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From the Author: 

"The or ig inal  reason as to why this
tool  was created is because I  am
apart of SWANA.  I  was also born
and raised in a part  of  New England
where there is a large populat ion of
SWANA people which made my
connect ion to the creat ion of  i t
s t ronger.  As the development of  th is
tool  cont inued though, more crucial
reasons started to form. Whi le
research was being done, i t  became
very apparent that  there was l i t t le
information and resources for my
population, specif ical ly dealing
with substance misuse and
addiction .  I  have seen f i rst-hand
what the effects of war and
violence  are on people and what i t  is
l ike to be a refugee in the United
States .  To not have those resources
be there for  them and professionals
not understanding how to
communicate wi th our populat ion had
a huge impact on seeking help and
treatment.  I  can only hope that there
is an in i t iat ive soon for the
advancement of  research, resources,
and educat ion for  SWANA people and
substance misuse and addict ion."

  -Ani Aroyian 

This tool  is  serving prevent ion
special ists that  want to establ ish
posi t ive relat ionships wi th South West
Asian, Northern African (SWANA)
populat ions and those who are already
working with th is populat ion and want to
improve their  cul tural  humi l i ty .  The goal
of  th is product is to help lessen the
barriers  that  prevent ion special ists and
SWANA populat ions may face when
discussing substance misuse and
addict ion.  Covered in th is tool  are
geography  of  SWANA populat ions wi thin
new England, l inguistics  to consider,
substances  speci f ic  to th is populat ion,
risk and protective factors ,  and New
England state specif ic resources  for
people who ident i fy as a part  of  SWANA
with whom prevent ion special ist  may
want to connect.  This tool  was wri t ten in
the spr ing of  2021, dur ing a t ime of
increasing cul tural  awareness and
humil i ty which when incorporated into al l
aspects of  l i fe wi l l  benef i t  everyone. This
resource is speci f ic  to the New England
region which includes Maine,
Massachusetts,  Rhode Island,
Connecticut,  New Hampshire,  and
Vermont.  This tool  speaks to some
speci f ic  cul tural  aspects of  SWANA
people,  of ten referred to as the Middle
Eastern region, discussed further in the
Linguist ic sect ion.  

Introduction



Geography
SWANA communit ies,  l ike many
other communit ies that  immigrated
to the United States,  p laced
themselves in areas that could be
potent ia l  safe havens for those of
their  background. In these areas
with larger SWANA populat ions,
markets,  restaurants,  schools,
rel ig ious inst i tut ions,  and other
community spaces started to open
and thr ive.  These areas have
since gathered hundreds of
thousands of  SWANA peoples and
are wel l  known in accept ing
immigrants,  refugees, and nat ive-

born c i t izens. Of that  3.5 mi l l ion,
the New England region is home
to a s igni f icant port ion of  them.
Massachusetts has the seventh
largest populat ion of  SWANA
people in the Uni ted States.  The
growth in SWANA immigrat ion was
projected to reach 2.5 mi l l ion by
2010 and as of  spr ing,  2021 that
populat ion predict ion was hi t  and
now the United States is home to
around 3.5 mi l l ion.
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Cities with larger
SWANA populations

Massachusetts :  Boston, Worcester,
Dedham, and South Carver

Rhode Island :  Providence and Lincoln

Connecticut :  Hart ford,  New Haven,
Br idgeport ,  Danbury,  Middlebury

Maine :  Port land, Lewiston, Augusta and
Watervi l le

Vermont :  Bur l ington and Wardsboro

New  Hampshire :  Dover and Salem



SWANA is an acronym
for Southwest Asian
and North African  and is
a more appropr iate term
to descr ibe people of  the
region more wel l -known
as the Middle East .  The
ethnic groups include
Kurds, Nubians,
Sudanese, Armenians,
Circassians, Arabs,
Iranians, Persians,
Druze, Assyr ians,
Chaldeans, Turks,
Yazidis,  Azer is,  Turkmen,
Afghans, Copts,  and
Amazigh.  The countr ies
included are Alger ia,
Armenia,  Afghanistan,
Azerbai jan,  Bahrain,
Egypt,  I ran,  I raq,  Israel ,
Jordan, Kuwait ,  Lebanon,
Libya, Morocco, Oman,
Palest ine,  Qatar,  Saudi
Arabia,  Sudan, Syr ia,
Tunis ia,  Turkey, Uni ted
Arab Emirates and
Yemen. This region is
commonly known as the
“Middle East.”  The term
“Middle East” was not
coined by people of
that region  but  instead
by Al f red Thayer Mahan
in 1901. The term stuck
and has been used in
ways that did not benef i t  
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Linguistics

