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The subcommittees will come to order.  Almost a year ago, the Middle East and South Asia subcommittee held a hearing on the Iraqi refugee crisis and we learned several disturbing things.  We learned that the Administration was doing next to nothing to assist those Iraqis who put their lives in jeopardy in order to assist the United States in our efforts in Iraq.  Not only wasn’t the Administration helping them, they didn’t even know how many Iraqis actually worked for us, so they naturally had no idea how many people needed our help.  We learned that the Administration was woefully unprepared to process refugees referred to us by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees.  We learned that it took up to 5 months to process a refugee referral.  We learned that the United States had the capacity to process merely a few hundred refugees a month but wasn’t working anywhere near even that limited capacity.  We learned that we were telling Iraqis seeking our assistance and protection to flee to a safe place – like Syria – because we weren’t processing at risk populations in Iraq.  And we learned that the need for refugee assistance was so great that Congress ultimately had to take the lead in providing an additional $150 million to address it.

So we have reconvened today in the hope that the Administration will be able to tell us all sorts of good news:  that it has provided the protection necessary to those Iraqis who risked their lives for us; that the Administration has worked out the bureaucratic kinks between the Departments of State and Homeland Security and that the United States is now efficiently processing refugees referred to us; we hope to hear that it takes far less than 5 months to process a refugee case and as a result the Administration is on target to meet the President’s goal and the Administration’s assurance of resettling 12,000 Iraqi refugees this fiscal year; and that the Administration has established a mechanism to process at risk populations of Iraqis inside of Iraq so that they don’t have to flee to a neighboring country to receive our assistance.  But alas, I don’t believe our hopes will be fulfilled.

 Now, I don’t want to leave the impression that nothing has happened over the past year.  Many things have.  Congress increased to 500 and then to 5000 the number of Special Immigrant Visas available to Iraqis who worked for the United States.  Congress also expanded the types of employment that would be eligible.  Congress provided new authorities to the Administration for processing refugees and required that the Secretary of State establish a mechanism for processing Iraqi refugees in Iraq.  And as I mentioned Congress provided an additional $150 million.  So Congress has been very aggressive in dealing with this crisis.

 I wish I could say the same for the Administration.  To its credit the Administration has appointed senior officials from State and Homeland Security to oversee the coordination of U.S. efforts and the Administration has issued the full compliment of 500 Special Immigrant Visas available under the earlier law.  But according to the Washington Post, the Administration has stopped processing those visas, even though Congress raised the ceiling to 5,000.  Now, I understand that we expanded the types of employment eligible for such visas, and that guidelines need to be issued for these newly eligible employees, but it seems to me that if there are still Iraqis who need visas and they qualified under the old law, they would qualify under the new law, so I don’t understand why the Administration isn’t processing them.  Unless that was never their intention and all along they were willing to talk a good game, but leave these people high and dry.

 In terms of refugee resettlement, the Administration resettled 1,608 during all of Fiscal Year 2007 about 134 per month, four or five a day.  Not a particularly robust number.  Five months into Fiscal Year 2008, the Administration has resettled 1,876 refugees about 375 per month.  Much better but still well below what would be needed to reach the President’s goal of 12,000 refugees resettled during this Fiscal Year.  In order to reach that goal the Administration would have to triple the number of refugees processed each month.  If you ask me that’s a tall order for an Administration that always comes up short.

 Part of the problem is the Department of State is still puzzling over how to process at risk populations inside of Iraq.  This internal debate has been going on for a year now.  The State Department testified last year that they were examining this possibility.  The Iraqi Refugee Crisis Act gives the Secretary 90 days to come up with a plan for such processing inside of Iraq.  The clock is running and I hope our witnesses today can tell us that they will meet the reporting deadline and that such processing will begin promptly thereafter.  Paralysis by analysis is just another name for failure.

 All of us understand that 9/11 changed a lot of things and one of those things was that the United States needed to be much more careful about who gets into the country.  The Departments of State and Homeland Security approach the questions of refugee processing and resettlement with differing perspectives and imperatives.  But the idea, as I understand it, of appointing Ambassador Foley and Ms. Scialabba to their respective positions was to remove the bureaucratic impediments that had previously hindered our nation’s ability to respond to the crisis.  Judging from the results over the last year, I don’t think the problem has been solved.  

 The only person in the executive branch who can make all the agencies march in the same direction is the President.  Yet I can’t remember President Bush speaking about this refugee crisis or the need for the United States to respond aggressively to it except in passing.  The last refugee crisis he spoke of directly was in New Orleans.  Perhaps he thinks this one is going just as well. It is precisely the lack of Presidential leadership on this issue that led me to propose during the conference on the Iraqi Refugee Crisis Act that Congress create a White House level coordinator with the authority to resolve the disputes between agencies that have decidedly different interests.  I think the results show how unfortunate it is that my proposal was not included in the final agreement.  I’m sure that Ambassador Foley and Ms. Scialabba are doing their best but as long as they report to different cabinet secretaries instead of one official managing the issue for the President I fear our efforts to help Iraqi refugees will continue to stagnate in the Administration’s bureaucratic swamp.  I still think, actually I very strongly assert, that the President needs one official to ride herd on this issue and I will continue to push for that as Congress considers additional legislation to address the crisis.

 At the hearing last year, one of our witnesses noted that the U.S. response to the refugee crisis could be the first step towards rehabilitating the image of the United States in the Middle East and indeed globally.  Here we are a year later.  At a minimum, I would say that we have yet to seize that moment.
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