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NOTE from the

Co-Directors
T

he beginnings of the Syrian crisis are traced to the
Syrian city of Deraa in 2011 when locals took to the
streets to protest the arrest and reported torturing of 15 schoolchildren for writing anti-government graffiti on a wall. What
began as a peaceful protest calling for the release of children,
democracy, and greater national freedom, however, lead an
angry government response and open fire resulting in four civilian deaths. The unrest that reverberated throughout the country
has led to an uprising of various “rebel fighters” demanding the
resignation of President Assad. The war has since escalated into
a complex brutal battle that now involves other parties including the Islamic state. The United Nations estimates more than
250,000 have died in this prolonged bloody clash. More than
four million people have fled Syria to neighboring countries,
with tens of thousands arriving in Europe and others, America.
Here at the University of Southern California, we are so
far displaced from the tragedies across the world that it often
seems that we can only watch in helpless horror and heartbreak.
Yet, the stories such as those compiled here remind us that
friends and family right here in our Trojan backyard are midst
that struggle themselves with very personal ties. The issues surrounding the Syrian crisis are infinitely vast, with ramifications
that extend beyond health, so we have left our writers with blank
slates in hopes of letting their stories speak for themselves. We
hope that these stories inspire understanding and hope towards a
better tomorrow for Syria.
Sincerely,
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SYRIA: MY SYRIA

by Hania Adib

T

he response “you don’t look Syrian” when
I tell people where I am from sheds light
on the misconceptions that may have surfaced
as a result of media coverage on Syria, only in
association with war. Rarely is Syria thought
of today without thinking of a clash of opinions on government, inhumane atrocities and
rebel groups of ISIS.
continued on p. 6

Ummayad Mosque; Damascus, Syria
Photo Credit: Nahel Abou Atab
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SYRIA: MY SYRIA

My Syria, the Syria I remember and love dearly, cannot be simply defined by the war. While the war has
taken away so much of Syria, it has also tainted the
way the country is seen today. It is (was) a breath-taking country with a dynamic culture and rich history,
made up of nationalists who have faith in the county’s
future. Politics aside, it was a nation of people who
loved their country.

Source: Associated Press
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Northern Syria

Vendors and Shops at

Ironically, while many Arab countries have closed
their doors for Syrian refugees, throughout a history
of conflict in the Middle East, Syria’s open borders
policy made it the prime destination for refugees from
around the nation. Right before the war started, at the
end of 2010, over 1,300,000 refugees were housed
in Syria, composing 6% of the country’s population
(Merelli, 2015).

The mix of nationalities and Syria’s open border
policy for refugees only begins to touch on the generosity and kind-hearts of many Syrian people. When
I walked the streets of Syria during late hours of the
night, I felt indefinitely safer there than in the United
States and in Abu Dhabi, where I lived at the time. I
walked alongside pick-up trucks with boy-scouts in
the back cheering “We love Syria” and “Syria is the
best.” The smell of freshly baked bread and corn on
the cob being sold in corners of the street demonstrate
its rich culture and desire to share it with everyone that
visits. The traditional souks throughout the historic
city of Aleppo always included a nondiscriminatory
blend of tourists and nationals.

ALLEPO

With a population of over 23 million and a rich history
dating back to the 7th and 8th centuries A.D., Syrians
come from a multitude of backgrounds. A dominantly Islamic country, much of society is Sunni Muslim
from its roots in the Umayyad Caliphate. From Syria’s
history of the Ottoman Empire, however, came groups
of Christians, mostly Orthodox and Catholic, Alawis, and Shia Muslims. Yazidis, Kurds, and Jews also
encompass a small percent of the population, coming
from neighboring countries and living in small enclaves of various cities and towns.

SYRIA: MY SYRIA
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KIDNAPPED BY
IDENTITY

T

hey say a story does not need to be true in order
to be believed, it needs only to be told. Many
conflicting stories are told in the Middle East, and the
tales around Syria’s civil war are no exception.
My father was born and raised in al-Qamishli,
Syria during the 1950’s. My mother fled to Syria in the
1970’s due to the Lebanese Civil War. By 1980, both
my parents and a good portion of their families had
left Syria, scattered across America, Lebanon, France,
and Argentina. As my parents described it, the Syrian
people were happy at the time. Not everyone liked the
Assad party’s politics, but people had what they needed: food, shelter, and schools. By the 2000’s however,
nepotism and corruption in the government had grown
and the newly elected Bashar did not carry the same
clout with the people his father did. The turning point
was on March 18th, 2011 when protests first turned
lethal. Detractors and most of western media would
say the security forces fired into an already dispersing crowd, supporters of the Assad regime would say
the police were responding to lethal offense from the
protesters. It is difficult to know in certainty.
Just around this time last year, my father’s

