
Kosovar Resettlement Assistance Project in Greater Victoria 

Abstract 

This paper describes a practical sew- 
ice model based on my field experience 
and outlines the process of Kosovar 
refugees' initial resettlement in Greater 
Victoria. Although an individual's age, 
social, educational, economic, and 
health conditions are some factors to 
influence refugee psycho-social adjust- 
ment, the continuum of resettlement is 
explained as dynamic, two-way, multi- 
faceted, and long term. Resettlement 
does not end within one's lifetime, but it 
is rather an inter-generational evolu- 
tion. This paper, however, only focuses 
on the first initial resettlement stage, 
which is critical to influence the whole 
continuum of inter-generational adjust- 
ment. 
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This project posed many challenges to 
my role as an "immigrant settlement 
workerJJ with reference to my reflection 
on the process; notion of differences, 
"otherness", assimilation, integration, 
and refugee and immigrant stereotyp- 
ing. Resources written from the settle- 
ment worker's perspectives are 
extremely limited due to settlement 
workers' English as their additional 
language background and their 
marginalized status. 

This paper highlights the govern- 
mental sources of support and fund- 
ing, as well as positive community 
responses towards the project, tensions 
among each stakeholder, bureaucratic 
paperwork, and possible backlash 
from other group members. This 
project is an example of how the tradi- 
tional conventional social work prac- 
tice cannot be a good tool to 
understand the whole problem situa- 
tion of Kosovars. Structural social 
work, however, is an instrumental 
guideline for the broader perspective of 
assessing the needs of Kosovars to- 
wards better lives. In this paper, I use 
an Albanian word "Kosova" instead of 
the Serb word "Kosovo" whichmostly 
used by the media. 

Introduction 
This paper analyzes and critiques the 
process of Kosovar Resettlement As- 
sistance Project in Greater Victoria, 
which was undertaken by the Inter- 
cultural Association of Greater Victo- 
ria (ICA). I have been working for ICA 
for over ten years, where one of the 
major mandates is to assist immigrant 
and refugee settlement in Greater Vic- 
toria. Through my position at ICA, I 
had an opportunity to coordinate the 
Kosovar Project. 

The primary purpose of this paper is 
to report how the project assisted 
Kosovar refugees in Greater Victoria. I 
will explore this project through the 
feminist, anti-racist, and structural so- 
cial work practice to understand the 
human tragedy of ethnic cleansing. The 
major goal of this project is to assist the 
ethnic Albanianrefugees, who were the 
targets of organized violence in the 
province of Kosova in Yugoslavia, 
through an easier transition of resettle- 
ment inGreater Victoria. Therefore, this 
paper will discuss the background of 
Canada's humanitarian evacuation 
policy, refugee push and pull factors, 
the situation of Canada as the host 
country, and the cross-cultural problem 
solving efforts to better the services in 
Greater Victoria. 

For the scope of this paper, I will ex- 
amine the cause of the mass exodus of 
Albanian Kosovar refugees: How the 
minority Serb government oppressed, 
marginalized, and alienated the major- 
ity Albanians. The second section of my 
paper describes the problem statement 
that has led me to develop the project. I 
will state the nature of the problem in 
order to provide better resettlement serv- 
ices in Greater Victoria, including a 
statement of my perspective (values, 
beliefs, assumptions, personal andpro- 
fessional interest, and experiences 
about this project). I will also present the 
possible causes contributing factors for 
the problem identified in the problem 
statement. 

In the third section, I will focus on the 
specific objectives of this project and 
identify internal and external drivers, 
which supported the project, and the 
barriers that stood in the way of imple- 
mentingbetter services. I will describe 
my action plan and the steps I took in my 
planned effort, including a time-line 
and the specific activities involved in 
eachstage. I will discuss possible politi- 
cal and ethical considerations and their 
implications for my planned project. 

Refuge, Vol. 19, No. 2 (January 2001) 



The last component of this paper will 
be my critical analysis of the project re- 
sults, including the expected and unex- 
pected outcomes. I will discuss my 
personal insights, the general learning 
process throughout this project. I will 
identify how my values, beliefs, and 
assumptions were challenged, and 
how these challenges affected my per- 
sonal life and professional practice. 

