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What is the Difference between Immigrants and
Refugees?

Refugees

Refugees are forced to leave their home countries because of war, environmental
disasters, political persecution and/or religious or ethnic intolerance. They come to
the United States with a special immigration status that gives them automatic
admission into the country and helps them connect with family members who are
already in the country. This status also provides them with a “green card” or a
permit to work. Refugees are “invited” to live in the United States to start a new life.

Immigrants

Immigrants generally come to the U.S. for one of two reasons:

● they are joining family members who already live in this country

or

● they are “economic immigrants” seeking work and a better life for
themselves and their families

Immigrants and refugees have a good deal in common. They experience new
cultures and languages. They are often ethnic minorities who might face open
discrimination or other forms of hostility, regardless of their immigration status.

Credit:

Adapted from The New Iowans, A Companion Book to the PBS Miniseries The New

Americans (2003), provided courtesy of Iowa Center for Immigrant Leadership and

Integration, University of Northern Iowa.

https://www.iowapbs.org/iowapathways/mypath/what-difference-between-immigrants-and-refuge
es
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GET THE FACTS: Refugee Resettlement in Iowa 
“Thanks to the President’s leadership, Americans can be confident once again in the screening 
process for refugees entering the United States, and Iowans can be assured of the program’s 
integrity when welcoming refugees to our communities.” 

— Iowa Governor Kim Reynolds 
 
An Overview: 
President Trump’s Executive Order on Enhancing State and Local Involvement in Refugee 
Resettlement requires states to consent to the continued resettlement of refugees. Under the 
direction of Gov. Reynolds, Iowa has consented to participate in the refugee resettlement program, 
joining more than 30 states willing to accept refugees vetted by the Trump Administration. By doing so, Gov. 
Reynolds is continuing Iowa’s long-standing refugee procedure in compliance with President Trump’s 
Executive Order and refugee policy. 
 
How many refugees are coming to Iowa and where are they coming from?  
At this time, no additional refugees are coming to Iowa as a direct result of consenting to President 
Trump’s Executive Order. In 2018, 383 refugees resettled to Iowa, a decline from the previous three 
years. Those refugees arrived to Iowa from the Democratic Republic of Congo, Burma and 
Eritrea. Refugees resettling to Iowa should not be confused with “asylum seekers” who are attempting to 
enter the U.S., usually at our southern border, without going through the strict refugee vetting process.     
 
Who is vetting the refugees?  
Only refugees approved by President Trump’s administration are allowed to enter the country. His 
administration has taken strong steps to thoroughly vet refugees and provide much needed assurances to 
local communities.   
 
What is their legal status?  
Refugees are required to apply for Lawful Permanent Residence (“green card”) status one year after being 
admitted. A refugee may then apply to become a naturalized citizen five years after receiving their green 
card. Only after completing the naturalization process do they receive the right to vote. However, they do 
pay the same employment, property, sales and other taxes as any U.S. citizen immediately upon arrival. 
 
Who manages Iowa’s refugee program?  
The State Department’s Bureau for Population, Refugees and Migration coordinates admissions and 
allocations to specific cities and resettlement agencies, in conjunction with nine national voluntary agencies 
that oversee a network of 250 affiliates that operate in individual states. Iowa has three affiliates: Catholic 
Charities of Des Moines, U.S. Committee for Refugees and Immigrants (USCRI), and Catherine McAuley 
Center. Iowa’s Bureau of Refugee Services, located within Iowa’s Department of Human Services (DHS), is 
fully funded by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. The Bureau’s services include: job 
skills training, case management services, interpretation, transportation, and a wide variety of other social 
services. 
 
Who pays for this program? 
Federal funds primarily flow through nonprofit charities and DHS to pay for refugee resettlement. 
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Refugee from Congo speaks of challenges in Iowa City

IOWA CITY - Being a refugee is hard. But there are ways to make it easier.

