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I am Johnny Young, Executive Director of Migration and Refugee Services (MRS) of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (MRS/USCCB).  MRS/USCCB is the largest refugee resettlement agency in the United States.  Working with over 100 dioceses across the nation, we provide resettlement assistance to approximately one quarter of the refugees admitted to the U.S. each year, helping them with job placement, housing, and other forms of assistance to ensure their early self-sufficiency.

I would like to thank Chairmen Ben Cardin (D-MD) and Alcee Hastings (D-FL) and the U.S. Helsinki Commission for holding this hearing today on the Iraqi refugee population.  This hearing is particularly timely, considering President Obama’s recent statement that most U.S. troops will soon be departing Iraq, leaving about 50,000 Americans to help maintain the peace and support the Iraqi army and police force. 
While this is good news for our American servicemen, their families, and the nation, this departure should not be accompanied by a withdrawal of our support for the Iraqi people, particularly for the millions of displaced Iraqis who continue to live in limbo both inside Iraq and in neighboring countries.  

It is the view of the U.S. Catholic Bishops that much more needs to be done to meet the human needs of Iraq’s estimated 2.5 million refugees and 2 million internally displaced.  I would like to outline five areas that need to be addressed in the immediate future in order to avoid further deterioration of the refugee situation and to alleviate further human suffering:

· The Administration and Congress must increase efforts to deliver basic humanitarian assistance to Iraqi refugees.  In 2010, U.S. funding for overseas refugee assistance fell close to 25 % below the projected needs.  Not only would this require the provision of more funding, but it also will require more diplomatic initiatives to ensure that the global community also contributes much needed assistance;

· The Administration must step up efforts to make available resettlement opportunities for vulnerable Iraqi refugees, both in the United States and in other countries.  We strongly urge the admission of, at a minimum, 40,000 refugees to the United States in Fiscal Year 2011;

· Special attention must be paid to extremely vulnerable populations, including unaccompanied refugee minors, women heads-of-households, the disabled, the elderly, and other groups;
· Religious minorities, particularly Christian groups, deserve special protection, including security to return to their areas of origin;

· The Administration should continue to work to improve services in the United States,  including basic housing, health care, and job search assistance, for Iraqi refugees and other new refugee populations to whom the United States has offered safety from persecution.  In 2010, funding for domestic resettlement fell 30 % below projected needs;

· The Administration should implement a plan to find durable solutions for Iraqi refugees and displaced people, as has been done after other major conflicts.  The Refugee Crisis Act in Iraq Act, signed into law in 2008, has been underutilized and grants the Administration several tools for this purpose.
I. Overview of the Iraqi Refugee Crisis
It is estimated that 2.5 million Iraqi refugees
 are located in surrounding countries, mostly in Syria and Jordan. 2.2 million Iraqis are displaced from their homes but remain within Iraq.  Persecution continues today, as 40,000 to 60,000 refugees continue to arrive in Syria, the largest country of asylum, each month.   

As a resettlement agency which oversees the care of Iraqis once they arrive in the United States, we hear first-hand some of the stories of persecution, with many Iraqis having experienced severe trauma and mental conditions.   According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), 77 percent of the Iraqi refugees surveyed in Syria have endured aerial bombardments, 80 percent have witnessed a shooting, 68 percent have been harassed by militias, and 75 percent knew someone close to them who had been killed.  Disturbingly, 23 percent have been kidnapped, 22 percent have been beaten by insurgents, and 16 percent have been tortured.

Individual accounts of persecution have been harrowing.   Former employees of the U.S. military in Iraq, working as interpreters, drivers, or cooks, have fled because of fear of imminent death or because of the murder of a family member.  Religious and ethnic minorities have endured similar persecution.

Though most Iraqis displaced in the region would like to return home, prospects do not look bright, as it is unsafe to return to Iraq anytime in the near future.  Integration into Syria, Jordan, or other host countries also is problematic.  These countries are overburdened with the number of refugees in their cities.   A third option, resettlement to a third country such as the United States, has not been offered in numbers needed to protect the most vulnerable.

