Date: March 2, 2021

To: The House Committee on Health Care
From: Jewel, an LEP person
Re: Support for HB 2359

Dear Madam Chairwoman and Members of the House Committee on Health Care,
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My name is Jewel (name has been changed to protect my identity). | am an English learner; so, this
testimony was written with the help of two professional interpreters. | am writing to ask you to vote
yes on HB 2359.
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This is my story, typical of many immigrants and refugees in my position. | was born in Burma (now
Myanmar) in 1984, the youngest of five children. My mom died when | was one month old. My father,
my sisters, and my extended family members took care of me. My people are Karen an ethnic group
that lives in Burma along the Thai-Burmese border. Ever since | could remember, our family has had to
flee for our lives to escape abuse by Burmese soldiers. So many times. Too many times. We foraged
for food in the forest. | remember we had to eat incredibly early in the morning, finishing our meal
before dawn because we had to be ready to flee at any time. When | was little, | might have gone to
school for two days, then someone said, "the soldiers are coming." We fled. We resettled for a while.
Then the vicious cycle happened again and again. | guess that my education in Karen was only through
second grade.
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In 1997, when | was about 13, my family fled across the border into Thailand to settle in Tham Hin
refugee camp in Ratchaburi province. While there, the only aid we received was rice and salt. We
seldom had enough to eat. When | was 15, | decided to leave the camp with my #4 sister, aunt, and
uncle to find a job in Bangkok. It was illegal for us to leave the camp and work, thus, we lived in fear of
being arrested and deported. | worked as a housemaid for a Thai family for more than ten years.
While working as a maid, | learned the Thai language by watching TV programs.
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After the Thai Government permitted camp residents to resettle elsewhere, my father, and my #4
sister with her family applied for permission to migrate overseas and relocated to Florida in 2007. Five
years later, my #2 sister moved to Oregon. | do not know which agencies helped both my sisters to re-
settle in the U.S. By the way, my two brothers remain in the Ratchaburi camp with their families.
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My #4 sister in Florida then helped me migrate to the U.S. When | arrived in Florida in January 2015, |
was 31. | do not know what my immigration status was or who or which agency helped me to come
here. My English was and still is, non-existent. In Florida, my caseworker visited me twice. It seems to
me that | was expected to be a productive resident right away. | looked for a job and found it difficult
to get one because | could not speak English. At the end of September of 2015, | decided to move to
Oregon to see if my stars would align better here.
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In Oregon, Melissa my first caseworker was very kind. She always encouraged me to go to school.
Then, around 2019, | was assigned to a new caseworker. This person only pushes me to go to work.
Without language skills nor education, | could only get menial, labor-intensive jobs. With a bad
shoulder caused by an accident at the factory which started a little before | was pregnant in 2017, | feel
that all doors are shut in my face.
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For the last three years, | have been seeing healthcare providers regularly because of the persistent
problem with my shoulder and the women’s healthcare during pregnancy and child healthcare for my
daughter. My mother tongue is Karen, and Thai is my second language. The problem with finding a
Karen interpreter, (I have been assigned six of them so far), is that the language agency nor the
provider did not know that there were several dialects, such as S’gaw, Eastern Pwo, Western Pwo, or
Karenni. Several times, interpreters fluent in the wrong dialect were assigned to me and everybody
was confused. Therefore, | decided to request a Thai interpreter instead although | am not fluent in
Thai.
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Among the four Thai interpreters that | had, one person was unprofessional. She was nosy, intrusive,
and made a hurtful comment about my personal life. She made me angry and | did not know what to
do or where to go for help. | was afraid of telling her or anyone about her inappropriate behavior lest |
leave myself open to revenge or retaliation should we meet again in the future. As a patient and
consumer, | hope to be able to make an anonymous complaint in my preferred language. Other three
Thai interpreters were good, fortunately. However, | feel that the language barrier keeps me in the
dark. I wish that | could speak, read, and write English well so | can be more independent, feel
empowered, get a better job, and become a significant contributing member of the society.
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While | still struggle with English, and still rely on medical interpreters to communicate with providers,
I am asking you to help me and other English learners not to have negative experience by having an
interpreter who is unprofessional or getting an interpreter for the wrong language. The consequences
of not having quality control measures in place could mean life and death. We need to make sure that
only certified or qualified medical interpreters are helping English learners. Please vote yes on HB
2359, and thank you for your time.
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Interpreter: AyeChan May (Karen/English)

Interpreter and translator: Piyawee Ruenjinda (Thai/English)
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