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ABOUT 
the PROJECT

Untold Stories of Success: Achievements of Asylum Seekers in Israel is a project 
initiated by individuals and organizations working with the African asylum seeker and 
refugee community in Israel. The purpose of the project is to give voice to the 
community and their individual testimonies of struggle, survival and success. 

The written narratives enclosed in this publication were obtained through a series of 
interviews conducted with prominent members of the African asylum seeker and refugee 
community. Their stories feature harrowing accounts of hardship and loss, but more 
importantly personal growth and public service. All of us who have had the pleasure of 
bringing this project to fruition hope that it will successfully highlight the innate 
humanity of these individuals and demonstrate their dedication and contribution to the 
societies within which they live. We also hope that the stories will serve as a source of 
pride and affirmation for the refugee and asylum seeker community in Israel, providing 
them with a renewed self-image of strength, resilience and power. 

We believe that the readers will recognize the immense diversity and complexity of this 
refugee and asylum seeker community, and understand that individuals belonging to it 
should be defined by more salient factors than their legal status. 

The asylum seeker community in Israel has encountered tremendous obstacles trying to 
maintain a semblance of normal life in spite of the strict refugee policy that the Israeli 
government implements to this day. The struggle has taken a major toll on the 
community’s sense of security and individual self-confidence. It is our hope that this 
publication will help reinvigorate refugees and asylum seekers in Israel and give them 
strength to continue their struggle to realize their rights. 

It is with great thanks and gratitude, to those who so bravely shared their stories with 
us, that we present to you this publication.
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Israel is currently a host to 43,186 African asylum seekers predominantly from Eritrea 
(73%) and Sudan (19%) and a small minority (8%) arriving from several other African 
countries. The state policy toward asylum seekers from Eritrea and Sudan is one of 
temporary non-removal, sometimes referred to as “temporary group protection.”  
Although a new 144-mile fence along the Sinai border has stemmed the flow of new 
arrivals into Israel, asylum seekers within Israel’s borders face difficult conditions. They 
have no basic rights and face threats of ongoing detention or deportation. Since they 
have no stable legal status, they are vulnerable to exploitation. Many struggle to find 
work and sustain themselves and their families.

Asylum seekers in Israel are granted a status that protects them from deportation but 
denies them basic rights and access to social services. The government of Israel has 
employed various policies, which to date have focused primarily on deterrence and 
creating pressure on asylum seekers to leave rather than on refugee protection. The 
Supreme Court of Israel has affirmed that certain aspects of the State’s treatment of 
African asylum seekers are unacceptable and violate the Basic Law of Human Dignity 
and Liberty. The Court insisted on a comprehensive policy that seriously tackles this 
issue, but the State is yet to step up to the challenge.

Until 2013, the Ministry of Interior did not adjudicate individual asylum claims of  
Sudanese and Eritreans, reasoning that they were protected under the “temporary group 
protection” afforded to Sudanese, Eritrean and Congolese asylum seekers, and which 
prevents their deportation.

Since 2013, when the Ministry of Interior started adjudicating these claims, only four 
Eritreans have been granted refugee status, and no Sudanese have been recognized. The 
overall acceptance rate stands at under 0.5%, whereas in other developed countries the 
recognition rate of Eritreans is 82%, and of Sudanese is 68%.

Today, many asylum seekers in Israel face a difficult choice between departure to a third 
country in Africa (usually Uganda or Rwanda) or prolonged detention in Israel. This 
policy, which was first introduced in March 2015, is currently being challenged in the 
Supreme Court.

ASYLUM SEEKERS 
in ISRAEL
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PREVENTION
of INFILTRATION
LAW

The Prevention of Infiltration Law was passed in the 1950s, to address security threats 
against the newly established state of Israel. Since 2008, the government of Israel began 
to apply this term to African asylum seekers and actively sought to utilize the Law against 
them. In the subsequent years, the Israeli Knesset worked diligently to draft a new 
amendment to the Law that would officially include African asylum seekers. 
 
In 2012, the Knesset passed Amendment No. 3 to the Prevention of Infiltration (Offences 
and Jurisdiction) Law of 1954 (or “Anti-Infiltration Law”) allowing unauthorized 
entrants to be detained for at least three years without trial. On September 2013, the 
Israeli High Court of Justice invalidated this amendment, finding that it violated Israel’s 
Basic Law on Human Dignity and Liberty. In response, the Knesset passed Amendment 
No. 4 to the Anti-Infiltration Law in 2013 that shortened the detention period but allowed 
for indefinite confinement in an “open” facility called Holot.

Located in the Negev Desert in the south of Israel, Holot has a capacity of 3,300 residents, 
is surrounded by barbed wire and located an hour away from the nearest city, Be’er 
Sheva. Holot residents are not allowed to work or leave the facility at night. The High 
Court of Justice invalidated Amendment No. 4, ruling that it is still unconstitutional 
because the means of detention and the holding period in Holot are not proportional to the 
end of keeping asylum seekers (or "infiltrators") out of cities and deterring others from 
entering Israel.

In December 2014, the Knesset responded by passing yet another amendment to the 
Anti-Infiltration Law, limiting detention in Saharonim (a closed prison) to three months 
and in Holot to 20 months. On December 18, 2014, a coalition of refugee rights 
organizations filed a petition to the Supreme Court against the new amendment. On 
August 11, 2015, the High Court of Justice ruled — for the third time — that certain 
provisions in the Anti-infiltration law are unconstitutional: "A solution which involves 

depriving people of their rights for such prolonged periods of time is disproportionate" 
read the decision. The Court heavily questioned the use of detention as a means of 
pressuring "voluntary departure" and urged the state to reexamine its asylum system in 
light of its unusually low refugee recognition rates. While the Court did not order the 
dismantling of Holot, it ruled that a holding period of 20 months is unconstitutional, and 
that the Knesset must amend the Law within 6 months. The Court ruled that during the 
interim period the maximum holding period may not exceed 12 months, and added that 
each case must be examined individually in order to determine how long holding in Holot 
will take place.

In February 2016, the Knesset introduced a new amendment, taking heed of the above 
decision and limiting the detention in Holot to 12 months.
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depriving people of their rights for such prolonged periods of time is disproportionate" 
read the decision. The Court heavily questioned the use of detention as a means of 
pressuring "voluntary departure" and urged the state to reexamine its asylum system in 
light of its unusually low refugee recognition rates. While the Court did not order the 
dismantling of Holot, it ruled that a holding period of 20 months is unconstitutional, and 
that the Knesset must amend the Law within 6 months. The Court ruled that during the 
interim period the maximum holding period may not exceed 12 months, and added that 
each case must be examined individually in order to determine how long holding in Holot 
will take place.

In February 2016, the Knesset introduced a new amendment, taking heed of the above 
decision and limiting the detention in Holot to 12 months.

Photo Credit: Times of Israel



South Sudan

Thousands of civilians have been 
killed, often because of their 
ethnicity or perceived political 
alliances in South Sudan’s 
ongoing conflict. An estimated 2 
million people have been forced 
to flee their homes.  Large parts 
of key towns and essential 
civilian infrastructure such as 
clinics, hospitals, and schools, 
have been looted, destroyed, and 
abandoned. Tens of thousands of 
people are still sheltering in 
United Nations compounds, too 
afraid to return home. Lack of 
accountability for decades of 
violence during Sudan’s long 
civil war helped fuel the conflict. 
Military and political leaders on 
all sides have failed to make any 
serious attempt to reduce abuses 
committed by their forces, or to 
hold them to account.
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ASYLUM SEEKERS’
COUNTRIES
of ORIGIN

Eritrea

Eritrea’s dismal human rights situation, exacerbated by compulsory indefinite military 
conscription, leads thousands of Eritreans to flee each month. A United Nations 
Commission of Inquiry on Eritrea concluded in 2015 that the Eritrean government 
engages in “systemic, widespread and gross human rights violations” carried out in a 
“context of a total lack of rule of law.” Common patterns of abuse include forced labor 
during conscription, arbitrary arrests, detentions, and enforced disappearances. Other 
abuses include torture, degrading treatment in detention, restrictions on freedoms of 
expression and movement, and repression of religious freedom. Eritrea has had no 
functioning legislature, independent press, or any semblance of civil society 
organizations since 2001. Although the government made vague promises in 2015 to 
implement some reforms, none are yet evident.

Sudan

Armed conflicts in several Sudanese states continue with devastating effects on 
civilians, particularly in Darfur, Southern Kordofan and Blue Nile states. These 
conflicts have been characterized by unnecessary and avoidable civilian deaths and 
injuries; sexual violence against women and girls; unlawful destruction of civilian 
property, and have forced hundreds of thousands of civilians to flee their homes. In the 
capital and other main towns, Sudanese security forces have repeatedly and violently 
suppressed protesters demonstrating against government policies, killing more than 170 
people in September 2013.  Authorities regularly detain political activists, suppress civil 
society groups, and censor the media.  President Omar al-Bashir, who is wanted by the 
International Criminal Court for crimes in Darfur, was re-elected in 2015 in a poll that 
did not meet standards for free and fair elections.
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For 
more information on 

other asylum seeker coun-
tries of origin (e.g. The Congo, 

Somalia, Sierra Leone, Cote 
D’Ivoire, Ghana, etc.), please 

consult the website of the Human 
Rights Watch (https://www.hr-
w.org/world-report/2016)  from 

where the summaries above 
were derived.
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Adam Ahmed grew up in Disa, a village in the 
Darfur region, where agriculture and farming 
are still the primary means of sustenance. 
“What is still on my mind is the way of life… 
As a child I worked at the farm with the family 
and also I worked with the animals outside... 
We didn’t have tap [water] so we dig wells and 
also took water sometimes from lakes. The life 
was very simple. Everybody was happy with 
that life,” Adam said.
 
Looking back, Adam admits his life may seem 
difficult by Western standards. But he believes 
that there was a genuine sense of contentment 
among his people. There was also a sense of 
belonging, a sentiment slowly eroding among 
those exiled.
 
Adam’s family was wealthy by local standards. 
His family grew tomatoes, watermelon, okra, 
and other vegetables, and had roughly 100 
camels and 500 sheep. Having a large herd 
allowed Adam’s family to hire outsiders to help 
with the work, which gave him and his siblings 
more freedom.
 
Adam’s mother was adamant about Adam and 
his brother going to school. When Adam was 
six, she persuaded Adam’s father to let them 
move to Fashir, Darfur’s capital, where the boys 

could study. In 2003, the Fashir airport was 
attacked by Darfuri rebels. This marked the 
beginning of the ethnic conflict.
 
“I remember when I was young our relations 
were normal with the Arab tribes. They would 
come near our house, they were nomads, and 
moved with the animals every four to six 
months.” However, once the conflict started, 
the government armed the Arab tribes and 
actively fostered ethnic tensions. The Arab 
militia quickly gained notoriety and became 
known as “Janjaweed”, meaning in Arabic 
“Devils on Horseback”.
 
Fearing for his life, Adam’s parents sent him to 
Khartoum where he spent most of his time 
steering clear of police raids and hiding in his 
cousin’s house. With more people being 
arrested daily, Adam’s cousin advised him to 
leave Sudan. "I didn’t say goodbye to anyone, 
just a friend, because if I [went] home they 
would arrest me.”
 
He arrived to a hotel in Cario where new 
Sudanese arrivals temporarily stayed. On the 
second day, he found roommates from his 
region in Darfur and moved out. Far away from 
home, and very young, Adam relied on the 
support of his new community to guide him. 

With his mother’s wishes at heart, Adam 
pursued every opportunity for education. “I 
took different courses at different places, 
seminars at the American University from 
professors who spoke on different topics and 
lecturers coming from different places from the 
globe [giving] lectures on different things, topic 
of refugees, conflicts in different places, 
refugees who live outside and their difficulties.”

 “I never expected to be in Israel, never,” Adam 
said. It took him one year to save enough money 
to pay a smuggler from Cairo to take him to 
Israel. “He [the smuggler] came to pick me up 
in his old Mercedes… It was dangerous for him 
for us to sit in the car. 
He opened the back 
[trunk] and put us over 
there and locked us. 
When I came out even 
my neck I could not 
move… They brought 
us before the first road and said this was 
Egyptian, then the next one was international, 
and the third one was Israeli… When we came 
to the border everyone was afraid so they started 
to run to cross quickly because then the 
Egyptians started to shoot. I’m not sure what 
happened to the people behind me. When we 
crossed, we saw the Israeli army.”
 
After spending two days at the army base, all 
were transported by buses and dropped off in 
Be’er Sheva. Adam found his way to Tel Aviv 
and stayed with a friend he met in Cairo. 
 
In 2008, when the State imposed geographic 
restrictions on the community, Adam moved to 
Eilat where he volunteered in the field of 

childhood education. “We created Youngster’s 
Dreams… an education project for 30 children. 
We would work 3:00 pm to 6:00 pm with 
children and then 7:00 pm to 10 pm with adults. 
The adults would pay and we would cover rent 
[for the center].”
 
After the restrictions were lifted, Adam came 
back to Tel Aviv and established another branch 
of Youngster’s Dreams, which is still active to 
date. 

Despite his accomplishments, Adam is still at 
threat of being imprisoned and his life is 
constantly hampered by the lack of legal status. 

“I cannot open a bank 
account. I cannot send 
money to my family 
back home. I go to the 
hospital and it is a 
problem. Registering 
for school is a problem. 

Renting a place is sometimes impossible 
because they assume that I will leave. Even 
education [abroad], they see my visa and know 
that I cannot leave [Israel].”
 
In spite of severe obstacles, Adam Ahmed 
recently published his first book, The 
Nightmare of the Exile. Its sequel, The Voyage 
of Destiny, was also recently published. “The 
book is intended to create a better 
understanding for my community… Even if I 
can help one or two [people], I will be very 
happy. This is my big dream. I hope that what I 
am doing will be a big project one day and other 
people will benefit from it. I will be more proud 
of it if my work inspires others to do the same.”
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 “I never expected to be in Israel, never,” Adam 
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to pay a smuggler from Cairo to take him to 
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After spending two days at the army base, all 
were transported by buses and dropped off in 
Be’er Sheva. Adam found his way to Tel Aviv 
and stayed with a friend he met in Cairo. 
 
In 2008, when the State imposed geographic 
restrictions on the community, Adam moved to 
Eilat where he volunteered in the field of 

childhood education. “We created Youngster’s 
Dreams… an education project for 30 children. 
We would work 3:00 pm to 6:00 pm with 
children and then 7:00 pm to 10 pm with adults. 
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“I cannot open a bank 
account. I cannot send 
money to my family 
back home. I go to the 
hospital and it is a 
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Renting a place is sometimes impossible 
because they assume that I will leave. Even 
education [abroad], they see my visa and know 
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In spite of severe obstacles, Adam Ahmed 
recently published his first book, The 
Nightmare of the Exile. Its sequel, The Voyage 
of Destiny, was also recently published. “The 
book is intended to create a better 
understanding for my community… Even if I 
can help one or two [people], I will be very 
happy. This is my big dream. I hope that what I 
am doing will be a big project one day and other 
people will benefit from it. I will be more proud 
of it if my work inspires others to do the same.”

“Even if I can help one or

two [people], I will be

very happy.” 
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“I joined the rebels,” Bsow traced his story back 
to where it started for him. It was 2011 and the 
conflict between the North and the Sudanese 
People’s Liberation Movement (SPLA) had 
broken out again. The Sudanese government 
and the SPLA had signed a peace agreement 
that ended two decades of fighting. A 
referendum was planned for three years later to 
determine whether the Nuba Mountains and the 
Blue Nile would remain a part of Sudan or join 
South Sudan. And when the referendum came it 
was clear that the government lost the vote, 
although it claimed victory. The government 
then killed most of the rebels and countless 
civilians. “I was lucky that I was in Darfur,” 
said Bsow, “because in the Nuba Mountains I 
would have been killed. A lot of my friends 
were killed.”
 
Bsow's first job was mine-risk education. He 
worked with the United Nations Mine Action 
Service (UNMAS), stationed in Darfur. After 
Bsow’s contract expired he needed to decide 
where to go. He chose to leave Sudan. “I talked 
to my family and told them that I’m in 
Khartoum but that I’m planning to leave Sudan 
and that if they wanted to meet me for the last 
time to see me, they should come. Then my 
brothers and my mom came to meet me in 
Khartoum.”

 Bsow obtained a passport in Khartoum and was 
hoping to travel to Norway and join friends who 
were sent there by the SLM (Sudanese 
Liberation Movement) to study. His friends in 
Norway suggested that it might be easier to 
leave from Egypt and encouraged him to go 
there. Once he arrived in Egypt, his friends told 
him to wait until they contacted him with 
information on how to proceed.  
 