That was the heart of a message delivered Wednesday by Bisetsa Ntwari, 31, to a group of Johnson County community leaders

gathered to discuss how better to assist the growing number of refugees in the area.

More than 60 people attended the meeting, held at First Presbyterian Church in Iowa City.

Ntwari, a refugee from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, spoke of living in refugee camps across Africa after his father died

as a result of war in 1997. Ntwari said he help fellow refugees overcome communication barriers and deal with emotional

trauma.

He ended up in Iowa City and said he dealt with many of the same issues, only he found little help.

'I started struggling in life,” he said. 'I lived a strange life I never lived before.”

He said he eventually overcame the barriers and once again started helping other area refugees who were friends. Ntwari said

he began translating for those who didn't speak English. He bought a computer and printer for fellow refugees to use to apply for

green cards and use for tasks like =nding a doctor.

'I can help a refugee because I am able to help myself,” he said.

In 2013, Ntwari went to work as a translator for ICCompassion, an Iowa City organization that focuses on food assistance,

immigration services, education and transportation for area residents.

He said he has noticed language barriers prevent refugees in Johnson County from securing proper housing, advanced education

and jobs that pay enough to allow them to buy houses and be =nancially stable.

He said Wednesday's meeting, where attendees included Sen. Joe Bolkcom, D-Iowa City, and Bob Dvorsky, D-Coralville,

administrators from the Iowa City school district - is a step in the right direction for making improvements.

Bolkcom reiterated that the purpose of the meeting was to see what is already being done to support refugees and identify

service gaps.

'It's good for the community at large to have everybody be successful,” Bolkcom said.

Teresa Stecker, executive director of ICCompassion, Kent Ferris, who works with refugees in the Davenport Diocese, Joan Vanden

Berg, who works with the Iowa City Community School District, Ann Valentine, dean of Kirkwood Community College, and others

spoke about programs their organizations are working on to solve issues for refugees regarding language barriers, education

opportunities, lack of a<ordable housing, food assitance and access to health care.

Ann Grosscup, who works with refugees through First Presbyterian Church Servanthood Ministry, said the meeting also served to

advocate for more attention and =nancial resources from the state outside of Polk County, where she said the majority of

services for refugees in the state exist. Chad Dahm, State Refugee Coordinator with the Iowa Department of Human Resources,

agreed.

'It's a good thing if you're a refugee and you land in Des Moines, but if you land outside of Des Moines, I don't know what we're

doing for you,” Dahm said, though he added o>cials from the Bureau of Refugee Programs are beginning to brainstorm how to

spread services across the state.

It's unclear what the next steps are in terms of continuing the discussion about local refugees. Names and contact information

for those in attendance were collected Wednesday.

Bolkcom said it's important to =nd solutions to help refugees overcome barriers.

'We have newcomers to our community that need our help to =gure out how things work here - the language, =gure out how to

get a good job,” he said. 'That's just going to make the community stronger.”

Aug. 17, 2016 8:08 pm
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Why Do Immigrants and Refugees Come to Iowa?

Immigrants and refugees live in Iowa for the same reasons other

residents live here. Most are drawn by the availability of jobs. Many

arrive to take jobs in meatpacking and other agricultural industries. But

as time goes by, more newcomers work in other sectors of the economy,

including construction, services, retail and hospitality. In many

communities their labor is in great demand.

Newcomers also appreciate Iowa’s low cost of living, affordable housing

and safe communities. Just like established-resident Iowans, immigrants

and refugees realize their children receive a fine education in the schools.

For refugees and immigrants, living in Iowa provides an opportunity to

start a new life for themselves and their children. Iowa provides an

opportunity for thousands of newcomers to live their version of the

American dream.

Credit:

Adapted from The New Iowans, A Companion Book to the PBS

Miniseries The New Americans (2003), provided courtesy of Iowa

Center for Immigrant Leadership and Integration, University of

Northern Iowa.

https://www.iowapbs.org/iowapathways/mypath/what-difference-between-immigrants-and-refuge
es


