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UNDERSTANDING YOUR LEGAL STATUS
2.1 Refugee Status Overview — With Statutory Citations
Being admitted to the United States as a refugee provides protection, lawful presence, and 
a structured pathway toward permanent residency and citizenship. Refugee admission is 
governed by Section 207 of the Immigration and Nationality Act (INA), which defines a refugee 
as a person outside their country who cannot return due to persecution or a well-founded fear 
of persecution based on protected grounds.¹
Upon admission, refugees are granted lawful status and are immediately authorized to live 
and work in the United States. They may also receive limited resettlement support during the 
early stages of integration. However, refugee status is transitional and carries specific legal 
obligations that must be followed to maintain eligibility for future immigration benefits.

I. Legal Authorization and Rights

Right to Live in the United States

Refugees admitted under INA § 207 are lawfully present in the United States and protected 
from removal solely due to lack of lawful entry.² Refugee status allows individuals to reside 
anywhere in the country, subject to local laws and resettlement arrangements.

Right to Work Immediately

Refugees are authorized to work upon arrival based on their immigration status. Employment 
authorization is incident to refugee status, meaning individuals do not need to wait for 
additional approval to begin working.³ This reflects U.S. policy emphasizing rapid economic 
self-sufficiency.

Right to Limited Resettlement Support

Resettlement programs administered by the U.S. Department of State and the Office of 
Refugee Resettlement provide temporary assistance, including housing support, cultural 
orientation, employment services, and initial financial assistance.⁴ These benefits are intended 
to support early integration and are generally time-limited.

II. Mandatory Legal Responsibilities

While refugee status grants important protections, it also imposes legal obligations that are 
reviewed during applications for permanent residency and citizenship.

1. Apply for Lawful Permanent Residence After One Year

Under INA § 209(a) and related USCIS policy guidance, refugees must apply for adjustment of 
status (Form I-485) after one year of physical presence in the United States.⁵ 
The USCIS Policy Manual explains that applicants must demonstrate eligibility, including 
admissibility under immigration law and proof of continued refugee status.⁶
Adjustment of status provides lawful permanent residence (“Green Card”), which offers greater 
stability, broader travel rights, and eligibility for naturalization after the statutory residency 
period.⁷
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Failure to apply in a timely manner may delay or complicate future immigration benefits.

2. Obey All Federal, State, and Local Laws

Refugees must comply with all laws within the United States. Criminal violations can have 
serious immigration consequences, including denial of adjustment of status or naturalization. 
USCIS policy requires officers to evaluate admissibility under INA § 212, including criminal and 
security-related grounds.⁶
Even minor offenses can affect immigration eligibility; therefore, understanding local laws and 
maintaining lawful conduct is essential.

3. File Income Taxes If Required

Refugees earning income in the United States must comply with federal and state tax 
obligations. Filing taxes is not only a legal requirement but also an important factor in 
demonstrating good moral character during naturalization proceedings.⁸ Maintaining accurate 
tax records is strongly recommended.

4. Report Address Changes Within 10 Days (Form AR-11)

Non-citizens must notify USCIS of any change of address within 10 days by submitting Form 
AR-11.⁹ This requirement ensures that individuals receive official immigration notices and 
prevents missed deadlines that could jeopardize immigration benefits.

5. Register for Selective Service (Males Ages 18–25)

Male refugees between ages 18 and 25 must register with the Selective Service System. 
Registration does not mean automatic military service but is required by law and is reviewed 
during citizenship applications.¹⁰ Failure to register without a valid exemption may affect 
eligibility for federal benefits and naturalization.

III. Travel Considerations and Documentation

Refugees wishing to travel internationally must obtain a Refugee Travel Document before 
departure. Returning to the country of claimed persecution without legal advice may raise 
questions about refugee eligibility and could affect immigration benefits.³
Maintaining organized records — including immigration documents, tax filings, employment 
history, and correspondence from USCIS — is critical throughout the immigration process.

IV. Consequences of Noncompliance

Failure to meet legal obligations may result in:

•	 Delays or denial of permanent residency
•	 Ineligibility for citizenship
•	 Removal proceedings
•	 Loss of eligibility for certain benefits

The USCIS Policy Manual emphasizes that adjustment of status and naturalization decisions 
depend on continued compliance with statutory requirements.⁶
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Conclusion
Refugee status provides an important legal pathway to long-term stability in the United States. 
Refugees are authorized to live and work immediately and receive limited resettlement sup-
port. However, this status also requires compliance with immigration laws, tax regulations, and 
civic obligations.

By understanding and fulfilling these responsibilities — applying for permanent residency, 
obeying all laws, filing taxes, reporting address changes, and registering for Selective Service 
where applicable — refugees protect their immigration future and strengthen their path toward 
permanent residence and eventual citizenship.
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