The United States and the global community have been slow to grasp the magnitude of the displacement issue or to respond to it adequately.  While we applaud the U.S.’ admission of 18,833 Iraqi refugees into the United States in FY 09, this number is still not in line with the need and the special responsibility the U.S. has toward this population.  

Neighboring countries have by and large kept the door ajar for Iraqis, but not without creating strains on their own populations and resources.  While the international community, led by the United States, has provided basic assistance to the refugees and resettled a small fraction to third countries, a long-term solution to this mass displacement has proven elusive.  Too many Iraqi families remain fearful of returning home, but are unable to permanently settle in their home country.  Educational and health care systems have been overwhelmed, partly because of the arrival of new refugees.

More troubling, Iraqi refugees and their families remain at risk in these countries. Families that fled with money or resources are now finding it difficult to purchase food and shelter.  Men are not venturing out to find work for fear of deportation, leaving children who otherwise should be in school to scrounge for jobs and money.   Health care for mental health problems or cancer---high among this population---is becoming inaccessible.  Some groups are particularly vulnerable.  With their husbands either dead or in another country searching for work, women with children are at risk.  Orphaned children are susceptible to human traffickers and smugglers. 
Nonetheless, indications are that we are reducing, not increasing, our support.  The UNHCR is over 60% short of the funding needed to meet projected needs for this population.  They also report that 10,000 refugees designated for resettlement this year have no place to go, as resettlement countries, such as our own, have not agreed to accept a sufficient number.  In fiscal year 2010, the U.S. State Department will spend $1.4 billion on overseas assistance to refugees, while the need is closer to $1.8 billion.  Refugee admissions activities were funded at a level of $345 million, but we assess the need to be $415 million.  It is essential that overseas support to all refugees, including Iraqis, be funded adequately so that the displaced receive the lifesaving support they need overseas and here in the U.S
.

With the American troop withdrawal on the horizon, the situation could grow worse.  Violence could increase and Iraqis who stayed at home may be forced to flee, increasing the number of refugees in the region.  Internally displaced persons may be unable to return to their homes and their ranks may grow.  The United States has not yet announced plans for handling the humanitarian challenges that may follow withdrawal.   It is our moral responsibility to do so. 
The Catholic Response 

The Catholic Church, both internationally and in the United States, has responded to the needs of Iraqis displaced within the country and regionally.  Within Iraq, Caritas Iraq is one of a few nongovernmental agencies working with the displaced and other vulnerable Iraqis. Several religious orders, including the Jesuits, Dominican sisters, and Maronites are serving vulnerable groups, including women and children at risk.

In neighboring countries, including Syria, Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey, the International Catholic Migration Commission (ICMC) is processing refugees for resettlement (Turkey, Lebanon) and provding basic health-care services (Jordan, Syria).  In Lebanon, the Caritas Migrant Center helps refugees with basic services.  In the United States, our agency, Migration and Refugee Services (MRS) of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops (USCCB) is working with local dioceses to help resettle Iraqi refugees.

The U.S. bishops have been outspoken in their efforts to win more relief aid and resettlement numbers for Iraqis.  Bishops of the USCCB Committee on Migration have traveled to the region to assess the conditions of Iraqi refugees and have reported their findings to Congress. MRS also produced a report on unaccompanied Iraqi refugee children and other vulnerable refugee groups.  Both reports can be accessed at http://www.usccb.org/mrs/tripreport.shtml.   

