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By Eileen M. Daly
Islander Sarah Tammelleo found 

herself so deeply moved by her sis-
ter Nicole’s work on a photography 
documentary about African refugees 
relocating to America that she not 
only started a non-profi t organiza-
tion to help them, but also has come 
to consider many of these refugees 
part of her “extended family.”

The odyssey began in 2008, 
when Nicole Tammelleo began to 
work on a photography documen-
tary that followed African refugees 
as they relocated to America.

“These people are afraid and 
confused and they need help. Most 
of them have never even lived in-
doors so things we do everyday in 
our homes are foreign to them,” 
Sarah Tammelleo said. “When they 
arrive in the U.S., they are automati-
cally in debt, as they are required to 
pay for their travel to the U.S. The 
family I am closest to had a $10,000 
debt upon arrival. They are a fam-
ily of 10 and only the father is em-
ployed. He makes $22,000 a year.”

It wasn’t long before she had the 
whole Tammelleo family involved 
in helping. 

Her father, Bill Tammelleo, his 
friend, Jan Salsich, and Sarah’s 
mother, Maureen Reilly, have all 
been great supporters, as have many 
others, she said. 

A history of violence
Although the diffi culties the 

refugees face here in America are 
substantial, they are nowhere near 
the horrifi c experiences they once 
faced in Africa. 

“The refugees we directly sup-
port are from the Great Lakes re-
gions of Central Africa, Burundi, 
Rwanda, the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Chad, and the Cen-
tral African Republic,” she said. “I 
am most familiar with the genocide 
in Rwanda and Burundi, as most of 
the families I work with are from 
those two countries.”

Hundreds of thousands of peo-
ple have been killed since the early 
1990s alone, Tammelleo said. In 
1994, she added, in just a matter of 
weeks, 150,000 Burundians were 
killed. That same year, fi gures have 
shown that more than 500,000 peo-
ple in Rwanda were slaughtered, 
she said.

Fortunately, Tammelleo said, 
with the help of the United Nations, 
these countries have been mostly 
peaceful since the early 2000s.

“Refugees who had been in 
camps since 1972 began returning 
to their countries in 2002 and an 
estimated 430,000 have returned 
to Burundi. However, they have 
returned to even worse conditions 
than they fl ed from,” she said.

In 2006, the U.S. agreed to allow 
13,000 refugees from camps in Tan-
zania to resettle in the U.S. through 
a lottery, Tammelleo said.

“These families went through an 
interview process and were chosen 
only if they were not self-suffi cient 
while in the camps, had been dis-
placed more than once or had been 
in camps since 1972, had spent all 
their lives in exile and had no option 

for integration back to their country 
because their land had been confi s-
cated,” she said.

Although they are offered an op-
portunity to start a new life here in 
America, the challenges they face 
are fi erce, she said.

“They are provided apartments 
in some of the worst areas of 
Providence and therefore become 
exposed to violence, drugs and al-
cohol, gangs, teen pregnancy and 
overall unhealthy conditions,” she 
said. 

‘Most problems can be solved’
Despite all of that, however, 

Tammelleo is convinced that with 
enough help and support, these fam-
ilies “can survive these challenges 
and become excellent members of 
the community.” 

In fact, she said, she has seen 
many of these families do just that. 

“Most of the problems they have 
can be solved, it just takes fi nancial 
resources, time and dedication to 
combat these issues,” she said.

Tammelleo speaks of her in-
volvement with refugee families 
as a rewarding experience in many 
ways.

“I have a good life according to 
most American standards. I can’t 
explain how much better my life is 
now that I am surrounded by these 
people. I have interacted with all 
sorts of wonderful individuals in 
Providence and am amazed at how 
much I was missing before I got in-
volved in this cause to help refugee 
families. The refuges and all those 
who help are amazing,” she said.

Anyone who would like to get 
directly involved with one of these 
families, sponsor a particular child 
or make a fi nancial donation or a 
donation of clothing, furniture or 
housewares may contact Tammel-
leo at stammelleo@live.com or by 
phone at 423-1301. 

Since the non-profi t organiza-
tion is in the process of being es-
tablished, anyone who would like 
to make a tax-deductible donation 
may do so through St. Michael’s 
Church in Providence.

Plight of African refugees moves islander to start non-profit

Sarah Tammelleo, back row at left, and her mother, Maureen 
Reilly, enjoyed the North End parade in July with Nwerina, 8, 
Revokata, 17, Sophia, 5 and Nangwida, 15.
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CATHRYN JAMIESON SALON

Loyalty and commitment to our community.

HAIRCOLOR THAT’S
ESSENTIALLY DAMAGE FREE

Pure radiance. Reflective depth. Up to 99% naturally derived* and infused 
with a protective blend of oils  sunflower, castor and Jojoba – Aveda Full 
SpectrumTM hair color conditons as it adds amazing shine.
Get healthy-looking hair color.
Call to book now.

*from plants and non-petroleum based minerals.
Find other Aveda locations at
800.328.0849 or aveda.com

16 NARRAGANSETT AVE
401-423-0905

www.CathrynJamiesonSalon.com

Call to reserve your fall and holiday catering dates! 

ONLY

$2495
5 - 9 p.m. Mon. - Thur.

12 - 9 p.m. Sundays

The ‘Cheers’
of Jamestown

Menu Items Change Nightly
Dinner for Two special not available for carry out

Dinner 
for Two
with a Bottle of Wine

Open For Lunch & Dinner 7 Days

Prime Rib FRIDAY & SATURDAY NIGHTS

7 FERRY WHARF
JAMESTOWN, RI 02835

401.423.7000 
www.mansionsandmanors.com

LOVELY BUILDING LOTS

Gloria Kurz, Principal

Greer Beecroft
Michelle Datoli
Maureen Dunn-Packer
Cort Facteau

Erica Gregg
Cathy Kennedy
Jackie Perrett

REALTORS

“TOP O’ THE MARK”
$375,000

JAMESTOWN SHORES. This private
1.46 acre lot is bordered on two
sides by a stone wall. Protected by a
deeded natural buffer from neigh-
boring properties to the east and
south, it has an irrigation well on-
site. ISDS engineering to be
obtained before closing.

VILLAGE BUILDING SITE
$299,500

A stone wall sets off the rear boundary
of this lovely 20,702 sq. ft. lot on
Maple Avenue in the heart of the West
Ferry, a short stroll to Sheffield Cove.
Directly across from conservation
land, the driveway and building enve-
lope are cleared and up to a 2,100 sq.
ft. home may be built.

Wonderfully sited in a quiet loca-
tion at the north end, this pretty
2.1 acre site is ready to build. The
gently sloping lot has a well,
approvals for a four-bedroom sep-
tic system, beautiful trees and is
perfect for an Island retreat or
mini-farm. Horses are permitted.

PERFECT PROSPECT LOT
$325,000

SEASIDE WATERVIEW SITE
$399,000

Enjoy wonderful water views of the
West Passage from this .59 acre lot
with approvals for a two-bedroom
ISDS. Located at the intersection
of Beach Avenue and Seaside Drive,
with a right of way to the beach
across the street, the land is only a
short stroll to Head’s Beach.




