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Introduction 
 
 The year 2010 marked the thirtieth anniversary of the seminal United 

States Refugee Act of 1980, which created legislation and programs to permit and 

guide refugee admittance and resettlement. In this thesis, I examine refugee 

resettlement in the United States—where it has been, how it is done now, and how 

it may be affected in the future. I discuss how refugees are defined, what policies 

and programs have been developed to deal with and accommodate them or deny 

them, who the refugees are and where they come from, and how the process of 

resettlement actually unfolds.  

 Like many resettlement workers with whom I spoke, I entered the field of 

refugee resettlement almost by accident. I had spent a semester in France and 

hoped to continue practicing my French upon return to the United States, so I 

applied to intern at the International Rescue Committee (IRC) office in Atlanta, 

my hometown. Prior to this, my experience with refugees had been limited to 

what I had read in Paul Farmer’s Pathologies of Power: Health, Human Rights, 

and the New War on the Poor (2006) about the detention of Haitian asylum-

seekers at Guantanamo Bay after the military coup in the early 1990s. While my 

internship lacked much of the political controversy and intrigue of Farmer’s book, 

it presented a new set of challenges, in some ways more mundane and in some 

ways completely foreign, exciting, and intimidating.  

 When I decided to do my thesis on refugee resettlement, I chose to go 

back to the IRC to build on my experiences from the previous summer. I had 

originally hoped for my research to directly include refugee clients at the IRC. 



 2 

However, research on refugees is problematic in a number of ways. First of all, 

most refugees who come to the United States do not speak English fluently, so 

achieving informed consent would be very difficult. Had I worked with only those 

who did speak English proficiently, my results would have been very biased, as 

refugees who come to the United States not speaking English have considerably 

different experiences during resettlement than those who do. Furthermore, the 

executive director of the IRC and I both agreed that it would not be ethically 

acceptable for me to collect information on refugee clients through my position 

there as an intern, especially when, as an intern, I had access to their personal 

information and records. Also there would likely be confusion about whether the 

research was part of the resettlement program; some refugee clients might believe 

that the research was for the IRC and that they were obligated to participate. 

Given these constraints, I focused on resettlement workers’ experiences and 

perspectives. Looking back, I’m glad this was the approach I took, as my review 

of the refugee studies literature revealed that the perspective of resettlement 

workers has been generally underrepresented.  

 

 About the International Rescue Committee 

The International Rescue Committee was formed in 1942 through the 

merging of the International Relief Association, founded in 1933, and the 

Emergency Rescue Committee, founded in 1940. It is one of the largest refugee 

resettlement voluntary agencies (VOLAGs) in the United States. However, the 

agency’s work extends well outside of the United States; with headquarters in 
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New York, Washington DC, London, Brussels, and Geneva, as well as regional 

offices located throughout much of the world. The IRC’s mission statement reads, 

“The International Rescue Committee serves refugees and communities 

victimized by oppression or violent conflict worldwide. Founded in 1933, the IRC 

is committed to freedom, human dignity, and self-reliance. This commitment is 

expressed in emergency relief, protection of human rights, post-conflict 

development, resettlement assistance, and advocacy” (IRC NDa). 

As mentioned in the mission statement, the organization has many 

programs related to emergency relief aside from refugee resettlement, including 

immediate response, health initiatives, infrastructure rebuilding, reuniting 

separated parties, and programs aimed toward the “empowerment” of women and 

girls. These programs respond to many types of catastrophes, including natural 

disasters, environmental degradation, and conflict. The IRC also advocates on 

behalf of “refugees, displaced people, and other victims of conflict,” promoting 

public awareness as well as government and international organization action and 

policy development.  

The IRC is one of the ten voluntary agencies with whom the US 

government contracts to help with the reception and placement of admitted 

refugees. The IRC has twenty-two resettlement offices in the United States, but is 

not involved in resettlement in other countries. In 2006, the IRC resettled 5,029 of 

the 41,053 refugees resettled in the US, and in 2007 it resettled 6,904 of 48,281 

refugees (ORR: Annual Reports to Congress 2010; ORR: Refugee Arrival Data 
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2010). In 2009, the agency resettled more than 9,000 refugees (IRC: Refugee 

Resettlement NDb).  

 

 About the IRC Atlanta 

 The Atlanta office of the IRC was founded in 1979 in Decatur, just outside 

of Clarkson, GA. By its thirty year anniversary in 2009, the Atlanta office had 

resettled more than 19,000 refugees from 45 countries (Beasley 2009). The IRC 

Atlanta has a number of departments, including Resettlement, Logistics, 

Immigration, Education, and Administration, and currently has a staff of about 45. 

The resettlement department consists of case managers and job developers, who 

are responsible for guiding refugee clients through the resettlement process, 

determining their eligibility for different assistance programs and helping them 

get assistance, making home visits and meeting with refugee clients regularly to 

ensure that they are receiving the core services to which they are entitled by law 

and that their specific needs are attended to, and helping them gain employment. 

The logistics department tends to a number of services, including airport pickup, 

housing and furnishings, applying for necessary documents, scheduling medical 

appointments, registering for school, and providing transportation and translation 

as needed. The education department provides a number of programs, including 

English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, classes specifically for women to 

teach them a range of skills, classes for members of families that qualify for 

Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), job preparedness classes, a 
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computer lab and computer classes, GRE preparation classes, an after school 

program, and a youth summer camp.  

The immigration department helps refugee clients reapply for green cards 

each year after their first year in the United States and helps them apply for 

citizenship once they are eligible after five years.  

The administration at the IRC Atlanta oversees each department, manages 

funding and coordinates the delivery of cash assistance to refugees, secures 

funding sources including public and private grants and general fundraising, 

communicates with other IRC offices and headquarters, and corresponds with 

other refugee groups and offices and advocates locally and regionally on behalf of 

the IRC, its clients, and refugees in general.  

The staff also includes a volunteer coordinator, who recruits volunteers 

and interns to work in the office and volunteers who go work with refugee clients 

outside of the office to provide general information about the United States and 

American culture and to answer questions. The volunteer coordinator also runs 

the IRC “store,” where refugees can use vouchers to “buy” donated items. 

Additionally, the staff includes a receptionist, who schedules and coordinates 

meetings with refugee clients and other parties on behalf of IRC employees. 

The backgrounds of the IRC Atlanta staff are an interesting mix. 

Collectively, they speak a wide range of languages, including Burmese, Nepalese, 

Chin, Arabic, Swahili, French, and Spanish. Although I did not get to interview 

everyone in the office regarding their specific stories and motivations for working 

in refugee resettlement, there do seem to be some general trends. About half of 
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the office staff is US-born and about half is foreign-born; many in the latter 

category were themselves refugees. Among these groups, although not by any 

means in all cases, the foreign-born employees are more likely to have families, 

and the US-born employees are more likely not to have children, although some 

of these are married. Foreign-born employees with whom I spoke generally had a 

personal interest in refugee resettlement, either because they were themselves 

refugees or, as immigrants, identified with refugees going through the 

resettlement process. US-born employees with whom I spoke, on the other hand, 

in almost all cases had very limited exposure to refugee resettlement or refugees 

in general prior to working at the IRC. However, many had gone to school for 

anthropology or international studies and had sought internationally-related 

employment in an multi-cultural environment in the non-profit sector, where they 

came across the IRC and refugee resettlement.  

These differences did not seem to translate into divisions or segments 

within the office. Although social activities I attended outside of the office tended 

to involve mostly employees without families; employees throughout the office 

spoke and socialized constantly. The break room demonstrated how genuine these 

interactions were: IRC employees do not have a designated lunch period, so 

different combinations of people ate together each day, but the conversation 

tended to be equally lively and friendly regardless of who was eating together at 

any given time. Furthermore, I almost never heard employees speak negatively of 

each other. While I was not close enough to many employees to discuss their 

personal lives in much detail, those with whom I was close did not generally 
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speak negatively about their coworkers—although on some occasions they did 

criticize their supervisors. Regardless, the office environment at the IRC was 

notably lacking in gossip or inter-staff negativity and seemed remarkably coherent 

and mutually respectful, despite background differences.   

 

 About My Research 

 For my thesis research at the IRC, I intended to do participant observation 

through my second round of interning in the resettlement department and to 

conduct interviews with staff from different departments and at different levels.  

Unfortunately, my research got off to a rocky start, as I had quite a bit of 

difficulty contacting the executive director of the IRC Atlanta to get approval, 

which in turn delayed approval for my research from New College’s Institutional 

Review Board. Since I did not get IRB approval until after my internship had 

started, I ended up conducting my interviews during the fall and winter during 

breaks when I returned home. I also conducted two interviews over the phone and 

continued one of these through email.  

 As a resettlement intern, much of my perspective—and thus much of my 

thesis research and thesis—centered on tasks performed in the resettlement 

department. There was some tension and also some complementariness between 

my objectives as an intern and as a researcher. One condition of the approval for 

my research was that it not interfere with my duties as an intern nor take others 

away from their work, which limited my opportunities for taking notes and 

conducting interviews. However, I believe it was easier to fit in as an intern 
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conducting research than it would have been as just a researcher, and the staff 

readily explained a great deal of detailed information to facilitate my 

responsibilities as an intern. Furthermore, my role as an intern allowed me to 

participate in the resettlement process—a fundamental component of the 

participant observation through which much of my research was conducted. 

Engaging with the resettlement process provided me insight into the system that I 

doubt I could have gained otherwise. In addition to my intern position offering me 

an “in,” it also provided distance—I was not technically a member of the staff, 

and, although it was my second summer interning and I was more familiar with 

the staff than many of the other interns, I was generally considered part of the 

temporary intern group. Furthermore, although I was assigned to work with a case 

manager, she was often engaged when I needed new assignments, so I had either 

had some free time to take notes or was able to ask other employees if they 

needed assistance, which broadened my exposure to the resettlement process.  

 Unfortunately, I was not able to conduct as many interviews as I had 

initially hoped, both because of my own time constraints and those of the staff. 

Refugee resettlement is very busy work and most employees have no free time 

during the day; it was difficult to schedule interviews. Furthermore, I tended to 

have best access to employees with whom I had worked, generally resettlement 

and logistics staff and not education, immigration, or administration staff, 

although I did interview the finance manager, the volunteer coordinator, and the 

receptionist. Within resettlement and logistics, I interviewed two job developers, 

one of whom was previously a case manager, the logistics coordinator, the health 
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specialist, and the school specialist. I scheduled an interview with another case 

manager but he did not come at the scheduled time. I was, however, able to 

interview a former IRC case manager with whom I had worked the previous 

summer. Because of the difficulty in scheduling interviews, some employees 

requested that interviews take place at the office, in secluded areas on breaks from 

their work. I agreed to this because it seemed unlikely that these employees would 

have any other free time, even though I preferred that interviews take place off-

site. Unfortunately, some of these on-site interviews were cut short due to 

distractions. Most of the interviews, however, took place off-site and were not 

limited by time constraints. Also, while I was able to formally interview Frank, a 

successfully resettled refugee, and Sylvia, a legal immigrant, the other employees 

I interviewed were US-born.1 Ideally, the group of interviewees would better 

reflect the ratio of US- to foreign-born employees on the staff; if I were able to do 

additional research I would try to improve this, especially including more of the 

employees who are themselves refugees.  

 

About the Thesis 

 While refugee studies is a growing field (Malkki 1995; Black 2001), its 

growth has been uneven. Much of the research done in refugee resettlement 

focuses either on policy or on individual refugee groups. There are fewer analyses 

of the actual resettlement process, and most of these focus on the efficacy of a 

given resettlement program or approach based on a few very quantitative criteria 

such as employment, performance in school, and English proficiency. These 
                                                 

1 All IRC employees’ names have been changed. 
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criteria provide limited insight in some contexts and are arguably unreliable in 

others (see Haines 2010). While some evaluations did use first-hand accounts of 

refugees, none that I saw used the accounts or perspectives of resettlement 

workers and few were conducted recently. Based on my experience at the IRC, it 

is very likely that individual resettlement agencies are conducting more up-to-date 

and comprehensive research; however, much of this information is likely 

proprietary and not readily available to the public or researchers.  

 Moreover, anthropological investigation of refugee resettlement has been 

notably limited, although research on refugee experiences from displacement to 

refugee campus as well as on specific refugee groups post-resettlement have been 

conducted much more frequently. These trends are clear among the nine 

publications of the Commission on Refugee Issues of the American 

Anthropological Association. Furthermore, this commission was founded in 1988 

but now appears to have become defunct.   

In this thesis, I seek to shift some of the focus in refugee studies. I want to 

use anthropological approaches to elucidate the resettlement process—situating 

the development of the refugee system and the resettlement program in historical 

and cultural contexts, explaining the components and the major players involved 

in the process, describing the structures and policies that dictate and circumscribe 

resettlement, and identifying to what extent and in what ways resettlement 

workers are able to affect and define the process. Chapter One describes the 

historical development of the global refugee system and delineates some of the 

major conceptual issues regarding who is to be included under the definition of a 
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refugee and how reconceptualizations have affected the system. Chapter Two 

explains the specific history of refugee resettlement in the United States, what 

programs have been developed for refugee resettlement, and how certain tensions 

in the US have affected refugee admittance and resettlement. Chapter Three 

presents the ethnographic section of the thesis and describes the system, its 

prescriptions, and its challenges as seen on the ground, as well as strategies 

resettlement workers and agencies use to address those challenges and redefine 

the system. In the final chapter, I elaborate and examine the implications of the 

research and discuss some of the issues likely to be faced in refugee resettlement 

in the future.  
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Chapter One: Background of the Refugee System 

 
1951 Convention and United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

At the end of 2009, there were 43.3 million uprooted people documented 

worldwide, comprised of 15.2 million refugees, 983,000 asylum seekers, and 27.1 

million internally displaced persons (UNHCR 2010a). The 1951 United Nations 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol define a 

refugee as: 

A person who owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 
reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 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 outside 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. (United Nations General Assembly 
2007) 

 
Following World War II, 11 million people in Western Europe were 

displaced. In order to address this situation, and following the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the United Nations created the 1951 Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees and formed the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 1951. The original convention related 

only to displaced persons, mainly in Western Europe, who had been displaced 

prior to January 1, 1951 (Gallagher 1989). Additionally, the UNHCR was only 

given a temporary authority of three years and a budget of $300,000 (Haines 

1996). The 1951 Convention stated that refugees had a right to seek asylum, 

although signing states were not obligated to grant asylum. Furthermore, signing 

states were prohibited from a practice called refoulement—sending asylum-
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seekers back into their country of origin or of habitual residence where they were 

being persecuted.  

The future of the UNHCR was initially uncertain and the agency received 

limited support from UN member states (Haines 1996). However, because of 

recurring crises producing displaced persons, its authority was extended. 

Additionally, crises and conflicts in other parts of the world, such as wars for 

independence in colonial states, were beginning to produce large numbers of 

displaced persons. In 1964, the UNHCR Executive Committee began formally 

discussing the removal of the clause of the 1951 Convention requiring that the 

displacement had occurred before January 1, 1951. This discussion resulted in the 

creation of the 1967 Protocol to the Convention, which removed both the 

temporal and spatial limitations of the Convention.  

Thus, refugees are defined as individuals who, either due to persecution as 

members of a group or political affiliation, or due to war, famine, or violence, are 

forced to flee their homeland and cross a national border to seek protection, or 

“asylum,” in another country. Once granted asylum, the refugee also becomes an 

“asylee.” The UNHCR has three “durable solutions” that it seeks to offer 

refugees. The most preferable is “voluntary repatriation”: if there is no longer a 

risk of persecution or hardship, refugees may return to their homeland. The 

second most preferable is “local integration”: the refugees may settle permanently 

in the country of first asylum if the host government allows them to do so.  

While the status of refugees may be conferred upon anyone fitting the 

description of the 1951 Convention, the term asylee relates to the legal status of a 
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refugee within a country—whether or not he or she has been granted asylum by 

that government. Asylum is normally granted by only one state because many 

states are reluctant to grant asylum when the asylum-seeker has already been 

given protection by a first country of asylum. However, when the first two 

durable solutions—voluntary repatriation to the country of origin or of habitual 

residence and assimilation as a permanent resident in the country of first 

asylum—have been determined unfeasible, a refugee may be permanently 

resettled in a “safe” third country.  

Once located in these countries, termed “countries of first asylum,” United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) representatives visit refugee 

populations, register them, and work to protect their human rights and provide for 

their safety and well-being. Generally, in order to qualify as a “refugee,” a person 

either has to provide documentation showing that he or she has been persecuted as 

an individual—based on political actions or affiliation, for example—or, in the 

case of an entire group that is being persecuted, give proof that he or she is a 

member of that group. 

 However, if there is a continued risk in the home country and the country 

of first asylum is unwilling or unable to offer protection and threatens 

refoulement, then resettlement is considered. The UNHCR and resettlement 

countries work together to determine in which country refugees will be resettled. 

Family ties, trade skills, professional abilities, language facility and various other 

factors are taken into account. Because the UNHCR would prefer either of the 

other two durable solutions—repatriation or integration into the country of 



 15 

asylum—only one percent of refugees in the world are referred for resettlement, 

and refugees often spend years waiting in camps before they enter the 

resettlement process (IRC 2010:2-2).  

Generally, when it does become necessary, the UNHCR coordinates the 

resettlement of refugees into other countries. Eleven countries—Australia, 

Canada, Denmark, Finland, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 

Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States2—have established refugee 

resettlement programs, with the United States accepting over half of all refugees 

resettled. Resettlement in the United States is undertaken through a coordinated 

effort among the federal government—namely the Bureau of Population, 

Refugees, and Migration (PRM) within the Department of State and the Office of 

Refugee Resettlement (ORR) within the Department of Health and Human 

Services (DHHS), individual state governments, ten volunteer agencies or 

“VOLAGs,” and associated programs and organizations. In this arrangement, the 

Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM) monitors global situations 

in which people have been displaced and have crossed an international border, 

helps fund UNHCR and NGO programs for these refugees and coordinates the US 

Refugee Admission Program, while the Office of Refugee Resettlement monitors 

                                                 

2 Japan announced it would begin resettling refugees in 2008 and admitted its first refugees in 
September 2010 (UNHCR 2010c). In 2010 the UNHCR released a press release “[urging] more 
countries to establish refugee resettlement programmes [sic]” (UNHCR 2010b). The statement 
said, “UNHCR estimates that over the next three to five years more than 805,000 refugees will 
need resettling in third countries, as there will neither be a possibility for them to return to their 
homes nor there will there be integration options in countries presently sheltering them…. 
Meanwhile, the annual quotas offered by states [with resettlement programs has] remained 
unchanged at 80,000 slots.”  
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resettlement programs and administers federal funds to state and local 

governments and to VOLAGS.  

 

Who Can Be a Refugee? 