Literature Review 

The preliminary literature was 
searched within a structural, feminist, 
and anti-racist social work reference. I 
examined publications such as Robert 
Mullaly's Structural Social Work: Ideol- 
ogy, Theory, and Practice (1993), Paulo 
Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppression 
(1994), Katrina Shields In the Tiger's 
Mouth: An Empowerment Guide for 
Social Action (1994), and Elaine 
Penderhughes' Understanding Race, 
Ethnicity, and Power (1989). Although 
these sources were backbone of the 
generalist, structuralist, and feminist 
practices, Irealized how difficult it was 
to practice a realistic, attainable, and 
measurable outcomes within the 
present capitalist and liberal valued 
society. Mullaly (1993) asserts that the 
fundamental social workvalues of hu- 
manism are congruent with socialist 
paradigms, however, state power main- 
tains the present status quo and restricts 
the eligibility of funding criteria. Shield 
(1994) claims the feminist principle of 
empowering unprivileged, vulnerable, 
and marginalized people, and vali- 
dates my belief of the importance of im- 
migrant settlement work. Nonetheless, 
I found that there were not enough re- 
sources available regarding the overall 
social welfare for immigrants andrefu- 
gees. Armitage (1996) states in Social 
Welfare in Canada Revisited: Facing up 
the future that "Canada has undergone 
enormous economic, political, andcul- 
turd change [for twenty years]", yet the 
content does not include the welfare 
policy for immigrants and refugees. 

The other initial resources provided 
up-to-date information and publica- 
tions through Citizenship and Immi- 
gration Canada, and print material 
which described the situation in Kosova 

and the practical suggestions for work- 
ing withrefugees: Sponsoring Kosovars 
to Vancouver Island (Miller: 1999) and 
a Subcontract manual for Kosovar Re- 
settlement Assistance Program. The 
publications from the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) also presented a useful 
guideline for settlement work: "A frame- 
work for People Oriented Planning: 
Taking Account of Women, Men, and 
ChildrenNewcomers in Canada," and 
a quarterly magazine called "Refu- 
gees." 

For the otherresources, my major con- 
tact on understanding Kosovar culture 
and way of life was from five members of 
the Kosovar community, who helped me 
set up orientation for volunteers and 
joint-sponsors on Vancouver Island. 
Although psychosocial trauma and 
destruction is not a focus on this stage of 
resettlement, Martin-Baro (1994) claims 
three components of psychosocial 
trauma of survivors of organized vio- 
lence: l. Social polarization and in- 
equality exist. 2. Institutional lies and 
circles of silence obscure social reality. 
3. Survivors and their families, personal 
networks, and the societies of which 
they are members. Locally, three profes- 
sionals (a female clinical counsellor and 
two male psychologists showed a 
strong interest in working on the issue 
of trauma. 

Background on Kosovar 
Refugees 

The Amnesty International reported on 
the decade of human rights crimes and 
prolonged organized violence in 
Kosova (1998) and that led to the NATO 
and the United Nations High Commis- 
sioner for Refugees' (UNHCR) involve- 
ment. The population of Kosova in 1998 
was 1.5 million people, of which 1.3 
million were ethnic Albanians 
(Malcolm, 1999). The dispute in the 
Balkans has been a major problem after 
years of conflict and increasing tension 
with Russia, and the nations were di- 
vided in Serbia, Montenegro and Roma- 
nia without the consideration of ethnic 
composition in 1878. In 1918, Yugosla- 
via was created from the formerly occu- 
pied Ottoman and Austrian empires, 

and followed by Josip Tito's communist 
regime in Yugoslavia in 1944 (Kaplan, 
1996). Kosova, has been an unrest re- 
gion in the former Yugoslavia between 
majority Albanians (90%) and Serbs 
(10%) after the end of World War 11. 

In 1989, the Slobodan Milosevicgov- 
ernment stripped away Albanian 
Kosova autonomous status. For exam- 
ple, approximately, 350,000 ethnic Al- 
banians sought asylum inEurope in the 
following decade. Albanians were not 
allowed to speak Albanian in public, 
the children were not allowed to attend 
schools, and there were massive dis- 
missals from the government and pro- 
fessional jobs. The elected parliament 
was declared illegal and many were 
arrested and tortured under the brutal 
Milosevic regime (Miller, 1999). The 
oppression, discrimination, violence, 
and atrocities of ethnic cleansing re- 
sulted in an exodus of over a quarter of 
amillion refugees from Kosova in 1999. 

