeshis come to
all the meetings. The restaurant hosting the meeting
prepares food for everyone and at each meeting ev-
eryone that comes contributes $5. If one person has
a problem - like if they are sick or can’t pay their
rent — they write a formal letter to the group about
the problem.”

“Sultan is the leader. He and Manik are the only two
people that control the bank account and can get
the money out. Sultan usually approves the letters,
and then the one who wrote the letter will be given
the money they need. They don’t need to pay back
their money all at once, but as long as they continue
to put in their weekly $5, they will eventually repay
what they borrow.”

As the four talked over each other in a Spanish-En-
glish-Bangla mix to explain the process, Shaan
pulled out his phone and showed us the group’s
WhatsApp chat. He brought up a photo of the last
Bangladeshi Club meeting at a restaurant down
the street. “We always plan our meetings through
WhatsApp, just like we talk with our families in Ban-
gladesh through WhatsApp. We also talk with our
families on Facebook Messenger, but we don’t use
Facebook Messenger with the club. In the meetings,
we speak in Bangla. But on WhatsApp, we usually
send messages in Spanish.”

“We also help each other out with money outside of
the Club,” Moban said. “the rent per person is about
$70 to $80 because we usually will rent just one bed-
room and bathroom in a larger apartment occupied
by other Bangladeshis.”

“No, I don’t do that,” Shaan exclaimed. “I share an
apartment with my wife. We split the cost of $230 per
month. And she is Ecuadorian. But because I work
so many hours, I only get to see her on the week-
ends. But rent is cheap, and food is cheap, so I send
$300 back to my family in Bangladesh each month. I
have a big family, so this helps them, and then I have
$100 extra for myself for the month.”

“I don’t need to send money to my family, because
they have a lot of money. The only person I have to
support is my wife,” Moban chimed in. “So, I just
send her $100 here and there when she needs it. I
mostly save all the money I make. I'm very happy
because she will move to Quito in four to six months
and my family will help her pay for her flight.” All
four use Western Union to send remittances back to
Bangladesh.

“When we came, we did not know any Spanish,”
Moban said. He pulled out his phone, “We learned
from our friends, but also from Google Translate.”
He opened the app and said something in Bangla
into the phone’s microphone. On the screen, the
message “how are you” appeared in English. “See?
It’s very easy,” he said.

The four expressed how much they like living in Qui-
to. “In Ecuador, it is very calm. There is no racism
and no problems, especially no problems with poli-
tics. Rent is cheap, food is cheap, and it’s easy to get
documents.” The only problems, they claim, are the
Venezuelans and Colombians. “They are the ones to
cause crime and problems on the street, but there is
no problem with the Ecuadorians. But the Bangla-
deshi community doesn’t cause problems. Here, we
respect the law and the people because it’s not our
country.”
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“] Didn't Come Here for the
Money, Just For the Freedom"

An immigrant business owner from a dictator-
ship faces anxiety and frustration as a citizen of
arepressive regime.

“Where are you from?” asked “F.", a man in his thirties, as
we introduced ourselves and our research.

“The United States,” | responded.

“You're from the United States, | am from [the regime],
you see we can get along? We, the people of [the regime],
are not the same as our government.” We sat around a
square table to continue our conversation.

“I came to Ecuador ten months ago in February
2019. I came here because it is a [free] country, and
it’s [easy] to get a visa to come here. My dream is to
go to the United States or Canada, but this is not
possible with my passport. I heard from my friend
that Ecuador was a good place to come to escape
[the regime’s] dictatorship and find freedom. In my
country, [ have a nice home, and a garden, and a car,
and many friends and relatives. But I wanted to find
freedom. So, I decided to leave and come to Quito. A
short time after, my wife joined me.

“It was not a cheap voyage. The plane ticket per
person cost between $4,000 and $5,000, plus an
additional $1,000 to get visas for me and my wife,
and another additional $100 to $200 to hire a law-
yer to assist with the visas. I had to take three flights
to come here and in the last airport I felt extremely
vulnerable. They took me into a room to fingerprint
me. They kept me there for many hours and officers
looked through [the] messages on my phone.”

“I had $5,000 of cash in my pockets and put it in a
bank account when I got to Quito. Before I arrived,
my friend from my country helped me find a space
to live, which is downstairs from my business. My
friend owned this business before me and when I
first arrived I would spend a lot of time at the busi-
ness with him. But then my friend decided to leave
to go to another country and told me he was going
to sell his business. I needed to make money, and I
had worked in the same industry as him, so I offered

to buy the business from him. It cost me $10,000,
which was almost all of my savings. I also had to
spend another $2,000 to $3,000 to fix up the place.
On top of that, the rent for my wife and I costs $650 a
month. But it is an investment in my new life.”

“I officially opened my business four months ago.
The economy is very bad in Ecuador and I can’t save.
I have to sell my products for extremely cheap to
compete with the other businesses... it is like people
just don’t have enough money to spend so that I can
make a better profit. The only people that work in my
business are me, my wife, and my one employee. We
all work more than ten hours a day, but the business
never makes more than $1,000 per month. My wife
has a master’s in management from my country and
she is capable of doing much better work than just
working in our small business.”

“Here in Quito, I know many people who are from
my country. I get along with many of them because
they share my opinions about [the regime]. But there
are others who work at the embassy. They have a
different mind, like the government of [the regime].
One time, the embassy people came to my business
to buy things, and they scolded me because they did
not think the logo on my store was the best repre-
sentation of our country. They support [the regime’s]
government. But for me, just because I am from [the
regime] does not mean that I support its views.”

“On Twitter, there are many hashtags created by
citizens of [the regime] people to protest the gov-
ernment. Like #[TheRegime]Detests (fill in the
blank with the name of the movement). Many people
appreciate what the militaries of other countries do
in [the regime’s] territory.”

Suddenly, F. became tense and squinted his eyes. He
stood up and abruptly left the room, seeming ner-
vous. He came back with his phone in his hand.

“I need you to show me your IDs. I need to know that
you’re not spies for the government. [ have been told
there are spies.”

As researchers, we wanted to make him feel as com-
fortable as possible. I pulled out my driver’s license,
showing my nationality, and his shoulders relaxed.

“Thank you. I just need to be sure. For safety.” He
opened up Twitter on his phone and continued,
scrolling through his feed.
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“There are also many hashtags about the ethnic peo-
ple in [the regime], like me. In my country, people
can only access Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube
with a VPN, and for safety, if you want to express
a political opinion, you must make a fake name ac-
count, or you might be arrested. There is not a way to
write something using your name about the govern-
ment, but there is much opposition on Twitter using
a VPN. To be honest, I didn’t come to Ecuador for the
money. Just for the freedom.”

“The governments of countries like Ecuador and the
US should not compare the people of [the regime] to
the government of [the regime]. We are not the same.
It is not fair. You can find bad people and good peo-
ple in a family. How can you compare millions and
millions [of] people in a country? They are all dif-
ferent people with different views. The policies and
sanctions of other countries are really hurting the
people [the regime]. People are starving. But why am
I guilty? Why should I be punished? My only guilt is I
have a passport from [the regime].”

“In Quito, I have a cedula [the Ecuadorian identi-
fication card that gives access to benefits]. But our
business is not good now. If I make my business suc-
cessful, maybe my wife and I will decide to have a
family here.”

“Here, I own a restaurant, and there is freedom. But
my life is better in [the regime].”
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Living, Working, and Paying
It Forward as a Modern
“Todero"

A “black sheep” in Ecuador navigates a the land-
scape of working as a migrant.

David is a 33-year-old man from Venezuela who has
spent five years in Ecuador with his wife, who also lives
in Quito. David left Venezuela because there were, in
his words, no opportunities, no medicine, no food, and
the value of money had plummeted to be worth next to
nothing. | met him in Parque La Carolina, where he was
enjoying a Sunday afternoon of rest and leisure with an
ever-growing group of close friends from his home coun-
try. This is his story.

In Venezuela, I was a business administrator of two
businesses. However, even with this professional
job, I was not making enough after the crisis to live
comfortably. So, I decided to begin driving taxis and
busses. In this work, I could make up to 1,200 boli-
vares daily — this was, you know, much more than
minimum wage, which was only 100 bolivares or so.
I was also making much more than when I worked
in the business administrator job, though that job
was a lot more comfortable and obviously much saf-
er. Driving taxis was a huge risk. I heard reports of
taxi drivers getting mugged and Kkilled so that oth-
ers could steal their taxi cars. Eventually, I decided
to begin driving the public bus instead, for my own
safety. The work was more demanding, but [ made
about the same amount of money and had a more
public role, so I felt safer. I was only robbed at gun-
point once as a bus driver. He took what I had in my
pockets, which was not much.

I decided to come to Quito because I had family here.
My mother is Ecuadorian, so I am lucky — I had cit-
izenship. My Ecuadorian family helped me get to
Quito and paid for my plane ticket, which was so
generous. But they have mostly passed on now, and
I am here mostly alone with my wife.

Upon arriving, I only had $500 in my pocket! It was
not enough — everywhere, I saw Venezuelans end-
ing up on the street, especially because obtaining

legal identification is difficult. Having family and
citizenship helped me start out on my feet, even
though I still do not have official paperwork, despite
my dual nationality. This makes finding work diffi-
cult sometimes.

When I finally got to Quito, I made a living as a tode-
ro. What is a todero? Someone who does absolutely
everything. I made $130 per month at the start, living
with my family for three months before they helped
me to find my own apartment in the south of the city,
where it is far from jobs and work, but cheaper to
live. I worked as an assistant at a mechanical work-
shop to start and was being paid below minimum
wage, which is $380. Far below. It was dangerous
work and I put in many hours. I got sick at this time,
but fortunately, I had a passport, so I went to the
state medic [public hospital] to get some treatment
and I was fine. It was lucky that I could show my
Venezuelan passport. Many Venezuelans now are
not able to get one at all.

After a few months — I don’t recall how many — I
got a new job working as a waiter at a restaurant.
The restaurant finally paid me the minimum wage
of $380, which allowed me to independizar — to
become independent. The apartment that my fam-
ily helped me to find only cost $80 per month, so I
could save $100 per month and send $100 back to
Venezuela for the first time since arriving. In the first
six months, my wife and I also received a small sti-
pend of $25 monthly from ACNUR [UNHCR], though
that only lasted for six months.

[ will also tell you, before I talk about my next joh,
how I sent money to Venezuela. You know that the
currency, the bolivar, is always devaluing and there
is a lot of inflation. Nothing is worth anything in
Venezuela. So, to send remittances, I contact a few
friends that I have in Colombia because you can’t
just send money across the Venezuelan border, as it
will be seized or lose all of its value. There is also a
mafia on the border that robs, takes, and robs again,
often with violence, so it is too dangerous to bring
money. It could be a death sentence.

Instead, I wire my friend $20-$30 with Western
[Union] to do me a favor. Then, my friend takes his
profit and uses the rest of the money to buy as much
as possible in Colombia. The friend mostly buys
things that are in short supply in Venezuela — flour,
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bread, oil, sugar, spaghetti, clothes, medicine. Then,
he takes the goods, pays a bribe to the border guards,
and carries the goods to people I tell him to in Ven-
ezuela. One does not have to declare such goods on
the Venezuelan side — only on the Colombian side
— so it is safer this way.

I worked in that job as a waiter, coordinating pay-
ments to Venezuela in this way, for a few months.
Then, a friend helped me find a job as a security
guard because he knew someone who knew some-
one else — that is how it goes here. That job paid
$500 per month, so I was able to begin saving even
more, at least $200 per month. I also continued
sending $100 to Venezuela monthly but didn’t send
more just because I was making more. I was good
at being a guard and had the skill and patience for
it. One year after beginning the job, my manager of-
fered me a promotion. It was a great promotion — I
began making $620 per month. With this money I
could finally send more money to Venezuela, though
not much, so I began sending $180 to $200. I used
the rest of the money and some savings for basic
supplies and bills and to help my wife — who only
had her visa and no formal paperwork — to obtain
papers. This is a very costly and long procedure, so
I had to stop saving for a while to pay for it. You see,
the paperwork process costs about $400. The Vene-
zuelan Embassy helps a bit with documentation, but
to get papers, you have to go through a long process
with Ecuadorian authorities.

This is also when I started to give back a bit. The
Catholic Church and local nuns have been helpful
in providing immediate relief and support to Vene-
zuelans in Quito, especially as the situation in my
country gets worse and people come with less than
before. But, the Church does not provide this help
without expecting something in return. When I ar-
rived, I saw the Church distributing mattresses, of-
fering a place to sleep for a few nights, and providing
some food for those who needed it. But when you get
to a point where you have more stability, the Church
tells you to pay it forward. This is my duty, and now
that I can, I lend a hand.

As for life in Quito, I feel like a black sheep here
sometimes. Everything about me says, no screams,
‘Venezuelan,” from my stature and way of carry-
ing myself to my accent. I stand out no matter how
I look, how I speak, and where I go. It can lead to
discrimination. As a Venezuelan, you have to work
more to get paid less, and you have to accept this out
of necessity. What else can you do? I am making my
life here in Quito and I'm finally on my feet, but a
bit of me is always still in Venezuela. In Venezuela, I
still have two cars. [ have a house. They are probably
gone, who knows. I thought about selling them be-
fore moving to Quito, but in the end, did not. A part
of me is always home. Perhaps one day I can return
for them.”
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"1 Am the Boss": A Journey
From Exploitation to
Entrepreneurship

Where one sees challenges, Rosa sees opportu-
nities.

We met Rosa, a 30 to 35-year-old Venezuelan woman,
with her son and partner in their restaurant in La Florida,
a Quito neighborhood with a high population of Venezue-
lan migrants. The walls of her restaurant are covered with
murals painted by a friend from the neighborhood. Paint-
ings of smiling hot dogs, arepas, and French fries adorn
the walls and convey optimism and whimsy to customers.
Rosa’s son, a boy of ten to twelve years of age, sits at a
table in the corner next to the fryer and plays games on his
phone. The restaurant has three tables and an exposed
industrial kitchen with fryers and a large, chrome stove.

Rosa’s story is unique, but not uncommon among the
Venezuelan migrants we met in Quito. She navigated
complicated and exploitative systems of work, financial
planning, and labor exploitation in order to survive in Qui-
to. And at every point she found legal barriers, abuse, and
harassment. While her community and social networks
helped her settle in Ecuador, the same community made it
nearly impossible for her to escape a cycle of unfair treat-
ment and physical danger. Only when Rosa decided to be-
come her own boss was she able to work toward creating
something new - a workplace that reflected her values,
her love for her home country, and her own empowerment
as “the boss.”

When we sat down to interview Rosa, she exuded a
confidence and certainty that she lacked just a few
months earlier. She had landed on her feet after a
long struggle and in the process learned of her own
resilience and determination. As we sat in her cozy
and successful restaurant, Rosa told us about her
experience as a young migrant mother in Quito. Her
experience was defined by loss and physical vio-
lence, community support and friendship, internal
migration within Ecuador, family reunion and sep-
aration. But ultimately, her story was about learn-
ing to manage her own money and rely on herself
to achieve a life free from fear in a city where formal
credit, formal documentation, and safe work are

nearly impossible to come by for the thousands of
Venezuelans who live there.

Rosa was more fortunate than most Venezuelans
during her journey to Ecuador. She had been able to
obtain a passport and official papers that helped her
cross the border, a luxury few others could afford.
Not only had she been able to obtain these docu-
ments (and bypass the backlogged Venezuelan bu-
reaucracy that has blocked countless like her), she
was lucky enough to not have her documents lost or
stolen during her journey. Rosa arrived in Quito on
September 7, 2018, after traveling for seven days on
a bus with her son and nephew (who she was bring-
ing to her sister-in-law in Guayaquil, Ecuador). Upon
arriving at the Ecuadorian border, the authorities
asked Rosa to pay $50 per passport. The total should
have come to $150, but out of necessity and urgency,
Rosa bought falsified passports for her nephew and
son—who, unfortunately, did not have an official
passport like she did. Suddenly, the relatively simple
border crossing became much more complicated.
Hungry for a bribe, the authorities asked Rosa to pay
$100 for each falsified passport — an astronomical
sum that Rosa could not afford. But she was lucky,
as her brother is a doctor and was already well-es-
tablished in Ecuador. Stuck at the border, Rosa con-
tacted her brother so he could wire her the money
through Western Union. He completed her request
and gave her just enough to pay the bribe. After pay-
ing border guards, Rosa had hardly any money.

Fortunately for them, humanitarian organizations
were at the border to assist her and they were met by
multiple volunteers after crossing. She was not sure
where help was coming from, but she was grateful
for the assistance. Someone (who Rosa believes
was from the Ecuadorian Red Cross) gave her a sil-
ver blanket and ACNUR [UNHCR] gave the children
some food and a small hygiene kit with soap and a
toothbrush. Despite having overcome several barri-
ers in getting to Ecuador, Rosa knew the hardest part
of her journey was yet to come.

Rosa had two main goals after crossing into Ecuador:
to reunite her nephew with his mother and to begin
her new life in Ecuador with her son. The next step
was to travel to Quito. The group took a taxi to Tul-
can (which cost about $5) and then boarded a bus to
Quito for $7 total. The fares for the bus and taxi were
not overwhelmingly expensive for Rosa. This was a
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relief, especially after having had to pay more than
expected to cross the border. After a long journey,
the bus dropped Rosa and the children at Carcelen
on the outskirts of Quito. They had finally arrived.

The immediate days and weeks after crossing the
border were a rush of activity for Rosa. She contacted
her sister-in-law to tell her that she had arrived with
the children and her sister-in-law promptly packed
up her belongings and moved to Quito from Guaya-
quil, where she had been working in a beauty salon.
The moment that Rosa’s sister-in-law and nephew
finally reunited was a joyous moment of normalcy
and peace for them all, but it was the beginning of
many changes for Rosa.

Having already lived in Ecuador for some time, Ro-
sa’s sister-in-law was fairly well-connected. Rosa
found work in Quito after only two days thanks to
these connections. Furthermore, the beauty salon
her sister worked at in Guayaquil had a second lo-
cation in Quito, and due to her positive references,
Rosa’s sister-in-law easily transferred to the Quito
location. This allowed the extended family to re-
main together again. In the beauty salon, Rosa’s sis-
ter-in-law could ask about openings at other nearby
salons. In practically no time at all, her sister-in-law
found a promising lead at a nearby beauty shop and
secured an interview for Rosa. Soon, the shop hired
Rosa at the going rate of $5 per month to braid hair,
with a minimal commission for each head of hair
that she braided.

Though Rosa hardly earned enough money to buy
food (much less pay rent), her new community
helped her get settled into her neighborhood and
begin integrating into the bustling city life of Quito.
Her landlady helped orient Rosa to the city, shared
resources, new job information, and tips about
her neighborhood. The people she worked with at
the salon were also helpful and shared advice and
meals. Her boss’s husband even bought lunch for
the salon staff every Saturday, which Rosa said was
indispensable for helping her get by. With the power
of her new community behind her, Rosa was able to
find a place to live, put her son in school, and work
to find some semblance of normalcy in her life. But
soon, her world turned upside down.

The community kindness that Rosa received upon
arriving in Quito would ultimately result in new
friendships that put her in danger of exploitation

and abuse. Rosa befriended her boss’s husband as
he continued to visit the salon on Saturdays to buy
lunch for the staff. At the same time, she was expe-
riencing problems trying to send what little money
she could back to Venezuela via Western Union. It
seemed reasonable to Rosa to ask her boss’s hus-
band for help. He agreed and accompanied Rosa to
the Western Union to help her make the transfer. As
Rosa says, “This was the start of a very bad situation
for me.”