The development of the legal definition of a refugee under the UN 

Convention just described is not the only one in operation, and no notion of a 

refugee has remained static. Concepts of a “refugee”, both legal and theoretical, 

vary over time, space, and context. Recognizing how a refugee is conceptualized 

in different contexts and under different parameters is necessary in order to not 

essentialize refugees as a group; variations in the definition highlight that refugees 

do not represent a static, generic perspective or experience. As anthropologist 

Liisa Malkki says: 

The  quest  for  the  refugee  experience (whether  as  analytical model, 
normative  standard,  or diagnostic  tool)  reflects  a wider  tendency,  in 
many disciplines, to seize upon political or historical processes and then to  
inscribe aspects of those processes  in  the bodies and psyches of the  
people who are undergoing them. In this way, very mobile, unstable social 
phenomena may be imagined as essential "traits" and "characteristics" 
attached to, or emanating from, individual persons. (1995:511) 

 

The modern concept of the refugee was solidified after World War II, 

although its development began post-World War I (Gallagher 1989, Malkki 1995, 

Keely 2001). Moreover, as Malkki points out, the people displaced by the events 

of World War II were not the first “refugees;” “People have always sought refuge 

and sanctuary” (1995:497). This conception of a refugee grew out of the specific 

circumstances of a war-torn and militarized Europe, where 11 million people were 

displaced following the war, as well as a nascent idea of universal human rights 
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and a new understanding of internationalism. Initially, the enormous number of 

displaced persons was viewed as a military problem and only later as a 

humanitarian issue. These refugees were held and processed in the first refugee 

camps, modeled after military barracks, and some former concentration camps 

were even turned into “Assembly Centres” for refugees after the war ended 

(Malkki 1995:499-500). Through the adoption of the Refugee Convention and the 

creation of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) in 

1951, these particular understandings and approaches became standardized into an 

international system for the management of displaced persons, and the “refugee” 

became a new social and legal category.  

The concept of a “refugee” as normatively defined is predicated upon the 

existence of nation-states from which one is seeking refuge. In international legal 

terminology, there is a distinction made between Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs), who are displaced inside of the nation in which they are being persecuted, 

and asylees and refugees, who have crossed at least one international border. 

Charles Keely describes the position refugees hold in the nation-state system: “In 

the contemporary geopolitical system, everybody belongs somewhere. 

Statelessness is normatively deviant…Flows of refugees unable to receive their 

state's protection are not only deviant, they also threaten geopolitical structures 

based on the sovereign state” (1996:1051). If there were no system of nation-

states—although there could be people fleeing persecution, exiles, or those 

seeking refuge for whatever reason—there could be no “refugees” as the concept 

currently exists. Keely further argues that refugees generally are produced when, 
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through multinational conflict, revolution, or state implosion, a nation-state fails 

to maintain itself and its people. Thus, in this understanding, the international 

refugee management system is not primarily driven by humanitarian sentiments; it 

is a way to mitigate the threat that stateless, displaced people pose by their very 

nature: “[The] political basis for the international refugee regime is the protection 

of states and the international system of states that is threatened when states fail to 

fulfill their proper roles” (1996:1057). 

In addition to exploring the meaning and implications of this dominant 

legal concept, many authors explore the “theoretical refugee,” the essential 

experience through which a refugee is created. These conceptualizations are based 

on a similar notion, that the idea of a refugee is predicated upon the existence of 

the nation-state system and, if not, on the existence of some larger social 

collective. In this understanding, the fundamental idea is that nation-states—or 

other collectivities—have an obligation to protect their citizens, and when this 

relationship is broken the citizens have the right to leave. Expanding on Keely’s 

assertion that “a state is not behaving as a state should when people flee or are 

forced out because of racial, ethnic, religious, or political reasons” (1996:1057), 

Andrew Shacknove claims that states are obligated to provide “physical security, 

vital subsistence, liberty of political participation and physical movement” 

(1985:281) and a violation of these obligations can as effectively sever the bond 

between state and citizen as can direct persecution. In discussions of refugee 

status, distinctions are often drawn among economic hardships, natural disasters, 

and political persecution on the basis that economic hardships and natural 
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disasters are not the fault of governments nor are they targeted towards any 

specific individuals or groups. However, Shacknove points out that in 

circumstances of economic hardship and natural disaster, states have an obligation 

to protect their citizens as much as possible, and if they do not the bond between 

state and citizen can be considered severed.  

 Although, according to Shacknove, such events are grounds for 

nullification of the implicit contract between states and citizens, due to state 

sovereignty this severing alone does not “free” the citizens—in other words, 

create refugees—so long as they remain physically within the borders of the state. 

While in theory migration shouldn’t be necessary for the bond to be broken and 

citizens to be able to freely seek refuge, on a practical level these people cannot 

receive aid from the international community as refugees because they are still 

under their states’ power and states generally seek to prevent citizens from 

leaving their borders. In order to escape state control and gain access to 

international assistance, often circumstances have to arise that render states 

unable to prevent affected individuals from leaving and seeking it. So, in 

Shacknove’s conceptualization, refugees are those for whom the government fails 

to provide and maintain basic needs, who have no other options for meeting those 

needs, and, crucially, who have access to international aid. 

Immigration and refugee policy expert Susan F. Martin uses these basic 

premises in a more pragmatic way to explain the circumstances under which the 

UNHCR ought to provide assistance to those whose states are not looking after 

their well-being (2010). She describes four situations: where the state is willing 
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and able to protect its citizens; where the state is willing but unable to protect its 

citizens; where the state is unwilling but able; and where the state is unwilling and 

unable to protect its citizens. She asserts that in these latter categories, where the 

state is unwilling to protect its citizens, whether or not they are able, the refugee 

regime should assist those seeking protection. However, she does not advocate 

that the regime should take action within the country, but rather that it should help 

to facilitate border crossing and make assistance available to those who are able to 

cross the border. Her scenario upholds the idea that states have an obligation to 

protect their citizens, that it is the cessation of that willingness to protect—not 

necessarily actual threats to their well-being—that constitutes the “persecution.” 

However, like the normative definition as well as that of Shacknove, the refugee 

is only created upon exiting the state because of the predominance of the 

sovereignty of the nation-state. 

 Indeed, in many conceptions of “refugee,” how the nation-state system is 

constructed determines what it means to be a refugee; however, the construction 

of the nation-state system is not a given. Keely discusses the development of the 

current nation-state system and what concepts and ideals are integral to its 

functioning, one of which is state sovereignty. Although he describes state 

sovereignty as one of the “hallmarks of the state,” he explains that there is also 

disagreement as to what constitutes state sovereignty. Malkki explains that the 

refugee regime was formed during a time when the prospect of an international 

state was on the horizon. She describes the distinction between the 

“internationalism of nations” and the “internationalism of transcendent values”—
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the idea that there is something greater and inherently different than the sum of 

the nation-state parts (1995:502). The recognition of the possibility of a 

fundamental shift in the nature of global order, and the possibility of a shift away 

from the nation-state system, inherently implies a shift in, or possibly the 

elimination of, the concept of the refugee. Malkki encourages “a denaturalizing, 

questioning stance towards the national order of things as a promising site from 

which to identify new research directions in the study of refugees, exile, 

displacement, and diaspora…” (1995:517). While it is important to discuss the 

nature of a refugee within certain theoretical parameters, it is also important to 

understand the potential of those parameters to change. 

 In addition to discussing how refugees are defined theoretically, it is 

imperative to review how refugees have been defined legally. The dominant 

definition, as has been discussed, is the definition found in the 1951 United 

Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. 

While the convention provides a basic definition that is expected to be recognized 

by its signatories, there are other legal definitions in place that expand upon this 

base. Many individual countries have their own legal refugee definitions and 

some examples can show how contextually dependent the concept of a refugee is.  

 In 1969, the Organization of African Unity (OAU), an organization 

formed to improve relations and cooperation among African nations and to 

“eradicate all forms of colonialism from Africa” (OAU Charter 1963), adopted 

the Convention Governing the Specific Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa. 

This Convention added to the 1951 UN Convention definition: 
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The term "refugee" shall also apply to every person who, owing to 
external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events 
seriously disturbing public order in either part or the whole of his 
country of origin or nationality, is compelled to leave his place of 
habitual residence in order to seek refuge in another place outside 
his country of origin or nationality. (OAU Refugee Convention 
1969) 
 
Additionally, the Convention expands upon the expectations of member 

states to admit asylum seekers, notes that granting asylum is not to be perceived 

by member states as an act of aggression, only as one of peace and humanitarian 

intent, and provides an avenue through which states overburdened by asylees can 

seek assistance from other member states in order to share the burden. Similarly, 

in 1984, the Colloquium on the International Protection of Refugees in Central 

America, Mexico and Panama adopted the Cartagena Declaration on Refugees, 

which recommended that Latin American states also expand their definitions of 

refugees to include “persons who have fled their country because their lives, 

safety, or freedom have been threatened by generalized violence, foreign 

aggression, internal conflicts, massive violation of human rights or other 

circumstances which have seriously disturbed public order” (Cartagena 

Declaration 1984: Conclusion 3). The Declaration was endorsed by the General 

Assembly of the Organization of American States and some Latin American 

states have incorporated this expansion into their own refugee legislation (Martin 

2010).  

 These expansional definitions—whether adopted or merely 

recommended—reflect the different circumstances of displaced persons in post-

WWII Europe and those of African and Latin American states in colonial 
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struggles. They belie the notion that there is a true, static, and inherent “refugee-

ness”; rather, what constitutes a refugee is dependent upon the historical context, 

what threats are acknowledged and how they are understood, and what rights 

people are perceived as having, among other things. Shacknove points out: 

Clearly, the OAU and the UN definitions reflect markedly different 
historical contexts. The latter was a response to the European 
totalitarian experience when, indeed, refugees were primarily the 
persecuted victims of highly organized predatory states…[The] 
OAU definition recognizes…that the normal bond between the 
citizen and the state can be severed  in diverse ways, persecution 
being but one. Societies periodically disintegrate because of their 
frailty rather than because of their ferocity, victims of domestic 
division or foreign intervention. (1985:276) 

  

Beyond variations in legal definitions, the discussion of what defines a 

refugee has also been influenced through evolving interpretations of the 1951 UN 

Convention and 1967 Protocol definition itself. The most outstanding example of 

this is the change in interpretation to incorporate gender-based discrimination. In 

1985, the UNHCR released its Conclusion No. 39 on Refugee Women and 

International Protection. The Policy on Refugee Women was released in 1990,  

Guidelines on the Protection of Refugee Women in 1991, and in 2002 the 

UNHCR released the Guidelines on International Protection No. 1: Gender-

Related Persecution within the context of Article 1A(2) of the 1951 Convention 

and/or its 1967 Protocol relating to the Status of Refugees. These documents 

came out in an effort to incorporate refugee women more in programs and 

policies and to help provide guidance to states with regard to processing refugee 

claims on the basis of gender-based persecution.  
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Gender is not a basis for persecution explicitly covered in the UN 

Convention Definition; the only categories that are covered are race, nationality, 

religion, and membership in a specific social group or political opinion. In the 

1985 Conclusion, the UNHCR explained that, in processing claims where women 

claimed they had been mistreated for violating cultural customs, these women 

could be processed on the grounds that they were members of a particular social 

group (Musalo 2010). In the 1991 guidelines, the UNHCR specified that gender 

was not a basis for persecution covered under the Convention definition, but 

reiterated that women who had breached social mores could be covered under the 

special group category, and expanded that women claiming to have experienced 

rape or sexual assault during war, or who had experienced extreme sexual 

discrimination, could also be covered under the social group category in the 

Convention definition.  

In the 2002 Guidelines, the UNHCR drew on a number of sources to 

provide more comprehensive guidance in processing claims with a gender 

component and “unequivocally state that a proper interpretation of the refugee 

convention ‘covers gender-related claims” (Musalo 2010:51). The Guidelines 

provide a list of mistreatments that can constitute persecution and state that the 

Convention definition category of “social group” is sufficient and the definition 

does not need to be expanded in order to cover these claims. Another concern 

about applying the refugee definition to gender-based claims was that in standard 

refugee claims, the persecutors were state actors, but that in these gender-based 

cases the persecutors were generally non-state actors. The Guidelines resolved 
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this contention by explaining that if the non-state actor harmed the victim on the 

basis of one of the categories of the definition, or if the state is unwilling to 

prevent the mistreatment on the basis of one of the categories, then the 

mistreatment constitutes persecution. Since the production of these documents, 

several major resettlement countries have incorporated these approaches in their 

claim processing, although some—including the U.S.—have developed their own 

approaches that vary in some ways from UNHCR recommendations. 

Martin sees these developments as a significant conceptual step in 

defining what constitutes a refugee:  

In keeping with this understanding of the refugee regime, the basis 
of the persecution (gender versus another protected ground), the 
instigator of the harm (a Government or non-state actor), and, even 
the geographic location of the potential victim (within or outside of 
their origin country) become less important factors in determining 
whether someone deserves international protection than the 
willingness of the home Government to provide protection 
(2010:119).  

 
She believes that this shift is promising for expanding the definition to other 

groups who are frequently discussed in refugee studies literature and whose 

potential status as refugees is controversial.  Furthermore, she claims that it is 

consistent with a trend that goes back to the creation of the UNHCR in 1951—

that the definition has expanded in response to changing circumstances—and that 

the trend is heading toward “[protecting] persons whose own Governments cannot 

or will not provide such protection” (2010:120). There are two prominent groups 
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whose potential recognition under the refugee act—or lack thereof—is frequently 

discussed: “economic migrants” and “environmental refugees”.3 

 The category of “economic migrants” or “economic refugees” and the 

normative dichotomy between “economic” and “political” refugees have long 

existed in refugee theory, law, and application. The fundamental idea is that 

migrants who leave their home simply because they want an opportunity for a 

better life elsewhere are economic migrants and are not entitled to protection 

under the 1951 Refugee Convention. However, “economic refugee” and 

“economic migrant”—which are often used interchangeably—are not legal 

categories and have been used by governments to discredit the claims of refugee 

status applicants. Furthermore, because the category is not clearly defined and 

because of pressure within governments to limit grants of asylum, the category is 

often used to reject applicants any time there is any kind of economic element to 

their claim. Michelle Foster, director of the International Refugee Law Research 

Programme at Melbourne Law School, highlights three implicit assumptions that 

underlie this category which lend it credibility and perpetuate its use: first, that 

economic migrants move “voluntarily” whereas political migrants move 

“involuntarily;” second, that there is no distinguishable actor that is causing the 

harm and no “intent” behind the harm; and third, that the harm is affecting a 

whole class of people and therefore it is not targeted specifically towards anyone 

(2007:6-11). Foster finds all of these assumptions to be problematic and 

excessively simplistic.  

                                                 
3 Both of these expressions are contested, but they are also the most commonly used terms for 
these groups. 
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Some economic circumstances are so dire that it is hard to argue that 

fleeing them is “voluntary”—which implies that not fleeing them is an equally 

plausible option. Conversely, in some of the categories covered in the Convention 

there is a clear element of choice, notably among those who are persecuted for 

their political or religious affiliation. Attempting to neatly divide migration 

choices as “voluntary” or “involuntary” is clearly untenable as there is a range of 

restriction in choice and agency. Second, there is an assumption that economic 

hardships are simply a result of “natural conditions”—they are not in anyone’s 

control, nor are they specifically inflicted upon anyone for any reason. However, 

there are cases where the causes of economic hardships are specific actors with 

specific intentions—for example, when governments restrict food availability as a 

means of coercion or manipulation. Thus, it cannot be assumed that economic 

measures cannot be used by some against others for political purposes. Third, the 

idea that those fleeing economic hardships cannot be considered refugees because 

they have not been “singled out” is inconsistent with other applications of refugee 

law whereby large groups of people are covered under the Convention. Analyses 

of distribution of poverty that demonstrate uneven levels of poverty based on 

attributes such as gender or race contribute to the renunciation of these latter 

assumptions by showing that economic conditions are not completely out of 

control and that they can be targeted towards certain groups. 

Sociologist Jeremy Hein points out that if political refugees and economic 

migrants are viewed from a world systems theory perspective, with wealthy, 
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industrialized nations at the “core” and poor, developing nations at the 

“periphery,” the two categories have much in common: 

The world system perspective makes few distinctions between 
refugees and [economic migrants]…The Third World  shelters  
96%  of the world's 17.5 million  refugees, suggesting  that 
producing  or accepting  large numbers  of refugees may be a 
component  of  peripheral  status…Economic development and 
assistance to refugees are inseparable  issues…because the 
"refugee"  is  an indicator  of  world system dynamics. (1993:45) 
 

In other words, the production of refugees and economic migrants in peripheral 

countries is a product of the peripheral position, marked by poverty, limited 

power and resources, and dependence on wealthier, more developed nations. This 

is akin to a cold causing a sore throat and a runny nose; the symptoms may be 

different but the condition is the same.  

 Foster points out that there have been efforts in the past to break down the 

economic-political dichotomy. The UNHCR 1979 handbook explains, “If [a 

migrant] is moved exclusively by economic considerations, he is an economic 

migrant and is not a refugee…The distinction…is, however, sometimes blurred in 

the same way as the distinction between economic and political measures in an 

applicant’s country of origin is not always clear” (UNHCR 1992). Foster sees two 

possibilities for clarification here: 1) an applicant should only be disqualified 

from refugee status if his/her motivation for movement is exclusively economic—

which implies that an acceptable claim for refugee status could include an 

economic component, and 2) the recognition that political aggression can take the 

form of economic measures. The handbook also explains: “Where economic 

measures destroy the economic existence of a particular section of the 
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population…the victims may according to the circumstances become refugees on 

leaving the country” (UNHCR 1992).  

 Contrary to the idea that the 1951 Convention is limited and unable to 

address the complexities of deconstructing the political-economic dichotomy, 

Foster believes that novel approaches to interpreting the Convention definition 

could permit some economic migrants to be covered and accorded protection 

(2010). She cites three reasons why this approach seems promising: first, recent 

developments indicate that the Convention is a flexible document that has 

demonstrated responsiveness to similar issues, such as gender-based persecution; 

second, economic rights are becoming more formally recognized and movements 

have been made toward defining states’ obligations regarding economic rights and 

holding governments responsible for violations of those rights; and third, there is 

growing jurisprudence in processing refugee claims that takes economic 

components into account.  

“Environmental refugees” are another group of displaced persons who are 

not covered under the 1951 UN Refugee Convention. Many of the complications 

faced by the category of environmental refuges are the same as those faced by 

economic refugees, in part because environmental refugees are often dismissed as 

being economic refugees. The expression “environmental refugee” is generally 

used to describe the millions of people displaced due to an inability to remain in 

their homelands because of environmental disruption caused by a range of forces, 

such as desertification, deforestation, soil erosion, and rising sea levels. The term 

first became popular after being use in a 1985 publication of the United Nations 
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Environmental Programme (UNEP). In 1995, the number of traditional refugees 

totaled almost 22 million; it is estimated that this same year there were 27 million 

“environmental refugees” (Myers 2002). In 2004, UNEP’s director estimated that 

in 2010 there would be 50 million (McNamara 2007). However, sociologist Gaim 

Kibreab argues, “We are already in 2010 and there is no evidence to suggest that 

this happened” (2010:388) and claims that there is not a reliable estimate for 

environmentally displaced persons, partially because the work to count them has 

not been done and partially because the definition varies greatly. Defining this 

category, the extent of obligation to provide assistance to them, and how 

assistance should be provided are all contentious issues. First of all, the range of 

forces that can cause environmental change sufficient to displace people is broad. 

These forces can include natural disasters, gradual environmental degradation, 

and expropriation of land for intentional land-use change, such as in dam 

construction. These different types of disruption vary in duration—whether their 

effects are temporary or indefinite, in cause—whether natural or anthropogenic, 

and in intentionality (Bates 2002). Furthermore, environmental disruption can 

also have indirect effects, making its culpability difficult to assess. Environmental 

degradation often affects people’s livelihoods, and they often do not necessarily 

feel the consequences until they have been “filtered through the local economic 

context” (Bates 2002:475). Environmental degradation can also instigate or 

exacerbate conflict.  

