
BACKGROUNDER

Key Points

 

The U.S. Refugee Admissions Program: A Roadmap for Reform
Olivia Enos, David Inserra, and Joshua Meservey

No. 3212 | July 5, 2017

 n The U.S. refugee admission pro-
grams advances U.S. interests, but 
targeted reforms are necessary.

 n Refugees undergo more vetting 
than any other immigrants to the 
U.S., but policymakers should 
make critical improvements.

 n The most difficult radicalization 
challenge is with children resettled 
at a young age, or the children of 
resettled refugees.

 n Refugees will inevitably adopt 
some of the forms of American cul-
ture, but it is not a given that they 
will develop a superseding loyalty 
to all fellow Americans, the United 
States, and its values. For this rea-
son, it is critical for the U.S. to have 
a coherent assimilation strategy.

 n The U.S. can minimize the fiscal 
costs of refugees and improve their 
economic outcomes, particularly 
by better leveraging the resources 
and unique capabilities of the U.S. 
private sector, non-profits, and 
individual citizens.

Abstract
The U.S. Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) is at the center of seri-
ous debate within American society, the courts, and among policymak-
ers. The USRAP should not be used as pretext to advocate for a global 
right to migrate nor is it a solution to conflict. Instead, the U.S. refugee 
admission program should be reformed to better advance U.S. interests. 
USRAP asserts American leadership, helps partners and allies in a tan-
gible way, and rescues some of the world’s most vulnerable people. Con-
gress and the Administration can strengthen the USRAP in ways that 
will lessen the security challenges—including through improvements to 
vetting procedures—and improve the economic, fiscal, and assimilation 
outcomes for refugees. This roadmap for reforming the USRAP ensures 
that the program continues to serve U.S. interests, support our allies, 
and help those in greatest need.

In Section 6 of Executive Order 13780 issued on March 6, 2017, 
President Donald Trump temporarily suspended the u.S. Refu-

gee Admissions Program (uSRAP)—which manages the process of 
resettling refugees to the u.S.—and reduced the yearly number of 
resettled refugees from 110,000 to 50,000.1 While there are ongo-
ing legal battles over this revised executive order, it provides an 
opportunity for policymakers to reform parts of uSRAP, thereby 
ensuring that it continues to serve American interests. Inherent 
in an appropriate uSRAP would be the ideas that there is no uni-
versal right to migrate, resettlement is not the solution to mass 
displacement, and u.S. policymakers have a responsibility to 
advance the national interests of the united States above those of 
other nations.
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uSRAP is a useful humanitarian initiative with 
which the u.S. engages the world and provides relief 
for a select few during international crises. It sup-
ports u.S. interests by enabling the u.S. to assert 
leadership in foreign crises, assist in the midst of 
intractable crises, and help allies and partners in 
need. It also strengthens u.S. public diplomacy and 
tangibly alleviates human suffering.

To ensure the long-term vitality of uSRAP, poli-
cymakers should consider a number of policy prior-
ities and reforms. It is critical that the u.S. institute 
a comprehensive strategy for assimilating refugees, 
and it should mobilize civil society and enhance 
existing public-private partnerships, such as the 
Matching Grant Program, to assist. Improving vet-
ting by developing a person-centric vetting system, 
focusing on the best candidates for resettlement, 
and helping u.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (uSCIS) officers who approve refugees’ 
resettlement applications to build greater exper-
tise in the regions in which they operate would also 
improve uSRAP. As well, the u.S. should commit 
most of its resources earmarked for refugees to 
assisting front-line states, where those resources 
can stretch the furthest to help the largest number 
of refugees. Finally, the u.S. should affirm the role 
of both the executive and Congress in establishing 
refugee admissions levels.

With these reforms, uSRAP will serve u.S. inter-
ests more strongly.

The Principles Undergirding USRAP 
Reform

uSRAP is a useful humanitarian initiative with 
which the u.S. engages the world and provides relief 
for a select few during international crises. Given 
the current controversy surrounding refugee reset-
tlement, and before examining why uSRAP is useful 
to the u.S., it is worthwhile to articulate some of the 
principles that should guide policymakers seeking 
to ensure that uSRAP fulfills its proper function.

First, there is no global right to migration. Man-
aging who crosses its borders is central to a state’s 
sovereignty, and is a duty every country in the world 
jealously seeks to fulfill. This fact applies to uSRAP. 
The united States operates the program not because 
it is obligated to resettle refugees, but because the 
u.S. is a humane country and uSRAP serves its 
national interests.

Second, resettlement is not the solution to mass 
displacement. Only the resolution of conflict will 
rectify the associated refugee crises. Resettlement is 
expensive. Resettling one refugee to the u.S. is about 
12 times costlier than providing for that refugee in 
a camp closer to his home for five years.2 Resettle-
ment was also designed as a last resort for only the 
neediest and most vulnerable refugees. Finally, in 
2015 there were 21.3 million refugees worldwide, far 
beyond the international community’s willingness 
and ability to resettle responsibly.

Third, u.S. policymakers have a moral and con-
stitutional duty to care for American interests 
first—above those of non-Americans’ needs. Doing 
otherwise would be a violation of the trust Ameri-
cans have placed in them. Because of this, u.S. poli-
cymakers have a responsibility to ensure that the 
united States takes in only as many refugees as it 
can safely vet and assimilate.

uSRAP is a net positive for the country; it advanc-
es American interests in five key ways by:

1. Enabling the U.S. to assert American lead-
ership in foreign crises. Resettling refugees is 
one way for the u.S. to exercise global leadership. 
It demonstrates u.S. engagement to the interna-
tional community, and enhances the persuasive-
ness of u.S. appeals to other countries to do more 
to help ameliorate crises.

2. Providing the U.S. with a way to respond 
positively to intractable crises. There is lit-
tle the u.S. can reasonably do about some global 

1. EO 13780 prescribed several immigration and terrorism-related actions ranging from the completion of a biometric exit system to so-called 
travel bans for Iran, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. For the purposes and scope of this Backgrounder, only those sections dealing with 
USRAP are relevant. “Executive Order Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States,” The White House, March 
6, 2017, https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/03/06/executive-order-protecting-nation-foreign-terrorist-entry-united-states 
(accessed March 23, 2017).

2. Karen Zeigler and Steven A. Camarota, “The High Cost of Resettling Middle Eastern Refugees,” Center for Immigration Studies,  
November 2015, http://cis.org/High-Cost-of-Resettling-Middle-Eastern-Refugees (accessed October 7, 2016).

https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2017/03/06/executive-order-protecting-nation-foreign-terrorist-entry-united-states%20
http://cis.org/High-Cost-of-Resettling-Middle-Eastern-Refugees
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conflicts, either because they are beyond solving 
or it is not sufficiently in u.S. interests to expend 
the resources required to solve them. Resettling 
refugees is a small but concrete and useful action 
the u.S. can take in response to otherwise intrac-
table crises.

3. Assisting allies and partners in crisis. Refu-
gee-hosting countries are often fragile, and the 
challenge of caring for and managing refugees can 
exacerbate their instability. Some of these coun-
tries are also American allies, such as the three 
currently hosting the most Syrian refugees: Tur-
key, lebanon, and Jordan. Jordan has one of the 
most pro-u.S. governments in the Middle East, 
and is part of the u.S.-led coalition carrying out 
air strikes against ISIS in Syria and Iraq.3 Turkey 
is a NATO member, and lebanon, a traditional 
refuge for Middle East Christians now harboring 
thousands of Syrian Christians,4 is battling ISIS 
and al-Qaeda near its border with Syria.5

There are many ways for the u.S. to support ref-
ugee-hosting allies. However, given the promi-
nence of refugee resettlement, resettling even 
small numbers of refugees to the u.S. from such 
countries sends a message of solidarity and sup-
port to important allies.

4. Strengthening American public diploma-
cy. The u.S. expends great effort to protect and 
enhance its reputation as a force for good in the 
world, as such “soft power” helps it to better 
influence international events. When properly 
managed, the refugee resettlement program, u.S. 
assistance during disasters, properly focused and 
conditioned foreign aid, and other such efforts 
are components of u.S. public diplomacy that 
make the u.S. stronger.

5. Alleviating human suffering. The u.S. is 
not obligated to resettle refugees, and cannot 
solve many of the problems afflicting them. 
However, refugees are frequently some of the 
most desperate people on earth, and the u.S. 
has a long humanitarian tradition of which it 
should be proud. Aiding refugees, including by 
accommodating a small number for resettle-
ment, is in strong and obvious keeping with 
that tradition.

However, policymakers should not discount the 
challenges associated with resettling refugees from 
countries with conflicts involving Islamist terror-
ists. As with other types of immigration, it is impos-
sible to vet in a foolproof way all refugees who apply 
for resettlement. Radicalized individuals have 
already entered the united States through the reset-
tlement program.

The larger security challenge associated with 
resettling refugees is the heightened chance of 
Muslims in the “one-point-five” generation (those 
resettled to the u.S. at a young age) or the second 
generation radicalizing. Biographic data on people 
involved in extremist activities in the u.S. is patchy, 
so it is difficult to know how pronounced this phe-
nomenon is. It exists, however, and fits with trends 
in Europe.

There are also assimilation challenges that are 
exacerbated by the fact that refugees usually hail 
from underdeveloped countries wracked by violence, 
and as a result are frequently poorly educated and 
poorly skilled. Such disadvantages make it harder 
for refugees to prosper economically in a skills-ori-
ented and technology-based economy. Research also 
suggests that poorly educated immigrants have, on 
average, a negative fiscal impact and an unclear eco-
nomic impact on receiving countries.6

3. Kathleen J. McInnis, “Coalition Contributions to Countering the Islamic State,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress No. 44135, 
August 24, 2016, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R44135.pdf (accessed November 1, 2016).

4. Maria Abi-Habib and Dana Ballout, “Lebanon Takes in Fleeing Christians,” The Wall Street Journal, March 19, 2015,  
http://www.wsj.com/articles/lebanon-takes-in-fleeing-christians-1426807082 (accessed November 1, 2016).

5. Sulome Anderson, “Lebanon’s ISIS Problem Is Spinning Out of Control,” New York, November 13, 2015,  
http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2015/11/lebanon-isis-problem-is-out-of-control.html (accessed November 1, 2016).

6. Robert Rector and Jamie Bryan Hall, “Does Current Immigration Economically Benefit Ordinary U.S. Citizens?” The Daily Signal,  
November 30, 2016, http://dailysignal.com/2016/11/30/does-current-immigration-economically-benefit-ordinary-us-citizens/?_ga=1.42316
325.1654301367.1442523505.

https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/natsec/R44135.pdf%20
http://www.wsj.com/articles/lebanon-takes-in-fleeing-christians-1426807082%20
http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2015/11/lebanon-isis-problem-is-out-of-control.html%20
http://dailysignal.com/2016/11/30/does-current-immigration-economically-benefit-ordinary-us-citizens/?_ga=1.42316325.1654301367.1442523505
http://dailysignal.com/2016/11/30/does-current-immigration-economically-benefit-ordinary-us-citizens/?_ga=1.42316325.1654301367.1442523505
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Nonetheless, the challenges associated with reset-
tlement are manageable. The u.S. has a long history of, 
and commitment to, assimilating immigrant groups. 
In the case of Muslim refugees, there is already an 
existing Muslim population in the u.S that is gener-
ally well assimilated. The u.S. also has a number of 
other advantages that make it relatively difficult, but 
not impossible, for immigrant groups to form ethnic 
and religious enclaves that inhibit assimilation.

It is a fact that refugees undergo more vetting than 
any other immigrants to the u.S. In most cases, it also 
takes a significant number of years from the time a 
person registers as a refugee to the time he arrives in 
the u.S., and the odds are very low that the u.S. will 
even select him for resettlement. These natural bar-
riers make the resettlement program an unattractive 
option for terrorists trying to infiltrate the u.S.

There are ways to further minimize the already 
slight risks associated with uSRAP, including by shor-
ing up the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS’s) 
anti-fraud capacity, further strengthening programs 
that enhance assimilation, and moving to a person-
centric vetting system. However, no one should con-
sider uSRAP a solution to the Syrian conflict, or the 
best way to help most refugees. To be as cost-effec-
tive as possible—which saves the most lives—the u.S. 
should focus the majority of its refugee efforts on help-
ing front-line states care for the refugees they shelter.