By Dickran
Nalbandian

nephew was getting married. His brother, Serge, was
flying in from Assad-controlled Qamishli. He would
stop in Turkey, then France, then New York, then finally make it to LAX on March 25th, 3 days before the
wedding. We were waiting at the airport in anticipation of his arrival. My father passed the time by telling
us stories of Serge’s work in Syria for some of the
marginalized communities. We finally see members of
his flight leaving the gate.
20 minutes pass. No Serge. 60 minutes pass.
No Serge. I get a little nervous, ask my father if he’s
heard anything. He says no. He’s calm, almost unaffixed to the situation; I mask my doubts. We called
Serge’s phone, no answer. We called his home in Qamishli, no answer. We call his neighbors, they said he
had left for his flight. We leave LAX 5 hours later with
no clue of his whereabouts.
“He’ll turn up when he turns up,” my mother says.
Serge’s brother was wed on March 28th 2015. The
groom was only mildly upset about the vanishing
of his best man. In fact, our entire family celebrated
despite Serge’s disappearance. The subject came up a
few times, but no one was distressed about it.
“Where is Serge?”
“Great party, it’s a shame Serge missed it.”
“I’m sure he’ll turn up soon enough”

Lebanese women, members of the
Phalange Party a Christian Group,
attend the funeral procession of the
Anti-Syrian Lebanese lawmaker
Antoine Ghanem Sept. 21, 2007.
(AP Photo/Hussein Malla)
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I was beside myself in the banquet hall. Did
they not care? How is everyone so nonchalant about
the situation? A family member, traveling from a
country that is currently in civil war, goes missing and
you just carry on like nothing happened? My thoughts
had started jumbling when my sister checked in on
me. She could see me grinding my teeth from across
the room, but how could I not?
That night while getting ready for bed I heard
my mother praying. Nothing unusual at first, but her
prayers were louder than usual, longer than usual. I
pressed my ear against the wall - she was praying for
Serge’s safe return. That was when it dawned on me:
the disposition of my family was not one of apathy,
but patience. A comfortable upbringing in Los Angeles
and the heady mask of strong Armenian booze from
earlier that night was clouding my understanding, but I
saw now.
This was patience. This was strength. This was
the reaction of a people who had a childhood friend
called terror I had only heard about. It was the reserve
of a people who had gone through this innumerable
times before, and knew exactly what to do now. It was
many things, but not fear. They did not panic until
they had cause to. They did not sit and swap scenarios
of what-if’s or hopefully-not’s. They would wait until
truth was known, and take action then.
On April 27th 2015, we got a call from New
York. Thirty-three days after his disappearance, Serge
resurfaces. We don’t ask where he’s been, we’re just
happy he’s alright. We collect him from LAX not 12
hours later.
For the past month, Serge had been in prison.
He was taken to secondary processing after passing through customs where he was detained without
reason. He was not given a phone call, access to an attorney, or any option other than to cooperate and wait
for trial or release. The FBI questioned him about his
relations in Syria and the reason for his travel habits in
the past. He was repeatedly asked to confess alleged

relations with any of the militant groups in Syria.
Serge is a professor who teaches World History in a
western institution. Sounds aggravating, doesn’t it?
Not to him or the rest of my family, all the way
home they laughed with tears in their eyes. We sat in
a circle drinking coffee that night while my family
swapped horrible tales of what happened to them back
home. My mother’s brother-in-law spoke of that one
time Phalangist militants kidnapped him in Beirut
for 2 weeks trying to coerce him to be a soldier. My
great aunt responded with the time her taxi was hit
by a mortar, she pulled her right sleeve up to remind
us of the scar it left her with. Her son-in-law scoffed,
talking about his experiences deserting the Syrian
army as a teenager. Now this all sounds depressing,
but the enthusiasm in their voice, the genuine, guttural
laughter they all shared was testament to strength of
the chain that bound them together.
Solving the deeply nuanced issues that formed
their childhood may be beyond our reach here, but
Serge’s 33 day saga taught me much. The thing
about threats of terror, about an unknown conflict, or
an unknown culture, is that the fear stems from not
knowing. My parents knew in the moment there was
little they can do about for Serge, but they had sense
enough to stay strong, to stay hopeful, and not to let
fear control them.
Serge is working now, teaching at a local
community college. I asked him if he harbored any
resentment toward the American government for
imprisoning him, or the Syrian militants for displacing our family. He paused for a moment, gathered his
thoughts, and said:
“Our family quilt is an interesting piece. It is
made of premium Armenian cotton and Assyrian silk.
In any given spot, you will find intricate stitching
patterns. Syrian, Lebanese, French, and even American styles. To reject one part, to say one aspect of this
patchwork makes the whole ugly would mean tearing
it apart. The blend gives it strength and beauty.”*
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by Kate
Lewis

Osama Adris celebrated his 3rd
birthday on Jan. 12 – his first birthday in the United States. But his
family, refugees from Syria, had
bigger things on their mind on his
special day...

