


Our Mission
Refugees International advocates for 

lifesaving assistance and protection for 

displaced people driven from their homes 

by armed conflict, persecution, and 

climate-related and other natural 

disasters, and we promote solutions to 

displacement crises around the world. We 

accept no contributions from 

governments or from the United Nations, 

ensuring the independence and the 

credibility of our reporting and advocacy.

Editor’s Note: The 
names of the refugees 
and displaced people 
highlighted in the report 
have been changed to 
protect their privacy 
and security.

Cover photo: Rural Somali family 
displaced by drought now living 
in Mogadishu 

This page: Rohingya boy in 
Kutupalong makeshift refugee 
camp in Bangladesh



Letter from the President and Board Chair

Dear Friends and Partners,

As 2017 came to a close, the international refugee protection regime faced threats of historical proportion. Global displacement, at more than 65 million 

people, is at its highest level in recorded history. At the very moment in which political leaders should respond far more generously to humanitarian and 

development challenges, most of the world’s governments have become more restrictive in their practices—closing borders, refusing to resettle refugees, 

and permitting the return of asylum seekers to countries of origin without effective safeguards. 

Under any circumstances, efforts to promote the well-being of vulnerable and displaced communities are critically important. But given new threats,  

the work of Refugees International has never been more essential. Thus, in 2017, we sought to strengthen our efforts to shine a light on real problems 

confronting the most vulnerable communities in the world and to bolster our advocacy for lifesaving protection, assistance, and solutions. We undertook 

field-based fact-finding missions to report on the most pressing refugee and humanitarian issues, in the Middle East, Asia, Africa, South and Central 

America, and Europe.

We focused critical attention on U.S. policies that conflicted with principles of refugee protection, including newly imposed restrictions on the U.S. refugee 

admissions program and on U.S. humanitarian assistance. Bringing to bear our expertise in international disaster response and the humanitarian impacts of 

climate change, we reported on disaster response efforts in Haiti and Puerto Rico. Moreover, we continued to emphasize the special circumstances of 

women and girls in humanitarian settings.

Most important, and as detailed in this report, we worked effectively to influence policy decisions impacting the well-being of refugees and other forcibly 

displaced populations. In the year ahead, we will seek to build on our efforts to make use of fact-finding and advocacy to help promote a brighter future for 

tens of millions of vulnerable people around the world.

       Sincerely,

       Eric P. Schwartz, President  Eileen Shields-West, Board Chair
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What is advocacy and why is 
RI’s independence so important?
What is advocacy and why is the work of Refugees International so critical? Refugees International focuses on the 

important refugee, displacement, humanitarian, and human rights issues that need urgent attention and action by 

government officials and policymakers, and other international organizations. Our advocates travel to some of the 

world’s most severe displacement crises, examining the conditions facing refugees and internally displaced people 

(IDPs), assessing the responses to those needs by governments, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and local 

and international aid organizations. The humanitarian groups that respond to refugee and IDP crises often view RI as 

an ally, since we can communicate needs and challenges through our robust advocacy in ways they often cannot. 

Refugees International does not accept government or UN funding, enabling us to speak freely, underlining policies 

that are working well and where global action falls short. The alliances between RI and humanitarian aid groups 

ultimately strengthen assistance efforts for refugees and displaced people, improving their circumstances and 

elevating their security and dignity.

RI’s strategic advantages, the organization’s independence and our ability to speak freely and forcefully, are needed 

now more than ever. In today’s political environment, where refugees are often demonized and rejected, this ability 

to speak truth to power is essential. RI stands alone in this respect.
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2017 RI Missions/Reports
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Refugees International travels 
to the affected area and meets

with displaced people, aid workers and
local of�cials and donor governments.

RI travels back to headquarters 
and begins drafting a report 

that includes its �ndings on mission.

RI presents its report with 
speci�c recommendations for 
policy makers at the UN and 

governments around the world.

Compels policy makers to help 
displaced people by: increasing 
�nancial assistance, enhancing 
operations and resources on the 

ground, in�uencing legislation.
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FIELD RESEARCH

RI staff (our advocates) travel to the 

world’s most affected areas where 

refugee and IDP needs are the 

greatest and most urgent. 

REPORTING 

Once back at RI’s headquarters, the 

advocates assemble their findings 

into published reports that are then 

widely circulated and delivered to 

government officials and other 

policymakers, the media, and the 

public around the world.

ADVOCACY

RI’s advocates provide their 

recommendations to government 

officials and other policymakers, 

drawing attention to crises and 

areas of the world that need support 

and immediate action.

IMPACT

Through its advocacy, RI presses 

officials and policymakers to help 

refugees by increasing aid and 

other resources on the ground 

where need is the greatest.

How Refugees International Works
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IMPACT
RI continued to highlight humanitarian 

needs inside Syria and mechanisms 

for delivering aid as humanitarian 

access inside the country became 

increasingly restricted. Following RI’s 

report on the effectiveness of small 

Syrian aid organizations operating 

inside of Syria, the U.S. State 

Department prioritized aid proposals 

that seek to work in partnership with 

local Syrian aid groups. In addition, 

the U.S. government’s major funding 

contributions for Syrians in 2017 

specifically addressed the need to 

support the communities hosting 

Syrian refugees, as well as the need 

for increased attention for livelihoods 

programs for both groups—

recommendations RI promoted for 

several years.

Throughout 2017, RI continued its 

advocacy on behalf of the millions of 

displaced Iraqis, successfully 

pressing the United Nations and the 

U.S. government to make 

humanitarian assistance—including 

demining–a priority as displaced 

Iraqis began to return to their 

once-besieged cities and towns. 