II. Refugee Admissions

Iraqi refugees, especially the most vulnerable groups, currently have no durable solution available to them.  Clearly, more must be done to open resettlement opportunities.  We applaud the increases made by the State Department in admitting Iraqi refugees to the U.S. over the past few years.  In Fiscal Year 2009, 18,833 Iraqi refugees found safety in the United, a significant increase over the 1,608 who were admitted in 2007.  However, we believe that this number is still insufficient to the need.  In our estimation, the United States must resettle, at a minimum, 40,000 refugees next year in order to protect the most vulnerable.  This is a conservative estimate, as UNHCR estimates that 53,183 Iraqi refugees in the Middle East and Turkey are in need of resettlement.  We are capable of meeting this number, but it would require a larger commitment of diplomatic and financial resources.  
In fact, there is precedence in U.S. history for staging a large resettlement program for specific populations.  For example, in 1975, near the end of the Vietnam War the United States resettled close to 135,000 Vietnamese refugees.  During the Orderly Departure Program (ODP) in 1992, at least 10,000 persons were interviewed and processed each month.  These efforts helped save thousands of lives.   In response to the refugee crisis in Kosovo, the United States processed and admitted over 14,000 refugees within a six-month period.
In order to facilitate the timely processing of adequate numbers of Iraqi refugees into the United States, the Administration should devote additional resources to the multi-agency security clearance process so that the applications of refugees are not unnecessarily delayed for long periods, sometimes more than a year.  In order to reduce processing times, the Department of Homeland Security should increase the frequency and staffing of circuit rides to the region.  Additionally, the United States should expand “in-country” processing in Iraq to areas throughout the country where large concentrations of displaced Iraqis are located.

Mr. Chairman, as the largest resettlement agency in the country, we see the consequences of conflict on the Iraqi population as they arrive in the United States.   They are beset with mental and physical health conditions, particularly psychological trauma, and require special medical attention.  Many are struggling to find employment in a down economy, with some among them professionals with highly specialized skills, while others with limited skills.  It is thus important that the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) in the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) receive the necessary funding for services to resettled refugee populations, including Iraqis.   Last year, funding for this office was 30 percent below the projected need
.

It is clear that, given the political will, the United States could significantly increase resettlement numbers for Iraqi refugees.  Without a renewed and stronger commitment to Iraqi resettlement, vulnerable groups, including women at risk, children, and the elderly, will continue to languish in fear, with no hope for the future.  

III. Vulnerable Groups
Generally, the Iraqi refugee population registered with UNHCR has access to basic services, such as non-essential food items, health clinics, and food.   As families exhaust their resources and savings, however, these basic items could become more inaccessible.  There is a great need for mental health services, as a great number of men, women, and children have experienced mental and physical trauma from the war.   Women and children are vulnerable to domestic and other forms of violence, as well as forced prostitution and human trafficking.

As expected, children are extremely vulnerable and are easily manipulated and exploited in this kind of situation.  Unaccompanied children make up about 1 percent of the registered Iraqi refugee population, although the majority of children identified are separated from their parents, not orphaned.  Nevertheless, they have varied and substantial needs, including mental health needs, shelter, and basic food and medicine.  Particularly troubling are stories of adolescent girls being subjected to sexual and gender-based violence, some as part of the sex trade.  Girls who are detained in juvenile facilities are subject to rape.

While UNHCR has established a Best Interest Determination (BID) process to identify and provide solutions for unaccompanied and separated children, the process is slow and has yet to produce durable solutions for these children.  More resettlement slots should be made available for them, as well as a wide range of mental health, social, and basic needs services.

Many Iraqi refugee women find themselves alone or as a single parent with several children, as their husbands have been killed or are in another country searching for work.  In Syria, UNHCR has identified single parents and women-at-risk as persons of concern.  Single women, either adolescent or young adult, are vulnerable to prostitution rings and human trafficking, while women head-of-households face challenges of meeting the needs of their children.
In countries of first asylum, services must be designed and implemented to address the serious protection needs of extremely vulnerable individuals and their families, including children, adolescents and victims of violence and torture.  Particular attention must be focused on the service needs of victims of gender- based violence, including women and girls forced into prostitution.  Resettlement must be increased with greater effort to reach out to extremely vulnerable individuals and families, including unaccompanied and separated children.