The kindness that Rosa had received since arriving
in Quito also inspired jealousy. Upon learning that
her husband had accompanied Rosa to Western
Union, Rosa’s boss grew livid. She thought that their
outing had been more than platonic and fired Rosa.
“But my boss’s husband felt guilty, or perhaps he
was just compassionate,” Rosa said. He told her that
his mother owned a nearby restaurant. Even though
their friendship had created marital problems for
him, he helped Rosa find another working in his
mother’s restaurant.

Rosa’s experience of exploitation and abuse contin-
ued at the restaurant. The owner was unreasonable
and took advantage of Rosa “all of the time”. She
treated Rosa as a personal assistant rather than a
waitress and would call her at all hours of the day
to come to her home and give her massages, medi-
cal injections, and do household chores. She called
Rosa in to work at random hours and would some-
times ask her to wake up at 4:30 am or earlier to com-
mute to the restaurant. On these days, Rosa would
wake before dawn and make a school lunch for her
son, lay out his clothes, and get him ready for the
long commute to his school. He made this commute
every morning and afternoon, alone. Meanwhile,
Rosa worked from 6:00 am past 5:00 pm, meaning
she would get home after 8:00 pm as she lived far
away from the restaurant. As Rosa said, “this made
it impossible for me to care for my son, be a mother,
help him with schoolwork, make sure he was safe
coming home from school. I was always worried, but
[ had to work so we could eat and pay rent.”

Rosa continued to work at the restaurant despite
the abuse and affronts to her dignity that she suf-
fered there. The owner of the restaurant asked much
of her but did not trust her. Because Rosa had a set
of keys to the restaurant, the owner accused Rosa
of multiple small thefts. She asked Rosa to work all
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day without a break. She was asked to clean, wait
tables, shop, give massages —“everything,” Rosa
said with an exasperated sigh. The owner’s two sons
would visit the restaurant often. While it was always
a pleasure to see her old friend (the husband from
the hair salon), the owner had another son who was
cruel to Rosa. When he would come to the restaurant
when the owner was away, he would abuse Rosa as
she worked. “It was a nightmare,” Rosa said. But she
depended on the job to keep her son in school and
she felt that there was nothing she could do to get
help or report these events to the police. She tried
to be brave, but the abuse became unbearable. So,
Rosa made the difficult choice to leave Quito and
look for work elsewhere. She took her son with her
even though she feared that moving would disrupt
his education. Just months after arriving in Quito,
Rosa was gone.

Rosa’s brother (who had wired money when she
crossed the border) is a middle-class anesthesiolo-
gist in Loja, a town near Quito. He had some mon-
ey, though not much, and took Rosa and her son
in. Rosa hoped that her job search would be as fast
in Loja as it had been in Quito. But jobs were hard
to come by and her brother could only support her
and her son for so long. Meanwhile, the restaurant
owner who had exploited Rosa would not leave her
alone. Multiple times a week the owner would text
Rosa and beg her to come back, offering a pay raise.
When they finally offered her more than $200 per
month (still under the minimum wage in Ecuador,
but much more than she had earned previously),
she felt that she had no choice but to return to the
restaurant job. She begrudgingly returned, knowing
that even though she risked further exploitation, it
was her only means to survive. She also made the
heart-wrenching decision to leave her son behind in
Loja until she could earn enough money to send for
him. She wanted to have enough money to give him
a good life and felt that she had to get back on her
feet before she could be the caretaker her son need-
ed and deserved.

Soon enough, Rosa was back in Quito and working
at the restaurant she despised. Yet she soon discov-
ered that the promises the owner had made her (bet-
ter hours, higher pay) rang hollow. By the end of the
first pay period after her return, the restaurant did
not pay her more than $200 as they pledged to do.

In fact, they did not pay Rosa at all. Instead, they
charged her money for electricity and water, which
they accused her of leaving on carelessly after her
shifts ended. She saw her already meager paycheck
shrink even further and wondered if she would ever
be able to reunite with her son.

But Rosa had little time to react to her shrunken pay-
check before her situation became even more pre-
carious. Just as she returned to the restaurant, her
first job at the beauty salon returned to haunt her.
One night, while Rosa was alone at home after along
day at work, her former boss from the beauty salon
came to Rosa’s house. As Rosa told us, “She made
good on her threats and beat me, so hard, so much.”
Rosa woke up the next morning in terrible pain. She
had a huge bruise under her eye and a fractured arm
covered in cuts and scrapes on it. “My friend was
appalled at what his wife had done,” Rosa said. He
urged Rosa to file a police report on his wife and also
on his brother for the abuse she had suffered. Yet,
Rosa felt apprehensive about approaching the po-
lice. She was a migrant and hadn’t had success with
the police when abused in the past. Empowered by
her friend’s support, she decided to try. Her efforts
were fruitless. As Rosa filed the police report, the
police asked: “What nationality are you?” When she
told them that she was Venezuelan, they immedi-
ately lost interest and wouldn’t hear her complaint.
Even when her friend accompanied her to denounce
his own wife and brother, the police refused to lis-
ten. “There was nowhere for me to go,” Rosa said.
The situation had not improved, and Rosa was run-
ning out of options. She decided she would have to
try again but wouldn’t do it without her son. She
sent for him and put enrolled him, yet again, in a
school in Quito.

Her son rejoining her in Quito briefly lifted Rosa’s
spirits, but it did little to solve her problems. Rosa
lived far from the restaurant and took the bus each
day, where she continued to face discrimination for
her nationality. Once, two drunken men approached
her and shouted sexual and nationalist slurs at her.
Another time, she feared sexual assault while wait-
ing at a bus station. Rosa was almost at her breaking
point and wondered if she could continue to handle
the painful twists and turns of her life in Ecuador.
Her breaking point finally came when her son “dis-
appeared” while coming home from school. Hours
after the school day ended, Rosa still hadn’t received
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his call telling her he was home. She was nervous,
but was still at work. She begged her boss to let her
leave and search for her son, but she was told that if
she left her shift “there would be trouble”. Rosa felt
that no one cared about her at the restaurant, and
even after the beating and being lied to about pay,
no one would come to her aid. Her circle of friends,
whom she had relied on to start her life in Quito, had
left her. Rosa could only rely on herself. She decid-
ed in that moment to overcome her exploitation and
abuse, no matter the cost. She walked out the door.

It turned out that Rosa’s son had stayed after school
with a teacher and had forgotten to tell his mother.
He was safe, but “it was too late for me,” said Rosa.
With no restaurant job, Rosa began the job search
again. She had no references and couldn’t return to
her abusive former employer for a recommendation.
In fact, the restaurant owner went out of her way to
make Rosa’s life miserable. She slandered Rosa to
local business owners and told people she was an
untrustworthy thief. This made it difficult for Rosa
to get work again. She continued to receive threats
from her former boss at the hair salon, who had not
only renewed her threats against Rosa but had be-
gun to make new threats against Rosa’s young son.
For four months, despite tireless searching, Rosa
could not find work and started to sell goods on the
street in front of her son’s school. She only made
$25 to $30 on a good week. It was far from enough,
and being on the street put Rosa in danger of sexu-
al assault. Yet Rosa was committed to finding a way
out of her predicament on her own and refused to
be exploited by an employer again. The only way to
reclaim her life was to make her own rules and to be
her own boss.

Rosa told her brother that she had been blacklisted
by her community, neighborhood, and friends but
that she would overcome this. She asked her broth-
er to invest in her future with a small loan, and he
agreed. Rosa started looking for a space where she
could open a restaurant with her new boyfriend. The
couple found a rental space in the heavily Venezue-
lan La Florida neighborhood of Quito. Rosa’s brother
offered a $5,000 lump-sum loan through a one-time
Banco Pichincha bank transfer to help her open up
shop.

One of Rosa’s Venezuelan friends had a bank ac-
count, residency permit, and cedula (identity card),

which Rosa used to collect the transfer since she did
not yet have a cedula to access the bank herself. She
hired a local artist, a friend of hers from the coast of
Ecuador, to help her paint the murals on her walls.
In addition to the bright and cheery pictures of food,
the murals have words in both English and Spanish
because Rosa “[likes] both languages”. Rosa trans-
formed the store from bare to gleaming, with a shin-
ing chrome industrial grill and just enough space
in the front for a few small round tables. Here, cus-
tomers can escape the heat for a well-priced lunch
that reminds them of home. The checkout counter is
just low enough that Rosa can lean over and cheerily
chat with customers, taking their orders and prepar-
ing their meals a gusto (“to order”).

With the loan from her brother, Rosa could buy in-
gredients to make a menu (at the cost of $20 per
day), pay for the rental space ($380 per month),
and pay for her apartment’s rent (approximately
$170 per month) so that she and her son could final-
ly move closer to his school. In fact, her apartment
was around the corner from the restaurant. This
brought her commute down from two hours down
to two minutes. The loan allowed her to hire a small
staff — “el Gordito” and “el Flaquito” (the fat one and
the skinny one). She could even afford to let them
have decent vacation time and take time off when
they had family emergencies, something that she
could understand given her own experience. Things
were still challenging: she only made enough at the
restaurant to keep the lights on and pay for basic
necessities like rent. Without a bank account, Rosa
had to keep her money in a safe, which made her
feel uncomfortable. She told us that she was more
stressed than ever because she had more respon-
sibilities and people who depended on her while
also paying the rent, balancing the books, applying
for a cedula, helping her son with school, paying
her brother back through monthly wire transfers,
(though, she noted, she was in the process of open-
ing her own bank account through Banco JEP, which
does not require having a cedula) and being a moth-
er. But these were challenges she could control and
challenges that she welcomed.

Even with all of these new responsibilities, Rosa
sees her difficulties less as challenges and more as
opportunities to create something new and follow
her dreams. “The restaurant is my space,” Rosa em-
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phasized. “It is stressful to be the owner, but [ am the
jefa (boss), and I try to do the exact opposite of the
terrible things that happened to me as an employ-
ee.” At the restaurant, Rosa has cultivated a loyal
following of locals and Venezuelans alike. She takes
requests each day from her regulars on WhatsApp
and then goes to the store to buy what they want,
making their food to order with skill and pride. “I
know them,” Rosa said, “and the people always
keep coming back.” Rosa has created a new network
of friends, neighbors, and a community that now
congregates at her restaurant to get a taste of home
and to share stories.

“My main goal,” Rosa said, “is to novarme — to in-
novate and make this restaurant something new and
different. It is difficult to do this while being a moth-
er, helping with homework, and the rest. Sometimes
I feel horrible because I can’t be an entrepreneur and
a mother. It is hard to do both, and [I feel] like I am
never doing both adequately. I am hard on myself.”
Yet Rosa keeps thinking about the future after hav-
ing lived so long in “survival mode.” She wants her
son to go to secondary school somewhere far from La
Florida, where she fears there are too many drugs.
She wants him to go to college, though leaving him
again would “break her heart.” She wants to expand
her clients, expand her menu, try new things, grow
her staff, buy her apartment from her landlord, pay
off her loan to her brother, and open more bank ac-
counts. She is, for the first time in a long time, think-
ing about what is next.

But in the short-term, Rosa said, she was content to
enjoy La Florida — her “Little Venezuela.” She now
knows her neighbors, has friends, has fixed clients
that know her and trust her and love her food. She
smiled knowingly, a laugh on the top of her tongue.
Migrating was especially difficult for her, she told
us, as many other migrants were middle class in
Venezuela and she had been poor. It was hard for
her to navigate the many challenges she faced upon
arriving in Ecuador. “So, I am proud,” she finally
admitted, humbly but not without owning her suc-
cess. “Proud to have made it here and to finally be
the boss.”
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Part 6:
Financial Biographies
of Refugees in Kenya
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Still Alive

“The genocide took everyone I loved.”

Paul, forty years old, explained that things were good
when he was a child in Rwanda. His mother remarried
when he was young, so he grew up in his grandparents’
middle-class home. They had a big farm with crops and
livestock. There was so much nutritious food and milk
that he grew very quickly. His teachers used to even joke
that with his height, he could be the father of the other
students. It used to make him cry back then to stick out,
but looking back, he knows he was lucky. His father was
a chief and teacher in the village. Paul was his tenth and
youngest child and the first of five for my mother.

Everything was good for me until the violence of 1994.
Two of my uncles had gone to Burundi to encourage
refugees there to come home. When my uncles didn’t
come back home, we started to worry. Then we heard
their bodies were found outside of a school near the
border, on the Rwanda side. I knew I had to leave. I
grabbed a 30kg bag of groundnuts from my grandpar-
ents’ storeroom to take with me, hoping I could sell
them in the camp across the border in Burundi and
survive for some time. I sold the groundnuts for about
US$5, which only lasted a few days. But then we got
word that the camp was to be bombed. We found
someone willing to help us cross to Tanzania, but we
needed US$2 each for the trip, and we didn’t have it.

A friend and I decided we would secretly cross back
into Rwanda. The land near the border was fertile,
and we could harvest some cassava to sell and get
enough money to pay for our journey to Tanzania. It
was a risky plan. This area was being patrolled 24/7
by the Rwandan military. We walked for three hours
to the border and snuck across just after nightfall,
around 7:00 pm. While we were doing our harvesting,
we saw a military truck heading toward the river with
the lights off. Throughout the night we heard the cries
of people being attacked by the military for doing like
us, harvesting from these fields close to the border.
We were terrified at daybreak and hid, unsure of what
to do. Then, we started seeing others making their
way back to the river with their own sacks of harvest-
ed food and decided to try our luck. As we made our
way down to the river, we saw a man standing with

a blood-soaked machete and froze, terrified. He told
us to hurry down to the river. We didn’t ask questions
and kept running, unsure of what or whom he had
killed. At the river, there were no boats, but there were
fishermen on the other bank. As we surveyed the sit-
uation, we saw two men in uniforms with guns run-
ning our way. With no other choice, we jumped into
the river. Fishermen were shouting, trying to coach
us across: “Don’t lift your legs, just drag them in the
water!” I finally reached a boat, climbed in and hid in
the bilge. I was holding tightly to my harvest. It was
my ticket out of the camp.

Once we sold our goods, my friend and I left that camp
for Tanzania having paid our US$2 fee. I was leaving
my aunt behind. I didn’t have enough to finance her
journey or even leave her some pocket money. A week
later, that camp was bombed and destroyed.

The genocide took everyone I loved. Within a few
months, I lost my parents, many aunts and uncles,
and most of my siblings. My grandparents were not
killed, but they died within the year. They were al-
ready old, and it was so much stress.

In Tanzania, we first stopped at a UNHCR reception
center. I was hearing horrible things about the camp
in Tanzania, and while waiting to be moved, I decid-
ed to see if I could find work in that town. I found a
family who agreed to pay me US$2 per month to take
care of their cattle. I did that for about eight months,
until I decided to go ahead to the camp where I could
at least go to school.

[ settled in the camp with my new friends, three Bu-
rundians I met along the way. We hustled to make
ends meet selling beans, rice, and maize. It wasn’t
much, but it sustained me.

At 16, I became incredibly sick, shrinking from 67 to
38 kilos and suffering from diarrhea. A doctor joked
that I must have gotten HIV, though I knew it was im-
possible since I was still a virgin. The camp hospital
couldn’t figure out what was wrong and sent me to
a German-run hospital in another camp. There were
so many tests you would not believe, and finally they
discovered I had tuberculosis, but without the usual
coughing symptoms. They gave me a prescription for
medication and special foods, but I was so weak that
I couldn’t walk or even take myself to the washroom.
There was no one to take care of me back at my camp,
so I asked the hospital to help me find transport to
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another camp, where I heard my brother was staying.
There was no local transport, so one day they agreed
to let me ride with the ambulance driver who would
drop me after he took the hospital’s corpses for burial.
They loaded up the dead bodies with me on top. After
the burial, the driver helped me look for my brother,
and we found him after a couple of hours.

My brother was working for an NGO that ran a local
hospital. He arranged for me to stay at the hospital
and get therapy every day at the rehab center next
door. The staff were all so kind to me. What [ remem-
ber most is a woman who came to the hospital with
her son, who was about my age. Realizing that I was
an orphan and alone, she decided to look after me like
her own child. She fed me, showered me, helped me
to the washroom, and took me out into the sun. But
after two days her son—in the bed opposite my own—
died. She disappeared and I was an orphan again.

After several months, I was strong enough to leave. I
knew I had to go back to my own camp. I wasn’t reg-
istered here and couldn’t get most services. Plus, all
my friends were in the other camp, probably think-
ing I had died. My brother and I hadn’t been close. He
wasn’t reason enough to stay.

I carried some vegetables with me from the camp to
see if I could make a living selling them in the camp.
I had found something unique. These veggies are
prized by Rwandans and Burundians, but no one
else was selling them. The trouble was it was a 7-8
hour walk between the two camps, and refugees
were not allowed to be traveling. I had to risk it for
survival, making two or three trips per week. These
long walks helped me fully regain my strength. Soon
I was strong and making money. Things looked
much more hopeful.

The calm did not last. In December, the Tanzanian
government announced a forced repatriation of refu-
gees, and the refugee leaders declared that they would
not go back. They started a mass movement almost
overnight, all of us walking towards Kenya. The Tan-
zanian military came out in force. There were heavily
armed vehicles and helicopters meant to intimidate
us. No one condemned this. They just echoed the line
that all these people—almost half a million of us—
were genocidaires planning an invasion of Rwanda.
Many people died along the way. It was horrific to see
wild animals devouring human remains.

After a week of walking, we were surrounded by the
military near the border of Rwanda at Rusomo. When
my group reached Benako, I decided to part and try to
find my way towards my former camp. I ran through
the forest and when I reached the camp, I hid myself
among the Burundian community, because at some
point, though I was Rwandese, I'd been registered as
a Burundian and had a Burundian ration card. The
friends I stayed with knew my identity, but still pro-
tected me. Things calmed down after about a month
and Rwandan refugees were reinstated.

A few months later, everyone in our camp was relo-
cated, and that’s when I started going to school again.
[ entered into Form 1, the first year of high school. I
had to support myself at the same time, so I would
borrow a bicycle to run as a taxi after school and on
weekends, making about US$0.40 per day.

I started longing for a supernatural force to take
over my life. I had a neighbor who invited me to his
church. When I thought about the worth of my life
and the fact that I was still alive, I realized God had
been gracious with me. I surrendered and became a
born-again Christian.

As I turned 18, I developed an urge for a change. I
learned that there was a French curriculum school
run by Burundian refugees in Kenya and made up my
mind to go. I started saving more from my bicycle taxi
and saved up US$30 for a guide and bus fare to get
to Nairobi. It took us three days to reach Nairobi, and
when I asked my guide for directions to the Adventist
church, he refused. He said his work was done, and I
was to sort myself out from there.

So I started asking around. I knew God’s people
couldn’t turn me away. The first person I asked for
help actually took me to the Ministry of Defense! The
soldiers were shocked to see me and locked the gate.
But even before I could explain myself, some well-
dressed man asked where I was going and offered to
help. He asked me if I was coming from Kisii (Western
Kenya). I wasn’t sure why he was asking, so I said yes.
By that time my Kiswahili was good enough to blend
in thanks to all those years in Tanzania. He walked
me all the way to the church gate. The pastor agreed
to ask the church board for support and gave me di-
rections to the school and US$8 to buy food. Back
then, in 1999, it was enough money to last about two
weeks.
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At the school I found some familiar faces, including
some Burundian young men who I’d known back in
the camp. These friends hosted me for a time until a
church elder and women’s ministry leader began to
look out for me. They treated me like family, making
sure my needs were covered. The church board also
eventually helped pay for fees, which were US$35
per term. I also set up a small kiosk selling water,
soft drinks, and snacks to other students. I got about
US$70 per month from this, which I used on the rent
(US$20) for my one room house, food, and other ex-
penses.