International Refugee Policy
With a budget of $7 billion in 2015, the united 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (uNHCR), 
the u.N.’s refugee agency, is the primary interna-
tional organization responsible for assisting refu-
gees and other displaced persons. It provides inter-
im care, such as housing, protection from violence 
and persecution, health care, education, clean water, 
and food, and promotes three “durable solutions” for 

refugees: (voluntary) repatriation, local integration, 
and resettlement.7

Repatriation occurs when refugees return to 
their country of origin. local integration refers to 
instances when a host country grants refugees citi-
zenship with all related rights. Resettlement con-
sists of a third country relocating refugees to its ter-
ritory, usually providing them with services to ease 
their transition into their new country, and granting 
them eventual citizenship.8

There is also a de facto fourth option known as 
“protracted refugee situations.” In 2015, more than 
11 million refugees, over half of the global refu-
gee population, had been living outside their home 
countries for more than five consecutive years with 
no reasonable prospect of a durable solution.9

The u.S. and 146 other countries base their refu-
gee policy on the 1951 united Nations Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees or its 1967 Proto-
col.10 The Convention defines refugees as those who

owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted 
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership of a particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his nationality 
and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
to avail himself of the protection of that country; 
or who, not having a nationality and being out-
side the country of his former habitual residence 
as a result of such events, is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to return to it.11

Those who have committed serious crimes are not 
eligible for refugee status. Additionally, those who 

“voluntarily re-avail” themselves of the protection of 
their country, that is, those who voluntarily return to 
the persecuting country or travel with the passport 
of that country, may lose their refugee status.12

7. The U.N. Refugee Agency, “UNHCR Resettlement Handbook,” UNCHR, 2011, http://www.unhcr.org/46f7c0ee2.pdf (accessed October 26, 2016).

8. Ibid.

9. U.S. Department of State, “Protracted Refugee Situations,” http://www.state.gov/j/prm/policyissues/issues/protracted/ (accessed November 
2, 2016).

10. The U.N. Refugee Agency, Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, July 28, 1951, http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html 
(accessed April 17, 2017).

11. Ibid.

12. Determinations of whether a refugee has “re-availed” himself of his country of nationality are based on three primary questions: (1) Was the 
decision voluntary? (2) Did the refugee intend to re-avail himself of the protection of the country of his nationality? and (3) Did the refugee 
actually obtain the protection he sought? Such determinations are made on a case-by-case basis. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “53.3 
Adjudication,” https://www.uscis.gov/ilink/docView/AFM/HTML/AFM/0-0-0-1/0-0-0-20165/0-0-0-20211.html (accessed October 27, 2016).

http://www.unhcr.org/46f7c0ee2.pdf%20
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/policyissues/issues/protracted/%20
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html
http://www.unhcr.org/3b66c2aa10.html
https://www.uscis.gov/ilink/docView/AFM/HTML/AFM/0-0-0-1/0-0-0-20165/0-0-0-20211.html%20
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Signatory countries of the 1951 and 1967 treaties 
are required to provide refugees with certain politi-
cal, employment, legal, and property rights, as well 
as access to basic education and welfare benefits. No 
signatory is allowed to return a refugee—save for rea-
sons of national security or public order—to a coun-
try where his “life or freedom would be threatened on 
account of his race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion.” The 
treaties require refugee-receiving countries to “facili-
tate the assimilation and naturalization of refugees.”13

Refugee-receiving countries are responsible for 
registering refugees—that is, collecting biograph-
ic data, photographs, and a registrant’s story and 
reasons for seeking refuge—and is often completed 
with significant assistance from the uNHCR. Reg-
istration allows refugees to receive protection and 
benefits, including eventual consideration for reset-
tlement.14 Through the registration process, the 
uNHCR also determines if the registrant meets the 
refugee definition. The uNHCR then uses a number 
of vulnerability criteria to prioritize those in great-
est need of resettlement.15

U.S. Refugee Resettlement Policy
Once an agency refers a case for resettlement, ref-

ugee-accepting countries may also conduct a refugee-
status determination on the applicants. This is where 
u.S. refugee resettlement policy begins. The u.S. did 
not sign the 1951 Refugee Convention, but did ratify 

the 1967 Protocol, requiring it to fulfill the core of the 
Convention. As a result, the u.S. legal definition of a 
refugee mirrors the Convention’s definition.16

To implement its resettlement policy, the u.S. cre-
ated uSRAP, an interagency program that includes 
the DHS, the Department of State, the Department 
of Health and Human Services (HHS), and a host of 
nonprofit organizations.17

Every year, the executive branch sets a ceiling on 
the number of refugees the u.S. will resettle, though 
it can change the number at any point. The State 
Department’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 
Migration (PRM) recommends the ceiling, and the 
Presidential Determination released annually con-
tains the official number. The President must sign 
the Presidential Determination before uSRAP can 
resettle any refugees that fiscal year.18

Traditionally, the united States resettles more 
refugees than any other country, and tries every 
year to consider at least half of all applicants that 
the uNHCR refers for resettlement.19 For each of the 
past several years, the u.S. has taken in about 70,000 
refugees from around the world. This increased to 
85,000 for fiscal year (Fy) 2016,20 and was slated to 
rise to 110,000 in Fy 2017.21 The State Department 
divides the ceiling total by allotting a specific num-
ber of slots to different regions, as shown in Table 1. 
upon coming into office, President Trump issued an 
executive order to temporarily suspend the refugee 
program and reduce the admissions level to 50,000 

13. Ibid.

14. The U.N. Refugee Agency, Handbook for Registration: Procedures and Standards for Registration, Population Data Management and Documentation, 
September 2003, http://www.unhcr.org/publications/operations/4a278ea1d/unhcr-handbook-registration-provisional-release-september-
2003-complete.html (accessed April 17, 2017).

15. The U.N. Refugee Agency, UNHCR Resettlement Handbook, July 2011, http://www.unhcr.org/46f7c0ee2.pdf (accessed April 17, 2017).

16. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “Learn About the Refugee Application Process,”  
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/refugees (accessed October 6, 2016).

17. U.S. Department of State, “U.S. Refugee Admissions Program,” http://www.state.gov/j/prm/ra/admissions/ (accessed October 6, 2016).

18. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “The United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) Consultation & Worldwide Processing 
Priorities,” https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/refugees/united-states-refugee-admissions-program-usrap-consultation-
worldwide-processing-priorities (accessed October 6, 2016).

19. Andorra Bruno, “Refugee Admissions and Resettlement Policy,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress No. 31269,  
February 18, 2015, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL31269.pdf (accessed October 6, 2016).

20. U.S. Department of State, Proposed Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2016, October 1, 2015,  
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/247770.htm (accessed October 6, 2016).

21. U.S. Department of State, Proposed Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 2017, September 15, 2016,  
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/261956.htm (accessed October 6, 2016).

http://www.unhcr.org/publications/operations/4a278ea1d/unhcr-handbook-registration-provisional-release-september-2003-complete.html
http://www.unhcr.org/publications/operations/4a278ea1d/unhcr-handbook-registration-provisional-release-september-2003-complete.html
http://www.unhcr.org/46f7c0ee2.pdf
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/refugees
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/ra/admissions/
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/refugees/united-states-refugee-admissions-program-usrap-consultation-worldwide-processing-priorities
https://www.uscis.gov/humanitarian/refugees-asylum/refugees/united-states-refugee-admissions-program-usrap-consultation-worldwide-processing-priorities
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL31269.pdf
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/247770.htm
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/261956.htm
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per year.22 Federal judges stayed the original and 
subsequently revised orders.23

uSRAP classifies refugees into three priori-
ty categories:

1. “Priority 1 [P-1]: Cases that are identified and 
referred to the program by the united Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (uNHCR), a 
united States Embassy, or a designated non-gov-
ernmental organization (NGO).

2. “Priority 2 [P-2]: Groups of special humanitarian 
concern identified by the u.S. refugee program.

3. “Priority 3 [P-3]: Family reunification cases 
(spouses, unmarried children under 21, and par-
ents of persons lawfully admitted to the united 
States as refugees or asylees or permanent resi-
dents (green card holders) or u.S. citizens who 
previously had refugee or asylum status).”24

Once a referring agency refers a case from one of 
these categories to uSRAP, Resettlement Support 
Centers (RSCs) run by aid organizations and funded 
by the State Department conduct a series of inter-
views with the applicants. The interviewers collect 
applicants’ biographic information and their story 
of why they fled their country and why they can-
not return. RSC staff also initiate biographic secu-
rity checks that scan databases maintained by the 
Departments of State, Homeland Security, Defense 
(DOD), the Drug Enforcement Administration, the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), the National 
Counterterrorism Center, and Interpol.25

In addition, the FBI and intelligence community 
completes a Security Advisory Opinion (SAO) on ref-
ugee applicants whom the u.S. considers higher risk 
due to being a member of a specific group or nation-
ality. The intelligence community must complete 
the SAOs before the uSCIS can approve a refugee 
application. Similarly, the RSC initiates interagency 

22. “Executive Order Protecting the Nation From Foreign Terrorist Entry Into the United States.”

23. Richard Gonzales, Joel Rose, and Merit Kennedy, “Trump Travel Ban Blocked Nationwide by Federal Judges in Hawaii, Maryland,” National 
Public Radio, March 15, 2017, http://www.npr.org/sections/thetwo-way/2017/03/15/520171478/trump-travel-ban-faces-court-hearings-by-
challengers-today (accessed March 23, 2017).

24. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “The United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) Consultation & Worldwide Processing 
Priorities.”

25. David Inserra, “How Our Refugee Vetting Process Works,” The Daily Signal, December 17, 2015,  
http://dailysignal.com/2015/12/17/how-our-refugee-vetting-process-works/.

Region
FY 2015

Actual Arrivals
FY 2016
Ceiling

FY 2016
Actual Arrivals

FY 2017
Ceiling

Africa 22,472 25,000 31,624 —

East Asia 18,469 13,000 12,518 —

Europe and Central Asia 2,363 4,000 3,957 —

Latin America/Caribbean 2,050 3,000 1,340 —

Near East/South Asia 24,579 34,000 35,555 —

Regional Subtotal 69,933 79,000 84,994 —

Unallocated Reserve — 6,000 — —

Total 69,933 85,000 84,994 50,000

TABLE 1

Refugee Admissions Totals

SOURCE: U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Refugee Processing Center, “Historical Arrivals Broken Down by 
Region (1975–Present),” http://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/ (accessed April 19, 2017).

heritage.orgBG3212
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checks (IACs) that several u.S. intelligence agencies 
conduct over the course of the refugee-vetting and 
interview process. IACs use biographic data includ-
ing names, dates of birth, and other data points to 
compare against intelligence within the intelli-
gence community.

For populations of greater security concern, as is 
currently the case with Syrians, the u.S. applies addi-
tional scrutiny.26 under the Syrian Enhanced Review 
Process, DHS officials review case files, use intel-
ligence to identify potential threat indicators, and 
provide research and specific questions for uSCIS 
adjudicators to use during the interview process. The 
uSCIS then reviews and employs the SAOs, IACs, and 
research from the enhanced review in their adjudica-
tion process, as well as performs biometric checks of 
DOD, FBI, and DHS databases.

With this information on hand, uSCIS officers 
conduct a final interview to determine whether to 
accept the applicants for resettlement to the united 
States. All uSCIS refugee officers, as well as asylum 
officers who sometimes travel overseas to augment 
the screening efforts, are trained to test applicant 
stories for consistency with information they gave in 
previous interviews and against details of the conflict 
the applicants fled.27 Officers also receive addition-
al training on country-specific issues.28 Those who 
interview Syrians, for instance, undergo a one-week 
training on Syria, including classified briefings.29

 An applicant approved by the uSCIS then under-
goes medical screening. upon completion, and after 

clearing all of the security checks, he will fly to the 
u.S. It generally takes between 18 months and 24 
months from initial referral by the uNHCR to enter-
ing the u.S. In the waning months of the Obama 
Administration, however, the u.S. reduced the time 
to as little as three months for Syrians30 by surging 
resources to the region.31

Once the refugee is in the u.S., a Voluntary Agen-
cy (VOlAG)—a domestic, often faith-based NGO of 
which there are nine nationally—will work with a 
network of local affiliates to provide him with hous-
ing, food, clothes, assistance applying for schools and 
government programs, and orientations that last 
between 30 days and 90 days.32 VOlAGs receive as 
much as $1,800 per refugee from the State Depart-
ment’s PRM to cover these costs.