Trying to make the best of his stay in Cairo, 
Bsow went out one day to explore the area of 
AlAshir. He met a man who arrived to Egypt on 
the same day as himself and they struck up a 
conversation. Bsow grew wearier about his stay 
in Egypt, understanding that the risk of being 
arrested and deported to Sudan was high. The 
man offered Bsow to join him on his way to 
Israel and Bsow agreed.
 
Bsow arrived in Israel in December 2011 and 
spent five days in two Israeli military camps 
and another seventeen days in Saharonim 
prison, after which he was released. “I met 
someone in the camp [guard] who speaks 
Arabic and he told me ‘You [Sudanese] know 
how to take care of each other. When you go 
there [Levinsky Park in Tel Aviv], you will find 
someone to take you with him to his house and 
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everything will be OK.’” Bsow arrived at 
Levinsky Park and fortuitously met a friend 
who took him to his home. 
 
Today, four years later, Bsow has a family in 
Israel. He and his Israeli partner recently 
celebrated one year since the birth of their 
daughter. Life without a legal status for Bsow is 
profoundly challenging for his family. While he 
has been able to maintain employment, the 
threat of detention and deportation is constantly 
lurking over his head.
 
In spite of his unstable 
situation Bsow keeps 
his dreams alive. “I just 
want to continue my 
education. I don’t want 
to be a welder all of my 
life. I want to live in a place where I can be free, 
and not all the time thinking that I don’t have a 
visa and work permit. I am responsible for a 
family and I have to work for my family.”
 
The thought of continuing his higher education 
reminds Bsow of his father, a doctor, who was 
adamant about getting Bsow into medicine. 
Bsow took multiple courses related to medicine 
but not without an interest of his own. “I didn’t 
mind because I knew the same courses would fit 
for engineering. But the highest grades in High 
School exam I got were in Biology,” Bsow 
laughed.
 

Bsow remains in touch with his family back 
home to the extent that he can, because he wants 
his daughter to know her origins. Bsow and his 
partner, Tia, have been together for three years. 
“It makes me proud to come to Israel and have a 
daughter and have a partner. And her name is 
Nubia. I give her the name of my tribe. Cleo is 
her second name,” Bsow said proudly.
 
He is equally proud of the independence he 
gained while living outside of Sudan. “When I 

came to Israel I 
realized I am everyone. 
I am my father, I am 
my mother, I have no 
one. I have to think I 
am the family of my 
own self. If I did not do 
everything for myself, I 

will not get help from anyone.” Bsow believes 
that the learning process was painful but 
worthwhile. It has left him with an 
incomparable sense of confidence.
 
Bsow sees life as full of surprises, both positive 
and negative. “I never dreamt of having a 
daughter. Even today I feel like I am in a dream. 
I never thought of having a partner. Now I have 
a partner and a daughter. This is when I stopped 
being worried. Things happen even when you 
don’t plan for them. I stopped thinking about 
what will happen to me in the future because 
what I never thought would happen has already 
happened.”

“I don’t want to be a welder

all my life. I want to live in

a place where I can be free.” 
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“I was a farmer, I would say, a country boy 
looking after animals and farming fields… I 
have these beautiful memories of running in the 
fields, playing with friends and climbing very 
high mountains,” said Yikealo Kesete Beyene, a 
31-year old from Anan, Eritrea.
 
Yikealo always had a passion for education. “I 
was a good student. I didn’t have this big 
picture of what I wanted to be, but I knew that I 
would get to this place through education.” 
When his town was attacked during the war, 
Yikealo and his family had to move to the local 
IDP camps. In spite of these turbulent events he 
managed to complete his studies.
 
The militarization of Eritrea began soon after. 
The new law required everyone who completed 
11th grade to go to Sawa for compulsory 
military training. “I was abused many times, 
physically beaten and tied up, and sometimes 
for no reasons. One day, the commander told us 
to walk in one direction and I wanted to put my 
book away in my bag, so I was coming against 
[the crowd]. He started beating me and I got so 
angry that I didn’t feel the pain. I was crying 
because I felt reduced into no one.”
 
Yikealo tried to keep his head down in hopes 
that he would quickly complete his military 

service and then continue his studies. 
 
“In these times, you find a way to express your 
dissatisfaction, your anger and everything as a 
youth. One day, I sent one of my articles to the 
only newspaper in the country… It was an 
opinion. The title was ‘Promise is debt’ and I 
was referring to the promises that the Minister 
of Education made in the previous years before 
Sawa. I wasn’t even aware that I was expressing 
my dissatisfaction, but I guess I was.” Yikealo 
was arrested for two weeks, during which time 
no one spoke to him. Afterwards, he was 
requested to sign a letter warning him against 
any other seemingly political activity.
  
“It’s as if the ‘Big Brother’ controls even your 
thoughts, not only your actions. It scared me 
more. I was being followed and I felt I was 
really unsafe.” Yikealo’s psychological state 
worsened rapidly and he began to carefully plan 
his escape. “I went onboard the bus and then 
inside the bus I sold the [bus] ticket. Then I 
sneaked out very carefully without anyone 
seeing and I traveled on foot to the border 
[Ethiopia]... I didn’t have any idea how it would 
look. I just wanted to be safe.”
 
After a 25 km trek, Yikealo reached Ethiopia 
safely. For the next two and a half years he 
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stayed at the Shimelba Refugee Camp, where he 
worked as a teacher and then as an Education 
Coordinator with the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC). “I was so active [in the 
camp] because I felt the freedom to be myself 
and influence, and I read books, I wrote things.” 
But the sense of safety was short lived. The 
camp was very close to the Eritrean border and 
the conflict was escalating. Fearing for his 
safety, Yikealo departed for Sudan, hoping he 
would find protection there.
 
Yikealo spent a brief 
two months in a 
refugee camp in Sudan 
before proceeding on to 
Egypt. He eventually 
paid around $600 to 
Bedouin traffickers to 
be smuggled into Israel 
through the Sinai desert.
 
Yikealo arrived to Israel in February 2008 and 
two months later found employment as a night 
guard. This gave him ample opportunity to read 
and search for higher education opportunities in 
Israel. Eventually he found one.
 
“I did Psychology for my BA. It was a complete 
shift because in Eritrea in college I was doing 
Civil Engineering. I was a science student.” 
Yikealo not only completed his undergraduate 
at the IDC Herzilya, but continued on to 
complete an MA in Organizational Behavior 

and Development.
 
Afterwards, Yikealo co-developed a community 
school and an afterschool program for fifty 
refugee children, for which he acted as an 
Educator and the General Coordinator of the 
program. “I have this naïve belief that only 
working with children can fix the world… We 
all know that childhood has the most significant 
influence on our aspirations, interests, our 
values, everything. So if children are taught to 

inherit the right values 
and treated well, to 
become better citizens 
of this world, I think 
that’s what will fix the 
current problems in the 
world.”
 
In January 2016 

Yikealo joined his wife in the USA. While 
genuinely thrilled about his visa approval, his 
experience has forced him to moderate his 
expectations. When asked what he plans to do 
there, Yikealo explained: “I believe in creating 
institutions where children can be safe to 
become themselves, to socially interact with 
other children. This is my dream… I am a 
believer in civil society and people, and the 
power of people in creating institutions and 
working for the common good. This is the area 
where I will be involved wherever I go.”
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[Ethiopia]... I didn’t have any idea how it would 
look. I just wanted to be safe.”
 
After a 25 km trek, Yikealo reached Ethiopia 
safely. For the next two and a half years he 

stayed at the Shimelba Refugee Camp, where he 
worked as a teacher and then as an Education 
Coordinator with the International Rescue 
Committee (IRC). “I was so active [in the 
camp] because I felt the freedom to be myself 
and influence, and I read books, I wrote things.” 
But the sense of safety was short lived. The 
camp was very close to the Eritrean border and 
the conflict was escalating. Fearing for his 
safety, Yikealo departed for Sudan, hoping he 
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two months in a 
refugee camp in Sudan 
before proceeding on to 
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Civil Engineering. I was a science student.” 
Yikealo not only completed his undergraduate 
at the IDC Herzilya, but continued on to 
complete an MA in Organizational Behavior 

and Development.
 
Afterwards, Yikealo co-developed a community 
school and an afterschool program for fifty 
refugee children, for which he acted as an 
Educator and the General Coordinator of the 
program. “I have this naïve belief that only 
working with children can fix the world… We 
all know that childhood has the most significant 
influence on our aspirations, interests, our 
values, everything. So if children are taught to 

inherit the right values 
and treated well, to 
become better citizens 
of this world, I think 
that’s what will fix the 
current problems in the 
world.”
 
In January 2016 

Yikealo joined his wife in the USA. While 
genuinely thrilled about his visa approval, his 
experience has forced him to moderate his 
expectations. When asked what he plans to do 
there, Yikealo explained: “I believe in creating 
institutions where children can be safe to 
become themselves, to socially interact with 
other children. This is my dream… I am a 
believer in civil society and people, and the 
power of people in creating institutions and 
working for the common good. This is the area 
where I will be involved wherever I go.”

“I fear this fear of betraying 

my country. My greatest fear 

is that my fear would 

come true.”
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“It does not hurt me when I go to protests and 
people curse at me,” said Usumain Braraka, 20. 
“It strengthens me. It helps me become the 
opposite of them.” 

Usumain’s childhood in Darfur was filled with 
fun and curiosity. As one of the youngest in his 
village of Degrata, he would sit quietly amongst 
the learned elders of the village. “They would 
talk of things I did not understand, like how the 
government is killing people.” 

The relentless genocide in Darfur soon 
answered many of Usumain’s youthful 
questions. The government backed Janjaweed 
militia attacked Degrata when Usumain was 
nine years old. His father and eldest brother 
were killed in the fighting, and the rest of the 
family remained trapped at home. The 
militiamen doused the house with gasoline and 
lit it on fire. Usumain’s mother led him and his 
sisters through a small opening and they 
escaped to a nearby refugee camp.

Usumain lived in the refugee camp for three 
years. His brother, a university student at the 
time, left his studies in Khartoum and came to 
be with his family in the refugee camp. He 
worked for the UN as a translator. Usumain 
would often join him. “The UN workers gave 

me cola and candy, and since then I wanted to 
learn English.” When the UN gave his brother 
an opportunity to study in America, Usumain, 
then thirteen, was determined to leave the 
refugee camp as well. Usumain promised his 
mother that he would “learn to be a leader 
without spilling any blood” and she agreed to 
send him to Libya to study. 

While in Libya, Usumain began English lessons 
at an international school but was without 
refugee status and continued to struggle. He left 
Libya for Egypt after hearing that school fees 
were cheaper in Egypt. However once he and a 
friend arrived, they learned that the Sudanese 
government had agents in Egypt who were 
deporting Darfurian refugees. Scared, the two 
of them went into hiding. 

One night, as they were both watching 
al-Jazeera, Usumain became mesmerized by a 
program featuring an Israeli man discussing the 
history of the Jewish people. “All I knew before 
was that Israel was the one place where people 
were called Jews,” said Usumain. “But this man 
told us the sad story about the people who were 
killed and burnt by the Nazis. At that moment, I 
remembered that I too was almost burnt.”

“This nation knows what it is like to be a 
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refugee, so we need to go to these people,” 
Usumain said enthusiastically. His friend was 
hesitant.“These people were once on the bottom 
and we are on the bottom now, they will 
understand us,” Usumain persisted. Following a 
week of Usumain’s dogged protests, the two set 
out for Israel.

Usumain and his friend were taken across the 
Sinai to Israel by Bedouin smugglers. The 
moment he crossed the border, Israeli soldiers 
arrested him and transferred him to Saharonim 
prison. 

Usumain was released 
after six weeks and 
found his way to Tel 
Aviv. He was an 
unaccompanied minor 
at the time. Shortly 
after, he was enrolled 
in Yemin Orde school 
and placed in an Israeli 
classroom. Usumain describes the school as 
“…a miracle, where everyone accepts 
everyone, and where we are one big family.”

“At the end of 9th grade, I started to get scared 
because I had to pass the bagrut,” Usumain 
explained, referring to Israel’s standardized 
high school exams. “That meant learning tanach 
and toshba,” the bible and rabbinic law. “But I 
loved to hear all the opinions of big people, like 
Rambam.” Usumain asked excitedly. The staff 
of Yemin Orde reassured Usumain that he did 
not have to participate in the school’s religious 
services, but Usuamin felt differently. “Those 
people gave me an opportunity, so I put on a 

kippah and went to tefiliah (prayer service) to 
respect this place of the Jews. I said the prayers 
from the siddur and the learned the halakhot. It 
helped me for my bagrut. I got full credit, 
baruch hashem.”      

When Usumain found out he could not serve in 
the IDF because he was not a citizen, he was 
gravely disappointed but refused to be 
discouraged. Instead of joining the army, he 
organized a gathering of young asylum seekers 
that meets biweekly to discuss the future of 
asylum seekers in Israel. The group, called 

Project Tzeirim 
(Youth), now has over 
80 members.

“I can never fully 
detach myself from 
Israel and I want to be 
in touch with the 
people here who helped 
me,” Usumain said. 

Nevertheless, he is committed to return to 
Darfur. “I am in exile just like the Jews were in 
exile, so I plan to go home and make my 
country better. I want to learn Public Policy and 
International Relations to connect Israel and 
Africa,” he continued. “I ask that Israel 
recognize me as a refugee and help me be a 
leader through education to prevent war and 
genocide in Africa.” Usumain wishes that one 
day he will be able to look back at his time in 
Israel warmly. “I know that the country is 
scared, being surrounded by enemies. But I 
want to help it, and tell people that it is a good 
place. I have learned from my challenges here.”
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Relations to connect

Israel and Africa.”
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“My mom is Christian and my step-dad was 
Muslim. When they got married, they decided 
to put religion aside and that neither will try to 
convert the other and that the children will 
decide what they want to be when they grow 
up… and I remember him [stepfather] coming 
home very drunk one day and he was shouting 
and screaming at my mom. I’ve never seen him 
this drunk. My mom told us to hide in the room 
and lock the door… Couple of months later 
they had another big fight. He came home very 
drunk and took a gun and tried to kill my mom.”
 
Nancy Edward is 22 years old and comes from 
Algadarif, a city in northern Sudan. She grew 
up in a family of five children, living on a small 
farm owned by her mother. Although very 
young when she left Sudan, Nancy remembers 
her childhood fondly. Her father left the family 
when she was only two years old and her 
mother remarried when she was six. Her 
stepfather accepted all the children as his own 
and the family was happy. As a chief of local 
police and descending from a well-respected 
Sudanese family, Nancy’s stepfather was 
influential. He and Nancy’s mom married in 
spite of his family’s opposition and everything 
seemed to be going well for a while. Things 
changed as his alcoholism worsened and the 
religious pressure from his family increased.

 

“My mom has an older brother who is in the 
[Sudanese] army. She called him and told him 
what happened. He took us to Khartoum and 
then he decided that we needed to leave.” 
Nancy was only ten when they arrived to Egypt 
and her youngest brother was not even a year 
old. They stayed there for the next six and a half 
years.
 
“We didn’t have anyone to help us financially. 
At age of 11, I had to go to work. I worked as a 
housekeeper in this house and slept there at the 
same time. This is the way I made money and I 
gave it to my mom every month so that she is 
able to pay the rent and to buy food for my 
siblings and they can also continue to go to 
school.” 
 
Following the infamous Mustafa Mahmoud 
Square protests in 2005, when at least twenty 
refugees were killed and dozens injured, 
Nancy’s mom determined that it was time to 
leave. “We started to hear about all these people 
crossing the border [into Israel]. My mom 
decided that maybe we should also come to 
Israel.”
 
Her mother packed some stuff and pretended to 
take the kids on a safari. They got on a truck 
with a lot of other people and drove through the 
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Sinai desert. Perceptive and well-informed at 
the age of 15, Nancy was already aware of 
refugees traveling to Israel through the Sinai 
desert. When the conclusions trickled in, Nancy 
decided to confront her mother. “One night we 
were lying in the desert on the side of a 
mountain and I asked my mom why are we here. 
That’s when she told me that we are going to 
Israel. I was very upset. I started to cry because 
we were doing it all over again.” Nancy worried 
about what would await them in Israel. Growing 
up in Egypt, she heard awful things.
 
“Midnight we started walking from our base 
where we were, directly to the road that would 
take us to Israel. We walked for hours until we 
made it… Every time we heard a helicopter we 
would run to the mountains, in the caves and 
hide there. That’s what 
we did for three days… 
We had to walk 
barefoot.” It was not 
long before the Israeli 
border patrol pulled up 
and began talking on 
the loudspeaker.
 