Working in partnership with other 

groups, RI also helped secure 

high-level U.S. government 

Throughout 2017, armed conflicts 

and humanitarian crises deepened 

in the Middle East—especially in 

Syria, Iraq, and Yemen. The tragic 

war in Syria continued with ever-

mounting human suffering and the 

loss of thousands of lives. While 

the past year has seen the Islamic 

State in retreat in Iraq and cities 

such as Mosul liberated from ISIS 

control, more than 2 million Iraqis 

were still displaced, many living in 

difficult conditions in camps. In 

Syria, hundreds of thousands of 

civilians continued to live under siege conditions and thousands more were 

prevented from seeking refuge in neighboring countries. RI conducted a 

number of missions to assess the needs of internally displaced people and 

refugees fleeing the ongoing wars, extremist violence, and persecution.

In March 2017, an RI team examined the effectiveness of relief efforts in 

northern Syria, looking at the work of Syrian nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs) based in Southeast Turkey that provide humanitarian assistance 

inside Syria. RI concluded that while many of these small Syrian NGOs had 

reached a high level of organizational and operational capacity, continuing 

capacity-building initiatives and better funding by multiple donors—United 

Nations agencies and NGO partners—need to be offered to achieve the 

best humanitarian results.

In July 2017, RI advocates traveled to Iraq, meeting with people displaced by 

the prolonged battle to drive the Islamic State from Mosul. These IDPs 

represented just some of Iraq’s three million displaced citizens at that time, 

with another 11 million Iraqis relying on humanitarian assistance to survive. RI 

examined the prospects for the return of Iraqis living in displacement camps 

as well as those in host communities across the country.

SYRIA,  
IRAQ, & THE 
MIDDLE EAST

Above and right: Displaced Iraqi families in Tikrit 

and Habbaniyeh
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Above: Destruction in Baiji, Iraq

LIBERATED FROM ISIS,  
SOME IRAQIS FACE 
DETENTION AND ABUSE
Following Mosul’s liberation from 
ISIS control and in the wake of the 
resulting displacement of one 
million Iraqi citizens, Iraq’s security 

entities and government-affiliated 
militias relocated and effectively 
detained fleeing civilians 
perceived or alleged to be 
affiliated with ISIS. Housed in de 
facto detention camps, the 
displaced Iraqi civilians, primarily 

women and children alleged to 
have ties to ISIS, are afforded 
limited access to services and 
denied freedom of movement.  
(For more on this topic, see the 
Women and Girls section of  
this report.)

representation at the international 

Iraq reconstruction conference in 

Kuwait. RI regularly engaged with the 

National Security Council, a lead 

decision maker on U.S policy toward 

Iraq, to emphasize the importance of 

continuing humanitarian assistance as 

an element of stabilization and 

security efforts. Refugees 

International was a primary planner 

and participant in InterAction’s Iraq 

Task Team, which focused one of its 

2017 advocacy strategies on the 

protection of civilians during the 

Mosul offensive.

Displaced family in Habbaniyeh, Iraq
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IMPACT
In July 2017, RI testimony on the 

persistent risk of famine urged 

Congress to continue humanitarian 

support and robust funding for 

programs that build resilience to 

future droughts. 

Following its Somalia mission, RI 

issued a report urging the UN to 

better address serious gender-based 

violence risks faced by displaced 

women and girls in over-crowded 

camps and to ensure humanitarian aid 

is prioritized for individuals in less 

powerful Somali clans. In addition, 

based on evidence that resilience 

programs had prevented some 

community displacement during the 

drought, RI recommended that 

funding for those programs be 

increased. 

RI’s long-term efforts on Somalia 

have proven effective. In 2017, RI was 

part of advocacy efforts that resulted 

in $990 million in emergency U.S. 

government funding, which targeted 

the famine response in Somalia, as 

well as in Yemen, Nigeria, and South 

Sudan. This year, RI again was part of 

a successful effort to sustain and 

even increase levels of U.S. 

humanitarian assistance. 

Major refugee and displacement crises continued to unfold across Africa in 

2017, as African nations and whole regions experienced a number of 

challenges—from armed conflicts and extremist group violence to climate 

change impacts and, in some countries, near famine conditions. Over the past 

year, RI staff traveled to Somalia where drought and encroaching famine forced 

hundreds of thousands from their home villages in search of life-saving 

assistance. RI also conducted a mission to Uganda in late 2016 where one 

million refugees from South Sudan have sought refuge from war and terrible 

acts of gender-based violence. 

In July 2017, an RI team traveled to Somalia where, at the time, 800,000 

people were displaced because of widespread and persistent drought.  

Most fled from rural areas, which were often under the control of Al-Shabaab, 

to urban centers secured by the Somali government and African Union 

peacekeeping forces. In these areas accessible to aid agencies, people who 

had lost everything had access to lifesaving assistance. RI called on donor 

governments to provide robust humanitarian support, and fortunately they 

came through. In 2017, the U.S. government, in particular, provided more than 

$422 million in emergency assistance, allowing aid organizations to expand 

their efforts and stave off the threat of famine. The drought in the Horn of 

Africa continues, however, and RI remains committed to advocating on behalf 

of displaced Somalis.

Africa

“We had camels, cows,  

and many goats. But there 

was not enough water or 

fodder for the animals and 

many died. Then Al-Shabaab 

took some of them and 

slaughtered them to eat.  

I had only one donkey left. 

When he died, I came here.”
– IDP AND SINGLE MOTHER WHO 
RECENTLY FLED TO MOGADISHU WITH 
HER SEVEN CHILDREN
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Following sustained advocacy by RI 

along with other humanitarian 

organizations, Kenya’s government 

withdrew threats to close the Dadaab 

refugee camp, which houses more 

than 200,000 Somali refugees. 

Moreover, in line with RI’s calls for a 

strong humanitarian response to the 

ongoing crisis in Somalia, the U.S. 

government provided more than $1 

billion in humanitarian funding for the 

Horn of Africa.

Following its Uganda mission in late 

2016, RI published a report examining 

the U.S. government-funded Safe 

from the Start program, which  

prioritizes the needs and security of 

women and girls in all emergency 

responses. RI’s report looked at the 

program’s impact on the response to 

the influx of South Sudanese 

refugees into Uganda. While the 

report highlighted the positive impact 

in Uganda, it also warned that gains 

realized under the program would be 

lost if donors did not increase funding 

commitments to Uganda and its 

humanitarian partners. In May, the 

U.S. government announced more 

than $142 million in new humanitarian 

assistance for famine- and conflict-

affected populations in South Sudan 

and for South Sudanese refugees 

elsewhere in the region.

