July 20, 2007

Dear Member of Congress:

As leaders in the American Jewish community, we look to our religion’s ethical precepts, as well as to our nation’s broadly shared values, for guidance on immigration policy.  American Jews have been immigrants to this nation; indeed, for millennia, Jews have experienced the challenges of involuntary migration.  Jewish teaching therefore compels us to care for immigrants and refugees.

We, representatives of the organizations listed below, therefore ask Congress to unite around legislation to aid the Liberian refugee community.  Many Liberian refugees who fled civil war over the past two decades have made homes in the U.S.  Now, they are in danger of deportation to a fragile country, and in danger of separation from their families, livelihoods, and homes.

The Secretary of Homeland Security has determined that Temporary Protected Status (TPS) for Liberians will end on October 1st, 2007.  This could lead to the deportation of tens of thousands of Liberians now residing lawfully in the U.S.  Please take positive action to ensure that Liberian immigrants with TPS are allowed to stay and attain Permanent Residency.  Support the Liberian Refugee Immigration Fairness Act (S. 656) and the Liberian Refugee Immigration Protection Act (H.R. 1941).

Historical background.

More than two decades of Liberian civil war began in the 1980s.  This West African democratic nation of three million people was devastated by one of the bloodiest conflicts in recent history.   People were traumatized by horrific violence and human rights abuses, including mass executions, torture and dismemberment, rape, looting, banditry, and the widespread use of child combatants.  

About half of Liberia’s citizenry was displaced and now resides throughout Africa, Europe, and the U.S.  As many as 270,000 reside lawfully in the U.S.; about 25,000 have TPS.  Minnesota and Rhode Island are two of the states that have sizeable Liberian communities.

Current situation in the U.S.

In metro areas with large Liberian communities, the termination of TPS would adversely affect certain sectors of the economy, such as long-term healthcare, that employ large numbers of Liberians.  In towns that are home to Liberians, entire neighborhoods would be affected by people leaving their houses, apartments, and businesses behind.  

Also at issue is family separation.  Liberians who sought TPS in the U.S. painstakingly rebuilt their lives.  They married and raised families here—including both U.S.-born and Liberian-born children.  Forcing the return of those under TPS would tear families apart.  

Current situation in Liberia.

With the recent election of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf to the presidency, Liberia has been able to achieve a fragile stability.  However, more than 85 percent of its remaining population is unemployed.  Nearly the entire country lives in Monrovia, the capital, which has virtually no infrastructure—power, clean water, habitable building.  In rural areas, there is virtual lawlessness and intermittent fighting and human rights abuses have continued.

Liberians residing lawfully in the U.S. have been a valuable source of assistance to their relatives and friends in Liberia, sending them money that helps stimulate Liberia’s weak economy.  This source of support would be severely diminished if Liberians are forced to leave the U.S.

Some individuals with temporary protected status worry that if they return to Liberia, their enemies may harm them.  President Johnson-Sirleaf has raised concerns that the return of those with TPS “would put an unbearable burden on our already strained resources.”

Please act now.

We in the Jewish community know that people do not flee their homes without reason.  They leave to escape oppression, violence, poverty and desperation.  They emigrate in the belief that new surroundings offer them and their families’ better opportunities and a better life.  Many Liberians have sought such opportunity in the U.S., they have become our neighbors, and have enriched our lives and our economy.  

Please act quickly to move forward the Liberian Refugee Immigration Fairness Act (S. 656) and the Liberian Refugee Immigration Protection Act (H.R. 1941). 
Respectfully,  

Organizations

American Jewish Committee, New York, N.Y.

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, Washington, D.C.

Judith Bernstein-Baker, Esq., Executive Director, HIAS and Council Migration Service of Philadelphia

Jewish Alliance for Law and Social Action, Boston, Mass.

Jewish Community Action, St. Paul, Minn.

Jewish Community Relations Council of Greater Washington 

Jewish Council on Urban Affairs, Chicago, Ill.

Jews for Racial and Economic Justice, New York, N.Y.

National Council of Jewish Women, New York, N.Y.

Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism, Washington, D.C.

The Workmen’s Circle/Arbeter Ring, New York, N.Y.

Additional individual supporters

Rabbi Rebecca Alpert, Chair, Religion Department, Temple University, Philadelphia, Penn.

Herman Brown, Arizona Representative, Jewish Labor Committee

Rabbi Meryl M. Crean, Martins Run Residential Life Care Community, Philadelphia, Penn.

Rabbi Marc Margolius. Wynnewood, Penn.

Rosalind Spigel, MSOD, Philadelphia Area Director, Jewish Labor Committee
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