In a few days everyone was registered and put 
on buses to Saharonim prison. After two weeks, 
they were told that everyone under the age of 
eighteen was going to be transferred. Nancy 
was not yet eighteen and was ordered to go as 
well. “My mom registered me as her sister, not 
daughter, because she tried to find a good way 
so that my stepdad won’t find us. She gave me 
her last name instead. That’s where Edward 
came from.” All of Nancy’s paperwork 
indicated that she is an orphan. As a result, 
Nancy was separated from her mother and sent 
to the "Michal" youth detention center for 
eleven months. But with the help of a lawyer 
and representatives of the Carmel Shelter in 

Isfiya near Haifa, Nancy was finally reunited 
with her family and came to live at the shelter.
 
Nancy is very forthright in talking about her 
life. “I really love life. Even though it was very 
bitter, but there was sweetness in it at the same 
time,” Nancy said. “I do feel proud of myself. 
I’ve been through a lot but it makes me the 
person that I am today.” 
 
Nancy dreams of a time when her situation is 
less precarious and when she is able to put her 
challenging life-experience to use by helping 
others like herself. “I believe that we can teach 
kids from a young age on how to make the 
world a better place. One day I want to be 
involved with an organization where I can help 
children around the world in Africa and Asia 

and help them with 
education, to teach 
them about life in a 
better way and not in a 
hurtful way that they 
always learn. To teach 
them that life can be 
beautiful and sweet. I 
would like to help kids 

without parents.”
  
When asked what lessons she could share with 
other refugees and asylum seekers, Nancy 
speaks with conviction: “Asylum seekers 
should feel free to be themselves and they 
should be proud of themselves and what they 
have been through. Those things were hard, but 
they made them who they are today… They 
should definitely not care about their skin color, 
eye color and they should embrace who they 
are. If you embrace who you are and be proud of 
yourself, that’s when people really start to love 
you.”
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with a lot of other people and drove through the 

Sinai desert. Perceptive and well-informed at 
the age of 15, Nancy was already aware of 
refugees traveling to Israel through the Sinai 
desert. When the conclusions trickled in, Nancy 
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were lying in the desert on the side of a 
mountain and I asked my mom why are we here. 
That’s when she told me that we are going to 
Israel. I was very upset. I started to cry because 
we were doing it all over again.” Nancy worried 
about what would await them in Israel. Growing 
up in Egypt, she heard awful things.
 
“Midnight we started walking from our base 
where we were, directly to the road that would 
take us to Israel. We walked for hours until we 
made it… Every time we heard a helicopter we 
would run to the mountains, in the caves and 
hide there. That’s what 
we did for three days… 
We had to walk 
barefoot.” It was not 
long before the Israeli 
border patrol pulled up 
and began talking on 
the loudspeaker.
 
In a few days everyone was registered and put 
on buses to Saharonim prison. After two weeks, 
they were told that everyone under the age of 
eighteen was going to be transferred. Nancy 
was not yet eighteen and was ordered to go as 
well. “My mom registered me as her sister, not 
daughter, because she tried to find a good way 
so that my stepdad won’t find us. She gave me 
her last name instead. That’s where Edward 
came from.” All of Nancy’s paperwork 
indicated that she is an orphan. As a result, 
Nancy was separated from her mother and sent 
to the "Michal" youth detention center for 
eleven months. But with the help of a lawyer 
and representatives of the Carmel Shelter in 

Isfiya near Haifa, Nancy was finally reunited 
with her family and came to live at the shelter.
 
Nancy is very forthright in talking about her 
life. “I really love life. Even though it was very 
bitter, but there was sweetness in it at the same 
time,” Nancy said. “I do feel proud of myself. 
I’ve been through a lot but it makes me the 
person that I am today.” 
 
Nancy dreams of a time when her situation is 
less precarious and when she is able to put her 
challenging life-experience to use by helping 
others like herself. “I believe that we can teach 
kids from a young age on how to make the 
world a better place. One day I want to be 
involved with an organization where I can help 
children around the world in Africa and Asia 

and help them with 
education, to teach 
them about life in a 
better way and not in a 
hurtful way that they 
always learn. To teach 
them that life can be 
beautiful and sweet. I 
would like to help kids 

without parents.”
  
When asked what lessons she could share with 
other refugees and asylum seekers, Nancy 
speaks with conviction: “Asylum seekers 
should feel free to be themselves and they 
should be proud of themselves and what they 
have been through. Those things were hard, but 
they made them who they are today… They 
should definitely not care about their skin color, 
eye color and they should embrace who they 
are. If you embrace who you are and be proud of 
yourself, that’s when people really start to love 
you.”

“I believe that we can teach

kids from a young age on

how to make the world

a better place.”
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“I [was] born in a village which is called 
Awhne,” said Tadesse. He has nothing but fond 
memories of Awhne, which is home to about 
450 families and around 3,250 individuals. “I 
really enjoyed my childhood in that place. I 
played a lot, and enjoyed being with the 
community. I did a lot of funny cultural 
ceremonies.”

Tadesse, now 35 years old, grew up in an 
agricultural and interconnected society. “We are 
responsible to help our families.” This 
inter-dependence often meant participating in 
agricultural work and cattle herding, both of 
which Tadesse’s family had plenty. He 
remembers his family owning a large number of 
oxen, goats and sheep. 

Tadesse’s parents and siblings remain in 
Eritrea. He misses them dearly and does not 
know if he will ever see them again. “I have 
three sisters no brothers. The two are older than 
me and the one is younger. They are married, 
and they have children. They are good families, 
they are in Eritrea now.”

In Eritrea, Tadesse worked in construction to 
put himself through school. He managed to 
finish his studies, and continued on to military 
training like many other Eritreans do. Due to his 

hard work and high test scores, he was able to 
enroll in the University of Asmara in 2000 and 
complete his studies within 4 years. “The 
government… assigned me to the Ministry of 
Labor and Human Welfare in Asmara,” Tadesse 
remembers his first working assignment with 
mixed feelings. His work in Eritrea would not 
continue for long. The authorities made it 
increasingly difficult for him to remain in his 
homeland and Tadesse decided to flee.

“We are Christians and we are familiar with 
Israel from the bible… I considered Israel as 
welcom[ing] state. And it is developed 
democratic state.” Tadesse has felt a connection 
to Israel through religion and says that his 
entrance to the country was a joyous 
experience. “The Israeli security guards, they 
clap their hands when they see us. You know, 
we cross the border of Israel at 2:20, 2:30 in the 
night. It was very dark. But, they have light, 
they see us, we are tired, we are weak. But they 
clapped their hands and they say welcome to 
Israel.”

Tadesse has been in Israel for three years. He 
has lived in many parts of the country including 
Eilat, Rehovot and Tel Aviv. Today, Tadesse 
lives with a cousin in Tel Aviv. Like him, many 
migrants rely on family and friend networks 
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when they arrive in a new country. “We take 
food, sometimes we drink, we play, like that…It 
is convenient to have time to enjoy and to have 
fun, to organize some events.” Tadesse sees the 
community as a place of belonging and a source 
of stability. 

Tadesse got involved with the Eritrean 
Women’s Community Center (EWCC) through 
a female cousin, who went to school with the 
woman who runs the Center.” Tadesse helps 
facilitate asylum 
form-filling events at 
the EWCC and helps 
translate for the 
Eritrean clientele. “We 
are coordinating the 
RSD [Refugee Status Determination] assistance 
activities…we are also calling some translators 
[and] volunteers from the community. And we 
are finding a lot of people to help.”

Tadesse makes time to volunteer in his 
community in spite of working six days a week. 
He believes his community is placed under 

immense pressure, which in turn causes some of 
its members to behave in negative and 
potentially harmful ways. “Most of the people 
are [in Israel] 5 years, 6 years, and until 7 years. 
Now because they are living an uncertain future 
they have problems, some stresses, 
hopelessness, that's why [there is] some bad 
behavior…like drinking, fighting, stress, some 
psychological problems also.” The workload is 
tremendous but Tadesse’s commitment does not 
falter.

“I hope to finish the 
asylum request process 
and to finally get 
refugee status, and also 
I am hoping to join my 

family urgently.” Tadesse’s wife and young son 
are in Uganda now, and he hopes to reunite with 
them soon. The lengthy separation has been 
painful for the family and lacking a clear 
end-date has made hope difficult to maintain. 
Nevertheless, the potential of a reunion with his 
family is his driving force and it is what pushes 
him to continue fighting.
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a female cousin, who went to school with the 
woman who runs the Center.” Tadesse helps 
facilitate asylum 
form-filling events at 
the EWCC and helps 
translate for the 
Eritrean clientele. “We 
are coordinating the 
RSD [Refugee Status Determination] assistance 
activities…we are also calling some translators 
[and] volunteers from the community. And we 
are finding a lot of people to help.”

Tadesse makes time to volunteer in his 
community in spite of working six days a week. 
He believes his community is placed under 

immense pressure, which in turn causes some of 
its members to behave in negative and 
potentially harmful ways. “Most of the people 
are [in Israel] 5 years, 6 years, and until 7 years. 
Now because they are living an uncertain future 
they have problems, some stresses, 
hopelessness, that's why [there is] some bad 
behavior…like drinking, fighting, stress, some 
psychological problems also.” The workload is 
tremendous but Tadesse’s commitment does not 
falter.

“I hope to finish the 
asylum request process 
and to finally get 
refugee status, and also 
I am hoping to join my 

family urgently.” Tadesse’s wife and young son 
are in Uganda now, and he hopes to reunite with 
them soon. The lengthy separation has been 
painful for the family and lacking a clear 
end-date has made hope difficult to maintain. 
Nevertheless, the potential of a reunion with his 
family is his driving force and it is what pushes 
him to continue fighting.

“I am hoping to join 

my family urgently.”
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Kimo never shared his story in the six years he 
has been in Israel. This past year he spent 
detained in the Holot Facility in the Negev 
Desert. Yet Holot has not broken Kimo’s spirit. 
“I'm into school. I haven't finished high school 
back then…. nobody from my siblings has 
graduated. You know, I feel that I have to make 
my mom proud, and actually for me a bit, also.” 
Kimo’s mother serves as his conscience and her 
words are a reminder of his great potential. 
“She always pushes me to, you know, to go to 
school, and you know, even if you're 
incarcerated it doesn't matter you can still do it, 
and I'm trying.” 

Kimo was born in a Sudanese village of 2000 
people. “Growing up in Sudan is really hard, it 
was really tough, you know?” Kimo remembers 
his childhood with mixed feelings. “There was 
one area exposed to the dictatorship that are 
going on there. And then, you know, after that, 
the genocide and the conflict started in Darfur. 
We were still really happy though, regardless of 
the dictatorship and all that, but then things 
escalated and got worse, so we had to flee.”

His parents brought him and his seven siblings 
to the Kakuma refugee camp in Kenya, which 
has more than 16,000 inhabitants. It was in 
Kakuma that Kimo learned English. “Kenya is 

nice, but it’s just hard for refugees there… 
you're not Kenyan, they treat you, it's just 
different.” Kimo was particularly struck by the 
poverty and lack of security encountered by 
residents of the refugee camp. “What was really 
hard to be in that camp was, not having 
someone outside, to provide for your family.” 
The refugee camps are notoriously underfunded 
and under-resourced. Kimo knew that there 
were many NGOs in Kakuma, but he never saw 
them. They seemed to work mostly from inside 
of their offices and did not spend much time in 
the community.

Kimo took matters into his own hands. “I 
decided to leave to apply for asylum 
somewhere… To have a life, to go to school.” 
He stayed with his family in Kakuma for about 
three years. “And then after that, I start to make 
my perilous journey to Israel.” Kimo applied 
for asylum in Israel, but has not received a 
response to date. 

Kimo recounts his conflicting impressions of 
Israel before and after his arrival. “When I first 
arrived, I thought that it was the only 
democratic state in the Middle East, you know.” 
Yet his inability to receive a proper asylum 
review over the years and spending time in 
detention has made him think otherwise. 
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Kimo remembers being treated with more 
warmth and kindness by the Israeli public. He 
laments that the asylum seekers in Israel are 
often accused of being criminals. “Before the 
propaganda that's been put out by the 
government, that are 
like ah he's stealing or 
that he's raping, since 
that things become 
really bad, you 
know?... It doesn’t 
make sense, you can’t 
charge the whole community as corrupt and 
bad.” 

Kimo’s drive to be an upstanding man and 
family member is relentless. Before he was 
ordered to stay in Holot, Kimo found time to 
study amidst a busy schedule working in hotels 
in Eilat and in Tel Aviv. “I actually did a lot, you 
know. I accomplished so much, I went to school 
actually…I studied a computer technology 

course.” His thirst for knowledge and education 
is abundant, but his current situation is an 
impediment.

When reflecting on his home, Kimo says, “I 
can’t go back there, 
having learned from 
the fate of others,” This 
includes, he explains, 
also those who have 
gone to South Sudan, 
Uganda, and Rwanda. 

“It’s really dangerous.” Kimo has friends in the 
US, and a few years from now he sees himself 
joining them there. He has been inspired by 
their stories of going to school and working in 
America, where there are many African 
Americans who look like him. Kimo has a GED 
book which an Israeli friend brought to him. 
The book has come to represent all of his hopes 
and dreams.
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words are a reminder of his great potential. 
“She always pushes me to, you know, to go to 
school, and you know, even if you're 
incarcerated it doesn't matter you can still do it, 
and I'm trying.” 

Kimo was born in a Sudanese village of 2000 
people. “Growing up in Sudan is really hard, it 
was really tough, you know?” Kimo remembers 
his childhood with mixed feelings. “There was 
one area exposed to the dictatorship that are 
going on there. And then, you know, after that, 
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were many NGOs in Kakuma, but he never saw 
them. They seemed to work mostly from inside 
of their offices and did not spend much time in 
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decided to leave to apply for asylum 
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for asylum in Israel, but has not received a 
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arrived, I thought that it was the only 
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like ah he's stealing or 
that he's raping, since 
that things become 
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know?... It doesn’t 
make sense, you can’t 
charge the whole community as corrupt and 
bad.” 

Kimo’s drive to be an upstanding man and 
family member is relentless. Before he was 
ordered to stay in Holot, Kimo found time to 
study amidst a busy schedule working in hotels 
in Eilat and in Tel Aviv. “I actually did a lot, you 
know. I accomplished so much, I went to school 
actually…I studied a computer technology 

course.” His thirst for knowledge and education 
is abundant, but his current situation is an 
impediment.

When reflecting on his home, Kimo says, “I 
can’t go back there, 
having learned from 
the fate of others,” This 
includes, he explains, 
also those who have 
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“I feel that I have to make 

my mom proud... She always

pushes me to go to school.”
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Domayn Ismail will soon be 25 years old and 
has lived multiple lives. She was born in the 
small village of Sale in the Darfur region of 
Sudan. “I always lived in a village because I 
was raised by my grandmother," she explained. 
"What I love the most is, before the war, the 
village is very small and everybody knows each 
other and we would play and do traditional 
dancing. For me, I was not old enough to go 
from village to village but it was enough just 
having friends. We also had rivers and farms. 
That’s what I really enjoyed.”
 
Domayn was too young to know what was 
going on in Sudan at the time. To her, life in the 
village was happy and content. She spent much 
of her time with her grandmother, whom she 
loved very much. In 2003 Domayn's parents 
decided that the family would move to Egypt to 
get away from the war in Sudan. For Domayn 
and her siblings, this led to one significant 
positive outcome: they could study. They 
remained in Egypt for about four years until her 
parents decided to come to Israel.
 
“My parents decided to come here [Israel],” 
Domayn recalled, sadly anticipating what she 
was going to say next. After being dramatically 
separated from her parents at the border, 
Domayn remained in Egypt with her cousin. 

Not long after, at the age of sixteen, Domayn 
was married off by her cousin because he could 
no longer provide for her. She did not know her 
husband. “He was 27 years older than me,” she 
explained.
 
Domayn’s relationship with her new husband 
deteriorated. He was very abusive and 
controlling and forbade her from speaking to 
her parents for an entire year. At last, Domayn 
managed to get in touch with her mother. “I told 
her that I was mistreated by him and my mother 
was very unhappy. By that time he was beating 
me all the time." With her cousin's help 
Domayn managed to divorce her husband. 
Together with her one-year-old son she left for 
Israel. 
 
Domayn and her son reunified with her parents 
in Israel. They were happy to see her but careful 
not to seem too supportive of her lifestyle as a 
divorcee due to strict cultural norms and 
generational differences. Having no friends or 
family to support her and her son, Domayn has 
had to rely solely on herself - and has done so 
successfully.
 
Having lived in Israel for five years, Domayn 
feels that there is much left to be desired, 
although her life has improved from when she 
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first arrived. She has become more financially 
stable and has managed to build a support 
network. She still hopes that one day she will be 
able to pursue her professional interests.
 
