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The following recommendations represent advocacy priorities for the International Refugee 

Assistance Project at the Urban Justice Center, an NGO leading efforts to expand and reform 

refugee resettlement both in the United States and globally. These policy proposals would 

expand U.S. refugee protection, underscore the humanitarian nature of the U.S. Refugee 

Admissions Program (USRAP), and promote national security. 

 

 

I. Bold Advocacy for Expanded U.S. Leadership in Refugee Resettlement 

 

The next Administration must boldly advocate for the United States to play a stronger role in 

global refugee resettlement. Today, more people are displaced worldwide than at any point 

since World War II. With such record numbers of refugees, the international community must 

cooperate to address the ever-growing needs of the displaced.  

 

As refugee crises extend, refugees find themselves without access to jobs, education, 

healthcare, and safety. Refugees with exceptional protection needs--such as women at risk, 

LGBTI individuals, and people with medical emergencies--continue to live in dangerous 

situations. Refugee resettlement represents a lasting solution for the world’s most vulnerable 

refugees, as it offers the only chance to permanently escape life-threatening conditions.  

 

Historically, the United States has been at the forefront of resettling those fleeing violence 

and persecution; it offered safe haven to hundreds of thousands of refugees in the aftermath 

of both World War II and the Vietnam War. As an embodiment of America’s most fundamental 

ideals, refugee resettlement has long enjoyed bipartisan support and a crucial role as a 

humanitarian priority. 

 

IRAP strongly supports the expansion of refugee resettlement in the United States to alleviate 

the global refugee crisis. The new Administration should stand stalwart in its support for 

expanded U.S. refugee resettlement, asserting the humanitarian imperative of protecting 

refugees. Not only is it the right thing to do morally, but a robust refugee resettlement 

program also brings national security and economic benefits: 

 

Refugee resettlement is key to fostering strong relationships with refugee-hosting 

countries: In recent years, the United States has lobbied other countries to expand 

resettlement and urged front-line countries to keep their borders, schools, and labor markets 

open to refugees fleeing violence. The United States can best advocate for refugees by 

expanding its own refugee resettlement and refugee protection efforts. 

 

Welcoming refugees counters extremists’ narratives: Expanded resettlement combats the 

propaganda of extremists, who claim that the United States is at war with Islam. As the 

United States opens its arms to those who have survived the persecution of tyrants and 
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terrorists, it builds connections between our society and refugees, who can bear witness to 

their communities as to the freedom and opportunity offered in the United States. Dozens of 

national security leaders have expressed in recent months that welcoming refugees is a 

central part of U.S. national security. 

 

Refugees are valuable contributors to their 

country of resettlement: Refugees bring skills, 

talent, and innovation with them to the United 

States. Most refugees are employed within their first 

six months of arriving in the United States. The high 

employment rates of refugees increase their tax 

payments and other economic contributions, while 

decreasing their dependency on public assistance and 

services over the long run. Nationwide, refugees are 

contributors to local economies and revitalize areas 

affected by population decline. 

 

The Administration should emphasize affirmatively 

the benefits of refugee resettlement and remain 

confident in the resettlement processes’ security and vetting measures. 

 

 

II. Expanding the U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program 

 

In order to successfully scale up and improve the refugee resettlement process, IRAP 

recommends that the next Administration should: 

 

 Support the enactment of the Refugee Protection Act of 2016 (RPA): The RPA (S. 

3241/H.R. 5851) outlines numerous priorities that would improve U.S. resettlement, 

asylum, and detention processes. The RPA includes many provisions that would 

improve processes and increase admissions in USRAP, and warrants the next 

Administration’s full support. 

 Increase resettlement numbers by expanding overseas screening capacity: The 

Administration should increase funding and support for the relevant agencies involved 

in the refugee screening and resettlement processes--including PRM, USCIS, and the 

many intelligence agencies responsible for screening refugees. Currently, delays at 

various intelligence agencies in the background checks mean that the same agency 

may have to screen the same refugee numerous times. Increasing funding for staffing 

will improve efficiency, reduce redundant rescreening, and increase admissions.  

