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Introduction
As refugees and asylum seekers arrive in the United States, it is critical that they have access
to basic necessities – including food, healthcare, and housing – in order to start building a new life.
Having access to resources early on can determine if and when newcomers reach self-sufficiency
and thus their ability to create a better and more stable future for themselves and their children.
Starting with an overview of the refugee and asylum seeker admission process in the United States,
this paper includes an exploration of the resources available to refugees and asylum seekers, in
addition to identifying potential gaps and suggesting possible policy solutions. The main purpose of
the paper is to provide readers with an understanding of the history and current state of the refugee
and asylee admissions process, as well as a critical view of the resources available to these groups.
I argue that with the proper resource allocation, many of the resource conflicts between refugees,
asylum seekers, and native-born Americans could be rectified so that each group would be assisted
fairly.
Methodology and Parameters
This meta-analysis uses available datasets and information about the general refugee and
asylee population in the U.S. to craft its hypotheses and conclusions. The data used in this research
paper, such as surveys, statistical data, and descriptive information, was collected from federal
agencies including the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services and the U.S. Department
of State, in addition to non-governmental organizations and news websites such as USA Today,
NPR, and Immigration Forum. It should be noted that information related to refugees and asylum
seekers are not broken out by country of origin. Throughout this study, the terms “asylee” and
“asylum seeker” are used interchangeably. In addition, the term “immigrant” and “immigrants” is
used to describe both undocumented and documented individuals when their immigration status is
1

unclear form data sources or if the data includes both groups. This paper has its limitations, as do all
studies. Data on refugees and asylum seekers is sometimes lumped together under the term
“immigrants,” which may also include documented and undocumented immigrants, temporary
residents, and temporary workers. When refugees and asylum seekers are grouped in with other
types of immigrants, it is difficult to get a full sense of the conditions facing these two particular
groups. Additionally, the most recent data for some of the relevant parameters is a few years old,
and not all data sets reflect up-to-date statistics. The shortcoming of gathering data from surveys is
that the response rate is never 100%, and certain groups may be difficult to reach. Therefore, the
surveys cannot capture a complete picture of every refugee or asylum seeker residing in the U.S..
However, collectively, this data does give us insight into problems related to the U.S. immigration
system and the current situation for refugees and asylum seekers in particular.
Historical Admission and Resettlement of Refugees in the U.S.
For 71 years, the U.S. government has actively resettled refugees across the nation. The first
act passed by the U.S. government to help displaced persons escape hardship was The Displaced
Persons Act of 1948, which addressed the forcibly displaced population in Europe resulting from
World War II. 1 Within four years of being passed, this act resulted in the resettlement of over
400,000 refugees within the U.S.. 2 As more and more people became displaced due to wars and
other human rights violations, the United Nations formed a multilateral agreement in 1951, where
145 state parties came together to determine who would qualify as a refugee, the rights they were
entitled to, and the obligations of nation states to protect them. 3 This resulted in what is commonly
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referred to as the 1951 Refugee Convention. Although the U.S. did not ratify the 1951 Refugee
Convention alongside the other countries, the official definition of a refugee was established as
“a person who is unable or unwilling to return to his or her home country, and cannot obtain
protection in that country, due to past persecution or a well-founded fear of being persecuted
in the future on account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group,
or political opinion.” 4
The scope of the 1951 Refugee Convention was limited, however, and only addressed people
who were displaced in the context of World War II. As the population of refugees and displaced
persons grew and new human rights issues arose, the United Nations developed the 1967 protocol,
which removed the temporal and geographical restrictions of the Refugee Convention, making it
apply universally. 146 nations – this time including the U.S. – ratified the 1967 Refugee Protocol,
which extended the 1951 Refugee Convention to all refugees universally from thereon.