Domayn has a passion for acting, but until now 
has had little success pursuing it. “I went to 
makeup school. But with acting, I always go 
and they tell me ‘you have to read and write a 
little bit in Hebrew’. So I went to Ulpan 
[Hebrew course] to study for one month and 
until now I can read something small.” Domayn 
ended her studies after it became very difficult 
to juggle school, work and caring for her young 
child. Her Hebrew 
speaking has improved 
tremendously but she 
still struggles with 
reading and writing. 
Nevertheless, Domayn 
remains hopeful that 
there will be an 
opportunity in her 
future where she will be able once more to 
pursue acting.
 
“I am proud of myself,” Domayn asserts with 
confidence. “I think I am very strong mentally. I 
used to think a lot 'why should this happen to 
me at this age'. I also didn’t enjoy my life as a 
teenager and I was not in a place full of freedom 
that I could say I lived a young and wild life. 
But I managed to get over it and just let myself 
be strong.”
 
Domayn recognizes her accomplishment but 
still feels a longing for a life that she could had 
if circumstances were different. “It’s not like I 

would say that I wish I was rich, no, just simply 
if we didn’t have trouble back home and being 
always told to go back, all these headaches, 
different problems, I would be more happy and 
that’s it. Until now, I still don’t feel that I am too 
old to study. I still want to go for this computer 
program or anything as a career and take three, 
four, or five years to study.” Her drive and 
optimism is sincere and Domayn seems 
determined to succeed.
 
Domayn learned from her experience that 
problems can be recurring and continuous, and 
that there is always more to learn about life. 

Having endured 
numerous personal 
trials, Domayn knows 
that survival and 
progress are motivated 
by self-confidence. She 
has one simple advice 
for asylum seekers 
around the world: 

“Stay passionate and strong, love yourselves 
and be proud of yourselves.”
 
“Oprah Winfrey inspires me,” Domayn 
admitted shyly. “I started seeing her show on 
television when I was in Egypt. I really like how 
she helps some of the homeless or the people in 
need… I just enjoy everything she does and I 
respect it.” In spite of her challenging life 
circumstances, Domayn still hopes to give back 
one day, just like Oprah. She believes that her 
experience has granted her the knowledge and 
understanding that she would need to do exactly 
that.
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if we didn’t have trouble back home and being 
always told to go back, all these headaches, 
different problems, I would be more happy and 
that’s it. Until now, I still don’t feel that I am too 
old to study. I still want to go for this computer 
program or anything as a career and take three, 
four, or five years to study.” Her drive and 
optimism is sincere and Domayn seems 
determined to succeed.
 
Domayn learned from her experience that 
problems can be recurring and continuous, and 
that there is always more to learn about life. 

Having endured 
numerous personal 
trials, Domayn knows 
that survival and 
progress are motivated 
by self-confidence. She 
has one simple advice 
for asylum seekers 
around the world: 

“Stay passionate and strong, love yourselves 
and be proud of yourselves.”
 
“Oprah Winfrey inspires me,” Domayn 
admitted shyly. “I started seeing her show on 
television when I was in Egypt. I really like how 
she helps some of the homeless or the people in 
need… I just enjoy everything she does and I 
respect it.” In spite of her challenging life 
circumstances, Domayn still hopes to give back 
one day, just like Oprah. She believes that her 
experience has granted her the knowledge and 
understanding that she would need to do exactly 
that.

“Oprah Winfrey inspires

me... I really like how she

helps some of the homeless

or people in need.”
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“Oh, it is easy for me to write lyrics, it goes chik 
chak,” Sadiq, 21, smiled playfully. “My songs 
talk about peace, love, rights…and the land.” 
For Sadiq, the land in his music is the special 
fields outside of his village of Bagra. “My 
father and I would go on hikes to see the 
beautiful rivers and the green everywhere,” 
Sadiq reminisced about growing up in Darfur, 
Sudan. He loves being in nature. Rather than 
make the long journey to the nearest school, he 
worked outdoors with his father. “My family 
was very rich,” Sadiq stated. “We were farmers 
with many crops, cows, and sheep.” 

One day in 2003 his village was burned and 
erased. Sadiq, only 9 years old at the time, 
awoke to shelling from the sky and loud cries 
from his neighbors. The Janjaweed militiamen 
were coming. Sadiq’s mother took him and his 
two sisters and fled. His father, however, 
remained to look after the family’s property. 
Running for days amidst the injured and dying, 
they eventually reached a refugee camp in 
Zalingei. There he sadly learned that his father 
had been killed shortly after his family’s 
escape. Sadiq’s mother overheard that the 
government-backed Janjaweed wanted to 
murder all men and boys who did not support 
them. She told Sadiq to hide in the faraway 
mountains. Although he was scared to leave, 

Sadiq obeyed. “I was 9, and before that I never 
knew what it was like to be alone.” 

From the mountains, Sadiq witnessed the 
destruction of his homeland. “I was sure that 
Darfur no longer existed.” Luckily, he was 
spotted by a group of fellow Fur tribesmen also 
fleeing the Janjaweed and together they 
travelled to Khartoum. In Khartoum they heard 
harrowing accounts of Darfurians being 
imprisoned, raped, and killed at the hands of 
government forces. Concluding that there was 
no safety in Sudan, Sadiq fled to Libya with 
other Fur men. 

In light of increasing racism and violence in 
Libya, the men who looked after Sadiq decided 
to travel to Egypt to seek help in a refugee 
camp. Though they had to pay a large sum of 
money to get Sadiq a passport, they were 
determined not to abandon him. Upon arrival  in 
Egypt, reports started surfacing that the 
Egyptian authorities were permitting Sudanese 
authorities to capture Darfurian refugees living 
in Egypt. When the eldest member of the group 
suggested that they try their luck in neighboring 
Israel, Sadiq agreed to come along. 

Sadiq made it to Israel through Sinai, though he 
lost his shoes in the commotion and badly cut 
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his feet on the barbed wire fence between Israel 
and Egypt. As he sat in the sand and cried from 
fear and pain, an Israeli soldier approached him 
and handed him his military socks. Sadiq kept 
that pair of socks as a memento. “They are my 
history,” he explained. But when Knesset 
Member Miri Regev referred to the Sudanese in 
Israel as a “cancer,” Sadiq threw the socks in the 
garbage. Today, he regrets his decision. Now he 
tells himself that “a person does not throw their 
history in the garbage because of Miri Regev.” 

Sadiq entered Israel when he was 14 and soon 
found himself living in an overcrowded shelter 
in Tel Aviv with 300 other asylum seekers. 
Volunteers from “Hanaor Haoved Vehalomed” 
youth organization 
found Sadiq and helped 
him take his case to the 
Israeli Supreme Court. 
The Supreme Court 
granted him residency 
in Israel. 

He began 9th grade in a 
classroom full of 
Israelis. “Even today, if 
anything ever happens 
to me I know I can go 
back there and speak to anyone,” he said with a 
smile. “They are the kind of people that make 
you feel like a human being, they listen.” 

When the students started 12th grade, 
everybody began to talk about their upcoming 
military draft. Sadiq was excited “to serve the 
country that helped us so much.” Yet his 
attempts at enlisting were denied because he 
was without a proper residency status. “All of 
my friends went to the army,” Sadiq explained. 
“I wanted to continue with them and to serve 

with them too.” To make matters worse, no 
university would accept Sadiq without a proper 
visa. 

Today Sadiq lives in Rishon LeZion with an old 
friend from the boarding school and works in a 
cafe in Tel Aviv. When he is off from work he is 
busy practicing and performing with his band 
Darfur Star. “We chose the name Darfur Star, 
because through music Darfur will come anew.” 

Today Darfur Star performs for both Israeli and 
African audiences. “When I perform in front of 
people, I want to explain everything. This way 
the crowd understands where I am from, what I 
have done, what my music says.” Sadiq sees his 

music as a tool to 
counter the xenophobia 
and racism his 
community struggles 
against. “Music is 
unique,” he insisted. “It 
doesn't matter that 
there are some people 
who hate other people, 
because no one hates 
music.” 

Growing up in Sudan, 
Sadiq’s did not receive any formal education. “I 
want to study international relations. Politicians 
should not only intervene when bad things 
happen, but work to improve lives every day.” 
He hopes to one day have a position at the UN. 
When asked about his future as a musician, 
Sadiq was certain that music will remain an 
essential part of his life. “What is best is that I 
have students that I taught, and though I may 
not have time, they can play.”
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found himself living in an overcrowded shelter 
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Volunteers from “Hanaor Haoved Vehalomed” 
youth organization 
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him take his case to the 
Israeli Supreme Court. 
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smile. “They are the kind of people that make 
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everybody began to talk about their upcoming 
military draft. Sadiq was excited “to serve the 
country that helped us so much.” Yet his 
attempts at enlisting were denied because he 
was without a proper residency status. “All of 
my friends went to the army,” Sadiq explained. 
“I wanted to continue with them and to serve 

with them too.” To make matters worse, no 
university would accept Sadiq without a proper 
visa. 

Today Sadiq lives in Rishon LeZion with an old 
friend from the boarding school and works in a 
cafe in Tel Aviv. When he is off from work he is 
busy practicing and performing with his band 
Darfur Star. “We chose the name Darfur Star, 
because through music Darfur will come anew.” 

Today Darfur Star performs for both Israeli and 
African audiences. “When I perform in front of 
people, I want to explain everything. This way 
the crowd understands where I am from, what I 
have done, what my music says.” Sadiq sees his 

music as a tool to 
counter the xenophobia 
and racism his 
community struggles 
against. “Music is 
unique,” he insisted. “It 
doesn't matter that 
there are some people 
who hate other people, 
because no one hates 
music.” 

Growing up in Sudan, 
Sadiq’s did not receive any formal education. “I 
want to study international relations. Politicians 
should not only intervene when bad things 
happen, but work to improve lives every day.” 
He hopes to one day have a position at the UN. 
When asked about his future as a musician, 
Sadiq was certain that music will remain an 
essential part of his life. “What is best is that I 
have students that I taught, and though I may 
not have time, they can play.”

“When I perform in front of

people, I want to explain

everything. This way the

crowd understands where I

am from, what I have done, 

what my music says.”
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“To be honest, the most beautiful thing that I 
miss is the simplicity of life in my village.” Taj 
Jemy is 28 years old, from a small village of 
Hejer in the Darfur region of Sudan. “Our 
village is a very beautiful village surrounded by 
a lake and a river and a range of small 
mountains and two big mountains… As 
children we used to play so much. We have 
‘janai’ [fruit orchard] which has all the trees, 
like mango, guava, papaya, pineapple, a whole 
area along the river. The river is full with trees 
and we would spend most of our time there 
playing. I kind of miss that life.”
 
In 2003, his village was brutally attacked by the 
Janjaweed and his family was forced to flee the 
region. They escaped to Mourney, an IDP camp 
in Darfur, where Taj stayed for nearly two 
years. “The situation in Mourney became very 
bad… It happened sometimes that the 
Janjaweed would come and kidnap the sons, 
especially if they were over 18… I was the 
oldest one among the boys [in the family] and 
my mother was worried about me. She sold 
everything to send me to her sister in 
Khartoum.”
 
“I left Darfur for Khartoum at the end of 2004. 
It was difficult financially but not only that, the 

road was very difficult. Everywhere there was a 
militia checkpoint." Taj remembers a particular 
incident in which he was ordered off the truck. 
"A woman, I didn’t know her, sitting next to me 
with three of her kids, she said ‘no, he is not 
going to get off because he is my son’. She 
defended me as if I was her child. He [the 
militiaman] left me alone.” Taj made it safely to 
Niyala and eventually to Khartoum.
 
“When I came to Khartoum I went to school to 
study and I applied to do my diploma in 
English. Then I got involved with a student 
group focused on political activities. We were 
organizing demonstrations, public speeches, 
debates, also secretly organizing communities 
in the neighborhoods, especially the bigger 
Darfuri communities. The student government 
reported it to the government.” Taj officially 
entered the government blacklist and became a 
regular target of raids until his departure from 
Sudan.
 
Taj was arrested twice and, on both occasions, 
was interrogated for hours, tortured and 
humiliated by his captors. He was completely 
changed by this experience; he became 
painfully aware of the extent of violence that 
the authorities were willing to impose on those 
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they deemed as enemies. He felt that his 
presence was putting his family in danger and 
decided to leave Sudan. “I took a bus to Halfa, a 
city in the North of Sudan, and from there I took 
a ship to Port Said and then I took a bus to 
Cairo. That was in 2007.”
 
Taj did not know anyone in Cairo but he 
received support from the Darfuri community. 
At the airport, Taj obtained a single entry tourist 
visa, which allowed him to stay in Egypt for up 
to six months. “That was the first time I heard 
about Israel,” Taj said.
 
Taj managed to join a group of six refugees that 
were being smuggled into Israel. In February 
2008, he spent nearly two weeks in Sinai. “It 
was a very difficult. We spent ten nights in the 
Sinai desert having only one meal per day and 
no water and no showers,” said Taj. With the 
war in Gaza at full 
force, it was nearly 
impossible to cross the 
Israeli border.
 
“We were put on a truck for transferring sand. In 
between the driver and the back there is a small 
space and they put us there. The police checked, 
yet they saw only sand. That’s how we passed 
the military base.” Having completed the first 
leg of the trip, Taj and others were transferred 
into another truck. “They put us into three cars 
and they were driving very, very fast. They tied 
us like this, three or four next to each other. 
People were crying in there.” They managed to 
cross the border, where the Israeli border police 
picked them up and took them to the army base. 
They were then transferred to Saharonim prison 
and afterwards, they continued to Tel Aviv.
 
Taj has been in Israel for eight years already. 
During this time, he successfully completed his 

Bachelor of Arts in Political Science and is 
currently working on a Master in Political 
Science. The exhilaration of getting accepted 
into university abroad last year quickly 
dwindled as he was denied a student visa 
because of his unstable status in Israel. 
Nevertheless, Taj remains optimistic for 
himself, his family and his community. He has 
served as an inspiration to the refugee 
community in Israel for many years, being one 
of only few community members who managed 
to fully complete his higher education.
 
“My major hope and motivation in life is just to 
be with my family, no matter where. My family, 
I don’t like to think so much about this. It’s too 
hard. If I could just find a safe place, doesn’t 
matter where, to bring my family and be with 
them… Being here is challenging. No clear 
status, so many limitations, no rights. Even 

when you get stressed 
with a difficult 
situation, you feel like 
you have no one.” All 
of Taj’s family still 

remains in Sudan. He was supposed to pave the 
way to a better future for his entire family and, 
in spite of all of his achievements, he feels that 
he did not succeed. 
 
In spite of everything, Taj maintains a touch of 
optimism. “Look, even though I’m in the same 
situation as my community, I just feel like I am 
in a position that I can help others. If I cannot 
help my family at the moment, I want to help 
my community.” Taj feels that education has 
helped him better understand the situation that 
he and his people face. He uses what he learned 
to help guide his community.
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debates, also secretly organizing communities 
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Nevertheless, Taj remains optimistic for 
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remains in Sudan. He was supposed to pave the 
way to a better future for his entire family and, 
in spite of all of his achievements, he feels that 
he did not succeed. 
 
In spite of everything, Taj maintains a touch of 
optimism. “Look, even though I’m in the same 
situation as my community, I just feel like I am 
in a position that I can help others. If I cannot 
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to help guide his community.

“I miss the simplicity of 

life in my village.”
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 “I remember that place, and just swimming in 
the river.” Tesfalem recalls the peaceful times 
of his childhood. Also known as the Mareb 
River, the Gash River flows out of central 
Eritrea. It defines part of the Eritrean border 
with Ethiopia and flows all the way to the sands 
of the eastern Sudanese plains. 

Tesfalem lived in the Gash Barka region of 
Eritrea until he was 14, when his family moved 
to Asmara. Border clashes between Eritrea and 
Ethiopia erupted in May 1998, disrupting daily 
life and displacing many people. All of 
Tesfalem’s younger siblings were born in 
Asmara and never knew Gash Barka. 

In Asmara, Tesfalem continued his schooling. 
“When I was in grade 7, I enter[ed]  Arabic 
school grade one. I start just to write 
everything.” Tesfalem went to Arabic school on 
top of the full academic school day. He only did 
this for one or two years, but gained a level of 
proficiency in Arabic that would serve him well 
during his year and two months in Sudan and 
over five years in Israel.

In March 2010, Tesfalem crossed the Sinai 
desert into Israel. “Unfortunately, we don't 
know Hebrew. When we came in Israel it was 
very difficult for us.” But Tesfalem is 

resourceful and skilled with languages and 
eventually taught himself. “I bought… a 
dictionary of Hebrew, with Tigrinya and 
Amharic. Even English I taught myself. I tried 
to learn the alphabet, and the conversation. To 
say hello, how are you, where are you.”