Because of this variety of causes, development of a comprehensive 

response system is difficult, but assessing obligation for the development of such 
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is even more challenging. The first confounding issue is the perceived level of 

agency of environmental migrants. Often, those who move due to environmental 

degradation are held responsible because their livelihoods—such as agriculture, 

pastoralism, or fishing, —are seen as the drivers of the degradation, and other 

factors are ignored. Furthermore, in the established refugee system entitlement to 

assistance is based upon the voluntariness of the migration. Refugees fleeing 

persecution are involuntary migrants, whereas those moving for economic 

reasons, no matter how dire, are considered voluntary. Thus the fact that effects of 

environmental degradation are filtered through the economy makes it difficult to 

argue that these “environmental refugees” are not “voluntary,” “economic” 

refugees. Because economic forces are so belittled in refugee discourse, the 

acknowledgement of the role of economic factors in defining the experience of 

economic refugees has apparently created a division among those fighting for the 

recognition of environmental refugees. For example, Kibreab argues that 

understanding migration due to environmental disruption requires a holistic 

approach that incorporates all relevant factors, including economic and social 

factors (1997). Karen Elizabeth McNamara, an environmental specialist who 

focuses on environmental refugees, argues, on the other hand, that incorporating 

other factors makes migration seem voluntary and hence “[downplays] the 

seriousness of the issue, which in a legal context [serves] to only further 

delegitimize the issue… This discourse [alters] the subject identity of those 

displaced because of environmental change. It [does] so in ways that [strips] the 
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environmental refugee of possible claims to asylum and basic human rights” 

(2007:16-17).  

The discussion has been further complicated by the issue of the 

environmental impacts of refugees. Although the United Nations Environmental 

Programme (UNEP) was initially central in bringing recognition to the plight of 

those facing environmental disruption, its focus has since shifted towards 

mitigating the environmental impacts of migration and temporary (although often 

long-term) lodging of refugee populations. In this discussion, refugees are often 

considered to be “exceptional resource degraders” (Kibreab 1997). While efforts 

should be made to reduce the environmental impacts of refugee movements, this 

process should not involve demonizing refugees, and it should not detract 

attention from the growing population of environmentally displaced persons.  

Another issue is determining obligation to assist when environmental 

degradation is the result of global structures as opposed to local activity. Pollution 

and environmental change do not occur solely on the local level; natural 

resources, agricultural products, and waste are shipped around the world as part of 

a global system, with developed nations frequently paying developing nations to 

bear the brunt of the ecological burden. Thus, although environmental degradation 

may result immediately from local activity, that activity should be viewed on a 

global scale. This issue is especially relevant to anthropogenic global climate 

change: developed nations, namely the United States, have historically produced 

the majority of the greenhouse gases that have driven climate change, yet it is the 

developing nations that are feeling the strongest effects of climate change with 
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limited resources to mitigate these effects. Derek R. Bell, a political philosopher 

who focuses on the ethics and politics of climate change, explains, “The role of 

developed nations in creating environmental burdens for less developed nations 

might suggest an historic injustice that needs to be rectified. On this approach, 

duties to environmental refugees would be duties of corrective or rectificatory 

justice” (2004:139). He concludes that these duties need not be rectificatory 

because assistance should be offered for other reasons. However, given 

decreasing support for even legally-recognized political refugees in many of these 

nations, many of whom are also key member nations in the United Nations, it 

seems unlikely that many developed nations or the UN will feel compelled of 

their own volition out of a sense of rectification, or even because they think it’s 

the right thing to do without admitting any responsibility (see McNamara 2007). 

While alternative interpretations of the 1951 Refuge Convention have 

allowed it to be applied to less traditional types of claims—i.e. gender-based 

persecution—and some authors believe that there is potential for new 

interpretations to allow expansion of the Convention to cover new groups (Foster 

2010, Martin 2010), it is unclear what prospects there are for “environmental 

refugees.” The policy paper “Climate Change, Natural Disasters, and Human 

Migration: a UNHCR Perspective,” released by UNHCR in 2009, calls attention 

to the migratory flows that may result from climate change in the coming decades. 

The document explains that some of these migrants may be covered under the 

traditional refugee definition, and, for other migrants, posits how the existing 

framework of the UNHCR and other UN agencies could provide the best response 
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to these flows. However, the paper also indicates that there is little support within 

the agency to open the Convention for renegotiation, expressing discomfort 

regarding the term “environmental refugee” and concern that its use could 

negatively affect the assistance provided to refugees who are covered under the 

Convention. Furthermore, the paper explains: 

Some states and NGOs have suggested that the 1951 Refugee 
Convention should simply be amended and expressly extended to 
include people who have been displaced across borders as a result  
of long-term climate change or sudden natural  disasters. UNHCR 
considers that any initiative to modify this definition would risk a 
renegotiation of the 1951 Refugee Convention, which would not be 
justified by actual needs. Moreover, in the current political 
environment, it could result in a lowering of protection standards 
for refugees and even undermine the international refugee 
protection regime altogether. (2009:9) 
 

However, the paper does not express an opposition to new interpretations of the 

Refugee Convention that would allow it to cover environmentally displaced 

persons, not does it explicitly advocate the development of such interpretations.  

 Looking outside the UNHCR for the answer to how to address 

environmentally induced migratory flows is consistent with the approach 

advocated by political scientists Frank Biermann and Ingrid Boas (2010). They 

advocate that another UN agency, the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC), could draft a document regarding climate refugees 

explicitly, and that the management of this kind of refugee would be separate 

from political refugees and the UNHCR.  

 It is unclear how this situation will play out in the coming years. The 

Convention could be expanded, either through renegotiation or innovative 

interpretations of the definition, to include any of the myriad definitions for 
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“environmental refugee.” A version of this category could be created under the 

mandate of a different agency in the UN, or environmentally displaced persons 

could simply be aided under a range of existing channels. Perhaps some totally 

different approach be used towards them. Moreover, it is not clear if any approach 

will be sufficient to mitigate the impacts of widespread environmental 

degradation on human populations.  

 These tensions and inconsistencies continue to exist in refugee 

resettlement, and they highlight that “refugeeness” is not an essential, inherent 

attribute of a certain kind of person. Rather, it is a constructed identity that is 

directly related to our global system and to how events that occur within that 

system are conceptualized. In the next chapter, I will discuss the development of 

refugee resettlement infrastructure and trends in the United States, give an 

overview of available assistance programs, and examine and how some of these 

general tensions have played out in the US specifically.  
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Chapter Two: US Refugee Programs 
 

Background of US program 

The development of the formal refugee resettlement program in the United 

States began in 1948, following the events of World War II. The Displaced 

Persons Act of 1948 allowed the resettlement of more than 400,000 people by 

1951 (Haines 1996). Prior to this formal legislation, private voluntary agencies 

had coordinated humanitarian assistance for refugees abroad and resettlement 

efforts in the United States. Following the ratification of legislation regarding 

refugees, these agencies have continued to play a central role in refugee aid, 

advocacy, and resettlement.  

The United States declined to sign the United Nations Convention 

Relating to the Status of Refugees in 1951 (Churgin 1996); however, a few years 

after the Displaced Persons Act of 1948, the Refugee Relief Act of 1953 

permitted the admission of displaced persons from Europe as well as those fleeing 

Communist nations. This focus on individuals escaping Communism dominated 

the refugee system until the end of the Cold War. Initially, admitted refugees were 

included in immigration quotas, although they were handled and processed 

separately. Furthermore, these refugees were provided only limited public 

financial support—for entry, processing, and initial transportation—all other 

services were provided by private agencies. In 1957, a new act expanded the 

Refugee Relief Act to include “refugee-escapees,” persons fleeing Communist 

nations or countries in the Middle East, and to count refugees separately from 

other immigrants. In 1968, the United States Senate ratified the accession to the 
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1967 United Nations Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, and with the 

Refugee Act of 1980, discussed below, made the policy of nonrefoulement in US 

legislation consistent with that in the UN Protocol (Churgin 1996). 

The first refugee program in the United States oriented towards a specific 

nationality was the Cuban Refugee Program. Upon Fidel Castro’s coming to 

power in 1959, many Cuban opponents of the regime began fleeing to the United 

States, specifically to Miami. A main distinction between this group and previous 

refugees was that these refugees came to the US without being processed or 

having made arrangements with a volunteer agency. Many of the first to arrive 

were financially well-off, but as people continued to leave the country Cuba 

imposed increasingly strict restrictions on what those departing could bring with 

them—ultimately only minimal clothing and at most five pesos. Initial support for 

these refugees came from the President’s Contingency Fund and then later from 

appropriations granted through the Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 

1962. This act went against the existing trend of minimal government financial 

and logistical support for refugees. Furthermore, as existing legislation did not 

provide an expedited legal means of entry for these refugees, the Attorney 

General used that position’s parole authority to “parole” them, allowing them the 

legal right to stay in the United States. This program continued, with varying 

numbers of Cubans coming to the United States each year, until 1975.  

The next major phases of the refugee program in the United States were 

the Indochinese and Soviet Programs. In 1975, following the collapse of several 

US-supported governments in French Indochina, thousands of refugees, mostly 
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Vietnamese, were processed and admitted into the United States. During this year, 

Congress passed the Indochina Migration and Refugee Assistance Act of 1975, 

which initially only included Vietnamese refugees but eventually Laotian and 

Cambodian as well. The Indochinese Refugee Assistance Program resembled the 

Cuban program, using federal funds to coordinate the resettlement of over 

400,000 refugees, but resettlement was more often done in collaboration with 

voluntary agencies, and refugees were settled throughout the country instead of 

focused in one city. Furthermore, the federal government set up some new 

services; it began a refugee information hotline in the languages of these refugees, 

distributed a newspaper for refugees in several languages, and helped coordinate 

the establishment of self-help organizations for these refugees. Initially, 

processing centers were in the United States, which meant that those fleeing first 

had to enter the US before they could be protected and assisted. However, as 

larger numbers fled each year, especially by boat—a dangerous journey across the 

South China Sea, during which many died—the US established processing centers 

in Vietnam and travel assistance to the US, enabling Indochinese refugees to 

come to the United States more safely.   

During this same time period, more and more Soviet refugees were 

coming to the United States. Initially they were resettled through private funding, 

but as numbers got larger the United States created the FY 1979 Foreign 

Operations Appropriations Act, which covered the “resettlement in the United 

States of Soviet and other refugees not currently covered by existing federal 

refugees programs” (FY 1979 Foreign Operations Appropriations Act, quoted in 
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Haines 1996:12). Although focused on Soviet refugees, this act allowed federal 

funding for refugees regardless of nation of origin. The program created through 

this act is called the Voluntary Agency Matching Grant Program, wherein 

government funds, given on a per capita basis, are to be matched by voluntary 

agencies. This program continues today and will be covered more fully later.  

These programs form the gradual creation of a refugee resettlement 

system. Initially, admission to the United States was limited—processed 

separately than general immigration—and resettlement was performed through 

private agencies with private funding. Next, there was federal funding for one 

group, then another, and finally federal funding, albeit limited, for refugees 

regardless of national origin—so long as they have been admitted to the country. 

This gradual development set the stage for the Refugee Act of 1980. This act 

officially introduced the definition of a refugee laid out in the 1951 UN 

Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol into US law, 

advocated humanitarian aid to refugees in asylum areas (e.g. outside of the United 

States in almost all cases), and permitted “admission to this country of refugees of 

special humanitarian concern to the United States, and transitional assistance to 

refugees in the United States” (Refugee Act of 1980, quoted in Haines 1996:13). 

The Refugee Act of 1980 established “refugee” as a legal status for permanent 

lawful residence to minimize the use of the parole authority by the Attorney 

General, which had been used previously to bring large refugee groups into the 

country.  
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The objective of the Refugee Act of 1980 was to create a systematic 

approach for addressing and funding refugee resettlement. The act declares that 

the decision of the number of refugees to be permitted each year is made by the 

President and it establishes the Office of Refugee Resettlement within the 

Department of Health and Human Services. It also describes federal funds that 

will be dispensed toward refugee resettlement through state governments and 

through a variety of programs and grants, such as Unaccompanied Refugee 

Minors, Cash and Medical Assistance, Targeted Assistance, Preventative Health, 

various social services. Federal funds can also be used for resettlement services 

through reimbursements for state governments if refugees enroll in state-funded 

programs. The act also permitted the continuation of the Voluntary Agency 

Matching Grant Program. Initially, programs such as Cash Assistance and 

Medical Assistance were to be available to refugees for up to 36 months after 

entry to the US, but in an effort to promote immediate employment and self-

sufficiency they were gradually cut down, with a final reduction in 1991 to only 

eight months of assistance. Additionally, funds were set aside for refugee 

resettlement so that state and local governments would not be forced to bear the 

burden of incoming refugees; however, by 1990 all of the funding intended to 

reimburse states if eligible refugees enrolled in state welfare programs had been 

discontinued. 

Although the Refugee Act of 1980 declared that it is “the policy of the 

United States to encourage all nations to provide assistance and resettlement 

opportunities to refugees to the fullest extent possible” and created a system that 
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allowed, in theory, the admission of refugees of any origin, this is not to say that 

anyone or any group will be admitted. What exactly constitutes “special 

humanitarian concern” is not specified in the Act. Historically, refugee admission 

in the United States has been closely tied to foreign policy and national interest. 

Beginning in the 1960s, large populations of displaced persons began to emerge 

in the Third World; in the early 1980s, Third World refugees accounted for 

between 80-90 percent of the world’s refugees, with large populations in Asia and 

Africa (Hakovirta 1993). However, as mentioned, the initial populations of 

refugees accepted to the United States were almost exclusively from Communist-

dominated countries or countries caught in the middle of Cold War conflicts.  

While refugees from these countries were often welcomed and provided 

with federal assistance, those fleeing conflicts and persecution in other countries, 

such as in Central America, were received much less consistently. Asylum-

seekers from Nicaragua during the 1980s were received at fairly high rates, while 

those fleeing from El Salvador and Haiti were often denied asylum on the grounds 

that they were “economic refugees” or fleeing generalized violence and conflict, 

not persecution as defined under the legal refugee definition (Gallagher 1989; 

Keely 2001). Many asylum-seekers were denied asylum on the grounds that they 

could have sought asylum in countries through which they passed en route to the 

United States but had failed to do so; or because they had already been granted 

asylum in a first country and hence did not need asylum in a second country; or, 

in order to avoid the need to address asylum claims, asylum-seekers were 

intercepted en route to the United States and either returned home or detained 
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without being processed at all. Sociologist Charles Keely (2001) argues that the 

United States and other industrialized nations had long delayed the development 

of a legal means to process asylum claims or grant asylum. Pirie’s (1986) 

thorough analysis of asylum law and admittance processes attests to the weakness 

of this area of the refugee program. Indeed, the vast burden of the protection and 

accommodation of asylees awaiting repatriation has fallen on Third World nations 

neighboring those where conflicts have produced refugees (Gallagher 1989; 

UNHCR 2010b).  

In the United States, hundreds of thousands of refugees from certain 

countries—those of “special humanitarian concern” to the United States—have 

been admitted and financially supported, while those fleeing persecution from 

other countries have been routinely denied protection; these inconsistencies in the 

history of refugee and asylee admission are worthy of investigation. Keely has 

even suggested that during the Cold War there were two different refugee systems 

with two different sets of objectives (2001). In this conception, one system, the 

one promoted by the UNHCR, sought repatriation as its ultimate goal and handled 

primarily refugees from Third World nations, with these refugees staying in 

neighboring nations until they were able to return home. The second regime, the 

“Northern Regime,” was created “with the intent of frustrating the consolidation 

of communist revolutions and hopefully destabilizing nascent communist 

governments” (2001:307). This system was run largely without the UNHCR and 

sought resettlement, not repatriation, as its ultimate goal, with the intent of 

destabilizing the Soviet Union, Communist nations in Eastern Europe, and 
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selected Third World countries involved in proxy wars. Keely claims that with the 

end of the Cold War in 1991, the United States and other Western nations have 

struggled to reevaluate their roles in the global refugee system.  

Similarly, another case highlights issues within the United States 

regarding how it is determined to whom the status and privileges of being a legal 

refugee will be conferred. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the review 

process for refugees to be permanently resettled in a third country and that of 

asylum-seekers applying for asylum within the United States differs judicially. 

While the intricacies of US immigration law is outside the purview of this thesis, 

and while the attacks of 9/11 did bring more stringent review and restrictions to 

overseas processing of refugees (although it undoubtedly also brought more 

stringent review and restrictions to immigration cases within the United States as 

well), under the 1951 UN Refugee Convention and the Refugee Act of 1980 

refugees to be resettled and asylum-seekers with valid claims to persecution ought 

to receive equal protection. However, the case of Haitians seeking asylum in the 

United States makes this legal claim seem dubious and clearly highlights a range 

of potential pitfalls of the refugee system in the US and globally.  

 

 Haitian Asylum-Seekers and the United States 

 The case of Haitian asylum-seekers, especially in contrast to that of Cuban 

asylum-seekers, is notorious in refugee studies in the US (Pirie 1986, Gallagher 

1989, Churgin 1996, Preeg 1996, Florida Immigrant Advocacy Coalition 2004, 

Farmer 2005). Spanning three decades, their case would (and has) easily take up a 
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whole volume itself; however, for my purposes a brief overview will suffice. At 

the time of the Refugee Act of 1980, Haiti was ruled by the US-supported dictator 

Jean-Claude Duvalier, also known as “Baby-Doc.” Although the political 

persecution of Haitians by Baby Doc and his tontons macoutes were egregious 

(Farmer 2006), the US government argued that Haitian refugees seeking asylum 

in the United States were “economic,” not political, refugees. In the late 1970s, 

the US government decided to pursue “an automatic detention program followed 

by rapid hearings and a return to Haiti” in response to the fleeing Haitians 

(Churgin 1996:315). In 1981—the year the Refugee Act of 1980 and its UN-

approved nonrefoulement policy went into effect—Ronald Reagan and Baby Doc 

made an agreement that Haitians caught at sea trying to leave Haiti to seek 

protection in the United States would be interdicted and returned to Haiti (Farmer 

2005), a loophole in the refoulement policy allowed by international waters and 

asylum-seekers inability to reach US soil (Barnes 2004). Medical anthropologist 

Paul Farmer describes the climate Haitian asylum-seekers would face if they were 

to sneak past the US Coast Guard: “During the first ten years of the accord, 

approximately twenty-three thousand Haitians applied for political asylum in the 

United States. Eight applications were approved” (2005:36). According to 

immigration law specialist Michael J. Churgin, “Interviews and determinations 

were done in less than 30 minutes. Deportation hearings with applications for 

withholding of deportation were heard at the rate of eighteen per judge per day. 

Attorneys were unable to adequately represent clients” (1996:315). In addition to 

an unsympathetic political climate, legal expert Sophie Pirie argues that weak 
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asylum law regarding the definition of persecution allowed immigration judges 

and Immigration and Naturalization Service officials to process the Haitian 

applicants prejudicially.  

