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The Refugee and Travel Bans: One Year Later
On January 27, 2017, President Trump barred citizens of seven Muslim-majority countries – and all
refugees – from entering the U.S., with the stated goal to “protect the American people from terrorist
attacks.” 1 Thousands of protesters took to the streets and filled airports, including Boston Logan, to show
solidarity and provide legal assistance to detained travelers.
A year of heated court battles ensued, going all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court. In response to legal
challenges and court rulings, a second version of the ban was issued in March, then a third in September –
this time covering citizens of Iran, Libya, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, Chad and North Korea, plus some
Venezuelans. 2 A challenge to that version is pending before the U.S. Supreme Court.
Refugee admissions, which were stopped for four months starting in June, resumed in late October, but with
enhanced security procedures 3 and a ceiling of 45,000 for fiscal 2018 – the lowest cap since the passage of
the Refugee Act of 1980. 4 This was a sharp turnabout from President Obama’s decision to set the fiscal
2017 cap at 110,000, up from 85,000 in fiscal 2016, in recognition of the global refugee crisis. 5
At the same time, the Trump administration has sought to limit the rights of asylum-seekers, detaining even
families and children and deriding the protections they’re entitled to as “loopholes.” 6 Another key
humanitarian program, Temporary Protected Status (TPS), is being dismantled, with Nicaraguans, Sudanese,
Haitians and Salvadorans all set to lose protection, and no new applications from Syrians being accepted. 7
On the ground, the refugee situation is even worse. The International Rescue Committee has estimated that
based on current trends, just over 21,000 refugees will actually be resettled in fiscal 2018. 8 The Mass.
Office for Refugees and Immigrants (ORI), which resettled 1,219 refugees in fiscal 2017 – down from 1,777
in 2016 – and was allocated 955 spots for 2018, now expects to resettle only 650 refugees this fiscal year. 9
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Source: Personal communication by Falah Hashem, ORI Chief of Staff. Totals at top, and dark bars for 2011–2014, include refugees as
well as Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) holders, Cuban/Haitian entrants, secondary migrants, trafficking victims and asylees. For 2015–
2018, we have disaggregated data enabling us to distinguish between refugees and SIVs, and all others. 10

All of this comes at a time when the world is witnessing the highest levels of displacement on record. The
UN Refugee Agency reports that 65.6 million people were forcibly displaced at the end of 2016, including
22.5 million refugees – yet only 189,300 refugees were resettled in 2016. 11 The vast majority of displaced
people are living in camps or other precarious conditions, mainly in countries close to their homeland.
We’re at a critical moment. We cannot sit quietly as our federal government shuts the door on desperate
people, demonizes immigrants and refugees, and openly promotes Islamophobia and all forms of bigotry.
This is why MIRA has joined the nationwide We Are All America campaign, to affirm our historical role in
refugee protection and work to build broad public support for those seeking freedom and safety in the U.S.
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The We Are All America Coalition has developed a platform for protecting refugees, upholding human rights
and restoring core American values, with the goal of building strong bipartisan support for inclusive and
welcoming policies. The platform includes actions on multiple levels: welcoming refugees; protecting asylumseekers; advocating for TPS holders; keeping families together; supporting all newcomers regardless of
religion, race or country of origin; building inclusive communities; advancing opportunities for newcomers;
uplifting the experiences and leadership of those most impacted; and organizing grassroots support. 12

The Massachusetts Refugee Resettlement Program: A snapshot13
Our Commonwealth’s refugee resettlement program is housed in the Office for Refugees and Immigrants
(ORI). Working closely with agencies across the state, it coordinates a range of services for refugees,
asylees, and others who have been granted protection by the U.S. government.
In federal fiscal year 2017, the program newly enrolled 1,219 refugees and 774 people with other
qualifying statuses. They came from all around the world, with the largest shares from Haiti (29%), Iraq
(12%), Bhutan (8%), the Democratic Republic of Congo (7%), Somalia (7%), Syria (7%) and Ukraine (6%).
Two-thirds of the refugees resettled in fiscal 2017 already had family in Massachusetts – up from half or
less in the two previous years. Most of those resettled (62%) were aged 18–50; another 23% were aged 5–
17, while much smaller numbers were under 5 or older than 50.
New arrivals are resettled all across the state, with the distribution changing slightly year by year. In fiscal
2017, 61% of new arrivals were resettled in Eastern Mass., 17% in Central Mass., and 22% in Western
Mass. The cities with the largest shares of resettlements were Boston (18%), Worcester (17%), Lowell (8%),
Springfield (8%), West Springfield (6%), Lynn (5%) and Westfield (5%).

This briefing was written by Marion Davis for a roundtable discussion in Boston on February 5, 2018, as part of a
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