After the initial resettlement benefits expire, 
HHS’s Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) may 
help refugees access various forms of assistance, 
including Temporary Assistance for Needy Families 
(TANF), Supplemental Security Income (SSI), and 
Medicaid for those who meet the eligibility require-
ments. ORR will also reimburse states that provide 
Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA) or Refugee Medical 
Assistance (RMA) to needy refugees who do not meet 
all the eligibility criteria for TANF, SSI, or Medicaid. 
Receipt of RCA and RMA is limited to eight months, 
while refugees may receive TANF for five years, and 
SSI and Medicaid for seven years.33

Refugees are required to obtain a green card 
granting legal permanent residence within one year 

26. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “Refugee Processing and Security Clearance,” https://www.uscis.gov/refugeescreening  
(accessed October 6, 2016).

27. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “Refugee Processing and Security Clearance,”  
http://www.uscis.gov/refugeescreening#Enhanced Review (accessed October 6, 2016).

28. U.S. Department of Homeland Security, “Terrorist Exploitation of Refugee Programs,” written testimony of U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services, Refugee Asylum & International Operations Directorate Refugee Affairs Division Chief Barbara Strack for a Subcommittee on 
Counterterrorism and Intelligence, Committee on Homeland Security, U.S. House of Representatives, December 4, 2012, https://www.dhs.
gov/news/2012/12/04/written-testimony-uscis-house-homeland-security-subcommittee-counterterrorism-and (accessed October 6, 2016).

29. U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, “Refugee Processing and Security Clearance.”

30. Khetam Malkawi, “First Syrians Arrive in US Under Surge Resettlement Program,” Associated Press, April 7, 2016, http://bigstory.ap.org/articl
e/7541e848938d43f0b2051cc215426b3a/first-syrians-leave-us-under-surge-resettlement-program (accessed October 6, 2016).

31. The number of Syrian refugees admitted into the U.S. dramatically increased starting in May 15 and continuing through the end of the fiscal 
year in September. The average number of Syrian refugees admitted into the U.S. per month from October 2015 to April 2016 was 248. The 
monthly average from May 2015 to September 2015 was 2,170. Refugee Processing Center, “Admissions and Arrivals,” 2016,  
http://www.wrapsnet.org/admissions-and-arrivals/ (accessed April 17, 2017).

32. Andorra Bruno, “U.S. Refugee Resettlement Assistance,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress No. 41570, January 4, 2011, 
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41570.pdf (accessed October 6, 2016).

33. Alison Siskin, “Noncitizen Eligibility for Federal Public Assistance: Policy Overview,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress, 
December 12, 2016, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL33809.pdf (accessed December 19, 2016).

https://www.uscis.gov/refugeescreening
http://www.uscis.gov/refugeescreening%23Enhanced%20Review%20
https://www.dhs.gov/news/2012/12/04/written-testimony-uscis-house-homeland-security-subcommittee-counterterrorism-and
https://www.dhs.gov/news/2012/12/04/written-testimony-uscis-house-homeland-security-subcommittee-counterterrorism-and
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/7541e848938d43f0b2051cc215426b3a/first-syrians-leave-us-under-surge-resettlement-program
http://bigstory.ap.org/article/7541e848938d43f0b2051cc215426b3a/first-syrians-leave-us-under-surge-resettlement-program
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41570.pdf
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL33809.pdf%20
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of arrival. upon obtaining a green card, refugees are 
eligible to access benefits from roughly 90 means-
tested government welfare programs according to 
the same income-eligibility standards applied to 
u.S. citizens.34 The u.S. allows refugees to bypass 
the usual five-year waiting period required for 
other immigrants to receive benefits from these 
programs.35

Refugees also become eligible for Social Security 
and Medicare after 40 quarters of employment.36 
Refugee minors are automatically eligible for pub-
lic education at the state and local level. The average 
cost of public primary and secondary education in 
the u.S. is over $12,000 per student per year.

States may also provide refugees with other bene-
fits such as job training, day care, and language educa-
tion, with ORR reimbursing the costs. In some states, 
private-sector entities and nonprofits play a large role 
providing similar assistance through a public-private 
partnership or through a Matching Grant Program 
that matches every $1 raised by a VOlAG with $2 in 
federal grants, up to $2,200 per person.37

Another arrangement is the “Wilson/Fish” 
option that provides ORR funding to local resettle-

ment organizations or affiliates of the VOlAGs so 
they can provide benefits in a more effective man-
ner by integrating cash support, medical care, and 
social services.38 ORR also provides grants directly 
to states and nonprofits to assist in the provision of 
social services.39

In theory, the government provides various 
forms of assistance to encourage refugee self-suf-
ficiency. However, the current ORR definition of 

“self-sufficient” can include refugees who receive 
federal non-cash assistance as well as significant 
tax credits, such as the earned-income tax credit 
and the Additional Child Tax Credit. Self-sufficien-
cy is a laudable goal but one not well measured by 
existing metrics.40

The cost of the entire refugee program is diffi-
cult to estimate because it is spread across differ-
ent agencies and organizations. However, based on 
the budgets of the uSCIS, PRM, and HHS, uSRAP, 
excluding future welfare and government benefits, 
likely costs between $1 billion and $1.25 billion in Fy 
2015.41

34. These welfare programs include TANF, the EITC, the ACTC, food stamps, Medicaid, the Child Health Insurance Program (CHIP), Obamacare, 
school meal programs, Head Start, the Women, Infants, and Children food assistance program, subsidized housing, and energy assistance.

35. Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, “Summary of Immigrant 
Eligibility Restrictions Under Current Law,” February 25, 2009, https://aspe.hhs.gov/basic-report/summary-immigrant-eligibility-restrictions-
under-current-law#sec3 (accessed December 5, 2016).

36. Social Security Administration, “How You Earn Credits,” 2017, https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10072.pdf (accessed March 29, 2017).

37. Refugees who participate in the voluntary Matching Grant Program may not receive public cash assistance or certain other welfare assistance, 
such as TANF and RCA, but are eligible for RMA. Bruno, “U.S. Refugee Resettlement Assistance.”

38. If a state opts out of participating in refugee benefit programs, refugees can access Wilson/Fish to receive benefits without the involvement of 
the state. Office of Refugee Resettlement, “Wilson/Fish Alternative Program FY 2015–2016 Program Guidelines,”  
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/orr/wilson_fish_guidelines_fy2015_16.pdf (accessed October 6, 2016).

39. Bruno, “U.S. Refugee Resettlement Assistance.”

40. Legal Information Institute, “45 CFR 400.2–Definitions,” https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/45/400.2 (accessed October 7, 2016). 
Self-sufficiency is defined as “earning a total family income at a level that enables a family unit to support itself without receipt of a cash 
assistance grant.” Cash assistance is further defined as “financial assistance to refugees, including TANF, SSI, refugee cash assistance, and 
general assistance” with general assistance defined as a state or local program for low-income persons providing “basic needs of recipients, 
such as food, clothing, shelter, medical care, or other essentials of living.”

41. The USCIS received $247 million for its refugee, asylum, and international operations directorate in FY 2015, only part of which the U.S. 
specifically dedicates to refugees. PRM received $394 million in FY 2015 for refugee admissions, though it also spends additional funds 
for other protection, humanitarian, and UNHCR activities separate from the refugee resettlement program. HHS received $611 million in FY 
2015 for refugee and entrant assistance, not including money set aside for unaccompanied alien children. U.S. Department of Homeland 
Security, “Congressional Budget Justification FY 2017–Volume III,” https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/FY%202017%20
Congressional%20Budget%20Justification%20-%20Volume%203_1.pdf (accessed October 27, 2016); U.S. Department of State, 

“Congressional Budget Justification: Department of State, Foreign Operations and Related Programs–Fiscal Year 2017,”  
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/252179.pdf (accessed October 27, 2016); and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 

“Administration for Children and Families: Justification of Estimates for Appropriations Committees Fiscal Year 2017,”  
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/olab/final_cj_2017_print.pdf (accessed October 27, 2016).

https://aspe.hhs.gov/basic-report/summary-immigrant-eligibility-restrictions-under-current-law%23sec3
https://aspe.hhs.gov/basic-report/summary-immigrant-eligibility-restrictions-under-current-law%23sec3
https://www.ssa.gov/pubs/EN-05-10072.pdf%20
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/orr/wilson_fish_guidelines_fy2015_16.pdf
https://www.law.cornell.edu/cfr/text/45/400.2
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/FY%202017%20Congressional%20Budget%20Justification%20-%20Volume%203_1.pdf%20
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/FY%202017%20Congressional%20Budget%20Justification%20-%20Volume%203_1.pdf%20
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/252179.pdf%20
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/olab/final_cj_2017_print.pdf%20
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The Dilemma of Resettling Syria’s Christian Refugees
The plight of religious minorities in Iraq and Syria is a much-discussed component of the confl icts 

in the Middle East. ISIS attempted to wipe out the yazidi sect in Iraq starting in 2014, and the confl icts 
in Iraq and Syria accelerated the centuries-long decline of the ancient Christian communities in those 
countries.* Other minority groups, such as the Kaka’i, Shabak, Turkmen, and Sabean-Mandaeans, 
are also suff ering greatly, but the plight of Syrian Christians particularly captured the attention of 
concerned Americans.

The u.S. has resettled very few Syrian Christians, raising alarm that one of the most vulnerable of all 
refugee populations does not have fair access to the resettlement program. The data show that the u.S. 
is resettling so few because only a small number have registered as refugees with the uNHCR, which 
is the fi rst step toward resettlement. In four of the 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 registered refugees.†

Some worry that uNHCR staff  discriminatorily refuse to register Syrian Christians, or that 
the Christians fear entering refugee camps and so have no access to the resettlement program. 
However, refugees do not need to be in a camp to register with the uNHCR, and Iraqi Christians are 
overrepresented as a share of the Iraqi population among registered refugees. The same uNHCR staff  
registers both Syrian and Iraqi refugees, so it seems unlikely that the staff  would discriminate against 
Syrian Christians but not Iraqi Christians.‡

It is possible that Syrian Christians are not registering with the uNHCR because, as a persecuted 
minority, they fear giving any organization extensive personal information. Also, they may not have the 
need to register to receive aid from the uNCHR as there are strong Christian networks in the region 
that care for many displaced Christians. Most likely, many who want to leave the region do not need 
to wait for the long and uncertain American resettlement process. As a generally well-educated and 
middle-class people, some can obtain visas to a variety of other countries, particularly those with large 
Middle Eastern Christian diasporas.§

* Estimates of the Syrian Christian population in 2010 range from 1.06 million to 2.1 million. The New York Times Magazine stated there 
were about 600,000 in 2011, almost a third of whom fl ed since the civil war broke out. The European Parliament estimated in 2015 
that 700,000 Syrian Christians have fl ed since 2011. Taken together, these estimates mean that violence forced anywhere from a third 
to well over half of all Syrian Christians out of their ancient enclaves. See Conrad Hackett and Brian J. Grim, “Global Christianity: A 
Report on the Size and Distribution of the World’s Christian Population,” Pew Research Center, December 2011, 
http://www.pewforum.org/fi les/2011/12/Christianity-fullreport-web.pdf (accessed October 7, 2016); U.S Department of State, 
Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, International Religious Freedom Report, 2010, November 17, 2010, 
http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/irf/2010/148845.htm (accessed October 7, 2016); Eliza Griswold, “Is This the End of Christianity in the 
Middle East?,” The New York Times, July 22, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2015/07/26/magazine/is-this-the-end-of-christianity-
in-the-middle-east.html (accessed October 11, 2016); and Fabio Massimo Castaldo et al., “European Parliament Resolution on Recent 
Attacks and Abductions by Daesh in the Middle East, Notably of Assyrians,” motion for a resolution, European Parliament, October 3, 
2015, http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?type=MOTION&reference=B8-2015-0256&language=EN (accessed October 11, 
2016). About three-quarters of Iraq’s Christians fl ed between 2003 and 2014. Miriam Puttick, “From Crisis to Catastrophe: The Situation 
of Minorities in Iraq,” Minority Rights Group International and Ceasefi re Centre for Civilian Rights, October 2014, http://reliefweb.int/
sites/reliefweb.int/fi les/resources/mrg-ceasefi re-report-iraq-2014.pdf (accessed October 11, 2016).

