Capitol vigil held to welcome Iraqi refugees 
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        Refugees from Iraq have started to arrive in the Capital Region and on Friday a small group of people gathered in a park near the state Capitol to welcome them to the U.S.

        The Iraqi Project of Women Against War held a vigil at West Capitol Park at noon and members displayed a large banner saying "Welcome Iraqi Refugees" and handed out fliers about what they call the Iraqi refugee crisis.

        "We feel enormous responsibility for the 4.5 million Iraqis forced to flee their homes since the U.S. invasion and occupation began," said Susan Davies, who helped organize Friday's event. "The least we can do is to help these Iraqi families start to rebuild their lives and advocate that the U.S. government open its doors to let many more Iraqis come to this country."

        Davies said the Iraqi Project of Women Against War wants to raise awareness about the plight of the Iraqi refugees and create bridges between the refugees and the community. They will help by finding them physicians, mosques and with simple things like telephone service.

        "This group really needs a community," Davies said of the refugees.

        It's estimated there are about 32 Iraqi refugees in the Capital Region who worked with the Albany field office of the U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants. More Iraqi refugees are expected and this fall Union College will be hosting an Iraqi refugee student as part of the national Iraqi Student Project.

        Petra Marar, 21, of Bethlehem, who knew many people involved with Bethlehem Neighbors for Peace when she was growing up, handed out fliers on Friday to the lunchtime crowd at the park. Most people were receptive once she told them that at least eight families from Iraq were in the Capital Region.

        Marar's father was born in Jordan, but grew up in Baghdad and has lost some of his friends during the war so it hits home for Marar.

        A college student at Sarah Lawrence in Yonkers, Marar said she's been thinking about the Iraq refugees. "Whether you are for or against the war, these are families who are being displaced."

        She said it's important to try to welcome them, say hello and let them know there is help.

        None of the refugees were at the event on Friday, in part because they are fearful and want to maintain their privacy, said Davies, who has met with several of the refugees arriving in the last couple weeks.

        She described them as having a "sense of grief and shock."

        One professional from Iraq whom she spoke to told her he feels like he's back in kindergarten and that no one knows what it's like to live in Iraq, a country with no state.

        Maud Easter, who held a banner during the hourlong vigil, said she feels bad about what the United States has done in Iraq. "Coming here, this is a chance for us to welcome the refugees."

        The vigil, though a small effort, may introduce the magnitude of the refugee crisis to some people in the Capital Region who might otherwise not know about it, Easter said.

        Most people haven't heard about the human drama the Iraq refugees are living, but Easter has faith that Americans are compassionate and once they learn about these refugees, most will want to help.

        Reach Gazette reporter Jill Bryce at 432-4391 or jbryce@dailygazette.net.
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