All Adris family photos: courtesy of the Adris family
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“He came up to me and said ‘happy birthday,
happy birthday! I want cake!’” said Fatima Adris,
Osama’s mother. “But I couldn’t give anything [to]
him because my family decided to travel to Germany by sea. For ten days, I was very very worried, but
yesterday, they [spoke] with me by phone, and told me
that now they [have] reached Germany.”
The Adris family was lucky and didn’t have to
go the route by boat themselves in seeking safety from
the war in Syria. They were chosen by the United Nations from a refugee camp in Lebanon to undergo an
extensive interview process that eventually led them to
safety in Chicago.
A niece, whose
father was killed
in the violence,
followed a college acceptance
letter to France.
Two of Fatima’s
brothers and her
mother traveled
to Turkey, then
Germany. Many
more members of
their family are
still on the journey to safety. And
in the end, they
will all be split
apart around the world, miles away from the country
that was once their home.
“Everything before the war in Syria was
beautiful. But now after the war, it’s not good,” Fatima said. “The president is not good. Nobody wants
him, so he began to kill people … He says he wants
freedom, but he killed people … When we saw people
being killed, we saw blood in the streets, [and] our
houses destroyed over our heads, our children felt fear,
so we had to migrate from Syria.”
The family lived in Homs, Syria’s third largest
city. They had one son, Abdel Hamid, and Fatima’s
husband, Fadi, worked as a painter. It was the city
in which they met and were married and where they
imagined spending the rest of their lives together. But
in 2011, everything changed when a bomb destroyed
the family’s home over their heads.
“Maybe what you see on TV, what you hear,
[doesn’t show the full story]. Nobody left their home
without any reason,” Fatima said. “We only left our
homes when we saw things [were] bad. We looked for

better for our children, not for us, (but) for our children who need to know anything good.”
At first, the Adrises fled to Damascus, the
country’s capital. But in less than five months, the violence caught up with them. Fatima’s brother and father
were both killed in the streets. Along with her mother
and two sisters, she took her family on a bus to Lebanon, seeking refuge. But their journey wasn’t over,
and they didn’t find the country to be as welcoming as
they’d hoped.
“In Lebanon, nobody asks [about] you. If you
stay for a year in the house, nobody asks why you
don’t send your children to school. Nobody asks if you
don’t eat,” Fatima
said.
Life in Lebanon
was solitary, and the
refugee camp
where they lived
offered little prospect of a normal
life. For three years,
they spent most of
their days in the
small house they
shared with Fatima’s mother. While,
the Adris family was
lucky to have access
to health care thanks
to Fatima’s brother,
a doctor, most of their neighbors could not afford it.
When she went into labor with her second son, Osama, she was one of the few mothers who was able to
give birth in a hospital. But even despite their connections, they knew Lebanon could not provide them a
long-term home.
“In Lebanon, there was no work for my husband. And the rent of the houses was very very high,”
Fatima said. “When we traveled from Syria, we hadn’t
anything. We [went] only with the clothes … we
[were] wearing. Life was difficult so many people, as
you may know or see, travel by sea. They die by sea.
The life in Lebanon or Jordan is not good so people
don’t [even] stay there. They try to go to the Germans,
the Austrians. We too chose to not stay because life
was bad.”
And in looking for a more permanent home,
their long application process with the United Nations
paid off. Out of the 4 million refugees from Syria
living in neighboring Turkey, Lebanon, Greece, and
Italy, only 16,000 cases have been referred to the Unit-
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ed States by the United Nations. Of those cases, only
roughly 1,500 have been accepted. The Adrises are
part of that less than 10%.
“Here, our children will not see the blood, will
not see the bombs, will not hear bombs. Everything is
different here than in Syria,” Fatima said.
To be able to give her children a normal life is all Fatima had hoped for after the war began.
“We fight for our children. Why did this happen to our children? Sometimes, I cry when I think
about this beautiful world, that everybody helped us.
It’s very difficult for us to live here alone, without our
mothers, without our fathers, without any family ...
But we must continue our life. We have our children.
They can’t live without us.”
At first, their fears from Syria stayed with them
in their new home in Chicago. Fatima was afraid to
go outside. She was scared to let her two sons, Osama
and Abdel, now 3 and 10, go outside to the park. But
since they arrived last March, they’ve begun to warm
up to their new home. Abd, the older son, had nightmares for years because of the soldiers and violence

