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Overview
Representing the Cases of U.S.-Affiliated Iraqi Refugees 

Overview of the Crisis

The Iraq refugee crisis is among the largest humanitarian and displacement crises in the world.  Hiding amongst these millions is a group of Iraqis who have been forced from their homes for one specific reason: they helped the United States of America.  Serving our country as interpreters for our armed forces, as civil society experts for the State Department and federal agencies such as USAID, or as employees with the many U.S. companies and NGOs contracted to rebuild the country, these Iraqis are the most hunted class in Iraq.  The lethal stigma they bear as ‘collaborators’ transcends sect or tribe, and they are being systematically targeted for assassination because they signed up to help our country.

For nearly two years, the List Project’s work to help the thousands of Iraqis on our List make it safely to the U.S. was impeded by an unreceptive and slow-moving Administration.  Despite official declarations, the Bush Administration did not implement any expeditious program to honor our obligation to these Iraqis.  The labyrinthine process that takes up to a year or more for imperiled refugees to navigate has left those most vulnerable in limbo.  In FY 2007, the UNHCR referred nearly 15,000 Iraqi cases to the U.S.; however, the Bush Administration admitted only 1,608.*  The Refugee Crisis in Iraq Act, passed in January 2008, required that President Bush submit a report on the number of U.S. affiliated Iraqis in May 2008, yet the President did not fulfill his obligation.  Recent estimates show that there are nearly 150,000 Iraqis who are affiliated with the U.S., not including family members, yet only about 4,000, out of approximately 20,000 applications, have made it to the U.S. with their families.*  

	THE RAW NUMBERS (as of April 2009)

	Population of Iraq1
	27,500,000

	Number of Iraqis who are displaced internally2
	2,200,000

	Number of Iraqis who have fled Iraq2
	2,000,000

	Estimated number of Iraqis who have helped the U.S.3 
	30,000-150,000

	Estimated number of these Iraqis who have been assassinated4
	hundreds

	Number of Iraqis on the List5
	3000

	Number of Iraqis on the List who have successfully made it to America5
	Approximately 400

	Average weekly number of new applicants to the List5
	10

	
	

	Sources: 1 - CIA World Fact Book, 2 – UNHCR (12/07), 3 - DOD and media estimates, 4 - media reports, 5 - The List Project to Resettle Iraqi Allies


Many members of the Obama Administration have spoken eloquently on our obligation to help our Iraqi allies, but the urgency in Iraq is fading with our imminent departure.  The List Project is receiving more desperate requests for help from Iraqis than ever, and the Embassies in the region are overwhelmed and backlogged.  

In the end, it is only President Obama who has the authority to order life-saving operations.  Historical precedents abound: we need look only at what happened when the British withdrew from Basrah in 2007, their exposed Iraqi interpreters were immediately targeted and many were killed. Because our trajectory is towards withdrawal, we need to ensure now more than ever that we have accounted for as many of our Iraqis as possible before it is too late.

What is The List Project to Resettle Iraqi Allies?


Founded in 2007 by Kirk W. Johnson (former coordinator of reconstruction in Fallujah for the U.S. Agency for International Development) in an attempt to help former Iraqi colleagues of his who were fleeing death threats, the List Project is the first and most comprehensive organizational effort to right this wrong.  It has two pillars:

1) Help as many of the nearly 3000 Iraqis on our constantly-expanding List make it to the United States through a groundbreaking partnership with three top law firms and nearly 200 attorneys
2) Provide a ‘cushion’ for resettled Iraqis upon their arrival to America by a) building an integration support fund to help defray emergency expenses, and b) helping them find meaningful employment through partnerships with innovative NGOs such as Upwardly Global.
Never before has there been such a vast group of refugees with access to their own pro bono representation by top U.S. law firms.  In exchange for their involvement, we fund a full-time Iraqi paralegal to help manage the caseload sent to each firm.  These partnerships have afforded us incredible leverage: with every dollar we spend, each firm spends roughly 25 dollars through thousands of pro bono hours.  Our partnership with Upwardly Global aims to maximize their integration so that they can be productive and successful in their new lives here in the U.S.  The partnerships we are forming constitute a fundamental paradigm-shift in the way at-risk refugees can be assisted.

There is reason for optimism.  We have succeeded in resettling nearly 400 of Iraqis who fled their country because they helped us.  Many more are on their way in the coming weeks and months.  More law firms are approaching the List Project to contribute attorneys to the cause.  American citizens write each day to offer rooms in their homes for the Iraqis we resettle, and contribute what small amounts they can.  

