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I n t r o d u c t i o n
In January 2017, U.S. President Donald Trump 
imposed his first travel ban. It suspended 
the U.S. Refugee Resettlement Program and 
blocked from entering the United States 
all individuals from seven Muslim-majority 
countries (including those who had green 
cards). Refugees International, along with 
untold numbers of Americans, opposed the 
ban as discriminatory and inhumane. Federal 
courts blocked the ban’s implementation, but 
later the same year, President Trump issued a 
second and then a third version of the ban. 

In June 2018, the Supreme Court upheld 
the third version of the ban citing national 
security.1 However, as former national security 
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officials have written, “the ban targets 
countries whose nationals have committed no 
deadly terrorist attacks on U.S. soil in modern 
history.”2 The ban currently bars all immigrants 
and many visitors from Iran, Libya, North 
Korea, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen as well as 
some visiting Venezuelan government officials 
and their family members.  

The Court upheld the ban in part because 
it includes a process for nationals from the 
banned countries to enter the United States 
by obtaining a waiver. Waivers are to be 
granted in cases where the applicant can 
meet three criteria: 1) the applicant can show 
that being denied entry to the United States 
would cause them undue hardship; 2) their 
entry would be in the national interest of the 
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United States; and 3) their entry would not 
pose a threat to the national security or public 
safety of the United States. 

“So far, however, only some 10 
percent of people from Muslim-
majority countries who applied for 
waivers have received one.”

So far, however, only some 10 percent of 
people from Muslim-majority countries who 
applied for waivers have received one.3 This 
is due largely to the narrow ways the waiver 
requirements are defined.4 “Living in a conflict 
zone” under “difficult conditions” is not 
considered “undue hardship” for the purpose 
of receiving a waiver. National interest is 
defined in the State Department’s waiver 
guidance as whether a U.S. citizen or legal 
resident or organization would suffer hardship 
if the applicant could not enter immediately.5 
Many of those who have applied for waivers 
have had their applications stuck in the threat 
screening—the third waiver requirement—for 
months. Moreover, since January 2018, the 
administration has subjected refugees from 
the banned countries, and family members 
from those countries following to join refugees 
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previously resettled in the United States, to 
special heightened security procedures.6 This 
has contributed to a dramatic reduction of the 
percentage of resettled refugees from Muslim-
majority countries, despite the fact that such 
refugees make up a substantial proportion of 
refugees worldwide.7 

On top of the difficulty in meeting the 
requirements, those going through the 
waiver process have found it opaque and 
complicated. But the most troubling aspect 
of the ban is that is has unnecessarily put 
lives at risk. It has also separated families 
and blocked applicants’ access to education 
and professional opportunities. The 
humanitarian impact of the ban is devastating. 
Refugees International is one of hundreds of 
organizations supporting the No Ban Act,8 
which would overturn the current ban and 
prevent presidents from enacting similarly 
broad and discriminatory bans. As part of 
its advocacy effort, Refugees International 
collected stories from individuals and the 
family members of individuals stranded 
by the ban in countries suffering war and 
humanitarian crises. Here are three of their 
stories, told in their own words.9 
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W a r s a n ,  a  S o m a l i a n 
R e f u g e e
I lived with my husband and children in 
Mogadishu, where we owned a small store. 
In 2008, the violence of the civil war was 
intense, stores were ransacked, and houses 
were abandoned. My husband was murdered. 
Then my husband’s family demanded that I 
marry his brother. I fled with my children to 
Ethiopia. My husband’s brother followed me 
to the refugee camp there and, while I was in 
the hospital with my youngest child, took my 
other children back to Somalia. My eldest son 
managed to escape and bring them back to 
Ethiopia. 

Through the refugee resettlement program, I 
was able to come to United States and then 
applied for my children to follow me. I applied 
for all four of them to come, but only my 
three younger children arrived in March 2018. 
Though I have asked many times, I still don’t 
know what is holding my eldest son, now 19, 
back in Addis Ababa. He is alone there. I worry 
about him, because of the danger there and 
my inability to reach him, because of blocked 
phone service, and his fear of even picking 
up the money I send him, worried he will be 
targeted. There is conflict between ethnic 
groups there, and he cannot get around safely. 
I am desperate for information as to what 
is holding up his application, and all I have 
been told is that I must wait for approval and 
processing.

“He remembers the death of his 
father, the attempts by his uncle to 
take the children, escaping back to 
Ethiopia. He has nightmares and 
went through all of this; he’s the one 
that deserves most to come here as 
a refugee.”

- W a r s a n

I feel like part of my body is ripped off 
from me, like an arm. He is the oldest. He 
remembers the death of his father, the 
attempts by his uncle to take the children, 
escaping back to Ethiopia. He has nightmares 
and went through all of this; he’s the one that 
deserves most to come here as a refugee. He 
who suffered the most in Somalia remains in 
danger. My other children are adjusting and 
don’t remember as much. They are drifting 
away—they have a future life here—while my 
eldest, their own brother, is still back there, 
afraid for his life. I think about him all the time, 
and, as a parent, I feel stuck in the middle. 
The younger children ask me to bring him 
and when will he come. And I don’t have an 
answer. When he comes, he will be—I know—
such a help to me with the children.

S h a f i n ,  a  S y r i a n 
S t u d e n t
I graduated from Damascus University in 2011 
as a dentist. At the time of my graduation, the 
Syrian regime escalated its use of violence, 
and city invasions by the army became 
normal. As a member of a first aid team for 
the Syrian Red Crescent, I began providing 
medical services to the people who were 
injured during the protests. Then, in mid-2012, 
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my home city of Moadamyat El Sham, west 
of Damascus, suffered two massacres and 
a siege; no food or medicine were allowed 
in and no civilians were allowed out. The 
situation deteriorated and several children 
died from severe acute malnutrition. I was one 
of a handful of doctors responsible for the 
lives of 11,000 people.