The Plight of Religious Minorities

Among the most vulnerable refugee groups are the religious minorities of Iraq, predominately Christian groups.  Before the war, between 800,000 to one million Christians—Chaldean Catholics, Assyrians, and Armenians---lived in Iraq.  A smaller religious minority, the Mandeans, who numbered about 60,000 in 2003, are extremely vulnerable.  But now, current surveys show that at least half of the Christian population has fled their homes to other parts of Iraq or to neighboring countries. According to UNHCR, one-quarter of those registered as refugees from Iraq are Christians.

The stories of Christian persecution are chilling.  Many Christians in Iraq have been forced to choose between conversion to Islam or death, while converts to Christianity have been killed or tortured.  A delegation from the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops, visiting the Middle East in 2007, heard about one convert to Christianity who was “crucified” on a tree by insurgents.  The delegation was also told that any Iraqi who made the sign of the cross in public would receive death threats.  Even now, Christians continue to flee Iraq at levels comparable to that near the beginning of the war, a deeply troubling sign.
All of us hope that resettlement to a third country is not the long-term solution for the plight of religious minorities in Iraq.  These ancient communities deserve the right to remain in their homeland and maintain their religious identity.  The Holy See continues to urge protection for religious minorities within Iraq.   There is no doubt, however, that, for some, resettlement outside of the region may be the best option.
IV.     Conclusion    

The reality of Iraqi refugees cannot be minimized or ignored as U.S. troops begin to leave Iraq.  Host countries are feeling the pinch, while the displaced and refugees themselves, having spent what little savings they had, are more in need of assistance than ever.  With no possibility of safe return to Iraq anytime soon, and little prospect for resettlement to third countries, the situation has reached crisis proportions and could get much worse in the coming months and years if certain steps are not taken.
As mentioned, Mr. Chairman, the United States and the international community must develop a strategy or plan to address the plight of displaced Iraqis.  Such a plan would include working with the international community to find durable solutions for them, including facilitating their right to return, if possible.

Mr. Chairman, in the past the United States has implemented post-conflict recovery plans which included the return of refugees to their homes or resettlement in their home country, including the Marshall Plan after Second World War and the Orderly Departure Program after the Vietnam War.  These programs served the important purpose of addressing humanitarian issues left in the aftermath of war, and generated good will among those who received assistance from our country.  We must pursue a similar plan in Iraq, since the good will of the Iraqi people and neighboring countries will be necessary to ensure that Iraq becomes a stable and peaceful democracy.

The Administration has the tools to implement such a plan, given to them by the 2008 Refugee Crisis in Iraq Act.   This law permits the issuance of Special Immigrant Visas for emergency cases; direct access (P-2) to the U.S. refugee admissions program for Iraqis who have worked with the U.S. government or affiliated groups as well as persecuted religious or minority groups with close family members in the United States; and in-country processing for P-2 eligible Iraqis unable to leave Iraq.  The law has not been used to the degree it was intended upon enactment, but can still be utilized to provide durable solutions to vulnerable families and individuals. 

The United States, as the leader of the coalition forces in Iraq and as the world’s lone superpower, must step up its efforts to avert this impending crisis.  Without U.S. leadership, other nations are unlikely to increase their support.  More assistance must be provided, resettlement options offered, and diplomacy conducted to ensure that the essential needs of the refugees of Iraq are met.  

As we wind down our military involvement, we cannot leave behind a humanitarian crisis in the hope that it will correct itself.  Such an outcome would create more tension in the region and put at risk the next generation of Iraqis, whose energy and creativity are needed to build a stable and peaceful Iraq.  
Thank you for your consideration of our views.   

� Under international law, a person who has fled persecution in their home country and crossed an international border is a refugee.   A person who has fled persecution and remained in their home country is an internally displaced person.





� Projected need based on recommendations by Refugee Council USA for fiscal year 2011.


� Projected need based on recommendations by Refugee Council USA for fiscal year 2011.
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