


Helping egotiate aBrave New World 

Each year, California welcomes more than 10,000 men, 

women and children fleeing violence or the fear of per­
secution from race, religion or political opinion. Many 
arrive here with nothing more than a small suitcase, and 
the hope for a better future. 

Coordinating Efforts to Help Refugees 
To assist incoming refugees, countless organiza­

tions work together to administer the federally funded 
services and benefits available to help individuals find 
empfoyment and become self-sufficient. 

In 1990, the Refugee Programs Bureau (RPB) of the 
California Department of Social Services took the lead 
on that vital coordination effort , organizing the state's 
first refugee summit, entitled "The Refugee Information 
Exchange Conference." Over 300 stakeholders involved in 
refugee resettlement gathered for that unique opportuni­
ty to discuss policy, collaborate best practices and receive 
training on effectively assisting California's refugees . 

In June 2010, the summit celebrated its 20th anni­
versary, themed "Remembering the Past, Celebrating 

the Present and Preparing for the Future," an 
appropriate refiection of how the summit has 

evolved over the last two decades. 

Serving aChanging Population 
Thuan Nguyen, chief of the 

Refugee Programs Bureau, says 
the population of those assisted 
has changed dramatically over 
the past 20 years. 

"In the 1990 's, we only served 
refugees, mostly Cuban and 
Haitian entrants ," she recalls. 
"Those we serve now not only 

include refugees, but also asylees, 
human trafficking victims and 

designated immigrants from Iraq 
and Afghanistan." 
Not only has the classification of 

refugees increased, but the number of 
countries of origin as well, explains Nguyen. 

"Back then, a lot of refugees came from only a few 
countries around the world. Today we see smaller groups 
of refugees from more countries coming in, making the 
resettlement effort more challenging." 

According to Nguyen, a total of 11 ,272 newly arriv­
ing refugees resettled in California between July 2008 
and June 2009. The two largest groups were from Iraq 
and Iran, but over the past five years, she reports Califor­
nia has also welcomed an increasing number of refugees 
from Burma, Bhutan and the former Soviet Union. 

While the faces of California refugees have varied over 
the last 20 years , the determination to help them success­
fully resettle and discover better lives remains steadfast. 
At the heart of coordination efforts, the refugee summit 
has adapted to the changing landscape. 

"Some of the basic concerns for refugees 
remain the same, such as health services , 
housing, employment and English lan­
guage training," Nguyen explains. 
"But our focus used to be mainly 
on acculturation Qf the American 
way." In recent years she says 
summit workshops have focused 
more an key issues such as federal 
legislation, DMV documentation 
requirements and changes in 
green card status expectations. 

"Any time a law passes that 
affects the refugee program in any 
way, we have to make sure the infor­
mation filters down to the local level 
and address any issues," says Nguyen. 
She sees the refugee summit as an irre­
placeable avenue for helping communicate 
those changes. 

Intercultural Planning and LogIstics 
Since 1995, the Sacramento State College of Con­

tinuing Education (CCE) has handled logistics for the 
California Refugee Summit. It's a partnership role with 
RPB that Nguyen describes as essential. 

"CCE finds the best hotel, negotiates the most cost­
effective meeting space, collects registration, coordinates 
the speakers and oversees summit brochure design and 
printing," explains Nguyen, listing a portion of CCE 's 
responsibilities. "Those are the technical skills we don't 
have at the state level , so we've relied on CCE to walk us 
through a lot of it." 

According to senior conference planner Carr-agh 
Taylor-Hunt , summit preparation starts a full yea r in 
advance to accommodate the diverse audience of up to 
500 participants. Attendees include representatives from 
federal and state government departments, national vol­
untary agencies, county coordinators, local charities, 
service providers and individual r efugees . 

Working side by side with California's Refugee Pro­
grams Bureau, CCE is helping welcome refugees from 
around the globe to a new life of safety, self-sufficiency 
and promise. 
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