AROUND THE WORLD

he saw as a child in Syria. Now, he plays soccer
and drinks Coca-Cola with his family in their little
two-bedroom Rogers Park apartment. His favorite
thing about life in Chicago?
“My school!” Abdul said. “I learn English, and
I have friends.”

Source: Economist.com

Abdul and a friend eat ice cream cake as part of a late celebration of his brother Osama’s birthday. The family
didn’t celebrate on his actual birthday because they had extended family crossing the sea by boat to Germany
and were too worried, waiting on news of their safety.
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Photo courtesy of The Road

A page from an Arabic version of ‘The Road’

hile thousands of refugees are fleeing from wartorn Syria, the social media world continues on
at lightning speed. With millions of messages, videos,
tweets, and photos circulating the globe per second,
social media can bring immediate attention to just
about anything. Because of these mediums making
information go viral in just seconds, the crisis in Syria
has been “trending” its way up the social media ladder.
Even if some world citizens don’t know the specifics,
you would be hard-pressed to find someone that didn’t
know the Syrian crisis existed at all. Its media presence has even acted as a tool to shape how the world
perceives the events of the crisis. If a single post can
suddenly show the whole world the plight of these
refugees, isn’t social media then powerful enough to
help them?
Refugees are using social media apps to update
the world in real time, track family members, seek
protection in other nations, and reach out to public
health responders for necessary resources. With every
heartbreaking image of a refugee child that makes its
way to the Internet, governments are responding and
mobilizing faster. Alan Kurdi, a three-year old Syrian
boy, made global news headlines when an image of
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by Aarthi
Ajit

him lying lifeless on the shore after drowning went
viral. One week after this image spread, donations
through UNICEF increased by 600 percent. Many
governments have been influenced by these harsh
visuals and have kept their doors open for aid to reach
the refugees. They don’t want to see what happened to
Alan Kurdi happen to anyone else.
Dr. Eden Wells, an epidemiology associate
professor at University of Michigan, explained in an
interview with Voice of America News how this type
of impact left by social media could quickly become
intertwined with public health initiatives during global
crises. “Leveraging and assessing information can
allow us to get a better picture of needs on the ground.
Being able to access Twitter feeds or Facebook postings that allow information to be provided to public
health agencies helps to get a better idea about what
the needs are.” Val Macdonald, who helps manage the
Syrian Refugee Committee
Facebook page, has said Syrian families are
able to have easy access to essentials through just a
few simple clicks. A refugee family of four that arrived in British Columbia desperately needed diapers
for their children, and within days of posting on social
media, the family had enough donated diapers to last
for three months. Macdonald says that donations have
come from 63,000 people in the British Columbia
community due to social media presence, and the
families were able to receive about $40,000 in funds
raised through social media efforts. Giles Crouch,
another social media advocate in Canada, agreed that
it has allowed for mobilized donations and coordination like never before. It is an easier solution that ends
up being more effective by ensuring the right kinds of
donations are reaching the right people. He said, “It’s
a much faster way to organize, to have consistent messaging amongst groups and to share on a national and
international basis…Without social media, just think,
you’d have to be mailing out letters, making phone
calls, and sending faxes.” Not only can social media
help get basic resources to where it is needed most, it
can also serve as a common platform for philanthropy
groups to connect and devise long-term solutions that
can provide aide for refugees wanting to start a new

‘THE ROAD’
TO THE FUTURE:

A VOICE

W

hat was once an inconspicuous village in a desolate
part of the desert suddenly became a refugee camp
that was visible from space. In July of 2012, the United
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
established a refugee camp
here in Za’atari, Jordan. A
collection of tents evolved
into a hustling city at such
an alarming rate that by
the end of 2013, Za’atari
Refugee camp had grown
into the fourth largest city in
Jordan. Though many have
left in desperate attempts to
migrate to other parts of the
world, there are still 80,000
displaced people living in
the camp today. Strikingly,
more than half of them are
under eighteen.
The beloved homeland where these young
refugees envisioned their future lies toppled only twenty
miles away. Their prospects
now look bleak with the
serious shortage of schools
and higher education. But
despite the disheartening
situation, the entrepreneurial
spirit is alive in these younger refugees who are beginning to document their lives
and voice their opinions.
Photo courtesy of The Road
Their enthusiasm stems from their desire to be heard and to
be addressed intellectually. ‘The Road’ is a magazine that
started as a leaflet to convey information about health and
hygiene. Overtime it has developed into a publication with
articles written by the refugees themselves. It was launched

