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Historically, the United States’ role as a
resettlement country has been crucial.
The U.S. refugee resettlement program in
its current form was established by the
Refugee Act of 1980, which replaced the
ad hoc system that had been in place since
World War II. At its peak from 1990 to 1995,
116,000 refugees arrived in the U.S. each
year on average.1 This number plummeted
in 2002 in response to the September 11,
2001 attacks, but from 2008 to 2017 an
average of 67,000 refugees arrived in the
U.S. each year, reaching a high in 2016
of nearly 85,000 resettled individuals.
However, following President Donald
Trump’s inauguration, the number of
refugees resettled in fiscal year 2017 fell to
53,000, followed by just 22,500 in 2018.2
For the first time ever, Canada surpassed
the U.S. as the world’s primary resettlement
country.3 For fiscal year 2020—which
began on October 1, 2019—Trump set the
ceiling for refugee admissions at 18,000,
meaning that far fewer will actually be
successfully admitted.
From start to finish, the process
of refugee resettlement is extremely
lengthy and complex. In order to qualify
as a refugee, an individual must first be
able to leave his or her country of origin
and arrive in a second country, which
is usually a neighboring state.4 In that
second country, an individual can begin the
process of qualifying as a refugee, usually
by approaching a United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) office, to

which many global south5 states delegate
authority over refugee status determination
(RSD). To begin the RSD procedure, an
individual or family that has approached the
UNHCR will be given an appointment date for
an interview, during which they will recount
their reasons for leaving their home country,
allowing the UNHCR to adjudicate their claim.
In order to qualify as a refugee, an individual
must meet a fairly narrow set of parameters
defined by the 1951 Convention Relating
to the Status of Refugees, and must have
fled their home state due to persecution
on the basis of race, religion, nationality,
membership of a particular social group, or
political opinion. The adjudication process
itself can take a long time, but the process
is often further delayed by the underfunding
and understaffing of UNHCR offices in most
countries of the world. For example, when
conducting research in Cairo, Egypt in 2014,
I met refugees who had been given RSD
appointments for 2019, meaning that they
would have to wait five years before even
beginning the determination process.
Once an individual qualifies for refugee
status, he or she can become eligible for
resettlement, though qualification is by
no means a guarantee of success, as less
than one percent of the world’s refugees
are resettled to a third country like the
United States. If an individual is accepted
for resettlement by the U.S., he or she
will go through several additional levels
of intensive security screening conducted
by the Department of State's Bureau
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FIGURE 1 — U.S. REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT DROPS, FALLING BELOW
CANADA IN 2018
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SOURCE Pew Research Center, Washington, D.C., June 19, 2019, https://pewrsr.ch/2onfQes.
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of Population, Refugees, and Migration
(PRM) and its partner organizations.6 The
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services
of the Department of Homeland Security
then makes a final determination over any
refugees recommended for admission
by PRM. In theory, the United States is
committed to resettling refugees according
to their level of vulnerability, but it also
considers other factors that may lead
refugees to be considered inadmissible,
including any threats to public health posed
by a communicable disease or any securityrelated grounds. For example, if a Syrian
family residing in Jordan has a member in
need of urgent medical assistance, this will
be weighed against any connection the
family might have to a Syrian opposition
group, however innocuous or distant that
connection might be.
Once refugees accepted for resettlement
arrive in the U.S., there is a network of nine
resettlement agencies7 and over 200 local
affiliated organizations that are responsible
for assisting them in their initial three
months of residence. These organizations
are provided with government funding to

financially support refugees in their first
30 to 90 days, but refugees are expected
to apply for mainstream social services
and find gainful employment following
this initial period.8 Despite this challenging
transition, refugees resettled in the U.S., on
average, manage self-sufficiency, and their
dependency on social services diminishes
over time.9
In proposing such a low ceiling for fiscal
year 2020, the Trump administration has
argued that it must cut refugee admissions
in order to focus on the increase of asylumseekers arriving in the U.S. In reality, the
system responsible for managing and
adjudicating the claims of asylum-seekers
is completely separate—bureaucratically
and financially—from the system managing
refugee admissions. What is more likely is
that the refugee admissions cut is part of a
larger plan by the Trump administration to
minimize, if not entirely end, both legal and
irregular immigration to the U.S. Another
argument against refugee resettlement
relates to cost: Why fund refugees to
come to the U.S. when the U.S. can instead
offer aid to countries like Jordan, Turkey,
or Kenya to host refugees there? Indeed,
this argument already underlies the global
practice of hosting most refugees in
countries of the global south, which rely on
financial and material support from wealthy
states in the global north—the so-called
“grand bargain” of refugee hosting. And yet
the Trump administration’s 2020 budget
proposal called for steep cuts to foreign
humanitarian assistance that supports
refugees residing in global south countries,10
and in 2018 the administration ended its
financial support of the United Nations Relief
and Works Agency, which provides support
to Palestinian refugees in the occupied
territories, Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria.11
Realistically, we need to both maintain
our resettlement program and continue
to provide international aid that supports
countries hosting the vast majority of
refugees. If the U.S.—the wealthiest country
in the world—shirks its responsibilities
toward refugees by ending the world’s
largest resettlement program, there is
nothing to prevent other countries hosting
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millions of refugees from expelling these
individuals and forcibly returning them to
their countries of origin where their lives
are likely to be in danger. This race-to-thebottom scenario, whereby countries of the
global south respond to the lack of moral
authority from states in the global north,
could lead to secondary displacement for
refugees already in precarious environments
and would almost certainly increase regional
instability in fragile governance contexts.
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