CORRESPONDENCE

Small and Invisible, Yet Strong and Impactful -
North Carolina's Montagnard Community Responds to

COVID-19
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To the Editor—As COVID-19's impact disproportionately
affects minority communities, North Carolina’s Montagnard
refugee and immigrant community has been no exception.
Montagnards, a multi-tribal group, were resettled to the
United States from the Vietnam highlands after suffering ret-
ribution for supporting American troops during the Vietnam
war. The Montagnard Dega Association (MDA) and its youth
branch, the Montagnard American Organization (MAO),
estimated 50 COVID-19 positive cases by September 10,
2020 (Montagnard Dega Association, email communica-
tion, September 10, 2020). But community cases could well
be higher (more than 100+) at the writing of this correspon-
dence, since not all affected Montagnards have contacted
MDA/MAO regarding infection.

This number might appear small in comparison to other
groups, but is significant nonetheless for this group, whose
population is estimated at 12,000+ in North Carolina.
Montagnards have lived for more than 30 years as an under-
noticed minority group, invisible in state and local demo-
graphic and health data systems. Life for the Montagnard
community remains a continuous loop of language and
cultural challenges, limited access to safe and affordable
housing, inadequate health care access, and low-wage
employment. COVID-19 has exacerbated all these chal-
lenges: increased household food insecurity, job loss, lack of
viable isolation venues when testing positive, and delays in
accessing critically needed care during illness.

While these may be crippling to any low-resource com-
munity, the MDA/MAOQ has ramped up its social media
presence and mobilized its community frontline workers
to respond. With the mandatory “stay at home" order and
closing of non-essential businesses, many families have lost
their income or jobs, leading to acute food insecurity and
potential evictions from housing. The MAQ is using its social
media platform to support its members. To address commu-
nity concerns and inquiries, MAO has created and updated
tribal-language-specific social media videos and digital fly-
ers with information on COVID-19 and associated resources
[2, 3]. MAO has distributed masks and hand sanitizers and
leveraged financial resources to secure hotel rooms for
quarantined family members of multigenerational house-
holds. To address food insecurity, MDA/MAOQO has used
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its partnerships with local farmers, nonprofits, and higher
education to launch and promote a robust food distribution
campaign. More than a thousand individuals have received
culturally appropriate food items, including fresh vegeta-
bles. To support unemployed members, MAO is virtually
connecting individuals to local employers seeking workers.
Finally, MAOQ, in collaboration with the Greensboro Housing
Coalition, is providing financial assistance to jobless house-
holds to help offset their rent. By all accounts, efforts have
been impactful and illustrate how a small and invisible group
can positively leverage strengths and “know-how"” from a
legacy of trauma and survival. NCV

Saif Al Amin, BDS MPH candidate, Department of Public Health
Education, University of North Carolina Greensboro, Greensboro, North
Carolina.

Sharon D. Morrison, MSPH, MHSE, PhD professor, Department of
Public Health Education, University of North Carolina, Greensboro,
North Carolina

S. Sudha, PhD associate professor, Human Development and Family
Studies, University of North Carolina Greensboro, Greensboro, North
Carolina.

Acknowledgments

We would like to acknowledge the contributions and hard work of
the Montagnard Dega Association (MDA) and Montagnard American
Organization (MAO) during this pandemic. We thank them for allowing
us to document these efforts.

Potential conflicts of interest. The authors report no conflicts of
interest.

References

1. Montagnard American Organization. Quarantine/Isolation Update
(Rhade). MAO YouTube channel. https://youtu.be/Y3JobQ9dI5I.
Uploaded June 30, 2020. Accessed September 10, 2020.

2. Montagnard American Organization. Please promote good hygiene
to children and everyone around you. MAO Facebook page. https://
www.facebook.com/MontagnardAO/photos/a.199951652351497
2/1904927012973924 /?type=3&theater. Posted March 11, 2020.
Accessed on September 10, 2020.

Electronically published November 2, 2020.

Address correspondence to Sharon D. Morrison, MSPH, MHSE, PhD,
Department of Public Health Education, Suite 437, University of North
Carolina Greensboro, 1408 Walker Avenue, Greensboro, NC 27402-
6170 (sdmorri2@uncg.edu).

N C Med J. 2021;81(6):408. ©2021 by the North Carolina Institute of
Medicine and The Duke Endowment. All rights reserved.
0029-2559/2021/81618

NCMJ voL. 81, No. 6

NCMEDICALJOURNAL.COM



