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 Background of the Karen American Communities Foundation

History:

The resettlement of ethnic Karen refugees from Burma to the United States began in the mid to late nineties with the help of Voluntary Resettlement Agencies and has since increased dramatically. During this period, established Karen communities assisted newly arriving Karen who in turn began to assist more incoming refugees.  Many such initiatives formed their own local support organizations. 

Late 2005 saw a major increase in refugees from Burma, from several hundred a year to a projected 20,000 arrivals in 2008.  The majority of refugees arriving in the United States are from Karen refugee camps on the border of Thailand and Burma. As thousands of refugees arrive, many to areas with limited local support, there has also been an increase in problems with the resettlement and acculturation process.  Biweekly telephone conference calls were started in 2005 with Karen leaders from dozens of resettled communities in the United States.  This network of communities continues to expand in an effort to work together to address problems.

It became apparent that a national level organization that would tie in all the communities around the country would be more effective in working together to raise awareness, funds, and to coordinate assistance to resettlement locations. In December, 2007, the same leaders who had participated in the coordinating calls for two years, and other members of the different Karen communities, came together in Omaha, Nebraska and agreed to form the Karen American Communities Foundation (KACF).

Karen American Communities Foundation Mission Statement:

The Karen American Communities Foundation (KACF) was formally organized in December 2007, following two years of coordination and assistance to help the Karen people of Burma survive the trauma of resettlement from a jungle war zone to an extremely dissimilar urban culture. The primary purpose is to provide culturally and linguistically appropriate humanitarian and social support services to improve the living conditions and quality of life of the Karen people from Burma who are living in the United States. Objectives of the KACF include, but are not limited to, forming local assistance groups for the Karen communities in the United States and include numerous activities that respond to the needs of the Karen and other communities of people from Burma as they have defined them. The KACF is uniquely placed to assist Karen and other people from Burma to resettle, in that it is formed by established Karen communities with language and traditions that are familiar to the new arrivals thus softening the extreme culture shock. To this end, KACF endeavors to work in coordination with other entities upholding similar objectives. The KACF is also well placed to help all refugees from Burma, regardless of religion or ethnicity, to transition and integrate into life in the United States because participants of KACF have gone through the resettlement and cultural adjustment process themselves.  Having experienced the same conditions both in refugee camps and as newly resettled refugees, they can provide support and mentoring to newly arrived refugees.  Secondary objectives of KACF include advocating for the rights and well being of Karen and other resettled people from Burma as well as assisting Karen communities abroad, with a particular focus on their humanitarian needs.

The members and Board of KACF are Karen from Burma.  KACF is a legally registered corporation and non-profit 501 (C) (3)* and a charitable organization registered in the State of Maryland; it is by definition a Mutual Assistance Association and non-political. 

 *Temporary tax ID granted.  

Objectives of the KACF:

 

· To gather, analyze, and make available information about the needs and conditions of resettled Karen people in the United States

· Survey population to identify needs and problems

· Conduct interviews and home visits in KACF field office locations 

· Document and investigate complaints

· Establish a hotline for resettled Karen to seek advice and report problems.

· To provide non financial and non material support services.

· Offer advice or connect refugees to assistance and social services such as health care, legal advice, emergency aid.

· Resolve problems relating to services provided by resettlement agencies, government, and other entities.

· Investigate and resolve serious complaints through local and national action and advocacy.

· Advocate for better services to specific field locations or for broader policy changes.

· To provide culturally and linguistically appropriate humanitarian and social support services.

· Provide services that supplement those provided by resettlement agencies. 

· Provide services that address gaps not addressed by resettlement agencies, including safety net programs.

·     To advocate for the rights and well being of resettled Karen and other refugees from Burma in the United States.

· To raise funds

· Apply for Federal and State level grants

· Solicit in –kind and financial donations, with a focus at the state level.

· To expand our support and information network and raise awareness about KACF to new arrivals, community organizations, the broader NGO community and state and government entities working on resettlement.

· To support the formation of Karen local assistance groups that respond to the needs of the Burmese community as they have defined them. 

· To support cultural retention programs that enable Karen to maintain their language and cultural traditions.

· To establish scholarship programs for Karen youth and adults interested in pursuing academic opportunities.

· To organize community youth interaction and exchanges.

· To conduct outreach and activities targeted at seniors.
· To assist Karen communities abroad in need of emergency humanitarian aid. 