But the List continues to grow at a frightening pace.  An average of ten new Iraqis (many more when we include their families) are referred or write to the List Project each week. 
Vision Statement:

We believe that the United States Government has a clear and urgent moral obligation to resettle to safety Iraqis who are imperiled due to their affiliation with the United States of America.  
Mission Statement:

We seek to resettle all Iraqis on our List safely to the U.S. and to create a strong network of Americans and Iraqis across the nation to assist with the integration of recently resettled Iraqis.
Background of The List Project:

In December 2006, Kirk W. Johnson, who worked throughout 2005 for the U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) in Iraq in Baghdad and Fallujah, wrote an op-ed in the Los Angeles Times describing the plight of a former Iraqi colleague who fled his country as a result of a death threat incurred by his affiliation with the U.S. Government.  Soon thereafter, he began hearing from many others who had endured similar fates.  He started compiling a list documenting the names and whereabouts of his former Iraqi colleagues who were now refugees.
Within weeks his list had grown significantly, and the emerging picture was terrifying: nearly 70% of the Iraqis he had worked with throughout 2005 were now refugees in Syria, Jordan, U.A.E., and other countries.  When he had accounted for roughly 100% of his former USAID colleagues, he brought his list to Washington in February 2007 to deliver to the State Department’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM) and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR).  Following these initial meetings, PRM committed to referring the names of these direct-hire Iraqis to the UNHCR for priority processing.

As word of his list spread throughout the region, Johnson began receiving referrals of many Iraqi refugees who had an affiliation with other American agencies and companies operating in Iraq.  These included former direct-hires of the State Department, military interpreters employed by Titan/L3, and employees of USAID’s implementing partners on the reconstruction, such as Bechtel, National Democratic Institute, and the Research Triangle Institute.  The lethal stigma these Iraqis incurred from their employment was no different from that wrought on USAID employees, so they were added to the list.

In March 2007, his list was featured in a New Yorker article by George Packer and the increased exposure led many Foreign Service Officers and veterans who had served in Iraq to refer their former Iraqi staff to Johnson for help.  He published a second op-ed in the New York Times in April 2007 that called for a quicker response by the U.S. Government and the remedy of problems created by the PATRIOT Act’s material support bar.
As coverage increased, hundreds of American citizens began to write and pledge their support (time and expertise) to whatever initiative he launches to help these Iraqi refugees, stating that they feel it is “the first issue they feel they can take ownership on in the war.” In response to the hundreds of emails we received asking to help us raise awareness of our cause, we launched Netroots in July 2008, a project for U.S. citizens to raise awareness of these Iraqis’ plight and to assist recently resettled Iraqis integrate into their local communities. Since its inception, over 1400 Americans have joined creating dozens chapters across the country (Netroots.thelistproject.org) and these volunteers have become vital links for the resettled Iraqi refugees and the communities to which they have been assigned.  Volunteers and chapters work to raise awareness on the issue, sponsor resettled Iraqi families to assist in their integration, work with families on day-to-day issues, and help raise funds for Iraqis and the List Project.

The Need for the List Project:

Why bring law firms on board to help refugees?

As of April 2009, almost two years after Johnson’s initial list of 60 names was delivered to the State Department, the list is now approaching 3000 names and showing no signs of slowing down.  Approximately once a month, Mr. Johnson’s updated list is passed to PRM and the UNHCR for action.  No similar effort exists.

One person cannot effectively represent hundreds.  These Iraqis deserve immediate and comprehensive replies to their desperate inquiries about the process of applying for resettlement.  Johnson has often had to spend time urgently advising refugees who are losing hope in Syria or Jordan against returning to the death threats that await them in Iraq.

Beyond communicating regularly with the refugees, there is a continual need to apply pressure on the various points in the resettlement process (UNHCR, Embassy, DHS, IOM).  Additionally, Iraqis who have not yet fled their country have little access to the aforementioned processes, and are in critical need of guidance.  There are obvious limits to the amount of pressure a private citizen can apply to specific bureaus within the U.S. Government.

To that end, Johnson has partnered with the law firms of Holland + Knight LLP, Proskauer Rose LLP, and Mayer Brown LLP to create a mechanism that doggedly represents these Iraqis in their application for admission to the U.S. Refugee Program.  Together, the firms have committed thousands of pro bono hours, valued in the millions of dollars, and nearly 200 attorneys across the country; all devoted to helping U.S.-affiliated Iraqis navigate the labyrinthine resettlement process.  