† Joshua Meservey, “The Dilemma of Syrian Christian Refugee Resettlement and How the U.S. Can Help,” Heritage Foundation 
Issue Brief No. 4699, March 22, 2017, http://www.heritage.org/middle-east/report/the-dilemma-syrian-christian-refugee-
resettlement-and-how-the-us-can-help.

‡ Ibid.

§ Ibid.
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Challenges of U.S. Refugee Resettlement 
Policy

There are a number of security challenges posed 
by the u.S. Refugee Admissions Program.

Security Challenges.
The Limitations of the Vetting System. The 9/11 

terrorists were not refugees, but after they came to 
the u.S. legally on business, tourist, or student visas, 
the united States temporarily suspended the refu-
gee resettlement program and overhauled its system 
for vetting refugees.42 Persons processed for refugee 
resettlement in the u.S. now undergo more rigorous 
security checks than any other immigrant group.43

Nonetheless, there are concerns that the next 
terrorist may come to the u.S. on a refugee visa. 
According to the National Counterterrorism Center, 
individuals with ties to Syrian terrorist groups have 
already attempted to infiltrate the refugee system,44 
and in the past uSRAP resettled several terrorists to 
the u.S.45

There is no way to design a foolproof vetting sys-
tem, and the one used for refugees has a number 
of limitations. The array of security checks run on 
applicants consists of feeding their biographic and 
biometric information into security databases to see 

if they are included on terror watch lists, in crimi-
nal databases, or raise other red flags. The obvious 
limitation is that the security databases do not—and 
cannot—contain information on every bad actor in 
the world. The vetting system will only catch some-
one bent on violence—whether a refugee or any other 
immigrant—if his information has already been col-
lected and entered into the database.

As senior u.S. government officials acknowledged 
is the case with Syria, it is even harder to check peo-
ple from war-torn or adversarial countries.46 States 
wracked by violence are unlikely to have thorough, if 
any, terrorism and criminal databases. Similarly, ref-
ugees fleeing violence are understandably less likely 
to have documents verifying their identities or flight 
stories, and people can sometimes easily acquire 
forged identity documents in unstable countries.47

Other levels of the vetting program have limita-
tions as well. The uSCIS trains its officers in inter-
view techniques, yet in many cases officers have lit-
tle data with which to verify a refugee’s claim beyond 
checking that the refugee has consistently told the 
same story throughout the multiple required inter-
views. Applicants can also sometimes explain away 
any inconsistencies as translation or clerical errors, 

42. Donald M. Kerwin, “The Faltering U.S. Refugee Protection System: Legal and Policy Responses to Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and Others 
in Need of Protection,” Migration Policy Institute, May 2011, pp. 15 and 16, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/faltering-us-refugee-
protection-system (accessed October 11, 2016).

43. Andorra Bruno, “Syrian Refugee Admissions and Resettlement in the United States,” Congressional Research Service Report for Congress  
No. 44277, September 16, 2016, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R44277.pdf (accessed October 27, 2016).

44. Julian Hattem, “Extremists Have Targeted Refugee Program to Enter the US, McCaul Says,” The Hill, December 7, 2015,  
http://thehill.com/policy/national-security/262316-isis-has-targeted-refugee-program-to-enter-us-chairman-says (accessed October 18, 2016).

45. News release, “California Man Arrested for Making False Statements in a Terrorism Investigation,” U.S. Department of Justice, January 7, 2016, 
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/california-man-arrested-making-false-statements-terrorism-investigation (accessed October 11, 2016); news 
release, “Two Iraqi Nationals Indicted on Federal Terrorism Charges in Kentucky,” U.S. Department of Justice, May 31, 2011,  
https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/louisville/press-releases/2011/two-iraqi-nationals-indicted-on-federal-terrorism-charges-in-kentucky 
(accessed October 11, 2016); and Robert Patrick, “Allegations of St. Louis Terrorism Support Rooted Back in Bosnian War,” St. Louis Post-
Dispatch, April 11, 2015, http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/crime-and-courts/allegations-of-st-louis-terrorism-support-rooted-back-in-
bosnian/article_0a3b08c5-29da-5f7c-ab4e-b281f086f29f.html (accessed October 11, 2016).

46. Jerry Markon, “Senior Obama Officials Have Warned of Challenges in Screening Refugees from Syria,” The Washington Post, November 17, 
2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/federal-eye/wp/2015/11/17/senior-obama-officials-have-warned-of-challenges-in-screening-
refugees-from-syria/ (accessed October 11, 2016).

47. In Bakara Market in Mogadishu, Somalia, for instance, counterfeiters for years produced everything from fake national ID cards to fake 
passports. Furthermore, two Iraqi terrorists who detonated suicide bombs in Paris in November 2015 entered Europe with authentic 
Syrian passports. The passports came from stocks of thousands of passports seized by ISIS during its Syrian conquests. “Banadir Regional 
Administration Bans Fake Documents Locally Known as ‘Abdalla Shideeye,’” Goobjoog, September 28, 2016, http://goobjoog.com/english/
banadir-regional-administration-bans-fake-documents-locally-known-as-abdalla-shideeye/ (accessed October 14, 2016); “Somalia Identity 
Cards,” UNifeed, February 15, 2014,  http://www.unmultimedia.org/tv/unifeed/asset/U140/U140215a/ (accessed October 14, 2016); and 
Anthony Faiola and Souad Mekhennet, “Tracing the Path of Four Terrorists Sent to Europe by the Islamic State,” The Washington Post, April 22, 
2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/how-europes-migrant-crisis-became-an-opportunity-for-isis/2016/04/21/
ec8a7231-062d-4185-bb27-cc7295d35415_story.html (accessed October 14, 2016).

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/faltering-us-refugee-protection-system%20
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/faltering-us-refugee-protection-system%20
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/homesec/R44277.pdf
http://thehill.com/policy/national-security/262316-isis-has-targeted-refugee-program-to-enter-us-chairman-says%20
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/california-man-arrested-making-false-statements-terrorism-investigation
https://archives.fbi.gov/archives/louisville/press-releases/2011/two-iraqi-nationals-indicted-on-federal-terrorism-charges-in-kentucky
http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/crime-and-courts/allegations-of-st-louis-terrorism-support-rooted-back-in-bosnian/article_0a3b08c5-29da-5f7c-ab4e-b281f086f29f.html
http://www.stltoday.com/news/local/crime-and-courts/allegations-of-st-louis-terrorism-support-rooted-back-in-bosnian/article_0a3b08c5-29da-5f7c-ab4e-b281f086f29f.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/federal-eye/wp/2015/11/17/senior-obama-officials-have-warned-of-challenges-in-screening-refugees-from-syria/%20
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/federal-eye/wp/2015/11/17/senior-obama-officials-have-warned-of-challenges-in-screening-refugees-from-syria/%20
http://goobjoog.com/english/banadir-regional-administration-bans-fake-documents-locally-known-as-abdalla-shideeye/
http://goobjoog.com/english/banadir-regional-administration-bans-fake-documents-locally-known-as-abdalla-shideeye/
http://www.unmultimedia.org/tv/unifeed/asset/U140/U140215a/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/how-europes-migrant-crisis-became-an-opportunity-for-isis/2016/04/21/ec8a7231-062d-4185-bb27-cc7295d35415_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/how-europes-migrant-crisis-became-an-opportunity-for-isis/2016/04/21/ec8a7231-062d-4185-bb27-cc7295d35415_story.html
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leaving the uSCIS officer with little to gauge the ref-
ugee’s veracity.

Furthermore, many uSCIS officers travel 
throughout the world and interview refugees from 
a broad range of contexts, making it difficult to 
develop a deep knowledge of the culture, history, 
and conflicts of a specific region. Officers receive 
support from other elements of DHS and the intel-
ligence community, and receive regional brief-
ings ahead of time, but deeper regional experience 

would help officers determine the authenticity of 
refugees’ claims.

Repeated and widespread fraud within the global 
refugee system highlights the limitations of the vetting 
process. The uNHCR now uses biometric data to verify 
the identities of many of the refugees it registers, which 
should lessen some forms of fraud. PRM also made 
reforms after shutting down the P-3 program for four 
years after it discovered widespread fraud in 2008.48 
The program has restarted, but now uSRAP uses DNA 

48. Emily Holland, “Moving the Virtual Border to the Cellular Level: Mandatory DNA Testing and the U.S. Refugee Family Reunification Program,” 
California Law Review, Vol. 99, No. 6 (December 2011), http://scholarship.law.berkeley.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1025&context=californ
ialawreview (accessed October 11, 2016), and U.S. Department of State, “Fraud in the Refugee Family Reunification (Priority Three) Program.”

Yes, There Is Fraud
In the Dadaab refugee camp in northern Kenya, an entire industry of coaching applicants on how 

to game the resettlement process fl ourished, with slots on a resettlement case selling for as much 
as $10,000.* In 2008, PRM conducted DNA spot checks in seven African countries to verify family 
relationships for family reunifi cation (P-3) cases. In more than 80 percent of the checks, there was 
either at least one fraudulent relationship, or applicants refused testing. Between 2003 and 2009, 
uSRAP resettled about 36,000 people through the P-3 program,† suggesting that thousands of people 
successfully navigated the vetting process to fraudulently make their way to the united States.‡

The uNHCR, which conducts the initial screening of refugees and refers the majority of cases that 
the u.S. considers for resettlement, has its own struggles with fraud. In 2013, in Dadaab, the uNHCR 
struck approximately 60,000 people registered as refugees—about 20 percent of the camp’s offi  cial 
population—from its food-distribution list, as it was unable to verify their presence in the camp.§ Three 
years later, the u.N. announced that more than 40,000 people registered as refugees in Dadaab were 
actually Kenyans who had posed as refugees.|| In 2012, in Mauritania and Burkina Faso, the uNHCR 
registered as many as three times the actual number of refugees fl eeing the confl ict in northern Mali, 
as locals presented themselves as refugees in order to receive rations they could eat or sell.#

* Ben Rawlence, City of Thorns: Nine Lives in the World’s Largest Refugee Camp (New York: Picador, 2016),  p. 193, and U.S. Department 
of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, “The U.S. Refugee Admissions Program: Reforms for a New Era of Refugee 
Resettlement,” 2003, https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/fi les/eoir/legacy/2004/03/11/fr27jan04_report.pdf 
(accessed October 11, 2016).

† U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, “Fraud in the Refugee Family Reunifi cation (Priority Three) 
Program,” February 3, 2009, http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/factsheets/2009/181066.htm (accessed October 11, 2016).

‡ Another concern is that some PRM and DHS offi  cials were aware of widespread fraud in the P-3 program at least as far back as 
2003. Some anti-fraud measures were taken, but they were insuffi  cient. See U.S. Department of State, “The U.S. Refugee Admissions 
Program: Reforms for a New Era of Refugee Resettlement, https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/fi les/eoir/legacy/2004/03/11/
fr27jan04_report.pdf (accessed April 18, 2017).

§ Rawlence, City of Thorns, p. 336.

|| Kevin J. Kelley, “UN Estimates 42,000 Kenyans Falsely Registered as Refugees in Dadaab,” Daily Nation, July 27, 2016, 
http://www.nation.co.ke/news/42-000-Kenyans-are-false-refugees-in-Dadaab--UN/1056-3317714-155dcytz/index.html 
(accessed October 11, 2016).

# Misha Hussain, “‘Ghost’ Malian Refugees Show Abuse of U.N. Registration System,” Reuters, March 21, 2014, 
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-burkina-refugees-idUSBREA2K13Y20140321 (accessed October 11, 2016).

http://scholarship.law.berkeley.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1025&context=californialawreview%20
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testing to verify most family relationships.49 DNA test-
ing is not required for P-1 or P-2 applicants, however.