Once the U.S. ratified the 1967 Refugee Protocol, it was subject to new obligations to protect
and accept refugees into the country. In the time that followed, the U.S. passed additional acts that
helped countless displaced populations, and the U.S. government eventually used the Attorney
General’s parole authority 5 to admit over a million Hungarian and Indochinese refugees starting in
1956 and 1975 respectively. 6 During this time, there were no formal programs for resettling refugees
and asylum seekers in the U.S.. This changed in 1980, when the U.S. passed The Refugee Act of
1980 and established programs to help refugees become self-sufficient as quickly as possible after
entering the U.S. by providing employment, housing, and financial assistance for a fixed period of
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time. 7 This act also put in place the refugee screening process that is still used today. 8 Before this,
refugees were accepted on an ad hoc basis and only in response to mass migration events. 9
Historically, the U.S. has been the leader in refugee admissions globally, although the
number of refugees admitted have fluctuated based on U.S. government priorities and various world
events. The graph below from Pew Research Center shows the U.S. refugee admission fluctuation
since 1982. 10

Former President Donald Trump and his administration authorized the resettlement of 18,000
refugees into the U.S for fiscal year 2020. This is the lowest proposed admission number in nearly
forty years, and came at a time where forcibly displaced populations continue to grow exponentially
worldwide. According to The New York Times, White House adviser Stephen Miller and other
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Trump administration officials argue that the refugee admission ceiling must be lowered drastically
in order to manage the record number of asylum seekers at the U.S.-Mexico border. 11 Critics of this
proposed cutback argue that the Trump administration was able to admit 30,000 refugees to last year
while the number of asylum seekers continued to rise at the southern border, and that the U.S. has a
moral obligation to admit a greater number of refugees. 12
Admitting such a low number of refugees at a time where there are 25.9 million refugees
worldwide 13 places the responsibility of resettlement on other countries, some of which are unable
to increase the number of refugees they take in. The United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) found that only 4.7% of global refugee resettlement needs were met in 2018,
and that out of the 1.2 million refugees that were in need of resettlement, only 55,692 received such
assistance. 14 The low rate of resettlement worldwide is likely caused by a number of factors, such
as the lengthy backlog created by the large number of refugees in need of assistance, the fact that
refugees may become ineligible for resettlement at some point during the vetting process, or due to
policy changes within admitting countries. Refugee resettlement is a system that comes with great
responsibility for host countries that choose to admit refugees into their communities. Refugees are
dependent on resettlement services to flee violence, persecution, and death. As political and civil
wars continue to take place, the number of refugees will only increase. The UNHCR estimated that
the number of refugees in need of resettlement would increase nearly 17% from 1.2 million in 2018
to 1.4 million in 2019. 15 In the end, only 63,696 out of 1.4 million refugees were resettled in 2019.16
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Refugee Admission Process
The United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP) is a complex and lengthy process
that involves a number of non-governmental organizations and government agencies, located both
nationally and internationally. The organizations that are involved in the resettlement process
include the Department of State, United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR),
Resettlement Support Centers, Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Department of Health and
Human Services/Office of Refugee Resettlement, International Organization for Migration, and
various Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) who provide refugees with resettlement
assistance. 17 When reviewing refugee applications, DHS operates with three ranked priority groups
that determine whether a case is considered a special humanitarian concern. 18 Priority one refugees
are those who have been referred to the USRAP by the UNHCR, the U.S. Embassy, or NGOs
partnered with the USRAP. 19 Priority two refugees are those who are of humanitarian concern
identified internally by the USRAP, and priority three refugees are family reunification cases that
consist of spouses, children younger than 21, and parents of admitted refugees or asylees. 20 It is
important to note that refugees who fit into one of the priority groups are not guaranteed admission
into the U.S.. This simply means that the refugee will have an opportunity to interview with the
United States Citizenship and Immigration Services and continue with the vetting process.
According to the U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants, the refugee screening
procedure is a fourteen step process, starting with the most basic task of confirming the refugee
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status of an individual and ending with the final step of arriving at the U.S. port of entry for
refugees. 21 While the estimated time it takes to complete the refugee screening process is 18 to 24
months, it could take shorter or longer depending on the individual’s location at the time of applying,
the individual’s ability to provide necessary documents, policy changes in the admitting country,
and the number of other refugees in need of resettlement that are being screened. 22 Once a refugee
has been admitted into the U.S., the individual must apply for a green card at no cost after one year
of living in the country. 23 It is a common misconception that the refugee admission process is quick
and that individuals are not fully vetted before arriving in the U.S.. This myth can cause fear and
uncertainty among individuals within the admitting country. Fortunately, DHS and the USRAP are
transparent about the refugee admission process, which debunks the idea that communities with high
rates of refugee resettlement are unsafe.
The History of Asylum in the U.S. and Current Asylum Admission
The history of the asylum process and the term “asylum seeker” have close ties to the
formation of the term “refugee” and the refugee admission process. As previously mentioned, the
U.S. was a signatory to the 1967 Refugee Protocol that established obligations on the part of nation
states to help displaced people who met the definition of a refugee. As individuals abroad sought
protection and shelter in the U.S. through the 1967 Refugee Protocol, there were also those who
sought protection at the U.S. border, arriving by foot. In order to address both populations, the U.S.
passed the 1980 Refugee Act, which separated the two populations into “refugees” and “asylum
seekers” even though the two populations otherwise share the same criteria. 24 This act established
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that refugees are individuals who are seeking protection from abroad, while asylum seekers are those
who are already present in the U.S. when applying for protection.
