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The French: From ‘surrender monkeys’ to allies
Before 9/11, my only expo-

sure to France as an inter-
national player was that
joke about the “French

Army rifle for sale:
Never fired, only
dropped once.” I
also knew the
French gave us the
Statue of Liberty.
We both have an
affinity for liberty
and mythologizing
our emancipatory
revolutions.

After 9/11, the
French poured out their support.
We were reminded of this via so-
cial media last week. Curiously ab-
sent, though, was any allusion to
the anti-French furor that followed
9/11. I wondered if millennials
younger than I appreciated how
mind-blowing our selective memo-
ry appears to be when it comes to
our relationship with France over
the past decade, particularly in the
context of ISIS and military en-
gagement in the Middle East.

Based on the breadth and out-
pouring of online support for and
commiseration with the French
over the past week, I figure there
had to be some crossover among
Americans who were as angry
with the French a decade ago as
they are supportive today.

It might be easy for some to for-
get that, under the lead of the Bush
administration, America’s official
demeanor toward the French was
hatred as we geared up to go to
war with Iraq. Defense Secretary
Donald Rumsfeld implied the
French were cowardly “old Eu-
rope.” Conservative critics applied
the “cheese-eating surrender mon-
keys” label, a Bart Simpson joke

term, to the “old Europe” ally for
questioning the logic of engaging
in that particular war.

A bit of context: In what reads
like an ominous forecast of the 12
years that would follow, the satiri-
cal newspaper The Onion mocked
the debate over whether to wage
war in Iraq in a point-counterpoint
piece entitled, “This War Will De-
stabilize The Entire Mideast Re-
gion And Set Off A Global Shock-
wave Of Anti-Americanism vs. No
It Won’t.”

Here we are over a decade later:
A number of extremist groups
born, emboldened, inspired and
weaponized thanks in part to that
instability. Paris is one of the
many wounded in just the past few
weeks.

The revisionism, or impairment
to our long-term memory, doesn’t
end with our oscillating relation-
ship with the French. Former New
York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani,
“America’s Mayor,” is now saying
Obama is to blame for ISIS, which
is again doubly ironic.

In the 2008 presidential election,
Giuliani became a parody of him-
self by dropping 9/11 as his answer
to most everything. It became so
comical it’s almost hard to recall
that he was once rumored to be a
frontrunner. He was disgraced in a
GOP debate, though, when Ron
Paul denounced Giuliani’s foreign
policy positions for ignoring the
concept of “blowback,” a phenome-
non acknowledged to be real by CIA
Director John Brennan. In short,
what we put out into the world by
way of force finds its way back to
us. We now find ourselves on the re-
ceiving end of said blowback.

“We are under attack. We need
to respond.” I’ve heard this over

and over in the past week, an echo
of the aftermath of 9/11.

But how, and with what? Will a
Congress with a single-digit favor-
ability rating and a penchant for
playing chicken over whether we
pay our bills oversee that? Are we
to trust this body with overseeing
sustainable and thoughtfully con-
sidered military policy?

The last time we earnestly asked
these questions, we forgot to con-
sider maintaining regional stabili-
ty as part of the equation. We were
OK with dropping bombs and
sending troops, but squeamish
about building nations. Our main
export became instability.

The goal of terrorism is to get
large powers to exhaust resources
on disproportionately small
threats. To encourage us to lose

our way by way of freedom, liberty
and compassion. We often prove to
be easily goaded into acting ac-
cordingly and leaving everything
in our path in disarray. It is that
disarray, it turns out, that breeds
further chaos.

Our present moment is defined
by this lack of stability, much of
which we’ve contributed to out of
fear from feeling out of control.

As we wonder what we can do to
respond to make us safer in a
broader sense, let’s consider how
we create balance rather than fur-
ther disrupting stability. This isn’t
achievable by giving refugees no-
where to go or upping collateral
damage counts. We can’t achieve
balance by falling into traps by act-
ing like tyrants and cheering on xe-
nophobia. If it were — with all these

governors flexing symbolic, idiotic
point-scoring muscles and all these
members of Congress ready to drop
bombs without heeding the resul-
tant mess — our present moment
would be one of unprecedented
peace.