 Expand NGOs and Embassy referrals: The United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR) is under extreme financial and capacity constraints and has limited 

ability to reach out to refugees in need of resettlement. NGOs operating in refugee 
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communities can conduct affirmative outreach to especially marginalized individuals 

and ensure that the most vulnerable refugees have access to USRAP. Likewise, 

Embassy staff can refer particularly vulnerable individuals to USRAP. Direct referrals 

can reduce long waits for vulnerable refugees living in danger, while preserving the 

same security checks and USRAP screening processes in place for other refugees.  

 Create a private sponsorship program for resettling refugees:  A private 

resettlement program, supplementing government-funded refugee resettlement, 

would allow the U.S. government to harness private resources to resettle additional 

numbers of refugees. Through private sponsorship, Americans can build direct and 

personal relationships with refugees and can improve resettled refugees’ local 

integration.  

 

 

III. Promoting Refugees’ Family Reunification  

 

Family reunification is the cornerstone of U.S. immigration law generally and a vital portion 

of U.S. refugee policy in particular. Allowing refugees to reunite with close family members in 

the United States improves refugees’ ability to integrate socially and economically.  

USRAP already uses family relationships to identify and resettle refugees with immediate 

relatives in the United States through the Priority 3 stream of refugee referrals. Eligible 

family members must provide DNA confirmation of the family relationship and go through the 

same robust security screening process as other refugees. Small expansions to existing priority 

categories would spare these close relatives long years of waiting as refugees to come to the 

United States, increase the pool of eligible refugees with preexisting U.S. ties, and decrease 

processing wait times. The next Administration should: 

 

 Expand the Priority-2 Direct Access Program for approved I-130s to include all 

nationalities with a Priority-3 designation. The program currently benefits Iraqis and 

Syrians, but individuals from all P-3 nationality designations are highly likely to have 

urgent humanitarian needs. Expanding to all P-3 nationalities would cut down 

resettlement wait times because refugee relatives would not have to wait in years-

long queues for family-based visas to become available.  

 Modify the Priority-3 category so that only the derivative is required to have a 

refugee claim. The current program requires the petitioning relative in the United 

States also to have been a refugee or an asylee. Thus, the refugee parents of a U.S. 

legal permanent resident cannot enter the United States unless their petitioning child 

was also a refugee or an asylee, or until that petitioning child becomes a U.S. citizen. 

Requiring only the derivative to have a refugee claim would restore the program to 

the requirements that were in place prior to FY 2004 and allow LPRs to reunite with 

refugee relatives. 

 Expand family reunification priorities so that refugees in the United States can 

reunite with adult and/or married sons and daughters, as well as siblings. At 
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present, the P-3 program allows only spouses, unmarried children under the age of 21, 

and parents of persons lawfully admitted to the United States as refugees or asylees 

from a designated list of nationalities to enter USRAP. The State Department could 

expand P-3 to include these relatives or create additional categories for them, as it 

did in the 1990s to address the Bosnian refugee crisis. Siblings and adult and married 

children will eventually be eligible to come to the United States through non-refugee 

family reunification immigration, but only after waiting many years in perilous 

situations.  

 

 

IV. Ensuring Protection for Vulnerable Refugees and Transparent Processes 

 

As the United States expands its refugee resettlement to better reflect its role as a global 

humanitarian leader, it must also ensure that resettlement focuses on the most vulnerable 

refugees and provides avenues to safety for those living in immediate danger. In light of the 

humanitarian nature of USRAP and the trauma that refugees have 

experienced, every attempt should be made to reduce backlogs and 

delays in USRAP and to provide transparency and procedural 

safeguards. 

 

Ensure that highly vulnerable refugees have access to USRAP 

 

Large swaths of refugees who are fully admissible to the United 

States may be deprioritized from consideration for resettlement 

because they have had tangential contact with armed groups or were 

forced to provide support to terrorists while under duress. Rather 

than being automatically barred from USRAP consideration, highly 

vulnerable people should have access to resettlement processing to 

evaluate their admissibility. 

 

Similarly, once refugees are referred to USRAP, they must attend an 

interview with a USCIS Refugee Officer. However, many highly 

vulnerable refugees live in locations where USCIS cannot hold circuit 

rides for security reasons. Recently, interviews in Lebanon and Iraq were suspended, 

preventing thousands of highly vulnerable refugees from receiving USRAP consideration. Thus, 

refugees in imminent danger may not be able to access refugee resettlement. The next 

Administration should: 

 

 Expand USRAP’s referral mechanisms, by increasing opportunities for NGO Priority 1 

referrals, designating additional Priority 2 groups of special humanitarian concern to 

the United States, and expanding Priority 3 family reunification opportunities. This 
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would increase access of highly vulnerable people who may not be identified by 

UNHCR, and boost total USRAP referrals. 