According to the USCIS, there are two ways an individual can apply for asylum. The first is
called “affirmative asylum” and is primarily for individuals who are already in the U.S. and have
not been placed under removal proceedings. 25 Individuals who apply for affirmative asylum may
have been living in the U.S. already under a different immigration status, such as TPS or a visa that
is about to expire, or the individual may have entered the U.S. undocumented without being
apprehended at the border. Either way, the individual must apply for asylum within one year of
entering the U.S. or risk facing rejection when they do apply. 26 Affirmative asylum applicants can
live in the U.S. while their applications are pending; however, they are not immediately authorized
to work, with a current wait time of up to 180 days for a work permit, and do not receive public
assistance 27. The last step for an affirmative asylum applicant is to have an interview with the USCIS
Asylum Office where an officer will approve or reject the applicant. 28
The second way to apply for asylum is through a “defensive asylum” application. This is the
type of asylum that is most commonly covered in the news, and who are frequently targeted by
policies that seek to deter individuals from claiming asylum at the border. Defensive asylum
applicants are individuals who present themselves at the U.S. border without the proper
documentation, and who are then apprehended and sent to immigration court, where a judge can
review their application and determine if the individual has proven credible fear of persecution or
torture. 29 Those who apply for defensive asylum and who can prove credible fear of persecution
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should not be sent back to a country where their life is at risk. 30 Unlike affirmative asylum applicants,
defensive asylum applicants are generally not allowed to live freely in the U.S. while their asylum
application is pending. The Trump administration recently enacted a policy known as “Remain in
Mexico”, where asylum seekers are being sent back to cities in Mexico while their applications are
pending, instead of being placed in U.S. detention centers. 31 Mexican President Andrés Manuel
López Obrador agreed to this controversial policy in order to keep President Trump from imposing
tariffs on Mexican products. 32 Previously, defensive asylum applicants were usually placed in U.S.
immigration detention centers, and if the detention centers were overcrowded, select applicants
would be allowed to live freely in the U.S. until their immigration court hearing. However, these
policies are no longer being practiced by the Trump administration.33 This is an addition to the
extremely controversial family separation policy that the Trump administration practiced as early as
2017, even though the administration did not officially announce the policy until spring 2018. The
family separation policy was ultimately stopped on June 26, 2018, by a federal judge in San Diego
who ordered the government to cease the practice and reunite families. 34 To this day, some families
have still not been reunited.
According to a DHS report published in March 2019, the number of asylum applications has
increased consecutively from 2010 to 2017. 35 In 2017 alone, the United States Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS) received 139,801 affirmative asylum applications 36 (a 21% increase
from 2016), 37 but only 16,045 of those were approved. 38 The number of defensive asylum claims
30
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increased 64% from 72,605 in 2016 to 119,303 in 2017. 39 Only 10,523 of the 119,303 defensive
asylum claims were approved in 2017. 40 A consistent increase in asylum applications is a troubling
sign because it shows that there is ongoing turmoil and hardships for individuals in their home
countries without any readily available solutions. For example, DHS found that the number of
affirmative asylum applications submitted by individuals from the Northern Triangle region
(Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras) increased almost 800% from 2012 to 2017. 41 This does not
include the increase in defensive asylum applications over the same period.
The report also highlights the large number of unaccompanied minors from the Northern
Triangle applying for affirmative asylum. In 2015, this group accounted for 66% of the affirmative
asylum applications submitted by individuals from that region. This number decreased to 56% in
2016 and 2017. 42 Despite the decrease, this is still a large number of children making the
dangerous journey to the U.S. by themselves. Arguably, this statistic illustrates the dire situation
Central American families find themselves in, and how many must choose to separate from their
family or wait for government institutions to drastically improve.
As the number of asylum applications increase, so do asylum denial rates. Out of the
30,179 asylum cases that were tried by immigration judges in 2017, 61.8% were denied. 43 Denial
rates have been continually increasing since 2012, when 44.5% of applications were denied.
