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STEPHANIE SANDOVAL, PUBLIC AFFAIRS OFFICER 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 
1)   What is a refugee? (How does the U.S. define someone as a refugee?) 
-          The definition of a refugee is legally quite specific. A refugee, often you might hear in the 
news, or hear the word refugee used quite casually to refer to any person who is displaced due 
to a disaster or conflict. But in fact, the definition of a refugee—it’s useful to know that it’s 
actually quite specific and underpinned by a series of important legal instruments. It’s codified in 
U.S. law and international law. The definition of refugee is someone who has fled his or her 
country, thereby crossing an international boundary, and has a credible fear of persecution 
based on at least one of five very specific categories. Those categories are race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion. If a person meets all of 
those criteria, that person is legally considered a refugee. 

STEPHANIE SANDOVAL, PUBLIC AFFAIRS OFFICER 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 
2)   What agreements exist to respond to refugee and migration issues? 
-          The 1951 Convention concerning the status of refugees followed by the 1967 Protocol 
are the two international legal instruments that underpin the international understanding of a 
refugee. They lay out the criteria for defining a refugee.  They also lay out the rights of people 
who have been granted refugee status, as well as the responsibility of signatory nations to 
provide protection to anyone they have granted refugee status to. The U.S. is, of course, a 
signatory to these international agreements, and this is the basis for which the U.S. has 
established a common definition, a common understanding of what is a refugee. 
  

1)   Why are forcibly displaced people and refugees particularly vulnerable? (examples: 
Women, girls, youth, LGTBI, others...etc.) 

Leora Ward, Program Officer for Gender Equality 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-          We can’t take a cookie cutter approach to assistance. We can’t do the same thing in 
every single response. Populations are different, crises are different, and the needs are different 
on the ground. That being said, the U.S. government funds a number of research projects; we 
fund tool development, we fund guidance, we fund the creation of international standards. So 
we’re constantly learning and constantly documenting what the best practices are on the 
ground, what the minimum standards are on the ground. So we encourage and fund all of our 
partners, mandate them to use those standards, and we’re constantly learning, constantly 
adapting to what’s happening on the ground. And most important for vulnerable populations is to 
actually listen to what their needs are, listen to what’s happening to them, and to respond 
accurately, to program around them and to develop a response that is very specific to the 
situation that they are experiencing. 

2)   What are the dangers posed to refugees? 



Leora Ward, Program Officer for Gender Equality 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-          All displaced populations are at-risk. They are going to be more vulnerable than say, 
myself, who has a stable home, a stable family, and a stable income. That being said, displaced 
populations aren’t homogeneous; they’re not the same across the board. So we have to 
understand who is in our population. For instance, more than 50% of displaced populations 
around the world are women and girls, and women and girls have very specific needs, need 
very specific and specialized tailored services that are specific to them, that are different from 
that of men and boys. So we have to understand who’s in our population, we have to tailor and 
listen to them and program to them. Other populations that we consider at risk or highly 
vulnerable, maybe the elderly, maybe unaccompanied minors, LGBTI populations, or people 
with disabilities. 
  

1)   How does the U.S. work with the UN and other international organizations on refugee 
issues? 

Paula Lynch, Director, Office of Policy & Resources Planning 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-          The international organizations that we work through have been set up multilaterally. 
That is, we share the responsibility for their programs with other countries. So we’re working 
with the rest of the world in supporting these international organizations that have been set up 
since World War II, in light of the Holocaust, to do a better job in the future of providing 
humanitarian assistance. The main two that we work with are the U.N. High Commissioner for 
Refugees, UNHCR, and the other one is the International Committee of the Red Cross. Both are 
established in international law and they have existed since the 40s and 50s—1940s and 50s 
that is. Our program money is provided to those two organizations in principle to allow them to 
be prepared when a crisis happens so that they can be a first responder, to have a global 
presence so that wherever a crisis might happen, they have a presence there, and to be able to 
carry out their function without us having to tell them “step here, turn there, do this, do that”. 
Both of them have very good response capacities, and they’ve managed crises that are quick in 
nature or ones that have last for decades. 

2)   How does the U.S. work with NGOs to resolving refugee and migration issues? 

Paula Lynch, Director, Office of Policy & Resources Planning 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-          The United States and no other country can expect to do everything itself. It behooves us 
to partner with other countries that also want to do good humanitarian assistance, and so we 
work very largely through the large multilateral organizations. However, we also fund non-
governmental organizations, and those are NGOs. They may be U.S.-based, or they may be 
based in another country, or they may be based in the country where the crisis is happening, it 
depends on the situation.  We can fund any of them, we fund many of them. Usually they are 



ones that are also partnering with the international organizations to carry out programs such as 
in health or education for the refugees or forcibly displaced persons (IDPs), internally displaced 
persons, and they are usually partnering with other organizations as well. Most of them are also 
funded by other donor countries as well, so it’s a large complex process to see who’s going to 
be working on the ground. Because there is so much difficulty and because many of them work 
in development programs, usually if a crisis hits, there’s a known set of organizations that are 
there ready to respond. 
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1) How does humanitarian assistance and diplomacy help? How much do we give? 