 Ensure that USCIS adopts video-teleconferencing technology in instances where in-

person interviews cannot be conducted. This would increase USRAP’s total processing 

capabilities while reducing travel and security costs. 

 

Reduce backlogs and delays in refugee processing 

 

The length of USRAP processing averages 18-24 months, and individual cases can take much 

longer. Extensive delays undermine the humanitarian nature of the program by leaving 

vulnerable refugees in limbo. Refugee processing delays are due to backlogs, efficiency gaps, 

and inadequate staffing. The Administration should: 

 

 Increase staffing within USCIS and security screening agencies to avoid unnecessary 

delays in the security screening process and allow highly vulnerable individuals to 

receive expedited processing while maintaining all necessary checks. 

 Increase the number of USCIS Refugee Officers to achieve higher and more regular 

levels of processing.  

 

Broader exemptions for TRIG material support 

 

Current U.S. immigration law enforces strict terrorism-related inadmissibility grounds (TRIG) 

to include anyone who gave any financial, food, or medical assistance to a terrorist, even if 

the assistance was provided under immediate threat. This means that the targets of terrorism 

are frequently denied resettlement, or their cases are delayed for years, precisely because of 

the persecution that they faced. The Administration has authority to exempt certain groups 

and individuals from overly broad applications of TRIG, but these exemptions frequently take 

years. The Administration should: 

 

 Authorize case-by-case exemptions to refugees with Tier III affiliations in addition 

to issuing group-based exemptions. In the approach currently used, the Tier III group 

must be cleared before an individual can be approved for resettlement, causing 

indefinite delays and deprioritization for highly vulnerable individuals. Allowing USCIS 

officers to clear individual cases would significantly reduce delays in cases of people 

who have not directly supported terrorist groups. 

 Advocate for Congress to pass legislation that would prevent victims of terrorism 

from being excluded under TRIG, harmonizing immigration law with the rest of U.S. 

Code and the common understanding of the term “terrorism.” Until such legislation is 

passed, the Administration should ensure that those who are inadmissible for providing 

support under duress are eligible for an exemption. 
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Ensuring procedural integrity for refugees 

 

Refugee resettlement is a humanitarian program meant to promote human rights, but 

refugees in USRAP have extremely limited procedural rights. The legal standards that asylum 

seekers and refugees must satisfy are identical. Yet refugees, unlike asylum seekers, have no 

access to counsel in their adjudications, nor are they provided with substantive explanations 

or evidence on reasons for denials in their case. The Administration should: 

 

 Ensure that refugees can be represented by counsel, at no cost to the government, in 

their refugee adjudications and at all stages of the refugee resettlement process. 

 Encourage USCIS to revisit its policies on issuing adverse decisions, and to issue new 

policy to provide refugees with non-classified evidence used against them and detailed 

explanations of why the refugee case was denied. 

 

 

V. Keeping Faith with Our Iraqi and Afghan Allies 

 

The Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) program has, 

for years, provided a ray of hope for Iraqi and 

Afghan interpreters, contractors, and other 

allies who worked directly with the United 

States but who face threats of retaliation for 

their work. Efforts must be made to ensure 

that our allies receive protection and a path to 

safety. 

 

The SIV program is a critical component to an 

effective counterinsurgency program. When 

the United States demonstrates that it cannot 

be trusted to fulfill its promises, it empowers 

propagandists who seek to discredit the United States. Reneging on our promise of safety to 

those who help our soldiers and diplomats is a betrayal of the highest order and reinforces the 

perception that the United States opposes Muslims; it is, therefore, a tactical failure. The 

Administration should: 

 

 Prioritize permanent legislation that would ensure sufficient visas for as long as 

they are required to protect U.S. allies, whether through broader immigration 

reform or independently. As of August 2016, the State Department had only 2,500 

Special Immigrant Visas left to issue with 12,600 Afghan applicants still in the pipeline. 