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This increase in denied applications is happening for a number of reasons. Having legal
representation in immigration court 44 is extremely important and can be the deciding factor in
determining if an individual’s asylum application is denied or accepted. Lawyers and accredited
representatives can help individuals argue their case in immigration court and this representation
drastically increases the number of asylum applications that are approved. Without representation,
only 10% of individuals are granted asylum, while the number significantly increases to 50% for
those with legal representation. 45 The number of unrepresented asylum seekers has been declining
slightly since hitting an all-time high of 23.2% in 2014. In 2017, that number decreased to 20.6%
due to the increase of pro bono lawyers and government funded programs that help asylum seekers
find and retain affordable representation. 46 Unfortunately, pro bono lawyers and government
funded programs do not necessarily speed up the court process, and individuals may still wait
years for an immigration court date.
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Asylum Admission Process
Recently, there has been an increase in the number of individuals claiming affirmative and
defensive asylum due to violence, political corruption, and poverty plaguing countries in Central
America, South America, and countries in Eurasia such as China, India, and Romania. 47 Although
asylum seekers come from many different countries, a majority of the media and political attention
has been placed on the U.S.-Mexico border, ultimately targeting individuals from Mexico, Central
American, and South America.
Once an individual’s asylum application is approved by a USCIS officer or immigration
judge, the individual is entitled to resources available within the ORR program just as refugees are. 48
However, asylum seekers do not have access to these resources while they are awaiting a decision
on their application. In recent years, the asylum application process has taken longer than usual
because the increasing number of asylum applicants and other immigration court hearings are
causing an extensive backlog. Normally, an asylum seeker will have an interview with an asylum
officer within 21 days of applying, 49 and a final decision is reached within six months. 50 This initial
interview with an asylum officer is not the immigration court hearing where the individual will learn
if their application is accepted or denied. The U.S. government is not equipped to deal with the
extensive immigration backlog, and consequently, some asylum seekers are waiting more than 6
months (and sometimes years) for an interview and/or a final decision. The wait time varies greatly
due to factors such as implementation of new policies, funding for USCIS offices, and the number
of officers and judges employed to handle both the backlogged and new asylum cases. This results
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in a population that has no access to resources and who are left to fend for themselves for an extended
period of time with limited rights.
Both asylum seekers who are affected by the “Remain in Mexico” policy and those who are
already in the U.S. are left in limbo while their application is reviewed and have to rely on NGOs
and pro-bono lawyers to receive necessary support and resources. This is particularly problematic
given that the process can take years to complete for some applicants. The American Immigration
Council found that the U.S. immigration court had almost 700,000 open cases as of March 2018,
and this backlog is forcing applicants to wait up to four years for an interview or court hearing.51
This is causing a growing segment of the U.S. population that is left in a gray area while the
unavailability of resources hinders their ability to reach self-sufficiency in a timely manner. There
have also been reports that asylum seekers at the U.S.-Mexico border, mainly Central Americans,
are experiencing extortion and persecution in addition to struggling to find jobs and shelter in
Mexico. 52
Refugee and Asylum Seeker Resources
There are two programs that offer resources to refugees, and one program for asylees.
Refugees can apply for the State Department’s Reception and Placement Program (R&P program)
or the Cash and Medical Assistance (CMA) Program within the Office of Refugee Resettlement
(ORR). Asylees are only eligible to apply for the CMA program after their asylum application has
been approved.
Once refugees arrive in the U.S. they have the option of enrolling in either the State
Department’s Refugee Admissions R&P program or the CMA program. 53 These are two different
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assistance programs administered by separate U.S. government agencies, and refugees are not
automatically enrolled in either program. The State Department’s R&P Program is a federal program
that works with ten national resettlement agencies to provide resources to refugees for their first 3090 days in the U.S.. The CMA program, on the other hand, reimburses individual state agencies who
provide Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA), Refugee Medical Assistance (RMA), and Unaccompanied
Refugee Minors program services to refugees, in addition to social services such as English language
classes, case management, career pathways, and interpreter services. 54
According to the U.S. Department of State, resettlement agencies participating in the 30-90
day R&P Program provide services such as housing, including home furnishings, food, and referrals
to medical and social services until other forms of assistance (e.g., public cash assistance and food
stamps) are available to refugees. 55 These resources given by resettlement agencies are not loans and
do not have to be paid back; the resettlement agencies receive a one-time reimbursement of $425
per person from the U.S. Department of State in order to provide these services. 56 Participating
resettlement agencies are required to provide these services to refugees for a minimum of 30 days
and can choose to provide services for a maximum of 90 days. After three months, ORR assists
refugees who have applied to the program with limited cash and medical care in addition to short
term social services until refugees reach a greater level of self-sufficiency. 57
The ORR program works on a more local level and awards funding to state programs and