A MOTHER’S STORY
This Somali woman and her 
children fled from their home 
district south of Mogadishu when 
fighting broke out between armed 

groups. Walking for 20 days, three 
of her children went missing 
during their flight. “First we had a 
terrible drought and a lot of our 
livestock died,” the woman said. 

“Then fighting broke out and (the 
militias) took what we had left. I 
used to have camels, cows, and 
goats. Now nothing is left, not 
even three of my children.”
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IMPACT
In collaboration with humanitarian 

NGO partners, RI advocacy 

contributed to significant funding for 

vulnerable Syrians, including $697 

million in assistance to countries 

hosting Syrian refugees and for 

Syrians still suffering from the war’s 

impact. Moreover, throughout 2017, 

RI continued its work on the status of 

Syrian and non-Syrian refugees and 

asylum seekers in Turkey, advocating 

in particular for access to legal 

employment, safe working 

conditions, and fair wages. In March, 

the U.S. State Department issued a 

call for NGO funding applications for 

programs benefiting Afghan, Iraqi, 

and other non-Syrian refugees, 

making clear it would only fund 

programs benefiting at least 50 

percent non-Syrian refugees. More 

focus on these groups has been a 

key recommendation in RI’s February 

2017 report, as humanitarian 

assistance in Turkey has tended to 

exclude them. In December, 

following the release of RI’s latest 

report on refugee employment in 

Turkey, the Turkish government 

reduced by more than half the fee 

employers must pay when hiring 

refugees, a key recommendation in 

the RI report.

In 2017, refugees and asylum 

seekers from the Middle East, Africa, 

and Asia continued to seek refuge 

in Europe, making the deadly 

Mediterranean Sea crossing but 

finding Europe’s borders largely 

closed. Thousands of asylum 

seekers have become trapped on 

the Greek islands, barred from 

moving forward but unable to go 

back to their homelands because of 

wars, persecution, and other 

hardships. Africans and others 

seeking to cross to Europe became 

trapped in the chaos in Libya—

described by many as “hell.” They 

face abuse in the country’s 

detention centers at the hands of 

corrupt officials, criminals, and 

human smugglers. Others who 

made it onto boats and attempted to 

cross the Mediterranean faced an 

even deadlier crossing and 

interceptions by the EU-supported 

Libyan coast guard, which returned 

them to abuse in Libya. 

In 2017, RI teams traveled to  

Greek and Italian islands to collect 

testimonies from refugees, asylum 

seekers, and migrants who 

transited from Libya or Turkey. In 

Italy, RI staff met with refugees and 

asylum seekers who crossed 

through Libya, seeking safety and 

protection in Europe. Many had 

spent months and even years in 

Libya, experiencing and witnessing 

human rights abuses that included 

arbitrary detention, torture, unlawful 

killings, rape, forced labor, 

kidnapping, and even slavery. In 

July, RI undertook a mission to 

three of Greece’s Aegean islands to 

investigate the impact of Greek 

government policies that have left 

thousands of men, women, and 

children asylum seekers trapped on 

these small islands, often in 

appalling circumstances. These 

policies seek to end the arrivals of 

asylum seekers and migrants to 

Greece by sea, but have left 

thousands suffering in harsh living 

conditions, deprived of many 

services, including adequate 

medical care. A number of these 

refugees and asylum seekers 

equated their confinement on the 

Greek islands to living in a prison.

In October 2017, RI staff returned to 

Turkey to examine the challenges 

and conditions facing refugees as 

they seek legal employment in 

Turkey. RI research found that work 

permits are largely inaccessible for 

the vast majority of refugees in 

Turkey who face enormous hurdles 

to finding legal employment. 

Refugees commonly work in the 

informal job sector where they face 

excessively long hours often in 

difficult conditions—and are paid a 

fraction of their Turkish counterparts.

In addition, the lack of decent wages 

for adult refugees pushes many 

refugee children into the job market.

EUROPE

Upper left: Sudanese refugees in Rome, Italy; 

above: Afghan refugee family in Aksaray, Turkey
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“LIKE A PRISON”: LIFE ON 
THE GREEK ISLANDS

In July 2017, Manal, a refugee from 
Syria who had been on the island of 
Chios for almost a month and a half, 
told RI that her six-month-old son 
needed heart surgery. In the time 
Manal and her husband had been 
on the island, her son had been 
hospitalized twice. Doctors informed 
Manal that the equipment needed 
to operate on her son did not exist 
on Chios and that the surgery would 

have to be performed in Athens. In 
addition, Manal and the other family 
with whom she shared her tent 
complained about the heat, 
insecurity, and rats in the refugee 
camp. Manal told RI she was so 
afraid that rats would harm her baby 
she could not sleep. She and her 
family were waiting for the UN 
Refugee Agency to arrange 
transportation to Athens so her son 
could receive the surgery he 
needed. Mariam, another woman 

sharing the tent with Manal and her 
family, was seven months pregnant 
and said she had a liver infection 
that she feared could contaminate 
her unborn child. A doctor said she 
also needed to leave the island to 
receive treatment. Even though it 
had been more than a month since 
she and her family had been 
authorized to travel, they still had 
not received the necessary 
assistance to move to the mainland.

Top: Iraqi refugee children on the Greek Island of 

Chios; bottom: Eritrean refugee in Catania, Italy

Refugee at a makeshift camp on the island of Lesvos
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In 2017, the world again witnessed the emergence of ethnic cleansing and 

crimes against humanity as Myanmar’s military carried out targeted attacks 

against Rohingya Muslims. Facing mass murder and rape, the Rohingya 

people poured into neighboring Bangladesh by the hundreds of thousands, 

establishing make-shift settlements along the border. In Myanmar’s 

Northern Kachin and Shan States, ethnic minorities have also faced 

violence, fleeing their villages for displacement camps. RI staff traveled to 

Bangladesh and Northern Myanmar on fact-finding missions, bringing back 

first-hand accounts of the mounting tragedy and gross human rights 

violations.

