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Thursday October 6. 1988

es seek new life in merciful land

By Teresa A. Parsons
More than 200 men, women and children are
waiting in western New York for a chance at
a normal life.
" Still others continue to arrive from counms
— Afghanistan, El Salvador, Somalia, Sri Lan-
ka, Guatemala, ‘Ethiopia — where they attest

" that chance is slim. Each is hoping to find a_

new home in the:country they describe as
“compassionate’>:aid “neutral’

Tweiity-or eveizl0:vears ago, that country
would, havc been:the United States. Today, it
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an border officials began delaying the entry of
refugees until they could attend individual im-
migration hearings. Within two weeks, more
than: 300 people were backed up at the Cana-
dian border near Buffalo.

Immigration officials began referring the
refugees to La Casa, then a small-scale refu-

‘gee assistance program located in the former

convent building at Queen of All Saints Par-
ish inLackawanna. Staff members at La Casa
responded by recruiting host families and in-
stitutions to-offer shelter, soliciting donations
of food, clothing and medical care, and ad-
vocating for- financial support from Erie
County’s social services department.

A year-and=a=half later;-the parade of mis-
ery has hardly-slackened its pace. New-refu-
gees-arrive at'the border daily, and are routinely
sentto La Casa. Mednwhile, the Canadian im-
migration system is so backlogged that the new
arrivals face a five-month wait for a prelimi-
nary hearing. -

" La Casa, meanwhile, has imposed a tenu-

-ous sense of order over the chaos that followed

February 20. Staff members have arranged to
receive some remuneration from socxal serv-
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ices, although they continue to depend heavi-
ly on private donations.

Some 200 refugees have been placed in the
homes of host families or in institutions such
as converits, churches and seminaries, primarily
in western New York, but also stretching from
Cleveland, Ohio, to Pennsylvania's Lehigh Val-
ley. Because hosts are becoming increasingly
difficult to locate as the delay in scheduling -
refugees’ hearing dates increases, La Casa is
working through such local groups as the
Rochester Sanctuary Committee, seeking new
volunteers to serve as hosts.

“Practically all our sure sources -of hospi-
tality are full}’ said Sister Bette DiCesare, a La
Casa staff member.

The Lyons of East Aurora are one such
source. They becameinvolved with La Casa af-
ter Jim Lyons, 24, a Spanish-speaking baggage
handler at the Buffalo airport, was asked one
evening to translate for a newly arrived Sal-
vadoran refugee family, and ended up inviting
them to stay at his.parents’ suburban home.

I called at midnight, and my mother had
to go up and tell:(my father) that I was bring-
ing home this Salvadoran family with five-chil-
dren;’ Lyons recalled. Although his father’s
first response was.not pleasant, Lyons said, he
had “a total changQ ‘of ‘heart when he got to
meet Jose and.heard,about his_situation”

-~=Since then; thé-Iyons family hias Selcoiiied
several Sri Lankans, and currently house a
Bolivian couple. “It has been a beautiful
chance for them to opencup their hearts-and:
show their generosity;” Jim Lyons said of his
family.

Meanwhile, Lyons also spends nearly 25
hours per week at La Casa, answermg tele-
phones, transporting refugees and coordinat-
ing living arrangements for as many as'65 La
Casa residents, who are-primarily single men.
They share a building which Sister DiCesare
estimates could comfortably accommodate 25.
“Men, very often when the house is full, end
up sleeping on the sofas and the floor;” she
said. “There are usually 40-60-people here ali
the time”

Despite crowded condmons, clakhiﬁ :
tures, and tension and suspense bred:
less waiting, residents at La Casa 1hanag
relanvely comfortable communal hfstyle.
Each is assigned tasks, ranging from-cooking
and cleanup to answering telephones orjtrans-
porting fellow residents to ap_pomtments
“There are so many people of so-many-nations.

" Ithasbeena great thing for a person likeme,

to come out of my shell;’ explained a Sri
Lankan, who asked to be identified only as

Bala.
Although Bala, 50; faces only a few more
Continued onPage 14