 Similarly, after the 1991 military coup that ousted Jean-Bertrand Aristide, 

the first democratically-elected president of Haiti, many Haitian opponents of the 

coup faced military opposition and were either displaced within Haiti or forced to 

flee the nation. The US Coast Guard continued to interdict Haitian “boat people,” 

34,000 in the first eight months after the coup, but due to their large numbers 

were unable to process them aboard ships and thus brought them to Guantanamo 

Bay for processing. Seven months after the coup, the military base held 13,000 

Haitian citizens still awaiting processing (Farmer 2005:56; Preeg 1996:60). On 

May 26, 1992 President George H. W. Bush issued Executive Order 12807, or the 

“Kennebunkport Order,” which required that all interdicted Haitians be returned 

to Haiti without processing—a direct violation of the nonrefoulement mandate of 

the 1967 UN Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees (Preeg 1996:60). The US 

government instead encouraged that Haitians wishing to apply for asylum in the 

US at internal processing centers within Haiti, a far less desirable option because 

many Haitians felt that physically going to the processing center would expose 

them as opponents of the coup, which could have harmful consequences.  

 In order to deny asylum to Haitian refugees, the US government used 

some of the same tactics that it had in the 1980s as well as some new ones. Prior 

to President Bush’s Executive Order, Haitians with asylum claims intercepted at 

sea were to have their claims processed aboard Coast Guard ships. As in the 
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1980s, these interviews were kept brief; however, after the 1991 coup, interviews 

on average took seven and a half minutes, including time for translation (Benoit 

and Kornhauser 1992:1456). Furthermore, Coast Guards were unfamiliar with 

Haitian politics and kept few records of asylum claims processing (1992:1456). 

Also, as in the 1980s, the US argued that it had intercepted the Haitian boat 

people in international waters and thus was not obliged to acknowledge their 

asylum claims and was justified in repatriating them. It also continued to argue 

that fleeing Haitians were “economic” and not political refugees—despite the fact 

that 15,000 Haitians had been killed during the first month after the coup alone 

(Farmer 2005:55). But the US now argued, additionally, that intercepted Haitians 

who had been taken to Guantanamo were not under the jurisdiction of the 1967 

Protocol because the US constitution and other sources of US law as well as 

international law do not apply to Guantanamo—even though the US had 

exclusive control of Guantanamo Bay (2005:57). During the period following the 

coup, a number of groups challenged the action of the United States government; 

the case eventually reached the Supreme Court, and the Supreme Court ruled on 

the side of the US government (2005:55).  

 Interdiction of Haitian asylum-seekers has continued into the 2000s (FIAC 

2005). Coverage of Haitian detainees seeking asylum has described their 

treatment during detention. The Florida Immigrant Advocacy Center (FIAC) 

describes how Haitian detained in the mid-2000s were held indefinitely and 

handcuffed, separated from their families and watching detainees of other 

nationalities who came after them be processed before them; that they were held 
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in cramped rooms with strangers; that they were denied access to the outside and 

exercise and hygiene products; that they were denied translation and legal council 

but expected to complete complex asylum applications; that their entire court 

hearings were conducted in about thirty minutes; and that they were treated worse 

by guards than other detainees (FIAC 2004). The detention of Haitian asylum-

seekers was justified by security reasons and denial of asylum and other legal 

protection were denied due the government’s fear of a “mass exodus” of Haitians 

to the United States, despite indications that some of the forms of protection 

denied would not have appreciably affected Haitian migration to the United States 

(FIAC 2005). In response to pressure from humanitarian organizations, the US 

government declined to provide reports regarding the treatment of Haitian 

asylum-seekers in detention.  

 Interestingly, following the earthquake of January 2010 in Haiti, the 

government made a somewhat unprecedented move by allowing Haitians living in 

the United States to apply for Temporary Protected Status (TPS). While TPS has 

been granted to other nationalities, such as people from El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

and Honduras, following hurricanes and earthquakes, it has not previously been 

granted to Haitians on other occasions after hurricanes have caused serious 

destruction there (FIAC 2005). While TPS is only available to persons of a given 

nationality if they were already in the US at the time of the event—which is 

almost never the case for refugees— and is only available on a year by year basis 

as long as it is being offered, it is interesting and advantageous for a few reasons. 

First, TPS may be extended due to “ongoing armed conflict (such as civil war), an 



 48 

environmental disaster (such as earthquake or hurricane), [or] other extraordinary 

and temporary conditions” (USCIS 2011); thus, unlike other avenues for 

protection, TPS may be used to relieve danger due to political conditions as well 

as due to environmental conditions. Second, while TPS does not directly lead to 

permanent residence or citizenship, under TPS “eligible individuals are not 

removable from the United States [and] cannot be detained by DHS” (USCIS 

2011). Thus, individuals who receive TPS and who wish to apply for asylum or 

other legal immigration can do so without threat of detention or deportation, 

although asylum applicants are still constrained by a one-year window of 

habitation in the United States. So, while TPS does not offer a permanent solution 

itself and is not entirely compatible with seeking asylum, it offers a distinct 

avenue for protection to those who may not be able to get access to the protection 

that should be available through asylum. It also offers an example of how relief 

from political duress and relief from environmental hazard could be brought 

together.  

Foreign policy, especially concerning Communist-dominated nations, has 

historically played a large role in admission of refugees into the United States; 

and is not precluded in US refugee legislation. While the extent and manner of the 

interplay of these two objectives since the end of the Cold War does not seem 

entirely clear, foreign policy will undoubtedly continue to influence refugee 

admission to some extent. For example, the attacks of September 11th brought a 

virtual cessation of refugee admission and a much more stringent security check 

once admission resumed (U.S. Committee for Refugees 2003). It is important that 
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this relationship between the refugee resettlement program and foreign policy 

continue to be examined; those caught in the crossfire between nations should not 

be denied protection and further victimized.  

   

Current United States Refugee Resettlement Programming 

 The current U.S. definition for a refugee, which can be found in the 

Immigration and Nationality Act (INA) Section 101 (a)(42)(A), is similar to that 

of the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees: 

Any person who is outside any country of such person’s nationality 
or, in the case of a person having no nationality, is outside any 
country in which such person last habitually resided, and who is 
unable or unwilling to return to, and is unable or unwilling to avail 
himself or herself of the protection of, that country 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. (IRC 2010:1-1) 

 
Each year, the number of refugees who may be admitted into the U.S. is 

determined by the President of the United States in consultation with Congress 

and Administration agencies, based largely on current international crises. This 

number is then broken down by region: Africa, East Asia, Europe and Central 

Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, Near East/South Asia, and an Unallocated 

Reserve group. It is important to note that while resettled refugees—those who 

come from a country of first asylum and whose applications are processed by the 

United States overseas—and asylees—those who first come to the United States 

and then have their applications as refugees processed—legally enjoy the same 

protection status if approved, the review process differs significantly. As Michael 

J. Churgin notes, “there is no judicial review of the overseas determination while 
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there currently is an elaborate process of administrative and judicial review of the 

asylum determination” (1996: 310). As will be explored later, this processual 

difference seems to have significant effects on who is granted protected status in 

the United States.  

 There are three ways a refugee can be recommended for the US Refugee 

Admissions Program (USRAP) screening process: through the UNHCR, by a 

non-governmental organization (NGO), or by a US embassy (Bureau of 

Population, Refugees, and Migration Refugee Program 2010). This screening 

process is rigorous and includes several steps. On average it takes eight to ten 

months, but it can last for several years. The refugee individual or family must 

prepare an application for resettlement and be registered in the U.S. as a refugee 

under the U.S. definition. Being defined as a refugee by the UN does not 

guarantee this designation by the United States. Refugee Support Centers (RSCs) 

[formerly Overseas Processing Entities (OPEs)], either through non-governmental 

organizations, international organizations, or US embassies, help applicants 

prepare their cases for review by the Department of Homeland Security. Once an 

application has been filed, applicants are interviewed by a representative from the 

U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (U.S.CIS) [formerly the Immigration 

and Naturalization Services (INS)] who visits the asylum country. Refugees who 

apply to the U.S. for resettlement must undergo rigorous security checks; persons 

convicted of non-political crimes, those who have committed war crimes, violated 

human rights, provided “material support” for such crimes, or those who are 

current drug users cannot be resettled in the United States as refugees. Applicants 
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will also be submitted to a name check in databases of known terrorists and 

people who have been denied visas in the past. If applicants are applying to be 

reunited with family members who have already been resettled in the U.S., an 

Affidavit of Relationship (AOR) must be filed by their relatives.  

 Once applicants have been interviewed and approved for admission to the 

U.S, their biodata will be sent to the Refugee Processing Center (RPC), who will 

assign their cases to a voluntary agency (VOLAG). The VOLAG will then give 

“assurance” that it will provide Reception and Placement (R&P) services to these 

refugees. Refugees then undergo a medical screening4 and also generally receive 

some orientation to American culture, such as through Welcome to the United 

States: A Guidebook for Refugees (Center for Applied Linguistics Cultural 

Orientation Resource Center 2004). Finally, travel plans are made for the refugees 

by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), and they travel to the 

United States to be received by their assigned VOLAG.  

 There are ten voluntary agencies (VOLAGs) in the United States that hold 

contracts with the Department of State to provide refugee resettlement services: 

Church World Service (CWS), Episcopal Migration Ministries (EMM), Ethiopian 

Community Development Council, Inc. (ECDC), Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 

(HIAS), United State Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI), 

International Rescue Committee (IRC), Iowa Department of Human Services, 

                                                 
4 Applicants with untreated Class A medical conditions, such as HIV, tuberculosis, or gonorrhea, 
are prohibited from entering the United States (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 
Immigrant and Refugee Health 2010). However, children with Class A conditions may be granted 
a waiver allowing their admission. The admission of others with Class A conditions will be 
delayed until they are treated; upon admission to the United States they must receive treatment 
within seven days of arrival.  
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Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services (LIRS), United States Conference of 

Catholic Bishops (USCCB), and World Relief Refugee Services (WRRS).  

VOLAGs receive most of their funding from the federal government, 

although this funding is often channeled through state governments. Refugees 

also receive support from state and local governments, which may provide special 

funding and programs, or through which the refugee may be eligible for social 

assistance outside of the standard refugee programs. Furthermore, because the 

refugee resettlement program in the United States is a public-private partnership, 

funding comes through the voluntary resettlement agencies as well as through 

other organizations that participate in the process.  

The first program provided for refugees upon arrival is called 

Resettlement and Placement (R&P), provided through a contractual agreement 

between the Department of State and voluntary agencies. The amount of 

assistance received depends on the number of members in a family. The R&P 

program lasts for the first 30-90 days and provides “core services”: initial housing 

and supplies, airport pick-up, cash and medical assistance, employment services, 

English language services, and other services when available. During this time, 

VOLAGs are required to assist refugees in applying for cash assistance, food 

stamps, medical assistance, Social Security cards, and employment authorization. 

Once refugees have completed the R&P program, they can participate in a 

number of other programs, depending on eligibility.  

Another assistance program available to refugees being resettled is the 

federal Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF) program. TANF 
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eligibility requires that refugee families have a child under the age of 18, either a 

single parent or, if there are two parents, one must be unemployed or 

incapacitated, with income within certain limits, and an employable adult must 

participate in employment services.  

Many VOLAGs participate in the Voluntary Agency Matching Grant 

Program. The objective of the Matching Grant (MG) program is to provide 

assistance to employable adults who are willing to accept any job available to 

them and who are capable of doing any job (ORR 2010). Assistance lasts for four 

to six months and refugees enrolled in this program are expected to become 

employed quickly and to become self-sufficient as quickly as possible, without 

receiving assistance from other programs. The program provides food, housing, 

cash allowances, and transportation. Funding for this program is provided by both 

the federal government and voluntary agencies, with the public funding 

“matched” through cash and contributions of goods and services.  

If refugees are not eligible for other programs, they can participate in the 

Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA) program. This program provides cash assistance 

for eight months as long as they apply within eight months after arrival and are 

not receiving assistance through other programs. Additionally, refugees can 

receive financial assistance and other services through several other public 

programs, including Supplemental Security Income (SSI), the Supplemental 

Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP—formerly the Food Stamp Program), the 

Refugee Medical Assistance (RMA) program, Medicaid, and state health 
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programs. Refugees with severe medical problems, known as Class A Physical 

Conditions, must be referred to local health agencies upon arrival.  

Once a refugee case has been accepted into the United States for 

resettlement, his or her biodata is sent to the Refugee Processing Center (RPC). 

The RPC collects this data, and every Wednesday the new list of refugees is sent 

to the group of VOLAGs to be divided up. First, the anchor cases, or cases where 

the refugee is being received by a family member who has already been resettled, 

are matched up with their relatives. Then the rest of the cases are divided up. Each 

agency has a contract with the State Department to take a certain percentage of 

the new cases that come in each week. 

 Once the cases have been split up among the VOLAGs, they are assigned 

to each agency’s different offices across the country. Some offices only take 

anchor cases; these cases are again assigned first. Free cases, where the refugees 

have no family support in the U.S., are assigned based on their specific needs—

such as language and any necessary government funding—to the offices and 

places that will be most able to accommodate them. 

In order to receive funding, agencies must follow detailed contracts of 

operation. Contributions, both financial and in goods and services, and grants are 

also substantial sources of funding. Although these agencies all provide basic 

R&P services and other services to refugees, they differ in organizational 

structure, religious affiliation, and what resources they use to provide R&P 

services. Some VOLAGs operate their resettlement services as part of a larger 

organization that does work in a range of humanitarian areas, whereas some focus 
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exclusively on refugee resettlement and emergency assistance in international 

crises. The IRC, for example, operates as an international organization solely in 

the areas of refugee resettlement and international emergency relief and operates 

in the United States exclusively as a refugee resettlement agency.  

 Some of the VOLAGs—for example, Episcopal Migration Ministries and 

Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society—are religiously affiliated, while some—such as 

the International Rescue Committee and the United State Committee for Refugees 

and Immigrants—are non-affiliated. However, this religious affiliation is not to 

affect the services provided by a VOLAG; the U.S. State 

Department/Resettlement Agency contract includes a clause specifying: 

Direct Federal grants, sub-award funds, or contracts under this 
ACF program shall not be used to support inherently religious 
activities such as religious instruction, worship, or proselytization. 
Therefore, organizations must take steps to separate, in time or 
location, their inherently religious activities from the services 
funded under this program. (ORR 2008 Chapter VI Section 2) 

 
Although religion or doctrine specifically is not to influence the resettlement 

process, the location of the VOLAG in a network of religious institutions can and 

does affect what resources a VOLAG draws upon. VOLAGs vary widely in how 

they provide their services. Religiously-affiliated VOLAGs often look to affiliated 

places of worship to provide services. VOLAGs also seek grant funding in order 

to develop programs services, such as ESL classes or youth programming, in their 

own offices, or they may refer their clients out to other agencies that provide 

services. The manner by which a VOLAG provides its services does not just vary 

from VOLAG to VOLAG but also between different offices in the same national 
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agency, depending on what agencies, funding, and other resources are available in 

the area.  

 Building on this general information about the government programs 

available to refugees and the voluntary agencies that help implement them, in the 

next chapter I will discuss my ethnographic fieldwork at the International Rescue 

Committee Atlanta office. I will also provide some analysis of my observations 

and interviews, specifically by contrasting the prescribed resettlement process to 

the processes that actually take place and describing some of the strategies that 

resettlement workers employ that can facilitate and/or hinder resettlement. 
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Chapter 3: Working in Refugee Resettlement 

 At the Office 

Clarkston, Georgia is a city of approximately 7,800 people on the eastern 

edge of Atlanta, a city of approximately 486,000 people (Atlanta Census Fact 

Sheet 2010; Clarkston Census Fact Sheet 2010). As with much of metro Atlanta, 

Clarkston is not noticeably distinct from the city itself or the suburbs around it; 

the development around Atlanta blends into one big band of sprawl. However, 

Clarkston does have its own character. Founded in 1882 and strongly tied to the 

railroad (City of Clarkston: History 2010), the layout and architecture of 

Clarkston are dissimilar from the urban buildings of Atlanta and more recent 

suburban, big-box development. Moreover, the demographics of the city are quite 

different; while the population of Atlanta is approximately 8.3 percent foreign-

born, the population of Clarkston is around 33.7 percent foreign-born, which is 

not surprising given the large number of ethnically-diverse stores and restaurants 

spread throughout the small community (Atlanta Census Fact Sheet 2010; 

Clarkston Census Fact Sheet 2010).  

In the 1980s and early 1990s, refugee resettlement agencies began to focus 

on Clarkston as a new center for refugee resettlement because of its economy and 

access to public transportation; the city and surrounding area now have a tight 

network of resettlement agencies, state offices, and supporting coalitions and non-

profit organizations. Photographer Bryan Meltz, who did a photo-documentary 

project entitled “Refugee Resettlement in Clarkston, Georgia” (2004-2010) says 

the city has become “the Ellis Island of the South.” Successful books such as The 
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Lost Boys of Sudan: An American Story of the Refugee Experience by Mark 

Bixler (2005) and Outcasts United: An American Town, a Refugee Team, and One 

Woman's Quest to Make a Difference by Warren St. John (2009) focus on 

refugees in Clarkston.  

For over thirty years, the IRC Atlanta office occupied nearly a whole 

building of the Kensington Office Park, 5 a complex of 1970s-style two-story 

brown office buildings surrounded by trees. The complex is located on a long, 

busy, sprawling road called Memorial Drive, which stretches from downtown 

Atlanta to Stone Mountain Park, about five miles east of Clarkston. The length of 

Memorial Drive where the IRC office is located is six lanes wide, with a 45 mile-

per-hour speed limit and very few sidewalks. At the intersection to the east of the 

office is Kensington Station, the second to last station on the east line of the 

Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA). MARTA consists of a 

rail system with two lines, one north-south and one east-west, and a network of 

buses; MARTA is notoriously underfunded and is the central means of 

transportation for the vast majority of the refugees whom the IRC resettles.  

Each weekday morning—except Friday, when IRC employees meet with 

clients by appointment only—a constant parade of refugees marches up the trash-

strewn, eroding red clay banks of the road from the Kensington Station to the 

Kensington Office Park. Aside from their consistent path and their numbers, the 

refugees stand out in other ways; head coverings, bright clothing patterns, and 

random donated clothing quickly call attention to the fact that they are probably 

not from the United States.  
                                                 

5 In December 2010, the office moved to a new location, which will be discussed later.  
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From the street, the refugee clients walk past two buildings to the back of 

the office park and climb the outdoor stairs to the main office. The small 

reception room on the second floor is often cramped, so people hang out on the 

outdoor walkway upstairs, on the stairs, on the sidewalk downstairs, at the nearby 

picnic table, and occasionally in the parking lot itself. They sit, stand, and squat; 

talk, laugh, and smoke cigarettes. They are infants, adults, and the elderly. They 

are from many countries and speak many different languages.  

In the reception room, people sit in the chairs around the edges and stand 

in the middle. Sometimes it is hard to get through. Sometimes it is very hot. 

Sometimes the room smells of body odor. Sometimes people are angry and the 

feeling is very tense. Sometimes it is cool and calm and people look relaxed. The 

room is painted yellow, with IRC posters and notes and flyers reminding clients 

about certain procedures or advertising events. At the sliding glass window, 

clients sign in on their assigned case managers’ clipboards and sometimes talk 

with Pat, the receptionist, and other IRC staff. After signing in the clients may be 

called into the office immediately, may wait for long periods of time, or may have 

their case manager, employment coordinator, or higher-ups—if necessary—come 

to the window and explain or re-explain to them why they can’t be seen or what 

steps they need to complete in a process before the IRC can play its role.  