On March 24,1999 NATO launched 
its 78-day air war. Within three days, 
ethnic Albanians began to arrive in 
neighboring countries in huge num- 
bers: 444,600 refugees in Albania, 
244,500 to Macedonia, and 69,900 in 
Montenegro. Due to the limited capaci- 
ties in the receiving countries, more than 
90,000 Albanians were transferred to 29 
countries for temporary evacuation 
(Willkinson ed, 1999). Canada re- 
sponded by taking 5,000 refugees under 
the humanitarian evacuation program. 

Kosovar Refugees in Victoria 

The Kosovar refugees have started to 
resettle in Greater Victoria under three 
different categories since April, 1999. 
The Fast Track program was the part of 
Family Reunification for refugees who 
have relatives in Victoria. Under this 
emergency evacuation, Citizenship and 
Immigration Canada extended family 
reunification for not only nuclear family 
members but also any relatives such as 
cousins, uncles, and nieces. Further- 
more, family sponsors did not have to 
demonstrate their financial responsi- 
bilities for ten year sponsorships. Spe- 
cial Needs cases required serious 
physical or mental attention at oversea 
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refugee camps, and the UNHCR 
prioritized to assist these people first. 

Operational Parasol was for those 
individuals or families who hadno rela- 
tives in Canada, and for those who 
stayed in Canadian sustaining camps 
for up to six weeks. Differently from the 
refugees, those who arrived directly 
from oversea camps inMacedonia and 
Albania under Fast Track and Special 
Needs, the people under Operational 
Parasol came through the Canadian 
Army Basecamps: CFB Trenton, Green- 
wood, Aldershot, Kingston, and Hali- 
fax, where they spent four to six weeks 
receiving basic orientation for Cana- 
dian lifestyles. 

Originally, in total, 120-150 people 
were expected toresettle in Greater Vic- 
toria by the end of July, 1999, however, 
the actual total number of Kosovars was 
one hundred-one after the closure of the 
humanitarian evacuation program in 
September, 1999. while forty-sixpeople 
under Fast Track and Special Needs 
programs were in the process of adjust- 
ing to their lives in their new environ- 
ments, forty-five Kosovars arrived in 
Victoria under Operational Parasol as- 
sisted by the community joint-sponsors. 
The role of the community sponsors was 
equivalent to Fast Track relative spon- 
sors who assisted in the social and emo- 
tional needs of the Kosovars. 

ICA provided orientation for the 
Kosovars under Fast Track and Special 
Needs, while the refugees under the 
Operational Parasol program were sup- 
posed to receive full orientation pro- 
grams in sustaining camps in the 
Eastern provinces before they settled in 
Victoria. Financially, the refugees re- 
ceived monthly cheques equivalent to 
the amount of provincial income assist- 
ance for food, clothing, accommoda- 
tion, and transportation, in addition to 
the first initial starting cheque covering 
furniture and staples from the federal 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada 
(CIC). 

Problem Statement 

The "Kosovar Resettlement Assistance 
Project in Greater Victoria" brought to- 
gether a wide range of individuals from 
a variety of community and institu- 

tional settings. As the Coordinator of 
ImmigrantIRefugee Settlement and In- 
tegration Services, I received Kosovar 
refugees and assisted them in settle- 
ment orientation, and coordinated with 
other community services. This col- 
laborative work posed many chal- 
lenges due to the federal policy 
regarding government sponsored refu- 
gees, the fundingrequirements, and dif- 
fering perspectives, beliefs, and 
positions taken by each stakeholder; 
CIC, NGO service providers, volun- 
teers, and community joint-sponsors. 
The community politics was more 
problematic rather than a source to 
build alliances for coalition. 

The local CIC selected the commu- 
nity sponsors whose services focus on 
social and emotional support to 
Kosovars under Operational Parasol. 
Sponsors who responded immediately 
to CIC's request were predominately 
from Christian church denominations. 
Volunteers also stepped forward to as- 
sist the Kosovars under Fast Track and 
Special Needs in their resettlement 
process. 