SYRIA: THE ROAD

by Shreya
Cholera
in May 2014 with support from the Japanese Emergency
NGO (JNE) and is the only publication that comes out of
Za’atari itself.
The most important thing the magazine gives
the refugees is a voice. Hada Sarhan, a prominent journalist from Jordan took up the role of editor-in-chief for
The Road about two years ago. She explains that she was
moved by the plight of the young refugees who have suffered a lot and now “want to learn to help build their country” and she is “happy to
be a part of helping them
fulfill their dreams.” The
road is published monthly
in Arabic with more than
20,000 copies distributed throughout the camp.
The magazine is also
translated into English for
distribution amongst aid
workers.
The best thing
about ‘The Road’ is that it
benefits both the readers
and the contributors. The
magazine is “written by
refugees for refugees at
Za’atari camp” explains
Sarhan. Initially, the residents of the camp were
more concerned about
securing food and better
living conditions, but
after the first issue was
distributed, Sarhan noted
a surprising interest in
both reading and getting
involved with the publication. Sarhan has seen the
refugee journalists “regain self-confidence and
[find] a meaning for their
lives”. Journalism gives them a chance to express their perspective and represent their world accurately. They live in
the camp and they know the camp so they can accentuate
the deeper meanings that an outsider will often miss.
The main aim of the magazine is to “foster com-
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munity empowerment and facilitate efficient dissemination
of information and messages” to the rest of the camp. The
magazine started with just seven volunteers and today has
grown to a team of about seventy Za’atari refugee journalists who have been trained in basic journalism workshops.
Despite minimal resources, they produce all the content
and photographs for the magazine. Remarkably, the female
refugees who were initially quite reserved are now shedding their inhibitions and becoming more involved with the
project. In fact, the thirty-eight females that are part of the
team are in the process of launching a women’s magazine.
‘The Road’ offers them valuable freedom of expression and
is a source of their newfound courage and confidence.
What makes ‘The Road’ an effective avenue of
spreading information is its comprehensiveness. ‘Za’atari
voices’ includes personal stories, poems or drawings while
other sections include precautions about dangerous weather

SYRIA: SWIMMING

and pertinent health and hygiene hazards. The publication
also promotes the achievements of the community and
unites them by cultivating their experiences in an effort to
move forward. Recently, the magazine has taken on a global approach and has included stories from other countries in
order to initiate connections with other parts of the world.
By producing ‘The Road’, Syrian refugees have
taken the initiative to show the world that they too have
powerful dreams and ambitions and the ability to realize
them. These journalists are dedicated to their cause and
innovatively circumnavigate the lack of resources. ‘The
Road’ has armed them with useful skills and training that
allows them to see the world in a different way and to learn
something new every day. When it comes to publishing
however, the project needs more funds. Even though the
magazine is extremely successful in both inspiring talent
in the journalists and garnering readers, unfortunately, the

SWIMMING FOR
SYRIA

by Cary Wright

W

hether it is working out at the Lyon Center,
swimming laps in the pool, or spending a day at
Venice Beach, it is hard not to notice Azad Al-Barazi
working towards his Olympic dreams. His 6 foot, 8
inch frame sets him apart from the vast majority of
people. Many years of carefully crafting his body,
through weightlifting, swimming, surfing, and lifeguarding, have prepared him for the final act of his
competitive swimming career. But beneath his laidback demeanor – he is constantly smiling and laughing – is a deeper purpose driving him to improve.
Al-Barazi does not swim for himself, although he
certainly has made his name known in the swimming
community. Rather, he is driven by millions: the Syri-