the SWANA region or
people,  and the ef fects
of  th is term can be seen
today. The term “Middle
East”  is  not al l
encompassing of  the
diverse culture and
polit ics  of  that  region.
The term also perpetuates
a Western v iewpoint  of
SWANA areas as a
foreign land and depicts
the groups of  people that
l ive there as fearsome,
infer ior ,  and othered. The
term "Middle Eastern" has
a negat ive and perverted
connotat ion in the
Western wor ld in which
anyone from that region is
seen as a terror ist  or  out
to k i l l  those that do not
think l ike them. I t  is
steeped in controversy for
having European
imposi t ion as the Middle
East is in the middle of
the United Kingdom and
India and being East of
the United Kingdom. As
the term “Middle Eastern”
is very common among
SWANA and non-SWANA
members,  i t  wi l l  l ikely st i l l
be commonly used. 



Groups of  people that
come from the SWANA
region have and cont inue
to face negat ive
stereotypes and racism,
but those judgments
should not be automat ical ly
assumed and fol lowed. A
big stereotype that is
perpetuated in many ways,
including by western
media,  is  that  a l l  people
from the SWANA region
are Musl im or that  Is lam is
an accurate rel ig ious and
cul tural  representat ion for
al l  groups. The terms
SWANA, Arab, and
Muslim cannot be not
interchanged.  There is a
wide var iety of  other
rel ig ions that are pract iced
within SWANA groups such
as Christ iani ty,  Judaism,
Zoroastr ianism, Parsi ism,
Samari tanism, Shabakism,
and Mandaeism. 
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Linguistics
Cont inued

W h e n e v e r  y o u
a r e  w o r k i n g
w i t h  a  n e w

p o p u l a t i o n  o r
a  p o p u l a t i o n
t h a t  y o u ’ r e

n o t  a p a r t  o f ,
i t ’ s  b e s t

p r a c t i c e  t o
l i s t e n  t o  t h a t
p o p u l a t i o n  t o

d e t e r m i n e
w h a t  t h e y  a r e
c o m f o r t a b l e
i d e n t i f y i n g

a s .   



I n  c o n t e x t :  W h e n  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h i s  p o p u l a t i o n ,  i t s  b e s t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d
t h e  d i f f e r e n t  l a b e l s  t h a t  m a y  b e  p u t  o n  t h e m .  T h e  t e r m  i m m i g r a n t  i s  a
p e r s o n  t h a t  m i g r a t e s  t o  a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y ,  u s u a l l y  f o r  p e r m a n e n t
r e s i d e n c e .  T h e n  t h e r e  a r e  t h e  t e r m s  a s y l u m  s e e k e r  a n d  r e f u g e e .  B o t h
h a v e  d i f f e r e n t  m e a n i n g s  a n d  a r e  n o t  i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e .  A s y l u m  s e e k e r
r e f e r s  t o  s o m e o n e  w h o s e  r e q u e s t  f o r  s a n c t u a r y  h a s  y e t  t o  b e  p r o c e s s e d
w h i l e  r e f u g e e  r e f e r s  t o  t h o s e  t h a t  h a v e  f l e d  w a r ,  v i o l e n c e ,  c o n f l i c t ,  o r
p e r s e c u t i o n  a n d  h a v e  c r o s s e d  a n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b o r d e r  t o  f i n d  s a f e t y  i n
a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y .  F i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  a n d  s e c o n d  g e n e r a t i o n  r e f e r  t o  t h o s e
d e s c e n d a n t s  o f  i m m i g r a n t s  a n d  r e f u g e e s  i n  t h e  n e w  c o u n t r y  t h a t  t h e y
d e c i d e d  t o  r e s i d e  i n .  S o m e o n e  t h a t  i s  f i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  w o u l d  h a v e  o n e  o r
b o t h  p a r e n t s  t h a t  a r e  i m m i g r a n t s  w h i l e  a  s e c o n d  g e n e r a t i o n  i s  s o m e o n e
t h a t  h a s  o n e  o r  m o r e  g r a n d p a r e n t s  t h a t  a r e  i m m i g r a n t s .  
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Definitions
T h e s e  t e r m s  r e f l e c t  a  c u r r e n t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  a n d  w e  r e c o g n i z e  t h a t
a s  p e o p l e  c h a n g e ,  s o  d o  t e r m s  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s .