With the help of friends, who provided him 
with shelter and food, Tesfalem was able to 
focus on getting a job. With the aid of a recruiter 
Tesfalem landed a construction job within a 
month of arriving to Israel. “You speak 
Arabic?” his boss asked. “Yeah. Arabic or 
English” Tesfalem told him. “After that, he 
always speak with me Arabic. When I try to 
speak with him, Hebrew, he does not speak. He 
just speak [with] me with Arabic.” Tesfalem 
also spoke with his boss’s family in Arabic, and 
forged a good relationship with his employer. 
He demonstrated his strength and ability to 
work the machinery, and his eagerness to learn. 

Tesfalem appreciates that this work was 
stimulating and challenging for him. “Building 
construction, I love, better than any other job in 
Israel.” Tesfalem even impressed his boss. “I 
became the manager of the Eritrean[s] who 
were working with us, for a long time. I give 
advice for them, I teach [them] how to work, 
everything. I was proud of me.” 
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Tesfalem truly understands the importance of 
education. Unlike material possessions, he 
believes that no one can take education away. 
“My hope is just to learn. To get higher 
education. If I get an 
opportunity to learn, 
my head always 
think[s] about 
education. Nothing, I 
don't want to get 
money, even in Israel. I 
don't want to get money. I want to get 
knowledge.”
 
Tesfalem has seen the plight of many Eritreans 
who think simply making it to Europe is the 
obstacle, who assume that once they arrive 

everything will be all right. But Tesfalem knows 
many Eritreans who arrived in European 
countries expecting the government to provide 
for them, and ended up living on the streets. He 

sees that the only way 
to succeed in the West 
is through acquiring 
transferrable skills, 
through education. 

Although his dream of 
continuing his education faces significant 
obstacles, Tesfalem, a clever and wise man, is 
the epitome of perseverance. “That's my dream, 
always. I don't want to get a lot of money. 
Money can help you [with] everything. But not 
much as knowledge. If you have the knowledge 

“If I get an opportunity to

learn, my head always

think [s] about education.”
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“We all need to work a lot for our community 
and at the same time work for our home,” said 
Musa, 32. His instructions to his fellow asylum 
seekers were clear. “We are in exile…we have a 
responsibility to make change happen in our 
home country so that we can go back.” 
 
Throughout Musa’s life he has always felt an 
obligation to help others. Some of his earliest 
memories are of trips to the market to buy food 
for his grandparents in their village of Mara. 
Located in West Darfur, Musa grinned while 
recalling his village’s food. “My favorite 
memory is of a dish called Aseeda. We would 
dry millet in the sun, grind it into flour, and eat 
it with soup, okra, and meat. I really miss it.” 
 
Musa left Mara for Khartoum in 2001 to help 
his father work in construction and to attend 
school. In 2003 the Janjaweed attacked Mara, 
destroying the village and killing Musa’s 
grandparents. Luckily, the rest of his family 
escaped to a nearby refugee camp. At the end of 
2004, Musa went to visit them. Along the way, 
Sudanese soldiers overheard Musa speaking 
Fur with a waitress. The same soldiers captured 
Musa and began to beat him. “You cannot 
imagine how they treat human beings,” said 
Musa. 
 

Upon arrival at the refugee camp, Musa was 
threatened by local militias and was determined 
to flee.  After two months of hiding, Musa 
returned to Khartoum to finish high school and 
then joined the United People’s Front, a 
political organization that opposed the 
Sudanese government’s policies. Musa was 
arrested again. While in captivity, he was 
beaten countless times and was made to crawl 
across floors covered with shattered glass. After 
four months, Musa was released under the 
condition that he would work as an undercover 
operative within the United People’s Front. 
Knowing he would always be in danger under 
government auspices, he fled Sudan in 2011 for 
Egypt. 
 
Musa entered Egypt as the country was 
undergoing tremendous political upheaval. As a 
result, Egyptian officials were deporting 
asylum seekers back to Sudan and the situation 
proved too dangerous for him to stay. With 
nowhere else to go, Musa paid a Bedouin 
smuggler to take him to Israel. The smugglers 
quickly became his new torturers. They 
demanded $12,000 from Musa and each of his 
fellow travelers, and threatened to kill the group 
and harvest their organs if the money was not 
paid.
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Musa described his time under the smugglers’ 
control as “the hardest thing I have experienced 
in my life.” Chained in a tent to four other 
refugees, he was only given one slice of bread 
and two cups of water a day. After nine days of 
abuse the Egyptian army chased the smugglers 
away from their campsite, leaving Musa and the 
others free to walk to the Israeli border. 
 
After successfully 
crossing the 
E g y p t i a n - I s r a e l i 
border, Musa was 
placed in the Israeli 
Saharonim detention 
facility. After his 
discharge he was 
issued a conditional 
release visa and started 
to look for work in Tel 
Aviv. Musa immediately noticed that many 
other newcomers did not speak English or 
Hebrew. He brought them to the refugee clinic 
and translated for them as they sought work. He 
began his involvement with  the Darfur Friends 
Association, a community-based organization, 
and later became its spokesperson. Musa has 
also been helping other asylum seekers fill out 
their Refugee Status Determination applications 
as they sought to be recognized as refugees in 
Israel. 
 
Some of Musa’s most rewarding moments as an 
activist were the “cultural days” he planned. He 
loves witnessing his community enjoy the 
diverse food and music of the various Sudanese 
ethnic groups. Musa now teaches asylum 

seekers courses on refugee rights and recently 
organized a protest in front of the European 
Commission to condemn Europe’s inaction on 
the war crimes and genocide still occurring in 
Sudan. 
 
Musa sees his work as deeply personal. “It is 
what gives me the energy to work for the 

community and my 
home, to make a 
change.” He believes 
that being an asylum 
seeker requires action. 
“We are in exile and we 
have a lot to do to make 
change happen in our 
own country, for 
Darfur to have peace 
and stability.” 
 

Musa tries to never forget the individuals for 
whom he is fighting. “I am really proud of all 
my family and friends who are all there when I 
need their help.” Careful to return the favor, he 
now lives in Tel Aviv to support his uncle who 
recently suffered a stroke. Yet his mind is never 
far from Darfur. “I miss my family there. This 
year marks the tenth year that I last saw them. I 
hope to meet them soon.”
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memories are of trips to the market to buy food 
for his grandparents in their village of Mara. 
Located in West Darfur, Musa grinned while 
recalling his village’s food. “My favorite 
memory is of a dish called Aseeda. We would 
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imagine how they treat human beings,” said 
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across floors covered with shattered glass. After 
four months, Musa was released under the 
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Knowing he would always be in danger under 
government auspices, he fled Sudan in 2011 for 
Egypt. 
 
Musa entered Egypt as the country was 
undergoing tremendous political upheaval. As a 
result, Egyptian officials were deporting 
asylum seekers back to Sudan and the situation 
proved too dangerous for him to stay. With 
nowhere else to go, Musa paid a Bedouin 
smuggler to take him to Israel. The smugglers 
quickly became his new torturers. They 
demanded $12,000 from Musa and each of his 
fellow travelers, and threatened to kill the group 
and harvest their organs if the money was not 
paid.
 

Musa described his time under the smugglers’ 
control as “the hardest thing I have experienced 
in my life.” Chained in a tent to four other 
refugees, he was only given one slice of bread 
and two cups of water a day. After nine days of 
abuse the Egyptian army chased the smugglers 
away from their campsite, leaving Musa and the 
others free to walk to the Israeli border. 
 
After successfully 
crossing the 
E g y p t i a n - I s r a e l i 
border, Musa was 
placed in the Israeli 
Saharonim detention 
facility. After his 
discharge he was 
issued a conditional 
release visa and started 
to look for work in Tel 
Aviv. Musa immediately noticed that many 
other newcomers did not speak English or 
Hebrew. He brought them to the refugee clinic 
and translated for them as they sought work. He 
began his involvement with  the Darfur Friends 
Association, a community-based organization, 
and later became its spokesperson. Musa has 
also been helping other asylum seekers fill out 
their Refugee Status Determination applications 
as they sought to be recognized as refugees in 
Israel. 
 
Some of Musa’s most rewarding moments as an 
activist were the “cultural days” he planned. He 
loves witnessing his community enjoy the 
diverse food and music of the various Sudanese 
ethnic groups. Musa now teaches asylum 

seekers courses on refugee rights and recently 
organized a protest in front of the European 
Commission to condemn Europe’s inaction on 
the war crimes and genocide still occurring in 
Sudan. 
 
Musa sees his work as deeply personal. “It is 
what gives me the energy to work for the 

community and my 
home, to make a 
change.” He believes 
that being an asylum 
seeker requires action. 
“We are in exile and we 
have a lot to do to make 
change happen in our 
own country, for 
Darfur to have peace 
and stability.” 
 

Musa tries to never forget the individuals for 
whom he is fighting. “I am really proud of all 
my family and friends who are all there when I 
need their help.” Careful to return the favor, he 
now lives in Tel Aviv to support his uncle who 
recently suffered a stroke. Yet his mind is never 
far from Darfur. “I miss my family there. This 
year marks the tenth year that I last saw them. I 
hope to meet them soon.”

“We are in exile... 

We have a responsibility to 

make change happen in our

home country so that 

we can go back.”
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“I need more than this, what I’m doing,” said 
Idris Korni, 26, as he looked down at the coffee 
he held with both hands, “I need more than 
this.” Idris is the Director of Bnei Darfur in 
Israel. He is an asylum seeker from Darfur who 
currently lives in Tel Aviv and has two months 
left on his current “Conditional Release” visa.

“Maybe I will be sent to Holot or maybe they 
will give me the visa,” he said. “If I say I can 
wait until I can get my status, and after that I 
can help my community… that is not a good 
solution. In my life, even if I have a one-day 
visa, I can help my community. Even if I have 
one hour of one day, if I can come to the 
meeting I can help in my community. Then I 
will leave to another place that the government 
decides.” 

Idris grew up in a quaint village on the outskirts 
of Darfur, between a beautiful mountain range 
and a flowing river. He was raised by an 
uneducated single mom with dreams of 
education and promise for Idris’ future. 
However, when war came to his village in 2003, 
he was forced to relocate to an Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDP) camp with his mom 
and brother. 

Taking his mother’s advice for education into 

consideration, Idris enrolled in a UNHCR 
school that opened in the camp. By 2004 he 
made the bold decision to leave the IDP camp 
for Khartoum, Sudan in order to study. This was 
the last time he saw his mother. 

By July 2011, after his involvement in a 
student-run political organization geared 
toward promoting democracy and peace landed 
him in jail and risked his life, Idris left Sudan 
for Egypt. Upon arrival, Idris realized that 
Egypt left no promise of a better future for him, 
as he could not voice his concerns for his home. 
In August he smuggled himself into Israel. 

Days later he was given a one-way bus ticket 
for Tel Aviv. Unfamiliar with his surroundings, 
Idris asked a passerby where to go. The man led 
him to Levinsky Park. Idris was told that from 
here he could call any family or friends to come 
pick him up. 

“Me, I spent three days in this garden,” he said 
with a hint of sadness in his eyes. “I didn’t 
know anyone. Suddenly, here I met a classmate 
[from Sudan]. When he saw me he said 
‘Wow… my God. Three days here? Why didn’t 
you call me?’ I don’t know he was here… He 
took me and gave me a shower, many clothes, 
then we went to the market and bought many 
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new clothes. His name is Ismael.”

After only two days with Ismael, Idris found 
odd jobs to support himself and by late August 
2011 managed to enroll in various workshops 
to learn about the 
Israeli community, 
human rights and 
human dignity. These 
workshops saved Idris 
and catapulted him to 
where he is today. 

Elected to the position of Director for the 
nonprofit organization, ‘Bnei Darfur’, Idris 
intends to forge coalitions with other 
organizations working to better his community 
via peaceful and democratic means through 
public education. In so doing, he hopes to bring 

further international attention to the genocide 
in Darfur that will lead to resolution and 
reconciliation. 

“We are trying to bring the books of resolving 
conflict and 
leadership within 
ourselves,” he said. 
“We are not getting a 
good education. We 
are trying to make 
awareness…I’d like 
for all the villages to 

be educated... Education, it is the key of life. 
Education is a more powerful weapon… with a 
lack of education people are marginalized. My 
hope is to have more education to have more 
mental power to help my entire community. 
Especially my homeland.”



“I need more than this, what I’m doing,” said 
Idris Korni, 26, as he looked down at the coffee 
he held with both hands, “I need more than 
this.” Idris is the Director of Bnei Darfur in 
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However, when war came to his village in 2003, 
he was forced to relocate to an Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDP) camp with his mom 
and brother. 

Taking his mother’s advice for education into 

consideration, Idris enrolled in a UNHCR 
school that opened in the camp. By 2004 he 
made the bold decision to leave the IDP camp 
for Khartoum, Sudan in order to study. This was 
the last time he saw his mother. 

By July 2011, after his involvement in a 
student-run political organization geared 
toward promoting democracy and peace landed 
him in jail and risked his life, Idris left Sudan 
for Egypt. Upon arrival, Idris realized that 
Egypt left no promise of a better future for him, 
as he could not voice his concerns for his home. 
In August he smuggled himself into Israel. 

Days later he was given a one-way bus ticket 
for Tel Aviv. Unfamiliar with his surroundings, 
Idris asked a passerby where to go. The man led 
him to Levinsky Park. Idris was told that from 
here he could call any family or friends to come 
pick him up. 

“Me, I spent three days in this garden,” he said 
with a hint of sadness in his eyes. “I didn’t 
know anyone. Suddenly, here I met a classmate 
[from Sudan]. When he saw me he said 
‘Wow… my God. Three days here? Why didn’t 
you call me?’ I don’t know he was here… He 
took me and gave me a shower, many clothes, 
then we went to the market and bought many 

new clothes. His name is Ismael.”

After only two days with Ismael, Idris found 
odd jobs to support himself and by late August 
2011 managed to enroll in various workshops 
to learn about the 
Israeli community, 
human rights and 
human dignity. These 
workshops saved Idris 
and catapulted him to 
where he is today. 

Elected to the position of Director for the 
nonprofit organization, ‘Bnei Darfur’, Idris 
intends to forge coalitions with other 
organizations working to better his community 
via peaceful and democratic means through 
public education. In so doing, he hopes to bring 

further international attention to the genocide 
in Darfur that will lead to resolution and 
reconciliation. 

“We are trying to bring the books of resolving 
conflict and 
leadership within 
ourselves,” he said. 
“We are not getting a 
good education. We 
are trying to make 
awareness…I’d like 
for all the villages to 

be educated... Education, it is the key of life. 
Education is a more powerful weapon… with a 
lack of education people are marginalized. My 
hope is to have more education to have more 
mental power to help my entire community. 
Especially my homeland.”

“In my life, even if I have a

one-day visa, I can help 

my community.”
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“My life growing up was hard, I did not grow 
up with a mother and father,” explained Asmait 
Marhtsion, 26. “So I grew up in the Church. I 
spoke just with God about my situation.” 
According to Asmait, her faith as an Eritrean 
Orthodox Christian sustained her throughout 
challenging times. 

Asmait was born in Ethiopia to an Eritrean 
family. However, when the war between the 
two countries escalated at the close of the 20th 
century, she was expelled to Eritrea. Soon after 
their return, her mother left the country and her 
father fell ill and died. At the age of 13 she 
became mother to her younger brother and 
sister. 

Knowing that her father’s life could have been 
saved with proper treatment greatly motivated 
Asmait. “I grew up knowing that I needed to be 
a doctor.” 

Before she could pursue her career in medicine, 
Asmait was drafted into the Eritrean army as 
part of the country’s mandatory national 
service. She was quickly transferred to a 
military college and was unable to enroll in a 
nursing course. She enrolled in business and 
economics instead. 

Asmait had only one thing to look forward to 
during the day - the prayer group she secretly 
organized. The Eritrean army did not permit 
assemblies of more than three or four people, 
and certainly not the crowds nearing fifty that 
attended her services. Eventually word spread, 
landing Asmait in jail for one week. Despite 
constant threats, Asmait continued the prayer 
meetings. 

“We need to pray because God says so,” she 
insisted. Asmait was placed in jail for the 
second time. It was then that she made the 
decision to leave. 

Upon her release from prison, Asmait escaped 
to Sudan. Once there, she gathered enough 
money to pay smugglers to take her to Libya in 
hopes of reaching Europe. Due to the situation 
in Libya at the time, travel to Europe was 
impossible. She found herself crossing Sinai 
into Israel in 2011. 

Upon entering Israel, Asmait was captured by 
Israeli soldiers and transferred to Saharonim 
prison. “I thought, ‘there is nothing for us here, 
are we back in Africa?’” After two weeks she 
made her way to Tel Aviv and then to Haifa. 
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She soon found work as a cleaner in a local 
nursing home. Yet the seniors at the nursing 
home did not treat her kindly. Slowly she began 
to explain her story to the seniors. “Everything 
was hard in the beginning, but little by little they 
began to love me. They shared with me their 
stories as well. Now I am like one of their 
family. We still call each other to say hi.” 

