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The purpose of this fact sheet is to provide the basic framework for U.S. asylum and refugee policy. It also describes

a few significant executive actions impacting U.S. refugee and asylum policy.

Refugees versus Asylum Seekers

Scope! Location Process Numerical Cap Employment
and Time Bar Authorization and
Green Card Statis
Both refugees
Refugee and asylum Refugees are | The President sets a | Refugees are authorized
seekers must A refugee is evaluated, refugee ceiling each | to work at the moment
show they are outside the vetted, and year. they are admitted.
unable or United States approved
unwilling to territory. before There is no time | Refugees must apply for a
return to their traveling to the bar. green card after one year.’
home country United States.
because of The process
persecution can take many
based on years.
nationality,
political opinion,
race, religion or Asylum There is no ceiling | Asylum seekers must wait
membership in a seekers must for asylum. until their applications
Asylum particular social | An asylum apply for have been pending for at
Seeker group. seeker is protection from Asylum seekers least 150 days before they
physically within the must apply within 1 can apply for work
present in the | United States. year of their last authorization.
United The process | arrival in the United
States. can take many | States (there are a Asylees (those granted
years. few exceptions). asylum) may apply for a
green card after one year.
Executive Actions

Executive Order Suspending Refugee Admission. On January 20, 2025, President Donald J. Trump
signed Realigning the United States Refugee Admissions Program (EO 14163). The EO suspends the
entry into the United States of refugees under the United States Refugee Admissions Program (USRAP)
effective January 27, 2025.3 The EO relies on a section in the immigration statute to proclaim that their
entry would be “detrimental to the interests of the United States™ and further states that every 90 days,
the Secretary of Homeland Security, in consultation with the Secretary of State, shall submit a report to
the President on whether resumption of entry of refugees into the United States under the USRAP
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would be in the interests of the United States. The EO was subject to a lawsuit challenging it on
constitutional and statutory grounds. On March 5, 2026, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals concluded
that suspending refugee processing and admissions was likely permissible under the law but further
held that the Government had likely violated the law by terminating services to refugees already
admitted to the United States.*

Department of Homeland Security’s Operation PARRIS. Operation PARRIS or "Post-Admission
Refugee Reverification and Integrity Strengthening" was launched in Minnesota and aimed at resettled
refugees who had not yet obtained a green card. According to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration
Services (USCIS): “The initial focus is on Minnesota’s 5,600 refugees who have not yet been given
lawful permanent resident status.” Operation PARRIS included background checks, verification, and
interviews.® DHS connected Operation PARRIS to a nationwide effort to strengthen screening processes
under executive orders and presidential proclamations issued in 2025 and 2026.” Operation PARRIS
resulted in door-to-door arrests and detentions of refugees. A class action lawsuit was filed by a group
of refugees.® According to the lawsuit, “Operation PARRIS’ policy of warrantless arrest, unauthorized
detention, and coercive interrogation of refugees (“the Refugee Detention Policy”) is unlawful.” It
flouts fundamental due process principles requiring an individualized determination of flight risk and
danger to the community prior to detention, the Fourth Amendment’s prohibition on warrantless

seizure, and the Fifth Amendment’s guarantees of Due Process and Equal Protection.”!® On January 28,
2026, a federal judge issued a temporary restraining order blocking Operation PARRIS, concluding in
part: “The Court finds that the threat of irreparable harm favors immediate relief in this case. The
stories of terror and trauma recounted by Named Plaintiffs [] make this harm impossible to ignore. ...”!!

This was followed by a preliminary injunction.'?

Department of Homeland Security’s Hold on Asylum. On December 2, 2025, USCIS issued a policy
memorandum (“PM”) that places a hold on all asylum applications.'*> The PM directs USCIS personnel
to place an adjudicative pause on all pending affirmative asylum applications (Form [-589), regardless
of nationality, and to pause the final adjudication of a wide array of other USCIS benefit requests for
individuals "from" or otherwise connected to countries designated as "high-risk." pending a
comprehensive security and integrity review.

On March 30, 2026, USCIS lifted the total ban on asylum decisions by removing restrictions for “non
high-risk” countries.!* What this means is individuals from the following 39 countries remain subject to
the asylum hold: Afghanistan, Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, Benin, Burkina Faso, Burma (Myanmar),
Burundi, Chad, the Republic of Congo, Cote d’Ivoire, Cuba, Dominica, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea,
Gabon, the Gambia, Haiti, Iran, Laos, Libya, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra
Leone, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan, Syria, Tanzania, Togo, Tonga, Turkmenistan, Venezuela, Yemen,
Zambia, and Zimbabwe. It is unknown when the hold on benefits applications, including asylum, will
be lifted for these individuals.

Importantly, the asylum hold from USCIS applies only to “affirmative” asylum applications and does
not impact those who are applying for asylum in defensive removal proceedings. Finally, policy
changes from USCIS on adjudications for applications, including asylum, is separate from the visa
“pause” announced by the Department of State affecting immigrant visa issuance for individuals from
75 countries. '
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Additional Resources

e White House, Presidential Actions https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/

e Department of Homeland Security, Press Releases https://www.uscis.gov/newsroom
e American Immigration Lawyers Association www.aila.org

e National Immigration Forum www.forumtogether.org
e Minnesota Advocates for Human Rights www.theadvocatesforhumanrights.org/

e Stanford and Yale Law Schools, Immigration Policy Tracking Project (IPTP)
https://immpolicytracking.org/

e Penn State Dickinson Law, Center for Immigrants’ Rights Clinic https://dickinsonlaw.psu.edu/circ

About the Center for Immigrants' Rights: The Center for Immigrants' Rights Clinic (CIRC) at Penn
State Dickinson Law is a space for learning immigration law and policy. Under the supervision of

Professor Shoba Sivaprasad Wadhia, students work on cases and projects on behalf of clients that include
policy work, community outreach, and pro bono legal support.
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