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In 2016, the U.S. State Department determined 
that the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS) was waging an attempted genocide against 
christians, Yazidis, and Shiite Muslims in Iraq and 
Syria. however, since the Syrian civil war broke out 
in 2011, only a handful of Syrian christians have 
been resettled as refugees to the United States. The 
low number is the result not of Syrian christians 
being denied access to the program, but rather of the 
community’s socioeconomic condition and history, 
which gives some of its members the opportunity to 
leave the region by quicker means than resettlement.

Nevertheless, the U.S. should try to help Syrian 
christians and other religious minorities targeted 
by ISIS for genocide. It should designate them as 
Priority 2 (P–2) refugees and support civic organiza-
tions in the Middle East working with minority reli-
gious groups. The U.S. must also proceed with a light 
touch to avoid any retaliation against minorities.

Where Are the Christians?
Syria’s pre-war christian population is often 

estimated at about 10 percent of the population, with 
other estimates ranging from 3 percent to 8 percent. 
however, between fiscal years (FY) 2011 and 2016, 
fewer than 1 percent of Syrians resettled to the U.S. 

were christians,1 sparking concern that one of the 
most vulnerable of all refugee populations is not get-
ting fair access to the resettlement program.

Different theories have been offered to explain 
the phenomenon, including:

 n Christians are not registering with the U.N. 
as refugees—the first step towards resettle-
ment—in camps because they are afraid Mus-
lim refugees will persecute them. camps can 
be violent places, particularly for minorities, but 
refugees do not need to be in one to register. Only 
20 percent of registered refugees live in camps in 
Jordan, and Lebanon has no formal camps at all 
for the more than one million refugees it hosts. 
To register as many refugees as possible, the 
U.N. refugee agency has offices in three differ-
ent areas in Jordan and sends out mobile units to 
reach refugees living far from U.N. offices.

 n Local U.N. staff discriminatorily refuse to 
register Christian refugees. In four of the pri-
mary states receiving Syrian refugees—Lebanon, 
Jordan, Iraq, and Egypt—the registration rate for 
Syrian christians is 1.5 percent, 0.2 percent, 0.3 
percent, and 0.1 percent, respectively, of all reg-
istered refugees. Yet over 16 percent of registered 
Iraqi refugees in the Middle East and North afri-
ca region are christians,2 and christians consti-
tuted almost 29 percent of all Iraqis resettled to 
the U.S. from FY 2011 to FY 2016.3 Both are dis-
proportionately high rates given that christians 
were an estimated 3 percent of the Iraqi popu-
lation in 2011. The same U.N. staff registers and 
refers for resettlement Syrians and Iraqis, and 
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it is unlikely they would discriminate against 
christians from Syria but not Iraq.

The registration numbers show that Syrian 
christians are in fact not being resettled in dispro-
portionately low numbers to the U.S. Fewer than 1 
percent of registered Syrian refugees are christians, 
which has translated into fewer than 1 percent of 
Syrian refugees resettled to the U.S. being christian.

Why Syrian Christians Are Not 
Registering

Middle Eastern christians are a long-persecuted 
minority and may fear giving any organization the 
extensive personal information required to register. 
There are also strong christian networks, particu-
larly in Lebanon where most Syrian christians have 
fled, that help care for them. Many christians may 
not see any benefit to registering as refugees since 
fellow christians are already meeting their needs.

Many Syrian christians who want to leave the 
region can also find easier exits than the long and 
uncertain U.S. resettlement process, obviating one 
of the reasons to register with the U.N. Many Syr-
ian christians are middle class and well-educated, 
which positions at least some of them to acquire 
non-refugee visas that require a certain level of 
self-sufficiency. Brazil, for instance, recently issued 
over 8,000 special humanitarian visas for Syrians. 
Only the well-off can take advantage of them—the 
Brazilian government does not provide airfare or 
any other type of support—meaning that at least 

some christians are probably among the 8,000 visa 
recipients.

a large, long-established diaspora is also relevant. 
historically, christians were the majority of Middle 
Eastern migrants to the West, resulting today in 
large diaspora communities there and beyond.

 n In 2002, 63 percent of arab-americans were 
christians.4

 n In 2010, more than half of the combined member-
ship of the six self-governing rites of the Eastern 
catholic church lived outside the Middle East.5

 n In 2011, christians were almost half of Lebanese-
born, and 53 percent of Syrian-born, immigrants 
in australia, which in fact is a smaller share of 
the australian immigrant population than what 
christians traditionally enjoyed.6

 n Today, more than two million christians of Mid-
dle Eastern descent live in Latin america.7

This diaspora can facilitate christian emigration 
from the Middle East in a variety of ways, such as 
by encouraging them to emigrate, educating them 
on how to acquire a visa, or providing them money 
to move. as just one example, by late 2015, nearly 90 
percent of the Syrian refugees resettled in canada 
through private sponsorship were religious or eth-
nic minorities, a quarter of whom were sponsored by 
an armenian christian organization.8
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In addition, a global network of well-funded and 
well-organized christian aid groups, some of which 
focus on the Middle East, are helping christians find 
sanctuary. One such organization helped nearly 700 
Syrian and Iraqi christians move primarily to aus-
tralia on humanitarian visas.9

Finally, some countries grant preferential reset-
tlement to Syrian christians, making those coun-
tries and others with a quicker immigration process 
a more attractive option than waiting for resettle-
ment to the U.S.

The U.S. Should Do What It Can
To help those groups singled out by ISIS for perse-

cution, the U.S. should:

 n Tread lightly. The U.S. has the right to accept for 
resettlement any type of refugee it pleases. how-
ever, countries hosting Syrian refugees are Mus-
lim majority and may resent anything they per-
ceive as american favoritism towards christian 
refugees. The U.S. should be wise and circum-
spect in supporting these communities to avoid 
retaliation against christians, and to avoid host 
countries obstructing their resettlement.

 n Designate all groups identified as victims of 
attempted ISIS genocide as P–2 refugees. The 
U.S. accepts on a prima facie basis that any mem-

ber of a P–2 group is a refugee, thereby removing 
the first hurdle for resettlement. Designating vic-
tims of ISIS genocide as P–2 refugees would make 
the resettlement process less uncertain and less 
unlikely for religious minorities.

 n Boost civic organizations working with per-
secuted minorities. U.S. support for the network 
of churches and faith-based civic organizations 
supporting Syrian christian and other refugees 
would improve the care given to refugees as well as 
strengthen civil society in deeply fragile countries.

The U.S. Should Stand Ready
Some minorities may not wish to leave the Mid-

dle East. In the case of christians, there is a debate 
among church leaders whether it is the right thing 
for christians to emigrate from where their faith 
was born and in which christian communities have 
lived for more than 2,000 years.

That is a debate only Middle Eastern christians 
can resolve. The U.S.’s role should be to do all it can 
to assist the minority communities that are espe-
cially persecuted, whichever path they choose.
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