Each year, IRAP must work with its Congressional allies to ensure that an adequate 

number of visas are authorized for the State Department to issue. In the meantime, 
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the United States plans to maintain troops in both Iraq and Afghanistan. The annual 

specter of insufficient visas undermines the U.S. mission, which relies on essential 

assistance from our allies. The Administration should ensure that Congress authorizes 

needed additional visas on an ad hoc basis, until such permanent legislation is 

enacted.  

 Institute reform in the Chief of Mission (COM) approval process to address 

erroneous rejections: The first stage of the SIV application is to obtain COM approval 

by submitting documentation to demonstrate SIV eligibility. Over half of COM 

rejections, once appealed, are reversed to an acceptance. These erroneous rejections 

lengthen the time that SIV applicants are in danger and waste adjudicators’ time on 

reviewing appeals. 

 Increase Iraqi allies’ access to USRAP processing by adopting video-

teleconferencing: USCIS circuit rides to Iraq were suspended in 2014-15 due to 

concerns for the security of USCIS Refugee Officers, creating a backlog of 58,000 Iraqi 

applicants as of June 1, 2015. The Administration should ensure that USCIS utilizes 

videoconferencing for interviews to decrease the backlog and expedite the process for 

Iraqi allies who remain at risk. 

 Create avenues to safety for Afghan allies’ family members: While at-risk family 

members of Iraqi SIV recipients can request refugee resettlement, no such provision 

exists for family members of Afghan SIV recipients who come under threat because of 

their relatives’ service to the United States. Given this clear discrepancy and the 

enhanced integration prospects of immigrants who resettle with their family members, 

the Administration should expand the P-2 I-130 program to include Afghans. 

 

 

 

About IRAP 

 

The International Refugee Assistance Project (IRAP) at the Urban Justice Center organizes 

law students and lawyers to develop and enforce a set of legal and human rights for 

refugees and displaced persons. Mobilizing direct legal aid and systemic policy advocacy, 

IRAP serves the world’s most persecuted individuals and empowers the next generation of 

human rights leaders. 

 

IRAP is the first organization to provide comprehensive legal representation to refugees 

throughout the registration, protection, and resettlement processes. We leverage our work 

with refugees into advocacy for broad systemic reforms within national and international 

refugee resettlement processes so that refugees globally may better enforce their human 

rights. 

 

For more information, contact IRAP’s policy team at policy@refugeerights.org 
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Annex 1 – Important Acronyms 

PRM – U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration 

RPA – Refugee Protection Act of 2016 

TRIG- Terrorism-Related Inadmissibility Grounds 

UNHCR – United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

USCIS – Department of Homeland Security’s U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 

USRAP – U.S. Refugee Admissions Program 

 

Annex 2 – Background and Overview of USRAP 

The following is an excerpt that summarizes the legal authority and processes that comprise 

the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP), from Andorra Bruno, Refugee Admissions and 

Resettlement, Feb. 18, 2015, Congressional Research Service, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/ 

misc/RL31269.pdf (citations removed). 

 

Background and Definitions 

 

The admission of refugees to the United States and their resettlement here are authorized by 

the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA), as amended by the Refugee Act of 1980. The 1980 

Act had two basic purposes: (1) to provide a uniform procedure for refugee admissions; and 

(2) to authorize federal assistance to resettle refugees and promote their self-sufficiency. 

The intent of the legislation was to end an ad hoc approach to refugee admissions and 

resettlement that had characterized U.S. refugee policy since World War II. Under the INA, a 

refugee is a person who is outside his or her country and who is unable or unwilling to return 

because of persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, 

nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. In special 

circumstances, a refugee also may be a person who is within his or her country and who is 

persecuted or has a well-founded fear of persecution on account of race, religion, nationality, 

membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. Excluded from the INA definition 

of a refugee is any person who participated in the persecution of another. 

 

By law, the annual number of refugee admissions and the allocation of these numbers by 

region of the world are set by the President after consultation with Congress. Each year, the 

President submits a report to the House of Representatives and the Senate, known as the 

consultation document, which contains the Administration’s proposed worldwide refugee 

ceiling and regional allocations for the upcoming fiscal year. Following congressional 

consultations on the Administration’s proposal, the President issues a Presidential 

Determination setting the refugee numbers for that year. 