I finally finished school in 2006 and started apply-
ing for French teaching jobs. I got several clients as a
French tutor and was charging about US$2-5 per ses-
sion, which was bringing me US$70-200 per month.
With this work happening, I needed a bank account.
I didn’t have a full ID at that point, so I went to Ref-
ugee Affairs and asked for a letter to the bank man-
ager giving me permission to open an account. They
gave me the letter, and I added my ID details later. It
is much harder to get a bank account now.

As I was earning, I moved to a better neighborhood,
near Kilimani, where I started paying US$40-60 per
month. I started a side hustle ordering from Con-
go batches of clothing costing US$500 each, then
selling them at office buildings. I could earn about
US$250 in profit from each batch. But, after the ter-
rorist attacks in Nairobi security checks at offices
had become more routine, this became harder to do.
I did a one-year training in interpretation and trans-
lation in 2008, and that helped me get some new jobs
doing translation for companies and conferences.

This income was really good, and that made me
think it might be possible to go to university. The
fees of US$1500 per semester but I thought I might
be able to afford them. I saw a light on the horizon
and felt like maybe there was a reason I had survived
all those dark times. I applied for a programme in
community development in 2009. I paid my first
term fees with income from a translation job that
had brought in US$3000. But the second semester,
I couldn’t pay all the fees. I asked for help and the
Financial Aid office, trying to be patient. I missed
a whole year of classes, but then, out of the blue, I
was notified that an anonymous donor paid my fees
and arranged work study plus a stipend of US$30 per

month. I studied and helped out in the library and
with administrative work until graduation in 2015.

I went back to my part time contracts doing inter-
pretation and translation. The pay can range from
UUS$500—2000 per gig. Most of the work was for in-
terpretation at conferences, and all of that stopped
with Covid-19. I tend to live on debt and pay it off as
soon as I get a job. I've tried some other things, too,
like food delivery and even a bakery.

Once I was in Mombasa interpreting for a confer-
ence, and the more I looked at the place, the more
it seemed I could start a business there. There were
some other refugees from Burundi and Rwanda, and
we were thinking we could start a bakery making
bread with Rwandan technology. I put in US$2000
and others put in about US$5000 for this project. At
first, things were good. We were the only ones sell-
ing this kind of product. But with time, the workers
started their own bakeries and trained people to
do what we did. We started facing challenges and
brought in a new manager. But the new manager put
the business into debt to our Somali suppliers. I've
been in Mombasa for six months trying to work out a
solution. We’re getting close.

It’s not official, but I've now had a Kenyan partner for
ten years, and we have two kids. It’s a long time to be
apart. My partner isn’t working, so through this pan-
demic, things have been really difficult. There is no
translation work, and I have to pay rent in two cities.

Ideally, I would earn a living from community devel-
opment work. That’s my training from the university.
Some friends and I have started a Community-Based
Organization (CBO) in Nairobi meant to empower
refugees. We want people to be restored and to be
made happy again. We’ve been trying to partner
with other organizations to get some more programs
up and running for urban refugees, including train-
ing other CBOs to become more professional. At the
moment, I’'m just a volunteer, but we hope we’ll be
able to get enough funding to cover administrative
costs.

There has to be a reason I'm alive, a reason God has
led me to this place and given me these gifts. I think
this work could be the reason I survived.
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Doing My Best

“They called us The Lost Boys of Sudan.”

Achol was the oldest of twelve children. His father raised
cattle for a living, and his mother was a farmer. His fami-
ly’s life was a typical life until civil war broke out in Sudan
in 1987. Achol was only ten.

You might have heard about the Sudanese civil war
that ripped through my homeland, killing 2.5 million
of my countrymen. You might have read about us or
seen a movie about us. We were famous for a while
though we didn’t know it. They called us The Lost
Boys of Sudan.

My name is Achol, and I was born in 1978 in Bor,
South Sudan. I was ten years old in 1987 when civil
war broke out in Sudan and decided to leave home.
You might be asking yourself: why would a ten-year-
old boy leave his family behind and set out on his
own? But it was something that happened all the
time. Young men and boys were known to leave
home in search of opportunities or if there was a cri-
sis. They would travel in packs for security, ranging
in age from 7 to 17, and go to the neighbouring towns
where they would stay for up to three months before
going back home. On the day that I left, I had little
inkling of what lay ahead of me.

We numbered in the thousands; some estimates put
us at 20,000. We trekked through the wilderness. All
we knew was that we needed to get to Ethiopia. One
by one, the boys started to drop off. Dehydration,
extreme hunger, and even wild animals that preyed
upon those who were too weak to escape. Sometimes
we ate mud or drank our own urine just to stay alive.
It was brutal. I wanted to turn back, go home, but I
was already too far out. The days bled into each oth-
er; the sun the only sign that a new day had begun.

By the time we got to Ethiopia, we had covered a dis-
tance of 1000 miles. In Panyudo, while the animals
no longer hunted us, new challenges replaced the
old ones. Many more boys succumbed to malaria,
yellow fever, and diarrhea. I remember being sick for
six months straight. The makeshift hospital had no
beds, and there were severe shortages of medicine.

We laid on the ground or under the trees waiting for
death. Much to my amazement, I survived. Some-
how my body found a way to beat whatever was ail-
ing me. Without much food available, the boys had
to figure out how to eat. There was a river next to the
camp, so we made fishing hooks, then went down to
the river each day to catch fish. A fish sold for around
3 cents which was just enough to buy a meal or a
new shirt to replace a worn one. No fish, however,
meant no food.

Some days [ would sit alone with my thoughts, won-
dering why life was so cruel. Did my family think of
me, or did they assume I was dead? Were they alive
or dead? Had I made a mistake in leaving home?
But being subsumed by hypotheticals was a luxury
I didn’t have; it all came down to survival. For three
months, we fended for ourselves, some days being
fruitful, other days not. Then the UNHCR appeared
almost like a dream. The aid workers put up a hospi-
tal, schools, shelter, and provided food. The security
also improved, and for the first time in a long time, I
didn’t worry about dying.

In 1991, our lives were upended again when Ethio-
pia experienced its own political crisis, which led
to war. The agency workers withdrew, leaving us on
our own once again. Fearing for our lives, we left the
camp and ran towards home. With the heavy rains
pounding the area, it took us a week to get to Pocha-
la in South Sudan. But we were simply wandering
in and out of war zones. In one place we stayed six
months then fled to another where we stayed five
months. When that area was captured, we fled to-
wards Kenya. Many boys were Killed in the crossfire
and aerial bombardment that specifically targeted
us. I didn’t know why we were being targeted. We
stayed in Lokichoggio for five months then we were
transferred to Kakuma in mid-1992. I had become
accustomed to the idea that peace was fragile. You
couldn’t bank on it because it could disappear just
as quickly as you could blow out a candle.

[ was now 14 years old but had grown up very quick-
ly. I had experienced so much hardship, but life
marched on and it was up to me to keep up with it. I
got into farming out of necessity. I didn’t know how
to farm, but my desire to do something was stronger
than my fear of failure. I talked to the agency officials
who ran the camp and was allocated a small plot of

m_

VOLUME Il FINANCIAL BIOGRAPHIES OF PEOPLE COPING WITH NEW SURROUNDINGS



FEBRUARY 2022

land where I planted collard greens and okra, which
I then sold to camp residents. The food rations that
were distributed to the households were not enough
to meet their needs, so [ had a ready market. With no
formal banking system, I built a wooden savings box
where I stored my money. I made about $12 a week,
spending $2, and saving the rest. I also enrolled in
school, so during the day I would attend my class-
es then after, tend to my farm. My farming business
was the one good thing that came out of all the dark-
ness [ had been through.

The other good thing was in 1995 when my family
arrived in Kakuma. As happy as I was to be reunited
with them, I was saddened to learn that four of my
sisters had since died. They had been killed in the
civil war in 1991. My family stayed in the camp until
1999 then returned to South Sudan. I stayed behind
because I was in school and finishing that was very
important to me. I knew I would miss them, but it was
enough to know that they were alive. Farming attract-
ed a lot of entrants and with time became competitive.
There was a common well where we sourced our wa-
ter. Many times, when I would go after school, I would
find the water had run out. My crops suffered, as did
my income, now earning just $5.60 a week, less than
half of what I was earning before. But I had to keep
going. This business is what kept me in school, is
what gave me purpose. I completed secondary school
in 2004 and went full-time into farming. By then, I
had saved $5000, which I used as capital to set up a
shop within the camp. Business was good until 2008
when repatriation of South Sudanese refugees began.
Peace, at last, had come to our homeland. Many of
these refugees were my customers, so when they left,
the farm and shop folded. A part of me was excited
about the future that South Sudan held for us. My
countrymen who had fled to all corners of the world
were returning to be part of this new country; to help
rebuild and restore it.

But I decided to stay in Kakuma rather than return
home. I had made something of my life in the camp
and was not ready to abandon it just yet. I had also
met a lovely lady and our plans to marry were mov-
ing ahead. My parents and brothers were living in
Bor at the time, so I left the work of dowry negotia-
tions to them. They delivered sixty cows to my wife’s
family thus cementing our union. I finally had the
companionship I had desired, no longer the little
lost boy of Sudan.

I sometimes wondered if I should go home, but like
all the times before, peace didn’t last. By 2013, the
unity government was unraveling. My father was
killed that year as violence again erupted. I was re-
lieved to be safe in the camp with my wife.

I enrolled in a course in pharmacy that was offered
by the IRC. It was a six-month course which kept me
busy and engaged my mind. Later in 2015, I saw a job
advertisement for a South Sudanese interpreter to
work with the UNHCR. I applied for the position and
got it. Now, five years on, I'm still working as an in-
terpreter and am the proud father of three children.
I earn $60 a month, which is not a lot of money, but
we make it work.

At 41 years of age, I have been living as a refugee
for 29 years. Kakuma is my home. Though life in
the camp is chockful of challenges, at least there
is peace. Here, my children, who are in Class 5, 3,
and 1, can go school which is much more than I had
when I was their age. I worry though about their fu-
ture: how they will be able to advance themselves
academically because I don’t make a lot of money?
There are not too many opportunities for profession-
al growth here in the camp. Unless I get into some
other business, I have to contend with my meagre
salary for now. I don’t have a bank account, so I use
my M-PESA account to buy food and general sup-
plies. When I first learned to use it, I felt how in-
credibly empowering technology could be. I thought
back to my wooden savings box and how much life
had changed since then.

The schools have closed now because of the pan-
demic, so my children are at home with their moth-
er. They enjoy going to school, and the boredom
at home is wearing on them. If they were in South
Sudan, perhaps they would visit their grandmother
or cousins like children often do. They don’t have a
good opinion of their homeland, a fact that saddens
me. I wonder how much South Sudan has changed
since I was last there as a boy. I talk to my mother
and brothers every chance I get, though not as fre-
quently as I would like. I cling on to life as hard as
I can though there are many times I have wanted to
give up. I made it somehow, and as long as there is
life in me, then I shall do my best to live it.
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Somewhere to Belong

“Run! Run as fast as you can!”

Didas’ family lived in North Kivu province in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo. He and his three siblings en-
joyed a happy childhood with parents who worked hard
to ensure a comfortable life for them. They owned huge
tracts of fertile land growing all kinds of food crops as well
as raising cattle. Meat was a staple diet for the Banyam-
ulenge, which is the community he belongs to, so many
families owned huge herds. In 1994, when he was six
years old, his life changed forever.

When the genocide broke out in neighbouring
Rwanda in 1994, the Banyamulenge, who are eth-
nic Tutsis, also became targets of armed militias. In
North Kivu, we were viewed as outsiders who took
opportunities away from the indigenous communi-
ties and therefore had to be eliminated. So in that
same year, the Mai-Mai militia attacked our villages,
killing many and forcing survivors to flee before tak-
ing over their lands. We had no prior warning on the
day we were attacked. My father, cousins, aunts, and
grandparents were killed. I remember the screams,
the fear written on my mother’s face. “Run! Run as
fast as you can!” She shouted to us. I didn’t know
where to run to. There was a huge crowd of people
fleeing for their lives and I was swept away by it. I be-
came separated from my mother and siblings, never
to see them again.

All around me I could hear children crying. I tried
to fight back my own tears, but it was no use. I was
afraid of what would happen to me. Who would look
out for me? Were the Mai-Mai going to come after
us? The adults hardly spoke as we ran. It seemed
they were consumed by worry. From Bunagana,
we made our way to Kampala, then Jinja. We made
camp wherever we could, staying a few days in an
area doing manual jobs for the locals in exchange
for food or money. By this time, | had connected with
a few young people from my village, and we stuck
with each other. We talked about seeking asylum in
Kenya even though we didn’t know what the process
entailed. Many of the Ugandans we encountered
were sympathetic towards us having seen a constant
stream of Congolese refugees passing through their

towns over the years and offered us food and water.
We were, however, easy targets for thugs who robbed
us frequently or worse, raped the women.

A month after we had fled our home, our large group
arrived at the Kenyan border in Busia. We immedi-
ately announced where we were from and our inten-
tion to seek asylum in Kenya. It was as if the Kenyans
had been expecting us because we were registered
immediately then informed that we would be trans-
ferred to Nairobi. By the third day, the anxiety was
palpable. We were still holed up in Busia and there
was no clear indication of when we would be trans-
ferred to Nairobi. I joined a group of boys who band-
ed together and decided secretly to head for Nairobi
on our own. It was a grueling journey that took three
weeks. By the time we arrived, our legs were swol-
len. Because a group of seven young boys was likely
to draw a lot of unwanted attention, we split up and
went our separate ways. We were swallowed up by
the city. I would never see those boys again.

[ walked around aimlessly with no real plans or idea
of what I'd do next. At some point, I found myself in
Gikomba, one of the largest open-air markets in the
city. There was a group of young boys huddled up to-
gether who looked like they were the same age as me
so I sidled up to join them. When they noticed me,
they asked who I was and what [ wanted. I didn’t an-
swer, I didn’t understand Kiswahili and regardless,
I couldn’t tell them. The next minute they were on
top of me, I covered by head to protect myself from
the kicks and punches. They left me lying on the
ground, moaning from the pain. I stood and limped
off to the sidewalk.

The beatings went on for a few more days as I tried
to join them again and again. Something in me told
me that my ticket to survival was with these boys.
Finally, they accepted me. When I learned that they
robbed people, especially women who couldn’t fight
back, or begged for food that was being discarded
from restaurants, it was hard to accept that this was
going to be my life too; a far cry from where I had
come from. At night we slept by the Nairobi River
under plastic sheeting. It was cold and there was al-
ways the risk of being rounded up by the police or
being attacked by older boys.

I lived on the streets for about eleven years, surviv-
ing on begging, stealing, or selling waste plastic bot-
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tles to recyclers. I would see children my age going
back and forth from school, which saddened me, be-
cause I felt trapped in my situation. I thought about
my siblings from time and time, wondering if they
were doing better or worse than me.

One day, a stranger came up to me and offered me a
different life. I don’t know what he saw in me, there
were many boys and young men like me in a sim-
ilar situation and he could have approached any
of them. He told me he had a farm in Nyeri where
I could work as his caretaker. The idea of working
on a farm brought back memories of my years on my
family farm. I didn’t hesitate, even though I didn’t
know where Nyeri was or whether this man’s inten-
tions were good. When I got to Nyeri, it was like he
said. There were animals to feed, water, and gener-
ally look after. He didn’t pay me but provided room,
board, and everything else that I needed. It was
more than I had had in a long time. I would never
again return to the streets if I could help it. I lived on
the farm for two years then moved in with another
family doing the same kind of work of tending to the
farm or animals.

After three years, I was able to secure a paying job
earning $30 a month. I moved back to Nairobi in
2010 with the idea of starting a business. Before I
could go into business, I needed to sort out my legal
status. I went to the Refugee Affairs Secretariat office
in Shauri Moyo, was interviewed then issued with a
temporary document to allow for transfer to Kakuma
refugee camp in Turkana. I had no intention of go-
ing to Kakuma. I had heard enough stories about the
place to know that life was difficult there. Despite
the hardship I had been through living in the streets,
I was going to take my chances in Nairobi. For bet-
ter or for worse, it had become my home. After my
temporary documents expired, I knew I would get in
trouble with the police if I was arrested, so I went the
police station and reported that I had lost my docu-
ments. I now show the police report when I’'m asked
for identification.

With $60 from my savings, I started a powdered de-
tergent distribution business. It was a modest en-
terprise bringing in $35 in profits per month, but I
was happy. A year into the business, I had saved up
$400. 1 didn’t have official identification documents
a bank of M-PESA account were not options. Instead,

[ kept the money in the house, that way, it would be
safe from robbers or the police.

One day, when I came home from the market, my
roommate was not there. The radio and mattress
we shared were also missing. My gut told me that
something was wrong. I quickly went to check the
place where I hid my money, and it was all gone too.
I knew then that he had taken it because he was the
only person who knew where my hiding place was.
[ was devastated. During the year that we had lived
together, he gave no indication that he was untrust-
worthy. He was like a beloved brother to me. His
disappearance brought on a new challenge as well.
Without his contribution, I now was now solely re-
sponsible for the rent, and there was a great danger
that I would end up on the streets again.

I had to act fast. I went to the wholesale shop where
I bought the detergent and asked for a credit facil-
ity to allow me to procure the soap and pay later. I
got stock worth $15 and made a down payment of
$10 with the balance to be paid once I had sold my
stock. In the meantime, I slept on the floor in my
apartment, and it was a month before I was able to
buy a mattress for $25. As soon as I was able to, I
stopped selling detergents and switched to hawking
shoes in Nairobi’s streets. The returns were better
with monthly profits of about $50. After six months
of this, I switched to selling mobile phone accesso-
ries which brought me $70 a month.

Soon, a lot more people were selling mobile phone
accessories and my profit margins began to shrink. I
continued working and saving money even as I start-
ed looking for something else. I talked to a few peo-
ple within the refugee community, asking if anyone
knew about any opportunities and in a few weeks, I
received a call about a job opening in a bakery. The
job was in Mombasa and the business was ran by a
Congolese man who had arrived in Kenya as a ref-
ugee years before I did. I was assured that no prior
experience was necessary, and I would learn every-
thing on the job, so I moved to Mombasa.

My days would start very early in the morning and
go into the late afternoon, but I enjoyed my work.
I earned $70 a month, gaining a lot of experience
along the way. After a year of working and saving
money, I felt ready to try my hand at running my own
bakery. [ was confident that I had the right skills and
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motivation to succeed but unfortunately that was
not enough. I didn’t have the right packaging for my
products and the customers didn’t come. I ran out of
money and closed the business. Though I was disap-
pointed in the outcome, I took it in stride. I had no
regrets about getting into the business. I knew there
would be challenges, but the experience gained was
invaluable. A few months into my unemployment, a
friend of mine who knew that I was looking for a job
connected me with another bakery that was looking
for someone to train their workers. With my past
experience, I was a perfect fit so I took on the job,
earning $4 per day to train employees on all aspects
of baking. This was in June of 2016. Six months later,
in January 2017, I moved to another bakery earning
$5 per day.