Photo courtesy of The Road

Refugee journalists for ‘The Road’
Photo courtesy of The Road
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an people. His people.
Al-Barazi was born in 1988 in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, but much of his early years were spent in Southern California. It was in sunny Woodland Hills where he developed
a love for the water, but it wasn’t until later that he made
his way over to the pool. Instead, the ocean beckoned, and
both surfing and lifeguarding consumed much of his time.
Back then, Al-Barazi reflected, he would “tell people I’m
from Syria and no one knew where that is. It’s crazy how
times have changed and how important the nation-wide
conflict has become and affected the world.”
It was at the age of 16 that Al-Barazi started
training to be a competitive swimmer at El-Camino Real
High School. His size and strength lent him an advantage,
especially in the breaststroke events. He enrolled at Santa
Monica College but decided to transfer to the University of
Hawaii at Manoa and walk-on to the swimming team there.
Under the tutelage of coach Victor Wales, he improved
massively over two seasons, finishing his career in 2010
with a 5th place showing in the 100 breaststroke at the Conference USA Championships, with a time of 55.50 seconds.
By then, though, Al-Barazi was beginning to dream much,
much bigger.
Following his graduation from Hawaii, Al-Barazi
had a degree in Kinesiology in his hand and a goal on his
mind. He decided to train as a professional swimmer back
in Southern California, with Dave Salo and the Trojan
Swim Club that practices on USC’s campus. That year was

Photo courtesy of Azad Al-Barazi
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also the beginning of the revolution in Syria, and Al-Barazi
knew he “had big shoes to fill to show the world that Syria
is still a working county… sending athletes to the World
Championships and Olympic Games.” Transitioning from
a collegiate yards-based pool to the meters lengths contested at the Olympics is often difficult, but Al-Barazi kept
improving, and was able to secure an Olympic “B” cut
with a 1:01.35 at the US Winter National Championships in
2010. This secured him a spot at the London Games with a
Universality position as Syria’s only swimming entrant.
Representing Syria at the Olympics is one of
Al-Barazi’s fondest memories of swimming. But while he
was diving into the pool, the Syrian conflict was dramatically escalating. He finished in 39th place in the 100 meter
breaststroke with a time of 1:01.48, failing to qualify for
the semifinals. It was a learning experience for him, though,
and he set his eyes on returning to the premier stage in Rio
de Janeiro in 2016. His goal this year is to qualify for the
championship final (the top 8 swimmers), but more importantly to “give hope to the Syrian people that are leaving
their homes and county, the next generation of kids. Maybe
I can inspire them to be someone or something, anything.”
The 2016 Olympic Games are right around the
corner, and a decade of training will be coming to somewhat of a climax for Al-Barazi. As much as he would like
to reach the top of the swimming world, it behooves him to
“help out the country in any way.” It has been a tumultuous
career, especially emotionally. A 2012 article fictitiously framed Al-Barazi as an ardent supporter of the Assad
regime; he doesn’t take a political stance so much as one
of peace. As time has passed and violence in the country
has increased, it has “kind’ve given me a bitter taste in my
mouth,” he said. “Syria is one of the oldest countries in the
world. It has so much history and it’s one of the greenest
and most beautiful Middle East countries.” Despite his
heartbreak, Al-Barazi knows how much good can come
from his 2016 campaign.
Al-Barazi says that it is difficult for him “to just be
here in America and [I] can’t really do much.” Although he
may feel somewhat helpless on the other side of the world
from his home nation, Al-Barazi can serve as a valuable
example to those skeptical about cultures that differ from
their own. “We as Americans need to recognize that not
all Syrians are bad people not all Muslims are terrorists.
There’s so many uneducated Americans out there that I run
across, and all I can do is inform and give them the true
meaning of [being] Syrian,” Al-Barazi says. He is a strong
believer that peace is a realistic outcome in his homeland.
The University of Southern California is an institution in which teachers, students, and athletes from all
backgrounds can come together as a single Trojan Family.
Azad Al-Barazi’s story is but one among many; our collective dreams and aspirations reach every corner of the globe.
Al-Barazi says that he “can’t be more proud to be a Syrian
American.” But there are also many Syrians – and Americans – who would say they could be proud because of him.