 

Refugee Processing Priorities 

 

DOS is responsible for overseas processing of refugees. Generally, it arranges for a 

nongovernmental organization (NGO), an international organization, or U.S. embassy 
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contractors to manage a Resettlement Support Center (RSC) that assists in refugee 

processing. RSC staff conduct pre-screening interviews of prospective refugees and prepare 

cases for submission to USCIS, which handles refugee adjudications. Overseas refugee 

processing is conducted through a system of three priorities for admission. These priorities 

are separate and distinct from whether such persons qualify for refugee status. 

 

Priority 1 covers refugees for whom resettlement seems to be the appropriate durable 

solution, who are referred to the U.S. refugee program by UNHCR, a U.S. embassy, or a 

designated NGO. Such persons often have compelling protection needs, and may be in danger 

of attack or of being returned to the country they fled. All nationalities are eligible for this 

priority. 

 

Priority 2 covers groups of special humanitarian concern to the United States. It includes 

specific groups that may be defined by their nationalities, clans, ethnicities, or other 

characteristics. Unlike Priority 1 cases, individuals falling under Priority 2 are able to access 

the U.S. refugee program without a UNHCR, embassy, or NGO referral. Some P-2 groups, such 

as Cuban dissidents and certain former Soviet nationals, are processed in their country of 

origin. A new P-2 group designated for FY2015, which is being processed in-country, is for 

certain minors in El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras. This program, known as the Central 

American Minors (CAM) program, is limited to minors with parents who are lawfully present in 

the United States. 

 

Some Priority 2 groups are processed outside their country of origin. These include Burmese in 

refugee camps in Thailand and Iranian religious minorities processed in Austria and Turkey. 

Another P-2 group, Iraqis associated with the United States, is eligible for in-country 

processing in Iraq as well as processing outside that country. 

 

Priority 3 covers family reunification cases. Refugee applications under Priority 3 are based 

upon an affidavit of relationship (AOR) filed by an eligible relative in the United States. The 

Priority 3 program is limited to designated nationalities. For FY2015, Priority 3 processing is 

available to nationals of 24 countries. Individuals falling under Priority 3, like those falling 

under Priority 2, are able to access the U.S. refugee program without a UNHCR, embassy, or 

NGO referral. 

 

Refugee Adjudications 

 

USCIS is responsible for adjudicating refugee cases. It makes determinations about whether 

an individual qualifies for refugee status and is otherwise admissible to the United States. 

Today, these adjudications are handled by USCIS officers in the Refugee Corps. 

 

Admissibility of Refugees 
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In order to be admitted to the United States, a prospective refugee must be admissible under 

immigration law. The INA sets forth various grounds of inadmissibility, which include health-

related grounds, security-related grounds, public charge (i.e., indigence), and lack of proper 

documentation. Some inadmissibility grounds (public charge, lack of proper documentation) 

are not applicable to refugees. Others can be waived for humanitarian purposes, to assure 

family unity, or when it is otherwise in the public interest. 

 

Since 1990, the security-related grounds of inadmissibility in the INA have expressly included 

terrorism-related grounds. Over the years, the terrorism-related grounds have been amended 

to lower the threshold for how substantial, apparent, and immediate an alien’s support for a 

terrorist activity or organization may be for the alien to be rendered inadmissible. Among the 

current terrorism-related grounds, an alien is generally inadmissible for engaging in terrorist 

activity if he or she gives any material support, such as a safe house, transportation, 

communications, or funds, to a terrorist organization or any of its members or to a person 

engaged in terrorist activity. The Secretary of State or the Secretary of DHS, after 

consultation with the other and the Attorney General, may exercise discretionary waiver 

authority over certain terrorism-related grounds of inadmissibility. Both the Secretary of 

State and the Secretary of DHS have exercised this waiver authority with respect to certain 

categories of individuals. 

 

The Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2008, specifies groups that, for purposes of the INA 

terrorism-related grounds of inadmissibility, are not to be considered terrorist organizations 

on the basis of past acts. Thus, a prospective refugee who was a member of, or provided 

support to, one of these groups would not be inadmissible on the basis of those actions. More 

broadly, the Consolidated Appropriations Act expands the discretionary authority of the 

Secretary of State and the Secretary of DHS to grant waivers of the terrorism-related grounds 

of inadmissibility generally. 
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