I was in Nairobi for a friend’s wedding in June 2017
when I met a lovely lady who was also a refugee
from Congo. I got to talking to her and learned that
we came from the same area in North Kivu. After the
wedding, we kept in touch and our friendship de-
veloped into a relationship. In 2020, we decided to
move in together. We didn’t have enough money for
a wedding ceremony and with no family members,
we had a small ceremony with a handful of friends.
I wish I could have asked my wife’s father for his
blessing as is tradition; I wish my father and uncles
could have escorted me to her house as went to pay
dowry; I wish my mother and aunties would have
been there to ululate as we exchanged our vows.

We live in Mombasa and like me, my wife’s legal
documents have also expired. We are waiting for the
government to lift the movement restrictions put in
place to contain the Covid-19 pandemic so we can
travel to Nairobi to renew our documents. Once that
happens, we plan to apply for resettlement in Aus-
tralia.

My life is a lot better now. With my work, I'm able to
pay rent, buy food and take care of my wife. My ex-
periences, though deeply traumatizing, helped me
develop a fearless spirit at an early age. I still think
about my family; It’s hard not to. If my mother and
siblings are alive, I pray that they are thriving. I hope
they are not in a refugee camp. Thankfully, with my
wife by my side, I'm no longer alone.
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Adversity Makes You
Stronger

A Somali man never gives up reuniting with his
mother.

Hassan was born in Mogadishu, the youngest child in a
family of nine. He has few memories of Mogadishu, hav-
ing lived there for only a short time. What he does know
of that life is what he’s been told. His mother is a high
school graduate who worked with the postal service and
his father was a driver. His father never went to school, but
his lack of education was not an impediment. He went on
to start a restaurant business and was able to support us
and the extended family.

When the civil war broke out, my mother, my sisters,
and I fled to Kenya, leaving my father and older broth-
er behind. I later learned that it was not safe for men
to escape with women because the armed rebels had
set up several check points along the route where
they forced fleeing civilians to identify what tribe they
were from. If you told the truth, there was a high prob-
ability that you would be killed, which is what hap-
pened to many men and boys. The surviving women
and girls, having no form of protection, making the
journey alone, were often robbed, raped, and some
killed. Life there was harrowing; the refugees faced
extreme hunger and disease with many dying.

Months later, some went back to Somalia while my
family relocated to another town along the Ken-
ya-Somali border. Most of the families in the area
were desperately poor, living in small traditional
houses like they used to back in Somalia. Having
been thrust into the role of provider, my mother set
up a miis (small shop) selling groceries as a means
of supporting the family. Sometimes mother’s store
would run out of stock, and she would have to close
for weeks or several months on end. My wonderful
uncles did what they could to help get the shop run-
ning again or ensure that we had food. We didn’t go
to school; we couldn’t afford it so reciting the Qu-
ran became the extent of my education.

[ was not more than eight years old when my mother
fell ill. She needed to go back to Mogadishu for treat-
ment. Because she couldn’t take us with her, my sib-
lings were dispatched to various relatives who lived
close by. Being the youngest, we talked about going
to Mogadishu together or going to live with my fa-
ther, who by the way, [ hadn’t seen in years. I decid-
ed to go and live with my father. I didn’t know then,
that as I said goodbye to my mother, that would be
the last time I’d be seeing her. Maybe if I had gone
with her, my life would have turned out differently.
My mother’s friends took charge of me and together
we travelled to Mandera where my father and broth-
er had settled. Arriving in Mandera, I didn’t know
what to expect. My father was still working as a driv-
er and, incidentally, he had a new family. He didn’t
have enough money to send us to school, so I contin-
ued studying the Quran.

Later, two of my older sisters joined us and together
with my older brother, we moved in with my grand-
mother. To take care of the family, my grandmother
reared and sold chickens and goats as well as selling
clothes. Others started pitching in as well. My broth-
er learned tailoring from my aunts and uncles who
ran the business, my aunt apprenticed at a pharma-
cy before getting a job in a local pharmacy in the
area, and another uncle sold second-hand clothes.
Our lives began to improve with all these income
streams, guaranteeing us at least two meals a day,
tuition at an informal school, and more Quran les-
sons. We all lived together in the same compound
with my grandmother the matriarch holding us all
together. With all this family around me, I didn’t
miss my parents that much.

As we grew older, my siblings enrolled in a formal
school, and I stayed back at the informal school
while training to become a tailor. I was able to pay
my tuition once I started making some money work-
ing as a tailor. My siblings often talked about our
mother, wondering where she was. My older sister
saved up enough money from her job as a tutor that
she could travel to Somalia in search of her. My
sister was gone a long time and there was no word
from her so my brother went to Somalia to look for
her too. He found out that she had gotten married
and had been unable to locate our mother. He re-
turned just as my other sister was making her own
plans for marriage.
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After a few months, I left the tailoring job to work in
a restaurant, then left that to work as a poster man.
The work involved using the radio to broadcast mes-
sages from people who were looking for their rela-
tives in hopes of reunification. How much I made
depended on my employer’s generosity. I was earn-
ing between 50 cents to $1 per day while working
as a poster man, which was about the same when I
worked in tailoring and the restaurant. I took plea-
sure in my work; it took me to places I'd never been
to, and I met new people all the time. Then of course
there was the added bonus of being part of a family’s
reunification story. Those happy endings renewed
my own hope that the same would happen to me and
I would be with my mother again. Every once in a
while, messages would come through from women
who had the same name as my mother. I wondered
if they were her although I was afraid to ask them, if
they had a son they were looking for, whether that
son was me.

One day a woman got in touch with me via email
who I believed was my mother but later, after a lot
of correspondence between us, it turned out that
she wasn’t and my heart broke. The first time I heard
from my mother was through a recorded message
she made and passed on to someone who was trav-
eling back from Somalia. I could hardly believe it.
We started exchanging emails and continue to so
occasionally.

I developed an interest in computers and through a
friend, I started volunteering at a cyber-café even as
I continued my job at the radio station. I worked as
a secretary of sorts, helping elderly customers who
were not computer savvy write documents. I still
had an interest in going to school but also need-
ed to continue working. I was earning between 50
cents and $2 at the cyber-café and sometimes a little
more in tips. I talked to my employer about letting
me work part time and when he said no to that, I
asked for a raise, a request he also declined. With
that, I left the job at the cyber-café, going back to
my job as a poster man while enrolled in informal
school. Our town was, however, prone to attacks and
the rising insecurity drove people away. I went back
to the restaurant where I often worked late into the
evening. For over seven months, I saved up $7, keep-
ing my expenses to a minimum by making sure I ate
at the restaurant. I also helped my father financially
from time to time.

Around mid-2006, I used my savings to travel
to Dadaab where I connected with my uncle who
was working as a block leader at the camp and en-
rolled in school. My uncle was well respected with-
in the refugee community because of his advocacy
work. However, his work ruffled feathers to the ex-
tent that on one occasion, he was viciously attacked
and badly injured. We reported the matter to the po-
lice and the case was moved to court with my uncle
being awarded about $10,000 in damages which the
perpetrator was required to pay. The men however
decided to resolve the matter out of court through
the customary Somali system though I don’t know
what the outcome was.

Up until 2011, when I was finishing high school, I'd
see my uncle’s attacker around the camp. He was
always trying to intimidate or threaten me because
of the way I had helped my uncle report the case to
the police. Because of threats to his safety, my uncle
didn’t stay much longer after that, moving his family
to Kakuma. I stayed on to finish school then got a job
soon after earning $55 per month. I worked for about
seven months and was able to save $150. I made
plans to move to Kakuma but first I took a detour to
Nairobi in search of a better job.

I spent about a year in Nairobi working as a shop-
keeper earning $60 a month when I started, to be-
tween $140 and $170 by the end of that first year. I
lived with friends, paying my share of the rent and
utilities. During that time, I was thinking about en-
rolling in evening classes so I could improve my com-
puter skills and also take driving lessons. With good
work and good pay, things were looking up for me
until my refugee status documents and my work per-
mit expired. I toyed with the idea of staying in Nairo-
bi and continuing to work covertly, but it was risky.
If arrested, I could be sent to Dadaab or deported to
Somalia. The only things waiting for me in Dada-
ab were poverty and insecurity. It was a difficult de-
cision but when you are a refugee there’s a constant
reminder of how little power you have. Kakuma was
my best bet because at least my uncle was there so I
would be with family. It was several months before
I got a job but when I finally did, I worked for an aid
agency earning $40 a month which later increased
to $55. I supplemented my income by working for
another agency for about six months earning $30 a
month.
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Later, I dropped one of the jobs and enrolled into
a training institute to become an English language
trainer. I then teamed up with my cousin to offer free
language classes in the community. I worked with
several organizations on short term jobs where I
received pay that barely covered my expenses, and
sometimes my brother would send me some money
to see me through the month.

In general, the jobs with research organizations
paid better but they were short-term contracts often
lasting three weeks at a time. In one organization I
made $110 working as an interpreter and in another
$40 for eleven days working as research assistant. I
also put in an application to be resettled in the Unit-
ed States, but the process was put on hold. The in-
coming Trump Administration was making drastic
changes to the US Immigration Policy that among
other things, affected refugee admissions and re-
settlement. I travelled to Nairobi because I was un-
well, staying with friends for nine months during my
treatment while also trying to regularize my refugee
status documents. Unable to renew my paperwork, I
returned to Kakuma in December 2019.

[ started the Kakuma READ Project with a friend, an
initiative with three program areas: an adult litera-
cy program, a weekly podcast raising awareness on
Covid-19, and community health and development.
We are raising awareness of the challenges experi-
enced by vulnerable groups within the refugee com-
munity like women, girls, and persons living with
disabilities. We are also highlighting the impact the
Covid-19 on refugees. We still have a lot of work ahead
of including building support and attaining commu-
nity buy-in. The position is voluntary so I'm looking
for a job. I want to support my family even though
employment opportunities for refugees are scarce.
I'm living with my uncle and cousin who offer both
emotional and financial support, even with their
limited resources. As for my mother, she was living
in Yemen but the protracted civil war there forced
her to move to Egypt. I don’t know if or when I’ll be
able to see her.
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For Now, We Wait

“I can’t help but wonder what lies ahead.”

"Suleiman was born into a large family and was sent to
live with his grandmother in the countryside when he was
only two. Her family was nomadic, never settling in any
one place for too long, which meant that Suleiman didn't
go to school during that time.

My mother was the second of four wives and I the
fourth of her nine children. We all lived in the cap-
ital city where my father held various jobs. When I
was two years old, my parents thought it would be
good for me to go and live with my grandmother in
the countryside. Their rationale was that living in
the countryside would expose me to new experi-
ences and prepare me for the world. I don’t know if
it’s possible for a two-year-old to have that level of
awareness of their surroundings or the world they
live in, but since I had no say, I went off to live with
my grandmother. When I was five, I returned to the
city to live with my parents and enrolled in madras-
sa at the end of 2001.

Meanwhile, my father was in the transport busi-
ness. He owned a truck which he used to ferry goods
across the country. The money he made was barely
enough to support his large family. He was, after all,
responsible for housing, utilities, healthcare, edu-
cation, and everything else in between. The govern-
ment at that time did not provide any type of social
services. My mother, being mindful of the immense
pressure her hushand was under, decided to talk to
him about starting her own business. With his finan-
cial support, she opened a store selling food stuffs
and milk to the locals. This worked out very well
and for a while, our family was thriving, that is until
disaster hit; my father was robbed of his truck and
lost his livelihood. He had to turn to his brother who
lived in the UK who, to sustain us, would wire him a
monthly remittance.

My mother’s business continued uninterrupted al-
lowing us to keep our heads above water. Father
then got this idea to venture into fishing and in 2002,
moved to Hobyo, a coastal town. He started out
small, with a few fishing boats, then grew the busi-

ness steadily as his profits increased. As the busi-
ness flourished, so did our family. Some of us chil-
dren were able to go to school for the first time. Life
was good again. At the beginning of 2006, just as he
was basking in the success of his business, as storm
hit the coast and my father lost most of his boats. He
couldn’t secure a loan from the bank to replace the
boats and his savings were not enough to buy new
ones. He returned home a broken man, reaching out
to his brother once again for help. I saw what the
loss did to him, and I wished there was something
I could do to lift his spirits. Mother kept on with her
business. Father’s setback was but a bump in the
road and she ensured that we had a roof over our
heads and food on the table.

Around the same time, a loose network of Islam-
ic courts known as the Islamic Courts Union (ICU),
gained control of Mogadishu from a group of war-
lords who had been running the city. The skirmishes
between the ICU and the locals turned the city into a
dangerous place and mother was forced to close her
store. We had to leave the area to find a safer place
to stay. Without any source of income, we children
dropped out of school. Towards the end of the year,
the international community stepped in, sending
military intervention to support the transitional So-
mali government. Government forces with the help
of regional governments were able to defeat the ICU
and take back control of most of the city. But the ICU
was not completely gone and continued to fight into
mid-2007. Staying in Mogadishu became untenable,
and we moved into a camp on the city outskirts. We
received some assistance from humanitarian orga-
nizations that were supporting internally displaced
persons with food aid, basic healthcare, and some
shelter. The support, however, was irregular and
infrequent. Fortunately, my father landed a job as a
driver for a private company and my mother start-
ed another grocery business in the market. Things
looked up again, the children, me included, were
back in school. Father’s job often took him to the
city and one day as he was coming home, he got into
an accident which left him badly injured. Unable
to continue with work, mother once again took the
helm keeping us afloat.

In the beginning of 2008, the remnants of ICU had
regrouped and rebranded into Al Shabaab, targeting
government premises, officials, affiliates, and any
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individuals associated with the government in any
way. As it turned out, the company my father worked
for was a private contractor who provided services
to the government, so my father, concerned about
his safety, resigned from his job. Once he recovered
from his injuries, he stood for election as camp leader
and won. He supervised the distribution of aid to the
camp residents, receiving a small stipend for his role.

Things with Al Shabaab continued to escalate. They
started recruiting young men into their ranks while
also targeting aid organizations and foreign NGOs.
Because he worked for the aid agencies, my father
worried about his sons’ and his security and started
making plans to move us to Kenya. He sought finan-
cial assistance from his relatives, sold anything we
couldn’t carry with us, including my mother’s busi-
ness assets, and in March 2008, sent his first three
wives and their children to Dadaab. Whatever he
paid for our transportation was not enough to get
us to Dadaab, so for two weeks, we were stranded
in Dhobley along the Kenya-Somali border. We lived
with the locals who were friendly and generous as
we waited for father to send assistance. In the camp,
life was a mixed bag; education and healthcare were
free. We were allocated a small residential plot and
received food rations twice a month. We enrolled in
the camp schools but struggled with the language.
The main languages of instruction and communica-
tion were English and Kiswahili. Unable to fully in-
tegrate because of the language barrier, we dropped
out of school in the second year.

During our time in Dadaab, we didn’t hear from father
nor did we get any financial assistance from him. To
support us, mother got a job working as a salesperson
in a store. We later learned that in May 2009, father
had fled to Kakuma with the rest of the family so in
August 2009, we too moved to Kakuma to join him.
Father had a hard time securing a job in the camp
because he faced the same predicament as we did in
school—not being able to speak the local languages.
Nor could he find work outside the camp because of
restrictions that prevented our movement outside the
camp. So again, mother stepped up. She secured a
$300 loan from a relative and opened up yet another
shop selling foodstuffs. With great effort, we got back
into school and in November 2014, I did well enough

1 M-PESA is a popular digital payment service in Kenya and other African countries.

in the primary national exams to secure a place in
secondary school. In the middle of my success, father
fell ill, having to travel to Nairobi for treatment. He
was diagnosed with septicaemia which later became
systemic and in May 2016, he died.

As a family, we didn’t have a chance to attend his
funeral in Nairobi, again because of movement re-
strictions. My father’s first wife who had been with
him during his treatment and subsequent death was
the only one who got the chance to say goodbye.
Losing him has left an emptiness that is difficult to
fill. His medical bill of $2,500 was paid off with the
help of relatives. Mother too fell ill, struggling with
her illness for much of 2017 and spending $700 on
treatment. Her business slowed significantly during
her illness, but after she recovered, she was able to
resuscitate it with financial support from her close
relatives.

Despite these setbacks in my family, I focused on my
studies, graduating in November of 2018 as the best
student in the camp and the region. I applied for a
scholarship program through the World University
Service of Canada (WUSC) which supports refugee
students with educational opportunities in Canada.
['was thrilled when I was notified that my application
was successful. I would be joining university in Sep-
tember 2020. Right out of secondary school myself, I
got a job with an international organization working
as a secondary school teacher earning $70 a month.
By then I had a bank account and would receive my
salary through direct deposit. I never used mobile
money (M-PESA)' services. Due to my refugee status,
[ was ineligible. My refugee documents, which were
the only forms of identification I had, did not meet
the application requirements. I used most of my sal-
ary to support my family. My teaching job lasted six
months, from January to July 2019 and at the end of
my contract, [ started offering private tuition classes
for secondary school students. I taught math, biolo-
gy, and chemistry earning about $100 a month.

At the start of 2020 [ was counting the days until Sep-
tember. But our best laid plans were upended by un-
expected events: the Covid-19 pandemic turned ev-
erything on its head. The trip to Canada was aborted
with no news of when we would be able to go. The tu-

2 Islamic Court Union began operating in 2000 to address lawlessness which resulted after the fall of the government in 1991.
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ition job also dried up as did my mother’s business.
With movement restrictions and reduced income,
she’s has seen fewer and fewer customers with each
new day. We now rely on the 500 KES monthly food
voucher which all camp residents receive.

So, for now, we wait. We lean on each other for sup-
port as we always have, looking forward to each day,
hoping that each new sunrise brings with it better
news and that our fortunes will improve. We have
lost so much as a family, and I can’t help but wonder
what lies ahead. [ know going to Canada will change
things, that education will open so many doors for
me and for my family. My mother has sacrificed so
much of herself to do what she can for her children,
and without her, we wouldn’t have made it.
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| Was Told | Am
Someone's Wife

A woman finds support in a husband she’s never
met.

Destiny was living with her mother, uncle, and three
younger brothers in South Sudan, helping her mother
run a small grocery business. One day her mother and
uncle came to tell her that there was a man in the USA
who wanted to marry me. He had already sent money, a
“booking fee” for a wife, like a down payment on a cow or
a car. The very next day, his relatives came for a big party.

Just like that, without a word from me, I was told I
was someone’s wife. Even now, eight years later, we
still have not met. I know his name is John. I know
he lives in the USA. I know he was one of the Lost
Boys, of the first South Sudanese to arrive in Kaku-
ma way back in 1992. I have his photo, and we chat
every day on Whatsapp, except for the times I don’t
have enough airtime. But there’s still so much I don’t
know. He tells me he has to go to work early, but I
don’t even know what he does.

Still, he keeps sending money. In 2014, a couple of
years after mom died, he told me to go to Kakuma
with my brothers, so I went. He said it would be bet-
ter for the boys to go to school there, and that from
there, we could see about being resettled, going to
stay with him. I had $180 saved up in cash, and John
sent another $400. My friend had a referendum card
(an identity document needed to receive remittanc-
es), so she could collect the money for us. We board-
ed a shared car and were dropped at a Red Cross post
in Nadapal. John told us to tell them we were fleeing
from insecurity, so that’s what we said. From there,
we boarded a lorry around 6:00 am and arrived in
the camp around 7:00 pm.

