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Tens of thousands of Afghans have been flying into Philadelphia and Dulles International airports, where they are being tested for COVID then transferred to military bases. They’ll remain at those bases until resettled in communities across the country.
There’s no question that we should be welcoming these people as refugees fleeing a dangerous homeland. Many of them supported our military presence there. But as someone who has first-hand experience with our immigrant-processing system, I am concerned about what lies ahead for these Afghan refugees.

For America is not the welcoming place it was more than a century ago.
Many of our first settlers were refugees, fleeing religious or political persecution. Here, they found opportunities to establish farms, homesteads, businesses and industry and eventually helped to establish the United States.
As our nation evolved and grew, waves of people washed in, seeking relief from wars, revolutions and economic deprivation. Industrialization provided a rough but ready welcome for these folks.
Refugees were hired as soon as they arrived. Granted, they received the most-hated jobs in mills and mines – the hot and dangerous ones – but eventually these people worked their way up to more-comfortable and better paying positions, vacating the hated jobs for the next wave of refugees to fill.
Enterprising individuals, eager to escape the mills and mines, opened businesses to cater to compatriots and the community at large. Eventually those businesses, plus industry’s output, helped to build America and its middle class.
Younger refugees, as well as off-spring born in America, readily absorbed English and assimilated. Older refugees picked up the limited English needed to work as laborers and homemakers and became the beloved Babas and Paps so many of us remember from our childhoods.
Back then there were no visa or residency requirements. All immigrants were legal and had a relatively clear path forward.  But the United States of the 21st century is a far-different place.
All of this came to mind as I read, recently, that the federal government provides refugees with a three-month stipend to give them time to get established in a new life here. That would have been generous 100 years ago. Today it’s almost absurd.

While refugee status provides an immediate ability to work in the United States, readily available job opportunities can be problematic – even in this post-pandemic economy.
Labor-intensive jobs are less plentiful than they were a century ago. Entry level positions now tend to be in the Service Sector and require at least a working knowledge of English, something many refugees lack.
While some Afghan refugees have professional backgrounds and a grasp of English, they might require years of effort to transition from the vocational systems of their native land to those of the United States – and to build competitive resumes that will appeal to American employers.

Refugees are not eligible to apply for Permanent Resident status (a “Green Card”) for one year. The Green Card process is one with which I’m personally familiar. The application process requires another year. Lacking Permanent Resident status, these refugees will be limited in their ability to function and travel.

Now the federal government absolutely is doing the right thing by honoring our nation’s obligation to Afghan people who want to start new lives here. But it will be very challenging for every one of these tens of thousands of Afghan refugees to resettle here.
If some of these families come to the Alleghenies, we need to step up and help with a welcome basket of financial support, housing, English as a second language instruction, educational help for the children, transportation assistance, jobs and old-fashioned neighborliness.

That’s what our ancestors did – at least among their own kind. And one lesson from those days still applies:
Our nation and our communities will be richer for reaching out to refugees.
*
*
*
For more information, visit Dhs.Pa.Gov/RefugeesInPa.
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