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USA: One Year of Afghanistan War Spending
Could Fund Resettlement of 1.2 Million
Refugees

“We’ve spent billions on war. Now, let’s spend to bring Afghans to safety”

Thursday 19 August 2021, by JOHNSON Jake (Date first published: 17 August 2021).

As the Biden administration faces criticism for not doing enough to assist those fleeing
Afghanistan, an analysis released Monday showed that the roughly $19 billion the
Pentagon budgeted for the U.S. occupation of the country in 2020 alone could cover initial
resettlement costs for 1.2 million refugees

“We have a duty to save lives—and to do so, we must welcome many, many more refugees as quickly
as possible.”
—Rep. Cori Bush

Lindsay Koshgarian of the National Priorities Project estimated that the $18.6 billion the Pentagon
allocated for its 2020 operations in Afghanistan—where the Taliban is in the process of retaking
power after two decades of deadly U.S. occupation—could pay up-front refugee relocation costs of
$15,148 for the more than “250,000 Afghans displaced since the end of May (and growing)” and “a
significant chunk of the 3.5 million Afghans who were internally displaced as of July.”

“Refugees typically receive some assistance after their arrival, but even if we expanded to cover an
additional four years of the approximately $4,600 in annualized social service aid that refugees
typically receive, we could still resettle more than half a million people, for just one year’s worth of
the cost of fighting,” Koshgarian noted. “We’d face even lower costs to help resettle Afghans in
countries closer to home—all the more reason after 20 years of war to step up with some serious
resources and get it done.”

“After twenty years,” she added, “we owe the Afghan people at least that much.”

The analysis came as progressive lawmakers in the U.S. and global humanitarian organizations
implored the Biden administration to open the U.S. to vulnerable Afghans attempting to escape a
growing humanitarian crisis and Taliban rule. According to the United Nations Refugee Agency, 80%
of those currently trying to flee Afghanistan are women and children.

In a speech on Monday, U.S. President Joe Biden said that “in the coming days, the U.S. military will
provide assistance to move more [Special Immigrant Visa]-eligible Afghans and their families out of
Afghanistan.” The Pentagon confirmed Monday that it is planning to house up to 22,000 Afghans at
two U.S. bases—Fort Bliss in Texas and Fort McCoy in Wisconsin.

“We’re also expanding refugee access to cover other vulnerable Afghans who worked for our
embassy: U.S. non-governmental agencies—or the U.S. non-governmental organizations; and
Afghans who otherwise are at great risk; and U.S. news agencies,” the president added.
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Following his remarks, Biden directed the U.S. State Department to use up to $500 million from the
nation’s Emergency Refugee and Migration Assistance Fund to meet “unexpected urgent refugee
and migration needs of refugees, victims of conflict, and other persons at risk as a result of the
situation in Afghanistan, including applicants for Special Immigrant Visas.”

But critics have accused the Biden administration of failing to adequately plan for the rapid collapse
of the Afghan government that followed the ongoing withdrawal of U.S. forces from the country—a
still-deteriorating situation that has left countless people in limbo as they seek safety for themselves
and their families.

In his speech Monday, Biden claimed the administration didn’t begin evacuating at-risk civilians
sooner “because the Afghan government and its supporters discouraged us from organizing a mass
exodus to avoid triggering, as they said, 'a crisis of confidence.””

Earlier this month, the U.S. State Department expanded eligibility for the Special Immigrant Visa
(SIV) program, opening it to tens of thousands of Afghans who worked for U.S. government
contractors, U.S.-based media outlets, and U.S.-based non-governmental organizations. The families
of eligible Afghans also have access to the program, whose application process consists of an
arduous 14 steps.

And as the Wall Street Journal observed on Monday, the program excludes the poorest Afghans by
design. “To claim refugee status,” the Journal noted, “the Afghans must enter through a third
country and cover the costs of travel and lodging on their own—a hurdle that is nearly impossible to
surmount under the current, chaotic circumstances.”

In a letter to Biden on Monday, the advocacy organization Refugees International called on the
administration to “express its willingness initially to resettle up to 200,000 Afghan refugees, as part
of an international responsibility-sharing effort to rescue and resettle Afghans at risk.”

“While most would be resettled from countries of asylum,” the group wrote, “a program ultimately
could involve direct resettlement from Afghanistan, akin to the Orderly Departure program that
resulted in the resettlement of many hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese directly from their
country of origin.”

Rep. Cori Bush (D-Mo.), part of a chorus of progressive lawmakers pushing Biden to do more to
welcome refugees—in addition to ending the interventionist foreign policy approach that creates
such humanitarian crises—noted in a tweet Monday that the U.S. “welcomed 120,000 refugees in a
single year” in the aftermath of the Vietnam War.

“Yet the United States has only taken in 2,000 Afghan refugees thus far,” Bush wrote. “We have a
duty to save lives—and to do so, we must welcome many, many more refugees as quickly as
possible.”

Jake Johnson

P.S.
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