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In response to the civil war in Syria that began in 2011 and has resulted in the displacement of more than 11 million people 
within and beyond the country’s borders, the United States in 2015 began to accept for resettlement significantly more 
Syrian refugees than ever before. The Obama administration surpassed its goal of admitting 10,000 Syrians via the 
refugee resettlement program in fiscal year (FY) 2016, up from just 36 in FY 2013 (see Figure 1). In total, 18,007 Syrian 
refugees were resettled in the United States between October 1, 2011 and December 31, 2016. 

Internationally, close to 4.9 million Syrians had been registered as refugees as of early January; the vast majority are in 
first-asylum countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq; only a fraction are likely to ever be permanently 
resettled. Facing dim resettlement prospects and eager to establish new lives, nearly 900,000 Syrians have headed to 
Europe and filed asylum claims there since the war began. 

Beyond the United States, a small number of countries have accepted Syrian refugees through their resettlement 
programs, most notably Canada, which took in close to 40,000 Syrians between November 2015 and December 2016. 
Since 2013, Germany has admitted about 41,000 displaced Syrians who were living in Syria or a first-asylum country in 
the region via a humanitarian admissions program. 

Figure 1. Syrian Refugees Resettled in the United States, FY 2012-17* 

 
The Obama administration, which raised the overall refugee ceiling in FY 2016 to 85,000 (up from 70,000 the year 

before), announced an increase to 110,000 in FY 2017 to respond to the unprecedented global humanitarian burden. 

While a formal target for Syrians was not set for FY 2017, it is anticipated they would receive more than 12,500 of the 

overall places. With the administration ending less than four months into the fiscal year and with President-elect Donald 

Trump having pledged to suspend Syrian refugee admissions, it remains unclear whether the FY 2017 resettlement 

pledges will be met. 
It is worth noting that although Syrian refugees represent a new flow to the United States, the broader Syrian immigrant 
community, while quite small in size, has had a U.S. presence since the late 19th century. As of 2015, approximately 83,000 
people born in Syria resided in the United States, accounting for less than 0.2 percent of the overall foreign-born 
population of 43.3 million. It is also well integrated, with Syrian immigrants having higher levels of education and English 
proficiency than the  
 
Using data primarily from the State Department’s Refugee Processing Center, this Spotlight provides information on the 
population of Syrian refugees resettled in the United States between FY 2012 and the first quarter of FY 2017 (all 
references to FY 2017 span only the three-month period that began in October 2016), focusing on its size, geographic 
distribution, and basic demographic characteristics upon arrival, including age, religion, and languages spoken. 

Definitions 

Refugees are individuals who are unable or unwilling to return to their country of origin or nationality because of persecution or a 

well-founded fear of persecution. Refugees are eligible for protection in large part based on account of race, religion, nationality, 

membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. They represent a small subset of the U.S. foreign-born population. 

The United States provides humanitarian protection chiefly through two channels: 1) Resettlement for people outside the United 

States who have been formally designated refugees and accepted for admission, and 2) asylum status for those deemed eligible for 

protection who present themselves at U.S. ports of entry or otherwise assert a protection claim once in the United States. European 

countries grant humanitarian protection chiefly through the asylum channel. 



While there is a level set annually for U.S. refugee admissions by the president in consultation with Congress, there is no cap for 

asylum grants. The total number of persons granted asylum in the United States has been approximately 25,000 annually during the 

past five years. In fiscal year (FY) 2015, the most recent year for which data are available, 974 Syrian nationals received asylum. 

The U.S. Census Bureau defines the foreign born (this article also uses the term immigrant interchangeably) as individuals living in 

the United States who had no U.S. citizenship at birth. 

Upon entering the United States, refugees are resettled to states and localities based on a variety of factors, including their 
family ties in the United States, health, age, family composition, and language, as well as the cost of living and the 
availability of jobs, housing, education, and health services in potential placement sites. 

Syrian refugees admitted between October 1, 2011 and December 31, 2016 were placed across the United States and their 
distribution was more spread out than the overall Syrian immigrant population (see Figure 2). California, Michigan, and 
Texas received the most Syrian refugees during this period, together accounting for 30 percent of the 18,007 total 
(California and Michigan with 11 percent each of all Syrian refugees, and Texas with 8 percent). In contrast, the broader 
Syrian immigrant population was more concentrated, with nearly 31 percent residing in California in 2015, followed by 
Michigan (9 percent) and Texas (7 percent). 

After terrorist attacks in Paris in December 2015 and elsewhere in 2016, 31 U.S. governors issued statements opposing the 
resettlement of Syrian refugees in their states. Several states initiated legal challenges to the placement of Syrians; none 
have prevailed to date and voluntary organizations working with the U.S. government continue to resettle refugees across 
the United States. 

The vast majority of the 31 states opposing Syrian refugee arrivals had received scant numbers more than one year into the 
process of increased Syrian resettlement. Three states—Alabama, Mississippi, and Wyoming—had received no Syrian 
refugees as of the end of 2016; ten states (Arkansas, Kansas, Louisiana, Maine, New Hampshire, New Mexico, North 
Dakota, Oklahoma, South Carolina, and South Dakota) had gotten fewer than 100; and nine states (Idaho, Indiana, Iowa, 
Massachusetts, Nebraska, Nevada, New Jersey, Tennessee, and Wisconsin) were the destination for between 100 and 500. 
Just four states had received more than 1,000 Syrian refugees, with Michigan the destination for 1,950 to date, followed by 
Texas (1,364), Arizona (1,149), and Illinois (1,059). Notably, Texas, Michigan, Arizona, and Illinois are traditionally major 
refugee resettlement states, receiving 24 percent of all 378,750 refugees admitted to the United States between October 1, 
2011 and December 31, 2016, and have strong infrastructure to serve these refugees. 

Age and Gender 
The U.S. refugee resettlement program prioritizes the most vulnerable populations for resettlement, as well as those with 
the best prospects for long-term integration. As a result, persons with critical medical conditions or disabilities and 
families with young children are more likely to be admitted than other groups. Of the Syrian refugees admitted to the 
United States since the beginning of the conflict, 72 percent (or 13,014) were women and children under age 14. 

Not surprisingly, Syrian refugees are much more likely to be of school-age than the overall immigrant and native-born 
populations. Close to half (47 percent) of Syrian refugees resettled during the study period were under age 14 and another 
12 percent were between the ages of 14 and 20 (see Table 2). 

Religion and Language 
Ninety-eight percent of the Syrian refugees resettled in the United States were Muslim and about 1 percent Christian. The 
resettled population had a lower rate of Christians in comparison to the overall population in Syria, where approximately 
10 percent of residents are Christian. There have been no systematic explanations for this difference yet, though officials in 
the field have suggested that Christian Syrians were more likely to stay in Syria because a greater share of them supported 
President Bashar al-Assad and felt protected there, while others sought refuge in Lebanon, which has a large Christian 
population of its own. Because most of the Syrian refugees resettled in the United States were processed in Jordan, not 
Lebanon, this also could help account for the variance.  The vast majority (96 percent) of Syrian refugees resettled in the 
United States reported speaking Arabic, followed by 3 percent who spoke Kurdish. 