So many things about the camp took me by surprise.
First, was the sun. The sun feels twice as hot in Ka-
kuma as in South Sudan. Second, I was shocked to
see other brown people, people like Somalis, Bu-
rundians, and Congolese. They don’t look like us. I
know it sounds silly now, but before we arrived at
the reception center, I thought South Sudanese were
the only people in the world.

After a week at the reception center, we were given
a ration card and manifest (identity document). We
were taken to a tent in Kakuma 3, which was sup-
posed to be our home. They helped us with some
water cans, mats, and cooking pans. That is how we
started our life.

After just a few weeks, someone cut through our tent
at night and stole our cooking pans. I was so scared
and didn’t even know where to complain or look for
help. I called John. He suggested we move to Kaku-
ma 1, the more developed side of the camp, and he
sent us $200 to find a house. I rented a house from
an Ethiopian man for $25 per month. We even were
able to arrange electricity for $10 per month from a
Somali businessman with a generator.

Once we settled in, I started taking English classes
for $3 per month, and the boys all enrolled in pri-
mary school, which was free. [ would try to save as
much as I could from whatever money John sent. I'd
keep the notes hidden under my mattress. (So far,
I've never had M-PESA or a bank account.) By Janu-
ary 2016, I saved $170 and started a business selling
githeri, a traditional corn and bean stew, and tea in
the market, which is a very popular place for both
refugees and Turkanas. The business grew quickly.
I now even have two other South Sudanese women
who work with me, and I pay them $2 per day. After
all of the expenses, I go home every night with $6 in
profit. Plus, we mostly eat from the restaurant, so we
spend very little on extra food.

My husband says he is working to get us all resettled
in the USA, where we can stay with him. I don’t know
how long that will take. Can you imagine, in eight
years of marriage, I have never even met this man,
but for some reason, he has faith all will be well. He
continues to help me and my brothers. He says that
soon, maybe early next year, he will come to meet
me in Nairobi. It hardly even feels real.
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From the Frying Pan
into the Fire

“For a long time, we would dig holes and bury
the money inside.”

Droughts, inflation, looting, and violence in Somalia
forced Ali's mother’s tea stall and his father's shop into
bankruptcy. They fled to Kakuma where his parents hoped
that their six kids could continue school there. Ali doesn't
see the camp as an opportunity though. He says, “Hon-
estly, the camp is a small hell, and there is no end in sight.”

The camp such a huge change from the idyllic child-
hood I remember. My father had a small shop down
the street from our house. Selling food and clothing,
he brought home about $500 per month, which paid
for all of our needs: rent, school fees, and health-
care. My mom ran a small tea shop to supplement
dad’s income.

But by 2011, things were falling apart at home. Com-
pletely broke, my parents took us to Kakuma. For the
first year, we depended 100% on the UN. After about
a year, my mother managed to start a small business
buying and selling people’s unused UN rations. But
it was tough going. Not many people had extra ra-
tions to spare, and lots of people were trying to earn
a living just like my mom. But it helped to have a
little cash for things like soap and shampoo, which
weren’t provided by the UN.

In the camp, it was hard for my dad to start a busi-
ness. He was used to running shops, but to do that
he needed a lot of capital, something we definitely
did not have.

He got the idea to serve as a sort of facilitator and
advisor to a large number of shops. He helped them
link to and manage suppliers, which improve shop
sales. From this, he was able to create a salary for
himself of about $200 per month. He saved as much
as he could, so he could start his own shop, attached
to our house, after about a year.

By then, we had adjusted to some of the unique fi-
nancial arrangements in Kenya. It took me awhile
to get used to the denominations of currency. It

was hard to keep track of what the money meant.
A 10-shilling coin is so small, but it’s not useless! I
had to learn.

And then there was M-PESA— a popular mobile mon-
ey service in Kenya and other African countries—
this “soft money” system. We just couldn’t imagine
paying for things if it wasn’t done using physical
cash. And there were so many ways you could get
the M-PESA transaction wrong. The whole thing was
so strange and scary.

We had never used a bank before, either. For a long
time, we would dig holes and bury the money inside.
Then we found out people in Kakuma often left their
savings with a shopkeeper, and we could not believe
this. Can you imagine, just trusting your wealth to
another person??? People do!

Once my father’s shop was going, things got bet-
ter. But in late 2014, gunmen broke into hour home
and ordered us all to lay on the ground. My father
screamed, and they stabbed him in the belly. He
fell to the floor moaning, while they looted his shop
completely, ordered my mother to hand over her sav-
ings, and then raped two of my sisters, right in front
of us. My mother pleaded with them to stop, to just
take what they wanted, but to leave the girls alone.
I will never forget my sisters’ cries. They left with all
of our things, all of our money, and my sisters’ lives
as they knew them.

They survived, but are still in therapy. It wasn’t just
the rape they had to endure. People immediately
blamed the girls for what happened, even when they
were still in the hospital with my father recovering.
After this horrible incident, UN officials came, prom-
ising to start the process of resettlement, so we could
be safe. It took three years, but we were approved
to go to the USA in 2017. But before we left, we were
told that America has banned immigrants from So-
malia from entering the country. Once one country
has approved you for resettlement, no other country
can take you again. So that’s it. We are stuck in this
tiny hell.

We had no choice but to try and make a living again.
Some refugees in our same clan raised money to
help my father reopen his shop. I finished secondary
school and spent a year working as a private tutor.
I’'d work from about 4:00-6:00pm and was able to
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earn about $60 per month. It was one of the best jobs
around, if you ask me. But I also wanted more. My
friends and I hired some other young people to take
our tutoring jobs, but for $40 per month, while we
are trying to set up a distribution center to help local
businesses source their goods from around Kenya.
At the moment, each of us is getting about $300 per
month from the business, and it’s still growing.

It’s better financially, but it’s not as good as when I
was young. And our memory of the violence and ha-
tred we’ve seen in this place will be with us forever,
in this little hell, which continues to be our home.
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If You're Uncomfortable,
You Can Go

“Going home? I would rather die.”

Zara loved her life in Ethiopia. She was in love. She and her
husband had four perfect children, three girls and one boy.
Both of us were working—him as a doctor and her run-
ning a kiosk—and meeting all of their needs. They were
forced to uproot their lives when soldiers began to harass,
threaten, and attack their family.

My husband was a doctor. He used to take night
shifts and sometimes went out for fieldwork as well;
those extra allowances allowed us to treat ourselves
from time to time. I ran my own kiosk and had a boda
I hired out that brought in extra money. Together,
my husband and I were saving in an equb (chama)
to build our own home and finally stop paying rent.

The harassment started in 2016. My husband had
gone to an orientation meeting in Hawassa, and that
got him on some kind of list. Soldiers were always on
the lookout for my husband. They would arrest him,
beat him up, and let him go. It happened several
times. Then one day in 2018, while he was working
the night shift at the hospital, they came to look for
him. He hid. Four of them then came to the house
trying to find him there. But he was at work. They
were fuming angry, stormed into the house, shout-
ing that my husband was a dead man. When they
couldn’t find him, they threw me to the floor and
raped me while the children cried and begged them
to stop.

When they left, everything was unnaturally quiet.
Nothing was moving. None of us said a word for
what seemed like a very long time. Then I lifted my-
self up and called my husband at work. “We need to
leave.”

I was so afraid. I didn’t know why they wanted to
kill my husband. I couldn’t believe the violence we
were facing. Then I had a new fear, how could my
husband love me after this? He is such a gentle man
and has always been faithful to our marriage. I felt
I had betrayed him. I had been taken by other men,

by his enemies. Would he ever look at me the same
way again?

We grabbed a bag with my husband’s documents and
all the money we had on hand from our savings and
the capital from the kiosk. I threw in my gold jewelry
as well. In total, the money was about $2500 but all
in Ethiopian birr. At 3:00 am we boarded a matatu
heading to Addis. We didn’t know where we were go-
ing. Maybe we should go to Hawassa and hide out,
my husband suggested. But then we got down from
the matatu at Adama and heard a conductor calling
out for Moyale. My husband had a former colleague
living there and gave him a call. Does he have any
relative who might take us in and give the children
a place to lay their heads? He told us yes, we should
get to Kenya since no one would be looking for us
there. Once we get to Moyale, we should keep going
to Nairobi, and his brother would meet us there.

I believe that God can see your inner thoughts, and
when things are very difficult, he can make a way.
That’s the only way I can describe our luck when we
got near the border. We had found one man who of-
fered to smuggle us across the border as long as we
paid. But we didn’t feel good about him. Something
was off. We told him we would pass on his services.

We decided to wait and see then if there might be
another way. At that time there was also this very se-
rious conflict in that area among the Boranas. Even
the UN came in. When we saw crowds of people
fleeing, and we just joined along. We didn’t know if
we were going towards Kenya or back into danger in
Ethiopia. It turns out we were crossing into Kenya,
with the border open to allow people to escape the
fighting.

After some time, we came across a car taking peo-
ple to Nairobi, and we got in the car. We tried calling
my husband’s colleague’s brother, but he wasn’t an-
swering the phone, so we just asked people in the
car to direct us to an Oromo neighborhood, and we
got down there. After three days fleeing home, here
we were.

We sat on a corner, trying to decide what to do
next. We were so tired and dirty. We hadn’t carried
any clothes with us. My period even started while
we were on the way, and I had no clean clothes to
change into. There was a woman selling food there
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on the corner. I introduced myself and bought some
food for the kids. We started chatting, and she asked
if we had a place to stay. No. Even though she lived
in a crowded house with her five children and her
mother, she took us in. She went around to other
Oromos and asked them to donate some food and
clothes for us. I wept with relief that night. No more
running.

After only about five days, this woman heard about a
friend, a fellow Oromo, who was leaving the country.
If Iwanted, I could take over their whole house, even
the furniture that was going to stay behind so long
as we could look after her mother. So I moved there
with my family. I felt safer knowing my husband was
a doctor and could treat the elderly woman when
she became sick. Since we were just taking over her
lease, we didn’t have to pay a deposit. Rent was KES
10,000 per month, and we paid KES 5,000 while the
woman paid the other KES 5,000 for her mother. We
didn’t know where to change our money into Kenyan
money, so she went out and changed it for us. Even
now, I can’t believe her generosity. [ believe God sent
her for us.

We realized our money would run out if we weren’t
working. I was able to take a loan of $200 from Hes-
hima and bought pots and ingredients to start sell-
ing samosas. Sometimes I also do injera, cakes, and
sometimes these pastries we call kureza. I go up and
down the streets of Eastleigh selling. By now people
know me and that my food is very nice. My husband
stays home with the kids. Once in a while Ethiopi-
ans who can’t afford to go to the hospital come to see
him for treatment. They offer him $1 or $2 just small
tokens to say thanks. It breaks my heart to see this
skilled professional sitting at home, especially when
sometimes we are even sleeping hungry. Life isn’t
just about survival. You have to have your dignity,
too. I hope that God will open doors for him so he
can start working. He has gone everywhere asking
for a job, but they say without a work permit, they
can’t help. I can see him losing himself the more he
sits in the kitchen with me, like a woman.

I worry about my girls, too. You have to protect
your daughters in this country. And with this coro-
na thing, they have not been going to school. When
they go out, they are hounded by boys. My husband
has to constantly look after them. The trauma they
have experienced still sticks with them. You would

be sad if you saw them, and they were kids who were
brought up properly.

If you talk to other refugees, they will tell you they
are scared of police and kanjo and stuff, but that has
not been the case for me. I had only one fear when
we arrived in Nairobi: Will my husband hate me?
I was not even thinking of anything else. In com-
parison, everything else seems like such a small
problem. If we had not left Ethiopia that day, I am
sure my husband would have been killed and that I
would have committed suicide. That lady who took
us into her house knew I was not okay, and she took
me to a clinic that works with refugees. They helped
me get some mental health services, and with time I
have gotten so much better. [ am so happy for that.

It also helped to join a group, like a chama, with
about 30 other women. Heshima organized us, and
we supported each other and saved together, at least
before Covid. Now things are harder. I keep my mon-
ey in a small piggy bank and take it out to pay rent.
I would prefer to save on M-PESA, but they say we
are not allowed to register with just our refugee IDs.

There’s not much to save these days. Samosa sales
went way down during corona. We were eating like
half of the samosas and cakes I was making. There
were just no customers. But things got better during
Ramadan and Arafat. I’'m still struggling to keep up
with rent. Our friend hasn’t been able to help with
rent during corona, so we try to get the full amount
ourselves. It’s a struggle now, and when I'm late
the landlords cut off our lights and our water. Even
when I’'m on time, they sometimes cut it off. I think
they want us to leave. I heard they used to charge
$130 and so they think they can get more if we leave.
But they don’t ask us for more. They just cut things
and then tell us, “If you're not comfortable, you can
leave.” Lucky for me, I have a very good relationship
with the watchman. I treat him like family. When
they cut us off, I go and ask him to switch it back
on for us. You have to be smart with how you treat
people. Even now, we are living without water. Can
you imagine, even in Covid, we have no water for
washing hands!

Our power has been out a lot as well, and that is
very difficult for me. [ normally have to stay up un-
til around 2:00 am wrapping samosas. Sometimes if
our lights are out, I ask to use a friend’s kitchen, but
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you can’t do that every day. It’s a nuisance to oth-
ers who want a clean kitchen and who are trying to
sleep.

We struggle so much here, but at least we still have
each other. My husband is my best friend. We face
our struggles together. Maybe one day, we’ll be relo-
cated to Canada.

Going home? I would rather die. How could I ever go
back and look anyone in the eye? In that country, I
was raped. [ was treated that way in a country where
once I was respected, where I gave birth. If there is
any more “going” for us, it is going forward and far-
ther away.
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Home Is Where You Are

“Everything seemed to be happening so fast and
I had no control over any of it.”

Joseph and his family once lived in a semi-permanent
home in North Kivu where his parents farmed five acres
of land, growing potatoes and sorghum and rearing cows.
His first experience with loss occurred when two of his
siblings died in childhood. In 2007 when he was fifteen,
his father died unexpectedly following a mining accident,
his death marking the end of Joseph's education. Joseph
dropped out of school to help his mother on the farm. As
the oldest, it was now his responsibility to take care of
their family.

In October 2013 fighting broke out between M23
rebels and government forces in Masisi. Many ci-
vilians, including my mother and younger brother,
were Killed. As we escaped towards Bunanga on the
Ugandan border, my siblings and I became sepa-
rated. When I finally made it to Bunanga, I waited
five days, looking for my siblings, hoping they had
made it out safely and were on their way here, but
they never showed up. There were several men at
the border and one of them, Jean Pierre, was from
my village. Seeing him proved to be a blessing be-
cause Jean Pierre happened to meet up with Mr.
Musa, a driver he knew, who advised us to travel to
Kenya where it would be safer. Mr. Musa was kind
enough to give us a ride in his trailer, a journey that
took us four days to reach Nairobi. I was impressed
by the tall buildings, the flyovers and crisscrossing
highways, and the streetlights that lit up the night.
However, my awe was mixed with fear; I was only
twenty-one years old, with no family, and only $30
to my name.

When we arrived in Nairobi, Mr. Musa extended his
generosity by paying for a night’s stay in a hotel. The
next day, we went to the UNHCR offices, then were
taken to the Department of Refugee Affairs in Shauri
Moyo to register as asylum seekers. We asked if we
could get the relevant documents that would allow
us to stay and work in the city. Mr. Musa had hinted
that with the proper documentation, he could help
us find work in Mombasa. But our request was de-
nied. We were informed that refugees were no lon-

ger allowed to reside outside the designated refugee
camps and that we would be moved to Kakuma.
That same day, we were transferred to the UNHCR
transfer center where we remained for three days.
From there, we moved to the Kakuma reception cen-
ter where we stayed for two weeks while we waited
for our housing allocation. Everything seemed to be
happening so fast and I had no say or control over
any of it.

By November 2013, we were firmly in Kakuma, Jean
Pierre and I sharing a 3 by 6 meter tent. On the one
hand, it was okay because at least I was living with
my friend but on the other hand, the space was
cramped. [ wondered about the integrity of the tent,
could we really be safe in this flimsy structure? Ka-
kuma itself was a desert; the temperatures were the
highest I had ever experienced, often feeling like the
sun was just inches away from my head.

By February 2014, Jean Pierre had had enough.
With no opportunities to work and the harsh envi-
ronment, he slipped out of the camp and headed to
Mombasa in search of a better life. I kept in touch
via calls which I made using my neighbor’s phone
since I didn’t have one. In June 2014, we lost contact.
I called his number several times, but he never an-
swered. Loss, it seems, has no end.

Back at the camp, life was a daily struggle. I missed
Jean Pierre and envied him for his freedom. There
was barely enough to eat, the food rations were
a kilo each of rice, sorghum, wheat flour, and yel-
low peas which was supposed to last me an entire
month. Later we received a $5 food voucher a month
to supplement our rations, but even this, [ found was
like a drop in the ocean. I wondered how families
were surviving on this if they didn’t have additional
income. I had to find a job and was lucky to secure
one as a mason on a building site where I earned $3
a day. It was back breaking work, and the heat did
not let up. After a long day of work, I would go to
the camp football grounds and catch a few games.
Something as simple as watching a game or going
to church on the weekend helped me connect with
others, driving away the loneliness.

Continuing on a path of self-improvement, I enrolled
in a three-month Basic English language course and
when I wasn’t in class, I took riding lessons from a
friend who owned a motorbike. I paid him $1.50 per
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hour with money I saved from the masonry job. By
May 2014, I was proficient enough to start work as a
boda rider, ferrying passengers and goods and mak-
ing $10 to $15 a day. Since I didn’t own the bike, I
would then pay $30 a week to the owner, spend $3
a day of fuel and save the $2 to $7  made in profit.

Without a driver’s license, because none were is-
sued to refugees in the camp, my route was limited
to the camp and Kakuma town. It worked out well
because the customers were not in short supply. In
June that year, I joined a group of fourteen other
drivers to form a likilimba (savings club) where we
each contributed $3 a day over a ten-day cycle, with
one member collecting $420 at the end of each cycle.
With my $420, I renovated my house, put up a fence
around my compound, bought clothes, a new mat-
tress, and some household items. I was even able to
save $70 in my M-PESA account. Though the boda
job was a step up from the masonry job, it had its
own challenges. We faced constant harassment from
the police who often stopped or arrested us with
without cause or confiscated our motorbikes. Each
time, we would have to pay them off to secure our
release or the return of our bikes.

I had to forge ahead despite the challenges because
I had big plans: to buy my own motorbike and also
to get married. I left the likilimba and joined anoth-
er with 13 members collecting $650 every ten days.
Thanks to the group savings, I was able to buy a
used motorbike for $850 and finally become my own
boss. I liked the autonomy of setting my own hours,
making as much money as possible, and after pay-
ing for fuel, I had a bigger profit.

The excitement of that moment paled in comparison
to the day in February of 2017 when I married my
beautiful wife. Our ceremony was simple; we went
to the Refugee Consortium of Kenya office to register
our marriage and later we hosted an evening party
with fifteen of our closest friends to celebrate. Even
though we didn’t have a dowry, the hallmark of mar-
riage in our tradition, our union was just as authen-
tic and filled with love. Our first child was born in
August 2018 and we have a second one on the way.
What a long way an orphaned boy from Masisi has
come!