Amar FOR
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by Justin Siu

I

joked that she began her journey by Google-ing her own name. The AMAR Foundation coincidentally holds the same name as Amar
Dass herself; while she made sure to note that she did
not name the foundation after herself, fate really could
not have brought about a more prophetic pairing. The
AMAR Foundation, which stands for Assisting Marsh
Arabs and Refugees, was one of the first foundations
Amar encountered while searching for international
non-profits working with international refugees. Ever
since the initiation of the Syrian crisis, she had been
itching to help in any way she could.
Amar is half Syrian and half Indian. Her entire
mother’s side is Syrian, and moved to Paris after
marrying her father where Amar was born. Amar was
raised in Paris for 3 years before she and her parents
moved to Southern California. In the family’s initial
move, her mother left behind her family, whom she
has had little contact with since. The last her mom had
heard, her brother had plans of moving out of Syria
to Germany before the Paris attacks. Other than that,
however, she has little knowledge of their whereabouts
and has little means of finding out because the Syrian
government has cut out civilian communication with
the outside world.
Amar has had little personal connection with
her family, and she can only imagine where her distant
family is and perhaps what may have been if her father
had not whisked her mother away from Syria to Paris
and now to the states. Yet nothing has stopped her
from pursuing her hunger to make a difference for her
remote family and for others in a the Syrian plight so
far far away. Even while holding a full-time position
as a research coordinator at the Public Health Institute
in children’s oncology, Amar has determinedly taken
on the daunting task of founding the Southern California Supporters Circle for the AMAR Foundation. The
AMAR foundation has three Supporters Circles on the
East Coast, and the SoCal Supporters Circle is the first
on the West.
Global advocacy is anything but easy, and
Amar shows just how hard she’s willing to work
Photo courtesy of Amar Dass
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“It’s about raising awareness first, expanding your network, getting people on board, and helping people realize the gravity of the issue.”
towards a job that doesn’t pay, is difficult, and goes
largely unnoticed for the most part. Last June, she
began by posting flyers and advertisements on university campuses, hoping to gain the support of fresh,
like-minded individuals. After a full summer of no
responses, she was ready to give up, but persisted with
the encouragement of the US Chief Executive Christopher Kyriacou in DC. It wasn’t until fall 2015 when
she received her first response. She humbly admits it
was not so much her efforts as it was the escalating
intensity of the Syrian crises that began egging people
out of their comfort zones.
Since then, her team has grown to an amazing ten, and she remains the principal coordinator.
She hosted the first fundraising event at Alondra’s in
Alhambra on February 23rd, where Global Medicine
students were invited to take part in a night of bonding
and education, while supporting AMAR Foundation’s
work. Amar describes her primary goal not so much as
fundraising, but as “friend-raising”. “It’s about raising

awareness first, expanding your network, getting people on board, and helping people realize the gravity of
the issue.” The funds naturally come second.
Needless to say, Amar is a star alumni of
USC’s Global Medicine program and demonstrates
what it means to take global initiative at the local level. She encourages students passionate about a cause
to forge persistence because “it’s easy to feel down.
If you’re passionate about a cause, you have to start
somewhere-- small non-profit or local. Find out how
to earn those skills. If you’re really passionate, then
there shouldn’t be any doubt of getting past.”

Source: amarfoundation.org

AMAR International

AMAR International was rated by CNN as the best campaign to support for refugees, beating out UNICEF
and IRC for their effectiveness and positive outcomes. The foundation was founded by Baroness Nicholson of
Winterbourne in London 1991, originally to assist Marsh Arabs and refugees escaping persecution by Sadaam
Hussein. Since, they have established a second headquarters in Washington D.C. and Supporter’ Circles in
Texas and Utah, and now also support refugees internationally through emergency aid, healthcare, and education. Their latest campaign “Escaping Darkness” strives to raise support for three psychological clinics that
serve Iraqi Yazidi girls and women escaping persecution from ISIS.
20 WorldMed Fall Issue 2016

by Kate
LaTendresse
BEYOND SYRIA
a look at mental health in refugee children

F

or many of us, it is difficult to imagine the frightening journey that millions of people have taken
out of the country of Syria. Yet for some the plight of
these people is similar to stories of their own. Many
who are currently caught in this crisis are particularly vulnerable as they are children far from home.
Children who are refugees face immense challenges
growing up in a state of insecurity and the potential for
a lifetime of health challenges. While there are many
aspects of health to address in the current Syrian refugee populations, one area that needs improvement is
access to mental health services for the children living
through this crisis.
The threat of violence, neglect, lack of education, and even the securing of basic resources can
lead to increased anxiety and risk of mental health
challenges down the road for children who have
fled. In situations like this, where millions have been
displaced or are running from threats, mental health
services often seem to be an afterthought. Certainly
issues of providing life-sustaining necessities like food
and water access should be the top priority, but we
should not forget that long term success is not measured in the grams and ounces consumed just to survive; it is with the tools for coping that we help these
children create for themselves.
It is heartening that UNICEF and several
Non-government organizations (NGO’s) have put
forth policies that have seen some success in reaching
these vulnerable populations of children. However,
even in the light of progress there are finite amounts
of resources available on the ground for mental health,
resulting in what I believe is an unacceptable disparity.
While taking a look at UNICEF’s policies for Child
Protection it is clear that they have some services such
as counseling. However, it can be argued that beyond
counseling there is a need for health professionals on
the ground to help create an atmosphere where children can have structured playtime with their peers to