Inside the office there are cubicles, individual offices, two filing rooms, a 

break room, a small conference room, and a classroom. Across the hall there is a 

teaching area with several classrooms and a computer lab. Downstairs is the IRC 

store, where IRC clients can use vouchers to get clothing, linens, and small 
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appliances. Depending on the time of day, the day of the week, and the time of 

year, the office can be either calm and fairly empty or a noisy, energetic, and 

crowded space, with staff and refugees dashing around, or just sitting. 

Additionally, there are always interns and volunteers working in the office. 

Although their numbers fluctuate throughout the year, when they peak in the 

summer, the number of people in the office increases noticeably. In addition to 

helping with a wide range of activities, it is important to note that hours worked 

by interns and volunteers are “matched” monetarily by the government.  

A number of factors influence office dynamics. Most significantly are the 

employment positions and structure, the layout of the office, and interpersonal 

dynamics. As mentioned, the office is broken up into a few areas: resettlement, 

logistics, education, immigration, and administration, with a few other more or 

less independent positions. Employees interact most with those in their 

department, with resettlement and logistics often overlapping into one 

department. However, there were few formal or physical divisions within the 

office, and outside of individual offices staff and departments generally shared the 

same space. 

While there were no major changes to the staff structure during my time, 

through interviews employees revealed that much had in fact changed over the 

past decade—no one I interviewed had been at the IRC longer than that—

sometimes strategically and sometimes due to circumstances outside anyone’s 

control. Angela, the manager of finance and administration, described how after 

September 11, 2001, refugee admittance rates were lowered drastically, and with 
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that, funding. The office prior to the attacks had more than fifty employees—

about its current number—but after the attacks, over the next three years, the staff 

dropped to thirty employees. Only in the past few years has it returned to near 

pre-9/11 numbers.  

 Long term employees described changes they had seen since they first 

came to the IRC. According to Pat, the receptionist, when she first arrived in 2004 

there were two departments in resettlement—case managers and social services. 

Furthermore, her position did not exist before she was hired, and reception was 

handled by interns and volunteers. At this point, with the load of refugees the IRC 

serves and the size of the staff, it seems inconceivable that there would not be a 

designated position to coordinate meetings and keep track of people’s locations. 

Pat went into more detail about structural changes regarding IRC staff:  

There’s been a lot of restructuring of positions…[for] the better. 
Pretty much. Yeah. [There’s] a little more medium level. Because 
all we had was like, staff, with a department head, and then, 
basically, [the executive director]. Now we have more levels…in 
there, which makes it a little better to take care of the things more 
gradually so you can eliminate some of the problems at low level 
management instead of having a… jump [in communication]. You 
know from here, you know from way down to way up. So it works 
out a little better…It’s evolving almost constantly… So there’s a 
lot more people and a lot more things being done that—the regular 
staff’s expanded, but [there are more] programs that we’re getting 
into. 
 
Similarly, several employees remarked about how significantly Rob’s 

position as health specialist—one go-to person to handle all appointments, 

Medicaid issues, and to maintain lists of and relationships with top service 

providers—had revolutionized all medical processes. This past year an analogous 

position was created, the education specialist, who handles all school registration, 
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placement exams, and other education-related tasks. Thus, instead of each case 

manager working to register the children in each of their cases, one employee is 

responsible for registering all of the children in the office. The restructuring of 

positions and duties is an intentional response to reoccurring challenges; it is 

intended to improve resettlement performance and create different nexuses of 

information and interaction in the office.  

The physical layout of the office also greatly contributes to office 

dynamics, both among IRC employees and with refugee clients. The figure on the 

following page depicts the main office of the IRC, which is where the offices of 

resettlement, logistics, immigration, administration, and the main English 

classroom are located. The areas of the office that are not included in this map are 

the smaller classrooms and the computer lab, which are in a separate area across 

the outside walkway from the job developers in the main office, and the IRC 

store, which is downstairs.  

The space is used very compactly, as shown in the image, and the 

office often has a bustling feel. This effect is compounded by the use of cubicles 

which allows sound to carry into other areas and the fact that employees are often 

moving around hurriedly. Furthermore, designated refugee client activities, 

namely ESL classes, which take place in two sessions every weekday morning, 

share space with the office area. Refugee clients in the waiting room and in ESL 

classes also have to enter the office area to use the restroom. The IRC has had 

some trouble regulating refugee clients’ access to employees’ offices, and it is 

mostly through these means that refugees come into the office. It is a difficult 
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Main Office of IRC Atlanta 
(Grayed-out areas are designated for use by refugee clients) 
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situation because refugees are understandably impatient about seeing the 

resettlement workers, as the topics they need to discuss are often pressing and 

very personal, but the overloaded employees have difficulty completing their 

work when they cannot count on structured time without interruptions. This 

challenge toward scheduling staff-client time will be addressed more later. 

 On certain days, such as when Social Security and DFCS 

representatives come into the office on Tuesdays and Thursdays, respectively, the 

bustling feel in the office becomes chaotic. On these days often as many as twenty 

or thirty refugees are brought into the inner office area and left to wait in the 

hallways while the representatives meet with clients in the conference room. 

Additionally, on these days employees and interns are often quickly walking—if 

not running—through the halls to bring case managers and translators into the 

conference room as their clients are called. 

While the office is often full and busy, employees also have off-site tasks 

they must perform, such as home visits or airport pick-ups. On some days, 

including Friday when refugee clients are not permitted into the office except by 

appointment, and on most days in the afternoon, the office becomes empty and 

quiet as many employees use this time to perform off-site tasks. However, 

throughout most days employees will leave the office, using any of the several 

outside doors, or move around the office. While they are supposed to tell the 

receptionist or other employees where they are going, it is not uncommon that 

someone will leave to take care of something without telling anyone, or the 

person they have told will also go somewhere. Many resettlement tasks require 
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others’ assistance, whether for a signature, for translation, or for guidance or 

information; sometimes not being able to find a certain essential employee delays 

the completion of work, and requires that the person looking for him or her 

hurriedly search the office until the individual is are located. This fairly constant 

frantic looking also adds to the chaotic feel of the office.  

In addition to the staff structure and office layout, office dynamics are 

certainly influenced by staff members’ personalities, interpersonal relations, and 

the personal philosophies employees bring to their work. The employees at the 

IRC generally take the work that they do very seriously and devote themselves to 

it; a number of employees mentioned that they regularly brought work home to do 

over the weekend. Most employees I asked said that refugee resettlement work 

was very demanding and high stress. This stress is a defining feature of refugee 

resettlement, and understanding the constant high pressure is essential to 

understanding the resettlement process and office dynamics. Regarding this stress, 

Frank, a job developer said: 

Oh my goodness…It’s—it’s really, really stressful. But at the same 
time, it’s very rewarding. Stressful in the sense that you have a lot 
of things to do for that client in a very short period of time. 
Stressful in the sense that you find the clients with a lot of other 
needs than you cannot meet. And because you have that desire to 
help, and you find yourself helpless, the stress multiplies. 

  
 Alex, another job developer, said: 

Ok, absolutely. It’s very stressful. Because you are working with 
people that are very needy and dependent. Initially they—this is an 
exaggeration, but to some extent they’re helpless. So, it’s stressful 
to know that they are depending on you. And especially in my area 
in employment, it’s very stressful. And that’s what I think stresses 
out our clients more than anything, more than their food stamps, 
any of those problems they might have with food stamps or a 
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problem they have in their home like a housing issue, if they don’t 
have a job, they don’t have a real sense of stability and they 
could… realistically, they could be evicted and end up on the 
streets. 
 

Despite this stress, and maybe partially because of it, there is a great deal of 

camaraderie among lower level staff, especially those who work primarily on-site. 

Employees repeatedly mentioned how positive the employee interactions were 

and their enthusiasm at how well they worked together. This is partially a result of 

individual employees’ perspectives and philosophies about the work that they do. 

Emily, the volunteer coordinator who is also in charge of a number of 

resettlement tasks, mentioned to me one day in her office that she doesn’t let the 

stress get to her by reminding herself that in most cases everything will turn out 

all right. She believes that, with the amount of resources and people working on 

behalf of the refugee clients, it is very unlikely that anything very bad will 

happen. Many employees expressed how important humor was in relieving stress. 

The value of humor to the IRC staff is very clear: employees are regularly 

laughing and joking with each other and occasionally dressing up in funny outfits 

or playing pranks on each other. In Frank’s words, “Just cracking jokes in the 

office like I usually do. Just make up your mind to be happy, and that’s what I do 

most of the time in the office. I just say something and…laugh. And I kind of 

laugh out the stress a little bit.” Rob, the health specialist, channels his stress into 

an arbitrary and exaggerated distaste for blue pens, which he will throw out of his 

office if he finds one on his desk.  

 Employees throughout the office also relieve stress and build camaraderie 

through ritual group activities. During my two summers interning at the IRC, 
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more Fridays than not someone would send out an email announcing that there 

was cake in the office, either for someone’s birthday or just to enjoy, and a 

number of employees would gather in the break room to hang out, chat, and 

laugh. About once a month, some employees—the invitation is open to all, but 

employees with family or other obligations are less likely to come—will get 

together for “Happy Hour” at a nearby bar or restaurant on a Friday. I had the 

pleasure of attending once; the environment was jovial, laid-back, and fairly 

intimate.  

 Thus, humor and group ritual activities, in addition to hard work, create a 

close bond among the staff that many employees acknowledged. Kristin, the 

logistics coordinator, said, “I was surprised to see how well everyone works 

together at IRC, how much of a support group people are to each other. There’s a 

huge network there that if someone is, um—you know, if one person is really 

struggling, the team members will pick up. It’s like the best example of teamwork 

I’ve ever worked in. And it’s a really good environment, very positive.” Similarly, 

Alex, the job developer, explained,  

… I’m privileged to have very competent coworkers that will 
allow me to take a break, to take a vacation, and I know that things 
will get done and people will not die or starve. So, we handle it—I 
think in our particular office very well by… by helping each other 
out a lot—there’s a lot of collaboration—and I think there’s a lot of 
moral and emotional support and… maybe another thing that I do 
and that the whole office does is that we have a really good sense 
of humor and we take our jobs very seriously and we take our 
clients’ needs seriously but we have a very healthy sense of humor 
about all the goofy situations that occur and that helps build 
teamwork and it helps motivate us to continue doing our work. 
So… it builds morale.  
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While many of the staff members I interviewed spoke positively about the 

office environment, refugee resettlement is very taxing work. From the time I 

started interning during my first summer at the IRC to when I left at the end of the 

second, I know of almost ten people who left their positions. Unfortunately, I was 

only able to talk to one of these people about their reasons for leaving. I think it 

would be worthwhile in future research, however, to explore how much feeling 

burnt out contributes to resettlement workers choosing to leave their positions. I 

have spoken to some employees about feeling too overburdened and drained, yet I 

was surprised at how enthusiastic and committed they seemed in general 

considering the amount of work they must do. In this regard, I think that it’s 

possible that the inherent restrictions of the system—having to delay certain tasks 

to allow external parties to do their part, not being legally able to provide certain 

kinds of assistance after a certain point, only being able to work a set number of 

hours, and having to set limits because of the size of the work load—may help 

keep some employees from becoming so invested in the needs of their clients that 

they wear down and cannot continue in their positions. 
Although all refugees go through the same general process when they 

arrive in the US, each individual or family brings unique experiences and 

approaches and faces particular challenges. Nonetheless, there are reoccurring 

instances and patterns that come up because of the nature of the situations in 

which refugees are put, because of their preparedness for those situations, and 

because of the manner in which resettlement programs facilitate or respond to 

these situations and the resources they have to deal with them. To highlight how 
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much these occurrences can affect the resettlement process, I will use two 

hypothetical refugee case families, based on my experience working at the IRC 

and my interviews with IRC employees, to depict a “better case” and a “worse 

case” scenario. I am using these scenarios as opposed to actual families’ stories 

because, as discussed in the introduction, I could not conduct fieldwork on the 

refugees themselves, but I believe these hypothetical scenarios approximate 

refugees’ experiences sufficiently to illustrate the major trends I wish to discuss. I 

am also using these hypothetical stories because due to the brevity of my 

internship and inconsistency of my day-to-day responsibilities. While I did see 

many examples of the kinds of events that occur in these scenarios, I was not able 

to follow any actual families for the entire duration of their resettlement. I will 

follow with a discussion of some of the major issues that come up in these 

scenarios as well as other occurrences that affect the resettlement process.  

Better case scenario: A family of four—two parents and two children—are 

resettled from a relatively more developed country. The parents have some 

experience with paid work or volunteering and have some proficiency in English. 

The children have had some formal, if limited, schooling. They are part of a large 

refugee group and many from their group have already been resettled; 

furthermore, the VOLAG that will facilitate their resettlement has at least one 

staff member that speaks their language. When they arrive in the United States, 

they are greeted by IRC representatives and taken to their apartment. The 

following day, they are brought to the IRC for their new-arrival orientation with 

their case manager, who speaks their language and all participants understand 
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what is said. During the orientation the case manager and employment 

coordinator explain basic procedural, safety, and cultural information, and a 

cursory discussion of their experiences and ambitions takes place. The 24-hour 

home visit, to ensure that their residence is properly equipped and that they are 

familiar with safety and how to operate appliances, takes place on their first day 

as well.  

Generally, the main documentation with which refugees enter the United 

States is from their Overseas Processing Entity (OPE) resettlement review 

process—mostly medical forms—and their I-94 cards, which provides their alien 

numbers. The first documents they must apply for in the US are their Social 

Security cards, which they apply for on their first Tuesday and receive within a 

week. Once they have their Social Security cards, they apply for Employment 

Authorization (EAD) cards, food stamps, and Medicaid and start the process of 

registering their children for school. These applications are processed quickly, and 

soon the family is eligible for work, school, and assistance.  

Because the parents are in good health and willing to take any job the 

employment specialists can find, they are considered highly employable and 

therefore eligible for the Matching Grant (MG) program. Refugees in the MG 

program get substantial cash assistance and have rent and utilities fully 

subsidized. They are ensured under this program for four months in most cases, 

but occasionally are eligible for six. Their employment coordinators quickly find 

available positions and help the clients apply. Because the job market provides 

some flexibility and they have had “legitimate” employment experience, they are 
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able to have some say in the kind of work they want to do. Until they find jobs, 

they are required to take English as a Second Language (ESL) classes, which they 

attend regularly, and through which they improve their English speaking skills 

and form relationships with other clients and the resettlement staff. However, they 

soon find good work: their jobs pay above minimum wage and do not require a 

long commute, and they have daytime shifts. Because they find a job before their 

MG assistance period ends, they receive a monetary bonus.  

A number of factors aid their transition. There are resettlement employees 

that speak their language and the staff has familiarity with their cultural beliefs 

and practices. Moreover, their assigned case manager and employment specialist 

are organized, eager, and accessible. They already have some family in the area 

and a large number of refugees from their social group have already been resettled 

and created support networks. Some of these acquaintances have phones and 

facilitate communication between the new arrivals and resettlement workers, their 

own employers, school, doctors, and government bureaus. Their children, who 

have received schooling before and are young enough to catch up with their age 

group, have welcoming teachers who are supportive of refugee students. Other 

parents are available to help watch the children and assist them getting to or from 

school. The children are physically and mentally able and do not struggle in 

school. They are healthy and do not need more medical attention than the average 

child.  

This family is able to keep their jobs, get by in school, and save some 

money. While they do not have a great deal of financial flexibility, they do 
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quickly become self-sufficient and have the ability to save enough money to open 

up new opportunities for themselves, such as improved transportation, new 

employment options, and higher education. None of these circumstances change 

the fact that the resettlement process is a major transition that is undoubtedly very 

demanding, but together, these advantages can make the different steps of the 

process a little less difficult and influence the family’s future prospects. 

Worse case scenario: A family of four—two parents and two children—

are resettled from a less developed, more rural country. They arrive in the United 

States with no English proficiency, very limited cultural orientation, and, because 

their previous occupation was subsistence farming, no “legitimate” work 

experience and no formal schooling. Furthermore, they have no family in the 

United States, few refugees of their social group have been previously settled, and 

their resettlement agency does not have any employees who speak their language 

or much experience resettling people from their cultural group. Their new-arrival 

orientation requires a third party to translate, which hinders communication 

between the family and their case manager and employment specialist, but also 

limits their ability to relate and build rapport. During the 24-hour home visit, 

many appliances and features of the new apartment are unfamiliar to the newly 

arrived clients, and many day-to-day practices and environments are completely 

new. Furthermore, their case manager and employment specialist are somewhat 

disorganized, overloaded, and burnt-out, and their enthusiasm and accessibility 

are limited.  
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Because third-party translators impose additional costs and have restricted 

availability, simple interactions such as scheduling meetings, reminders about 

things to do or documents to bring, and completing applications and other 

paperwork become extremely difficult and involve numerous breakdowns in 

communication. Often the level of difficulty communicating is such that workers 

complete these tasks, including getting signatures for official forms, without 

knowing if the family has any idea what is going on. During the first few weeks, 

when applying for their essential documentation, the family fails to produce the 

records necessary to complete the forms and thus the application process is 

delayed. Additionally, the processing of their applications takes longer than usual, 

which sets back how soon they can begin looking for jobs and registering for 

school.  

The adults of the family are not in ideal health. While the father and 

mother are employable, the father has back problems and the mother has 

difficulty hearing and seeing; both of these conditions, combined with their 

inexperience with English, lower their employability. They are thus enrolled in 

the Refugee Cash Assistance (RCA) program, which lasts eight months but 

provides substantially less financial assistance than the MG program. There are 

few employment opportunities available to them, and it takes them a long time to 

find work. In the meantime, the parents are required to take English as a Second 

Language (ESL) classes, but their attendance is low, both hindering their 

improvement in English and threatening their eligibility for public assistance. 

Also, when they do attend class, they do not practice speaking as much as other 
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students and therefore their comfort speaking and familiarity are further limited. 

Because of the communication barriers, their case manager has difficulty 

understanding why the clients are not coming to class and thus is unable to work 

towards resolving the problem. Moreover, their rapport is further limited and the 

case manager begins to suspect that the clients are not fully committed and 

cooperating.  

While the parents’ health is not ideal, the health problems of the children 

are far more substantial: one child has severe physical handicaps and the other 

mental handicaps and both need complicated medical attention. They both need to 

see specialists, with whom appointments can be difficult to schedule, and their 

visits require interpretation and transportation. Frequently, appointments are 

forgotten, are missed due to schedule conflicts, or require that the parent, child, 

translator, and sometimes a fourth party, wait for hours to be seen. Furthermore, 

their limited ableness means that they need special accommodations in school, 

added assistance getting to and from school, and extra supervision, placing 

additional responsibilities on their parents and limiting how much time is 

available for other necessary tasks.  

The parents are unable to find work for many months. At one point, the 

mother is hired as a cleaner at a hotel, her first wage-paying job in her life, but is 

fired because her employer is unsatisfied with her performance. They continue to 

have difficulty finding work until, finally, the eight months of their RCA 

assistance period has passed. In order to pay their bills, the resettlement agency 

must pull together emergency funds. Finally, the father is hired to work in a 
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chicken factory, a job that pays minimum wage, requires early and long hours and 

a long commute, and provides limited opportunities for advancement. Soon, their 

monthly income is finally high enough that they are no longer eligible for any 

public assistance, but low enough that they get by month to month with little time, 

energy, or extra money to discover and take advantage of new opportunities. 

Certainly, there are other factors that can have minor or drastic impacts on 

the resettlement process, but these two scenarios highlight a number of 

reoccurring events that can influence the relative ease of refugee resettlement. 