In the fall of 2017, during the height of the Rohingya refugee crisis, Refugees 

International traveled to Bangladesh to assess conditions in the burgeoning 

refugee camps and to bear witness to reports of crimes against humanity 

and ethnic cleansing taking place in Myanmar. RI staff interviewed Rohingya 

men and women who recently arrived from Myanmar and who told of 

terrible acts of targeted violence against the Rohingya. Refugees shared 

consistent accounts of Myanmar soldiers surrounding villages, burning 

homes to the ground and stabbing, shooting, and raping the inhabitants, 

leaving the survivors to flee for their lives. The outflow of some 750,000 

Rohingya has also created a humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh as existing 

humanitarian and support capabilities have been overwhelmed. 

The suffering of ethnic minorities in Myanmar goes beyond the ethnic 

cleansing and crimes against humanity directed at the Rohingya Muslims in 

the west of the country. In Northern Myanmar, nearly 100,000 people 

continue to live in displacement camps in Kachin and Shan States. Most 

were first displaced by fighting between the Myanmar military and the 

Kachin Independence Army in 2011, with many IDPs having been displaced 

multiple times, including in recent months. In October 2017, a team from 

Refugees International traveled to Northern Myanmar as the displacement 

crisis there approached the seven-year mark. RI’s researchers found that 

despite ongoing and often increasing needs, displaced persons in Northern 

Myanmar face decreasing aid and protection services as humanitarian aid 

groups have been denied access.

asia IMPACT
RI was among the first organizations 

to publicly recognize the violence 

against the Rohignya people as 

ethnic cleansing and crimes against 

humanity and to demand action. 

Within the first weeks of the crisis,  

RI traveled to Bangladesh and 

produced the report Bearing Witness 

to Crimes against Humanity. RI 

detailed the crisis and conditions in 

the refugee camps in interviews with 

the New York Times, MSNBC, NPR, 

AP, and Reuters. In Hill testimony, RI 

called for U.S. officials to declare 

ethnic cleansing had taken place and 

to implement targeted sanctions 

against Myanmar’s military 

leadership. Soon after, the State 

Department declared the violence 

against the Rohingya constituted 

ethnic cleansing, and the U.S. 

government placed targeted 

sanctions on the senior Myanmar 

general responsible who oversaw the 

attacks. RI continues to press for 

further human rights accountability 

and for humanitarian support and 

access. In line with RI’s advocacy, the 

United States has strengthened its 

stand against Myanmar’s brutal 

actions and allocated more than $80 

million in additional humanitarian aid 

for the Rohingya.
Above: Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh
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LILA’S STORY
Lila, a Rohingya woman who 
fled Myanmar, told RI about her 
escape from an attack on her 
village. The 28-year-old mother 
of three daughters, all under the 
age of seven, lived in Boli Bazar, 
a village in the Rakhine State of 
Western Myanmar. Lila said that 
soldiers came to her village and 
began lighting the houses on 
fire. One soldier grabbed her by 
the arm and tried to drag her 
away, but she managed to 
escape. After the family fled the 
burning village, Lila’s husband 
told her to take their three 
daughters and go ahead 
without him, while he returned 
to the village to retrieve the 
family’s cows. He said he would 
follow soon and meet her in 
Bangladesh. Lila fled across the 
border, at times hiding in water 
for long periods with her three 
small girls. Ultimately, she 
reached one of the sprawling 
makeshift camps in Bangladesh. 
A few days after her arrival, 
neighbors delivered the news— 
her husband’s body had been 
found floating in a river near 
their village, with a gunshot 
wound in the back of his head.

Rohingya refugee women in a makeshift camp in Bangladesh

2017 ANNUAL REPORT     11



Over the past several years, the 

countries of South and Central 

America have experienced 

increasing violence, economic 

hardship, and displacement due 

to natural disasters. The resulting 

mass movement of refugees, 

asylum seekers, and migrants to 

the north comes at a time of 

shifting U.S. policies toward 

refugees and migrants. 

In late 2017, RI conducted a mission to Mexico, Honduras, and El Salvador, 

examining the forces driving asylum seekers and migrants toward Mexico and 

the United States. The mission looked at U.S. and Mexican government 

policies which result in the deportation of individuals with significant 

protection needs back to Honduras and El Salvador—the countries from 

which they fled. RI found that the protection process at every stage—from 

processing asylum applications to deportation and reintegration into the 

country of origin—suffers from serious failures that ultimately put lives at risk. 

RI’s research found that despite important investments in reception services 

for deportees, both Honduras and El Salvador have weak protection systems.

Just weeks after the RI mission, the U.S. government determined it would not 

extend El Salvador’s standing as a Temporary Protected Status (TPS)-

designated country. The U.S. decision not to extend TPS put some 200,000 

Salvadorans residing in the United States at risk of deportation back to a 

country experiencing significant levels of gang-related violence. Most of the 

Salvadorans facing possible deportation are parents to U.S.-born children 

who have known no home other than the United States. Just prior to the 

Department of Homeland Security decision on TPS for El Salvador, RI quickly 

developed a policy brief outlining the findings from its just-completed field 

mission to Central America. The report provided fact-based and realistic 

assessments of the significant implications of a TPS nonrenewal and will play 

a role in efforts to have that decision reconsidered. 