A S Y L U M  S E E K E R

F I R S T  G E N E R A T I O N

I M M I G R A N T  

R E F U G E E

S E C O N D  G E N E R A T I O N

R e f e r s  t o  s o m e o n e  w h o  h a s  f l e d  w a r ,  v i o l e n c e ,  c o n f l i c t ,  o r  p e r s e c u t i o n
a n d  w h o s e  r e q u e s t  f o r  s a n c t u a r y  i n  a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y  h a s  y e t  t o  b e
p r o c e s s e d .  

F i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  a n d  s e c o n d  g e n e r a t i o n  r e f e r  t o  t h o s e  d e s c e n d a n t s  o f
i m m i g r a n t s  a n d  r e f u g e e s  i n  t h e  n e w  c o u n t r y  t h a t  t h e y  d e c i d e d  t o  r e s i d e
i n .  S o m e o n e  t h a t  i s  f i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  w o u l d  h a v e  o n e  o r  b o t h  p a r e n t s  t h a t
a r e  i m m i g r a n t s .  

T h e  t e r m  i m m i g r a n t  i s  a  p e r s o n  t h a t  m i g r a t e s  t o  a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y ,  u s u a l l y
f o r  p e r m a n e n t  r e s i d e n c e .  

r e f u g e e  r e f e r s  t o  t h o s e  t h a t  h a v e  f l e d  w a r ,  v i o l e n c e ,  c o n f l i c t ,  o r
p e r s e c u t i o n  a n d  h a v e  c r o s s e d  a n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  b o r d e r  t o  f i n d  s a f e t y  i n
a n o t h e r  c o u n t r y .

S e c o n d  g e n e r a t i o n  i s  s o m e o n e  t h a t  h a s  o n e  o r  m o r e  g r a n d p a r e n t s  t h a t
a r e  i m m i g r a n t s .  



 

The cul ture of  SWANA
is di f ferent f rom other
cul tures in the Uni ted
States or around the
world.  Each ethnicity
within SWANA have
their own ideals,
morals,  and values
which can influence
policies, tradit ions,
and population
behavior .  As SWANA is
in a region where Is lam
is a dominant rel ig ion,
though not the only one,
this has led to certain
substances being more
“tolerable” than others.  
 
Alcohol  is  one of  the
most highly consumed
and misused substances
global ly.  For those in
SWANA populat ions,
that is not the case.
With Is lam being the
dominant rel ig ion in that
region and alcohol
consumption prohibi ted
in that  rel ig ion,  a lcohol
misuse and alcohol  use
disorder is not an issue
that is widely reported
or focused on in th is
community.  

There is st i l l  a lcohol
misuse and alcohol  use
disorder among Musl im
SWANA members,  but
there are several
factors which reduce
alcohol use, misuse,
and alcohol use
disorder in this
community .  These
include being overt ly
rel ig ious,  l iv ing in a
neighborhoods with
large Musl im
populat ions,  and having
people in their  c lose
network that  do not
regular ly dr ink.  

Since alcohol  is  such a
highly st igmat ized
substance in Is lam, the
research for th is topic
may be skewed. Not
wanting to have the
disapproval of their
parents, community
members, or their
family name,
alcoholism is not
always truthfully
reported among this
population.
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Substances
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Substances

Studies show that
SWANA youth and
emerging adul ts dr ive
far away to secluded or
rural areas to drink  so
that their  fami l ies do not
f ind out about their
substance use.