What was missing at Kosovar arriv- 
als were local resources and commu- 
nity collaboration, coordination, and 
communication between inter-govern- 
mental agencies such as CIC, Revenue 
Canada, the Ministry of Human Re- 
sources, NGO service providers, and 
community agencies. I, as avisible mi- 
nority immigrant woman who had ex- 
perienced settlement/adjustment 
difficulties in Canadian society, took 
this as a great opportunity not only to 
provide settlement services, but also to 
broaden my perspective by attempting 
to understand each Kosovar's indi- 
vidual experience. This enhanced my 
experiences and knowledge of the set- 
tlement and adjustment process in my 
profession. 

Causal Analysis 

I learned of the cause of Albanian 
Kosovars' mass exodus as deeply em- 
bedded in a long history of ethnic con- 
flict in the Balkan region for over five 
hundred years (Kaplan, 1996). 
Pinderhughes claims: 

The sense of commonality with oth- 
ers and the individual ethnic meaning 
that people develop as a result of their 
experiences have implications far be- 
yond those of shared religion, na- 
tional origin, geography, or race 
(1989:39). 

A socio-economic and demographic 
analysis was a critical component of 
this project. There was an obvious lack 
of communityresources. Furthermore, a 
local Albanian community was not well 
established. Only five families were 
identified and became the sponsors for 
Fast Trackmembers, however, they were 
relatively new and many were still in 
the process of their settlement in Victo- 
ria. 

I identified specific problems and 
barriers, that existedin this whole proc- 
ess. While considering differing points 
of view and governmental policies, 
these factors would have had a signifi- 
cant influence in providing better orien- 
tation services to Kosovars and training 
to sponsors and volunteers. The factors 
are: 

*my lack of knowledge concerning 
Kosovar culture, language, and issues; 

*lack of coordination among govern- 
ment bodies, local agencies, sponsors, 
and relatives; 

*differing beliefs/viewpoints re- 
garding settlement among sponsors 
and volunteers; 

*.lack ofresources in the community 
such as Albanian-speaking profession- 
als such as doctors and counselors; 

*.competition for funding among 
various agencies; 

*stereotypes about Muslim people 
which community joint-sponsors 
and volunteers might have held. Their 
potential motivations to convert 
Kosovars to Christians. 

My intentions to provide better serv- 
ices was influenced by the above factors, 
which also reflected to each stakehold- 
er's personal conceptual baggage. I 
identified my level of knowledge con- 
cerning Kosovar people and their cul- 
ture, the bureaucracy that seemed to be 
developing among government agen- 
cies, the diverse views onsettlement that 
may be provided, and the limited avail- 
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able resources as major elements of the 
problem. As ICA had been selected and 
contracted to provide Kosovar orienta- 
tion, coordination among community 
agencies caused some tensions even at 
the early stage. I believed that through 
education and interaction with the 
Kosovars, the conceptual baggage each 
stakeholder carried was dealt with ex- 
plicitly and implicitly and led to the 
elimination of stereotypes. 

For analyzing some of the causes of 
the problem, I will focus onFirst Nations 
and the Feminist perspectives. As both 
perspectives emphasize the importance 
of working relationships with respect, I 
endeavored to respect not only 
Kosovars, but also volunteers, sponsors, 
and the other representatives. Also, my 
planned activities required Kosovars' 
active participation in the process of 
implementing the project. I started to 
compile interpreters' list from Albani- 
ans who have been here and newly ar- 
rived. 

Through the lens of First Nations per- 
spective, I learned the importance of dis- 
tinctive cultural values, language, as 
well as self determination of the comrnu- 
nity. In fact, these theories affect me as a 
visible minority immigrant woman. 
Since I value my own heritage, I would 
not attempt to change or ignore the im- 
portance of Kosovar culture. In addi- 
tion, gender analysis ensured that the 
project did not disadvantage women, 
elders, and children to address the needs 
and resources of the people holistically 
by respecting gender and the specific 
roles of women, men, the elderly and 
children. 