South and 
central 
america

Murals in Ciudad Hidalgo, on Mexico’s border 

with Guatemala, containing information for 

asylum seekers

IMPACT
In early 2017, three months after the 

publication of the RI report, A Battle 

Not Yet Over: Displacement and 

Women’s Needs in Post-Peace 

Agreement Colombia, the U.S. State 

Department announced it would 

provide funding to address one of the 

most significant gaps reported by RI 

in efforts to implement Colombia’s 

Victims and Land Restitution Law. In 

particular, new funding was directed 

toward the “immediate phase” of 

assistance for beneficiaries who had 

not yet been formally included in a 

government victims’ registry. This was 

to provide the displaced and others 

affected by the conflict with 

humanitarian aid they could not 

otherwise access since the Colombian 

government had not yet registered 

them. RI continued its Colombia-

related advocacy throughout 2017, 

including advocacy for the UN to 

renew the mandate of the 

Humanitarian Coordinator in 

Colombia, a key position.
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IMPACT
One week after the release of the RI 

report on the abuse of women in Iraq’s 

detention camps, Humanitarian 

Coordinator in Iraq Lise Grande issued 

a statement saying, “Nothing is more 

important than protecting the civilians 

who have been impacted by the 

conflict. International humanitarian law 

is clear. Everything must be done to 

ensure people are safe and have 

access to the assistance they need…

Protection remains our over-riding 

concern. Humanitarians are deeply 

worried about incidents of collective 

punishment, restrictions on free 

movement, evictions, forced returns, 

and sexual exploitation and violence, 

including in emergency sites and 

camps.” In October 2017, RI joined 

with other organizations to advocate 

that the proposed Global Compact on 

Refugees include strong language 

supporting and protecting women and 

girls. The Global Compact is intended 

to offer guidelines for “best practices” 

in ensuring the protection and 

well-being of refugees. Continuing in 

2018—and beyond—RI will work to 

ensure that issues relating to refugee 

women and girls are given prominent 

attention in international protocols  

and practices.

“In detention camps, 

sexual exploitation and 

abuse are hugely 

problematic…One can’t 

report an incident there. 

They are already 

tarnished as ISIS families. 

If they tried to report, no 

one would bother; there is 

total impunity.”
–UN OFFICIAL IN IRAQ

Women 
and girls

Over the past year, much attention has been focused on the rights and 

empowerment of women and girls in the United States, Europe, and countries 

around the world. However, displaced and refugee women and girls continue 

to face seeming insurmountable challenges, as targets of abuse, exploitation, 

and gender-based violence. Over the past year, RI advocates have traveled 

to the Middle East, South and Central America, Europe, Asia, and Africa, 

placing a high priority on fact-finding and advocacy for improved protections 

and humanitarian responses for women and girls, with particular focus on 

security, access to services, and the prioritization of women in emergencies.

In July 2017, after the liberation of Mosul from ISIS occupation, Refugees 

International traveled to Iraq to investigate the status of displaced Iraqis, 

focusing in particular on Iraqis fleeing cities and towns once under ISIS 

control. RI examined the specific challenges faced by women and girls in 

the aftermath of the ISIS defeat. Among the most urgent issues RI found 

was the detention and sexual exploitation and abuse of Iraqi women  

who were suspected of having affiliations with ISIS. RI gathered reports  

of women facing abuses at the hands of Iraqi security forces and other Iraqi 

authorities in camps in Ninewa, Salaheddin, and Anbar governorates. RI 

was told about numerous alleged cases that amounted to rape and the 

misuse of humanitarian assistance and access to services as tools to  

exploit women and girls. With the release of its report, RI was the first 

organization to report these abuses, bringing it to the attention of the  

public and policymakers.

Left: Rohingya refugee girl in 

Bangladesh; right: Displaced mother 

and daughter in Habbaniyeh, Iraq
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IMPACT
Following the devastation of 

Hurricane Maria, the Refugees 

International report on the U.S. 

hurricane response in Puerto Rico 

significantly raised public 

awareness of the need for stronger 

efforts to address the ongoing 

emergency in Puerto Rico, as well 

as the need for long-term 

assistance to build resilience 

following future hurricanes. The RI 

report, Keeping Faith with our 

Fellow Americans: Meeting the 

Urgent Needs of Hurricane Maria 

Survivors in Puerto Rico, received 

widespread media attention in the 

United States, including by Puerto 

Rico’s Spanish language media. An 

Associated Press story was 

published in a number of news 

outlets, including in the New York 

Times and Washington Post. ABC 

News and NPR, among other media 

outlets, ran their own stories on the 

RI report, reaching millions of 

readers, listeners, and viewers. The 

U.S. Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) 

responded to the RI report in a 

press statement, defending its 

actions in Puerto Rico. It is 

important to note, however, that 

the agency did not challenge any 

Each year, millions of people are 

driven from their homes by extreme 

weather events such as floods, 

storms, and droughts. As the 

impacts of climate change unfold, 

the number of people uprooted by 

extreme weather and other climate 

change-related impacts is 

anticipated to increase. RI’s climate 

program ensures that policymakers 

and humanitarian actors prioritize 

the urgent needs of people 

displaced by climate-related events, 

advocating for programs that 

support recovery and increase 

resilience to future climate-related 

disasters. 

During 2017, Refugees 

International traveled to Puerto 

Rico, which was devastated by 

Hurricane Maria. RI concluded that 

we should bring our expertise in 

international disaster response to 

bear on this situation. The trip to 

Puerto Rico represents the first 

time Refugees International has 

undertaken a mission within the 

United States. The RI team found 

that the response by federal and 

local authorities was woefully slow 

and inadequate, prolonging the 

humanitarian emergency on the 

ground, and failed to prioritize the 

territory’s most vulnerable 

citizens—including the elderly  

and infirm. As a result, tens of 

thousands of extremely vulnerable 

hurricane survivors were living in 

deplorable conditions in damaged 

homes that lacked electricity and 

access to clean water. RI returned 

to the island in early 2018 and 

found conditions for Puerto Rico’s 

most vulnerable citizens largely 

unchanged, undermining the 

ability of affected communities to 

recover. Also in 2017, RI traveled  

to Haiti to assess that island’s 

recovery from Hurricane Matthew 

and its impact on the nation’s 

poorest communities.

The proposed UN Global Compact 

on Migration (GCM) presents a 

critical opportunity to strengthen 

protection for vulnerable 

populations uprooted by disasters 

and climate change but who are 

not protected under the 1951 

Refugee Convention and Protocol. 