The Scope of the Security Threat. Figures of how 
many refugees in the united States have been involved 
in terror-related activity since September 11, 2001, 
range from three to 40.50 Some of the discrepancy in the 
numbers is due to various sources defining “refugees” 
and “acts of terror” differently. In order to analyze the 
entirety of the threat, this Backgrounder counts any-
one who entered the u.S. as a refugee who was credibly 
implicated in or convicted of Islamist terrorism-related 
offenses in the united States or overseas.

While incomplete data in open-source reporting 
makes it impossible to determine the exact number 
of individuals in this category, The Heritage Foun-
dation counted 61 people who came to the u.S. as ref-
ugees who later engaged in Islamist terrorist activi-
ties between Fy 2002 and Fy 2016.51 However, many 

of those entered the u.S. before Fy 2002.52

It is noteworthy that most of these individuals do 
not appear to have entered the u.S. as terrorists, but 
instead radicalized after their arrival. Five refugees 
successfully committed a terrorist attack inside the 
u.S., two of which occurred after the u.S. reformed 
the program post-9/11.53

To put the security threat in perspective: between 
Fy 2002 and Fy 2016, when the 61 refugees engaged 
in terrorist activity, the u.S. admitted approximately 
869,000 refugees, of which about 279,000 were Mus-
lim.54 Overall, since the formal start of the current 
refugee system in 1980,55 just under 3 million refugees 
have entered the united States.56 During the same time 
period, the u.S. gave out over 33 million green cards to 
legal immigrants57 and admitted billions of non-immi-
grants to the u.S. for temporary stays.58 Furthermore, 
in the past, the majority of resettled refugees have 

49. U.N. High Commissioner for Refugees, “UNHCR Note on DNA Testing to Establish Family Relationships in the Refugee Context,” June 2008, 
http://www.refworld.org/docid/48620c2d2.html (accessed October 11, 2016); Aliya Sternstein, “DHS Delays Refugee Rapid DNA Tests 
Aimed at Stemming Human Trafficking,” Nextgov, September 4, 2015, http://www.nextgov.com/defense/2015/09/dhs-delays-dna-tests-
refugee-camps-aimed-stemming-human-trafficking/120356/ (accessed October 11, 2016); Andorra Bruno, “Refugee Admissions and 
Resettlement Policy”; and U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Proposed Refugee Admissions for Fiscal Year 
2015, September 18, 2014, http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/docsforcongress/231817.htm (accessed October 11, 2016).

50. Alex Nowrasteh, “Syrian Refugees Don’t Pose a Serious Security Threat,” CATO Institute, November 18, 2015,  http://www.cato.org/blog/syrian-
refugees-dont-pose-serious-security-threat (accessed October 11, 2016);  Kathleen Newland, “The U.S. Record Shows Refugees Are Not a Threat,” 
Migration Policy Institute, October, 2015, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/us-record-shows-refugees-are-not-threat (accessed October 11, 2016); 
and news release, “Sessions: Refugee Terrorism Increases While Obama Administration Increases Flow,” Senator Jeff Sessions, August 10, 2016,  
http://www.sessions.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/news-releases?ID=FE9403D1-FBD1-4BCC-A0F9-16566A09079E (accessed October 11, 2016).

51. This number includes 26 naturalized Somali-Americans or foreign-born Somali residents of the U.S. who were credibly implicated in terrorist activity. They 
were included on the list because the great majority of Somalis entered the U.S. as refugees after 1991, so it is likely that those 26 did as well. That does 
mean there is a slight chance that a few of those counted did not enter the country as refugees but as other visa holders. Those for whom we could not 
find any origin information were not included in the total. For all other nationalities, we did not count people who engaged in terrorist activity and whose 
immigration status is unknown. It is possible that some of these individuals were refugees, which would increase our estimate. Our sources include the U.S. 
Department of Justice (DOJ) charging documents and press releases, credible press accounts, and DOJ data provided to then-Senator Sessions.

52. Since many of these refugees came to the U.S. prior to FY 2002, it is difficult to do an apples-to-apples comparison between refugees 
admitted and the number who engaged in terrorism, because publicly available data on admitted refugees only goes back to FY 2002.

53. For Heritage Foundation research on post-9/11 terror plots against the U.S., see Riley Walters, “New Jersey Man’s Confessed Bombing Plan Is 
95th Terror Plot in US Since 9/11,” The Daily Signal, May 9, 2017, http://dailysignal.com/2017/05/09/new-jersey-man-plans-95th-terror-plot-
us-since-911/. See also Alex Nowrasteh, “Terrorism and Immigration: A Risk Analysis,” Cato Institute, September 13, 2016,  
https://object.cato.org/sites/cato.org/files/pubs/pdf/pa798_1_1.pdf (accessed November 17, 2016).

54. U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, Office of Admissions, Refugee Processing Center, “Summary 
of Refugee Arrivals as of 1 October 2016,” http://ireports.wrapsnet.org/Interactive-Reporting/EnumType/Report?ItemPath=/rpt_
WebArrivalsReports/MX%20-%20Arrivals%20by%20Nationality%20and%20Religion (accessed April 18, 2017).

55. U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration, “History of U.S. Refugee Resettlement,” June 19, 2015,  
http://www.state.gov/j/prm/releases/factsheets/2015/244058.htm (accessed November 17, 2016).

56. U.S. Department of Homeland Security, 2014 Yearbook of Immigration Statistics, Table 13. Refugee Arrivals: Fiscal Years 1980 to 2014,  
https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook/2014/table13 (accessed November 17, 2016).

57. Ibid., Table 1. Persons Obtaining Lawful Permanent Resident Status: Fiscal Years 1820 to 2014,  
https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook/2014/table1 (accessed November 17, 2016).

58. Ibid., Table 25. Nonimmigrant Admissions by Class of Admission: Fiscal Years 2012 to 2014,  
https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook/2014/table25 (accessed November 17, 2016).
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been Christians59 and people from non–Middle East-
ern countries.

The data that are available show the security 
challenge posed by refugees falls into three catego-
ries: (1) radicalized refugees who slip through the 
vetting process and commit terrorist offenses; (2) 
adult refugees who radicalize once in the u.S. and 
then commit terrorist offenses; and (3) refugees 
who were resettled at a young age—often known as 

the “1.5 generation”—or the children of resettled 
refugees, who radicalize and then commit terrorist 
offenses. The distinctions among these three groups 
are important, as they represent different challeng-
es and require different solutions.

The first scenario appears to be the most rare, as 
there are only a few reports of radical Islamists get-
ting to the united States through the refugee reset-
tlement program.60 Similarly, there are a handful of 

59. Phillip Connor, “U.S. Admits Record Number of Muslim Refugees in 2016,” Pew Research Center, October 5, 2016,  
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/10/05/u-s-admits-record-number-of-muslim-refugees-in-2016/ (accessed November 17, 2016).

60. “California Man Arrested for Making False Statements in a Terrorism Investigation,” U.S. Department of Justice; “Two Iraqi Nationals Indicted 
on Federal Terrorism Charges in Kentucky,” U.S. Department of Justice; and Robert Patrick, “Allegations of St. Louis Terrorism Support Rooted 
Back in Bosnian War.”

Threat of Homegrown Terrorism
Of the 95 terror plots against the u.S. since 9/11, homegrown Islamist terrorists—those who 

became radicalized primarily in the u.S., whether immigrants or natural-born citizens—carried out or 
signifi cantly contributed to 84 of them. Of the 84 homegrown plots, at least 44 involved terrorists who 
were foreign born. Refugees concocted six of the 84 plots, including two successful attacks. All of the 
refugee plotters were homegrown terrorists.*

* Riley Walters, “New Jersey Man’s Confessed Bombing Plan Is 95th Terror Plot in US Since 9/11,” The Daily Signal, May 9, 2017, 
http://dailysignal.com/2017/05/09/new-jersey-man-plans-95th-terror-plot-us-since-911/.
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SOURCE: Riley Walters, "New Jersey Man’s 
Confessed Bombing Plan Is 95th Terror Plot 
in US Since 9/11,” The Daily Signal, May 9, 
2017, http://dailysignal.com/2017/05/09/
new-jersey-man-plans-95th-terror-plot-us-
since-911/.

Terror Plots and 
Attacks in the U.S.
Since 2006, there has 
been a decrease in 
external terror plots and 
attacks — and a large 
increase in homegrown 
plots and attacks.

CHART 1 ■ Homegrown terror plot or attack       ■ External terror plot or attack

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/10/05/u-s-admits-record-number-of-muslim-refugees-in-2016/%20


15

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 3212
July 5, 2017  

confirmed cases of refugees resettled as adults who 
radicalized in the united States.61

The most difficult radicalization challenge is with 
children who are resettled at a young age, or the chil-
dren of resettled refugees. The experience of the 
Somali-American community is illustrative of the 
problem. Seventy-four Somali-Americans or Somali 
residents of the u.S. have been credibly implicated 
in terror-related activity since 1997. Incomplete bio-
graphic information makes it difficult to determine 
when most of the 74 radicalized. Nevertheless, there 
is enough data for 18 of the 74 radicalized individuals 
to determine that most of the 18 likely radicalized in 
the united States.62

The young immigration ages and histories of 
extremist Somali residents of the u.S. is in keep-
ing with the challenge that Europe has experienced 
with its own 1.5 generation. The 1.5 generation may 
feel isolated and caught between two worlds, not 
fully at home either in their parents’ or in their 
adopted country, which may heighten the appeal 
of radical messages promising purpose and iden-
tity.63 This seems to be one of the dynamics driving 
radicalization in the Moroccan-Belgian community, 

which produced Abdeslam Salah and Abdelhamid 
Abaaoud, key players in the Paris terror attacks.64 
Most of those involved in the recent spate of French 
terrorism are the children of first-generation immi-
grants, arrived in France at a young age, or are 

“native” converts to Islam.65

Assimilation Challenges. Assimilation into 
mainstream culture is key to immigrants’ success. 
Embracing an American creed, learning English,66 
and gaining an education help immigrants build an 
American identity, and the knowledge, skill sets, and 
social capital that increase their sense of belonging 
in American society. Non-assimilation, by contrast, 
can consign immigrant groups to life in isolated 
enclaves mired in economic underperformance, 
crime, and higher rates of Islamist radicalization 
than among the general public.67

Assimilation does not require that refugees for-
get their heritage—generations of immigrants have 
added cultural and human capital to the u.S. because 
of their diverse backgrounds. Assimilation simply 
asks that immigrants embrace the values of the unit-
ed States, and develop loyalty to the u.S. and fellow 
Americans above other countries and people—find-

61. Scott Doland and Megan Doyle, “Documents: Freeport Man Died Fighting for Islamic State in Lebanon,” Portland Press Herald, August 16, 2016, 
http://www.pressherald.com/2016/08/16/documents-freeport-man-died-fighting-for-islamic-state/ (accessed October 11, 2016); United 
States of America v. Omar Faraj Saeed Al Hardan, Indictment, filed on January 6, 2016, https://www.justice.gov/opa/file/811706/download 
(accessed January 20, 2016); and news release, “Federal Jury Convicts Kurbanov on Terrorism Charges,” U.S. Department of Justice, August 
12, 2015, https://www.fbi.gov/contact-us/field-offices/saltlakecity/news/press-releases/federal-jury-convicts-kurbanov-on-terrorism-charges 
(accessed October 11, 2016).

62. Joshua Meservey, “Ohio State Attack Sheds Light on Somali Community’s Struggle with Terrorism,” The Daily Signal, December 2, 2016, 
http://dailysignal.com/2016/12/02/ohio-state-attack-sheds-light-on-somali-communitys-struggle-with-terrorism/?_ga=1.260246926.2005
073509.1436449587 (accessed December 16, 2016).

63. Miriam Jordan and Ben Kesling, “Mother of ISIS Recruit Suspect Voices Shock, Disbelief,” The Wall Street Journal, April 23, 2015,  
http://www.wsj.com/articles/in-somali-community-disbelief-and-outrage-at-terror-arrests-1429799826 (accessed October 11, 2016), and 
Sarah Lyons-Padilla et al., “Belonging Nowhere: Marginalization and Radicalization Risk Among Muslim Immigrants,” Behavioral Science & 
Policy (Winter 2015), http://gelfand.umd.edu/papers/BSP_2_Lyons_2p%20(002).pdf (accessed October 18, 2016).