Goals and Objectives 

The major goal of this project was to as- 
sist Kosovar refugees in an easier transi- 
tion of resettlement in Greater Victoria 
and becoming active and independent 
members of Canadian society. The time 
frame for this project began from the ar- 
rival of refugees to the initial phase of 
resettlement in the first three months 
depending the arrival date of each case 
(May-September, 1999). The specific 
objectives were: 

o co pile a lest of local reso rces, 
such as Ectors, dentists, OpticaYserv- 
ices, and the other 

*to utilize interpreters who speak Al- 
banian and to provide training for in- 
terpreters regarding ethical issues and 
self-care such as confidentiality, 
boundaries and power differences; 

*to translate essential materials into 
Albanian; 

*to provide support and training to 
joint-sponsors and volunteers regard- 
ing how to work with refugees; 

*to organize basic community 
orientations covering the topics of edu- 
cation, law, health, community re- 
sources, finance, rental agreement, 
public transportation, and immigrant 
settlement process; 

*to monitor carefully the symptoms 
of post-traumatic disorder and appro- 
priately to refer and work with 
counselors; 

*to advocate for the needs of Kosovar 
refugees in Greater Victoria 

*to assist Kosovar refugees in estab- 
lishing a local community develop- 
ment program. 

Drivers and Barriers 
Many intertwined layers of interna- 
tional, Canadian government, commu- 
nity, and individual levels of 
commitment, energy, values, and be- 
liefs were identified as strong drivers 
for the Kosovar evacuation and reset- 
tlement effort. Also, as the external 
driver, the media played a key role to 
influence the decision making process. 
It is interesting to note that drivers can 
become a potential barrier as well, de- 
pending on the experiences and per- 
ception of the media, general public, 
government, and stakeholders with 
Kosovars. 

The government's commitment to 
provide services and financial assist- 
ance was adriver. Certain policies have 
beengenerously changed such as waiv- 
ing processing fees ($500) for the land- 
ing application, the airplane 
transportation fees, and increasing the 
benefit of Federal Interim Health Plan. 
In addition, the Federal financial as- 
sistance was extended to two years 
from general one year benefit, which 
would make the refugee transition 
easier than the other refugee groups. 

Prior to the first arrivals of Kosovars, 
the project had been responded to with 
enthusiasm from various local commu- 
nity groups and individuals. Sponsor 
groups and volunteers were quick to 
respond to the call from CIC in over- 
whelming number; in fact, according to 
CIC, some sponsor groups had to be 
turned down. In general, the Canadian 
public has been receptive to Kosovar 
newcomers, as proved by their numer- 
ous charitable contributions. However, 
the underlying community politics 
were problematic in the initial meet- 
ings: Tension surfaced among the par- 
ticipants and conflicts arose. 
Eventually, ongoing open dialogue, 
consultation, and training for the com- 
munity stakeholders eased some ten- 
sions and resolved conflicts. 

The government served as a bar- 
rier. There was an enormous amount of 
paperwork required for each refugee 
since the initial contact with the earliest 
arrivals. Yet, I found that some of the 
essential information was often incom- 
plete or incorrect. For example, some 
paper work was completed in overseas 
refugee camps, but this information was 
not relayed to the front-line level. Fur- 
thermore, correcting the official docu- 
ments and information took several 
weeks, which caused delays in initial 
assistance funds. Due to the enormous 
amount of paperwork and the over- 
whelming stress levels of the refugees, 
very few people could recall much about 
the documentation. Therefore, unfortu- 
nately, a huge amount of paperwork 
was duplicated. Through some con- 
tacts with Albanians in Victoria, I 
learned that there was often a lack of 
trust between non-clan members. My 
initial consultations withKosovar refu- 
gees through workshops and orienta- 
tion helped me understand Kosovar 
cultural backgrounds. Personally re- 
flecting on my experience as a visible 
minority immigrant woman, generated 
an even stronger commitment and inter- 
est to work this project. 

Strategy for Change 

Those facilitating the refugee empower- 
ment process must understand not only 
refugees' new cultural context and 
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codes but also the means by which they 
retain and value "old" cultural tradi- 
tion and norms. Multiculturalism de- 
pends on this systemic interplay of 
forces (Howarth 1998). 

