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Over the past three years, nearly 3,000 Jews from Argentina—few with automatic legal 
status or permission to work—have settled in Miami. The greatest challenge for profession
als is to fitid the balance behveen conflicting values, approaches, and comtnunal objectives, 
as well as between deliberative planning and immediate response. Another challenge is to 
protect our agencies from being construed as abetting people who are here illegally. 

Most of the American Jewish commu
nity is aware of the problems facing 

the Jewish community in Argentina and of 
the related aliyah to Israel. There is also a 
small but significant movement of Jews from 
Argentina and other Latin American coun
tries to the United States and to Miami in 
particular. Some 2,500 to 3,000 Jews from 
Argentina have arrived in Miami during the 
last 3 years. In addition, several hundred 
others have arrived from other South Amer
ican countries. Complicating this migration 
is the fact that unlike other resettlement ef
forts, Jews from Latin America are not con
sidered refugees. Few arrive with automatic 
legal status, permission to work, or federal 
matching funds for their resetdement. 

This article highlights some of the issues 
related to the arrival in Miami of Jews from 
Argentina. Jews from other Ladn countries 
pose other challenges. The professional roles 
in the absorption process constandy change, 
but the challenge remains the same: to help 
both the arriving families and to enhance our 
community in the process. 

A s Jewish communal professionals , w e 
face the greatest chal lenges in helping 
community leaders, our agencies , and our 
co l l eagues address the needs of this popu
lation and to find the balance among con-
flicdng values , approaches, and communal 
object ives . W e also struggle with the need 
to strike a balance between thoughtful and 
deliberative planning, and immediate re
sponse. 

One of the initial challenges we faced was 

in determining how migradon to Miami fit in 
with the overall responsibility the Miami 
community has to the national collective ef
fort for Argentine aliyah and relief in Argen
tina. We had to help federation leadership 
determine how to respond to these different 
responsibilities. Clearly, it is in our interest 
to encourage aliyah and to seek maximum 
resources for relief in Argentina. However, 
we recognized that not all Argentine Jews 
were going to make aliyah or were willing to 
remain in Argentina during these difficult 
times. 

To encourage aliyah, w e work c lose ly 
with the aliyah shaliach and with the Jew
ish Agency , providing them with access to 
the new arrivals from Argentina and pro
viding short-term assistance to those w h o 
need help whi le wait ing for a flight to 
Israel. (The Jewish Agency treats Argen
tines w h o have been in Miami for less than 
12 months and c h o o s e to make aliyah to 
Israel as if they are making aliyah from 
Argentina.) The Miami community also 
conducted a very successful Israel Emer
gency Campaign that included special 
funding for Argentine aliyah. Other tar
geted funds were raised to meet our obli
gations to the effort in Argentina. A sepa
rate grant from the Foundation of Jewish 
Philanthropies was used to address the lo 
cal needs related to absorbing Argent ines 
in Miami. 

In addition, we had to help community 
leadership understand and realize their need 
to fulfill the moral and religious obligations 
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to the Jews from Argentina and other Latin 
American countries. Among the concerns 
leadership articulated were that no one be 
without food and shelter and that assistance 
be provided to help these new arrivals re
main connected to Jewish life. Within that 
framework, professionals had to help com
munity leaders determine the limits of the 
assistance we could provide and the best 
means of providing help to achieve those 
objectives. To what extent could we fulfill 
the expectation that no one would be hun
gry or homeless if the Argentine arrivals 
arrived here without the possibility of em
ployment? 

In the current economic environment, it is 
difficult to create a large pool of jobs for the 
Argentine Jews who wish to come to Miami. 
Added to that is the post-September 11th 
attitude of the Immigration & Naturaliza
tion Service in dealing with people who 
seek to change their legal status here. Since 
most Argentine Jews (unlike Jews from 
other Latin countries) entered the United 
States as tourists, their ability to find work 
legally is restricted, and it is very difficult 
and costly to change their immigration 
status. 

Our earliest policy discussions focused 
on our responsibility to individuals who 
were in danger of overstaying their visas or 
those who could not possibly change their 
status to be able to work legally in the 
United States. Our response to inquiries 
from Jews in Argentina regarding work or 
moving to Miami was to urge them to 
contact the Buenos Aires office of HIAS to 
understand the necessary steps they should 
take to enter this country with the ability to 
work. Unfortunately, most just came, and 
now many have tourist visas, which com
plicates our efforts in responding to their 
needs. 

Professionals have a critical responsibility 
in gathering the data to determine and 
constantly review the needs in this fluid sit
uation. At first, we thought that just pro
viding general immigration and resource 
informadon would be sufficient. If neces

sary we could provide minimal assistance 
through our regular programs. However, 
when the numbers of Argentine Jews in
creased, we confronted employment and 
legal status issues and needed to cover the 
cost of an immigradon attorney. We sdll 
have not yet decided what level of financial 
assistance to provide a family waiting for a 
change in legal status. This uncertainty in 
turn hinders our ability to project what 
financial resources will be needed in the 
next year and to give direction for the case 
managers. 

As professionals, we must also deal with 
our colleagues, who may not see the issues in 
the same way or with the same level of 
urgency. We have to help establish that de
gree of urgency. Some agencies have imple
mented new programs far more quickly than 
others, which has created expectadons that 
other agencies cannot meet. 

We have learned that providing employ
ment, housing, or a day school educadon 
may inadvertendy jeopardize the chances for 
attaining legal status here. Those who en
tered on a visa waiver cannot take steps that 
could be perceived as changing their status, 
such as enrolling their children in school. 
Doing so could adversely affect efforts to 
change their status in the future. 

We also must protect our agencies from 
being construed as abetting people who are 
here illegally. In some cases, we can provide 
assistance through informal programs that 
synagogues or volunteers undertake, but we 
have to tread carefully. Regular synagogue 
Friday night dinners have become an indirect 
way to provide these families with assistance 
that we cannot provide through regular 
agency programs. 

It is important that we help volunteers 
and other professionals understand that 
helping Argenfine Jews in Miami is a com
munal issue that requires coordination and 
the exploration of different types of coop
erative reladonships. For example, we 
have begun connecting synagogues with 
Jewish Community Services, our primary 
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social service agency, to help identify po- tion in Latin America and the commitment 
tential employment opportunities and to they bring to address this challenge are enor-
circulate profiles of people in legal status mous. W e have also benefited from the rela-
who need jobs . This could eventually be- tionship that several senior communal pro-
c o m e a model for dealing with future em- fessionals have with such agencies as HIAS, 
ployment chal lenges . JDC, and the Jewish Agency. In addition to 

Our community response has benefited the expertise and advice they bring, these 
from the large presence of Jews from Latin relationships help Miami view this challenge 
America who have been long-time residents as part of a global effort, rather than a unique 
of Miami. Their understanding of the situa- burden for us. 