In 2017, RI was invited to participate 

in the process to develop the initial 

draft of the GCM. In April, RI’s 

Climate Displacement Program 

Manager addressed UN member 

states during the session on 

climate change, a driver of 

migration. Consistent with RI’s 

efforts at these consultations, the 

current draft of the GCM includes 

among its objectives both 

addressing disasters and climate 

change as drivers of migration and 

protecting those uprooted in these 

contexts. As RI urged, the draft 

GCM also encourages 

governments to extend 

humanitarian protection to those 

who flee abroad due to disasters 

and to develop migration schemes 

for those who must migrate due to 

slow-onset climate change effects 

such as sea level rise.  

climate displacement
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SURVIVING HURRICANE 
MARIA…AND THE STORM’S 
AFTERMATH
When Maria came tearing through 
their mountain-top community, 
76-year-old Carmen, along with her 
79-year-old husband Anibal and her 
81-year-old sister Luisa, evacuated to 
a neighbor’s house, fearful that their 
wooden home was unlikely to 
withstand Maria’s ferocious winds. 
They returned to their home days 
later to find large portions of their 
metal roof blown away and their 

furniture, mattresses, clothes, and 
other belongings badly damaged 
and exposed to the elements. The 
shock of the hurricane and the 
enormous damage it left behind took 
a serious toll on Anibal’s frail health. 
Only able to reach a hospital a week 
after the storm, Anibal spent five 
days in intensive care for heart-
related problems. “He has not been 
the same since,” Carmen told RI. 
While neighbors and community 
members have been bringing food 
and drinking water to Carmen and 

her family, their home was still 
without running water and electricity 
at the time of the RI mission. 
Someone from the municipality had 
installed a plastic tarp over a portion 
of the roof, but when it rained, water 
seeped through the bedroom 
ceiling. Other parts of their home 
had no roof at all. At the time RI’s 
Puerto Rico report was released, 
Carmen and Anibal still had not 
received any assistance from the 
federal government.

of RI’s findings. RI will continue to 

work with Members of Congress to 

ensure generous recovery funding 

for Puerto Rico that focuses on 

resilience.

Since publication of RI’s report on 

the disaster in Haiti, the United 

Nations has implemented RI 

recommendations that include 

working with the Haitian 

government to improve disaster 

preparedness, contingency 

planning, and post-disaster 

assessment tools. Consistent with 

the RI report’s emphasis on the 

need for common approaches 

among international agencies to 

building resilience, the United 

Nations in Haiti has now better 

aligned its emergency response and 

development programs around 

disaster preparedness and 

resilience.

2017 ANNUAL REPORT     15



Waterston 
Emergency Fund 
Activities
With major refugee, human rights, 

and humanitarian crises often 

emerging suddenly and with 

devastating consequences, 

Refugees International created the 

Waterston Emergency Fund in 2017, 

which allows us to respond on short 

notice to global crises as they unfold. 

Created in honor of the family of 

actor and long-time RI Board 

Member Sam Waterston, the fund 

allows us to respond quickly to crises 

that either emerge suddenly or 

existing crises that take rapid turns 

for the worse, threatening the 

welfare and rights of vulnerable men, 

women, and children. By the end of 

2017, the fund was capitalized at 

$100,000, and we have begun 

making use of it in 2018.

Refugees International was founded 

in 1979 in response to the 

Vietnamese refugee exodus, with 

RI’s founders pressing for a 

generous U.S. refugee admissions 

effort. Refugee resettlement is a 

key tool of protection, and the U.S. 

government, like all governments, 

should be held accountable on 

refugee admissions. Throughout 

2017, RI issued statements and 

provided information to the media 

on the president’s executive orders 

suspending refugee admissions. RI 

argued that the executive orders 

are in direct conflict with 

international refugee and human 

rights principles.

In August, RI organized a letter to 

then U.S. Secretary of State Rex 

Tillerson stating that two high-profile 

administration reports on refugees 

should be unbiased in their 

approach and assessments. The 

letter, signed by 10 practitioners and 

scholars, including senior 

Republican and Democratic refugee 

and immigration officials from every 

presidential administration between 

1989 and 2016, offered 

recommendations for accomplishing 

that goal. A Reuters’ report on the 

letter was carried by several U.S. 

and international news outlets.

Also in 2017, RI played an important 

role in pressing Members of 

Congress to support legislation that 

would sustain generous funding for 

humanitarian assistance. In 

particular, RI was at the forefront of 

successful efforts to reject an 

administration proposal to reduce 

U.S. humanitarian assistance by 

more than 30 percent. Moreover, in

line with RI’s calls for a strong 

humanitarian response to the 

ongoing crisis in Somalia, the U.S. 

provided more than $1 billion in 

humanitarian funding for the Horn 

of Africa.

RI has been deeply involved in the 

effort to press Congress and the 

administration to sustain and 

strengthen—rather than eliminate—

the State Department Bureau of 

Population, Refugees, and 

Migration (PRM), which was 

established in 1993 to assist and 

protect refugees. Having organized 

an expert panel of former diplomats 

and senior humanitarian officials, RI 

issued a report defending the 

refugee protection and assistance 

role of the State Department 

bureau. Garnering considerable 

attention in the media and within 

policy circles, the report was 

circulated widely to key decision 

makers in the Department of State 

and played an important role in the 

policy discussion. Later, Senate 

appropriators included language 

from the report in legislation that 

would ensure the continuation of 

PRM. RI’s efforts were profiled in 

the Washington Post as well other 

news outlets. However, efforts from 

within the administration to 

eliminate the bureau continue, and 

RI will remain engaged.

Advocating for responsible U.S. policy on Refugee and Displacement Issues

Sam Waterston with journalist Christiane Amanpour
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Ways to Give
President’s Advocacy Society 
Donors of $1,000 or more receive exclusive 

opportunities to engage with the Refugees 

International president as well as with 

advocates who have recently returned from 

field missions. 