The gender analysis and the people- 
oriented planning was the base of my 
framework to achieve the goals. There- 
fore, it was an important strategy to 
ensure that this project did not disad- 
vantage women, elders, and children, 
and to ensure that the project 
holistically address the needs and re- 
sources of Kosovar family by respecting 
gender and specific roles of women, 
men, the elderly and children. It re- 
minded me that the refugees are active, 
productive, and resourceful people 
rather than passive victims awaiting 
support and assistance. In addition, a 
gender analysis and people oriented 
planning are tools, which facilitate 
project planning, implementation and 
evaluation. 

Volunteer and sponsor training 
workshops were organized for a total of 
six sessions (each two hours), and cov- 
ered topics such as understanding the 
Resettlement finance, Kosovar culture, 
ethical issues, and how to work with 
people experiencing with post trau- 
matic stress. The regular meetings al- 
lowed me to develop trust and good 
working relationships with one an- 
other. Settlement is long-term, dynamic, 
multifaceted, and a two-way process. 
This kind of training for the host com- 
munity was essential. As a result, I 
organized additional one-day work- 
shops in Nanaimo and Courtney on 
Vancouver Island, while the monthly 
sponsors' support meetings continued 
in Greater Victoria. 

An ethical consideration of this 
project was the social and financial 
power differences between Kosovar 
refugees and service providers includ- 
ing volunteers and joint-sponsors. An- 
other ethical dilemma involved 
selecting appropriate interpreters as 
issues such as femalelmale, urbadru- 
ral, and cladnon-clan in order to pro- 
vide more sensitive services. A potential 
issue I was concerned with was anti- 
Kosovar backlash in Victoria, because 
in spring, 1999 in the middle of arrival 

of Albanian Kosovars, Victoria Serb 
community was established. 

Conclusion 

Structural social work was an instru- 
mental guideline as a broader perspec- 
tive of assessing the needs of Kosovars 
and in changing to better resettlement 
situations. In general, the condition 
existed to provide the necessary assist- 
ance for the Kosovar refugees was much 
more flexible with timely positive com- 
munity response. As aresult, manyrefu- 
gee advocates question why such a 
strong dedication as opposed to other 
ethnic groups settling into Canada. 

Traditionally each stakeholder in the 
project had worked separately and iso- 
lated from one another because of the 
perceived irrelevance of perspectives, 
beliefs, and values. Community coali- 
tion work could be challenging due to 
the reflection of the organizations' dif- 
ferent history and experiences in the 
community. Obviously, there was no 
cohesive community to share the same 
vision with one another, however, this 
project brought an opportunity to break 
traditional barriers and division among 
the key stakeholders such as the CIC, 
NGO service providers, and church in- 
stitutions. Therefore, the success of the 
project depended on each stakeholder's 
effort to work towards strong commu- 
nity collaboration. Through this project 
some consensus among the community 
members was expected by promoting 
greater exchange and networking. My 
personal strategy was to direct the dis- 
cussion the way in which community 
organizations can work together to ad- 
vocate on behalf of refugees and to influ- 
ence the decision making process 
regarding immigration and citizenship 
issues. 

Through this project, my interest was 
to pursue the feminist approach work- 
ing with people from the margins, and I 
kept my journals, where it occurred to 
me new learning and the measure of 
psycho-social adjustments of the refu- 
gees. To monitor progress towards the 
goal, feedback from Kosovars and as- 
sisting volunteers and joint-sponsors 
was necessary. Once trust was devel- 

oped, I was able to seek feedback from 
the people. 

This project made me question: What 
does the goal of settlement services 
mean to be? When does the settlement 
process end? What is the role of the 
settlement worker in this process? Al- 
though my experience with Kosovars 
was onlyshort period of settlement con- 
tinuum, Counseling across cultures 
(Pederson: 1996) describes the settle- 
ment and integration theory from a ho- 
listic view. As Cheboud claims that "the 
goal of the [structural] theory is to create 
change, that is progressive, holistic, so- 
cial, and environmental, it provides key 
ingredients to understand the needs 
and the effects of change" (1998:33). 
Kosovar's personal experience can in- 
fluence political decision. I feel respon- 
sible as an Immigrant settlement worker 
not only to empower refugee individu- 
als but also to influence the structural 
level in the issue of overall refugees' 
resettlement. 
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