Source: cnn.com

bring them some sense of normalcy. In a recent status
report on the policies put forth in the refugee camp
of Turkey, with nearly 1.7 million children sheltered
within it’s borders, the number of individuals receiving these mental health services, are only estimated
at around four thousand. This large disparity in the
number of children receiving mental healthcare is
not unique to just this camp, rather it is a trend that is
alarming. This not only suggests the need for global
financial support, but inventive strategies to improve
access to services.
Imagine yourself as a child in a strange place
where you may not even speak the same language
as the citizens there. There is a looming cloud of the
unknown that hangs over you and you may never see
home again. As an adult, the gravity of this knowledge
would take its toll, however, children who face these
situations are especially at risk for developing depression, anxiety, and many other conditions in these
circumstances. I am certain we would all like to live in
a world where these scenarios doesn’t exist, and like
a bad dream these people could wake up and return to
their region at peace. Moving forward it is imperative
that we try and remove the barriers that prevent these
children, among others, from returning to some sort
of “normal” life, whatever that will mean for them.
That is something that we can try to create by prioritizing these children and their impending futures. The
children caught in this crisis have the same value and
potential as all children in this world. They may someday be scholars, artists, or anything else in a world full
of possibilities. This can happen if we treat them as a
global obligation and have the courage and good sense
not to push them out of our worldview. In the words of
C.S. Lewis: “Courage is not simply one of the virtues,
but the form of every virtue at the testing point”. Our
test has arrived, and I will continue to wonder how as
global citizens we can rise to the challenge and move
towards a score we can be proud of.
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PRESIDENTS & POLICY

“Elections belong to the people. It’s
their decision. If they decide to turn
their back on the fire and burn their
behinds, then they will just have to
sit on their blisters.”
-Abraham Lincoln, on voting

W

hat would the US really look like under a
Trump presidency? Would we have a fifty-foothigh wall running all 1,933 miles along the US- Mexican Border, no doubt emblazoned with “Yuge” flashing neon signs reading TRUMP every hundred yards.
How about under Bernie Sanders? Would everything
be free and we’d all hold hands and love our neighbors
in our socialist paradise…except for the “millionaires
and billionaires” who would be stripped of their fortunes?
Fantasy aside, the next leader of the free world
has immense power to shape not only the future of our
country but to make an impact on our world that will

by Sam Epstein

be felt for generations. We know climate change has
spread disease into new territory, introduced new environmental disasters and increased the risk of existing
ones, and exacerbates issues of world hunger and access to drinking water. Who we elect matters, and their
policies matter. As American Citizens, as millennials,
and as students, our opinions matter, our wants matter.
We matter. If we want change we need to make it, and
that starts with who we elect for president.
Below I have summarized the political views
on a few key issues held by some of the prominent
presidential candidates. I found a great nonpartisan
breakdown of these issues on ontheissues.org.

DONALD TRUMP

Says allowing Syrian refuges would be like the US
taking in a Trojan horse (terrorists hidden within
a group that is mostly poor women and children).
Trump has noted that he believes there are more
“strong men” than the media is letting on, and he
believes they pose a threat.

TED CRUZ

Believes that Syrian refugees should be allowed into
the country but only after a strict vetting process
to sift through and detect any terrorists attempting
to enter the country under the disguise of being a

BEN CARSON

Believes the country of Jordan has the capacity and
means to take on many more refugees. He believes
that any refugees coming to the US should be kept
on strict watch lists.

MARCO RUBIO

Source: nbcnew.co

HILLARY CLINTON

Take in more refugees (up to 65,000) but only after
a careful vetting and screening process.

BERNIE SANDERS

Believes the US needs to do its fair share to take in
refugees with some screening before entry. Has not
said how many refugees he believes the US should
take. He also wants more coordination between
other countries on how to manage this issue.

Believes Syrian refugees deserve a safe haven, but
that haven should be provided by other Muslim
countries. He does not believe the US should take in
refugees as there is no way to effectively background
check and find terrorists and stop them from having
easy access to our country.

JOHN KASICH

Reversed on his earlier position that the US should
take in refugees from Syria after a large numbers
of refugees settled in his state of Ohio. He said that
there are dangers of taking in so many refugees, and
that a comprehensive screening program is needed
to make sure our country stays safe. His ideal scenario is creating “safe-zones” in other middle eastern
countries, like Jordan and Turkey where refugees are
protected from bombings by no-fly policies.
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Source: huffingtonpost.com

Source: nbcnew.co
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