Our arrogance, our readiness to
engage indefinitely, and the comfort
we take in the swiftness with which
we can level a region does not make
us any safer. Rather than using de-
struction as a metric for success, we
would do well to consider what is
worth creating.

Alex Steed has written about and
engaged in politics since he was a
teenager. He’s an owner-partner of a
Portland-based content production
company and lives with his family,
dogs and garden in Cornish.
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Signs and messages of support were left at a memorial for the victims of the Paris terrorist attacks at the
Embassy of France in Washington, D.C., on Sunday.

given Maine their land and financed
the improvements, would Acadia be
less popular?

These hypotheticals cannot be an-
swered. But we do know Sebago
Lake fills up quickly when dates be-
come available, and many other
parks see significant traffic. New
York’s Adirondack Park, controlled
by the state, draws nearly 10 million
visitors per year. There would be no
reason why Maine — whether via
government or through the busi-
nesses that stand to benefit — could
not embark on an education cam-
paign to bring new tourists in as
part of a new park, leveraging the
“forever wild” brand of Baxter to
bolster it.

Whether we call it Maine Woods
State Park, Quimbyland, or Burt’s
Maine Preserve, most of the argu-
ments put forward by proponents
could also hold true with a state-run
park. And many of the reasonable
concerns some have related to a
massive federal presence in the
Maine woods would be allayed. So
why not support a state park?

If the answer is simply the Qui-
mby family does not want a state
park, fine. Private property rights
are a wonderful thing, and their
opinion as landowners rightly car-
ries real weight. But maybe a state
park is the compromise that results
in everyone giving a little. It might
even be the solution that wins a
ranked-choice vote, but that is a
topic for another week.

Michael Cianchette is former chief
counsel to Gov. Paul LePage, a Navy
reservist who served in Afghanistan
and in-house counsel to a number of
businesses in southern Maine.

birthdates. Many of them are en-
tered as Jan. 1, Stickney said,
meaning one name can bring up
records for many people. Authori-
ties have to investigate to confirm
the records belong to the person
applying for resettlement, a pro-
cess that can further extend the se-
curity check.

Government officials have re-
fined the security screening over
time. After the Sept. 11 terrorist at-
tacks, the U.S. suspended refugee
resettlement and resumed it only
after adding new security proto-
cols. Officials reviewed security
protocols again five years ago, and
they’ve added a new layer of re-
view for applications from Syria,
Lavinia Limon, president of the
U.S. Committee for Refugees and
Immigrants — one of the nine U.S.
resettlement agencies — told The
Daily Signal. (The government
keeps many of the screening de-
tails secret for security purposes.)

The U.S. Citizenship and Immi-
gration Service also reviews each
application and conducts in-person
interviews with those who clear
the security check. According to
the State Department, the entire
process — which also includes a
health screening before refugees
depart for the U.S. — can take 18-24
months.

Once in the U.S., the Department
of Homeland Security follows up
with refugees when they apply for
green cards, often a year after their
arrival.

Fanning out across the
country

The United States’ nine resettle-

ment agencies — which also include
the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bish-
ops, Lutheran Immigration and Ref-
ugee Service and Hebrew Immigrant
Aid Society — that help refugees
prepare their applications rely on
their 244 affiliates in 42 states to
place admitted refugees. The agen-
cies often place refugees with family
members if they already have rela-
tives in the U.S., Stickney said.

If they don’t, they try to place refu-
gees where help will be available
(English classes, health care, social
services) and where others of the
same nationality or who speak the
same language are already living.

Catholic Charities of Maine, a
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops
affiliate, is Maine’s sole refugee re-
settlement agency. Each year, the
organization determines Maine’s
capacity for new refugees and in-
forms the USCCB, which assigns
refugees under its purview to its af-
filiates in different states.