In January 2019, I bought a new motorcycle for $1,180
and I now earn an extra $25 a week from having an
extra bike. My earnings allow me to take care of my
family while also saving some money. I intend to set
up a business for my wife after our baby is born, a
small grocery shop so she can earn some money.
To do that, I need $1,500 starting capital and so far
I have saved $900 through the likilimba. I hope to
have saved up the balance so we can open the shop
by March 2021.

In the future, I want to own five new motorcycles,
then increase my savings to the point where I can
build a wholesale shop in Kalobeyei settlement near
Kakuma camp. Even as my family grows, I often
think about the ones I have lost, especially the two
siblings whom I last saw in 2013. I wonder if they are
still alive and together, wishing that they were here
with me. I wonder if like me, they have families of
their own. I think about how much more we would
have accomplished if we were together.

I have a dream to own a large supermarket in the
coming years because the only ones around the
camp are two small mini marts. I see this as my
home now because there is nowhere else to call
home. It’s possible to make a home where you are.
I’'ve seen it with those who have been here for over
twenty years. Many have been born here and stayed,
marrying and starting families and only leaving the
camp when they die. At 28 years of age, I might be
here for the rest of my life or I might leave.

For now, I'm doing the best that I can with what I
have. Despite my incredible losses I have learned
that joy can be found when you least expect it. It’s
the simple things like enjoying a loving wife or cra-
dling my young son that make this place home.
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My Mother, My Hero

“There were so many children like us who were
clinging to life.”

Millicent was born in South Sudan and lived in Lorema
with her twin sister, three other sibling and their parents.
Her parents were small scale farmers, raising a few heads
of cattle and growing food. Most of the food was for their
family’s consumption. Lorema, as with much of South
Sudan, was wracked by frequent droughts and famine,
with protracted civil wars making life very difficult. Many
families were displaced by the conflict and the hunger. In
1998, Millicent's parents bundled up their young family,
taking with them only the things they could carry and fled
on foot.

Our village was not too far from a border town, so
my parents were able to get there relatively quickly.
When we arrived there, we boarded a vehicle that
took us the rest of the way to Kakuma. My father got
us as far as the border then had to return to Lorema
to look after my grandmother. She was too old and
blind to make the journey. It was several years be-
fore I say my father again. My mother described to
me how difficult the journey to Kenya was. We suf-
fered bouts of diarrhoea and we were severely mal-
nourished. At many points in the journey, she wasn’t
sure that we would survive. When we got to Kakuma,
we were immediately hospitalized and enrolled into
a feeding program. There were so many children like
us who were clinging to life. Once we made a full re-
covery, we moved into the house assigned to us by
UNHCR. It was a mud house with iron sheet roofing
and a fence of trees that circled it.

We didn’t hear much from my father, and mother
was now solely responsible for us. To earn mon-
ey, she would make mandazi using the flour and
cooking oil she received from the food rations. She
would then sell them, earning about $1 on a good
day which wasn’t much at all. I don’t know how she
did it. I was too young to remember that period. But
she kept going.

When I was four, I started school in the camp. The
school was free for all the children residing in the
camp therefore making it possible for my siblings

and me to attend. I enjoyed going to school, learn-
ing, and making friends. We also received a meal at
school which was also a great incentive to keep go-
ing. Learning came easy to me though my twin sis-
ter struggled and was held back one class. I did well
enough in the national exam to qualify for a schol-
arship for my secondary education. The scholarship
was offered by an NGO that worked in the camp
and targeted refugee girls who had a minimum pass
mark of 230 in the national exam. I scored 292!

In 2005, my younger brother fell ill but was unable
to get treatment in Kakuma. My mother made the
decision to take him back to South Sudan believing
his chances were better there. When she asked me
if I wanted to go back or stay, I decided to go back
thinking that we would return in a month’s time. My
older sister and cousin stayed behind. When we got
back to South Sudan, I was surprised to learn that
my father had remarried and started a new family.
Mother however, remained stoic, keeping whatever
she was feeling inside. The relationship between my
mother and my father’s new wife was not a cordial
one. The new wife was abusive towards my mother
while my father looked on passively, not wanting to
get involved. While my father was establishing his
new family, he neglected my mother as she struggled
to raise their children in the camp.

When my brother recovered, my father’s continued
lack of interest in us made the decision to return to
Kakuma in 2006 an easy one. There was also school
to go back to. I graduated from secondary school in
2016, then enrolled in a technical institute to study
agriculture. After I completed the course, I received
another scholarship from the Danish Refugee Coun-
cil and enrolled at the Masinde Muliro Universi-
ty satellite campus in Kakuma. I took a certificate
course in Disaster Management and Humanitarian
Assistance which I completed in 2018.

Given my life experience as a refugee, studying this
course felt almost like a calling. I have a job now
working as a clerk in the Lutheran World Federa-
tion (LFW) “youth parliament program” and earn
$60 per month. I have a savings account in the
bank where I put away $15 per month, spending $30
per month on groceries and $15 to support my two
brothers through school. I don’t have an M-PESA
account—a mobile money service—though I know
how to use one. Because she has struggled with ill
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health since 2015, my mother no longer sells man-
dazi. My older sister has children now, two beautiful
girls, and works as teacher in the same organization
as I, earning $60 per month. I visit her as often as
I can. My twin sister also has a daughter. She lives
with my mother until she can get a job then get her
own place. My father came to Kakuma in 2017 to visit
us then returned to South Sudan a short while later. I
didn’t think he cared much about us; his visit left me
confused. Owing to the poor cellular network where
he lives, we don’t have much contact with him.

I would like to enrol in a diploma program but it
costs $1,400, an amount I simply can’t afford at the
moment. I save $180 per year and spend $90 per year
on my brothers’ tuition. My plan is to return to South
Sudan and get a higher-paying job and accelerate
my savings plan. My goal is save the $1400 required
for the diploma. If I remain in the camp, I’m not like-
ly to get a job that will pay me more. I also want to be
able to help my mother set up a business so she can
be self-sufficient again.

My family means the world to me as do my friends,
my work colleagues, and the youth I work with. They
give me emotional support, so important given the
environment we live in. Most of all I'm grateful for
the sacrifices she made and continues to make to en-
sure we have a better life. When I think about her
fleeing her home to come to a place where she didn’t
know anyone, having no resources and having to
take of children by herself, I can’t help but be proud
of her. She inspires me to do the best I can and to
continue to chase my dreams.
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Lost Aden (Paradise)

“It is very difficult to prepare for the future with-
out knowing what is going to happen to you and
when.”

Farah is a 35-year-old woman from Aden, Yemen. “Aden,”
the name of a port city near the southern tip of Yemen,
literally means “paradise.” For Farah, who spent her child-
hood and early years as a young woman in Aden, the city
represented nothing less than a paradise compared to
her difficult life as a refugee in Jordan. We met Farah for
the last time in 2020. She was pregnant with her fourth
child. A young and pleasant woman with a strong Yemeni
accent, she had tremendous responsibilities for her age-
fleeing her home, living in a new country, caring for three
children, and the endless challenges of life in protracted
displacement.

Coming from a middle-class background, Farah con-
sidered her life back in Yemen to be “comfortable.”
Her family owned a house and a grocery store. After
finishing high school in Aden, she decided to study
journalism at the University of Aden. She had to stop
after five months due to instability in the country
though. She then married Hani, a Yemeni of Somali
origins who used to work with her father at the gro-
cery store and moved to Abyan with him.

In 2011, the political situation in Yemen started to
deteriorate further, and Farah began to feel unsafe.
At the same time, she got into a disagreement with
her maternal family who refused to accept her mar-
riage with Hani due to his Somali origins. Later in
2013, when Al-Qaeda intervened in Abyan, she de-
cided to return to Aden. Once back in Aden, howev-
er, she encountered an uprising of the Secessionists
Southerners* against the central government. No-
where was safe.

Farah’s father encouraged her to flee to Jordan. At
the time, Yemenis did not need a visa to enter. Far-
ah used her savings and sold some gold from her
wedding to pay for the airplane tickets, which cost
around 250,000 Yemeni Riyals (~$1000/700 JOD) per
ticket. Her father helped her to cover the rest.

Arrival in Jordan

Farah and Hani, together with their two children, ar-
rived in Jordan in 2013. For the first month, they lived
with Hani’s Somali friend at a house in central Am-
man. They managed to meet their basic needs with
the savings they brought with them—around $500
(~350 JOD). At this time, Farah was already three
months pregnant with their third child.

After one month, they moved in with another Soma-
li friend where they rented a room. The young men
living in the neighborhood encouraged Hani to find
work in a factory in Sahab, an industrial town at
the outskirts of Amman that is well-known among
the Yemeni community. But Hani did not find work
there and came back to Amman. He continued with-
out work for four months. They lived off their sav-
ings and Farah sold some more of the gold from her
wedding.

After five months of living in Amman, Farah and her
husband decided to move to another house in the
same neighborhood to live on their own. “It is true
that my husband is Somali, but we were both raised
like Yemenis. My husband always lived in Yemen. I
also wanted privacy.” Hani used to go out every day
with the young men and find odd jobs that paid him
three to five dinars a day (~$4—$7). They struggled to
pay the rent of 100 JOD and meet other basic needs
and were barely surviving for that year. They spent
all the savings they had brought from Yemen. Their
son was born in 2014 and they received a small as-
sistance disbursement of 100 JOD from UNHCR. Now
with a newborn and two more children, however,
their long-term expenses increased.

In 2015, Farah got news that her maternal uncles,
who were still upset about her marriage with Hani,
were coming to Jordan to look for her. She feared
reprisal from her uncles and returned to Aden with
her daughter and two sons to protect them. Farah
again sold some of her gold jewelry to pay for the
round-trip air tickets. When her uncles learned that
she had returned to Yemen, they quickly decided to
follow her back.

A full-blown war had started in Yemen. Farah was
staying at her husband’s house until bombings in
the area made the house uninhabitable. Farah hast-
ily decided to join her father in Abyan who encour-
aged her to leave Yemen again. This time, she had to
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travel by road to Oman because the Aden airport was
closed and then flew to Jordan through Qatar. She
received financial help from a Yemeni businessman
who also helped her get the visa.

Settling in or just surviving?

She arrived again in Jordan in late 2015. Farah and
Hani had already registered with UNHCR in 2013,
just two weeks after their arrival to Jordan, after sug-
gestions from their Somali friends. But their case
was complicated by the fact that Farah had returned
to Yemen. As a result, their interview for refugee
status determination was delayed until 2020, after
spending more than six years in Jordan.

Like Farah, many Yemenis face difficulties in obtain-
ing refugee status, either because they have returned
to Yemen at some point during their stay in Jordan or
because UNHCR considers the cities they come from
to be “geopolitically stable” areas in Yemen.

While Farah was in Yemen, Hani had found work in
the factories in Sahab. After Farah returned to Jor-
dan, they moved into an apartment in central Am-
man. Step-by-step they started building their life
in Jordan. As Farah’s daughter entered school, she
started to meet new people, especially women. Most
of the people she knew are Somalis, as she said,
“When a Yemeni woman marries a Somali, then
most of the people she knows will be Somalis. I do
not know many Yemeni people in Jordan.”

Through her growing social network, she found
information about assistance, charities, and train-
ing opportunities. As she became familiar with her
neighborhood, she established networks with her
Jordanian neighbors, especially the shopkeepers,
who allowed her to buy basic household needs on
credit. This has been a key coping strategy to ensure
there is food on the table through times when Hani
could find work.

In 2017, Hani found a stable job as a cook in a snack
shop at a commercial street close to their house.
He worked without a permit for a salary of 175 JOD
(~$250) per month. Hani is very good at cooking
Yemeni cuisine, but without a work permit, his pay
was reduced. Hani’s salary only covered the family’s
rent expense, and Farah had to borrow from several
grocery shops in her neighborhood to meet the daily

needs of her family. She had accumulated debts of
340 JOD (~$480) and paid off part of these when she
received 270 JOD (~$380) in winter assistance from
UNHCR.

Hani finally left his job because the owner kept with-
holding some of his already reduced salary. He had
also been plagued with worry about being arrested
by the Jordanian police for working without a per-
mit. If the police deported Hani back to Yemen, he
would have to leave his wife and children and would
personally be in great danger from Farah’s maternal
family.

Drowning in debt

Farah and Hani had no reliable financial support
networks in Jordan. Without income, they continued
to sell Farah’s gold jewelry, assets that held emotion-
al value for her. They depended heavily on borrow-
ing from neighborhood grocery stores. They could
sometimes borrow small amounts from their Somali
friends, those who received monthly assistance or
had stable jobs. Occasionally, Farah’s parents in Ye-
men and her sister in Canada sent her some money,
especially for medical emergencies. Farah suffers
from malnutrition and stayed at the hospital once
for two weeks. As a Yemeni, the high medical fees
caused a substantial setback.

With the Covid-19 pandemic, Farah and Hani’s fi-
nancial situation worsened. Hani struggled to find
stable work as a cook as restaurants closed due to
financial losses. Their debt multiplied quickly. In
October 2020, they owed nearly 540 JOD (~$740) to
the landlord for house rent. They had another 216
JOD (~$305) outstanding to different shops for elec-
tricity, water, and phone bills. This is in addition to
the 405 JOD (~$572) of debts that they had before the
Covid-19 crisis. This meant a total of around 1200
JOD (~$1600) owed.

Their current financial situation makes loan repay-
ment seem impossible. This causes a lot of psycho-
logical pressure for Farah. “I am sad to have so much
debt. I am always worried, and I do not sleep well.
Whenever I am in the street passing by the shop, I
feel worried, even when the shop owner does not say
anything.”
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Looking forward

Life in Jordan has been debilitating. Hani wants to
leave Jordan to go to a country where he can find a
good job and take care of their children. Farah be-
lieved staying in Jordan would only be an option if
they were able to get residency permits and take ad-
vantage of educational opportunities for their chil-
dren. They can no longer live in constant fear of be-
ing detained or arrested by the police while earning
a living to support themselves.

Farah was not clear about the pathways she could
pursue to build a better future. She said that they
could travel to Egypt or Malaysia as other Yemenis
had done but they do not have the money and fear
that they will be deported to Yemen where their lives
would be in danger. So, they are waiting for resettle-
ment through UNHCR but are limited by the lack of
information they receive. “It is very difficult to pre-
pare for the future without knowing what is going to
happen to you and when,” she said.

As they wait, Farah really hopes that they start re-
ceiving monthly cash assistance to help meet basic
needs. She also wants to work and support Hani.
She has been trying her best to build her skills. She
already completed a diploma in English. She took
a cooking course, but it has not led her to find any
work. She took an informal sewing course from a Jor-
danian tailor along with her Somali friend, but they
could not continue practicing at home as they did
not have a sewing machine. She wants to train as a
make-up artist or in repairing electronics—anything
that helps her earn an income.
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Survival as an Outsider

“Is it because we are Black that our lives are so
dark?”

If you spoke to Ali over phone, you would never be able
to guess that he is not Jordanian. The 42-year-old speaks
Arabic with a perfect Jordanian accent and knows the lo-
cal slang quite well. But, his non-Jordanian features give
it away as soon as you meet him. He is dark skinned, and
that is the reason he feels he can never integrate in Jor-
dan. As Sudanese, he faces double discrimination—both
from the law that has forgotten him and from Jordanian
people who will never accept him because of his color.

Ali comes from the Nuba mountains in Sudan. He
was raised by his mother after his father went miss-
ing while he was still young. He did not study much
and learned what writing and reading he knows
much later in his life at illiteracy camps in Jordan.
At a young age, he moved to Khartoum thinking that
he might be able to find some work and earn a living.
He stayed there for a few years but as security in the
area worsened, his employer, a well-wisher, helped
him flee Sudan.

Searching for stability

He landed in Jordan with absolutely no clue about
his future in this country. He found himself in a
taxi outside the airport in Amman. The taxi driver
dropped him off at the eighth circle, and charged
him $100. Only later did he realize how grossly over-
charged he had been. At the time, that was all the
money he had on him, which meant that he had to
spend the night sleeping on the street in the unbear-
ably cold weather.

The next day some men on the street guided him
to a café in the city center where he met other Su-
danese men. As in the case of other Sudanese, he
survived the initial months after his arrival thanks to
the solidarity of the Sudanese community. The Su-
danese men he met welcomed him to their shared
apartment, hosted him for free for the first month,
and helped him find his first job. He started work-
ing at a construction site, earning a daily wage. Like
most other non-Syrian refugees, he worked without
a permit putting him at the risk of being arrested.

“We had a system. One of the men would always
watch the street and warned us of inspection visits.
If there was one, then we would all just run away,”
he explained.

That’s how Ali’s journey in Jordan began. In the ear-
ly years, from 2013 to 2015, he managed to find work
on aregular basis. He used to get paid around 10 JOD
(~$14) a day. He continued to live with other Suda-
nese men paying 60 JOD (~$84) as his share of the
monthly rent. Later he worked as a guard at a sec-
ond-hand car showroom for a few months. He slept
at the showroom to save on rent expenses. He man-
aged to save 2500 JOD (~3526 JOD) and could finally
afford to bring his wife to Jordan. He had saved this
money at home and once he had the whole amount,
he sent it to his wife via a middleman.

He was feeling more stable in his financial situation.
When the borders with Iraq closed, however, the
market for second-hand cars was severely restricted,
and the showroom’s business went under. Ali had
to go back to his previous daily wage jobs. This time
around it was more difficult for him. Ali had a back
injury from Sudan, and it had worsened due to the
heavy lifting often required in his work. He started
to work irregularly. “I used to work for a week, and
then I had to rest for a week. I could not keep going
on.”

New life and new challenges

Life became more challenging when his wife joined
him. Their expenses increased as they had to move to
an independent apartment. They kept moving hous-
es each time they could not pay rent. Every move
costed them money, and they lost the friendships
they made in the neighborhood. One day when Ali
was at the football field with other Sudanese men,
one of them suggested they move to Marka and live
near a Palestinian camp. They took his suggestion,
now living far from the Sudanese community that
had played an important role in his arrival phase.

It was during his initial days in Marka, that Ali met
his Egyptian friend who remained a constant sup-
port for the family. Through his new friend, Ali
found a job washing cars where he earned regular
monthly pay. He also found small jobs helping other
residents move furniture or other heavy loads, paid
in tips. “I know people take pity on me. They will pay
me 20 JOD (~$28) for a small job because they know
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I will not take money without working first.” He used
to make around 120 JOD (~$170) each month and
paid 80 JOD (~$118) in rent. The money was enough
to meet his small family’s needs. They accumulated
debt but were able to repay with winter assistance.

He eventually had to stop working after he had a
clash with another Egyptian worker in the area.
There is a lot of competition in the kind of work
Ali was doing, and it was mostly done by Egyptian
workers. When this man threatened to call the police
and complain that Ali worked without a permit, he
had no choice but to stop working.

This coincided with the birth of Ali and his wife’s
baby. He was unable to pay for rent and was only
able to buy food on credit. As more and more rent
debt accumulated, they finally had to leave and were
almost on street. His Egyptian friend took them in
and hosted them for more than a year. When we last
met Ali, he was still living with his friend.

Surviving with the help of friends

Living with his friend was not easy. They found it dif-
ficult to adjust with the friend’s family. “We have to
ask for permission to use the washroom every time.
I could not leave my wife alone at home when the
friend’s wife was not around.” Without money for
rent, however, they had no option but to share the
apartment. When we met Ali for third interview, they
still had pending rent payments of 1100 JOD (~$1550)
to their previous landlord.

