
 1 http://www.refugees.org/about-us/faqs.html 

 

US REFUGEE RESETTLEMENT AND WHO ARE REFUGEES? 

1951 U.N. Refugee Convention: On July 28, 1951, world governments adopted the Convention relating 

to the Status of Refugees.  The 1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 Protocol established the legal 

standards for refugee protection. Refugee is an Individual who is outside his or her country of origin due 

to a well-founded fear of persecution based on race, religion, nationality, social group or political 

opinion, and who is unable to, or owing to such a fear, unwilling to avail him-or herself of the protection 

of that country.  The definition is sometimes expanded to include people fleeing war or other armed 

conflict.  

Refugees flee their homes, businesses, farms, and communities in order to escape war and persecution 

to save their or their families' lives and wellbeing.  Usually they don’t know when it will be safe to return 

home; and they often have no time to plan the departure or pack appropriately.  Family records, 

professional documents, diplomas, photographs, and other precious items are often left behind. 

In order to receive official refugee status in a country of asylum, an individual has to have left his or her 

home country due to a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, social 

group affiliation, or political opinion.  The office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR) is usually responsible for awarding legal refugee status.  In addition, UNHCR often offers 

refugees protection, assistance, and alternative legal and travel documents. 

UNHCR refers only about 1 percent of all refugees for resettlement in a third country.  Only when all 

efforts to either help refugees return home or settle permanently in the country of asylum have failed 

does third country resettlement become the option of last resort.  The following countries have 

resettlement programs: Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Japan, the Netherlands, New Zealand, 

Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United States.  Other countries accept individual refugees on an 

ad hoc for (a particular purpose only) basis.  Family ties, trade skills, professional abilities, language 

facility, and various other factors are considered by UNHCR when matching a refugee with a 

resettlement country. 

Less than 80,000 refugees participated in the U.S. Resettlement Program (USRP) last year.  It is a 

lengthy, difficult process.  Only refugees who have been referred by UNHCR or by the U.S. embassy in 

the country of asylum are eligible for the USRP.  Usually, a family is referred together as a single 

group.  The Department of State's Bureau for Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM) oversees this 

program.   

Refugees whose applications for U.S. resettlement receive USCIS approval are matched with an 

American resettlement organization. There are a number of national organizations called VOLAGS that 

that facilitate their resettlement to the United States: Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), United 

States Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB), Lutheran Immigration and Refugee Services )LIRS), 

World Church Service; International Rescue Committee (IRC); US Committee for Refugees and 

Immigrants (USCRI), and some others. There are comprehensive pre-travel services and activities that 

refugees have to undergo, such as assurance by one of these organizations that they are prepared to 
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receive each refugee and provide services to them; security and medical clearance and cultural 

orientation.  

Refugees then assigned to local VOLAG offices or affiliate resettlement organizations across the country.  

The International Organization for Migration (IOM) arranges air travel for most U.S.-bound 

refugees.  Before a refugee leaves the country of asylum, he or she signs a promissory note and agrees 

to repay the U.S. government for travel costs.  Upon receiving necessary travel details from IOM, the 

resettlement organization makes arrangements for the refugee's arrival. They meet refugees at airport, 

and start the resettlement work to find housing and providing a variety of services to promote early self-

sufficiency and cultural adjustment, such as: application for Social Security number, school registration 

for children, medical evaluation, cultural orientation, English language classes – all take place within 30 

days after arrival. Along the way, these agencies provide employment placement, civic education, 

various family strengthening programs, financial education, etc. depending on available funding. The 

funding is provided by the Office of Refugee Resettlement at the Administration of Children and Families 

(http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/orr/programs), as well local/State governments and private and 

corporate foundations.   
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