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Introduction and Causes of Crisis:

The Vietnamese and Cambodian refugee crisis spanned from 1969 to 1973. During the
1960’s, America and Vietnam were participating in the Vietham War, which, along with internal
conflict, was responsible for the displacement of not only Vietnamese but also Cambodian
people. Due to the violent conditions from the war, many Vietnamese fled the country. Many
were referred to as “boat people” because they escaped by boat on a dangerous trip to refugee
camps in neighboring countries like Thailand.

The Vietnam war also strongly had an effect on the lives of Cambodian citizens.
Cambodia served as a transport route between North and South Vietham. Cambodia remained
neutral during the war; however, they were bombed heavily due to the presence of Vietcong
Army bases. In 1975, a communist group called the Khmer Rouge that was led by Pol Pot took
control of Cambodia and attempted to create an agrarian utopia. Cities were evacuated and
destroyed. 1.5 million Cambodians (~20% of the country’s population) was murdered by the

Khmer Rouge. In 1979, the Viethamese army invaded
* Cambodia, causing many to flee the country to refugee
camps in Thailand. Over 100,000 refugees relocated in
/] the United States.







Lived Experiences of Refugees:

https://www.ted.com/talks/tan le my immigration story?language=en

https://www.ted.com/talks/sophal ear escaping the khmer rouge

The Life We Were Given, Dana Sachs

South Wind Changing, Jade Ngoc Quang Huynh
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US Government Response to the Refugee Crisis:

On April 28th, 1970 President Nixon
approved the Cambodian incursion, against
the requests of Secretary of State William
Rogers and Secretary of Defense Melvin
Laird. This announcement is shown in the
picture to the left.

The United States caused much of the
displacement of villagers, from 1969-1973, in
eastern Cambodia by saturation bombing all
across the countryside with no regard for who
exactly they were bombing. This haphazard bombing technique required the people being
displaced to either join the Khmer Rouge or flee with no plan of where they were going. In total
the U.S. dropped less bombs in the Second World War than it did on Cambodia. President
Nixon had to be forced into stopping the bombing of Cambodia, but that did not stop the
continual channelling of millions of dollars to military aid for the Lon Nol government. On April
30th, 1975 all of the U.S. troops evacuated South r

Vietnam, after two weeks earlier emptying the U.S.
embassy in Phnom Penh.

There was much controversy over who actually received
help when supplies were sent to refugee camps. In many
instances the food that would get sent to the refugees
would be taken by the guerilla armies that would set up
camp inside the camp. The U.S. was the largest
contributor to the relief operation, it's embassy setting up
the Kampuchean Emergency Group (KEG) to oversee
activities at the border. To many aid workers, which
consisted of military and political people, monitoring the
border KEG was seen as an extension of the U.S. foreign
policy agenda in Southeast Asia.

Source:

http://forcedmigration.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/book/export/html|/26
http://www.websitesrcg.com/border/camps/Khao-I-Dang.html
http://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/situation-in-cambodia-worsens
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Public Reaction/Discrimination:

In the United States both the
Vietnamese and Cambodian populations
were basically non-existent until the
Vietnam War and the rise of the Khmer
Rouge in Cambodia caused the mass
migration of over 800,000 refugees to
the US alone. Both groups definitely had
very similar experiences when it came to
fleeing their home countries in response
to violent conflict, but their were
definitely some differences in the ways
the two groups assimilated and were
regarded in society and the media.

Cambodians:

Although Cambodians faced discrimination within the United States, immigration allowed
them to have much greater freedom to practice their own culture and keep alive the spirit of
tradition from their collapsing homeland. Many Cambodians had trouble with maintaining their
identity, especially children who were forced to come to school and felt like “Americanizing” was
the best solution to fitting in. Some of the stereotypes that surrounded these newfound
immigrants was that they were inherently lazy and passive, yet this was just due to their culture
that avoids confrontation. Many Cambodians avoided getting involved in US politics and
focused their efforts on rebuilding their homeland by sending volunteers whenever possible.

Vietnamese:

Vietnamese refugees also found themselves faced with discrimination upon arrival in the
US. Because of how publicly America was against the Vietnam War, these refugees had a
much harder time trying to remain casual members of society. The public was much more aware
of the Viethamese presence in the state because they were from “enemy territory”. Lots of
movies, books, and other social media outlets stereotyped the Vietnamese refugees coming in,
so they were more stigmatized than the Cambodians. Most of the U.S. population had no idea
that we were bombing Cambodia as well. Like the Cambodians many Viethnamese were not
involved with U.S. politics but for other reasons. The Cambodians were focusing on rebuilding
their country while the Vietnamese refugees and US citizens were still hesitant to work together
because of the war.



As you can see from this New York Times Atrticle titled: Communist Takeover Saigon: US
Rescue Fleet is Picking Up Viethamese Who Fled in Boats, that the US government probably
did not speak for the will of their people when they helped these Vietnam and Cambodian
refugees who were trying to escape from war and
communism. This is a newspaper article from 1975,
and in this time their was really no inforced political
f&ii’yj?zﬂ‘é’;‘,iﬂ,ﬂ’%iﬁ %Ogi;fegéiﬁgéﬁ ?,gx“fc%fgg}, distinctioh between re.fugees and immigrants. Most
of the articles from this time kept referring to these
people as immigrants, indicating that they had a
choice in the matter. They were recognized by the
UNHCR as refugees but people did not really care
e = to learn the backstory of the people they saw as
ot il = “foreign” or the “enemy”. Even today many people
: " Kissinger Says 5. May Shelver 70,000 (01 85 (K globally do not what the difference between an
immigrant and a refugee is nor care to
acknowledge how important it is to know the status
of an individual. Although it appears the
government was more amicable to these refugees,
with initiatives to take these people in, their was still
certainly still discrimination. The government forced
these new refugees to scatter throughout the
country in order to prevent enclaves and
communities from forming with the idea that a small
number of widely dispersed immigrants would not
really affect the country negatively.