Christ ian SWANA
groups have a higher
prevalence of  dr inking,
whi le Musl im SWANA
groups did not use 
 alcohol  as much.

Syr ia,  Lebanon, North
Afr ica,  and Egypt have
large populat ions,  and a
var iety of  other
substances or ig inate
from these countr ies.
Jordan and Turkey are
also large shipping
checkpoints for  i l legal
substance shipping. 

The highest reported
substances of use in
the SWANA population
are mari juana, heroin,
amphetamine (mostly
methamphetamine),
and sedatives. 

These substances of ten
or ig inate f rom the
SWANA region, which
makes them more
accessible.  

With the r ise in drug
misuse and the heavy
st igmat izat ion of  th is
topic,  there is also a
r ise in HIV/AIDS
because of  needle use.
SWANA adolescents are
more l ikely to partake in
the substances l is ted
above rather than dr ink
alcohol .  Marijuana is
one of the most
commonly used and
misused substances
that SWANA
populations consume.
This may be due to
accessibi l i ty  or  the
decimal izat ion of  the
substance in some
states.
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Risk and Protective Factors
S p e c i f i c  t o  S W A N A  p o p u l a t i o n s

W h i l e  S W A N A  g r o u p s  m a y
e x p e r i e n c e  t h e  s a m e  r i s k  a n d
p r o t e c t i v e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  o t h e r

p o p u l a t i o n s  d o ,  t h e r e  a r e  s o m e
t h a t  a p p l y  t o  t h i s  p o p u l a t i o n

s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a n d  m u s t  b e
a d d r e s s e d  a c c o r d i n g l y .  

Being of  SWANA decent is one of  the
larger r isk factors for  several
reasons. This group is severely
understudied in the social  sciences
because of  the di f f icul ty in what
classi f icat ion they fal l  under (White,
Asian, their  own group) and because
of the lack of cultural  background
research and understanding  of  the
var iety between the di f ferent groups
that make up the SWANA region.
There is a cul ture of  SWANA groups
regarding shame, fear,  and stigma
around substance misuse which is
a r isk factor.  The cul tures,  despi te
each being unique and having their
own tradi t ions and values, share that
honor-shame dynamic as a
foundat ional  aspect.  Everyone in the
fami ly must watch their  speech,
act ions,  behaviors,  and

bel iefs in fear of  d ishonor ing or
br inging shame to the fami ly.  This
may cause barriers in spreading
awareness, promoting education,
and reducing stigma around
prevention work,  and seeking
treatment for substance misuse
disorders.  Studies show that SWANA
people seek out t reatment less than
white people,  and when they do seek
treatment,  leave much ear l ier .
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Risk and Protective Factors 
Cont inued

Another speci f ic  r isk factor is
exposure to polit ical  violence ,
which many SWANA countr ies
have exper ienced in the near past
or are going through now.
Examples of  mass violence
include the Civi l  War in Syr ia,  the
famine in Yemen caused by Saudi
Arabia,  the i l legal  occupat ion of
Palest ine by Israel ,  and the
Armenia-Azerbai jan conf l ic t  over
the terr i tory of  Artsakh. That
pol i t ical  v io lence, added to the
stress of being an immigrant,
refugee or asylum seeker ,  being
displaced, and cultural
differences,  can create mental
heal th chal lenges including
depression and anxiety.  Being an
immigrant,  refugee, asylum seeker
from a country wi th mass or
pol i t ical  v io lence can be an
intense and extremely stressful
exper ience.

Protect ive factors that  impact
substance misuse of  SWANA
communit ies are l imi ted
inst i tut ional ly but abundant
cul tural ly.  A large protect ive factor
for the younger generat ion would
be using school  as a support .  A
student’s perception of safety at
school is a protective factor.  

Having the student feel  safe in
school  and having social  support
f rom peers,  staf f ,  and teachers,
especial ly having a heal thy
teacher-student relat ionship,
would increase academic learning,
decrease acts of  v io lence,
decrease acts of  r isky behavior
(such as alcohol  and substance
misuse),  and overal l  promote a
connect ion to school .  Decreased
school  support  is  l inked to
increased r isky behaviors.  Low
school support is reported from
SWANA populations that had
great exposure to mass polit ical
violence. 

