Latefa Guemar, the resilience of women refugee academics, a case study

Between 1992 and 2000 153 journalists were killed in Algeria by Islamic Fundamentalists who were waging a civil war against the Algerian government. Latefa’s husband was due to be 154 and so fled to the UK for his life.  To protect her family, Latefa abandoned her successful career in Algeria, working as a researcher and lecturer at the Research Centre for Technology of Welding and Non-Destructive Testing in Algeria, and applied for a UK visa to join her husband. 
Arriving in the UK with no English and no support was terrifying. Latefa explains, 
“Things were very different because we entered the asylum system…It took me four hours to see my husband. I went to spend the night at my brother in laws in London. The family were Islamist fundamentalists and not happy for me to stay there, so in the morning, very early, my sister in law told me to go back to the airport. I was so tired and 7 months pregnant but went to Heathrow.” 
Latefa received help from an organization called Refugee and Asylum at Port (RAP), who were able to organise accommodation for her. She and her three young children remained at this accommodation for three long years. Being heavily pregnant meant she was unable to travel elsewhere.  Although it was a long process, Latefa was simply content to be together with her husband and children. 
However, her difficulties did not end with her reunion. During her pregnancy, Latefa became anaemic due to the poor quality of food provided where she was living. Luckily through the help of an understanding doctor, she was supported to move to new accommodation with better quality food. All the moving from one place to the other was stressful and unsettling. Finally they were resettled in Swansea as a family, 3 months after first arriving in the UK. 
Once in a stable home, Latefa sought to take control and rebuild her life. She explains,
 “Even with a baby I was very frustrated not to communicate, buy things for my baby. With my first two, I was ready months before, but here I couldn’t explain what I was looking for…the guy from RAP said he never seen a refugee like me, well before I had a life, I had a career…” 
She began an intensive English course and sought to re-enter academia and re- establish her career. Latefa appreciated being able to stay in one place, but integrating into the local community was difficult,
 “They sent us to a nicer house in Swansea. We liked it, but then we had a very bad experience with racism, eggs thrown in the window, kids treated badly at school”. 
She found out about CARA on the internet while completing her English course at a local college. Understanding the frustrations of refugee academics in the UK, Latefa wanted to gain academic qualifications to continue researching refugee academics in the Diaspora and in their home countries. As her English improved, Latefa began to work as a translator and this inspired her to seek funding from CARA to complete a MSc in Population Movements in Policies, at Swansea University. 
CARA funded Latefa’s IELTS exam and an MSc in August 2008, including the cost of childcare. Through her MSc Latefa has become closely involved with the Centre for Migration Policy Research (CMPR) at Swansea University and this has opened many doors for her. Having excelled in her Masters, Latefa is now undertaking a PhD researching female academic refugees in the UK and their connection to their home country.  She says, 
“The day I went to CARA for the interview, I start feeling that I belonged to something in the UK. It makes me less depressed, for my well being belonging to the network, getting the newsletter, having someone to talk to when I had a problem it was very good for me.” 
In the UK Latefa has experienced joy at the opportunity to enter the academic world, helping to launch the Centre for Migration Policy Research at Swansea University through a close association with her mentor and supervisor Professor Heaven Crawley. Latefa has been inspired by her transition into the UK, and her work with the Centre for Migration and Policy Research, “I want to look at this as a woman academic in a patriarchal society, are these woman happy to be abroad and engage in helping women who are still there? Are they happy to make this network and learn from our experience of being here? You are twice persecuted in Algeria, as a woman, and secondly as an academic. This is part of me, but in the UK it is different.’’
Latefa plans to remain working in academia as a researcher in the field of migration, supporting highly qualified migrants. She is extremely proud of her 9 year old daughter, who is now part of the ROYAL Institution of Mathematics of Great Britain. She is optimistic about the future and her ability to overcome the many difficulties that have faced her have proved her inner strength. This is only the beginning of Latefa’s life in the UK…