Online 
Make a secure contribution on our website 

at:  refugeesinternational.org/donate. 

Mail
Make checks payable to: 

Refugees International 

2001 S Street NW, Suite 700 

Washington, D.C. 20009 

Combined Federal Campaign
The Combined Federal Campaign (CFC) 

gives federal employees the opportunity to 

give to charitable organizations via a payroll 

deduction. Please consider giving to RI using 

CFC #10664. 

Gifts of Stock  
and Planned Gifts 
Please contact the Development  

Department at 202-828-0110, ext. 204 or 

development@refugeesinternational.org. 

We would be so grateful if you would notify 

us when you name Refugees International in 

your will. We would like to thank you for your 

lifesaving gift to help the world’s most 

vulnerable people.

Refugees International is a 501(c)(3) organization. 

All donations are tax deductible to the fullest 

extent allowed by law. U.S. federal tax ID 

#52-1224516.

“I miss working in partnership with great organizations like 

Refugees International which dedicate themselves day in and  

day out to prevent cruelty and to nurture a common humanity 

and security.”
– SAMANTHA POWER, 2017 EXCEPTIONAL SERVICE AWARD RECIPIENT 

At Refugees International’s 15th Annual New York Circle event in October, RI’s Board of Directors honored Ambassador Samantha Power, former U.S. Permanent 
Representative to the United Nations, with Refugees International’s 2017 Exceptional Service Award.
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Lifesaving Supporters
$75,000 or more
Akin Gump Strauss Hauer & Feld

Anonymous

The Charles Engelhard Foundation

Elizabeth and Michael Galvin

Helle Randam Trust & Edith Randam  

   Rogers Trust

Eileen Shields-West, Robin West,  

   and the Concordia Foundation

Jan Weil and Amos Avgar

Humanitarians
$50,000–$74,999 

Anonymous

Leonard Egan

Robert W. Galvin Foundation

Google

Mark Meiners

The Moriah Fund

World Bank Foundation

Changemakers
$25,000–$49,999 

Anita and Ken Adams

Joy and Jonathan Alferness

Anonymous (2)

Sarah Hogate Bacon

Lisa Barry and James Gale

The Nathan Cummings Foundation

Cheryl Feigenson and Jeffrey Tindell

Flora Family Foundation

Global Impact

Nina and Dino Saglimbeni

Schaible Seidletz Foundation

Sandra Sennett Tully and Bruce Tully

UPS

Frederica and George Valanos

The Vranos Family Foundation

Laurie Wingate and Mark Chandler

Visionaries
$15,000–$24,999 

Darcy Bacon

Dr. Scholl Foundation

Gilead Sciences

Marianne Gimon d’Ansembourg  

   and Alessandro d’Ansembourg

Heineken

Irfan Kathwari Foundation

Charles Steven Monat Foundation Ltd

Vaithehi Muttulingam and Bala Cumaresan

Repsol Oil & Gas USA, LLC

Ridgewells

U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Americas 

Department, Coalition for the Rule of Law

Maureen White and Steven Rattner

Benefactors
$10,000–$14,999 

Hans and Petra Andersen

Anonymous (4)

Jane Baum

Jeannien and Michael Berkman

Caterpillar

Cleary Gottlieb Steen Hamilton

Colbert Family Fund of Coastal Community 

Foundation of SC

Emerald Investments II LLC

Field-Stephen Foundation

Pani and Nader Ghadimi

The Honorable C. Boyden Gray

Cindy and Evan Jones

Mars Incorporated

Tatiana Maxwell

Darya and Vali Nasr

Newseum

Patsy and Howard Norton III

Demet Oger

The Paridis Family Foundation

Helene Patterson and Leo Mullen

PayPal Giving Fund

Carol Ringdahl

Victoria and Roger Sant

Amanda Seyfried and Thomas Sadoski

Barbara and Christopher Wall

The Weiss Foundation

Wells Fargo Clearing Services, LLC

YourCause

leaders
$5,000–$9,999 

1901 Group

Anonymous (3)

Baker McKenzie

Clara Bingham and Joe Finnerty

The Blackstone Charitable Foundation

Bradley Charitable Fund

Brito Family Foundation

Nora Cameron

Jennifer and Michael Caputo

Floyd Chadee

Sonal and Rohit Chopra

Good Done Great

The Dow Chemical Company

Ethan Allen Global

Ford Motor Company

Christopher B. Galvin Family Foundation

Goldman Sachs Gives

Goldman, Sachs & Co.

Diane and Michael Hawkins

Intel

Walter and Cathy Isaacson

Silke and Craig Johnstone

JvdF Limited

Korn Ferry International

L Brands Foundation

Linda Lipsett and Jules Bernstein

Jana Mason and Shu-Ping Chan

Ashley F.T. McCall

Isa and Jon Moneypenny

Network for Good

Elise Rabekoff and Christopher Gladstone

Peter Selman

Jeffrey Shane

Standard Insurance Company

James Stanton

Rachel and Alex Stern

TAPAS fond de dotation

Rose and David Thorne

Annie Totah

Visa

Anna Vranos

Diana and Mallory Walker

Tine Ward

Christina Weiss Lurie and the Lurie Family 

Foundation

Cristy West and the Brimstone Fund

Whirlpool Corporation

Kelly and Patrick Wolfington-Kelley and The 

Eustace Foundation Trust

Dorothy and Kenneth Woodcock

World-Wide Holdings, Inc. Fund

advisors
$2,500–$4,999 

Anonymous (2)

Ruth and Jeff Barker and the Nelson Mead Fund

Ghislaine Boreel and James Shallcross

Linda and David Carlson

Sabine and Richard Chalmers

Choate Hall & Stewart LLP

Citigroup Inc.

Comcast NBC Universal

Alison Deans and Richard Martinson

Sylvia deLeon and Lynn Coleman

EY

Ann B. and Thomas L. Friedman Family 

Foundation

Alan D Gordon Family Foundation

Catherine Graham and the Honorable Eric 

Schwartz

Selin Gulcelik

The Robert & Mary Haft Foundation, Inc.