Another protect ive factor would be
organizations partnering with
local communities and places of
worship where SWANA groups
often assemble and educate,
spread awareness, and of fer
resources for prevent ion,
t reatment,  recovery opt ions.  An
example of  an organizat ion that
does this work is the SAFE
Coal i t ion that  di rected worked with
the SWANA community in
Michigan and helped with t ry ing to
dest igmat ize substance misuse
and abuse among SWANA
adolescents and young adul ts.  



Maine :  

There are several
di f ferent organizat ions
and programs that can
help assist  the SWANA
populat ion in Maine for
a var iety of  d i f ferent
needs. There is the
NEAAO  which helps
immigrant Arabs ful ly
immerse themselves in
Maine. There is also
the Maine Init iat ive
that  has a port ion that
focuses on immigrant-
led funds & guarantees
which include SWANA
and non-SWANA
groups. The Maine
Cultural Center  located
in Bangor,  has several
di f ferent events,
fundraisers,  and
resources for new
immigrants in Maine,
and the Capitol Area
New Mainers Project.

                                            

New Hampshire:

New Hampshire has a
number of  organizat ions
which speci f ical ly
support  SWANA
populat ions,  including
the  New Hampshire
All iance of Immigrants
and Refugees which is
dedicated to organiz ing
and engaging
immigrants and
refugees as voters and
leaders.   The
International Institute
of New England
Manchester  s i te
provides support  to
immigrants,  and the
websi te for  the
Lippincott Nursing
Center  is  a lso home to
mult ip le resources and
training that are
avai lable to educate
and develop ski l ls  that
are helpful  when
working with th is
populat ion. 
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State by State 
S W A N A  S u p p o r t i n g  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  

T h o u g h  M a i n e ,  N e w  H a m p s h i r e ,  a n d
V e r m o n t  a r e  a m o n g  t h e  w h i t e s t  s t a t e s
i n  t h e  n a t i o n ,  t h e y  d o  h a v e  p o p u l a t i o n s

o f  S W A N A  c o m m u n i t i e s  w h o  d e s e r v e
a n d  n e e d  c u l t u r a l l y  h u m b l e  p r e v e n t i o n .   

 

https://www.neaao.org/
http://maineinitiatives.org/
https://mainemulticulturalcenter.org/
https://www.newmainersproject.org/
https://miracoalition.org/about-us/new-hampshire/
https://iine.org/manchester/
https://www.nursingcenter.com/ce_articleprint?an=00004045-201301000-00004


Vermont: 

In Vermont,  there are
several  organizat ions
and groups that help
with more than one
issue facing SWANA
communit ies.  The
Peace and Justice
Center in Burl ington
focuses on educat ional
programs, donat ions,
organizat ion,  and
social  just ice work and
aims to help aid
act iv ist  groups in
better ing minor i ty
groups in Vermont.
There is also the
Central  Vermont
Refugee Action
Network located in
Montpel ier ,  who care
for new Vermonters
that are refugees. 

                                            
Another group that
does work wi th SWANA
populat ions in Vermont
is NEKASAN and they
are in Northeast
Kingdom. This group
provides a var iety of
supports that  range
from transportat ion to
f inancial  help to legal
support  for  asylum
seekers in Vermont.
Also working with
asylum seekers and
their  path to Vermont is
cal led Bridge to
Rutland.  This group
has volunteers,
donat ions,  and
sponsors asylum
seekers to make sure
they thr ive when they
come. 
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State by State 
S W A N A  S u p p o r t i n g  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  

T h o u g h  M a i n e ,  N e w  H a m p s h i r e ,  a n d
V e r m o n t  a r e  a m o n g  t h e  w h i t e s t  s t a t e s
i n  t h e  n a t i o n ,  t h e y  d o  h a v e  p o p u l a t i o n s

o f  S W A N A  c o m m u n i t i e s  w h o  d e s e r v e
a n d  n e e d  c u l t u r a l l y  h u m b l e  p r e v e n t i o n .   