non-governmental organizations that provide various services to refugees. The HHS/ORR program
funds state refugee programs that offer up to five years of employment services, including
professional training and job development classes, skills recertification/vocational training, job
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placement, and other services such as English language classes, interpretation assistance, and day
care for children so that refugees can gain financial independence. 58 In addition to the Refugee
Medical Assistance (RMA) program, which provides health care and benefits similar to Medicaid
for the first eight months after arrival, HHS/ORR also awards funding to organizations that focus on
newly arrived refugees’ preventative healthcare through health educational classes and assistance
navigating the healthcare system overall. 59 The last main component of the ORR is the Refugee Cash
Assistance Program. This program provides refugees who are ineligible for the U.S. federal
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program with a monthly income while they
search for work. This cash assistance is provided for the first eight months after arrival, and the
amount granted to refugee families varies by state. The fundamental difference between the ORR
and the State Department’s R&P program is that the HHS/ORR program does not provide housing
of any kind to refugees. The ORR Refugee Housing Program can only help the refugee, or the agency
the refugee is working with, learn how to find affordable housing in the area they resettle in. 60
Refugee and Asylee Resource Analysis
The resources provided to newly arrived migrants are beneficial and aid families on the path
of becoming self-sufficient. The R&P and CMA programs are crucial as they provide basic
necessities to refugees and asylees for a period of time upon arriving; however, it is problematic that
these basic necessities are not guaranteed past the first 30 days for refugees, and that asylum
applicants are granted no resources whatsoever until their applications are approved. Since these
services are only offered for the first 30-90 days through the State Department's R&P Program, and
because the availability of ORR services may vary by state, it is inevitable that some refugees are
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left in uncertainty and require further assistance beyond this timeframe. Each refugee has different
needs, and individuals do not achieve self-sufficiency at the same rate. Some individuals may take
longer to get established in their new home country due to obstacles or trauma experienced during
migration or in their homelands. Additionally, refugees arrive with different sets of resources and
potential networks that can help them establish themselves.
Because ORR programs vary by state, some services may also not be available to an
individual refugee, or only available in limited quantities. According to the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services (the main agency that oversees ORR), “[a]dministration of services
varies from state to state” and “ORR uses a formula to determine awards: Each is based on the
number of refugees in that state during the past two years.” 61 The formula ORR uses to award
funding to states can be problematic because states that experience a decrease in the number of
refugees seeking resettlement also receive less funding as a consequence. This impacts the resources
available for refugees already living in those states who still require assistance up to their allotted
five years. Numerous states have only one or two agency affiliates serving the entire state, 62 which
means that refugees may have to travel far to receive resources. This is problematic since some forms
of assistance, like housing advice, are better received in person from a representative that is
knowledgeable about the housing market in a specific area.
Although not all deficiencies within the R&P and ORR program can be fixed at once, it is
necessary to acknowledge these deficiencies so that government officials and the general public can
understand how to close the resource gap for those who are underrepresented in states or lack access
to certain resources altogether. When given stable access to resources, refugees reach self-
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sufficiency at a much faster rate, decrease their dependency on public assistance, and enter the labor
force at greater rates. 63
Since asylees are not eligible to apply to or receive benefits from the CMA program until
their applications are approved, they must rely on nonprofits, NGOs, and other communities for
assistance in securing basic necessities such as shelter, food, and medical aid, which means that their
access to these resources is not guaranteed. This severely impacts their ability to become selfsufficient, and the massive backlog of asylum applications combined with the continuously changing
policies regarding the U.S. asylum process only prolong the waiting time. Data on the status of their
income and living conditions are relatively unknown.
Conclusion
We have provided an overview of the history of refugee and asylee admissions to the United
States, as well as the current system that is in place for newly arrived refugees and asylum seekers.
Research shows that access to basic resources, including housing and healthcare, help newcomers
receive self-sufficiency and enter the labor force earlier and at higher rates. However, it is
problematic that such basic necessities are not guaranteed past the first 30 days upon arrival for
refugees, while asylum seekers are not granted access to any resources before their applications are
approved. The quality and availability of resources offered to refugees furthermore vary from state
to state, and some individuals may have to travel great distances to access resources offered in their
home state.
In order to ensure that all newcomers to the U.S. have a chance of reaching self-sufficiency
and establishing a life for themselves and their families, the issues discussed in this paper should be
addressed, and adequate access to basic resources should be guaranteed for both refugees and asylum
63
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seekers. This will not only benefit the refugees and asylees themselves, but also the greater U.S.
society in the long run by creating a strong foundation where refugees and asylees can begin the
process of reaching self-sufficiency.
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