Other occurrences are less common, but can still reveal much about the structure 

of the system. Some refugees receive additional resources, such as information 

and guidance, logistical assistance, or money, from individuals or groups. Others 

experience substantial setbacks or ordeals, such as losing essential documents, 

burglaries, fires, or attacks. Although significantly less common, these incidents 

are also a product of the refugee system and represent more extreme examples of 

many of the everyday problems and opportunities presented by the refugee 

program, at least the version of the program that exists at the IRC office in 

Clarkston.  

  

My Research 

My fieldwork highlights two operating systems at work in refugee 

resettlement: bureaucracy and strategy. By bureaucracy, I mean the structures of 

the system put in place by more powerful but removed players—namely different 

offices of the US government—that delineate the process and form of the refugee 
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resettlement system. These bureaucratic structures provide resources that permit 

the functioning of the system but also set mandatory prescriptions for what must 

be accomplished and how it is to be accomplished. By strategy, I mean the 

choices made and courses of actions taken by the actors working within the 

system; namely, refugees, resettlement workers, VOLAGs, other offices who play 

a direct role in the resettlement process and their employees, other local people 

and institutions, and volunteers and organizations who participate in the process. 

These strategies can either facilitate the resettlement process or complicate it. 

Moreover, strategies can be implemented by individuals, informal groups of 

individuals, established organizations, or networks of organizations. My 

fieldwork focuses on the employees of a refugee resettlement agency, so my 

analysis focuses on bureaucratic structures they encountered and strategies 

employed by both the employees and the agency office as a whole in response to 

and in anticipation of those structures.  

 In terms of bureaucracy, there are essentially three stages of the 

resettlement process that must be achieved: the “creation” of an identity as 

recognized within the US and by the US government, the transition period to 

adjust to life in the US, and the process of becoming self-sufficient. By “creation” 

of an identity, I mean the processing and entering of a person’s information into 

appropriate systems of identification and records and the production of documents 

certifying that these tasks have been completed. These documents are absolutely 

mandatory in the resettlement process; almost every step produces its own records 

that are necessary to move on to the next.  The transition process, which often 
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includes everything from speaking English to learning how to pay bills to learning 

how a thermostat works, can be very involved and long. Identity creation almost 

always occurs before self-sufficiency is attained, but the transitioning process 

overlaps both.  

 Self-sufficiency is the ultimate goal of the resettlement process. In 

bureaucratic terms, self-sufficiency means that a refugee or a refugee family is 

receiving independent income to the point of no longer qualifying for government 

assistance. How quickly refugees become self-sufficient is used as a measure of 

those refugees’ success in adapting and transitioning, and also of the success of 

VOLAGs in guiding and assisting refugees through the resettlement process.  

 Refugees come to the United States from all over the world, from a wide 

spectrum of nationalities and cultural traditions. Trying to summarize their 

diverse experiences into appropriate answers for forms appropriate to US 

bureaucracy is a lot like trying to force an enormously diverse number of shapes 

into a round hole. Many questions asked on these forms do not apply to individual 

refugees and sometimes necessitate that information be finessed or even made up. 

This process can be challenging and surely only succeeds in creating an 

approximate representations of the individuals. 

 One reoccurring situation is that many of the naming systems used by 

refugees function differently than the American system, where traditionally, upon 

marriage, the wife takes the husband’s last name and all offspring also carry this 

last name. For example, among some Burmese refugees, men and women are 

traditionally given two names, which are very common and gendered. These 
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names often do not represent familial connections; often members of the same 

family will have completely different “last” names. Moreover, they are generally 

called by both of their names as opposed to just their “first” names. For other 

refugee groups, the name said first is the family name and the name said second is 

a personally distinguishing name. I once helped an Eritrean man fill out a Social 

Security application and we had a very difficult time communicating about the 

information required by the form. I asked him for his first, middle, and last name; 

he replied by giving me his name, his father’s name, and his grandfather’s name. 

Knowing that naming systems differ, I tried to explain how the American system 

works. He repeated his name, his father’s name, and his grandfather’s name. 

Unsure of what to put, I tried to explain again and then ask him what he wanted 

me to put. He became very frustrated, and I ended up just picking the order that 

seemed best to me. This experience was very uncomfortable because I knew that 

there was not a perfect solution to entering his name into the form, but I also 

knew that the solution I came up with meant that his documented identity in the 

US would be created through this form and that the name on the form was not true 

to his understanding of his name.6 

 Another example is birthdays. Many refugees do not “know” their 

birthdays, at least not by the Western calendar. Because of this, many refugees are 

given the first of January as their dates of birth on forms, with estimates of the 

years they were born. The IRC office in Atlanta throws a big birthday party on 

                                                 
6 I think it bears mentioning that his name as printed on his I-94—the first identifying document 
refugees receive when they come to the US—was actually misspelled, which the client was greatly 
upset to realize. However it was spelled correctly on his Social Security application.  
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January first because so many refugee clients have January first designated as 

their birthdays.  

Similar discrepancies arise often. Other examples include education level 

and work experience on job applications.7 While some refugees didn’t go to 

school, others were educated in other countries or refugee camps; however, it is 

very difficult to determine how that experience translates into the US education 

system. Likewise, although they may have spent their entire lives working as 

subsistence farmers, many refugees have not had experience with wage labor. 

Thus it is necessary to frame this experience in wage labor terms, such as “self-

employment,” and specify the type of farming industry.  

A different kind of friction in the system arises from the physical aspect of 

resettlement. A physical location must be found to actually resettle refugees, and 

locating these spaces can be complicated. Through its R&P program, the federal 

government provides a set amount of money for housing. This limits the housing 

options available to refugees. Sometimes the limitations require that single 

unrelated refugees cohabitate, which on occasion leads to conflict. Also, in 

Clarkston, many of the apartment complexes that provide housing within the R&P 

limits are in strikingly poor condition and arguably unsafe. Kristin, a logistics 

coordinator at the IRC, said, “… I was surprised at where we resettle our clients… 

I feel like it’s ridiculous that in the past six months there’s been more than five 

incidents of either beatings, rapes, or even one killing.” Refugees also experience 

tension in Clarkston from of other Clarkston residents.  

                                                 
7 This applies much more for employment-seeking adults than for children who are still young 
enough to attend school, and who take placement tests or other more specific methods of 
determining education level.  
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For many refugees, this is their first time living with central air, running 

water, and electricity. Furthermore, through the R&P program, refugees are 

provided a standard-issue, often unfamiliar collection of American furniture and 

household supplies. Sylvia, a former resettlement case manager, describes how 

use of these features sometimes differs from their intended function.  

[Sometimes, you go to a refugee family’s home and] it smells like 
kind of poop…and oh, what do they do? They don’t throw the 
things in the toilet—they just put it in the basket there. Oh my god. 
It’s smells, oh…[But] I don’t have a problem with [them eating 
meals on the floor,] that’s what they’ve been doing 
always…[That’s] their way. We are not to tell them to [use] a table 
and four chairs—they’re not gonna use it for eating meals. 

 
In addition to the inherent challenges of trying to conform refugees’ 

identity and experience to a standardized mold, there are a number of reoccurring 

logistical challenges that complicate the resettlement process. Arguably, the most 

difficult challenge is language. Resettlement is a complicated procedure; the 

number of forms, appointments, and visits to government bureaus would make an 

experienced American’s head spin. Clearly explaining what the process entails to 

a refugee who has English abilities and who likely has had very limited exposure 

to government bureaucracy is unthinkable. However, a large portion of refugees 

have no English-speaking abilities, and communicating about even the most basic 

details can be literally impossible. The IRC Atlanta and other refugee resettlement 

offices try to hire employees who speak multiple languages, especially those 

commonly spoken by refugees. However, while having a staff member or two 

who can communicate directly or translate is enormously helpful, it cannot meet 

the communication needs of dozens or even a handful of refugees who are being 
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served by the office as a whole. Often, this setup means one or two employees 

work constantly and many other employees and clients wait for them to be 

available. When no IRC staff member is available for translation, other refugees 

with more advanced English skills will help or paid translators will be used 

occasionally. Less often, a chain of translators will be used; in this case the 

information goes from English to a second language and then from that language 

to a third language spoken by the intended refugee. 

It cannot be stressed enough how much waiting for or lacking translation 

can delay or complicate very basic tasks. In a run-of-the-mill errand during my 

internship, I went to pick up two groups of refugees who spoke two different 

languages and did not speak English. I brought them to the office to fill out Social 

Security card applications. One group was Burmese, and prior to my leaving to 

pick them up a Burmese case manager called them to tell them what documents 

were needed and to be ready. After successfully picking up the first group, I drove 

to the apartment of relatives of the Burmese group, where I was told they would 

be. The relatives said they had gone home, so I drove to their apartment complex 

and knocked on their door. When someone answered, I read out the names on the 

list I had. She shook her head no, indicated me to follow her to a large group of 

refugees and American apartment residents, then pointed to someone. I 

approached the person and again said the name on the list. The person nodded, so 

I pointed to my badge, said “IRC,” and pointed to the car. He looked as though he 

understood and walked back to his apartment to get the rest of his family. When 

they came out, I said, “IOM bags,” to remind them to bring the bag of documents 
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issued by the International Organization of Migration.8 Not understanding after 

several tries, he walked away and came back with a younger girl who spoke some 

English and explained to them that they needed their bags.  

The family, a couple and two children, came back to the car with their 

documents. I indicated the two children’s car seats in the back, and the parents set 

about situating their kids in them. While the little girl was cooperative, the little 

boy cried and kicked and screamed when his mother tried to buckle him in. I said, 

“I can’t go if he’s not sitting in the seat,” knowing they wouldn’t understand my 

words but hoping they would understand my meaning. The parents tried a few 

more times, without success, and then looked at me questioningly. I reiterated that 

I could not drive unless he was in a car seat, but it seemed we were at an impasse, 

so I went to find the girl who had translated for us before. I brought her back, and 

she explained the situation. After some confusion, the parents found someone to 

watch their kids, and we left—about half an hour after I first arrived at the 

complex—to go to the IRC office.  

 Another related difficulty is maintaining access to refugee clients. The 

majority of recently arrived refugees do not have home or cell phones. Most of 

the time, contacting them with basic information such as appointment times, to 

expect for someone to pick them up, to come to the office, or just to ask them a 

question, means either relaying the message through someone else, waiting until 

they come in to tell them, or physically going to their homes to tell them. These 

options are inefficient, unreliable, and time-consuming. Without phones it can 

                                                 
8 IOM bags hold many of the first documents issued to refugees, including biomedical data records 
and, importantly, their 1-94s. At their new arrival orientations, refugees are instructed to keep all 
documents in these bags and bring them to all their first appointments.  
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also be very difficult to physically locate refugees, which poses challenges when 

they need transportation to important appointments.  

One experience I had demonstrates how difficult it can be to track down 

refugee clients and the repercussions of not locating them. I was sent to find a 

young man who was married and had an infant, to pick him up and take him to a 

government bureau office so that he could fill out some paperwork. I arrived at 

his apartment complex, went to his door and knocked. As happens somewhat 

often, no one answered. Under normal circumstances, I would have called to 

confirm that he was expecting me, or I would have called to find him when he 

didn’t answer the door; however, these options were not available, so I had to find 

him another way.  

Fortunately, refugee clients often—at least during the summer—

congregate outside in their apartment complexes, so I approached a group that I 

saw nearby to ask if they knew the client I was looking for and where I could find 

him. I said the client’s name and eventually found someone who recognized it. 

This person, as well as a group of boys who followed us, led me to a different 

building, to the second floor, and presented me to a man. I said the name of the 

person I was looking for, and the man nodded affirmatively. I then tried to say 

words I thought he would know to ask him if he knew that someone was going to 

pick him up to fill out forms. He looked at me confusedly. It took a few minutes, 

but we somehow—through facial expressions, gestures, and other people’s 

assistance—figured out that he had the same name as the person I was looking for 

but was not, in fact, that person. Then a person who apparently knew someone 
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else with the same name volunteered to lead me to him. He led me back to the 

first apartment I’d been to, knocked on the door again, and eventually a young 

lady came to the door. The lights were off, and it looked as if their baby may have 

been napping. My guide asked her if the man I was looking for was home; when 

he came to the door I showed him my IRC badge and again fumbled through an 

explanation of why I was there. He appeared to understand what I meant and we 

walked to my car to go to the bureau. When we got there, I went up to the counter 

and was told that they were about to close and didn’t have time to help us. So I 

took the client home, and we left the paperwork for another day. What is 

especially frustrating about this experience is that I had originally gone to the 

correct apartment, but then spent half an hour on what was essentially a wild 

goose chase. However, from my experience, this is not at all uncommon in 

refugee resettlement.  

Another problem, this time more on the bureaucratic side than on the 

refugee side, is what seems to be a kind of bottlenecking at different points in the 

process. This occurs both within the IRC office and at the various government 

agencies and other offices that contribute to the resettlement process. For 

example, there are tasks that can only be done by certain IRC staff members, such 

as processing check request forms. If the person who reviews the request forms 

and then produces checks is out of the office, it can mean a delay for every 

process that needs a check to move forward. On a larger scale, if one of the 

bureaus is backed up it can mean substantial delays. For example, if the Social 

Security Administration is backed up on getting Social Security cards out to new 
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arrivals, every single process that requires a Social Security number—which 

applies to most initial resettlement processes—will be delayed. Other 

“bottleneck” delays include visiting an office where one must wait for hours, even 

with an appointment. These points of build-up in necessary processes, whether 

resulting from temporary absence at a crucial position or, more commonly, from 

staff overburdening, generally mean that those depending on the completion of a 

process must wait for much longer than it would otherwise take to complete. 

Often this means idling in waiting rooms for hours. 

These three challenges—language, access barriers, and “bottlenecking”—

all contribute to another reoccurring problem: the compounding of delays. This 

does not just mean that many delays add up. It also means that, due to the nature 

of the delays that tend to happen, some delays may trigger other kinds of delays. 

Generally, there are two sides—the refugee side and then the bureaucratic side—

that need to be in sync in order to accomplish necessary tasks, but both tend to be 

imperfect.  

For example, at the IRC Atlanta office, Tuesdays and every other 

Thursday are designated Social Security and Department of Family and Children 

Services (DFCS) days, respectively. On these days, employees of these bureaus 

come to the office, help with applications—Social Security card applications on 

Tuesdays and refugee cash assistance, food stamps, Medicaid, and Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) on Thursdays—and take the applications 

back for processing. These applications are processed rapidly; if applications are 

submitted on days other than these, they are not processed as quickly. Thus, if 
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clients fail to come or do not bring the documents necessary to complete the 

applications, the processing of their applications will not be delayed simply by the 

amount of time it takes for them to show up with the full paperwork, but 

additionally by the amount of time it takes until they again have the opportunity to 

apply.  

Another often reoccurring example involves medical appointments. Often, 

in order to see specialized doctors, appointments must be made well in advance, 

as much as a month or two ahead of time. If, however, on the day of that 

appointment, some kind of breakdown in communication occurs that prevents a 

refugee client from making it to the appointment, he or she then has to wait 

another long period of time for an opportunity to be seen. Pat, the IRC 

receptionist, calls this phenomenon of scrambling to make sure one’s ready for 

the chance to accomplish something, a moment that often takes indeterminate and 

long periods of time to arrive “Hurry up and wait.” 

A further example of the way bureaucratic structures shape how refugee 

resettlement takes place is the dominant tension between the needs of refugees 

and the demands from government funding offices to document the process. All 

staff members within resettlement services must balance the amount of time spent 

meeting with clients and addressing their needs with time spent doing necessary 

paperwork and other bureaucratic tasks. The purpose of most paperwork is to 

document that contractually-obligated duties have been performed. In this sense, 

the needs of the refugees and the demands of the government offices are the same: 

the government demands that VOLAGs provide documentation proving that they 
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have provided certain services to refugee clients.9 However, because at the end of 

the day the paperwork is what is checked to verify that these duties have been 

done properly, at times more explicit emphasis is placed on correctly filling out 

and filing forms than on the quality of the performance of the tasks. This is not to 

say that tasks are not conducted or not conducted properly; the IRC staff members 

care deeply about the quality of the work they do and give absolute priority to the 

well-being of the refugees with whom they work. However, because government 

offices perform audits on the paperwork to make sure that agencies are 

performing their part of funding contracts, and all staff members are overloaded 

and barely have enough time to complete their assigned workloads, there is 

inevitably a tension between the actual work and the documents representing the 

work.  

During my time in the office, many staff members and interns expressed 

surprise and distaste at the amount of time spent writing case notes, printing 

documents, copying documents, filing forms, and checking and rechecking that 

files are correct and complete, compared to the amount of “face time” actually 

spent with refugee clients. Kristin said, “Well, let’s see… my first 

month…working in the resettlement department… I guess I just thought I was 

gonna spend more face time with clients than, like, on the files—I was surprised 

to see how much filing was needed.” Similarly, Sylvia said, “I thought there 

would be more time one-on-one, like more time with the people actually, with the 

                                                 
9 While it is the government that delineates for the most part what these services will be, some 
refugee needs are addressed much more adequately than others, and the government must keep 
detailed records of how money is spent, certainly one of the primary purposes of these records is 
to ensure that the refugee is receiving the services that he or she has been guaranteed by the US 
government. 
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refugees, because that’s what kind of gives, to me, a better sense of what… their 

needs [are] and then they’ll have more time to ask too, you know?…Because I 

know that they have the questions.” However, Kristin also sees some benefits of 

the paperwork and filing system and how important it is in the resettlement 

process: “Now I realize that was a good experience to have because it really 

helped me understand…this is the kind of paperwork you have to have in order to 

prove services that we’ve given and also to kind of help me understand the whole 

process.”  

Two reoccurring phenomena highlight this tension between “face-time” 

and paperwork and how each affects the other. First, IRC staff and interns often—

maybe more often than not—refer to clients by their names as written on the files, 

last then first. Undoubtedly, this is largely related to the fact that many of the 

refugee clients’ names sound unfamiliar to most of the employees, so it is not 

obvious the order in which they should go. Also, in some cases reversing the 

order of the name is not necessarily wrong because, as previously mentioned, 

some of the refugees come from naming traditions where the second name is 

actually a personal name and the first name is a family name or identity as a 

person being from some larger group. However, the fact that many staff members 

and interns so naturally call their names in last-then-first order demonstrates to 

what extent clients’ files mediate interactions between IRC staff and the clients as 

real people.  

The second phenomenon relates to the case notes written by staff 

regarding the completion of certain tasks; here the implications are a little less 
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obvious. Many case managers and job developers use templates describing 

specific required tasks, such as medical screenings and school registration, for 

their case notes, and then fill in the details for the client when the task is 

completed. While this is not always the case, it is not uncommon for the case 

notes to have errors, usually incorrect gender pronouns or wrong names. Although 

this is mostly indicative of employees being overworked and perceiving the case 

notes as being of little importance, it also implies that the case notes are of less 

importance than the tasks themselves in the eyes of the staff members. It again 

demonstrates that bureaucratic documents intended to represent phenomena that 

take place in real life are often a poor approximation of how those phenomena 

actually happen.  