 

https://www.pjcvt.org/allied-groups/
https://cvran.org/
https://nekasan.org/
https://bridgetorutland.wordpress.com/about/#:~:text=Bridge%20to%20Rutland%20is%20a,them%20once%20they're%20here.


Massachusetts:

Massachusetts has a
large number of  SWANA
people,  and several
organizat ions which
speci f ical ly work wi th
these populat ions,
including the Center for
Arabic Culture ,  which is
in both Somervi l le and
Chestnut Hi l l ,  which
promotes engagement,
educat ion,  programs, and
more for th is populat ion.
Another organizat ion is
the MIRA coalit ion ,  and
their  work revolves
around aiding refugees
and asylum seekers in
terms of  law and pol icy
and human needs such as
medical  suppl ies,
c lothing, shel ter ,  and
food. Massachusetts
Peace Action  is  an
organizat ion that
educates and br ings
awareness on issues
facing several  people and
regions but have a sect ion
dedicated for those in
SWANA. 

Connecticut:

The SWANA community is
growing and thr iv ing in
Connect icut  wi th the aid
of mult ip le organizat ions
and cooperat ives,
including the Connecticut
Institute for Refugees
and Immigrants which
provides refugee,
immigrat ion,  and legal
services for  anyone in
need. There is also the
Integrated Refugee and
Immigrant Services
organizat ion,  which aids
immigrants and refugees
in any way needed when
f i rst  assimi lat ing into
American cul ture.  There is
also the Center for
Immigrant Opportunity
which has a workforce
development,  educat ion
opportuni t ies,  and legal
services al l  revolv ing
around helping SWANA
immigrants in
Connect icut .  Final ly,  the
Integrated Refugee and
Immigration Services.
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State by State 
S W A N A  S u p p o r t i n g  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  

S o u t h e r n  N e w  E n g l a n d ,  i n c l u d i n g
M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  C o n n e c t i c u t ,  a n d  R h o d e
I s l a n d ,  h a v e  l a g e r  S W A N A  p o p u l a t i o n s  b y

p r o p o r t i o n .  
 

http://www.cacboston.org/
https://www.miracoalition.org/
https://masspeaceaction.org/
https://cirict.org/
https://building1community.org/
https://irisct.org/
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State by State 
S W A N A  S u p p o r t i n g  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  

S o u t h e r n  N e w  E n g l a n d ,  i n c l u d i n g
M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  C o n n e c t i c u t ,  a n d  R h o d e
I s l a n d ,  h a v e  l a g e r  S W A N A  p o p u l a t i o n s  b y

p r o p o r t i o n .  
 

Rhode Island:

Rhode Is land is home to
a few organizat ions and
coal i t ions that wi l l  a id
and serve as a resource
to the SWANA
populat ion,  including the
Dorcas International
Institute of Rhode
Island ,   which of fers a
var iety of   services that
range from translat ion,
educat ion,  refugee
resett lement,  and
employment.  There is
also the Immigration
Coalit ion of Rhode
Island  which seeks to
improve the l ives of  the
immigrants of  Rhode
Island through their  work
which includes
educat ion,  fami ly
planning, heal thcare,
and connect ing wi th
attorneys, and how to
navigate the law. 

There is also the
Refugee Dream Center .
Their  work aims to
advocate for  refugees
through programs that
revolve around youth,
heal th,  adul t  educat ion,
and more. A Hope
program also provides
two subprograms in
which you can ei ther
become a sponsor or a
mentor and help assist
incoming refugees
assimi late and
understand their  new
environment in Rhode
is land. 

A Hope RI focuses on
assist ing new refugees
coming to Rhode Is land
and helps fami l ies
integrate into American
society

https://diiri.org/about/
https://www.immigrantcoalitionri.org/who-are-we#:~:text=The%20Immigrant%20Coalition%20of%20Rhode,treatment%20of%20our%20immigrant%20neighbors.&text=The%20ACLU%20of%20Rhode%20Island,litigation%2C%20legislation%20and%20public%20education.
http://www.refugeedreamcenter.org/
http://www.refugeedreamcenter.org/
http://www.ahoperi.com/about/
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