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Thank you for the opportunity to describe in brief our integration efforts for refugees resettled to the United States.  An important foreign policy goal of the United States is to assist refugees worldwide and resettlement is a key part of this policy. The United States benefits from the millions of refugees who have come at different parts of our history and made enormous contributions to our political, economic, cultural, and religious life.  Notable refugees to United States include Nobel Prize winner and Scientist Albert Einstein, Nobel Prize winner, author and humanitarian Elie Wiesel, and Former U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright.    The modern formalized integration of refugees in the United States is a critical component of the success of the U.S. admission program.  The U.S. probably spends more effort and resources integrating refugees than any other immigrant group.   

The legal basis of the refugee admissions program is the Refugee Act of 1980, which formalized the longstanding American tradition of granting refuge to persons in need.  Since 1975, we have provided resettlement to more than 2.5 million refugees.  In FY 2004, we resettled 52,868 from 65 countries.
Eligibility for refugee status is decided on a case-by-case basis by personal interviews conducted by officers from the Department of Homeland Security.  Those found eligible for refugee status and their immediate family members have medical examinations and security checks performed in advance of their arrival.  All refugees must be admissible to the United States under US law so they are asked a series of questions as a part of the admissions process..  

Once determined to be eligible for resettlement, the process of integration into the United States begins, even before the refugee arrives.  While awaiting transport to the United States, refugees receive cultural orientation classes, which can range from a two-hour information session to two-weeks of interactive and experiential activities to provide a brief introduction to the United States culture and infrastructure.  Refugees are oriented, generally in their own language, on a wide range of topics, including the types of services and benefits a refugee can expect upon arrival, traveling on an airplane and negotiating the US culture ranging from a basic understanding of our practices and laws to using electrical appliances.     

Refugees are resettled throughout the United States.  The U.S. Government has entered into cooperative agreements with nine non-governmental organizations, six of which are faith-based, and the State of Iowa, which receive federal funding and work together to determine where particular families are resettled, and consider many factors.  These factors include whether the refugees have any family members in the United States, the extent to which established groups of the refugee’s ethnic group or nationality already reside in an area, and the capacity of a particular agency to assist certain ethnic groups or cases with special needs.    Considering these factors ensure that the refugees receive the best services possible and will integrate successfully in the United States.  

These nine agencies have a network of some 387 affiliates located in 49 states across the U.S. to receive refugees and integrate refugees, every U.S. state except Wyoming.  The network also extends to the U.S. territory Guam and Commonwealth of Puerto Rico.

The affiliates have partnerships with local donors, volunteers, congregations and community organizations to provide a full range of services to the refugees.  Typical services received by refugees upon arrival to the United States include housing, essential furnishings, clothing, food and other non-food items, community orientation, English language training, referral to health programs and screening, assistance in enrolling children in school, and job skill training and placement.

Refugees are eligible to work immediately upon arrival to the United States.  An important U.S. Government priority is to promote economic self-sufficiency as quickly as possible, so as to limit the need for public assistance.  We believe that refugees welcome the opportunity to work and their work contributes to the diversity and enrichment of our country as previous newcomers have done.   The United States relies strongly on the principle of creating opportunities for refugees and requiring in return the commitment of the refugees to the program.  For example, while transportation arrangements to the U.S. are made through IOM, refugees are expected to repay the cost of their transportation.  This ensures that other refugees in need of protection through resettlement to the United States can receive it.  

The State Department funds cover the first 90 days of services. Refugee programs are then funded by the Department of Health and Human Services Office of Refugee Resettlement and administered at the State level.  The Office of Refugee Resettlement provides longer-term cash and medical assistance, training programs and employment and other support services to assist refugees make the adjustment to life in the U.S. 

After one year of refugee status, refugees can apply for a permanent residency card, commonly called a green card.  After five years of residency, refugees are eligible to apply for U.S. citizenship. 

A private-public partnership is at the heart of the resettlement program.  Bringing refugees to the United States requires the coordinated efforts of the U.S. Departments of State, Homeland Security, and Health and Human Services, as well as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the International Organization for Migration, non-governmental organizations, embassies, first asylum countries, and state and local governments.  

In January, our Assistant Secretary Gene Dewey met with a small delegation of officials from Erie, Pennsylvania.  The Mayor of Erie reported on the many contributions refugees had made to the small city’s local economy, population and urban renewal, noting that refugees often rent or buy housing that long time residents have avoided.  As a result housing in being renovated and previously deteriorated, neighborhoods are rejuvenating.  The communities also adapt to the new populations brought to the U.S. by the refugee program.  For example, Erie recently established its first Muslim cemetery so that Muslim immigrants and refugees would not have to travel to Detroit to appropriately bury loved ones according their own cultural traditions.  

While we have faced many challenges in carrying out our refugee program, on balance, we think it has been enormously successful in both providing an important durable solution for millions of refugees and very successful in integrating refugees into U.S. society.  