Like many agencies working within bureaucratic structures, the staff at the 

IRC is faced with overburdened and protocol-bound government bureaus upon 

whose functioning the agency can have little effect. And like many others who 

face overburdened bureaucratic structures, there is a pervasive sentiment at the 

IRC Atlanta that these structures will keep being overburdened and inefficient and 

there’s not very much one can do about it. However, this does not mean that the 

IRC staff does not have the ability to affect these interactions and processes 

through preparedness and strategic approaches. Although the IRC is also strained 

financially and overburdened with work, the staff is constantly brainstorming to 

come up with new ways to make their efforts more effective and efficient. These 

strategies are enacted at every level of the organization, from the personal to 

interactions among groups of people to networks between different agencies and 
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bureaus. While mindful strategizing is pervasive, this is not to say that these 

efforts are flawless or that the staff’s work is without imperfections. Ineffective 

and detrimental strategies and approaches do exist and are also informative. The 

contrast between successful strategies and more problematic strategies highlights 

how much influence the staff members can and do have on the refugee 

resettlement process. 

Regarding IRC staff and refugee client interactions, choices regarding how 

contact takes place are made both at the staff member and office levels. Since 

refugee clients and IRC staff at times have difficulty understanding each other, 

and staff members are often strapped for time because of their work loads, such as 

some staff members tend to take care of tasks filling out applications or activating 

food stamp cards without trying to explain the processes to the refugee clients 

they are helping. Not involving refugee clients can severely hinder their progress 

in becoming self-sufficient and reinforces the idea that IRC will always be there 

to perform these tasks. Pat, from her vantage point as the receptionist, believes 

allowing this precedent to continue causes problems for both the refugee clients 

and the agency later:  

…[Clients] that have been here for a long time… come in with 
things that… we can’t do anything about anymore…[They’re] past 
their timeframe of certain things…[If] you come in after a year or 
18 months, we’re not gonna help you fill out your food stamp 
review. We’re not gonna take you to the doctor. We’re not gonna 
do these things. And standing out there insisting on it isn’t gonna 
get anywhere. Sometimes we need to be a little… I hate to say 
meaner, cuz sometimes that’s how people perceive it, but… it’s 
easier to go ahead and take things and do it than to not do it. [We] 
need to get [staff] to get to where [they are] kind of forcing that 
self-sufficiency a little bit quicker, cuz some… people that are 
gonna kind of ride that pony as long as they can…But I mean… 
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sometimes… it’s like you have to put your foot down and say no 
and mean it and carry it out. We’ve had people… recently… you 
know, cussing at us and slamming doors, and, you know, following 
people to job sites and things like that. 
 
Some staff members, on the other hand, want to include refugee clients as 

much as possible to encourage their self-sufficiency. Sylvia, with whom I worked 

when she was a case manager, tried to include her refugee clients in every process 

because she thought that being familiar with forms, offices, and procedures—even 

if the process was only vaguely understood by the client—would greatly facilitate 

self-sufficiency and understanding over time. In our interview, she spoke 

adamantly about encouraging clients to be self-sufficient and independent from 

the resettlement agency: 

You need to always [inform them about resources and all their 
options] because if you’re not… they’re not becoming self-
sufficient, they’re becoming so attached to…[the] case manager, 
[the] agency…So [it shouldn’t be] like “Sylvia says”—you know, 
the case manager, the IRC. No, you choose. So, you’re giving—
you’re empowering them. You’re giving them agency…. They 
might not be able to read it… but they can come back to [it], you 
know, just have it there…. [It’s] not to send them every single 
paper, it’s just that [they need] more resources, [so they’re] not… 
so [attached] to the IRC. Because suddenly we just cut their wings, 
right? Because it’s like “No, come, come, come” and then, 
suddenly, we cut their wings, you know, and they might not all be 
ready. And then where are they gonna turn to?  
 
Staff members are required to conduct regular “home visits” to clients’ 

residencies. While my experience with home visits was limited, I did hear IRC 

employees express different sentiments about them. Some staff implied that they 

did not value them as highly and often saw them as inconvenient obligations, 

whereas others considered them important opportunities to spend time with clients 

and check on their progress. Sylvia also expressed how essential she saw these 
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meetings, both as an opportunity for insight and to level the power differential 

between resettlement worker and refugee client:  

[Most] of the case managers, they didn’t really like the 30 day 
visit. To me, that’s kind of the neat thing…plus, you go there, 
[and] they have a way to [reciprocate], you know, to change 
things… [That’s] their time, like “Oh!” you know “Welcome!” 
It’s… their space, and so the roles…are a little…different. But for 
[the other case managers]… it was kind of an ordeal that was 
something that they did not want to do… [Part] of what really 
motivated me was to see like that family… going farther in their 
lives and to keep on going in this country. It’s a moment to have 
questions—the silly questions like the toilet paper, and how to 
flush, and showing things the first time…[Case managers] would 
be doing it like “Oh, [there are]… all these forms to fill sign…Ok 
bye!” To me, there’s no other way… These people…need this, 
that’s why we [do it]. We need to spend more time on [it]. Because 
then, they’re going to be doing certain things, and then we’ll blame 
them…which is terrible. [It’s] ridiculous. What are you blaming on 
them? It’s…part of the structural problems…[It’s] not there to 
blame on them. 

 
  Other strategies and approaches regarding interactions between IRC 

employees and refugee clients occurred at the agency level. Some were official 

attempts in response to problems and others were unofficial but widely practiced 

or perceived. Several of these strategies address the constant complaints by staff 

members that clients were getting into their offices without permission and 

interrupting their work. Hours where clients can see their case managers without 

an appointment are limited to Monday through Thursday from 9 am to 3 pm and 

refugee clients are asked to wait in the reception area until the resettlement 

worker with whom they wish to meet is available. However, clients often get 

frustrated because they do not like how long they have to wait. Many refugees 

attend English class in a room that has access to the rest of the office and they 

often go straight from class to their case managers’ and job developers’ offices 
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when they want to meet with them, sometimes while class is still in session. The 

office as a group has worked to emphasize that refugee clients should go to class 

first, wait until it has ended, and then request the person whom they want to see at 

the receptionist’s desk. While the wait may be longer, the workers can better 

structure their time and work with fewer distractions.  

  Another problem that comes up between IRC employees and refugee 

clients is that sometimes the clients become frustrated and angry. During my time 

in the office I only saw one instance of an upset client, but I heard many other 

stories from employees. These occasions often involve yelling and cursing, and 

sometimes involve throwing objects, spitting, and other physical gestures. To 

address this problem, the IRC set up a workshop on conflict resolution to teach 

employees how to respond when they think a client is frustrated and his or her 

anger is escalating.  

  The final example of office-level strategy involves cultural awareness. I 

was surprised when I started working at the IRC that I encountered no formal 

cultural sensitivity training and only minimal information regarding specific 

refugee groups. Cultural information was advertised and available on the IRC 

website and national online network and employees participated in and discussed 

cultural associations and events outside of the office, but I saw no cultural training 

or awareness workshops organized through the agency. I am certainly not fully 

aware of every program or resource that the office did provide, but in my 

discussions with employees several did express frustration with what they 

perceived as a lack of cultural training. Kristin said: 
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So, I...was surprised to see how little… cultural training… our staff 
has. I think that a lot of time it’s assumed that because a lot of 
them were former refugees that they get the experience, but then 
that doesn’t make all of us experts on every culture. And I feel like 
sometimes there’s a lack of sensitivity to some cultures and some 
are favored over others. And honestly I’ve seen it in the 
supervisors as well, which can be a little disheartening….I feel like 
we can always be better, and I would like to see a lot more, like, 
cultural training, cultural sensitivity, even like office etiquette. 
 
I also witnessed many instances of employees expressing preferences for 

some cultural groups or nationalities over others. Especially with certain groups, 

employees would often write off or explain clients’ behavior through their 

ethnicity or nationality. Although I do believe their suppositions were often based 

on observed patterns in behavior and facts about refugees’ cultures, and were also 

employed to facilitate interactions, the consistent dismissal of the significance of 

people’s actions as being just a product of their cultural upbringing was 

disconcerting. Cultural patterns of behavior and values do exist and it is important 

to know what behavior different cultural groups hold as expected or frowned 

upon; however, the tone used in these instances was often disrespectful and gave 

the impression that some employees perceived groups of refugees as being all the 

same. Nonetheless, these instances were not common and I did not observe 

employees explicitly treating refugee clients discriminatorily based on their 

nationality or ethnicity.  

 The IRC has also implemented some strategies to improve the language 

and access problems mentioned earlier. They work to keep employees on staff 

who speak the languages of the refugees they resettle. Additionally they have 

created and expanded the case aide position which is often held by previously 
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resettled refugees and others who share a language with many refugees. Case 

aides spend a lot of “face time” with clients, providing transportation, 

participating in home visits, and facilitating many other tasks. I have also heard 

that the IRC plans to implement a program to provide cell phones to refugees 

being resettled which should help with communication.  

Another kind of interaction in which IRC staff members employed specific 

strategies to influence those interactions is those between the IRC and other bureaus 

involved in resettlement. As previously described, interactions with other offices, 

especially government offices, can be drawn-out and frustrating. Simple calls often 

result in being kept on hold for hours; scheduled appointments can require waiting for 

hours; and paperwork sometimes takes weeks to process. The IRC has developed a 

number of simple but innovative responses to these delays. First of all, as mentioned, 

the IRC has regularly scheduled meetings with representatives from the SSA and 

DFCS. These meetings allow a focus point for what on most days is a sizable load of 

paperwork and applications that must be assembled and processed systematically. 

Moreover, they enable the office to have regular and focused time with designated 

representatives of that bureau, as opposed to random and trivial interactions with 

unfamiliar representatives, as would likely happen if the information was processed 

over the phone or by mail. 

Similarly, both within the IRC and at the other offices, there are specific 

contact people who deal with certain areas. For example, Saadia is the designated 

DFCS representative who deals with the IRC, and Rob is the designated medical 

specialist at the IRC. Having specific contacts and specialized representatives 
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permits those people to have regular interactions with other contact people at 

outside bureaus and greatly facilitates necessary exchanges. Instead of having a 

non-designated employee call a general number, wait on hold, then have to 

explain in detail the circumstances of a situation in order to handle it, these 

designated employees can often call the private extension of someone they know 

and with whom they have worked, get through quickly, and handle the exchange 

with far less explanation because they can draw on previously shared information. 

Furthermore, instead of IRC employees throughout the office conducting 

uncoordinated exchanges with other bureaus, that specifically designated person 

can consolidate calls and can quickly cross-reference separate but related cases. 

They can also monitor interactions between the IRC and other offices and 

intentionally develop positive relationships and work to improve or end 

detrimental ones.  

While in many cases this approach greatly improves what would otherwise 

be drawn-out and tedious interactions, it also has its drawbacks: having a 

designated representative can easily set up a bottleneck clog. This past summer, 

Rob was out of the office for several weeks. He had encouraged everyone else to 

wait until his return to handle medical problems or to handle it through his intern 

if it was urgent. This obviously greatly delayed many necessary procedures. Some 

staff members, however, decided that they would rather try to take care of things 

themselves instead of trying to do it through Rob. Having to take care of some of 

these interactions myself, I found that they were tedious, time-consuming, and 

required much greater familiarity with the medical system than I had. Moreover, 
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upon Rob’s return he was frustrated with the disorganized and uncoordinated 

efforts that had been made in his absence. 

IRC staff also sought to develop and maintain relationships with other 

players instrumental to the resettlement process. For example, the IRC and a local 

store, Thrifttown, have formed a relationship in which Thrifttown allows IRC 

clients to cash their checks for free and with limited identification. This resource 

is crucial for newly arrived refugees who have no money and who have not yet 

received identifying documents. The IRC has also built relationships with the 

apartment complexes where clients are resettled and works to maintain them by 

sending their offices appreciative packages. However, while these relationships 

were certainly advantageous in some ways, Kristin expressed concern that, 

combined with the perception that bureaucratic constraints already limit options, 

they might also hinder the exploration of better options:  

So [there are certain] standards that we’re using to find our 
complexes and we have previously established 
relationships…And… yes, everyone’s busy, but I feel like we need 
to [learn from negative experiences] and stop and be like…what 
are our options? 
 
The IRC also has relationships with other resettlement agencies and 

organizations that focus on refugees. Its relationships with other VOLAGs is 

interesting, seeming at times collaborative, competitive, or indifferent. As Alex, a 

job developer said, “I think we do not compete to the extent…for profit 

companies do. In fact, if anything, we collaborate a lot. We…share information 

with each other. We have inter-agency trainings. Um… the only level at which I 

think we compete—maybe the biggest level we compete at—is to get funds from 
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the state.” To some extent, the relationship among VOLAGs is inherently 

competitive; although there are only ten VOLAGs and they are generally 

guaranteed contracts and funding from the Department of State and from the 

Department of Health and Human Services, the amount of funding they will be 

granted depends on their performance. Ellen, the executive director of the IRC 

Atlanta office, confirmed that this competition exists when she expressed concern 

that my research at the IRC might reveal “trade secrets,” presumably to be kept 

from other agencies. VOLAGs also compete for contracts to perform specific 

tasks, for example, the IRC’s contract to work with TANF receivers. The benefit 

of being contracted to do these tasks was not made completely clear; such 

contracts were only mentioned a few times. These contracts do not provide 

additional funding aside from what is necessary to perform the task, which does 

not seem like much incentive considering that it means additional work for 

already overloaded staff members. However, it is possible that these extra 

contracts provide some kind of prestige or a means of comparison between 

VOLAGs—that the value is in being selected to receive the contract. It’s also 

possible that VOLAGs compete for them because they can provide extra data 

about well-known situations such as Iraqi refugees or Haitian temporary protected 

status (TPS) receivers, useful in fundraising publications.  

Relationships between VOLAGs can also be friendly and collaborative. 

My familiarity with these dynamics is mostly based on the relationship between 

the IRC and the Refugee Resettlement and Immigration Services of Atlanta 

(RRISA) because the IRC and RRISA were located within the same office 
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complex during my research.10 The two office staffs were familiar and friendly 

with each other. IRC employees were able to provide more details about inter-

VOLAG cooperation. Alex continued: 

[So] we compete on that level but at the same time we also 
collaborate because, um, it has happened several times that one 
agency cannot fill all of the units for a certain type of social 
service. And—for example maybe we cannot fill all the units for a 
certain employment service and so we can swap and subcontract 
out to each other… [In] the three and a half years that I’ve been 
here it’s happened several times, and it doesn’t seem to be… an 
odd situation. I think um, in general… in general the attitude and 
climate in VOLAGs is that every VOLAG wants to stay afloat and 
survive, but we’re here to… serve our clients. 
 
While nothing was ever explicitly said in this regard, I detected some level 

of indifference and perhaps disparagement on the part of IRC employees towards 

other VOLAGs, most often towards RRISA, with whom they had the closest 

contact. At one IRC staff function that took place outside the office, a number of 

RRISA employees happened to show up. While their greetings were friendly, 

there was minimal conversation between the two groups. Aside from this 

interaction, I saw few other interactions between IRC and RRISA staff. I’m not 

even entirely sure where in the complex RRISA’s office was, which highlights 

that the relationship between the two offices was of minimal importance. On a 

few other occasions, IRC employees made comments in passing about RRISA 

that were less positive. It is possible that these comments came out of a sense of 

competition between the two offices. I think it is more likely, however, that IRC 

employees—who often referred to the IRC being “the best” resettlement 

agency—perceived RRISA as not being as good as the IRC. I was never able to 

                                                 
10 RRISA is itself a collaborative office between two other VOLAGs, Episcopal Migration Ministries and 
Church World Service. 
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locate an actual ranked list of the ten VOLAGs, but I think it is very likely that the 

perception of being better, whether based in fact or not, affected the feelings the 

IRC staff had towards RRISA. This clearly supports the notion that there is some 

competitive sentiment in the system. This tension between competition and 

collaboration is an interesting phenomenon and may be a quality relating to the 

public-private nature of the US refugee resettlement system. 

There are also a number of coalitions concerning refugee resettlement and 

refugee issues, including the Georgia Coalition of Refugee Stakeholders, the 

Georgia Refugee Community, and the Georgia Immigrants and Refugees Rights 

Coalition. While my exposure to these groups was limited, employees mentioned 

them and occasionally gave presentations at them, and I believe the executive 

directors of different VOLAGs often attend. There were also smaller conferences 

and meetings mentioned in staff meetings that IRC employees attended. I imagine 

that these groups and coalitions play a substantial role in collecting information 

about refugee resettlement and seek to apply that information to changes in 

refugee resettlement, but my knowledge of these groups is very limited so I do not 

know exactly how they work.  

From my experience, refugee resettlement at the IRC was a combination 

of limitations and innovations. My first impressions and experiences were marked 

by a general sense of disorder—unorganized files, uncoordinated off-site 

missions, enormous stacks of paperwork, miscommunication. I believe that these 

elements that were so striking to me are indeed there and are in many ways 

inherent to the process. While certainly there are improvements to be made, what 
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I came to realize was that improvements were constantly being made. One thing I 

found interesting about my interviews was that there seemed to be a combination 

of glass-half-full and glass-half-empty perspectives: some employees 

predominantly expressed more negative criticisms about how the process worked 

and what improvements needed to be made and others conveyed more positive 

outlooks about how well the process worked given the constraints and how much 

had gotten better. From what I’ve seen, both of these perspectives are valid and 

important; while on the one hand it is crucial to be alert about what problems are 

coming up and how they can be improved, on the other hand it is valuable to keep 

in mind what is accomplished and what progress has been made. While my first 

impressions were more from the critical point of view, over time I learned about 

what changes and innovations had been made over the years, and I came to 

appreciate the more positive perspective as well. 

However, the more I came to recognize how the IRC and its employees 

made strategic decisions in response to the basic refugee system in order to make 

it more reliable and efficacious, the more I recognized that this implied that the 

basic structure, both what was included in the core services—housing, furnishing, 

clothing, health screenings, government assistance programs, employment 

services, English classes—and what was not included, was lacking. It seemed that 

the IRC was, from what I could tell, doing an admirable job resettling refugees; 

the employees were invested in the work and in their refugee clients, their clients 

seemed to be getting jobs in a timely manner, and the staff in general was 

committed to developing programming that would allow their services to go well 
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beyond what was required by law. Frank estimated that, for example, ninety-eight 

percent of IRC clients enrolled in the Matching Grant program find a job by the 

end of the four months they are guaranteed assistance;11 for clients enrolled in the 

RCA program, who are both less employable and who receive a smaller amount 

of assistance each month, the IRC has additional funds to ensure that these clients 

can get support until they find work. However, if the success rate was lower or if 

there was less funding to help support clients when things don’t go according to 

plan, it could mean serious problems for clients. For example, I asked Rob how 

the care refugees would receive if they were to only be enrolled for basic services 

without anyone working on their behalf to navigate the system and find good 

doctors compared to the standard of service the IRC seeks to provide: 

Rob: I mean if people only relied on the health department for their refugee 
health, you know, that wouldn’t be good. Because there’s one physician at 
each location pretty much…People can do that, people can choose them as 
their PCPs. They’re only ever gonna see nurses and they’re not gonna get 
referrals and if they get referrals it’s gonna be a slow process. They might 
see a doctor versus… I mean the best it is is the way it is right now which 
is really—except for the hurdles there’s no difference between a 
billionaire with the best insurance and these people going to the doctors 
that we help them get to. 

 
Me: But that requires like a lot of work? 

 
Rob: Oh yeah, a lot of work… 

 
Me: A lot of knowledge? 

