






  As an active member of the Student Union of Asmara University, 
he protested against unjust government policies which marginalized 
students of Ethiopian origins in Eritrea. Habtom witnessed firsthand  
the long record of human right abuses committed under the People’s  
Front for Democracy and Justice (PFDJ) and fears for his safety 
if he were to return. He and his fellow students were routinely 
arrested for refusing to declare membership with the government’s 

Habtom Gebremichael*, 30 years old, grew up in Eritrea, a country 
just north of Ethiopia. In 2001, Habtom, a university assistant in the  
capital city of Eritrea, was accepted to study science in Belgium. 
However, the Eritrean government refused to grant him an exit visa, 
fearing that he would choose to live abroad rather than continue 
compulsory service in the military, so he fled west through the deserts  
of Sudan and eventually to Uganda to catch a plane to Belgium. After  
his student visa in Europe expired in 2006, he flew to the Bay Area  
hoping to seek refuge with relatives. After arriving, he faced another 
challenge when he applied for asylum because he had to prove that 
he could not return to Eritrea because of threats against his life there. 

Finding Asylum  
in San Francisco
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Habtom has tirelessly worked for the rights 
of both the Eritrea and Ethiopian communities, 
starting in his home country and now with 
the immigrant populations in San Francisco.

*Client’s name has been changed to protect their privacy. Photo: Staff of the African Immigrant & Refugee Resource Center

political party. “During the detention, we were beaten and handcuffed  
for two days and accused of membership with an opposition group. 
I was released, but my two colleagues remained in detention and 
their whereabouts are unknown today.” 
  Upon arrival in the Bay Area, Habtom began working with a private  
attorney, but realized he needed a pro-bono attorney to track his 
asylum file, which by mistake had been sent to an Immigration Judge.  
While volunteering at the African Immigrant & Refugee Resource 
Center (AIRRC), as a translator, he was able to retrieve his lost file 
at the Asylum Office with the help of the Asian Law Caucus (ALC) 
through the San Francisco Immigrant Legal & Education Network, 
a coalition of which the AIRRC & ALC are members.
  In November 2007, Habtom was finally granted asylum and 
continues to work at the AIRRC now as a case manager for the 
Employment Training program, a translator and interpreter in 
Amharic and Tigrinya, as well as a mentor for asylum applicants 
who come from similar political environments in East Africa and are 
now living in the Western Addition. Eritrea gained independence in 
1993 from Ethiopia and Habtom has tirelessly worked for the rights 
of both the Eritrea and Ethiopian communities, starting in his home 
country and now with the immigrant populations in San Francisco. 



016 Legal Organizations

AIRRC / African Immigrant  
Refugee & Resource Center 
1290 Fillmore Street, Suite 104 
San Francisco, CA 94115 
www.airrc.org 
415.433.7300

AROC / Arab Resource &  
Organizing Center 
522 Valencia Street 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.araborganizing.org 
415.861.7444

ALC / Asian Law Caucus 
939 Market Street, Suite 201 
San Francisco, CA 94103 
www.asianlawcaucus.org 
415.896.1701

APILO / Asian Pacific Islander  
Legal Outreach 
1188 Franklin Street, Suite 202 
San Francisco, CA 94109 
www.apilegaloutreach.org 
415.567.6255

CARECEN / Central American  
Resource Center 
1245 Alabama Street 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.carecensf.org 
415.642.4200

LRCL / La Raza Centro Legal 
474 Valencia Street, Suite 295 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.lrcl.org 
415.575.3500

LRCRC / La Raza Community  
Resource Center 
474 Valencia Street, Suite 100 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.larazacrc.org 
415.863.0764

Community Outreach Organizations

CAA / Chinese for Affirmative Action 
17 Walter U. Lum Place 
San Francisco, CA 94108 
www.caasf.org 
415.274.6760

DSCS / Dolores Street  
Community Services 
938 Valencia Street 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.dscs.org 
415.282.6209

FCC / Filipino Community Center 
35 San Juan Avenue 
San Francisco, CA 94112 
www.filipinocc.org 
415.333.6267

MUA / Mujeres Unidas y Activas 
3543 18th Street, Suite 23 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.mujeresunidas.net 
415.621.8140

PODER / People Organized to Demand 
Environmental & Economic Rights 
474 Valencia Street, Suite 125 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.podersf.org 
415.431.4210

SPHC / St. Peter’s Housing Committee 
474 Valencia Street, Suite 156 
San Francisco, CA 94110 
www.comitedevivienda.org 
415.487.9302



San Francisco Immigrant Legal & Education Network 
938 Valencia Street
San Francisco, CA 94110
P: (415) 282.6209 ext.15   F: (415) 282.2826
www.sfimmigrantnetwork.org