64. Didier Leroy and Joost Hiltermann, “Why Belgium?” The New York Review of Books, November 16, 2015,  
http://www.nybooks.com/daily/2016/03/24/brussels-attacks-isis-why-belgium/ (accessed October 11, 2016).

65. Olivier Roy, “France’s Oedipal Islamist Complex,” Foreign Policy, January 7, 2016, http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/01/07/frances-oedipal-
islamist-complex-charlie-hebdo-islamic-state-isis/ (accessed October 11, 2016).

66. A British study found that lacking English fluency generally reduced predicted employment rates for ethnic minorities by 25 percent. A 
separate study found a relationship between a decline in immigrants’ economic assimilation and a concurrent decline in rates of English-
language proficiency. M. A. Shields and S. Wheatley Price, Economics Letters, Vol. 8, No. 11 (2001), pp. 741–745, http://www.tandfonline.
com/doi/abs/10.1080/13504850010038678?journalCode=rael20 (accessed October 11, 2016), and George J. Borjas, “The Slowdown in 
the Economic Assimilation of Immigrants: Aging and Cohort Effects Revisited Again,” Journal of Human Capital, Vol. 9, No. 4 (2015), p. 483, 
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/fs/gborjas/publications/journal/JHC2015.pdf (accessed December 16, 2016).

67. The Molenbeek and Schaerbeek neighborhoods in Brussels are two of the most notorious examples. See Aaron Williams et al., “How Two 
Brussels Neighborhoods Became ‘a Breeding Ground’ for Terror,” The Washington Post, April 1, 2016, https://www.washingtonpost.com/
graphics/world/brussels-molenbeek-demographics/ (accessed December 16, 2016), and Teun Voeten, “Molenbeek Broke My Heart,” Politico, 
November 21, 2015, http://www.politico.eu/article/molenbeek-broke-my-heart-radicalization-suburb-brussels-gentrification/  
(accessed December 16, 2016).
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ing “the correct balance between keeping their tradi-
tions and adopting America’s virtues, between pride 
in their ancestry and love of their new country.”68

There is no reason to assume that the children of 
immigrants will automatically assimilate. Children 
will inevitably adopt some of the forms of American 
culture, but it is not a given that they will develop a 
superseding loyalty to all fellow Americans, the unit-
ed States, and its values. For this reason, it is critical 
that the u.S. have a coherent assimilation strategy.

Values Differences. One of the challenges of reset-
tling refugees is that some hold values that are at 
odds with cherished American tenets. In the past, 
the united States met this difficulty by officially 
encouraging assimilation. Absent a return to that 
policy, assimilating refugees will be difficult.

The contexts in Middle East and North Afri-
can (MENA) countries highlight such challeng-
es. A December 2015 Pew poll of Muslims in seven 
MENA countries found that the average across the 
countries of those who supported making sharia 
(Islamic) law the official law in their country was 70 
percent.69 A 2013 poll found that among those polled 
in MENA countries who support sharia, a median 
of 59 percent believed that anyone who leaves Islam 
should be executed.70

The 2013 poll also found alarming levels of sup-
port for treating women in ways anathema to 
Americans.71

 A small percentage of people in the MENA region 
harbor sympathy for violent Islamist groups as well. 
A poll by the Arab Center for Research and Policy 
Studies found that an average of 11 percent of respon-
dents in six MENA countries, in the Palestinian ter-
ritories, and among Syrian refugees had a “positive” 
or “positive to some extent” opinion of ISIS.72

Education and Skill Levels. An education and skill 
mismatch with advanced economies exacerbates the 
assimilation challenge. Europe’s struggle to assimi-
late its Muslim community is a prime example. Many 
European Muslims arrived on the continent as low-
skilled labor to help rebuild Europe after World War 
II.73 Generations later, European Muslims still have 
higher poverty74 and lower education rates than 
non-Muslim Europeans.75

By contrast, many American Muslims immigrat-
ed here to further their education and then stayed 
on,76 equipping them to thrive economically and 
socially in the united States. American Muslims are, 
by most metrics, better assimilated than their Euro-
pean counterparts.77

68. Mike Gonzalez, “Patriotic Assimilation Is an Indispensable Condition in a Land of Immigrants,” The Daily Signal, January 8, 2016,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/01/patriotic-assimilation-is-an-indispensable-condition-in-a-land-of-immigrants.

69. Michael Lipka, “Muslims and Islam: Key Findings in the U.S. and Around the World,” Pew Research Center, July 22, 2016,  
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/12/07/muslims-and-islam-key-findings-in-the-u-s-and-around-the-world/  
(accessed October 14, 2016).

70. “The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics and Society, Chapter 1: Beliefs About Sharia,” Pew Research Center, April 30, 2013,  
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-beliefs-about-sharia/ (accessed October 7, 2016).

71. “The World’s Muslims: Religion, Politics, and Society, Chapter 4: Women in Society,” Pew Research Center, April 30, 2013,  
http://www.pewforum.org/2013/04/30/the-worlds-muslims-religion-politics-society-women-in-society/ (accessed October 14, 2016).
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The united States has not been free of European-
style assimilation problems, however. Many Somali-
Americans arrived in the united States as refugees 
with pronounced educational and skill-set disad-
vantages. Of those born overseas, many spent years 
as refugees with few opportunities to work and gain 
an education. Their home country is wracked by two 

decades plus of instability, with widespread illiter-
acy, an underdeveloped, mostly informal economy, 
and a complex clan system that serves as the pri-
mary method of social organization. In other words, 
Somalis arrived to the u.S. poor in social, human, 
and financial capital.

unsurprisingly, the community has struggled 
to adjust to life in the united States. Foreign-born 
Somalis rank last in English proficiency, median 
annual earnings, and employment rates of all Afri-
can immigrants to the united States, and have some 
of the lowest rates of educational achievement.78

Refugees from other sustained conflicts are like-
ly to have similar challenges. Rates of educational 
achievement among Syrians, for instance, are sig-
nificantly lower than in the united States, and the 
instability gripping their country has for years 
interrupted many Syrian children’s schooling.79 Of 
the Syrian refugees who were 21 years or older, 41 
percent had a high school degree. Sixteen percent of 
those 21 years or older had a professional, technical, 
or university/college degree.80

These numbers are consistent with the Swedish 
Migration Agency’s findings that half of recent Syrian 
asylum seekers in Sweden lack a high school education, 
and one-third never made it beyond ninth grade.81 By 
comparison, 33 percent of Americans had a bachelor’s 
or higher degree in 2015, and 88 percent had at least 
completed high school or obtained a GED.82

Facing the Challenges
Enhancing Security. The security challenge 

associated with uSRAP is limited. Nonetheless, a 
successful refugee program will be honest about the 
security risks and make sure to mitigate them. Help-
ing uSCIS officers to build greater expertise in the 
regions in which they operate, increasing counter-

78. Christine P. Gambino, Edward N. Trevelyan, and John Thomas Fitzwater, “The Foreign-Born Population From Africa: 2008-2012,” U.S. Census 
Bureau American Community Survey Brief No. 12-16, October 2014, https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/
acs/acsbr12-16.pdf (accessed April 18, 2017), and Randy Capps et al., “Diverse Streams: African Migration to the United States,” Migration 
Policy Institute, April 2012, http://www.migrationpolicy.org/pubs/CBI-AfricanMigration.pdf (accessed October 14, 2016).

79. Joseph Nhan-O’Reilly, “Delivering Education to Children Affected by the Conflict in Syria,” Global Partnership for Education, January 20, 2016, 
http://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/delivering-education-children-affected-conflict-syria (accessed October 14, 2016).

80. There was no data on the educational achievement of 26 percent of resettled Syrian refugees. Refugee Processing Center, “Admissions and 
Arrivals.”

81. James Traub, “The Death of the Most Generous Nation on Earth,” Foreign Policy, February 10, 2016, http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/10/the-
death-of-the-most-generous-nation-on-earth-sweden-syria-refugee-europe/ (accessed October 7, 2016).

82. Camille L. Ryan and Kurt Bauman, “Educational Attainment in the United States: 2015,” U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Report No. P20-
578, March 2016, http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2016/demo/p20-578.pdf (accessed October 7, 2016).
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fraud measures, revamping the u.S.’s outdated or 
aging immigration benefit management and screen-
ing systems, and other reforms can further lower the 
risk of terrorism due to uSRAP.

The u.S. government has already taken precau-
tions to improve refugee screening in particularly 
worrisome conflict zones, such as through the Syr-
ian Enhanced Review process. While not foolproof, 
the review demonstrates that the u.S. government 
recognized the risks associated with screening refu-
gees from war-torn areas, and made modifications 
accordingly. The u.S. should continue to review 
and modify the process as needed to ensure its 
future effectiveness.

The u.S., however, must also recognize that securi-
ty vetting on the front-end of the refugee process does 
not eliminate risks from homegrown radicalization 
of refugees in later generations. The most important 
component of a strategy to mitigate such risks should 
be a comprehensive plan for assimilating refugees.

Assimilation in America. Assimilation is inher-
ently difficult to measure, but employment and edu-
cational attainment can be useful, albeit incomplete, 
indicators of assimilation. A further look at cultural 
values also assists in evaluating the successes of ref-
ugee assimilation in the u.S.

Though education levels vary by country of origin, 
refugee education levels are generally higher than 
those of immigrants to the u.S., and lower than for 
the u.S. native population.83 Some of the struggles 
that refugees experience, such as learning English, 
could be overcome through improvements in educa-
tion and greater civil society involvement.

Employment rates for refugees are encouraging, 
but vary among different groups. The Migration Poli-
cy Institute’s study of refugees from the top ten send-
ing countries found that 67 percent of refugee men are 
employed as opposed to only 60 percent of u.S.-born 
men.84 Employment rates for refugee women and 
native-born women are comparable to each other and 
above 50 percent.85 A closer look at refugee data, how-
ever, reveals that some groups perform better than 
others.86 For example, Burmese, Iraqi, and Somali 
refugee men were employed at or below the rate of 
u.S.-born male workers.87 Cuban, Iranian, Burmese, 
Somali, Bhutanese, and Iraqi women fell below the 
average rate of employment for native-born women.88 
Varying employment rates may be affected by dis-
crepancies in English proficiency and native-lan-
guage literacy. According to the same report, refugees’ 
median household income between 2009 and 2011 
was $42,000, which falls below the median household 
income for both immigrants and u.S. born workers.89

It is difficult to gauge true assimilation, but the 
u.S. has certain advantages that will likely help the 
process. Overall, refugees in the u.S. have far better 
employment outcomes than refugees in Europe, for 
example.90 Moreover, the American Muslim popula-
tion is generally diverse and spread throughout the 
country, which makes it more difficult, though not 
impossible, for ethnic and religious enclaves that 
inhibit assimilation—as is the case in Europe—to 
develop.91 Additionally, the united States has a his-
tory of assimilating immigrants with strong cultural 
and religious differences, and Middle Eastern refu-
gees will be joining existing Muslim communities 

83. Ibid., p. 19.

84. Randy Capps, Kathleen Newland, Susan Fratzke, Susanna Groves, Michael Fix, Margie McHugh, and Gregory Auclair, “The Integration 
Outcomes of U.S. Refugees: Successes and Challenges,” Migration Policy Institute, June 2015, p. 16,  
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/integration-outcomes-us-refugees-successes-and-challenges (accessed June 8, 2017).

85. Ibid. p. 16.

86. Nayla Rush, “Fact-Checking A Fact Sheet On Refugee Resettlement,” Center for Immigration Studies, November 2015,  
http://cis.org/sites/cis.org/files/rush-refugees-mpi.pdf (accessed June 8, 2017).

87. Capps et al, “The Integration Outcomes of U.S. Refugees: Successes and Challenges”, p. 16.

88. Ibid.

89. Ibid., p. 21.

90. Philippe Legrain, “Refugees Work: A Humanitarian Investment that Yields Economic Dividends,” The Tent Foundation, May 2016,  
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55462dd8e4b0a65de4f3a087/t/573cb9e8ab48de57372771e6/1463597545986/Tent-Open-
Refugees+Work_VFINAL-singlepages.pdf (accessed March 30, 2017).