Although the United States for generations
has been considered the melting pot of the global
community, a place where everyone has equal chance to succeed, every group of immigrants
whether they are financial migrants or cultural/war refugees no matter how big or small has
faced some level of discrimination. All these groups, some more than other have been able to
assimilate over multiple generation to become the diverse country we are today. The Vietnam
and Cambodian refugees that came here didn't experience anything much different than any
other group that is the “first” of their kind to come to the United States for whatever reason.
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Three Different \Waves of the Refugee Crisis:

First Wave: ('75-'76, government sending people in Vietnam to reeducation camps)

Before 1975, few Vietnamese scattered away from their homeland. However, since 1975, over a
million people have fled Southeast Asia in three major waves.

The first wave sprang out in 1975 in the closing days of the Vietham War. By then, Communist
troops had defeated the South Viethamese and taken control in South Vietnam. In face of the
fall of South Vietnam and the start of reeducation camps, most refugees were well-educated,
high-skilled Viethamese who had opposed the communists, worked for the South Vietnamese
government or maintained close ties to Americans. Among them, 125,000 people resettled in
the United States. They were first airlifted by the United States Government to bases in
Philippines, Wake Island and Guam, and later transferred to refugee centers in California,
Arkansas, Florida, and Pennsylvania for up to six months of education and cultural training to
facilitate their assimilation into their new society.

At that time, even though only 36 percent of Americans in a national poll favored Vietnamese
immigration, the U.S. President Gerald Ford signed the Indochina Migration and Refugee Act of
1975, which granted the refugees special status to enter the country and established a domestic
resettlement program. However, the refugees were deliberately dispersed across the country so
as to prevent “ghettoism” in few geographic areas. Despite this conscious immigration policy,
most of these first-wave migrants eventually moved to California and Texas. Places like Orange
County, CA, was soon to become “Little Saigon” populated by them and joined by the
second-wave and third-wave Vietnamese refugee groups.

Sources:

Vo, Linda T. “Transforming an Ethnic Community: Little Saigon, Orange County.” Asian
America: Forming New Communities, Expanding Boundaries. Ed. Huping Ling. Rutgers:
Rutgers University Press, 2009. 87-103. Print.
http://www.ilw.com/articles/2006,0313-campi.shtm
http://crfimmigrationed.org/index.php/lessons-for-teachers/147-hi8

Second Wave: ('76-'77, ethnic Chinese in Vietnam being allowed to register for the draft)

Between 1978 and the mid-1980s, almost two million Vietnamese, predominantly Vietnam’s
Chinese minority, were pressured to leave Vietnam in mass exodus. On the one hand, due to
the long distrust of the native Viethamese, these people were threatened with military
conscription, forced unemployment or being sent to rural “new economic zones” as laborers. On
the other hand, as China attacked Vietnam over a border dispute in 1979, Chinese families
were further expulsed by the Viethamese government. Although many of them had lived in


http://www.ilw.com/articles/2006,0313-campi.shtm
http://crfimmigrationed.org/index.php/lessons-for-teachers/147-hl8

Vietnam for generations, they had no choice but to either leave their country with an “exit
permit” of $3,000 or flee illegally. Because they all fled Vietnam by boat, they were soon to be
known as the “boat people.”

Once at sea, the boat people spent months drifting before landing in “nations of first asylum,”
including Malaysia, Indonesia, the Philippines and Hong Kong. Due to food and water shortage,
diseases, boat sinkage, robberies, rapes and murders on boat, around 200,000 boat people had
been dead before landing by the summer of 1979. Meanwhile, receiving from 2,000 to 50,000
refugees per month, the overwhelmed “nations of first asylum” resorted to expel the Viethamese
immigrants.

Some other Southeast Asian refugees found links to transit to America. During this period,
about 500 refugees swarmed into the United States everyday. They were demanded of a U.S.
sponsor, who was normally played out by relatives, private individuals, churches and service
organizations. These sponsors volunteered to provide housing, food, clothing, transportation
until the refugees were able to become economically independent. After a period of adjustment,
due to language barriers, most of the refugees ended up in low-paying jobs and close-knit
Viethamese communities.

Sources:
http://www.ilw.com/articles/2006.0313-campi.shtm
http://crfimmigrationed.org/index.php/lessons-for-teachers/147-hI8

Third Wave: (The exodus of Cambodian refugees from Cambodia to the US resulted in a lot of
drug trafficking/gang violence in the US during the 70s and 80s)

Due to conflict in Vietnam, American and South Vietnamese invaded Cambodia. Then a leftist
group named Khmer Rouge came into power and attempted to strip the Cambodians of their old
traditions by removing everything considered “old” (the elderly and family life) in order to create
an industrialized state. The result was a state consisting of forced labor camps, poor living
conditions, starvation, and bombing which killed an unknown number of Cambodians.
Cambodians fled to the United States because the U.S. has programs which offered refugees
American sponsors and programs to learn English and American culture. Also, in America
Cambodians could freely preserve their traditions and were not physically affected by the war.
Most fled to California where they lived in poor urban communities where they developed gangs
since they felt detached from the white upper class Americans much like other minorities are the
time. Gaining employment in America was difficult for Cambodian immigrants because most of
them worked as farmers. Many Cambodians settled for low paying service and manual labor
jobs. Not having a formal education as well as the language and cultural barrier hindered
Cambodians from any upward mobility in the job market. Overall, Cambodians experienced
difficulty assimilating in America due to cultural differences and health problems from the trauma
they endured in Cambodia.
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