The List Project to Represent Iraqi Allies establishes a ground-breaking precedent for urgent and case-by-case advocacy on behalf of refugees, as opposed to general and generic advocacy on behalf of a group.  Given the history of human displacement and refugee crises, this list will surely not be the last.  The List Project hopes to serve as a model for future efforts.

Why help refugees after they make it to America, and what is TLP doing?

Once these Iraqis arrive, partnering NGO Upwardly Global has committed to assisting each of the highly-educated refugees on the List (which constitute the majority) find meaningful employment.  Last summer we had the first of [hopefully] many two-day Upwardly Global/Manpower Professional/List Project job summits in Washington D.C., which brought together nearly 50 recently-resettled Iraqis for intensive orientation of the American job market and best practices in securing meaningful employment.  Many Iraqis have since found full-time employment, including positions as Arabic linguists at the Department of State.

Most importantly, we recently launched Netroots, which is a groundbreaking nationwide grassroots effort where Americans are using an innovative social networking engine to form or create local List Project chapters, learn how to sponsor recently-resettled Iraqis, and how to use their own community resources and networks to help these Iraqis successfully settle here in America.  In its first two months, nearly 1000 Americans signed up and created dozens of chapters across the U.S.

How can this problem be solved?
The surest way to correct the problem is to secure the leadership of the President of the United States.  It is, after all, the President who sets the determination each year on the number of refugees to admit to our country.  In every previous conflict, it has been only the President who has the authority to cut through bureaucratic cholesterol and save lives, by directing military-run airlifts (such as Operation Pacific Haven, directed by President Clinton in the fall of 1996, which airlifted over 6,000 U.S.-affiliated Iraqis to Guam, where they were processed in safety before resettlement to the U.S.).
Absent presidential will, there have and will continue to be attempts by Congress to offer a legislative remedy, but these approaches have tended to fall woefully short in their implementation by the Departments of State and Homeland Security.  The List Project worked with the Center for American Progress in the development of an action plan for the new administration, which was launched on January 12, 2009. The action plan makes the urgent recommendation that President Obama order an airlift of eligible U.S. affiliated Iraqis to a third location such as our military base in Guam, for expedited processing.  To learn more about the plan please visit www.thelistproject.org/guam.
How does the List Project differ from traditional refugee advocacy organizations?  Is anyone else trying to help U.S.-affiliated Iraqis?
While there are myriad refugee-oriented NGOs in Washington D.C. and New York that are seeking funding for their advocacy efforts on this issue, none of them have the capacity to offer direct services to such a large number of individual Iraqis.  When Johnson first began on this issue, he asked the major refugee advocacy NGOs if they could handle the case of the Iraqi friend whose plight motivated him to help.  He was met with a resigned admission that refugee NGOs don't help individuals, but rather conduct 'generalized' advocacy for the larger refugee population.  
While such a stance is understandable in some regards, it is unacceptable for the fate of the nearly one thousand individuals who have written to the List Project over the past year and a half.  As such we have a dogged commitment to guaranteeing that the Project does not veer into generalized advocacy but keeps each of these individual cases in focus.  (It should be noted that each of the major refugee NGOs now refer cases to the List on a regular basis).  The List Project is the only group that helps them navigate the bureaucratic straits (via a groundbreaking model of legal representation) and then assists them integrate into their new life in America (via an ever-growing network of NGOs and individual citizens).
One organization, The Checkpoint One Foundation, aims to raise funds to help defray cost-of-living expenses for recently resettled U.S.-affiliated Iraqis.  They do not, however, have the legal services or career training components that makes the List Project unique and unprecedented, nor do they have the actual List of Iraqis in need.  We are discussing the possibility with them of force-multiplying our activities so that help is making it as quickly and effectively as possible to as many Iraqis in need.

Are there any risks are associated with the Project?
Given the particularly charged political atmosphere enveloping every aspect of America's presence in Iraq, a key risk is that the List Project (and the greater cause of U.S.-affiliated Iraqi refugees) becomes co-opted by partisan interests.  If the issue of helping our Iraqi allies becomes construed as a Democratic or Republican interest, a speedy and comprehensive resolution to the crisis will surely slip from our grasp.  To that end, The List Project has and will continue to diligently ensure that partners, board members, publications, and outreach efforts are as balanced and non-partisan as possible.
Further Information:

Please contact Ann McKittrick, Director of Development and Outreach, at: ann@thelistproject.org.
“If I look at the mass I will never act. If I look at the one, I will.”


Mother Teresa








* UNHCR and USCIS


* Human Rights First, ‘Promises to the Persecuted: The Refugee Crisis in Iraq Act of 2008’.  April 2009.