91. Leiken, “Europe’s Angry Muslims,” and Michele Battisti, Giovanni, Peri, and Agnese Romiti, “Dynamic Effects of Co-Ethnic Networks on 
Immigrants’ Economic Success,” NBER Working Paper No. 22389, July 2016, http://www.nber.org/papers/w22389.pdf (accessed October 14, 
2016), and “Islamic, Yet Integrated,” The Economist.
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in the united States that are relatively well assimi-
lated: American Muslims today are as well-educated 
and well-off as the average non-Muslim American.92

American Muslims are also likelier to reject un-
American values at higher rates than their co-reli-
gionists in many parts of the world. In a Pew Research 
poll, 81 percent of American Muslims said that suicide 
bombing or other violence against civilians is never 
justified (with 1 percent saying that it is often justified), 
while the global average is 67 percent. Five percent of 
Muslims born in the u.S. have a favorable view of al-
Qaeda, with 2 percent of Muslim immigrants holding 
such a view, while the global average is 14 percent.93 In 
a different poll, 89 percent of u.S. Muslims—a higher 
rate than other religious groups or the general public—
believed individuals or small groups are never justi-
fied targeting and killing civilians.94 While even one 
American with a favorable view of terrorism is one 
too many, American Muslims’ greater acceptance of 
Western values is a likely indicator of assimilation.

Encouraging Economic Success. uSRAP is a 
humanitarian program only, and is not designed to 
spur u.S. economic growth. However, evaluating the 
fiscal and economic effects of refugees is critical to 
ensuring that uSRAP is facilitating their economic 
success as much as possible, and to providing poli-
cymakers with the data to understand the full costs 
and benefits of the program.

Determining the fiscal impact of refugees, or any 
immigrants, requires considering a number of vari-
ables.95 The most relevant are the ages and education 
levels of the refugees, the generosity of benefits made 
available to them, and employment opportunities.

On average, younger, more educated immigrants 
who move to a country with less-costly government 
benefits and plentiful employment opportunities 
are more likely to be a net fiscal positive. However, 
older, less-educated, or less-skilled immigrants who 
move to a country with generous government ben-
efits and fewer employment opportunities are more 
likely to be a net drain on fiscal resources.96 Given 
that refugee resettlement is generally for the most 
vulnerable and for those from countries suffering 
disruptive wars, refugees often have lower levels of 
education or skill, or have difficulty translating their 
skills into advanced economies.

An International Monetary Fund study of refu-
gees to Europe, which tends to provide more gov-
ernment benefits and has relatively high unemploy-
ment, found that for as many as 20 years, refugees 
tend to be less employed and more dependent on 
social benefits than native workers or other immi-
grants groups.97 A study of refugees to Australia 
found similar long-term fiscal costs.98 Another 
study found that in 2015, Sweden redistributed 1.35 
percent of its gross domestic product (GDP) to ref-

92. “Muslim Americans: Middle Class and Mostly Mainstream,” Pew Research Center, May 22, 2007, http://www.pewresearch.org/2007/05/22/
muslim-americans-middle-class-and-mostly-mainstream/ (accessed October 14, 2016), and “Muslim Americans: No Signs of Growth in 
Alienation or Support for Extremism, Section 3: Identity, Assimilation and Community,” Pew Research Center, August 30, 2011,  
http://www.people-press.org/2011/08/30/section-3-identity-assimilation-and-community/ (accessed October 14, 2016).

93. “Muslim Americans: No Signs of Growth in Alienation or Support for Extremism,” Pew Research Center, and David Bier, “Muslims Rapidly 
Adopt U.S. Social Values,” Cato Institute, October 13, 2016, http://www.cato.org/blog/muslims-rapidly-adopt-us-social-political-values 
(accessed October 16, 2016).

94. For greater detail, while 89 percent of Muslims said that it is never justified for an individual or small group of individuals to target and 
kill civilians, only 71 percent of Protestants and Catholics, 75 percent of Jews, and 79 percent of Mormons polled said such killing is never 
justified. “Muslim Americans: Faith, Freedom, and the Future,” Gallup, August 2, 2011, http://www.gallup.com/poll/148931/presentation-
muslim-americans-faith-freedom-future.aspx (accessed March 29, 2017).

95. Thomas Liebig and Jeffrey Mo, “International Migration Outlook 2013,” Global Migration Group, 2013,  
http://www.globalmigrationgroup.org/sites/default/files/Liebig_and_Mo_2013.pdf (accessed October 7, 2016).

96. Sari Pekkala Kerr and William R. Kerr, “Economic Impact of Immigration: A Survey,” NBER Working Paper No. 16736, January 2011,  
http://www.nber.org/papers/w16736.pdf (accessed October 7, 2016), and Shekhar Aiyar et al., “The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges,” 
International Monetary Fund, January 2016, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2016/sdn1602.pdf (accessed October 7, 2016).

97. Aiyar et al., “The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges,” and “For Good or Ill,” The Economist, January 21, 2016,  
http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-economics/21688938-europes-new-arrivals-will-probably-dent-public-finances-not-wages-
good-or (accessed October 7, 2016).
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Paper No. 3, 2011, and Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development, “International Migration Outlook 2013,” June 14, 2013, 
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ugees accepted into Sweden, though other Europe-
an countries would face smaller costs due to their 
smaller per capita refugee populations.99 The aca-
demic literature generally finds that refugees con-
sume more in government benefits than they pay in 
taxes.100

Refugees sheltering in the Middle East have 
achieved some economic successes. Syrian refugees, 
for example, are starting businesses and contribut-
ing to Middle Eastern economies through consumer 
purchases. One study conducted by the World Bank 
estimated that Syrians owned 26 percent of newly 

99. Joakim Ruist, “Fiscal Cost of Refugees in Europe,” Vox, January 28, 2016, http://voxeu.org/article/fiscal-cost-refugees-europe  
(accessed October 7, 2016).

100. Ibid.; Aiyar et al., “The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges”; and Robert Rector and Jamie Bryan Hall, “Every Immigrant Without 
High School Degree Will Cost Taxpayers $640,000,” The Daily Signal, September 21, 2016, http://dailysignal.com/2016/09/21/every-
immigrant-without-high-school-degree-will-cost-taxpayers-640000/.

Canada’s Private Resettlement Program
Canada has a successful Private Sponsorship of Refugees (PSR) program consisting of private 

sponsors who cover the costs for a refugee for at least one year. Since 1979, about 42 percent of refugees 
resettled to Canada—more than 225,000 individuals—came through the PSR. In 2014, Canada accepted 
4,560 refugees through the program.* Delays in matching refugees with sponsors, as well as health care 
cost increases for which sponsors are responsible, decreased the use of the program, though this may be 
changing as Canadians respond to the Syrian confl ict.† Between November 2015 and November 2016, 
13,138 Syrian refugees came to Canada through private sponsorship.‡

A 2007 study found that privately sponsored refugees reported greater satisfaction after two years 
than government-sponsored refugees. The PSR refugees found meaningful employment more quickly, 
earning an average of $6,000 more than government-sponsored refugees after the fi rst year (when 
many non-PSR refugees are still unemployed), and about $1,000 more after three years.§ The Canadian 
government supplements the PSR program with a blended initiative similar to the u.S.’s Matching Grant 
Program, where costs are split between the private sector and government.|| Several other countries, 
including Australia and Germany, have some form of private refugee sponsorship programs as well.#

* Matthew La Corte and David Bier, “Niskanen Center Statement for the Senate Hearing on Canadian Refugee Resettlement,” Niskanen 
Center Statement, February 3, 2016, https://niskanencenter.org/blog/niskanen-center-statement-for-the-senate-hearing-on-
canadian-refugee-resettlement/ (accessed October 7, 2016).

† Jodi Kantor and Catrin Einhorn, “Refugees Encounter a Foreign Word: Welcome,” The New York Times, June 30, 2016, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/07/01/world/americas/canada-syrian-refugees.html (accessed October 14, 2016).

‡ Joe Friesen, “Syrian Exodus to Canada: One Year Later, a Look at Who the Refugees Are and Where They Went,” The Globe and Mail, 
December 1, 2016, https://beta.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/syrian-refugees-in-canada-by-the-numbers/article33120934/ 
(accessed April 10, 2017).

§ Government of Canada, “Summative Evaluation of the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program,” April 2007, 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/resources/evaluation/psrp/psrp-summary.asp (accessed October 7, 2016). Some of this diff erence 
in outcomes may be due to the fact that privately sponsored refugees may have high levels of skills or connections in Canada. 
Regardless, this would still be a positive feature of the program. See Tavia Grant, “One Year After Arrival, Syrian Refugees 
Continue to Face Employment Barriers,” The Globe and Mail, December 5, 2016, https://beta.theglobeandmail.com/news/national/
syrian-refugees-facing-barriers-to-fi nding-work-one-year-after-arrival/article33204887/?ref=http://www.theglobeandmail.
com&service=mobile (accessed April 10, 2017).

|| Government of Canada, “Blended Visa Offi  ce-Referred Program—Sponsoring Refugees,” 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/refugees/sponsor/vor.asp (accessed October 7, 2016).

# Jodi Kantor and Catrin Einhorn, “Who Else Can Sponsor a Refugee? The List Is Limited, for Now,” The New York Times, June 30, 2016, 
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registered businesses in Turkey.101 Consumer spend-
ing, partially driven by refugee expenditures, had a 
positive effect on the lebanese economy in 2015, as one 
study estimated that lebanon’s real GDP grew by 2.5 
percent.102 Not all economic indicators for refugees are 
positive,103 but uSRAP is worth continuing not because 
it is an economic boon to the u.S.—it is not—but because 
it advances u.S. national interests in other ways.

The u.S. has ways of minimizing the fiscal costs 
of refugees and improving their economic outcomes, 
particularly by better leveraging the resources and 
unique capabilities of the u.S. private sector, non-
profits, and individual citizens. The Matching Grant 
Program is one such example. It requires refugees to 
prove that they have received a job within six months 
of arrival. In 2015, the program helped 82 percent 
of refugees attain “self-sufficiency” (an imperfect 
metric as defined by ORR and explained earlier in 
this Backgrounder) in the first 180 days of being in 
the u.S.104 Furthermore, close to 70 percent of refu-
gees enrolled in Matching Grant programming had 
employment by the end of 180 days.105 The Match-
ing Grant Program has enjoyed greater success than 
other traditional government-funded refugee pro-
grams by leveraging private-sector resources.106

In America’s Interest
The u.S. government should enact refugee poli-

cies that advance the country’s interests. To do so, 
the u.S. should:

 n Focus U.S. resources on ameliorating the 
plight of refugees in front-line states. The 
u.S. should stretch its finite resources as far 
as possible by focusing on improving refugee 

welfare where refugees are sheltering. Rally-
ing the international community to meet fund-
ing shortfalls for organizations working with 
Middle Eastern refugees, and encouraging host 
countries to enact refugee-friendly economic 
policies, would help.

 n Build a comprehensive assimilation strat-
egy. Refugee assimilation is critical to uSRAP 
remaining in u.S. interests. Policymakers should 
require PRM to create an assimilation strategy 
that all stakeholders should implement through-
out and after the resettlement process. Addition-
al stakeholders include ORR, civil society orga-
nizations—including VOlAGs—and the public 
school system that should emphasize civics edu-
cation. The strategy should include measurable 
benchmarks of success, such as English-language 
acquisition, and require regular progress reports 
from the implementing agencies.

 n Mobilize civil society to enhance refugee 
assimilation. Places of worship, communi-
ty groups, academic communities, and similar 
groups can marshal extra resources for refugees 
and facilitate their entry into mainstream society. 
Doing so is critical for building social capital107 
and developing civic pride and patriotic attach-
ment to other Americans. The u.S. can mobilize 
civil society groups through targeted grants, and 
should give priority to groups with a track record 
of fostering assimilation.

 n Avoid further categorizing, or dividing, 
Americans. The Obama Administration called 

101. “Economic Impacts of Syrian Refugees: Existing Research Review and Key Takeaways,” International Rescue Committee, 2013,  
https://www.rescue.org/sites/default/files/document/465/ircpolicybriefeconomicimpactsofsyrianrefugees.pdf (accessed November 17, 2016).

