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              September 5, 2005

An Open letter to Local & National Media Sources

“A Longtime Civil Rights Activist Requests the Discontinuation

of the Word ‘Refugee’ in Reporting”


Dear Media Representatives:

I, along with millions of Americans across our nation, have been glued in recent days to my television screen as I watched the unfolding of the worst national disaster in our history.  The pictures of this story have been heart-

wrenching and troubling.  Many people across this country, including

those directly affected, as well as politicians, community leaders, and even some in the media, have openly questioned the effectiveness of the rescue

effort and the quality of the level of preparedness which took place in advance of Hurricane Katrina.   Many have wondered if the rescue effort

would have been more swift and effective if the majority of those affected

were wealthier and white.   We will probably never fully know the answer to that troubling question but the media might wish to spend some time inquiring.

As a former ten (10) year president of the NAACP Pittsburgh Branch, a former four (4) year Executive Director of that same organization, and as the founder and present Chairman of B-PEP, the Black Political Empowerment Project initiated in 1986 aimed at getting African Americans to vote and to affect our conditions through a strong voting pattern, I can’t help but bring a certain racial perspective to any situation which profoundly affects people of color.  It is in this regard that I have been quite troubled by the continued and frequent use of the word “REFUGEE” by many persons in the media, both local and national, when referring to the persons needing rescued from the destruction brought about by Hurricane Katrina.   When I think of refugees I think of people who are forced to leave their national homeland and who must go to a new country, not a new state.   The last time I checked 

2.

the people of Louisiana, Mississippi, and Alabama are American citizens and should be identified as such.  Why can’t those who have been rescued and who have been brought to other parts of the United States to start a new life be simply referred to as either “EVACUEES”,  as some media persons have begun to call them, or as ‘HURRICANE SURVIVORS”?!?   The word “SURVIVOR” gives a much more positive projection than the word “victim”, which gives those affected no psychological power in their situation.  The word “SURVIVOR” connotes that one has either overcome, or is in the midst of overcoming.  The fact that the face of the great majority of those needing rescued is Black and poor also gives me pause, in that I fear that these two characteristics might already cause them to be labeled. They need not have the additional burden to being labeled “refugee”.  Whether or not race factors into the choice of the word “refugee” in this situation, it minimally is a very bad choice of words.  It is my hope that the use of this word will end immediately!

Thank you.

                                                       Sincerely,      

                                                       Tim Stevens, Chairman

                                                       The Black Political Empowerment Project                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  







“It’s a LIFETIME COMMITMENT…

African Americans VOTE in EACH and EVERY election!!”

Celebrating the 40th Anniversary of the 1965 Voting Rights Act
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