CHERYL HARRIS, PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS ADVISOR 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

- So the most important thing I want to say off the bat is that our humanitarian assistance is 
needs-based. That means that we need to be nimble in terms of how and where we provide it. 
Humanitarian crises can erupt quickly, and we need to be ready to provide support quickly. 
Through our partners, both through the international organizations through which we work such 
as the U.N. Refugee Agency, the International Organization for Migration, the International 
Committee of the Red Cross, and others, we are able to often work very quickly to assist people 
on the ground including through NGO (Non-Governmental Organizations) partners -- both 
partners that we work with through the State Department -- and also the NGOs (Non-
Governmental Organizations) that are working with these larger international organizations to 
deliver aid immediately to people who need it. So we work together, both at the State 
Department, the Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration and the International Agency 
for Development to provide assistance that helps people at the immediate onset of these crises. 
Food, water, shelter, blankets, everything that you can think of that helps meet somebody’s 
basic needs. We also think further into the future. We think about education, we think about how 
to help women and girls in crisis, we think about livelihoods. So in other words, things that are 
able to provide a family income and help them be self-sufficient so that ultimately they don’t 
need the international community to continue to support them. That’s the ultimate objective, to 
have people have dignity and a sustained livelihood, and ultimately, hopefully, be able to return 
back to the places from which they fled, if and when the situation becomes stable and safe 
enough for them to do so. 
  
3)   How realistic is this diplomacy simulation exercise? 

CHERYL HARRIS, PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS ADVISOR 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-          The simulation is very realistic because it goes through what we at the State Department 
are doing on a day-to-day basis. This is real diplomacy. When you have a crisis that erupts, you 
have multiple actors that are involved -- it’s not always simple. You need to take into 
consideration multiple viewpoints and multiple needs, and there may be challenges that exist on 
various levels. For instance, you need to look at why people have fled in the first place. You 
need to look at how you can assist. You also need to think about how you can prevent such a 



situation from recurring again. And, of course, situations can be long-term. We like to think that 
we can solve problems immediately, but the reality is we know from what is happening in the 
world today is that when people are forced to flee, it’s often for a longer period of time than we 
would like. So the U.S. government is engaged diplomatically on a day- to-day basis working 
with other governments, working with international partners such as UNHCR (United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees), and of course with NGOs (Non-Governmental 
Organizations) to help meet the needs of people who have fled, but to also conduct that vital 
humanitarian diplomacy to help bring people together to resolve these conflicts 
  

1) Why is it in our (U.S.) interest to help refugees? 

CHERYL HARRIS, PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS ADVISOR 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-  This simulation really covers a global issue. The issue of forcible displacement is one that we 
read about every day, we’re seeing every day, and it really is truly global. The U.N. Refugee 
agency, the UNHCR (United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), tells us that 68.5 million 
people have been forced to flee from their homes. That’s either within their own countries or 
having crossed an international border. Over 50% of all refugees are under the age of 18. So 
we’re thinking about our future leaders, our future citizens with us in the world as we think about 
why we are attempting to help and provide assistance. We’re thinking about regional security, 
our own national security, as we consider why it’s important to provide lifesaving assistance to 
so many people around the world. The United States works in different ways to do this. We do 
this through our diplomatic efforts, which means that we work through our embassies that are 
located in multiple countries around the world. We do this through our humanitarian assistance 
that comes both from the State Department’s Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration 
and also from the U.S. Agency for International Development. The assistance is truly lifesaving. 
So when somebody is forced to flee from their homes, our assistance is there in many cases to 
help and support them. This is to provide basic things like food, water, and shelter, but it’s also 
to provide essential things like education and livelihoods so that people can be supported where 
they are, and eventually, when the conditions are safe and stable enough to (be able) to return 
home, is the first hope that we have for individuals when they are forced to flee from their 
homes. 
  
2) What does U.S. assistance pay for? What impact does that have? 

 CHERYL HARRIS, PUBLIC DIPLOMACY AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS ADVISOR 
Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration (PRM), United States Department of State 

-          In determining the needs in a particular humanitarian crisis, it’s important to conduct an 
assessment to understand what the reality is on the ground. We do that through our partners, 
through the international organizations with which we work so that we have a good 
understanding of what the needs are. We also have, as I had mentioned previously, a number of 
embassies around the world and one of the reasons that our bureau is unique in the State 
Department is that we have refugee coordinators who are located in multiple embassies who 
are able to work diplomatically on these issues, work with our partners on the ground, and also 



help us to understand what the realities are so that we can respond as quickly as we can to 
emergencies and not just respond, but provide what is actually needed to people at the time. 
  

  
  
  