102. Alex Nowrasteh, “Economics of the Syrian Refugee Crisis,” Cato at Liberty, May 2, 2016,  
https://www.cato.org/blog/economics-syrian-refugee-crisis (accessed November 17, 2016).

103. Indeed, even GDP growth is not necessarily an indicator of improved economic conditions in a country, since GDP per capita may be far 
different, especially in cases of large changes in population.

104. Voluntary Agencies Matching Grant Program FY 2015, October 1, 2014–September 30, 2014, and Kate Brick et al., “Refugee Resettlement in 
the United States: An Examination of Challenges and Proposed Solutions,” Columbia University School of International and Public Affairs,  
May 2010, https://sipa.columbia.edu/sites/default/files/IRCFINALREPORT_0.pdf (accessed October 18, 2016).

105. Ibid.

106. ORR staff confirmed in a conversation with the authors that refugees enrolled in the Matching Grant Program have better economic outcomes 
than refugees receiving Refugee Cash Assistance.

107. Ryan Allen, “Benefit or Burden? Social Capital, Gender, and the Economic Adaptation of Refugees,” Integration Migration Review, Vol. 43, No. 2 
(Summer 2009), p. 338.
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108. Mike Gonzalez, “Congress Should Tell the OMB to Stop Dividing the Country,” Heritage Foundation Issue Brief No. 4614, October 11, 2016, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/10/congress-should-tell-the-omb-to-stop-dividing-the-country.

109. Government of Canada, “Summative Evaluation of the Private Sponsorship of Refugees Program.”

110. Israel has such a program that helps it absorb its many immigrants, to mutual benefit. Dan Senor and Saul Singer, Start-up Nation: The Story of 
Israel’s Economic Miracle (New York: Hachette Book Group, 2011), p. 133.

111. “A Note on Syrian Refugees in the Gulf: Attempting to Assess Date and Policies,” Gulf Labor Markets and Migration Explanatory Note No. 
11-2015, 2015, http://gulfmigration.eu/media/pubs/exno/GLMM_EN_2015_11.pdf (accessed October 14, 2016), and “Syria: New Agenda on 
Refugee Aid,” Human Rights Watch, February 4, 2016, https://www.hrw.org/news/2016/02/04/syria-new-agenda-refugee-aid (accessed 
October 7, 2016).

112. Luay Al-Khatteeb, “The Gulf States Should Do More for Syrian Refugees,” Brookings Institution, September 30, 2015,  
http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/markaz/posts/2015/09/30-gulf-states-syrian-refugees-alkhateeb (accessed October 7, 2016).

for the addition of a new racial minority catego-
ry—a MENA classification. Such classifications 
further divide people along ethnic lines and 
could create opportunities for government to 
exploit minority groups.108 The u.S. should resist 
creating new divisions in its refugee and other 
immigrant programs, and instead rely on patri-
otic assimilation programs to improve assimila-
tion outcomes.

 n Enhance the Matching Grant Program and 
other ORR public-private partnership pro-
grams. Increased private funding could expand 
programs, such as the Matching Grant Program 
or microenterprise grants, that support private-
sector solutions to refugee assimilation. Con-
gress should provide more funding with which to 
match private giving. The u.S. should also shift 
funding to other programs that collaborate with 
the private sector and drive economic perfor-
mance among the refugee population.

 n Pilot private resettlement programs. Refu-
gees resettled to Canada through its private 
resettlement program have better assimilation 
outcomes, and report greater satisfaction with 
their new lives, than those resettled by the gov-
ernment alone.109 Private money would also free 
up government money to help more refugees 
in the u.S. or abroad. Congress should amend 
existing refugee law to establish private reset-
tlement pilot programs. Congress should set the 
number of refugees it will allow to participate 
in these pilots, and that quantity should count 
toward the yearly admissions ceiling. It is dif-
ficult for private sponsors to support a refugee 
with significant health issues, so the u.S. should 
design the program to ensure that private spon-

sors do not shoulder the burden of onerous med-
ical costs.

 n Specifically support highly educated and 
highly skilled refugees. Some refugees will be 
highly educated and skilled. The u.S. should con-
vene representatives of groups involved in cre-
dentialing and granting academic credit in the 
u.S., and encourage them to create a process for 
assessing degrees and credentials earned over-
seas; recognizing the level of educational attain-
ment and technical qualification with the appro-
priate u.S. credential; and assisting refugees in 
preparing for licensing and certification tests.110 
The u.S. should also cut all but the critical cre-
dentialing requirements for various professions, 
making it easier for refugees and citizens alike 
with relevant skills to break into the industry. 
Doing so will quickly bring productive workers 
into the u.S. labor force, and enhance their pros-
pects for assimilation.

 n Urge Middle Eastern countries to resettle 
Syrian and Iraqi refugees. Many Syrian and 
Iraqi refugees share similar cultural and reli-
gious values with the people of the Gulf States, 
which have the financial capacity for resettle-
ment. The Gulf States are not signatories to the 
u.N. Refugee Protocol and do not offer refugee 
status, and thus far have not resettled any Syr-
ian or Iraqi refugees. Instead, several of them 
have admitted—primarily as migrant workers or 
to reunify families—an unknown number of Syr-
ians.111 Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the united Arab 
Emirates have donated hundreds of millions of 
dollars each for relief efforts to the Middle East-
ern refugee crisis,112 but the u.S. should urge the 
Gulf States to increase their aid for their Arab 
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Muslim neighbors by resettling Syrians with all 
the rights and protections due to refugees.

 n Grant victims of ISIS genocide P-2 status 
under USRAP.  P-2 refugees are “groups of spe-
cial humanitarian concern identified by the u.S. 
refugee program.”113 The u.S. considers yazidis, 
Shi’a Muslims, and Christians victims of attempt-
ed genocide, and so should grant them P-2 status 
as a reflection of their special vulnerability.114

 n Focus on developing a person-centric vetting 
system. Many of the u.S. security, vetting, and 
case management systems are outdated. From 
the uSCIS’s primarily paper-based immigration 
benefits system to the effective but aging TECS 
system, the u.S. is working to update its systems, 
with mixed success. The next generation of vet-
ting and case management system should allow 
the user to retrieve quickly all the records avail-
able on a given person, a so-called person-cen-
tric vetting system. DHS is already investigating 
the use of person-centric systems115 and Con-
gress should support this effort to enhance vet-
ting measures.

 n Focus on best candidates for resettlement. 
As there are so many applicants, the u.S. should 
emphasize applicants’ credibility as a resettle-
ment criterion. By doing so, the u.S. can continue 
to help those in need while lessening the security 
and fraud risks. The uSCIS should also ask refu-
gees whether they plan to adhere to the laws and 
Constitution of the united States, and give spe-
cific examples of what sort of laws and rights all 
residents and citizens of the u.S. are required to 
respect. Doing so would emphasize to the refu-
gees the importance of embracing and respect-
ing the fundamental rights and values of the u.S. 
It would also give immigration officials clearer 
grounds on which to arrest or deport any who 
later violate u.S. laws.

 n Avoid speeding up the resettlement process 
except in extreme cases. The security risks 
associated with resettlement remain low mostly 
because of the long duration of the process and 
the relatively slim chance that uSRAP will select 
any one person for resettlement. Corruption and 
fraud, however, can undermine these natural 
protections. Except in extreme circumstances, 
such as a medical emergency, uSRAP should not 
rush refugees through the vetting and resettle-
ment process.

 n Only resettle refugees from front-line states, 
with rare exceptions. The refugee admissions 
program is only for truly vulnerable refugees. If 
a person passes through a front-line state that 
offers an acceptable level of security in search 
of a better economic situation, he more closely 
fits the definition of an economic migrant rather 
than a refugee.

 n Only resettle refugees who match the vulner-
ability criteria. Many refugees live in protract-
ed refugee situations, but a long, or even indefi-
nite, stay in a host country is not reason enough 
for resettlement. The refugee should be in immi-
nent danger inside the host country in order for 
uSRAP to consider him for resettlement.

 n Require regions of focus and reward relevant 
language skills for USCIS officers. Requiring 
uSCIS officers to specialize in a region through-
out their careers, rather than moving among var-
ious regions with profoundly different conflicts, 
histories, and languages, will help them better 
fulfill their duties. Congress should also reward 
adjudicators who are proficient in a major lan-
guage in their region of focus. Interpreters facili-
tate the refugee interviews, but speaking directly 
with the applicants or monitoring the transla-
tion will allow officers to better assess applicants’ 
credibility.
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 n Require the USCIS to conduct regular compre-
hensive fraud assessments. Fraud is a known 
problem within the u.S. immigration system, and 
the complexity and rapidly evolving nature of many 
refugee crises pose a particular challenge. Despite 
this, the uSCIS has not released any large-scale 
fraud assessment reports since 2009 on any immi-
gration programs.116 The uSCIS should revitalize 
its efforts to study immigration fraud to under-
stand better the challenge and how to combat it, 
thereby protecting the integrity of the program.

 n Increase the use of DNA spot checks to detect 
and deter fraud. DNA checks are now required 
for most P-3 applicants but not for other catego-
ries of refugees. The uSCIS should conduct ran-
dom DNA spot checks on a certain percentage of 
P-1 and P-2 cases to verify family relationships 
and deter applicants from claiming non-relatives 
as next of kin. The uSCIS can make exceptions 
for extenuating circumstances, such as those 
explicated in uNHCR guidelines.117

 n Encourage the UNHCR to increase its fraud-
prevention activities. Fraud committed 
against the uNHCR by refugees, or those posing 
as such, can bleed into uSRAP. Anti-fraud mea-
sures should include merging the various Pro-
Gres databases—in which the uNHCR stores the 
information it collects from refugees—that each 
uNHCR office currently operates independently. 
Doing so would allow uNHCR staff to crosscheck 
refugee information with other offices quickly. 
The u.S. should also encourage the uNHCR to 
increase the use of iris scans, which it already 
uses to verify refugees’ identities in some loca-
tions, to all areas of its operation.

 n Reform USCIS appropriations. The fees that 
the uSCIS levies on immigrants for legal immi-
gration services currently provide almost all of 
its funding. Direct appropriation should provide 

for other functions of the uSCIS, such as man-
agement, fraud prevention, and refugee and asy-
lum operations, rather than being tied to funding 
from immigrants. That would ensure that the u.S. 
always funds these activities regardless of other 
factors, and would allow Congress to exercise 
greater oversight and provide greater input on 
the operations of the uSCIS.

 n Reject attempts to link refugee rights to a 
global right to migration. It is possible that 
some will attempt to use the issue of refugee 
resettlement to advocate for a global right to 
migration. The u.S. must resist such attempts.

 n Undertake long-term studies of refugee per-
formance and well-being. ORR does not track 
resettled refugee outcomes over the long term. To 
determine how best to assist resettled refugees 
in becoming truly self-sufficient, and whether 
the program remains in the best interests of the 
united States and the refugees, the u.S. should 
track outcomes long after ORR assistance ends.

 n Affirm the role of Congress in setting refu-
gee-admission levels. Congress should allow 
the executive branch to select the number of ref-
ugees between a ceiling and a floor based on his-
torical refugee levels. For example, over the past 
20 years, the 20th percentile of refugee admis-
sions was 50,577 refugees and the 80th percentile 
was 73,982. Other time frames, such as 10 years, 
15 years, or 25 years, would also be appropriate, 
and Congress could base the ceiling and floor 
on another percentile range such as the 15th to 
the 85th, or the 25th to the 75th. If the President 
chose a refugee-admission level outside this band, 
he would need approval from Congress. Such a 
process would ensure that Congress is involved 
in any dramatic changes in refugee levels while 
giving the President the authority to adjust refu-
gee admission within reasonable historical levels.
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Securing the Beacon of Freedom
The u.S. Refugee Admissions Program saves 

the lives of thousands of people every year. This is 
admirable. At the same time, the u.S. must consid-
er how such generosity affects its national interests. 
Should uSRAP stop being a net positive for the u.S., 
policymakers should stop it. Despite the challenges 
detailed in this Backgrounder, uSRAP does current-
ly contribute to a stronger u.S. Nonetheless, policy-
makers can make it a greater benefit to the u.S. and 
the refugees it helps with smart reforms.
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