 
Rob: And relationships with the doctors’ office so that we know if there’s a glitch 

with healthcare that it will be resolved. Ordinarily they would just let that 

                                                 
11 While this is a ballpark guess based on his experience, there are reasons to think this is a 
reasonable general estimate: the number of Matching Grant slots available to a resettlement 
agency each year is based on how many refugee clients enrolled the previous year found work 
within the four months the program provides assistance. Frank has been working in the 
resettlement department at the IRC for five years, so he should be well acquainted with each 
year’s numbers. 
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person go. 
 

 Throughout my time at the IRC, I saw many examples like this that 

indicated that if a resettlement agency were to follow and provide only the 

minimum required by their government contracts, they would likely be providing 

very poor services that could end up with the refugee client being in an even more 

vulnerable position, especially as their period of eligibility for government 

assistance ran out. It is difficult to determine what this implies, especially because 

my own experience in refugee resettlement is limited to the IRC. It is possible that 

some resettlement agencies do only provide the minimum standard of service, or 

at least that they could theoretically, and that this would be accepted by the 

Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration and the Office of Refugee 

Resettlement. Conversely, it is possible that since funding amounts for 

resettlement agencies are determined based on their performance—which is true 

at least to a certain extent—they are held to a higher standard, even if that 

standard is determined by competition between them and not by actual federal 

requirements.  

 Nonetheless, it seems to be the case that the basic services provided for by 

the government, through funding for resettlement agencies and through the public 

programs available to refugees during resettlement, are at a rather low standard. 

Furthermore, it seems that the responsibility is placed on resettlement agencies to 

improve the standard of services by their own means, both in terms of providing a 

safety net when government provisions are insufficient and in terms of extending 

the quality and range of services provided to allow for a more secure and 



 104 

promising resettlement process. 

In December 2010, after I completed my internship and most of my 

research, the IRC Atlanta moved offices. They moved to an office park northwest 

of their old office, also on the I-285 perimeter of Atlanta, but farther away from 

Clarkston. The IRC had been planning the move for several months, and had 

intentionally sought an office with a layout that would address a number of the 

problems they had been facing with the physical structure of the old office. While 

my experience in the new office was limited, I was able to visit it a couple of 

times and to speak briefly with a number of employees regarding their thoughts 

about the new office.  

Undoubtedly, the new office and location will change IRC activities in 

myriad ways, but the most immediately recognizable is the effect of the new 

layout on office dynamics. The new office is much larger than the old office, and 

has a clearer separation between areas designated for refugee activities and those 

designated for office activities; in fact, passage into the office area required being 

buzzed in by the receptionist or using a coded card. The new office had a larger 

reception area, as well as adjacent client break room, classrooms, and bathrooms, 

creating an entire area designated for refugee clients. In the employee office area, 

there was much more space and several conference rooms that could be used for 

different activities. The new layout eliminated much of the need in the old office 

to have several activities taking place in the same general area. Employees with 

whom I talked said that the new office was much quieter and they were able to 

accomplish work more efficiently, but that they saw fewer people, both 
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employees and refugees, throughout the day and that the office was much less 

energetic. It will be interesting to see how these changes affect productivity, 

stress, and employee interactions. 
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Conclusion 

 Refugee resettlement is a unique and important point in the refugee 

system. Refugees who are resettled generally come after perilous journeys and 

long periods in refugee camps. They have lived through uncertainty about the 

future and where they will ultimately go, and the refugees who are resettled—

only about one percent of refugees worldwide—are often placed in countries with 

which they have very limited familiarity. Refugee resettlement is an important 

component of national self-perception and identity in the United States, one of the 

largest funders of the UNHCR and refugee relief worldwide, as well as the nation 

who admits by far the most refugees for resettlement (Haines 2010). However, 

refugees who are resettled in the United States are expected to rapidly conform to 

American culture and values, and the adjustment period for refugees is 

challenging.  

 In many ways, it is resettlement agencies and their employees who are 

expected to facilitate and negotiate the needs and demands on both sides. The US 

admits refugees with certain expectations about the kinds of citizens, or at least 

residents, they will be, and refugees certainly have expectations about what the 

United States will offer them as their new home. While it is easy to make 

generalizations like this about divergent and sometimes opposing expectations, 

refugee resettlement is the process during which many of these sweeping 

statements actually develop in real and immediate ways. Moreover, resettlement 

agencies are often the physical place where they are articulated and must be 

addressed, and this is an important reason why they are worthy of study.  
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 Additionally, for many refugees, resettlement is their introduction to 

American culture. Although I was limited in my investigation of how the 

resettlement process is experienced from the perspective of refugees, refugee 

resettlement as an area of study is of critical importance in general because it 

forms many of the first lessons of acculturation to the US that refugees 

experience. 

 Refugee resettlement is both theoretically prescribed and a physically 

acted-out process, and it is important to realize that these two things are not 

necessarily the same. As a hypothetical prescription, resettlement is complicated 

but neat; there may be numerous forms to apply for and complete, a dozen 

different assistance programs for which one could be eligible, but for every 

person there is a “correct” process. In theory, everyone can fill out a form with the 

necessary answers and there are appropriate boxes that everyone can check.  

In the actual resettlement process, things are much messier. In theory, 

filling out and signing a form is a self-evident process; in reality, if one doesn’t 

speak English and hasn’t grown up dealing with Western-style bureaucracy, it can 

be a bewildering endeavor. In theory, the function of furniture is obvious and one 

has but to provide it for it to be used appropriately. In reality, when one has never 

used a toilet with running water or a table and chairs, or is accustomed to other 

approaches for relieving oneself or eating meals, it can be neither easy nor 

preferable to use them. In theory, going to an office or a doctor for an 

appointment is as simple as having the appointment scheduled, having enough 

free time, and going there. In reality, if one doesn’t know one’s way around, has 
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no practical means of transportation, doesn’t have a phone to call if necessary, 

and can’t even explain the purpose of the appointment once there, it literally 

becomes impossible. From observations and interviews, these seem to be the 

kinds of day-to-day challenges that resettlement workers and refugees have to 

address regularly. 

Fundamentally, refugee resettlement is largely a cultural interaction that 

requires resettlement workers to act as translators between different cultural 

understandings. It is the responsibility of the resettlement agency and its staff to 

negotiate and navigate gaps and discrepancies, to understand both the perspective 

of the bureaucracy and the perspectives of their refugee clients and to maneuver 

between them adeptly enough to satisfy each side’s demands. Additionally, it is 

their responsibility to try to translate or express each perspective to the other side 

so that their future interactions will be more familiar and more easily conducted. 

Accomplishing these often challenging tasks means having many different kinds 

of know-how, including familiarity with people’s basic needs—for instance, if 

someone needs a child seat and whether or not someone needs translation, 

familiarity with people’s cultural backgrounds—understanding how guests are 

expected to behave in someone’s home or how someone is likely to regard 

counseling, as well as institutional expectations, understanding how soon a client 

must get a job in order to satisfy the requirements of a given assistance program 

and how to properly document and file records to ensure that contractual 

obligations for funding are satisfied and funding will continue to be provided.  
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Resettlement agencies or their employees do not and can not make the 

process perfectly fluid. Resettlement is an inherently jarring and difficult 

experience. Furthermore, the players are not equal in their ability to influence the 

process or make demands of the other players. The federal government is by far in 

the most powerful position, capable of defining the process and the requirements 

and deadlines and enforcing consequences if those requirements are not met. 

Refugee admittance and resettlement may be a service provided to people in need, 

but it is offered with many strings attached. Refugees, conversely, are in very 

vulnerable positions and as individuals have very limited influence on the 

resettlement process or what is expected of them. Furthermore, resettlement 

workers are human—they are at times insensitive, disorganized, distracted and 

overburdened. In their positions, they are also limited in their power to influence 

the demands of the system. 

These things being said, however, resettlement workers and agencies can 

respond strategically to the structure in place and to the needs and desires of their 

refugee clients and have a notable impact on the resettlement process. They are in 

a unique position to detect patterns that emerge and gain insight as to how the 

process can be improved. They can and do act on this insight to improve how 

procedures are carried and can also provide feedback about what structural 

changes could better the process.  

Aside from their roles negotiating between government bureaucracy and 

their refugee clients’ needs, resettlement workers are personally affected by their 

work and by policy changes that shape how resettlement happens. The state of 
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funding or programming affects what is expected from them or what they can 

hope to expect from their jobs. As Angela described, many IRC employees lost 

their jobs due to the cessation of refugee admission—and with it, the reduced 

funding—that followed the attacks of September 11, 2001. During the economic 

recession that began in 2008, many job developers expressed frustration and 

discouragement at their difficulty finding available jobs for clients. Conversely, 

the funding increase for the R&P program that was implemented in 2010, which 

both raised funds for refugees per capita and for administration expenses, clearly 

brightened the spirits of many IRC employees. The additional resources provided 

greater financial security for newly-arrived refugee clients and made it possible to 

expand or develop services provided by the agency; many IRC employees are 

concerned about adequately meeting these needs for refugee clients and feeling 

that the ability to meet them has improved seems to allow employees more pride 

in and gratification from their work.  

In addition to the fact that resettlement in theory and in practice do not 

perfectly reflect each other, the issues of focus at the level of resettlement and at 

the level of policy also differ. While it is difficult to find a publication in refugee 

studies that does not at least mention the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees or at least its definition, resettlement workers with whom I 

referenced the 1951 Convention were not acquainted with it. I asked Kristin if she 

had heard any discussion in the office concerning environmental or climate 

refugees and she said she had not, “but it doesn’t mean they are not discussing it 

at higher levels at HQ.” Some employees, after reading my interview questions, 
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mentioned they thought some of my questions were “really tough.” After my 

second interview did not go as well as I had hoped, I chose to make my questions 

less policy-oriented because I realized that some employees would have trouble 

relating to them. Instead, I decided to open with questions that related more to 

their work and let them guide how much we discussed policy based on how 

familiar they seemed to be with it. In general, when I asked employees about 

funding, policy and policy changes, and the UNHCR and the global refugee 

system, some were much more well-informed them than others. Based on this and 

on my observations in the office, I do not think that policy issues come up often in 

discussions among IRC Atlanta employees. There does seem to be a shared 

sentiment, to some extent, that a resettlement office is not the appropriate place to 

discuss policy issues, or at least that resettlement employees do not consider 

policy issues relevant to their work. On a number of occasions, employees with 

whom I tried to discuss policy, even very loosely, encouraged me to talk to 

higher-level staff. As Kristin’s comment above implies, there also seems to be a 

shared sentiment that the appropriate place to discuss policy issues is at the 

administration level or at the headquarters offices.  

 

Where Are We Now and Where Are We Going from Here? 

 The year 2010 marked the thirtieth anniversary of the Refugee Act of 

1980, and an important opportunity to assess the development and quality of 

refugee admittance and resettlement in the United States, how it has changed, and 

where it might be going. The trends of refugee admittance, legislation, and 
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programs, all of which contribute to the condition of resettlement, are 

inconsistent. On the one hand, the Refugee Act brought US legislation into accord 

for the first time with the provisions of the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the 

Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol and allowed, in theory, the admission of 

refugees of any nationality. On the other hand, it has been accompanied by 

infringements of rights of some refugees—notably Haitian asylum-seekers—and 

what some groups have argued are violations of the nonrefoulement requirement 

and other obligations the United States has agreed to extend to refugees (Churgin 

1996; FIAC 2005); while these instances may occur relatively infrequently 

compared to refugee assistance and admission, they are very significant and 

definitive in how the US treats refugees and values their rights.  

 Since 1948, the United States has admitted over four million refugees, 

with about 2,871,000 admitted after the R&P program was established in 1975 

(Haines 2010:4). Over two and a half million have been admitted since the 

Refugee Act of 1980 was created. In 2000, 73,147 refugees were admitted. In 

2001, 69,304 were admitted, in 2002, 27,110, and in 2003, 28,442; these numbers 

reflect the decrease in admissions following the 9/11 attacks of 2001 (IRC 2010). 

The year 2009 saw 74,654 refugees admitted—more than any year since 1999 

(BPRM 2009b). The admission ceilings for fiscal years 2010 and 2011 are both 

80,000—the highest they’ve been since 2001 (BPRM 2009a, 2010b).12  

                                                 
12 Comprehensive, up-to-date numbers for refugee admissions are difficult to find. Haines (2010) 
provides total admissions by region, not including asylees, up to 2010. The IRC Case Manager’s 
Kiosk has proposed ceilings and actual admissions from the years 2000-2009. I was unable to find 
admissions by year before that. Furthermore, although the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and 
Migration has admissions for each year sorted by countries of origin, its website only lists 
admissions sheets for the years 2003-2004 and 2006-2009; of these six years, the website links for 
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 In addition to generally increasing numbers—at least since 9/11—in 2010 

the Obama administration increased funding in the R&P program from $900 to 

$1800 per capita, as the original grant amount created in 1975 has declined in real 

terms. It has also requested an extra $25 million for the Office of Refugee 

Resettlement (ORR) for improved case management and emergency housing 

during resettlement for its 2011 fiscal year budget (BPRM 2010b). In the report to 

Congress concerning Proposed Refugee Admissions for fiscal year 2011, the 

administration continued: 

Furthermore, the administration has adopted a number of other 
changes to the program, including regular interagency meetings led 
by National Security staff, more frequent consultations with 
external stakeholders, the provision to local agencies of more 
complete information about cases before they arrive, and greater 
attention to the health care needs of refugees after arrival.  The 
overall goal is for all parties involved – be they at the federal, state, 
or local level, and from both the public and private sectors – to 
more effectively meet the needs of resettled refugees. (BPRM 
2010b:iv-v) 
 

 In the year 2010, during the week of the thirtieth anniversary of the 

Refugee Act of 1980, Senators Patrick Leahy and Carl Levin proposed the 

Refugee Protection Act of 2010 (Leahy 2010). This legislation would improve the 

conditions and support the rights of refugees, especially asylum-seekers, in the 

United States. Included in its provisions were the creation of minimum living 

standards for asylum-seekers held in detention, methods for reducing or 

eliminating detention of asylum-seekers, abolition of the one-year in the US 

application deadline for potential asylum-seekers who may be unaware of asylum 

as an option, and improved due process for asylum-seekers. However, the 

                                                                                                                                                 
2007 and 2008 are crossed, and the links for 2003, 2004, 2006, and 2007 lead to error pages. Thus 
I was unable to attempt any comparison of refugee admissions by country.  
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proposed act was discarded at the end of that Senate session before it had 

completed committee review (Govtrack Refugee Protection Act of 2010). 

 While government efforts like this imply the potential for progress within 

the refugee resettlement program, other actions threaten to drastically harm it 

(Schillinger and Walczyk 2011). The budget cuts included in its 2011 resolution 

would reduce funding to the ORR by forty-five percent. Such a reduction would 

likely cripple refugee resettlement in the US, and also affect refugee situations 

throughout the world, at least as long as the cuts remain in effect—but it remains 

to be seen whether these cuts will pass in the Senate.  

 A nation’s motivation has to not only admit refugees but also provide 

assistance for their resettlement are complicated, and looking at trends of 

admission over time can be indicative of who may be offered refuge in the future. 

Anthropologist David Haines (2010) explores some of the different incentives—

and how they are tied to morality—that influence the United States’ stance(s) 

toward refugees. One factor is the particular identity of a refugee group:  

This theme of rejecting or accepting refugees based on their 
specific identity has been a continuing on in the U.S. refugee 
program. Those refugees with strong constituencies have fared 
better. Those who could unite multiple constituencies have fared 
best of all, for example, by appealing to the humanitarian 
impulses of the left, the anticommunist impulses of the right, and 
the communitarian impulses of co-ethnics and co-religionists. 
(2010:3) 
 

 Other factors include political opposition and sides in war, for example the 

admission of refugees from Communist nations during the Cold War, and the 

admission of Vietnamese and now Afghanis and Iraqis “fleeing situations made 

worse by American involvement” (2010:5). He also includes the position of the 
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United States as a member of the international community, having committed to 

certain international agreements and being theoretically obligated to do its “fair 

share.” In general, he asserts that the position of the United States regarding 

refugees is tied to both compassion and self-interest: “It is the fate of the 

dispossessed to be at the mercy of the conflicting humanitarian and self-serving 

motivations of those whose borders they cross” (2010:xii). 

 Understanding how both refugee admission and resettlement processes 

have worked is vital for the future. In addition to familiar kinds of refugees—

those produced by conflict and persecution—the world is facing enormous 

numbers of people displaced by environmental degradation and climate change, 

and their numbers will continue to rise over the coming decades. With these 

populations are sure to come conflicts over resources, including land itself, which 

will further complicate the supposedly clear distinctions between political 

refugees and other kinds of migrants. Although the current refugee system may 

not be able to adapt to cover the need and/or may not even be the best way to 

provide relief from displacement due to environmental causes, the two will very 

likely shape each other. Programs such as Temporary Protected Status (TPS) that 

can address both may be important in resolving those situations where political 

and environmental forces are conflated. A number of factors contribute to why it 

is unclear how the UN, resettlement nations, and nations producing and 

immediately admitting—or not—environmental or climate refugees will respond. 

Resettlement nations have a history of being reluctant to accept larger numbers of 

refugees (Black 2001; Foster 2007; McNamara 2007). Within the UN, there are 
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further complications: the resettlement nations hold considerable voting power, 

and their preferences will influence UN policy; it is unclear which office of the 

UN has the appropriate mandate to address environmental refugees; and the 

UNHCR has expressed concern that opening the original refugee agreements 

could have negative consequences for the current system. Additionally, 

conceptual questions, such as how to define “environmental refugees,” how many 

“environmental refugees” currently exist and could be produced in the future, and 

the relationship between refugees and environmental issues, make it difficult to 

determine what actually needs to be discussed.  

The issue seems to be gaining more mainstream attention, though. The 

year 2010 saw the release of a new documentary, Climate Refugees, which 

attempts to shed light onto the problem and its global manifestations (Nash 2010). 

The film has been screened at a number of festivals, although it has not yet been 

released to the public, and features a number of prominent politicians, such as 

Newt Gingrich and John Kerry. Interestingly, though, while the Facebook page 

for the film—which appears to have been produced by the director—credits the 

IRC, in addition to the UN and the Red Cross, as helping to fund the project 

(Nash ND), the IRC website does not mention the film. In fact, the IRC website 

hardly mentions populations displaced due to environmental degradation at all.13 

Thus, while coverage and discussion regarding “environmental” or “climate 

                                                 
13 The IRC website produces three articles relating to refugees and the environment. One describes 
a project to improve resource access for a group of refugees. The other two do relate to 
environmentally-induced displacement: one briefly describes the IRC’s efforts to mitigate 
environmental impacts on at-risk populations—without mention of more systematic responses—
and the second briefly describes the first. All articles are dated 2009. I could find no articles or 
pages relating to environmental displacement on the IRC site more recent than that. 
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refugees” is happening very actively in some places, it is hardly recognized 

elsewhere. And while some steps are being taken by the UNHCR and other 

groups to address these issues, these steps are knowingly limited. The UNHCR 

(2009) has indicated an impetus to act to address these issues, but it must wait 

until its mandate is extended, if that will in fact happen, before it can act beyond 

its current capacity. More mainstream coverage is an important step towards 

action being taken, but already affected and at-risk populations need assistance as 

quickly as possible, especially if potential threats are to be mitigated.  

While refugee resettlement is a process that is inherently responsive, it is 

the final step in a series of processes in which more proactive approaches are 

possible. Smart planning and effective monitoring can accomplish much towards 

improving conditions and outcomes for displaced populations. It is imperative 

that the United States learn from the history of refugee populations and responses 

and be proactive in anticipating these changes.  
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