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Escaping unrest at home and overcrowded refugee camps in Thailand, Myanmar refugees 
are being resettled in Chicago in significantly greater numbers since July, an official with 
the Illinois Department of Human Services said Thursday. 
 
As part of what the UN Refugee Agency has called the largest refugee resettlement 
program in the world, an estimated 452 Myanmar (formerly Burma) refugees arrived in 
Illinois from July to September, the official said.  
 
Only 24 refugees from Myanmar were resettled in Illinois between July 2005 and June 
2006, said Dr. Edwin Silverman, chief of the Bureau of Refugee and Immigrant Services 
for the Illinois DHS.  
 
He said those coming to Chicago were primarily moving into Uptown, Edgewater and 
Rogers Park, because most of the refugee resettlement agencies and social services are in 
the area.  
 
“Since July 2007, I would say 80 to 90 percent of the refugees that are coming in are 
from Burma and Burundi,” Maza Mengesha, the refugee program director at Uptown 
Neighborhood Health Center. She said many of those coming from Myanmar are of the 
Karen ethnic group. 
 
Most of the refugees are coming from a refugee camp in Thailand called Tham Hin, 
which rests along the Myanmar-Thai border, said Jenny Aguirre, Refugee Health 
Program Administrator with the Illinois Department of Public Health.  
 
According to the UN Refugee Agency Web site, 140,000 refugees from Myanmar were 
living in Thai refugee camps in 2006 and there has been an intensive effort to relocate 
these people recently. 
 
Aguirre added that during a meeting this summer of the voluntary resettlement agencies, 
who are charged with placing refugees in the United States, approximately 345 more 
Burmese have been "assured" resettlement in Illinois, noting that this was only a 
projection.  
 
“No one can tell us how many, we just know that more are coming,” said Rev. Carol 
McVetty of Northshore Baptist Church, 5244 N. Lakewood Ave.  
 
This summer, McVetty’s congregation welcomed 20 Karen refugee families. Prior to this 
summer, three Karen families attended Northshore. She says that during their English 
services on Sunday they have begun to have people read scripture in Karen in order to 



accommodate the new arrivals. She said eventually they may hire someone to run a 
worship service for Karen refugees.  
 
In addition to population pressures in the camps along the Myanmar-Thai border, a U.S. 
State Department decision in 2006 contributed to the recent influx of Karen refugees.  
 
“In the Patriot Act, a clause stipulates that individuals who have provided material 
support…to terrorist organizations are not admissible to the United States,” explained 
Silverman. “The Department of Homeland Security applied it [the clause] literally…. 
Many of the Karen protested against the Burmese government, so they were considered 
inadmissible.”  
 
In May 2006, according to a State Department press release, Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice lifted the ban on admitting Karen refugees.  
 
McVetty said that some of the Karen refugees she knows have been living in camps for 
20 years or more. She says that one refugee couple has three sons, all in their 20s. “These 
young men spent their entire lives in refugee camps,” she said.   
 
Speaking of the Karen refugees, McVetty said, “I have been so touched by their 
generosity, their gentleness and their good nature. I find them delightful people.” 
 