“Sometimes, it’s associated with
if you have a particular ethnic group
already settled in your state,” said
Bonnie Bagley, associate director of
Catholic Charities of Maine. “Here
in Maine, we have resettled Iraqis. It
is likely that if Iraqis are part of that
large refugee pool that we will reset-
tle Iraqis.”

(Some 906 Iraqis have resettled in
Maine since 2006, according to the
Office of Refugee Resettlement.)

When Catholic Charities re-
ceived referrals to resettle French-
speaking refugees from the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo, Bagley
said, the organization decided on
Lewiston because of its French-
speaking heritage.

“Our job is then to meet them at
the airport and then to ensure that
we can meet their immediate,
basic needs of housing, food, cloth-
ing, getting kids enrolled in school,
signing adults up for English as a
Second Language,” Bagley said.

Catholic Charities also sees that
refugees, who are authorized to
work the moment they arrive in
the U.S., enroll in job skills train-
ing.

When refugees arrive in Maine
or any other state, they don’t nec-
essarily stay put. In federal fiscal
year 2012 (Oct. 1, 2011-Sept. 30,
2012), 161 refugees moved to Maine
from other states and 63 left.

Syrians inMaine
According to the U.S. Office of

Refugee Resettlement, two Syrian
refugees arrived in Maine in fed-
eral fiscal year 2014 (between Oct.
1, 2013, and Sept. 30, 2014). Catholic
Charities doesn’t expect to resettle
others for at least another year
due to the length of the screening
process.

Refugees are eligible for cash
and medical assistance for eight
months from their date of arrival.
They receive health care through
state Medicaid programs, but it’s
entirely federally funded. Maine
received nearly $2 million from
the federal Office of Refugee Re-
settlement in the last fiscal year to
pay for those services, according
to DHHS.

While most Maine refugees end
up in the Portland and Lewiston
areas, Bagley said Catholic Chari-
ties sometimes hears from com-
munities and organizations else-
where in Maine willing to help
out. Catholic Charities then works
with those groups to prepare them
to support refugees — sometimes
one or two families or maybe a
handful.

“We want to be open to Maine
being a welcoming state,” Bagley
said. “Where are there commu-
nities that might have employ-
ment, that might have housing,
that might be ready to expand
their base?”
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A German volunteer carries a Syrian refugee girl off an overcrowded
raft after landing at a rocky beach in the Greek island of Lesbos on Fri-
day.
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life became more difficult and more
risky.

“A lot of my friends got either ar-
rested, tortured or killed by the Syr-
ian regime,” Fares said. “It started
to become less safe than before.”

The Syrian government set up
checkpoints throughout the city,
impeding traffic. The soldiers man-
ning checkpoints were suspicious of
U.N. workers.

“Before I left, the situation was
quite miserable,” he said. “To reach
your office would take a very long
time.”

At work, “they would ask us to
close the shutters because there
were explosions around. It became
quite dangerous,” he said.

Increasingly, Fares would work
from home.

He had friends encounter the hor-
rors of repression.

One friend, Omar Arnous, a den-
tist, was arrested along with his
wife and son, then age 2. Arnous’
wife and son were released, but Ar-
nous remains in prison to this day,
and no one knows where.

Another friend, Bassel Shehadeh,
had returned to Syria after receiv-
ing a Fulbright scholarship to study
film in the U.S. He was teaching
people how to document their expe-
riences — demonstrations against
the regime, the dangers of war —
when he was attacked by govern-

ment forces in Homs and killed.
As the Assad government con-

tinued its checkpoint crackdown in
Damascus, one of Fares’ cousins
was pregnant.

“She couldn’t make it to the hos-
pital because of all the checkpoints
along the way,” he said.

She arrived just in time to deliv-
er her baby, but she didn’t make it
to the delivery room. She had her
baby with the help of a hospital
janitor, Fares said.

Fares’ wife was pregnant at the
time with their son.

“I reached a point where I felt,
this is too risky for me and my fam-
ily to stay there,” he said.