Kathryn and Michael Hanley

Liliane and Christian Haub

Agnes and Kenneth Jacobs

Eliana and Simon Jacobs

Helen and David Kenney

Pamela Kurland and David Marchick

Laura and Greg Lane

The Robert and Margaret McNamara 

Foundation #3

Caroline Netchvolodoff McCall

Dane Nichols

Pivotal Foundation

Preston Farm and Winery

Patrick Raffaniello

Charles Rizzo

Rockefeller & Co.

Lisa Shamus and the Stein/Geisenheimer 

Charitable Foundation

Ken Soubry Foundation, Inc.

Amy and Mark Tercek

Thendara Foundation

Mariella and Michael Trager

TRUiST

Theodore Von Der Ahe, Jr.

Caryn and Steve Wechsler

Natacha and Anthony Weiss

Weiss Fagen Fund
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Friends
$1,000–$2,499
Jonathan Adams
The AE Family Foundation
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David Anderson
Anonymous (2)
Eric Ask
David Attyah
Autodesk Foundation
Ayenda Foundation
Katharine Bacon and Mark Pener
The Honorable Elizabeth Frawley Bagley
John Bantivoglio
Alison and Richard Banziger
Barclays
Joy and Len Baxt and the Baxt Family 
Foundation, Inc.
Carolina Berget
Jane Bernstein
John Beyer
Sara and Karan Bhatia
Walter and Jean Boek Global  
   Autoimmune Institute
Jodi Bond
Meriko Borogove
Katherine and David Bradley
Charles Brown
The Brzezinski Family Foundation
Burberry
Alix Burns
Mary Butler
Cambia Health Foundation
Camillus Fund
Carnegie Corporation of New York
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Meryl and Michael Chertoff
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Mary and Otto Hoernig
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Missy and William Janes
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Walter and Peggy Jones Fund of the  
   Community Foundation of New Jersey
Jessica and Imran Kazem
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The Koll Family Foundation
William Krug
The Kuwait-America Foundation
Elena Kvochko 
Lam Research Foundation
Marisol Lamadrid and Jacob Pearlstein
Jean and John Lange
Mark Lange
The Thomas & Carolyn Langfitt Family 
Foundation
Lenzner Family Foundation
Willee and Finlay Lewis
Long Island Community Foundation Morris Fund
Willa and Ted Lutz
Lynx Investment Advisory
Margot Machol
Angela and Michael Madnick
Diana Martin and Frank Burgess
Mastercard International Inc.
Kathleen and Chris Matthews
Judith Mayotte
Holly McGhee
McKee Family Foundation
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Susan McPherson
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Moose Charitable Fund
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Narnia Fund
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Prince Foundation
Public Welfare Foundation
Catherine B. Reynolds Foundation
Barbara Richardson and Governor Bill 
Richardson
Thomas Richardson
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Janet Ross
Leslie Schweitzer
Alexandra Senyi de Nagy-Unyom
Lisa Shields
Valerie and Ed Spencer
Dianne Lawson Strassner
Courtney Straus
Emily and Samuel Strulson
Kelly Sullivan

John Thomas
Thrivant Financial Foundation
Time Warner Inc.
Dalia Tomashefski
Lily Tomlin
Stacy Traub
Chang and Salah Turkmani
Gail Ullman
United Talent Agency
Vasiliki and John Valanos
Kari Van Duren
Verdi Consulting, Inc.
Justin Von der Fehr
Deborah and Daniel Waterman
Jane Wells
The Women’s Association, Fifth Avenue 
Presbyterian Church
Judy Woodruff and Al Hunt
Xcel Energy Foundation
Peg Yorkin
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Council of Advisors
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washington circle 
Mariella Trager, Chair
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*includes foreign currency fluctuation

Contributions

Foundation
Grants

Investment 
Income

In-Kind 
Contributions

Revenue*

Total Program 
Services

General and
Administrative

Fundraising

Expenses

57%

87%

31%

4%
8%

5%
8%

$1,500,000

$2,000,000

$500,000

$1,000,000

$2,500,000

$4,000,000

$3,500,000

$3,000,000

FY2015 FY2016 FY2017

End of Year Net Assets

Statement of Activities 
and Change in Net Assets
 2017 2016 2015

Support and Revenue Total Total Total

Contributions 2,831,332 1,921,338 1,917,454 

Foundation grants 1,537,252 1,660,924 1,497,173  

Investment income 393,078 164,638 1,151  

In-kind contributions 189,771 257,523 170,179 

Other loss   (1,020)
Total support and revenue $ 4,951,433 $ 4,004,423 $ 3,584,937

Expenses  

Program Services:  

Advocacy 2,110,082 1,822,475 1,660,935 

Public education 1,076,288 1,007,079 962,979 

Total program services 3,186,370 2,829,554 2,623,914 

Supporting Services:  

General and administrative  195,096 129,538 158,317 

Fundraising 306,923 342,336 299,261 

Total supporting services 502,019 471,874 457,578 
Total functional expenses $ 3,688,389 $ 3,301,428 $ 3,081,492  

Other Items 44,283 41,303 41,797 

Change in Net Assets 1,218,761 661,692 461,648

Net assets at beginning of year 2,448,359 1,786,667 1,325,019 

Net Assets at End of Year $ 3,667,120 $ 2,448,359 $ 1,786,667 
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Please see the 2017 annual audit report found on RI’s website for details.  

TOTAL
$3.89 MILLION

TOTAL
$4.95 MILLION



Stay connected with RI and stay up-to-date on the latest refugee developments.
Visit our website at refugeesinternational.org for our latest reports, blogs, and events. 

 Follow us on Twitter @RefugeesIntl      Like us on Facebook at Refugees International     Watch our videos on YouTube at youtube.com/user/refugeesinternational

Above: Children in a displaced persons camp in Kachin State, Myanmar
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Survivors of Hurricane Matthew in Haiti