While working at the 
nursing home, Asmait 
met a woman who 
offered to teach her 
Hebrew. As her studies 
progressed, Asmait’s 
new friend suggested 
that she enroll in a program designed to train 
asylum seekers to teach sexual health and STD 
prevention. After completing the course she was 
offered a job with the Israeli AIDS Task Force 
in Tel Aviv. 

“Our community used to think that in Israel 
there was no HIV. We need to remind them that 
there is in every place HIV, it goes from person 
to person.” 

Despite her important work in Israel, Asmait 
still worries about her legal status as an asylum 
seeker and her future in Eritrea. All of her 

remaining family members have left the country 
-  her brother lives in Angola, sister in Sweden, 
and mother in Sudan. She fears that if she 
returns home she will be immediately thrown in 
jail. 

Asmait continues to plan for her future. “I hope 
to finish my studies. It is what my father would 
want.” Currently Asmait is excited about 

volunteering with the 
Eritrean Women’s 
Center. Through her 
work with the Center, 
Asmait advises other 
Eritrean women on the 
many challenges they 

encounter, such as navigating food shopping 
and cooking in a big city or obtaining the best 
pediatric care for their children. “I have a good 
feeling when I help people, when I talk to my 
community,” said Asmait. Her mind never 
wanders far from her home country. “After 
every darkness, after a lot of struggle, there will 
be light, freedom, independence. One day we 
will throw out our government and return to our 
country and we will have our own country, a 
free country like everyone else.” Doggedly 
optimistic, her advice to her fellow asylum 
seekers is clear. “We must be strong in 
everything. We should always be confident.” 
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Upon entering Israel, Asmait was captured by 
Israeli soldiers and transferred to Saharonim 
prison. “I thought, ‘there is nothing for us here, 
are we back in Africa?’” After two weeks she 
made her way to Tel Aviv and then to Haifa. 

She soon found work as a cleaner in a local 
nursing home. Yet the seniors at the nursing 
home did not treat her kindly. Slowly she began 
to explain her story to the seniors. “Everything 
was hard in the beginning, but little by little they 
began to love me. They shared with me their 
stories as well. Now I am like one of their 
family. We still call each other to say hi.” 

While working at the 
nursing home, Asmait 
met a woman who 
offered to teach her 
Hebrew. As her studies 
progressed, Asmait’s 
new friend suggested 
that she enroll in a program designed to train 
asylum seekers to teach sexual health and STD 
prevention. After completing the course she was 
offered a job with the Israeli AIDS Task Force 
in Tel Aviv. 

“Our community used to think that in Israel 
there was no HIV. We need to remind them that 
there is in every place HIV, it goes from person 
to person.” 

Despite her important work in Israel, Asmait 
still worries about her legal status as an asylum 
seeker and her future in Eritrea. All of her 

remaining family members have left the country 
-  her brother lives in Angola, sister in Sweden, 
and mother in Sudan. She fears that if she 
returns home she will be immediately thrown in 
jail. 

Asmait continues to plan for her future. “I hope 
to finish my studies. It is what my father would 
want.” Currently Asmait is excited about 

volunteering with the 
Eritrean Women’s 
Center. Through her 
work with the Center, 
Asmait advises other 
Eritrean women on the 
many challenges they 

encounter, such as navigating food shopping 
and cooking in a big city or obtaining the best 
pediatric care for their children. “I have a good 
feeling when I help people, when I talk to my 
community,” said Asmait. Her mind never 
wanders far from her home country. “After 
every darkness, after a lot of struggle, there will 
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optimistic, her advice to her fellow asylum 
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everything. We should always be confident.” 

“I have a good feeling when

I help people, when I talk

to my community.”
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Solomon Mesghenna spent two and a half years 
in an Eritrean prison without a single person to 
talk to, newspaper to read, or pencil to write 
with. He was incarcerated with no word of 
explanation from the Eritrean government. The 
government he served as an officer in the air 
force. On February 9th, 2007, he escaped prison 
and fled to Sudan, forever remembering and 
celebrating that day as his “re-birthday” . 

“I sought asylum in Sudan,” he said. “And they 
told us you are accepted. You will fly to the 
United States. It’s what the UNHCR told us. 
But, that never happened.”

By October of that same year, the Eritrean 
government began capturing Eritrean civilians 
and former soldiers who had fled to Sudan, and 
forcibly returning them to Eritrea. Solomon 
knew that Sudan was no longer safe. With his 
future in danger, he made the life-saving 
decision to seek refuge in Israel. 

After smuggling himself into Eilat, Solomon 
approached the UNHCR and was given two 
subsequent 3-month work permits. Despite the 
fact that he broke his arm fleeing Sinai and 
spent his first few months in Israel with a cast, 
Solomon found work as a dishwasher at a 
restaurant in Eilat. Because he spoke English 

fluently, he quickly moved up at the restaurant 
and became a waiter. By September 2008, 
Solomon applied and was approved a visa from 
the Ministry of the Interior.

“I have to stand on my own two feet, by 
myself,” he said. “So this is what I do…I was an 
officer and had dignity in Eritrea, I was flying 
an aircraft. Then I came to Israel and I was 
washing dishes. And for me it’s another 
feeling.”

Solomon waited on tourists for 18 or 20 hours a 
day for eight months straight with one goal in 
mind: to attend university.

“In order to study you need to save money. And 
that’s why I was working really hard and at last 
I was able to study” he said. 

Through his hard work, dedication and 
perseverance, Solomon managed to put himself 
through “Mechina” (a preparatory course for 
university studies) and eventually graduated 
from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, 
where he currently lives. He graduated as a 
Medical Equipment Technician but decided to 
pursue another field, eventually landing him in 
the position of Executive Director of the 
African Refugee Development Center. 
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Solomon recently started studying law at the 
Center for Law and 
Business in Ramat 
Gan.

Becoming the director 
of the ARDC is what 
Solomon considers his greatest 
accomplishment. Giving back to the 
community, helping others and contributing in 
general to society is what drives Solomon daily. 

Solomon knows that he and those in his 
situation cannot leave Israel. Should they leave, 

their lives are in danger. This is why for 
Solomon, in order to 
integrate into Israeli 
society, help others and 
live a worthwhile life in 
Israel, putting himself 
through school was of 

the utmost importance. 

“If you study, it remains with you,” he said. “If 
you collect one million dollars or shekels 
someone can steal it. If you study, it’s with you 
forever.”
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“I have to stand on my own two feet, by 
myself,” he said. “So this is what I do…I was an 
officer and had dignity in Eritrea, I was flying 
an aircraft. Then I came to Israel and I was 
washing dishes. And for me it’s another 
feeling.”

Solomon waited on tourists for 18 or 20 hours a 
day for eight months straight with one goal in 
mind: to attend university.

“In order to study you need to save money. And 
that’s why I was working really hard and at last 
I was able to study” he said. 

Through his hard work, dedication and 
perseverance, Solomon managed to put himself 
through “Mechina” (a preparatory course for 
university studies) and eventually graduated 
from the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, 
where he currently lives. He graduated as a 
Medical Equipment Technician but decided to 
pursue another field, eventually landing him in 
the position of Executive Director of the 
African Refugee Development Center. 

Solomon recently started studying law at the 
Center for Law and 
Business in Ramat 
Gan.

Becoming the director 
of the ARDC is what 
Solomon considers his greatest 
accomplishment. Giving back to the 
community, helping others and contributing in 
general to society is what drives Solomon daily. 

Solomon knows that he and those in his 
situation cannot leave Israel. Should they leave, 

their lives are in danger. This is why for 
Solomon, in order to 
integrate into Israeli 
society, help others and 
live a worthwhile life in 
Israel, putting himself 
through school was of 

the utmost importance. 

“If you study, it remains with you,” he said. “If 
you collect one million dollars or shekels 
someone can steal it. If you study, it’s with you 
forever.”

“If you study, it’s with you

forever.”
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Oscar Olivier has always been a person who 
questioned the order of things. “Everything 
began as a child, when I started asking my 
family to translate lyrics of Bob Marley songs, 
even though I knew they didn’t speak English. 
This would put my family in an uncomfortable 
position,” he laughed. Things became more 
serious when he began criticizing the 
Congolese authorities.
 
Oscar Olivier is Congolese. He was born in 
1967 in Kasai, and moved to Kinshassa when 
he was about 10 years old. As a college student, 
Oscar studied at the Institute of Building and 
Construction in Kinshasa and was an avid 
activist. He served as a student spokesperson 
and joined the political opposition. His 
university was known for its opposition to the 
government and Oscar was especially 
noticeable as spokesperson. “This led me to be 
targeted, threatened, arrested, and stabbed in 
the chest by the governmental forces,” he 
mentioned casually. Finding himself threatened 
by authorities and even imprisoned, Oscar 
resolved to leave the country in 1994.
 
Like many other asylum seekers who arrived in 
Israel, Oscar first escaped to Egypt. “I couldn't 
stay any longer in Egypt because the situation 

was hardly different from the one in my home 
country.” He chose to leave Egypt shortly after 
and continued to Israel.
 
Oscar is one of the longest residing asylum 
seekers in Israel. He has lived in Israel for 15 
years.  Oscar married a woman from South 
Africa. Together they had a daughter who is 11 
years old today. His daughter speaks English 
and Hebrew and possesses an Israeli ID. “My 
daughter feels totally Israeli, she even wants to 
join the army,” said Oscar. She studies at Bialik 
- Rogozin School in Tel Aviv, which is a 
successful model of integration with students 
from 42 different countries.
 
Oscar continues to challenge the system today 
in Israel. As a community organizer and the 
spokesperson for the African Refugee 
Development Center, Oscar questions the 
validity of the Israeli refugee policy. “Here I 
have problems with the politicians. They don't 
like me so much because I ask questions they 
don't want to answer and I raise issues they 
refuse to see.” But his focus is not merely on 
advocacy but also on providing direct services 
to the refugee community. He is especially 
proud of the project he designed, called 
“Together”, which assists vulnerable single 
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asylum seeker mothers in Tel Aviv by providing 
them with food and other basic supplies. This 
project was started in collaboration with the 
Eritrean Women’s 
Community Center in 
Tel Aviv.
 
Oscar is worried about 
Israel's right-wing 
government, especially 
since it was revealed that they have taken part in 
secret negotiations with Uganda and Rwanda. 
These negotiations supposedly enable Israel to 
deport asylum seekers to third countries 
(Uganda and Rwanda) without having to 
process their asylum claims. Oscar believes this 
has generated a great amount of fear within the 
asylum seeker community, “I can feel a rise in 

hostility and extremism, notably in the poor and 
populated areas of the Central Bus Station,” he 
described.

 
Oscar has three clear 
recommendations to 
the state of Israel 
regarding refugees: 1) 
process all asylum 
claims in line with the 

Refugee Convention, 2) stop imprisoning 
asylum seekers, and 3) allow asylum seekers to 
work until their applications have been 
processed. Until then, Oscar will continue to 
fight for the rights of his community, vulnerable 
families and his daughter as they try to build a 
stronger and safer future in Israel. 
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“My daughter feels totally

Israeli, she even wants to 

join the army.”
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In 2006, Habtom Mehari, an Eritrean asylum 
seeker now 33 years-old, worked for the 
Ministry of Development in Asmara, Eritrea. 
One day, the government phoned his office to 
inform him of his mandatory participation in a 
two-week “military training.” After spending 
two weeks in Sawa, Habtom was given a form 
to sign that would commit him to an indefinite 
period of army 
service. Habtom, like 
many others faced 
with the same 
ultimatum, refused. 

“They tried to 
understand if we 
organized ourselves 
before [we said no],” Habtom said. “They tried 
to torture us to say that we are protesting the 
decision of the government. Then, after several 
days they released us [after] they interrogated 
us.” Others were not as lucky. 

Just a few months after he returned to his 
position at the Ministry of Development, he 
was told that his employment would be 
terminated and he would be relocated to the 
military. Naturally, curious that no one else in 
his office was slated to move, Habtom became 
concerned about his safety. 

“I was told don’t ask anything,” Habtom said. 

“It can get you into trouble. I said to myself OK 
this is the time now I have to leave.” 

In October 2006, Habtom left Asmara and 
through a treacherous, risky route came to 
Israel in July 2007. 

“After six months the State decided to give us a 
working permit,” he said. “I came to Jerusalem, 
where I started to work in Yeshivas cleaning 
and also building construction…It was very 
difficult because you go there and work then go 
to the construction site and work.”

Yet while working, Habtom managed to obtain 
his diploma and transcripts from his BA 
program in Statistics and Demography from the 
University in Eritrea, no minor task for 
someone who fled the country. 

In 2010, he partnered 
with an Israeli friend 
and opened an internet 
café in order to commit 
more time to 
applications, research 
and scholarships. He 
took the TOEFL exam 
and in 2011 was 

accepted as a candidate for a Master of Arts in 
Environmental Studies at Ben Gurion 
University. Habtom completed his degree in the 
spring of 2014.

“While I was studying I got married in 2012 and 
now I have two children,” he said, “I consider 
completing my MA as one of my biggest 
accomplishments…Having a family is not less 
than that…. Because in Eritrea you would never 
have a family, you would never get married. 
You would also never go to school…So these 
things I’ve done here, I would never have been 
able to do. I would be in prison.”
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“Because in Eritrea you

would never have a family...

never go to school.

I would be in prison.”



Frial was born in a small Darfuri village, called 
Amarjedi. In 2004, after the Janjaweed burned 
her village and killed most of her neighbors, she 
escaped to the Zalingei camp for internally 
displaced persons where she spent the next 5 
years. In 2009, after the Janjaweed attacked 
Zalingei, Frial’s parents urged her to leave 
Sudan.
 
"As I was Fur and not 
Arab it was too 
dangerous for me to 
stay in Sudan." Frial fled to Khartoum and hid 
with her uncle. He bought her a ticket to Egypt 
with hope that Frial would be safe. "Even 
though I didn't know anyone there, I knew I had 
to flee in order to save my life". She spent 8 
months in Egypt and applied for refugee status 
with the UNHCR, but never received an 
answer.
 
In Cairo, Frial took part in an educational 
program promoting women‘s rights in secret. 
The Egyptian government eventually found out 
and arrested several of the women with whom 
Frial worked. They were threatened with 
imprisonment and deportation. Frial stopped 
her work and decided to leave Egypt. She 
managed to collect enough money to pay 
smugglers who would take her to Israel. "I had 
been told that I would take a plane to Israel, but 

I soon realized that I would have to cross the 
Sinai by foot."
 
Upon arrival in Israel, Frial was imprisoned in 
the Saharonim Detention Center for 60 days. 
Then, she was dropped off in Tel Aviv by 
Israeli authorities, who claimed that her 
passport was lost. "I wish one day they will 
give it to me back," said Frial, realizing that not 
having a passport makes her more vulnerable in 
light of Israel's unstable refugee policy.
 
In 2013, when the asylum seeker community in 
Israel organized protests that drew together 
20,000+ people, Frial was the appointed 
spokesperson for the women of the Sudanese 
community in Israel. Working in conjunction 
with the Eritrean women leaders, Frial was able 
to  co-organize a women-only demonstrations 

in front of the foreign 
embassies and 
UNHCR in Tel Aviv, 
highlighting the 
particular struggles of 

asylum seeking women and children in Israel. 
"We insisted on the fact that we were refugees, 
that we were lacking supplies to feed our 
children and had no support from the 
government whatsoever." 
 
When asked about her hopes and fears, Frial 
says: "My main fear is that the Israeli 
government will send us back to Sudan. The 
conditional release visa is not a solution and it 
can be revoked at any time. My hope is that one 
day Sudan will be a quiet and peaceful place 
where I will be able to return to and build a 
better life." In the meantime, she continues on 
with her life, trying to create normalcy amidst 
the tumult. "Now, I live my life the best as I can, 
with my lovely husband whom I met in Israel 
and enjoy dancing with my friends on my spare 
time at the Fur Center of Tel Aviv.”
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“I have a good feeling

when I help people.”



“Look I am a simple guy…” Sadiq al-Sadiq, 28, 
trailed off. “I do not want to fight all my life just 
to be called a refugee. I don't want to be a 
refugee. The word refugee is not a good word to 
leave my mouth, but what happened to me and 
what is happening to me makes me a refugee. 
And even though I too need help, I am proud 
that I can help others.” 

Alsadiq’s passion for service was part of his 
upbringing in a village outside of Al-Fashir in 
Northern Darfur. Growing up, Alsadiq found 
learning fun and was always looking for 
opportunities to continue his studies. 

Alsadiq’s plans were violently halted when the 
Janjaweed militia came to his village in 2008. 
He was warned of the approaching militants by 
a neighbor and managed to escape the fighting 
for a refugee camp. “It was the first time in my 
life that I saw a person die,” Alsadiq recalled 
grimly. He soon returned to find his hometown 
“completely erased.”