They traveled to Jordan to se-
cure tourist visas from the U.S.
embassy in Amman. When they
were finally able to leave Damas-
cus, the city’s international airport
was closed, so they had to travel to
Beirut by cab in order to fly to the
U.S. With all the checkpoints, a 2½-
hour drive became a six- or eight-
hour cab ride.

“You would have two suitcases,
and you would try to put your life
in it, in those two suitcases,” Fares
said.

There were things Fares had to
leave behind — the paintings his
father, an artist, had made, for ex-
ample — and people.

“You wouldn’t know when you
would be able to go back,” he said.
“It’s not easy because you know
there are some people whom you
wouldn’t be able to see anymore in
your life.”

Temporarily protected
In February 2013, Fares and his

wife arrived in Boston, where he
studied one year during college.
They made their way to Maine,
where they had friends.

“I fell in love with New England.
The people here are super nice.
They’re down to earth,” Fares said.
“When it was time for us to leave
Syria, I told my wife that if we were
to go back to the United States, let’s
go to New England.”

Fares applied for Temporary Pro-
tected Status, a designation avail-
able to Syrians, and work authoriza-
tion in July 2013. It took him about a
year to receive both. The Temporary
Protected Status allowed him to seek
work authorization sooner than he
would have been able to under the
traditional asylum process.

Fares applied for asylum in De-
cember 2013. He said he was lucky
to receive the help of a lawyer
through the Cumberland Legal Aid
Clinic.

“Because I worked for the United
Nations, I knew how much people
struggled when you ask them for
identification or papers or certifi-
cation or whatever,” he said. “So I
had prepared myself and brought
every single document that I would
have a need for prior to my arrival
in the United States.”

Fares and his wife received asy-
lum a month ago, almost two years
after applying.

Asylum seekers and refugees
are both seeking protected status
in a new country. While refugees

start the process from abroad, asy-
lum seekers have already landed
in their destination country.

Asylum seekers must apply
within a year of arriving in the
U.S., and it can often take months
to assemble the application and all
needed documentation.

Asylum seekers then have to
wait even longer before they can
work. (Refugees are authorized to
work once they arrive in the U.S.)
They must wait 150 days from the
date they submit their asylum ap-
plication before applying for work
authorization. In 2014, more than
2,300 Syrians had asylum applica-
tions pending in the U.S., accord-
ing to the U.N. High Commission-
er for Refugees.

A year with nowork
In the 16 months he spent in the

U.S. without being able to work,
Fares volunteered as an interpret-
er, taught English at the Parkside
Neighborhood Center in Portland,
volunteered at Catholic Charities
and helped to coordinate a Port-
land-area program that connects
new arrivals with services and
other needed help (including basics
such as furniture).

Fares and his wife had some sav-
ings when they arrived, so they
didn’t have to rely on city-provided
General Assistance. But they came
close to needing it.

“It’s just that the whole process
should get expedited,” Fares said,
“and this is how the state could
avoid having the pressure to as-

sist asylum seekers.”
For example, Fares and his wife

had to go through screening when
they secured their tourist visas;
they had to go through much of the
same screening again as part of the
asylum process.

They had to rely on their Maine
friends for some key assistance.

“As a newcomer, if we hadn’t
known those people here in Maine,
we wouldn’t be able to rent an
apartment or rent anywhere be-
cause you would have to have
someone back you up and say, ‘We
know this person,’” he said.

Most immigrants he knows also
could use some help to navigate the
tax filing system.

Today, Fares works on call as an
interpreter as he pursues a mas-
ter’s degree in marketing online
from Boston University and looks
for full-time work. (His undergrad-
uate degree is in computer science.)

His wife, who has a MBA, works
for a business in Portland.

When he hears U.S. politicians
question the refugee screening pro-
cess, he knows what it takes to
clear it.

“If someone thought that they
might cause harm to someone here,
whoever says that is blaming
USCIS and the FBI and whoever
else for not doing their job well,”
Fares said.

Those leaving Syria have a sim-
ple motive in mind, Fares said.

“Ninety-nine percent of them are
Syrian refugees who are seeking
places to raise their kids,” he said.


