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The Rev. Carol Jensen, left, wears a hat mimicking the Statue of Liberty as the Rev.
Emillie Binja, a former refugee from Congo, speaks during a rally outside U.S. District
Court after a federal judge blocked President Donald Trump’s effort to halt the
nation’s refugee admissions system, Feb. 25, 2025 in Seattle. (AP/Ryan Sun)
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One week after blocking the efforts of President Donald Trump's administration to
shutter the refugee admissions system, a federal judge in Washington state ordered
the government to produce a status report by Monday (March 10) on its compliance
with his ruling.

Speaking during an emergency hearing Tuesday in Seattle, U.S. District Judge Jamal
Whitehead agreed with a suggestion by lawyers representing faith-based refugee
resettlement organizations that the government produce a "status report" regarding
an injunction issued last week that should have restarted the refugee admissions
program.

"I am going to order the government to issue a status report," Whitehead said,
adding that he also supports a "joint status report," allowing the plaintiffs to weigh in
on "compliance."

Asked directly by the judge whether the U.S. State Department or the Department of
Homeland Security has once again begun processing refugee admission applications
or entries, August Flentje, a lawyer representing the federal government, said there
were "directions to resume" that "went out as soon as this court's order (was)
issued," but added, "I don't have any further information on the details there."

The hearing in the case, known as Pacito v. Trump, comes in the wake of
Whitehead's Feb. 25 ruling, which sided with Church World Service, HIAS, Lutheran
Community Services Northwest and individual refugees and their families in an effort
to halt the president's Jan. 20 executive order suspending the refugee program.
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In his ruling from the bench, Whitehead said the president's actions amounted to a
"nullification of congressional will."

However, the day after the judge's ruling, the Trump administration sent out
termination notices to the 10 refugee resettlement organizations in the U.S. Seven
of those organizations are faith-based, and three — HIAS, Church World Service and
Lutheran Community Services Northwest, an affiliate of Global Refuge — have joined
nine individual plaintiffs in the lawsuit.

Lawyers for the faith groups called the emergency hearing to discuss the
termination notices, with the judge raising questions about the government's timing.

"It's a remarkable coincidence to me that the termination notices would be sent
within 24 hours of the court's preliminary injunction," the judge said, speaking to the
government's attorney.
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Lawyers for the government suggested the timing was due to a different lawsuit, but
the judge appeared skeptical.

"The timing of the government's decision to terminate the contracts of the
resettlement agencies just one day after the court issued its preliminary injunction
raises serious concerns about whether these actions are designed to circumvent the
court's ruling," Whitehead said at the end of the hearing.

In court, Flentje argued that because the Trump administration had not suspended
two overseas contracts — with the United Nations' International Organization For
Migration and Church World Service's Resettlement Support Center Africa — the
administration was leaving grants in place "to facilitate refugee entries and
admission to the U.S. at this point" and that the government could comply with the
preliminary injunction without working with the refugee resettlement organizations.

Melissa Keaney, senior supervising attorney for International Refugee Assistance
Project, pushed back, saying that Church World Service's Africa contract still has not
received any government funding, despite the court's order to lift the suspension of
funds. She also indicated that her group of plaintiffs would amend their pleading to
include the termination notices that several plaintiffs had received.
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After the hearing, Keaney celebrated the judge's determination, saying in a
statement sent to RNS, "The court continues to recognize the devastating harm
facing refugees who have been left in limbo by the Trump administration's unlawful
suspension of the refugee program, as well as the existential threat facing refugee-
serving agencies as a result of the withholding of critical funds."

The government's termination letters were "flagrant attempts to undermine"
Whitehead's order and show "the suspension of the refugee program was never
meant to be temporary," Keaney argued in her statement to RNS. 

"Their actions are not only unlawful and cruel; they're designed to undermine
Congress and the judiciary," she added.
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