They depended on credit from the neighborhood
grocery store for food, which they could now only
partially pay with their winter assistance. They had
500 JOD (~$705) outstanding to the pharmacy in ad-
dition to the 100 JOD (~$140) outstanding to the gro-
cery store. The debts to the grocery store had once
reached 170 JOD. When the shop owner complained
to Ali in front of everyone, a man helped him pay it
off by collecting money from his networks.

Ali and his family could not have made it through
this difficult phase without the financial support
from the community. Ali said, “Nobody dies of star-
vation. We managed to eat and drink. The neighbors
sometimes send meals to my wife. I pay part of the
winter assistance to my friend as a way to pay for the
accommodation, but he does not ask for it.”

Still, they were far from comfortable. Ali’s back pain
continued to cause problems. Unable to afford medi-
cal care, he took herbal remedies to treat the pain. He
showed his report to humanitarian NGOs, but they
refused to cover it. He also suffered from irritable
bowel syndrome due to his poor diet and financial
stress. “The doctor asked me to not eat bread and le-
gumes. What else should I eat then? Shrimp?” How
could Ali stop eating the only food he could afford?
His wife and son also needed medical attention, but
they could not afford it. They had their second baby
during the course of our research and his wife had
not been well since then.

When we met Ali in June 2020, he recounted his fruit-
less calls for assistance. “I went to UNHCR at least
20 times, asking them to give me the aid just to pay
the rent for two months, so that I move on. Or pay
for my medical treatment and I promise I will never
ask for assistance again. But it was for nothing, I got
no response.” Finally, by the end of 2020 he started
receiving monthly cash assistance. He was still liv-
ing with the Egyptian family when we last met him.
He was planning to stay until he had paid off all his
debts.

An out-of-sight future

Things seemed more promising for Ali and his fami-
ly as they started receiving cash assistance. At least
they could secure their bare minimum needs. But
they still did not see any future for themselves in
Jordan. Even if they committed to staying, he would
not be allowed to work to provide for his family. He
spoke to us about how Syrian refugees can get work
permits, a right not afforded to Sudanese. He won-
dered “Is it because we are Black that our lives are
so dark?”

Ali had grown strong networks with Jordanians and
Egyptians in his neighborhood. Even with his per-
fect Jordanian accent, he was not accepted. “As long
as you are Black, you can never fully integrate. Some
people deal with us in an ugly way. They would call
to us with words like ‘Hey, piece of coal.” We have
received a lot of help from the community, but hon-
estly such words cause a lot of suffering.” Such expe-
riences had scarred Ali’s perception of life in Jordan.
Despite his best efforts he could never fit in.
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There was a lot of anger built up inside Ali. He felt he
could not make any decisions about his family’s life.
He could not go back to Sudan and staying in Jordan
was difficult. When we asked him about his future,
he said “Future is a very big word! I cannot think of
or see a future. I am just thinking about how to get
food for the kids.” This got better as they started re-
ceiving assistance that provided some relief in their
financial struggles.

The only escape from his struggles, according to him,
would be resettlement to a country where he would
have rights to move and work. But he has been wait-
ing for eight years now and there was still no hope in
the near future. He had no way to speed up the pro-
cess or prepare for it. He wanted to learn English or
some other skill that could be useful in a third coun-
try. But without a clear idea about when he could be
resettled, there is little rationale to invest. “I have a
lot of free time. I like to learn. But there is no money
or opportunities.”

Like other participants in our research Ali continues
to wait in a limbo. In the meantime, he believes he is
just running in circles, stuck in a cycle of debt as he
tries to meet his family’s basic needs.
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Fortitude and
Resourcefulness Are
Not Enough

“What Kills you is that you cannot do anything
legally here.”

Khalil, a 40-year-old Syrian man, was one among the
most entrepreneurial participants that we met during this
research. A husband of two and a father of twelve, he is
fondly known as Abu Samer, named dfter his eldest son
Samer (“abu” means father). He is responsible for a big
family. All his children were still school-going age when
we met him. They all lived in Irbid, a northern governorate
of Jordan which hosts nearly twenty percent of refugees
of the country.

Despite feeling integrated socially, Abu Samer was
not optimistic about his family’s future in Jordan.
His business was not legal; he had already lost quite
a bit of savings due to this informal status and had
even been deported to a camp once after law en-
forcement learned about his business. He was wor-
ried about his children not being able to work due
to labor market restrictions for refugees. And he was
tired of not being able to own assets and build a sta-
ble life, always being limited by this refugeehood.
“What Kkills you is that you cannot do anything le-
gally here,” he said.

When we met him last in 2020, he had already
been approved for resettlement to Canada, a coun-
try where he thought he could make best use of his
skills. But his resettlement was on hold due to the
pandemic, putting his family’s life on hold as well,
once again. The pandemic derailed the family far
from the path of progression they were on.

Coming to terms with life as a refugee

Discussing the timeline of events between 2013 when
the family arrived in Jordan and 2019 when we met
him for the first time was like a puzzle. Abu Samer
struggled to put together the chronology of events
and was often befogged by the intensity of the expe-
rience and the impact it had on him. This difficulty
was likely compounded by the fact that he was jug-

gling multiple businesses and side jobs, navigating
a restrictive legal and bureaucratic environment. He
was focused on making ends meet and growing his
businesses, hoping to reach the same standard of
living they enjoyed back in Syria.

Abu Samer was always in the transportation busi-
ness. In Syria, he owned a 50-seat bus which he
drove for government officials. He also owned two
cars that he rented out to other drivers. He enjoyed
several perks working for the government, which,
supplemented by income from his other work and
car rental, allowed his family to afford what he de-
scribed as a “lavish” lifestyle. He was even able to
lend money to his family members free of interest.
He never depended on anyone financially and said
proudly, “People needed me, but I never needed
them [for money].”

All of this changed when the political situation be-
gan to deteriorate in Syria. He and his family first
moved from Damascus to Dara’a. Then, when bomb-
ings started in Dara’a, he decided to put his family
in a car and head to the Jordanian border. As they
crossed the military checkpoints on what he called
the “road of terror,” he only prayed for his family to
reach safety.

They stayed at the Zaatari camp for three months
where they survived with the bare minimum provid-
ed as humanitarian aid. Eventually, he found a Jor-
danian sponsor to bail his family out of the camp.22
At that time, rents were skyrocketing, and his family
struggled to find housing in the city.

Abu Samer had not imagined their life would turn out
this way. Coming to Jordan, he had different expecta-
tions. but here, he found himself initially in a tent in
Zaatari, then in a house that was in such a bad condi-
tion it “made [him] wish to go back to living in a tent.”
He recalled how he could not afford to buy groceries
for his family. He suffered from depression. However,
he managed to come to terms with the fact that this
was now their reality. He stopped reading the news
from Syria and let go of the thought of going back.
“I even forgot that there was a country called Syria,”
he said during his first interview with us. This might
sound like progress, but beneath this perspective was
a feeling of distrust and disillusion as we uncovered
over the next two interviews with him.
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Rise and fall of a refugee entrepreneur

Abu Samer used the bus to ferry Syrian children to
and from school in the evening and also rented it out
to a school for the morning shift. He started to save
and put aside money, spending wisely, and manag-
ing the money prudently. The owner of the bus agreed
to sell him the mini bus for 2000 JOD (~$2820) to be
paid in monthly instalments. Abu Samer took the op-
portunity to save on the rental expense and build his
assets. He wanted to reinvest the profits back into the
business like any smart businessman.

However, he never could own the bus legally. Refu-
gees are not allowed to own assets in their name. So,
this agreement of sale between Abu Samer and the
Jordanian seller was informal. He placed his trust
in this Jordanian man and several other business
partners moving forward. This was key to his ability
to grow his business very quickly over the next few
years. He bought a pick-up van later on, and rent-
ed it out, earning an additional 300 JOD (~$423) per
month. He also invested in a school, which again,
due to legal restrictions on refugees, remained un-
der a Jordanian partner’s name.

Despite his entrepreneurial progress, Abu Samer
suffered financial setbacks because of his refugee
status and his dependence on his Jordanian part-
ners. He was once involved in an accident while
driving and, because he did not have a Jordanian li-
cense (refugees are not allowed to), he had to pay a
substantial fine of 1000 JOD (~$1410). His trust was
violated, not once, but several times. The Jordanian
partner who was the legal owner of the bus, sold it
without giving Abu Samer his share. His Jordanian
partners and co-owners of the school he invested in
reported his illegal involvement to the police after a
disagreement. As a result, Abu Samer and his family
were deported to a camp.

They managed to return using some of their con-
tacts, but these setbacks scarred their ability to trust.
Still, he had no option but to start from scratch each
time, heavily relying on the unwavering support
from his family. His entire family worked together as
a unit. For instance, his wives ran a small canteen at
the school and all of them worked on a farm during
summer months. They lived in a simple house with
minimal furnishings. The family saved diligently
and invested a portion of their earnings back into

their businesses or into furthering their education
and skill development.

When we met with Abu Samer during our second in-
terview, he said that things had been improving for
him before the Covid-19 virus outbreak resulted in a
strict, two-month lockdown. At the time, he had just
finished paying off the last instalment on his pick-up
van loan. The lockdowns and continued closure of
schools severely affected his income. With the con-
sequent economic crisis and the limiting environ-
ment for refugees, he has been losing hope about
his family’s future in Jordan. He is now waiting for
updates on their possible travel to Canada, where he
hopes for a better future for his children.

Refugees’ stories of resilience often highlight their
courage, self-confidence, and entrepreneurship.
Abu Samer had plenty of that as we saw. He strived
to do everything to provide for his family, yet he re-
mained limited in his prospects for a better life in
displacement. He wished that he could pursue his
entrepreneurial activities legally, but this remained
a distant dream given the current restrictions on Syr-
ian refugees in Jordan.
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Bent but Not Broken

“You are this tree, standing on solid ground.”

When we met Fatima for the first time, we could see for
ourselves how strong she was amidst the challenges she
faced as her family’s breadwinner. But we also observed
that she looked much older than her age of thirty-three.
She admitted that she was tired of living the life of a Su-
danese refugee in Jordan. "My son drew a palm tree the
other day, and told me, ‘This is you mama, you are our
palm tree.’ | asked him, "What do you mean?’ He said,
"You are strong. You work and you take us to hospital.
You are this tree, standing on solid ground.”

There was a time, she told us, when her life in Jordan
was slightly easier. She arrived in the country for the
first time in 2007, had trouble adapting to her new
surroundings, and returned to her home country of
Sudan. But soon after her return, the internal secu-
rity in the country worsened. Moreover, her mother
passed away and her son whom she delivered in
Sudan, also passed away due to lack of medical at-
tention. That was the saddest day of her life. With
no family left in Sudan, Fatima decided to reunite
with her husband, still living in Jordan. So in 2009,
she returned to Jordan, making a second attempt to
settle in a place that continues to reject her, discrim-
inating against her by virtue of her race and refugee
status.

Fatima is from Darfur, but when the war intensified
there, she sought refuge in Khartoum, Sudan. Her
father had passed away when she was still young,
and she worked with her mother preparing and sell-
ing meals in the market. Despite their dire financial
circumstances, Fatima wanted to continue her stud-
ies. She finished her first semester of university-lev-
el courses in computer science but had to leave be-
cause they could no longer afford it. She married her
husband, who was twenty-seven years older than
her and moved to Jordan to begin their married life.
Her husband had left Sudan in the mid-1980s to work
in Iraq. When he was there, he was tortured—Fatima
did not explain why—and sought refuge in Jordan.
She said that he still suffers from the effects of that
torture, and no doctor has been able to diagnose or
treat his trauma.

Shifting sands

Their initial years in Jordan were manageable. At
least Fatima’s husband was able to find jobs that paid
around 250 to 300 JODs (~$353-$423) per month. He
worked in Amman and Ma’an in the southern part of
Jordan. In 2016, a medical condition prevented him
from carrying out the kind of jobs refugee men were
offered such as porting heavy goods in the market. It
was the most difficult year for the family.

One year later, Fatima was forced to start working to
provide for their family of five—the couple and their
three children. Fatima started offering waxing ser-
vices for women at local beauty salons, but the work
was seasonal with demand mainly in the summer.
Later, despite lacking a work permit—a document
that is nearly impossible for Sudanese in Jordan to
legally secure—she found a steadier job at a beau-
ty salon in Amman. She worked long hours for low
pay. Worse, she felt “humiliated” because of the way
customers remarked on the color of her skin (if not
verbally then through body language). She decided to
quit. Her employer refused to pay her the last wages,
but undeterred Fatima hired a lawyer, and the law-
yer was able to convince the salon-owner to pay what
was due.

After Fatima left the salon, she worked as a beauty
freelancer, but, disappointingly, for little pay. With
the onset of Covid-19, demand for such work de-
clined. Today, she is at odds, and cannot think of oth-
er ways to earn a living. Because she did not complete
her university education back in Sudan, Fatima had
no formal training to fall back on. While UNHCR and
the World Food Programme did provide monthly as-
sistance of 245 JOD (~$345) Fatima’s list of expenses
is never ending.

The family’s monthly rent is 130 JOD (~$183). To save
on rent Fatima would like to move to a smaller apart-
ment in the Sudanese neighborhood with cheaper
rent, but she fears clashing with neighbors, some-
thing rumored to be widespread. “I really want us to
find work as guards (where they do not pay rent), so
we can then save the cost, and save up to pay for my
husband’s medical care. But people do not want a
family to live with them, they want a single man or at
most one child, not three.”

Rent is only one of Fatima’s challenges. Three out of
five family members need regular medical attention,
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expenses that are not covered by UNHCR. Paying
for their treatment out of pocket severely strains the
household budget. “We do not even have enough to
pay for a doctor’s visit. I do not sleep at night, always
worrying about the future. What would I do without
my husband with three kids?” Fatima said, sharing
her worries.

In addition to these concerns, Fatima fretted about
coming up with funds to treat her daughter’s speech
impediment, which cost 15 JODs (~$21) per treatment.
Occasionally, a few acquaintances pitched in to help
cover the cost of her visits. Their support, though
kind, was cold comfort. Fatima worried that because
the sessions happened sporadically, they were not
doing much good.

On top of her concerns about her daughter, she also
worried about her eldest son who suffered from a
neurological disorder. UNHCR had been paying for
his treatments, but the payments were not regular.
Fatima, now waiting for UNHCR to renew her son’s
coverage, is paying for his treatment out of pocket.

Braving racism

Adding to the expense of rent and medical treatments,
Fatima worried about her children’s school fees. Be-
cause her children were bullied in public school, she
sent them to private school. In fact, the family moved
to the neighborhood where they now live because
they heard it had a good private school with more
children of color. They hoped that this would help the
children integrate more smoothly.

It was a difficult decision as they had to move away
from the area where their Sudanese friends lived and
all the support those friendships entailed. But Fatima
believes they had no choice. Although the children
were generally happier with their new school, they
still faced racial discrimination. Her husband even
went to the school to sit with his children’s class-
mates, trying to explain that color should not be an
issue, that his children were “foreigners” in the coun-
try, who should be supported, not bullied.

The racism did not stop at the doorstep of the school,
but spilled out into their neighborhood, with neigh-
bors regularly making racist remarks. Fatima keeps
her peace by simply minding her own business. She
does not interact with neighbors unless absolutely re-
quired to do so. She teaches her children to face such

remarks with self- confidence, asking them to reply to
racist remarks by saying, “I like my color.”

“"We breathe, eat, and drink, but we are not alive"”

With the outbreak of Covid-19, Fatima struggled to
find work. When we spoke to her in June 2020, she
had debt amounting to 560 JOD (~$790), as she had
not been able to pay for rent or school fees, and had
borrowed to meet other expenses. She was even con-
sidering taking her children out of school. Of course,
this was not her first choice, but she could no longer
afford to pay for private schooling and could not face
returning them to the public schools. Their emotion-
al well- being was her priority. She received private
donations to pay off the outstanding fees and with
remote education, Fatima thought she had caught a
break when the school offered to reduce their fees by
forty percent.

Later, however, the owner of the private school de-
nied he had ever made such an offer and demanded
full fees. Unable to afford the full cost, Fatima had to
send her children back to public school. She contin-
ued to pay off the outstanding rent, little by little. In
November 2020, when we met her last, she still had
outstanding loans of 375 JOD (~$530). Ultimately, they
had to move to a new home in the area when they
were not able to pay rent.

With little support, no chances of integration, and
the constant struggle for survival, the only solution
that Fatima sees is resettlement in a third country.
She said, “We breathe, eat, and drink, but we are not
alive.” Fatima continues to follow up with UNHCR on
the family’s resettlement application. Prior to the out-
break of Covid-19, and the closure of UNHCR offices,
Fatima used to pay them a visit every week asking for
an update. The staff explicitly asked her “not to come
back” until they called her and assured her that her
application would be prioritized.

However, there has been no progress since then. In
the meantime, Fatima and her family have heard
of other families being resettled and that has made
them doubt the fairness of the asylum process. Al-
though Fatima appreciated that her son likened her to
a “palm tree,” she admits that she can no longer take
all the stress. There are times when she just wishes to
return to Sudan, regardless of the consequences. All
she can do is to pray to God to keep her sanity and
leave the rest to destiny.
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Educated but Blocked from
Opportunity

“The giving hand is more blessed than the re-
ceiving hand.”

Ismail, now twenty-nine, arrived in Jordan in December
2010 fleeing forceful recruiting of young men by the ter-
rorist groups in Somalia. He had just finished high school
but did not feel safe with threats on young boys like him
mounting day by day. He had to leave, go to any place on
earth where he could be safe and pursue higher educa-
tion. Ismail was a top performer in school and through one
of the formal education networks in Somalia managed to
secure a scholarship to study in Jordan.

Ismail enrolled in one of Jordan’s most respected
universities. He was studying to become an engi-
neer. When the situation back in Somalia started to
deteriorate a year after his arrival, Ismail decided to
register as a refugee with UNHCR in Jordan. Back
then the process was quick, and he received his ref-
ugee certificate in a matter of days.

Ismail decided to double down on completing his
education, the only way he imagined would change
his life. Managing in Jordan as a refugee student with
no permanent source of income was not easy. He re-
quested financial assistance, but never received any.
He depended on family members in Somalia and
relatives and friends around the world. From time
to time, they would remit support so he could finish
school.

In 2016 Ismail graduated from the university, ready
to start his professional journey toward financial
independence. He had anticipated this moment for
five years. He moved to the capital city of Amman,
where he thought he would be able to find work.
Living with five other Somalis in a small rundown
apartment in Jabal Amman, a neighborhood where
most Somalis live, Ismail was able to save on rent.
As a newly minted graduate, he felt certain he would
secure employment and build a good career in Am-
man. However, this hope never turned into reality.
Labor laws in Jordan do not allow refugees to engage
in professional jobs such as engineering.

“I started applying for any employment that would
allow me to put food on the table. Employers saw my
refugee status and pushed my applications aside.
Being a refugee is not a choice I made. I was forced
to live under this status.” Ismail was shattered when
faced with the reality that he was prohibited to work
in the career that he had pursued for so many years,
not based on his talent, but because of his legal sta-
tus. He did not see any light at the end of this long
dark tunnel.

He had no choice but to work, anything that earned
him some money to buy daily bread and pay the rent
for his shared room, a total of 42 JOD (~$60). “Seeking
a job has become my job,” Ismail said. He found him-
self questioning, “What is the other option to survive
if you are not allowed to work in the country where
you live? What if humanitarian organizations deny
you assistance just because you are a single man and
not ‘vulnerable’ in their eyes? What is the use of my
education if I cannot find work with it?” Throughout
all his years in Jordan, Ismail only received yearly win-
ter cash assistance from the UNHCR in the amount of
200 to 300 JOD (~$280 to $420).