Alsadiq was determined to hold the local 
authorities accountable for the destruction of 
his village. He began to speak about the 
atrocities he had witnessed and demanded that 
the Sudanese government protects its citizens. 
Soon armed government officials began 
searching for him. He fled to Egypt. Alsadiq's 
father’s last words to him were that “no matter 

the place you go, go and learn.”

Alsadiq arrived in Egypt in 2009 hoping to find 
asylum. He quickly learned, however, that the 
Sudanese army was arresting Sudanese 
refugees in Egypt thanks to the secret 
agreement between the Sudanese and Egyptian 
governments. Alsadiq fled to Israel. 

“In my childhood I heard about what happened 
to the Jewish people in the Holocaust. I always 
considered that it was similar to what was 
happening to us now, the people of Darfur. I 
said ok, maybe the only in the world where 
people will understand me and what is going on 
in Darfur is the Jewish people.” 

Upon entering Israel, Alsadiq was placed in the 
Saharonim detention facility and upon 
discharge, was issued a “Conditional Release” 
visa.

“The moment I got a visa was when I 
remembered my dream, to complete my 
studies.” 

“[There was] no one who could help me here, I 
started to work, to worry about myself, to find a 
place to stay, to eat and drink.” While working 
at a hotel in Eilat, he helped found Chalomot 
HaNoar (Dreams of the Youth), an organization 
committed to educating the children of asylum 
seekers. The organization provides evening 
classes on computer literacy and English and 
compiles large donations of desperately needed 
supplies for the refugee camps in Darfur and 
Chad. Chalomot HaNoar won a landmark 
decision from an Israeli municipal court, 
guaranteeing the right to education for the 
asylum seeker children. Alsadiq later opened a 
branch of Chalomot HaNoar in Tel Aviv, where 
the organization introduced classes on refugee 
rights to asylum seekers via Amnesty 
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International.
 
Alsadiq began to take college level courses in a 
wide variety of subjects, focusing on finance 
and communication. Even though he was the 
only black man in the class, Alsadiq was 
overjoyed. “It felt normal, that I was back with 
people and learning. When we finished the 
courses we were all good friends. Other people 
went on to succeed in their businesses, baruch 
hashem (praise God).” Alsadiq worked in a 
restaurant to support himself, advancing to the 
position of a cook. He specialized in local 
cuisine and enjoyed preparing dishes like 
hummus, falafel, and shakshouka. 

However, in late 2013, 
Alsadiq received an 
order to go to the 
“Holot” open detention 
facility in the Negev 
Desert.. Alsadiq 
adamantly rejected the 
order. “I am not ready 
to imprison myself for 
no reason, just because 
I call myself a 
refugee,” he insisted. He also refused to return 
to Darfur. “How could I return to a place that I 
fled from, where until today the genocide 
continues and people are killed every day?” 
Desperate, Alsadiq accepted the Interior 
Ministry’s offer to be deported to a third nation. 
He only learned of his destination right before 
boarding the plane. 

Alsadiq was flown to Ethiopia, disappointed to 
be going to a country with few opportunities 
and no guarantee of protection. Much to his 
surprise, Alsadiq was ordered to take a flight 
back to Sudan by Ethiopian airport officials. 
Returning to Sudan as a former asylum seeker 
and political dissident would have certainly 

endangered Alsadiq’s life. He began to contact 
UN offices in Ethiopia and Israel in a panic. 
Alsadiq refused to leave the airport for nine 
days. In the end he was deported back to Israel 
in handcuffs. 

Alsadiq’s story made Israeli national headlines 
thanks to a chance encounter with an Israeli 
friend on a connecting flight in Addis Ababa. 
After returning to Israel, Alsadiq was 
imprisoned in Holot. Never to be deterred, he 
took his case to the Supreme Court in 
Jerusalem, which ordered his release. 
Nevertheless, Alsadiq was saddened and 
frustrated by the experience. “It was not the 
direction that I tried to get to when I ran away 

from Darfur. I wanted 
to get to a place where 
I could help others.” 

Alsadiq remains 
determined to better 
his community and 
himself through 
education, but is 
disheartened by the 
people “that look at me 

as an infiltrator, migrant worker, or a cancer.” 
Yet he also has “good Israeli friends. We eat 
together, drink together, and they give me the 
feeling that I am part of a family.” 

Nevertheless, Alsadiq acknowledges that there 
is no home for him in Israel. “There will come a 
day when I will return to Sudan. We will get to 
a good place to help people and our families. 
That is the most important thing that I look 
towards, the thing that we must do.”
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surprise, Alsadiq was ordered to take a flight 
back to Sudan by Ethiopian airport officials. 
Returning to Sudan as a former asylum seeker 
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UN offices in Ethiopia and Israel in a panic. 
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days. In the end he was deported back to Israel 
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thanks to a chance encounter with an Israeli 
friend on a connecting flight in Addis Ababa. 
After returning to Israel, Alsadiq was 
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took his case to the Supreme Court in 
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direction that I tried to get to when I ran away 

from Darfur. I wanted 
to get to a place where 
I could help others.” 

Alsadiq remains 
determined to better 
his community and 
himself through 
education, but is 
disheartened by the 
people “that look at me 

as an infiltrator, migrant worker, or a cancer.” 
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42

“I said, OK, maybe the only 

place in the world where 

people will understand me

and what is going on in 

Darfur is the Jewish people.”



“I’m lucky. Really, I’m lucky. I don’t know 
why, but I’m lucky.”

Those are not the words you would expect to 
hear out of a 22 year-old asylum seeker from 
Darfur. But that is exactly how Barik Sale 
describes himself. 

Barik was born to a big, happy family, nestled 
in a mountainous village in Darfur. But in early 
2003, that close-knit pastoral lifestyle was 
shattered. 

“The Janjaweed attacked my village in the early 
hours, around four or five in the morning,” 
Barik said. “They attacked my village and they 
killed many people. So for my good luck, my 
family and I ran away.” 

But where should Barik and his family run to? 
They spent one week in a neighboring village, 
but again the Janjaweed came, this time 
specifically to kidnap and recruit young boys 
and girls. 

One day, one of Barik’s best friends went to go 
play roughly 2 kilometers from where they 
were staying. Barik never saw him again.

“My mom told me to run away,” he said. “ Go 
protect yourself, she said. Leave us here, we’ll 
be ok.” Barik left his parents, grandmother, and 
7 siblings behind. 

He tried escaping to Khartoum, but couldn’t 
afford the train ticket so he stopped at a city 
along the way and worked as a dishwasher. 

“The restaurant was very scary,” Barik 
remembers, recounting the details of where he 
worked and slept. “It was 2003, I stayed for 2 
months. All you could hear at night were dogs 
barking… and it was so dark. It’s so scary, you 
know, it’s not safe there.” 

When he finally told his employer that he was 
ready to receive his pay and buy his train ticket, 
she refused to pay him his full salary. Barik felt 
he had no other choice – he left. 

He climbed onto the roof on a train going to 
Khartoum and held on for life—for three days 
and two nights. 

“It was the most difficult part of my journey,” 
he said, “It was difficult because it was suicidal. 
You don’t know what will happen. Your whole 
life is in danger: danger at the top of the train, 
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danger with the people on the train, danger with 
the police, no food, nothing.” 

Once he made it to Khartoum, at the age of 12, 
he managed to enroll himself in a UN school 
and immediately began 
learning English, Math 
and History. 

“I never went to school 
before,” he said. “It 
was my first time in 
school, and it was for all ages; you would have 
a 50 year-old with a 10 year-old in the same 
class.”

It was during this period, that he learned the 
importance of education, and decided that he 
would stop at nothing to obtain it in order to 
change his situation. 

After traveling from Sudan to Libya then Egypt, 
Barik managed to finally make it to Israel—the 
place he felt he could truly make his dreams of 

education a reality. Barik entered Israel in 2008 
as an unaccompanied minor. 

As soon as he could, he began filing his time 
with studying and eventually tested into the best 

high school in the 
area—Gymnasia in 
Herzilya. He has since 
graduated and is 
working and living in 
Tel Aviv, ferociously 
saving money in order 

to study law at the IDC in Herzilya. 

“I want to study law because I see it as a 
commitment,” Barik said. “I want to study 
because it’s very, very close to me – close to my 
history and my future. The way I see it is: my 
future is in helping people. I’m going to work in 
organizations to help other people—to advance 
human rights in Africa. Without law, I cannot do 
this. I have a vision; I’ve had the vision since I 
left. I want to study in university and help 
others.” 
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“In Darfur we have a problem of identity,” 
explained Walid al Din Suliman, 32. “Are we 
Fur, Sudanese, African, or Arab? When I was 
young, my mind was wide open.” Wanting to 
learn more, Walid left his village for university 
in 2004. He remembers being particularly 
influenced by “a group of writers who thought 
about Sudan as a liberated democracy. They let 
my mind be open towards the world, they 
helped me respect human beings and let my 
heart live in peace.” However, under Sudan’s 
repressive regime  it was these inspiring ideas 
that put Walid’s life in danger.

Walid refers to his childhood as one filled with 
“family and love.” One of ten children, Walid 
enjoyed playing football in the village square. 
Although his village of 300 people was very 
small, the local mosque attracted worshipers 
from the surrounding area. “There would be 
large gatherings at my house and the market. 
During festivals we would all gather as 
friends.” One day when Walid came back from 
university on holiday he found his village 
entirely gone. It had been destroyed by 
government forces. His family had survived 
and a were safe in a refugee camp. 

Walid remained in the refugee camp with his 
family for the remainder of the holiday. He 

describes his stay in the camp as the first time 
he experienced the power of theatre. “People 
there did not care about female education,” he 
said. “So I made a show that said that educating 
women is important. It was great to see that 
afterwards people registered their daughters for 
school.” 

Nevertheless, Walid returned to university 
determined to bring an end to the violence that 
plagued his country. He helped found a political 
party called the Conference of Independent 
Students. “The government forced us to be 
under an Arabic and Islamic system. But in 
reality we are black, African people. So our 
party tried to make a liberation, Sudan for all 
Sudanese. At the university I learned about 
human rights, democracy, and secularism.” 

The Sudanese government began to threaten 
Walid because of his political activities. Fearing 
for his life, he escaped and joined his family in 
the refugee camp where he organized the 
people to participate in upcoming elections. 
However when Walid received death threats, 
his family insisted that he flee and seek asylum 
in Europe via Libya. When war broke out in 
Libya, Walid fled to Israel. 

In Israel, Walid works as a barber. He learned to 
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be an expert hairdresser by cutting hair in the 
very same village square where he played 
football. Last year, Walid opened a barber shop 
in Tel Aviv. “Working here I feel more free and 
comfortable,” Walid says. “Nobody mistreats 
me and I have a chance to meet a lot of people 
who need someone to talk with them.” 

In Israel, Walid struggles with racism against 
black people but continues to use theatre as an 
educational and political tool. He helped found 
a prominent performance group of asylum 
seekers and Israeli actors called “Echad 
Shachor Chazak” (One Strong Black). Walid 
clarified that the name is a play on words. 
“When you go to an Israeli cafe, you ask for a 
strong black coffee, but 
the name also connects 
to racism against black 
people. It makes no 
sense why someone 
who loves to drink 
black coffee, does not 
like black human 
beings.” 

“Echad Shachor Chazak’s" performances 
recount the challenges of fleeing Sudan and life 
in Israel. “It shows how racism is hard 
everywhere, on public transportation, at the 
hospital, in the street, and at work. On the bus if 
you sit in a chair nobody sits behind you 
because you are black. We show this in theatre 
and it changes people’s lives.” 

Walid has also embarked on a musical career 
since arriving in Israel. After learning how to 
play guitar in Levinsky Park, he joined a 

Sudanese band that performs at weddings and 
local parties. “Sudanese music has 70 beats, not 
the regular 4, so it has a very different sound,” 
explained Walid. “My favorite Sudanese singers 
talk about love and caring for poor, 
marginalized people.” 

There are many things Walid enjoys about 
Israel. “I think Israel is a democratic country 
and that is the right system of government,” he 
remarked. “I am very proud that I have made 
many Israeli friends.” “I love the nature here, 
the beach, the Tel Aviv University campus, the 
Yarkon river, the kibbutzim,” he continued. 
“They remind me of my village in Sudan.” Yet 
he still finds life as an asylum seeker extremely 

difficult. “The right 
wing dominates and 
marginalized people 
suffer from racism. I do 
not have refugee status 
and cannot complete 
my education. My visa 
says that I cannot 
work.” 

In spite of his difficulties, Walid remains 
hopeful. “I am optimistic in life. About the 
situation here, in my country, everywhere in the 
world. Knowledge will win, change will win, all 
the people will live in peace.” Most of all he 
encourages other asylum seekers to be proud 
and to remember the situation in their home 
countries. “Everyone needs to live with dignity, 
to never feel less than other people. It is very 
important to fight for and build your homeland. 
You will feel more free.”
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“I left Sierra Leone in 1989,” said Alusine 
Swaray, 55. “I left my country and I went first 
to Liberia to secure my visa. Then on 12 March 
1989 I left Freetown to Ghana…then to Egypt, 
then finally to Israel…In October 1989 I 
brought my wife because it was very difficult to 
live there. They were killing people, it was 
terrible.”

Swaray, like many others, saw Israel as a 
safehaven from the burgeoning civil war that 
would eventually condemn his homeland to 
violence and destruction for eleven years. From 
the moment he arrived in Israel, he established 
himself as an activist for all refugees. 

“We’ve not come here to build kingdoms,” he 
said, referencing the large African population in 
south Tel Aviv. “We are here because of 
ethno-political strife, mismanagement, 
corruption and famine… Most of the people 
you see here, they went to universities and 
colleges.” 

By 1997, holding several certificates and 
degrees, Swaray became the natural 
spokesperson for Sierra Leoneons residing in 
Israel. He helped to establish the first foreign 
NGO in Israel, African Workers’ Union; he 

spoke annually to the Knesset starting in July 
1997, where he met Rivlin, now president of 
Israel; and he succeeded in changing legislation 
to officially recognize the status of migrant 
workers in Israel. 

As an activist for refugees – he was the first 
Chairman of the ARDC from 
2007-2008—Swaray is dedicated to rebuilding, 
and helping refugees in any way he can. He left 
Sierra Leone as a Senior Tax Officer and hopes 
to return as a democratically elected member of 
parliament. 

“I have fought greatly,” he said. “I am the voice 
of the voiceless. I am never afraid… I organize 
demonstrations just to fight for the people. But 
nobody can employ me if you don’t know how 
to read and write Hebrew. Because of this I 
accept the situation.” 

In Israel, while assisting with the plight of West 
African refugees, Swaray has maintained, “odd 
jobs – known as the 3Ds. Difficult, dirty and 
dangerous. Dangerous because of the chemicals 
from house cleaning.” Despite his formal 
employment and educational background, he 
has been working as a house cleaner for years in 
order to support his family, his community, and 
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his education – the 
most valuable 
investment he has 
made. 

Swaray holds degrees and certificates from 
international institutions in London, Jerusalem, 
India and Sierra Leone, and has secured 
admission to the Advanced Masters in 
Leadership and International Affairs from the 
Academy of Leadership Sciences, Switzerland. 
He will begin studying in March, 2016. 

“[Refugees] don’t have 
access to education,” he 
said. “The people here 
are very poor. They 

cannot pay their rent and at the same time for 
their education… only the few. Learning is 
better than silver or gold. Without help… the 
future of the refugees is very gloomy.”
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Kebedom, 37, has two daughters in Eritrea, an 
eight year old and a twelve year old. His wife is 
currently in Germany. Formerly an auditor in 
Eritrea, Kebedom holds a B.A. from his home 
country in Accounting. He has now been in 
Israel for nearly 5 years. He seeks to pursue his 
M.A. in Israel, but has encountered financial 
obstacles. In Eritrea he was a sustenance and 
cash crop farmer. On his 2 hectares of land he 
grew vegetables and fruits including tomatoes, 
potatoes, papaya, and oranges.

While Kebedom would not define himself as a 
particularly religious person, religion has 
definitely played a role in his life. “To 
believe… It's spirit, and it's power.” Religion 
helped Kebedom through some hard times, 
including his journey to Israel. He nearly 
boarded a boat from Libya towards Europe, but 
after losing friends who made that same 
perilous journey he decided against it and 
instead continued his passage on land towards 
Israel. “Yeah, everything was happening for a 
reason. Nothing is happening without.”

A personal venture that keeps Kebedom going 
is his newspaper. Titled Hadush Zemen, 
meaning New Century, his publication is aimed 
at the Eritrean community here in Israel and 
deals with social issues and matters of daily life. 