Over the next four years, I conducted hun-
dreds of emergency orthopedic and vascular 
surgeries. I had to make difficult decisions 
about who lived and who died; I still have 
haunting dreams about why I worked to save 
some and not others. I had to continue—there 
was nobody else to do it—despite terrible 
back pain from doing long surgeries [outside 
and exposed to the elements without any of 
the necessary equipment]. I was compelled to 
take on the role of a doctor in a time of con-
stant crisis and limited resources.

In October 2016, my family, including myself, 
my wife, and two children, were forced to 
leave our home and to travel in a convoy of 
buses to Idlib. We struggled there for two 
months, trying several times to get to Turkey. 
In Turkey, I had to think in a different way. I 
couldn’t work legally as a dentist. Moreover, 
my experience as an emergency surgeon 
during the war made me sure I wanted to de-
vote my professional life to improving health 
care in zones and times of conflict. 

“I was one of a handful of doctors 
responsible for the lives of 11,000 
people.”

- S h a f i n

I have terrible memories of what it was like to 
work in the besieged area. Why this newborn 
could not be put into an incubator because 
we could not use all the fuel we had to run 

it. I saw the injustice born of lack of resourc-
es. How people could die and how people 
reacted. That’s what I want to change, that’s 
what I want to study. Doing surgeries during 
the siege made me physically unable to be a 
surgeon because of injury to my back but sure 
that I wanted to use my experience in the field 
of public health. 

I won a fellowship to study public health and 
was accepted at Washington University in St. 
Louis [in Missouri]. I signed my grant contract, 
registered for classes, looked for housing, 
and most important, sorted out how my family 
could make ends meet while I studied in the 
United States. I went to the U.S. consulate ap-
pointment with all the required documents and 
several support letters, which meant nothing 
to the officer because I am Syrian. After a half 
an hour interview, I received a paper stating 
that I was eligible for a visa but barred by the 
travel ban. I was told that, if I was found eligi-
ble for a waiver, they would let me know and 
that I could follow the status of my application 
online. I checked my application constantly 
but, after three months, the online system said 
I was denied. There was no way for me to 
appeal. I was devastated. And my family was 
running out of savings to rely upon to live. 

I recently began a public health master’s 
program in Germany, but my scholarship does 
not allow me to bring my family to Berlin. So, I 
am now separated from them. In the spring of 
2020, I will be required to spend three months 
doing field work in Mexico as part of the pro-
gram, and I fear I may get stuck there, thou-
sands of miles from my family, like so many 
others unable to find refuge. 

N a i l a ,  a  Y e m e n i -
A m e r i c a n 
I was born in Yemen but, since my parents are 
U.S. citizens, I was a U.S. citizen too. I came to 
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live in Michigan in 1999 when I was five and 
have lived here since then. On a trip to visit 
my extended family in Yemen after I graduat-
ed high school, a friend introduced me to her 
brother, who is now my husband. I wanted 
to continue my studies and wasn’t sure I was 
ready to get married—but I fell in love and he 
was persistent! 

Because of the war, my parents could not 
attend the wedding and I couldn’t leave 
Yemen afterwards. By the time I made it back 
to the United States, I was already pregnant. 
Soon after I arrived, the travel ban was put 
into place. In late 2017, I had an interview in 
Michigan and explained my situation and that 
I wanted so much for my husband to know our 
son, for me not to have to raise him alone. My 
husband had already missed my son’s early 
milestones. 

“I wanted so much for my husband 
to know our son, for me not to have 
to raise him alone. My husband had 
already missed my son’s early mile-
stones. ”

- N a i l a

My husband traveled from Yemen to Malaysia 
for his interview. They asked for a picture of 
our son and his original birth certificate. But 
they denied my husband a visa because of 
the travel ban and his waiver application just 
lingered in administrative processing. My hus-
band could not afford to wait in Malaysia, so 
he went back to Yemen.
 
My husband is back in Yemen, where it is very 
hard for him to find regular work. Planes are 
constantly overhead, and nobody goes out at 
night. Still, I seriously considered taking my 
son to visit his father. But what if my son need-

ed something? It is impossible to travel from 
village to city; there is no hospital I could take 
my son to. It would be impossible to leave the 
country quickly given the ongoing conflict. In 
the United States, I am safe but unhappy; if I 
go to Yemen, we could be a happy family to-
gether, but we would not be safe. Who would 
be responsible if something were to happen 
to me while I visited there? When I was young, 
I dreamt of working in the foreign service, at 
the embassy. Now I don’t want to be that per-
son who is keeping Americans separated from 
their families. 

I visited my senator’s office to ask for help. I’m 
so busy usually in my daily life— working full 
time and going to nursing school, while raising 
my son alone—that I don’t have time to think 
through my situation often. So I didn’t think 
I would break down in recounting my story, 
the helplessness that I feel, living like a single 
mom. I didn’t go to the office to cry. I know I’m 
just one of a thousand, if not more, that come 
and cry. I asked, is there something wrong 
with the case, something more you need that 
I can provide? But the answer is always the 
same—that everything is fine and that I just 
need to wait. We have missed celebrating our 
anniversary, Ramadan, birthdays, and more 
than one Eid together. My husband never got 
to hold his first child, and that breaks my heart. 

I want whoever is reading this to put yourself 
in my shoes. You might criticize a decision to 
take a child to a war zone. But it is not fair to 
live on different sides of the globe. Lawmak-
ers—who live with their families—need to stop 
this ban from keeping families like mine apart.
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