Making best of his new reality

Instead of sitting at home and doing nothing, Ismail
started applying for volunteer opportunities to gain
experience and put at least some of his education to
use. Apart from being a university graduate, Ismail
has language and computer skills. He speaks So-
mali, English, and Arabic fluently and was learning
French when we met him. In 2017, he was accepted
to work as a freelance translator with an internation-
al NGO to help other Somali refugees access the free
legal assistance they provided.

Later that year he found freelance work with another
international organization and started to earn small
amounts of money. But this work was never regu-
lar. The small number of Somali refugees in Jordan
meant that translation jobs were limited.

Unlike many other Somalis in Jordan, Ismail came to
Jordan legally with a student visa; His Somali pass-
port contained the required entry stamps. This helps
him deal with Jordanian authorities with more con-
fidence than our other Somali respondents. For in-
stance, with his documents, Ismail was able to open
a bank account when he was a student, use interna-
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tional remittance services, and open a mobile wallet.
He used his bank account to receive small payments
for his freelance work. Using his own passport, he
also helped other Somalis send and receive interna-
tional remittances who lacked the required docu-
ments on their own.

However, when we met him last in 2020, he told us
that his passport had expired, and it is not possible
to renew it given that there is no Somali Embassy in
Jordan. The only option is for a group of Somalis to
collect the requests and send them to the embassy
in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, an arduous and time- con-
suming task.

His bank account was still functional, but recent-
ly his bank asked him to update his personal data
and documents. He feared that his account would
be closed because he did not have a valid passport,
work permit, or residency permit, the minimum re-
quired documents for a foreigner to hold an account
in Jordan. If Ismail loses access to financial services,
several others who depend on him would also suffer.

Never ending trap of life in refuge

Finding appropriate work remains the biggest chal-
lenge for Ismail, despite being highly skilled and
qualified. In 2019, Ismail received a call-back for a
job position at an international organization. He
was asked to provide a work permit. After consulting
with a legal aid organization, he learnt that it was
next to impossible. Even if he could prove that the
position could not be filled by a Jordanian, he would
have to revoke his refugee status in order to receive a
permit as a migrant. Ismail did not want to lose the
protection that his refugee status provided for a job
that was not permanent. “UNHCR does not give us
assistance if we can work. But the government does
not allow us to have work permits. Still employers
ask for permits as part of the hiring process. It is a
never-ending trap.”

As with several other respondents, Ismail does not
think it is feasible to stay in Jordan, but he cannot
return to his home country, given the weak securi-
ty situation and lack of work. “I have the talent and
skills to be economically productive and contribute
to the world. But what if the law deprives you from
this basic right? I do not feel dignified depending on

humanitarian assistance—as my religion teaches,
the giving hand is more blessed than the receiving
hand.”

When all doors are locked

Ismail considers resettlement to a third country as
his only option. But he realizes that as a young, sin-
gle man, he will never be prioritized. Two years ago,
he registered with a program that helps Jordanians
and refugees legally migrate to third countries based
on their skills. But he has made no progress. He was
told that while he has the required English language
skills, he failed to meet the criterion for minimum
professional experience in engineering. He will nev-
er be able to meet this benchmark as he cannot le-
gally work. Hence, this door remains closed. He also
tried applying for study scholarships (a few Somalis
have gone to Canada) but learnt that he was too old
to qualify.

In the end, stuck in Jordan, Ismail has decided to
make the most of his time and capacities by support-
ing the Somali community in every possible way. He
facilitates their interaction with humanitarian orga-
nizations, connects those in need of assistance, reg-
ularly follows up on their wellbeing, and even helps
those who have been jailed. He is highly respected in
the community and has Somali well-wishers across
the globe in the form of Somalis whom he had once
helped and later managed to move to a third coun-
try. Seeing this gives him inspiration to keep moving
on with his life and hoping for a brighter future.
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Stuck in Transit
to a Better Life

“I do not want to adapt here, honestly. We want
to go abroad.” “You are this tree, standing on sol-
id ground.”

We met Samer for the first time in 2019, three years
dfter his arrival in Jordan. In his opinion, integration
in Jordan is neither possible nor desirable for his fam-
ily. The traumatic experiences he faced in Iraqg had
made it hard for him to trust people around him. He
was not interested in making friends with Jordani-
ans or anyone else for that matter, not even Iraqis.

Sitting in his temporary home in Amman, Samer, an Iraqi
citizen in his sixties, recalls a time when life was relatively
comfortable for his family. Samer has a bachelor’s degree
in physics and worked as a teacher in his home country. The
family, which includes his wife and eight children, man-
aged to live a decent life, especially after the fall of Sadd-
am Hussein in 2003 when teachers’ salaries increased.

Their entire life turned upside down when the Islamic
State attacked their hometown of Mosul in 2014. Forced
to flee for their lives, Samer's family sought refuge in Er-
bil, in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. He tried to work as a
teacher in Erbil, but the living expenses became more de-
manding making it difficult to make ends meet. They felt
that they had no future in Iraq as they saw that the return
to their home in Mosul was next to impossible.

“The lessons that we have learned with the conflict
in Iraq were very harsh. We started thinking, ‘What
if we go back home and something bad happens
again?’ At the moment, there is ISIS, but maybe lat-
er there would be other invasions. What could we
do then? Should we keep building houses, working
and saving up only to have other people come and
take everything overnight? Or maybe getting killed?
Would I allow this to happen to my family again? No,
never!”

Traumatized by the conflict in Iraq, Samer’s family
decided to move to Australia where some of their
close family lived. For this to be possible, they had to
move to another country where they could register
as refugees and apply for resettlement at the Austra-
lian Embassy through the sponsorship route. They

had the option to go to either Jordan or Turkey. They
decided to come to Jordan because they heard from
others who came before them that the process would
be easier and faster there.

Samer explained that the decision was final, and
so the family arrived in Jordan in 2017. Ever since,
they have been focused on arranging everything for
their move to Australia. However, it has taken much
longer than they expected. As they waited to move
to their final destination, they remained “stuck” in
Jordan which was just meant to be a transit country.
Unable to work, they struggled to cover their basic
expenses of rent, food, and medication.

Stuck in transit

“Living expenses in Jordan are very high, even Jor-
danians are having a hard time, let alone refugees.”
All Samer could think of was moving to Australia
where he believed his family could lead a decent life
and enjoy the safety and freedom that would enable
them to move around, study, and work without fear.

But the process to apply for the visa to Australia has
not been easy. Their application was already rejected
five times by the Australian Embassy. The first time
it was rejected because Samer’s son had returned to
Kurdistan. Kurdistan was a safe area in Iraq where
his son hoped to find some work and finally support
the rest of the family who stayed in Jordan. They had
no idea that the effort to earn a little money to sup-
port themselves could jeopardize their future. Sa-
mer decided that no one in the family would travel
to Iraq going forward, even if that meant they had to
live with financial hardships until the time they left
for Australia. Samer even needed to go back to Iraq
to complete the paperwork for his pension, which
could have supported their financial situation, but
decided against it out of fear of jeopardizing their
applications a second time.

In the next attempts they applied through agents
and got rejected every time due to incomplete doc-
uments. The rejection of their visa applications had
been really hard on the family. Not only did it delay
their plans, but also caused a huge financial burden
as they had to pay substantial processing fees for
their big family with each application submission.
One of his sons has developed diabetes due to the
continuous stress, further adding to their financial
pressures.
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Waiting for “magic" to happen

Each time their application was rejected, they had no
choice but to apply again and hope for some “mag-
ic” to happen the next time around. Until that time,
they had to find money to pay the rent, put food on
the table, buy medicines, and of course pay for the
visa application submissions. The family did not
receive any regular humanitarian assistance. They
were supported in the initial months by the church,
but that stopped due to limited funds.

As a result, the family felt forced to look for other
sources of income, no matter how unstable or mea-
gre they may be. Samer’s two sons would find daily
wage work with a catering company whenever there
were events. The work was never regular, and events
came to a complete halt with the Covid-19 pandemic.

Samer’s wife, Reem, also worked with a local NGO
sewing clothes, bags, and other craft products with
traditional designs. She hoped to earn money and
support her family. The income she could earn hard-
ly helped. She used to receive only 1.5 JOD (~$2)
per hour worked, and even this was paid only once
the products she made were sold. She said she had
earned 27 JOD (~$38) in the four months before we
met her. She could not depend on this money but
thought that at least she had a chance to get out of
the house and meet other women at the workshop.

With highly irregular and insufficient income, the
family had to depend on assistance from family
members abroad. They insisted that these amounts
were “debts” that they had to pay them back once
they settled in a third country and started working
there. This burden of debt deeply troubled Samer
and also affected the relations with his family mem-
bers. But he had no other option.

Searching for a dignified life

Throughout our conversations with Samer, it was
obvious he was deeply frustrated with humanitari-
an organizations and the way they distributed aid.
He felt the systems were unfair and had established
hierarchies among refugees based on the country of
origin. He thought that people, including other Iraqi
refugees he knew, would manipulate social workers,
and convince them that they qualified for assistance
even though they did not.

“I can leave this apartment and go live in a place
with poor conditions, one that is damp and moldy
with broken furniture. But I cannot compromise on
my dignity to qualify for assistance.” Samer insisted
that such a compromise would be against his prin-
ciples. He simply needs some monthly assistance to
help his family survive until the time they can leave
for their final destination—a country where they can
work and earn their living, and live self-sufficient,
dignified lives.

In the meantime, while this dream remains un-
realized, Samer and his family are barely getting
by. They often have to resort to survival strategies
such as cutting down on daily meals, buying from
secondhand markets, keeping a diligent watch for
discounts, and using home remedies when some-
one is sick in the family. Reem needs a surgery that
they cannot afford. At best, Caritas, an internation-
al NGO, will partially cover the costs, but that is not
enough. There is no way they can afford the remain-
ing expense. The only thing they can do is to wait
to either find enough money or move to Australia
where Reem could be treated.

For many Iraqis, especially those who came from the
Mosul area in 2014-2015, Jordan can never be their
home. Samer feels the same but the seemingly end-
less wait for resettlement has taken a toll on their
financial and psychological situation. His family
has not found proper jobs or made any friends. They
have lived “in transit” for half a decade, which isn’t
really living at all.
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When Dreams Come True

“We are waiting here until we leave. Until that
time, the idea is to avoid getting into any trouble.”

It is stories like that of Khaled that give hope to the count-
less asylum seekers waiting for years in Jordan with the
dream of moving to a country that offers them legal path-
ways to citizenship, that allows them to work and build
their skills, and presents the prospect of a better future.

Khaled is a young Iragi man belonging to the Mandae-
an community from the city of Basra in South Iraq. Af-
ter the war in 2003, life changed forever for Khaled and
his family. They lived in a neighborhood with others from
their religious community, which was singled out by ex-
tremists. Feeling unsafe, Khaled like many others in his
community, could not complete his education and had
dropped out permanently in the ninth grade in 2013. He
was already 20 years old at this point due to the inter-
mittent gap years he had previously taken in response to
insecurity in Iraq. This time, the leave was permanent.

After receiving a threatening letter from extremist groups,
Khaled's family decided to send him to Jordan where his
maternal grandmother and uncle had moved and were
waiting to be resettled in Australia. At that point, his fam-
ily only had enough money to send Khaled to Jordan. His
father was a jeweler before the 2003 war, but ever since
the violence, finding work had been difficult. The family
was surviving on little income and support from relatives
living abroad.

Khaled arrived in Jordan in 2015 and lived with his
relatives until they left for Australia. His family—his
parents and siblings—followed him to Jordan later
in 2017. When we met Khaled in late 2019, he was
busy taking English classes that would help him in
the transition he had long waited for since his arrival
from Iraq: His entire family was waiting for the fi-
nal decision on resettlement to Australia where they
would join their paternal and maternal family.

Our interview with Khaled was one of the most dif-
ficult ones. Trauma from the years of hostility he
faced in Iraq had a deep impact on his personality.
He was hesitant to share information about his life,
family, and activities in Jordan. This is something we
saw across our Iraqi participants, but even more no-

table for Khaled, possibly because he spent most of
his adolescent years in a hostile, dangerous environ-
ment. After all, he was only ten years old when the
war started and left for Jordan at the age of 22.

Life in the transit

Khaled never felt comfortable in his four years
spent in Jordan as well. Through that time, he was
just preparing for and waiting to move to Australia,
which was their final destination. Jordan was merely
a stop in between and he never thought he would
stay here this long. He did not mingle with people
or make many friends, anticipating his departure.
Most importantly, he stayed away from people to
avoid getting into any trouble that could affect his
resettlement application. “I do not like to form rela-
tionships. We are...I do not know...how would you
say it? We are being careful. I only mix with a few
friends from Iraq. But it is not like we always meet.
I prefer to be alone.” The only place where he inter-
acted with other people was at the English classes,
and even then, he restricted that to fellow Iraqis.

When we asked him how stable he felt in Jordan he
said, “Stability? Honestly, there is no stability here
because we do not live our normal daily life here,
like studying and working. Jordan is a transit coun-
try. We are waiting here until we leave. Until that
time, the idea is to avoid getting into any trouble.”
Iraqi asylum seekers in Jordan are not allowed to
work. No one in his family ever worked in Jordan.
They could not imagine doing anything that might
jeopardize their prospects of resettlement.

For the four years that he and his family lived in Jor-
dan, they were financially supported by their family
living in Jordan and abroad. It is not that they did
not wish to work, but the possibility of doing so did
not exist since the risk of doing so outside the law
could end their chances of getting to Australia. “If
there was work, we would work. Why would we not?
But this is not possible. If we work, then the authori-
ties will catch us. The resettlement process will stop.
They might send us back to Iraq. With this situation,
I am forced to be patient. It means I am forced.”

Despite trying several times, the family of six was
not able to secure any regular assistance from hu-
manitarian organizations. Three members of the
family, including Khaled’s father, mother, and one
of his brothers were in need of regular medical care
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that was not fully covered. His anger of being repeat-
edly ignored by the organizations was apparent. He
recalled how he once argued with a UNHCR staff
member who said the family did not qualify for as-
sistance, and threatened to “call the security” to get
Khaled off of the premises. “I was very angry: why
would you take me out? Is this not an internation-
al organization? Are you not supposed to be here to
protect me? I left my UNHCR card right there with
him and left. When I went back to the UNHCR later
with my family, I told them I did not have my card,
and that I had left it because the employee had talk-
ed to me in an inappropriate manner. They renewed
it, but I never went back again.”

Luckily, Khaled and his family could secure suffi-
cient support from their relatives abroad. They could
survive the high costs of living in Amman despite
not having humanitarian cash assistance or income
from work. However, this is often not the case for
other Iraqi families who continue to live in poor con-
ditions, unable to work, depending on one-off chari-
ty from individual donors or the church.

Resettling into a new life in Australia

In December 2019, Khaled and his family finally
arrived in Sydney, Australia. While the Australian
government covered the cost of their flight, their
relatives helped them cover other expenses such as
the application fees and transportation costs when
they had to undergo medical tests before traveling.
According to his estimates, the whole process cost
them between 400 to 500 JOD (~$560 to $700).

We spoke to him twice again after he had moved to
Australia. He sounded much more relaxed and ex-
cited to speak about his plans. Though he still had a
long journey ahead of him to feeling settled and in-
tegrated in his new home, at least all of the financial
stresses they had in Jordan were addressed. All of
his family members received regular monthly assis-
tance from the Australian government. In addition,
they no longer needed to worry about his father’s
medical care. He received the best treatment, and
the at-home care was also covered by the insurance.

The family was fully supported in their transition
to the new home. A case manager was assigned to
them, who helped them to coordinate with the gov-
ernment departments to register their presence with
city authorities, enroll for medical insurance, open

bank accounts and bank cards, learn how to use
public transportation, and even enroll in language
courses. The case worker also helped him under-
stand what skills he could learn to enter the labor
market and how he could go about doing this.

Since childhood, Khaled dreamt of joining the po-
lice or armed services. He was hoping to pursue the
same in Australia. One of his Iraqi friends from Jor-
dan had come to Australia before him and Khaled
relied on him for advice to figure out his new life in
Australia. His friend suggested he consider a driving
course to become a truck driver, in case he does not
make it to the defense forces.

On the social front, the biggest barrier Khaled faced
was language. The English language classes he took
in Jordan did not seem to be enough. In addition,
he had to adjust to a very different accent of English
in Australia. He committed to a language course in
Australia that he hoped would help him integrate in
the country. “My English language is limited. It did
help me during my travel here. I am the only one in
the family who could speak English. But here, after
a point in the conversation, there are topics that I
cannot talk about in English.”

Although he is still hesitant to mingle with people
and prefers to keep boundaries, it is mainly his lack
of language skills that prevent him from forming
deeper connections with the people around him. On
the professional front as well, he needs to become
proficient in the language as well to be able to work.
Even though he is supported by the state, he feels that
he can do better if he works and earns a living inde-
pendently. He plans to buy a car and a house-key
milestones in his journey to resettling in Australia.

Although Khaled still believes they made the right
decision by traveling to Australia, he admitted in a
later interview that he had had different expecta-
tions. As soon as he arrived in the country, he be-
gan to learn about the different laws, conditions for
work in the country, and the language barrier. For
instance, he learned that if he does not speak good
English, he may end up working as a cleaner or con-
struction worker, which are not jobs he had expect-
ed or planned on doing.

He also learned that those with degrees from other
countries must do additional courses in Australia
and that certain jobs require minimum experience

@_

VOLUME Il FINANCIAL BIOGRAPHIES OF PEOPLE COPING WITH NEW SURROUNDINGS



FEBRUARY 2022

without consideration given to experience in oth-
er countries. For Khaled, he understood that after
learning English, he would have to finish his high
school, as that is the minimum requirement to enter
the defense forces.

Khaled’s transition to Australia might have been
smoother if he had more knowledge about what
skills he needed once he got there and been able to
use his time in Jordan to build them. But unsure if
and when his dream of being resettled would turn
into a reality, the thought seemed more like a fanta-
sy than reality.

We spoke to Khaled again after the Covid-19 pandem-
ic had started. He was not affected financially, as he
was still supported by the state. However, during
that time he had been in a motorcycle accident. Due
to the injuries he sustained, he had to attend phys-
iotherapy sessions every day, which interfered with
his online language classes. This derailed him from
his plans. He was also worried about not being able
to clear the physical requirements to enter the de-
fense services. The accident also taught him more
about Australian laws the hard way. For instance, he
learned that he should have had insurance when he
bought the motorcycle—a mistake he will not repeat
again.

He says after the accident he no longer thinks about
the distant future because everything can change in
a split second. He set his horizon on the next three
years, a time period in which he expects to improve
his language, study, and find some work. He under-
stands that the beginning is the hardest, but at least
after the initial hardship, he will be able to truly set-
tle. In the meantime, there are organizations that are
helping him and his family, especially with his fa-
ther’s medical care. His life has changed for the bet-
ter, compared to what they experienced in Jordan—a
country that allowed him to stay but not to settle.

Interestingly, despite the hardships he faced in Jor-
dan, he said that he really wants to come visit Am-
man and meet the people he spent time with. How-
ever, he is not allowed to enter Jordan as he did not
pay the visa overstay fines and cannot return for at
least five years. “Only if I get Australian citizenship
and change my name, would I be allowed in Jordan!”
he said laughing.
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