For example, Kebedom writes about how to be 
respectful of your neighbors on Shabbat, which 
for most Eritreans is their only day off to enjoy 
time with friends and have fun, while for the 
Jewish population it is the day of rest and quiet. 
His advice to his fellow countrymen is “When 
you go to Roma, should do as [the] Romans 
do.”

Currently the paper is printed only in Tigrinya. 
“Sometimes I'll put in English, sometimes I'll 
put in Hebrew. But now I don't have any 
English [or] any Hebrew writers, I was putting 
only in Tigrinya.” The language depends on the 
message he intends to send. “If the message is 
to the Israelis it could be in [Hebrew or] 
English, but if the message is to the community 
then I write it in Tigrinya.”

Kebedom does not earn money from his 
newspaper, which is funded by the UNHCR, 
but instead creates it for the good of his 
community. “I was writing a proposal to them, 
and they gave me the fund but only for 
publishing… there is not any payment, but for 
publishing and the [distributing] they help me.” 
Kebedom writes and edits, and he also includes 
writing from other community members. “For 
now I got six guys involved,” he says proudly.
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Since the newspaper does not provide Kebedom 
with an income, he works full time as a 
translator from Tigrinya to English to support 
himself. “I'm working with one lawyer as a 
translator…The lawyer 
is a labor lawyer and 
I'm working on 
workers’ rights.” His 
only qualm about his 
job is that it lacks opportunities to learn 
Hebrew.

Kebedom printed over three thousand copies of 
the latest issue of Hadush Zemen. “I sent it to 
the printing press…in Petah Tikvah.” Once 
printed, Kebedom gives the newspaper copies 

to men from the community whom he pays to 
distribute around Levinsky Park. “There are 
some guys, they are victims, Sinai victims, 
when they came here they [were] imprisoned by 

the smugglers, and 
[this newspaper] gave 
them opportunity of 
some income.” In spite 
of meager resources, 

Kebedom’s operation is benefiting his 
community in more ways than one. Like many 
asylum seekers in Israel, faced with grueling 
circumstances, he has still managed to find his 
purpose here in Israel and a significant way to 
contribute to his community.
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“My advice is, you should not give up. Things 
cannot happen overnight. Because we must at 
least fight for our rights, actually, we should not 
even give up on our own situations.” These 
words have defined Dawit Weldegribreal’s life. 
Dawit is extremely hard working and feels 
lucky to have obtained some education in a 
country where this is often a far-fetched dream. 

Dawit’s education was interrupted when the 
Eritrean government implemented mandatory 
military training for all students entering their 
last year of high school. “They forced us to go 
to Sawa for military training…I [was] supposed 
to finish my 12th grade at home, [in] my home 
town…We were the first victim[s] of that 
situation.” 

Dawit came from a very small village of 500 
people. “It's very good climate, it's not hot. It's 
not cold. It's like moderate climate, which is 
very, very good to live. And with some gardens 
around.” He fondly remembers his life in the 
village where he lived with his family. “[We 
grew] vegetables. Like, cabbage, spinach, 
salads… for consumption and for selling.”

Dawit endured his year at Sawa military 
training camp while fighting for his dream to go 
to college, which was no easy task. “You have 

t o do 

your own military training [and] at the same 
time you have to study also. It was really hard 
times. We did not have electricity…We were 
using candles.” Yet Dawit remained motivated 
by the hope of continuing his education. His 
diligence paid off when he completed his 
matriculation exams with high scores and was 
admitted into college.

“I really had very good cumulative GPA…I had 
a dream to pursue my scholarship. Because 
since my freshman year, I start to study very, 
very hard.” Dawit saw higher education as the 
key to social mobility and completed his 
four-year degree with a cumulative GPA of 
3.51. He was then assigned by the Eritrean 
government to teach in a secondary school in 
the western province of Eritrea. Although at 
first he was not thrilled about the assignment, 
he came to love his work and sought to share his 
passion for learning with his students. “You feel 
[committed] because you need to help your 
little brothers and sisters. It's my first teaching 
experience actually, and then I really loved it, to 
teach them.” 

When Dawit first arrived in Israel, he was 
welcomed by the Israeli soldiers. “They 
brought us food, water, everything, we were so 
happy,” Dawit reminisces. But then he was 
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taken to the Saharonim Detention Facility, 
where he was imprisoned for a month. Since 
arriving in Israel, Dawit has lived in several 
places around the country. “I was in Haifa for 
three years, and then I came to Tel Aviv,” he 
recalls. In 2013, the asylum seeker community 
engaged in ongoing protests against the Israeli 
law that criminalizes refugees crossing the Sinai 
border into Israel. Dawit, an avid community 
organizer, joined the protests and became the 
coordinator for outreach to synagogues around 
the country. 

Dawit sees the good in people and his optimism 
is infectious. “I was 
working in Haifa, and I 
met a lot of Israelis,” he 
recalls, feeling a sense 
of belonging. “You feel 
that you are part of this 
community, you 
know?” He spent a lot 
of time with Israeli 
activists and learned that the Israeli society is 
dynamic and that some Israelis sympathize with 
the struggle of asylum seekers.

Considering his countless engagements, Dawit 
might appear sleepless to an ordinary person. 
Currently, he is applying to university while 
translating twice weekly, serving on advisory 
and management boards of two organizations, 
giving lectures and working full time. Dawit is 

deeply dedicated to his community. His 
outreach efforts are particularly focused on 
Eritreans aged 20-40, which he considers to be 
a particularly formative stage of adulthood. 

Although Dawit completed his degree at a 
college in Eritrea, he does not have proof of 
completion. As a result, he will likely need to 
repeat his BA in order to earn accredited higher 
education. Dawit is driven by his desire to 
mobilize the community. He sees education as 
the key to gaining the necessary organizing and 
community engagement skills. “This is my 
personal goal, actually, and then we come to the 

community…I'm still 
hopeful because I 
believe that I have 
some power, and some 
potential, some 
knowledge at least to 
continue.”

*Since the time Dawit shared his story, he has left 
Israel. He is now in the United States pursuing an 
undergraduate degree in psychology at Dayton 
University in Ohio. 
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CONTRIBUTORS

Dijana Mujkanović, a co-founder of the initiative, was inspired by 
the personal stories she heard from her African refugee and asylum 
seeker friends in Israel. Recognizing the extreme ambivalence of public 
opinion toward this community, which is either condemnation or pity, 
Dijana wanted to see the rise of a new image that embraces the 
diversity and resilience of its members. Having been a refugee herself, 
the issue of public perception toward refugee communities is very close 
to her heart. Dijana was born in a small town of Prijedor in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, formerly Yugoslavia. In 1999, at the age of 13, she sought refuge in the 
USA with her family. Dijana received her BA in Political Science and Global Studies 
with a focus on Developing States in 2008. Post graduation, she worked as an advocacy 
officer and caseworker for Harmony in Life, a mental health organization working with 
refugee survivors of torture and war trauma. In 2011, Dijana accepted a position as an 
English Teacher in the United Arab Emirates. In 2012, she came to Israel and 
completed her Master's in Conflict Resolution and Mediation. Soon after she began her 
engagement with the African refugee community in Israel. Dijana first worked with 
Amnesty International Israel coordinating its work within the African refugee and 
asylum seeker community and later joined the African Refugee Development Center. 
Today, Dijana is an organizational consultant and continues her work on advancing the 
rights of refugees and other marginalized communities.

Sivan Carmel, Adv.,  a co-founder of the initiative, is the Director of 
the Israel office of HIAS, the global Jewish nonprofit organization that 
protects refugees. Sivan is a lawyer and a member of the Israeli Bar 
Association since 2005. Together with her team at HIAS Sivan is 
spearheading efforts to develop and implement a pro bono program for 
the legal representation of asylum seekers in Israel. Since joining HIAS 
7 years ago, Sivan has interviewed and worked with many refugees 

and asylum seekers and is constantly inspired by their testimonies of great strength and 
spirit. She hopes that this initiative will open the door to others to become familiar with 
these inspiring men and women, while shedding more light on the circumstances that 
brought them to this country and led them to seek its protection. Prior to joining HIAS, 
Sivan practiced administrative and commercial law as an attorney in the private sector. 
She has also served as a prosecutor in the Military Advocate General Corps of the IDF. 
Sivan is a graduate of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem Law School and has earned 
her Master’s degree in Public Policy from Tel Aviv University.

Ariella Rams assisted in brainstorming this project in order to 
actively change the misguided perceptions of asylum seekers in 
Israel. As the former Resource Development Coordinator for the 
Arab-Jewish Community Center, Ariella worked to change the public 
perception of out-groups in Israel through an exposure-based 
methodology. She firmly believes that by listening to and 
understanding the “other’s” backstory, a culturally and ethnically 
diverse civil society can flourish. Ariella received her BA from 
California State University, Long Beach in Journalism & Mass 
Communications. After working as a journalist and publicist for some time, Ariella 
moved to Israel to pursue an MA in Public Policy, Conflict Resolution & Mediation from 
Tel Aviv University. It was during this time that Ariella became involved with the African 
Refugee Development Center.

Alexa Arena became involved with HIAS and the African Refugee 
Development Center - organizations assisting refugees and asylum 
seekers in Israel - in 2014. At the time, she had just commenced her 
master's studies at Tel Aviv University. As a student of global 
migration and policy, she wanted to step out of the classroom and 
meet the people in the community who have been affected by this 
powerful phenomenon. She volunteered at the Eritrean Women’s 
Community Center (EWCC) in helping asylum seekers fill out their 
formal asylum requests (RSDs) and learned a great deal about the situation facing 
asylum seekers in Israel. Alexa joined HIAS Israel as an intern through a course on 
Migration in the Field. She remained involved with the organization, driven by her 
passion to share the voices of asylum seekers in Israel, a population too often talked 
about but rarely listened to. Alexa hopes that this publication will contribute to this end.

Emmanuel Cantor served as HIAS’ Legal Intern during the summer 
of 2015. Emmanuel is currently an undergraduate at Yale University 
double majoring in History and Women, Gender, and Sexuality 
Studies. Emmanuel is the Social Justice Chair at Yale’s Hillel and a 
member of the InterFaith Forum. He is also an environmental justice 
organizer and part of a student team working to ensure a safe sexual 
and social environment on campus. Emmanuel spent the year before 
college studying at Yeshivat Maale Gilboa. He grew up in New York 
City. As the grandson of a Holocaust survivor, Emmanuel heard painful echoes of his 
family’s Holocaust experiences in the stories of trauma, loss, and resilience from asylum 
seekers he interviewed for Untold Stories of Success. A former yeshiva student, 
Emmanuel felt grateful to be part of the present-day effort to fulfill the biblical 
commandment of loving the stranger.

Emmanuelle Stein loved watching Robin Hood as a child with her 
grandfather, an Auschwitz survivor. She listened to the stories about 
his family who escaped Poland and Berlin in the 1920s and found 
refuge in France, only to be arrested in 1944 and deported to 
Auschwitz. From the age of 9, owing to her parents’ passion for 
traveling, Emmanuelle grew up in different cities. Her life experiences 
raised her interest for migration issues, refugees rights and the fight 
against discrimination. Emmanuelle graduated from Sorbonne’s 
Master of International Affairs and Master of Humanitarian Aid and International 
Development. She is currently completing a Master in refugee law. She worked in South 
and Central America on legal protection for refugees, including UNHCR in Mexico, 
Henry Dunant Foundation in Santiago de Chile, Inter-american Platform for Human 
Rights, and Democracy and Development in Quito. Deeply rooted in Jewish memory 
and tradition, Emmanuelle joined ARDC in Israel and began working with Untold 
Stories of Success. Emmanuelle now works  with a French NGO delivering emergency 
aid  to refugees in Greece.

Loren David has worked at HIAS since 2011 assisting with various 
projects and administrative tasks. In 2014, she became involved with 
HIAS’ “Faces of Exile” project, which aims to give a human face to 
the complex moral and political issues surrounding asylum seekers in 
Israel. Her previous experience has led her to take part in “Untold 
stories of Success”.
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Migration in the Field. She remained involved with the organization, driven by her 
passion to share the voices of asylum seekers in Israel, a population too often talked 
about but rarely listened to. Alexa hopes that this publication will contribute to this end.

Emmanuel Cantor served as HIAS’ Legal Intern during the summer 
of 2015. Emmanuel is currently an undergraduate at Yale University 
double majoring in History and Women, Gender, and Sexuality 
Studies. Emmanuel is the Social Justice Chair at Yale’s Hillel and a 
member of the InterFaith Forum. He is also an environmental justice 
organizer and part of a student team working to ensure a safe sexual 
and social environment on campus. Emmanuel spent the year before 
college studying at Yeshivat Maale Gilboa. He grew up in New York 
City. As the grandson of a Holocaust survivor, Emmanuel heard painful echoes of his 
family’s Holocaust experiences in the stories of trauma, loss, and resilience from asylum 
seekers he interviewed for Untold Stories of Success. A former yeshiva student, 
Emmanuel felt grateful to be part of the present-day effort to fulfill the biblical 
commandment of loving the stranger.

Emmanuelle Stein loved watching Robin Hood as a child with her 
grandfather, an Auschwitz survivor. She listened to the stories about 
his family who escaped Poland and Berlin in the 1920s and found 
refuge in France, only to be arrested in 1944 and deported to 
Auschwitz. From the age of 9, owing to her parents’ passion for 
traveling, Emmanuelle grew up in different cities. Her life experiences 
raised her interest for migration issues, refugees rights and the fight 
against discrimination. Emmanuelle graduated from Sorbonne’s 
Master of International Affairs and Master of Humanitarian Aid and International 
Development. She is currently completing a Master in refugee law. She worked in South 
and Central America on legal protection for refugees, including UNHCR in Mexico, 
Henry Dunant Foundation in Santiago de Chile, Inter-american Platform for Human 
Rights, and Democracy and Development in Quito. Deeply rooted in Jewish memory 
and tradition, Emmanuelle joined ARDC in Israel and began working with Untold 
Stories of Success. Emmanuelle now works  with a French NGO delivering emergency 
aid  to refugees in Greece.

Loren David has worked at HIAS since 2011 assisting with various 
projects and administrative tasks. In 2014, she became involved with 
HIAS’ “Faces of Exile” project, which aims to give a human face to 
the complex moral and political issues surrounding asylum seekers in 
Israel. Her previous experience has led her to take part in “Untold 
stories of Success”.
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HIAS works around the world to protect refugees who have been forced to flee their 
homelands because of who they are, including ethnic, religious, and sexual minorities. 
Guided by Jewish values and history, HIAS has been helping refugees rebuild their lives 
in safety and dignity for more than 130 years. 

HIAS works in 11 countries across 5 continents, providing psycho-social, legal and 
livelihoods assistance for refugees living on the margins of foreign cities or in refugee 
camps in the host countries they fled to. HIAS also aids those who are too vulnerable to 
remain in their host country, those who remain at risk of violence even after having fled 
the immediate threat: women who are heads of households in cultures where men 
traditionally serve as protectors, children who are vulnerable to trafficking and 
exploitation, and persecuted LGBT persons. The organization advocates in the U.S. and 
internationally for laws that protect the human rights of refugees and displaced persons. 

In Israel, HIAS provides expertise, coordination and leadership for migration challenges 
facing the State of Israel, other NGO’s and individuals. The organization assists refugees 
and asylum seekers and advocates for the development of a fair asylum system. HIAS 
Israel runs a pro bono legal aid program, providing training and mentorship for 
attorneys and law students to represent asylum seekers in various legal proceedings. 
HIAS works in close partnership with ARDC to identify asylum seekers in need of legal 
assistance and help them realize their rights.

HIAS Israel also provides migration counseling to asylum seekers to help them evaluate 
migration options for reuniting with their family in other countries. The office works in 
partnership with civil society NGOs, UNHCR, university law clinics, the asylum seeker 
community in Israel, as well as the Government of Israel.
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The African Refugee Development Center (ARDC) is a grassroots, communitybased, 
non-profit organization that was founded in 2004 by African asylum seekers and Israeli 
citizens, in order to assist, protect and empower African refugees and asylum seekers in 
Israel. 

To date, ARDC has served over 12,000 individuals including those from Eritrea, Sudan, 
DRC, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Ethiopia, Somalia and the Ivory Coast. ARDC’s mission is to 
empower, protect and assist African refugees and asylum seekers in Israel by advocating 
on their behalf and enabling processes that increase their awareness, ensure 
participation and inspire policy change. 

It currently implements three projects: Asylum Application Assistance, which seeks to 
protect refugees and asylum seekers through individualized paralegal assistance and 
community outreach, Practical Refugee Education Program, which empowers asylum 
seekers by increasing their access to higher education and vocational training, and 
Community Leadership and Self-Advocacy, designed to strengthen community leadership 
and generate change in the public perception of refugees and asylum seekers.
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