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Chairwoman Manchin, Vice-Chairs Perkins and Bhargava, Members of the Committee: Thank 

you for your invitation to testify before you today on this critical topic.  By way of background, I 

had the profound honor of serving as director of United States Citizenship and Immigration 

Services (USCIS) in the Department of Homeland Security from 2014 to 2017.  My service as 

USCIS director followed a career spent in largest part as a state and federal prosecutor, and 

Department of Justice official.   Since shortly after stepping down from my position as USCIS 

director, I have served as member of the board of HIAS, the same organization that over fifty 

years earlier had assisted my parents, grandmother and great uncle in their flight from 

communist dictatorship in Cuba. 

You have asked me to focus my testimony this morning on the security screening process. I will 

share my understanding of the tools that are used in the security screening process and will also 

address the importance of tailoring the use of such tools to optimize protection of the American 

people while safeguarding other important interests.  

Any time a government grants a permission or license of any type, it is engaging in a weighing 

of  the benefits of that privilege against the risks of the activity being allowed.  Governments will 

often condition their grant on a demonstration that the risks of the activity can be mitigated.  The 

best-known version of such risk mitigation is the driver licensure process where new drivers 

must demonstrate minimum competence as drivers and an understanding of the vehicle and 

traffic laws.  Drivers also may lose their driving privilege if there is evidence that they pose a 

greater than normal risk of harming themselves or others, such as following a conviction for 

intoxicated driving.  Governments do not take every conceivable measure to mitigate the risks of 

driving.  They make considered decisions as to the measures needed in light of the risks 

presented. 

A comparable risk assessment process drives our approach to screening refugees and other 

immigrants to the U.S. to mitigate risks to US public safety and national security.  With each 

measure utilized in this process, we need to ask ourselves whether the measure is effective at 

screening out those who may harm to the U.S.  We should also ask whether each measure 

needlessly bars or hinders otherwise deserving applicants, without any real benefit to the safety 

and security of the United States. 

During my service as USCIS director, I was constantly mindful that my first priority was the 

safety and security of the American people.  Recognizing this responsibility, USCIS along with 

its DHS vetting partners and other parts of the US intelligence and law enforcement community 

implemented a number of enhancements to ensure that the immigration system was not used as a 

pathway to harm the American people. Most significantly, we began the use of recurrent vetting 

of certain populations deemed to present higher risk. Our security checks through the 

“Interagency Check” (IAC) involved recurrent queries of a comprehensive set of intelligence and 
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law enforcement databases prior to and even after the arrival of the individual, improvements 

made in the years after the disruption of the Bowling Green conspiracy. This ensured that 

relevant USCIS, Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and State Department officials had such 

information in real-time and could take appropriate action based on that information at any point 

in the process. Additionally, we commenced the use of social media review for certain 

populations, examining content on Instagram, Facebook and Twitter for possible evidence 

suggesting threats to our national security. Finally, we implemented pre-review of certain cases 

to provide interviewing officers with targeted questions to elicit information about possible 

national security issues. 

These enhancements joined an already extremely thorough regime of vetting for travelers to the 

United States. Beginning in the years following the attacks of September 11, 2001, the screening 

process developed into a robust and multi-layered system of individualized vetting procedures to 

screen immigrants for potential admission. Using information from the State Department, DHS, 

the National Counterterrorism Center, the FBI, the Defense Department, and local and 

international partners, the vetting system comprehensively investigates each visa and refugee 

applicant through a series of interview-based, biographical, and biometric checks that can extend 

over many months, even after an applicant’s admission. 

At interview, consular officers, or in the refugee context, USCIS officers, investigate case-

relevant information regarding the applicant’s identity, qualifications for the particular visa 

category, and possible ineligibilities due to criminal history, prior visa applications, or travel to 

the United States, and potential security threats. A visa applicant’s data is also reviewed through 

specific electronic databases set up by the State Department, which contain tens of millions of 

visa records, in order to detect and respond to any derogatory information regarding the 

applicant. 

Nearly all visa applicants submit to a 10-print fingerprint scan that is screened against two 

primary databases: (1) DHS’s IDENT database, which contains available fingerprints of known 

and suspected terrorists, wanted persons, and those who have committed immigration violations, 

and (2) the FBI’s Next Generation Identification (“NGI”) system, which contains more than 75.5 

million criminal history records. All visa photos are also compared to a gallery of photos of 

known or suspected terrorists obtained from the FBI as well as the State Department’s repository 

of all visa applicant photos. 

Visa applicants are further vetted through various interagency systems using pooled data from 

law enforcement and intelligence sources - the interagency check (IAC) referenced earlier. 

DHS’s Pre-adjudicated Threat Recognition and Intelligence Operations Team (“PATRIOT”) and 

Visa Security Program (“VSP”) provide another level of review of visa applications at overseas 

locations. Using resources from DHS Immigration and Customs Enforcement (“ICE”), CBP, and 

the State Department, PATRIOT reviews applications to identify national security, public safety, 

and other eligibility concerns before a visa is granted. Part of this review consists of manual 

vetting by a team of agents, officers, and analysts from ICE and CBP if an application presents 

potential derogatory information. Similarly, the VSP deploys DHS officers to diplomatic posts to 

provide additional visa security services in order to identify terrorists, criminals, and others who 

are ineligible for visas before they apply for admission or travel to the United States.  And, of 



3 

course, ultimate decisions on admission were based on the standard that the applicant bears the 

burden of proving admissibility to the U.S. 

As a use case demonstrating the effectiveness of these procedures, it is worthwhile to consider 

our experience with the populations believed by many to present the highest risk, refugees from 

Syria and Iraq. As USCIS Director, I repeatedly appeared before Congressional committees to 

address concerns, at times even alarm, at the prospect of admission of refugees from those 

countries. To date, not a single such refugee has engaged or attempted to engage in an act of 

terrorist violence on U.S. soil, notwithstanding the admission of tens of thousands of people from 

those two countries. Hundreds have been denied; thousands have had their cases placed on hold. 

After President Trump took office, his Administration justified further and considerably more 

severe restrictions on immigrants and visitors to the U.S. on the basis that immigrants posed an 

intolerable threat to the U.S., and that “extreme vetting” would be necessary to overcome the 

weaknesses of prior screening approaches.    Travel bans covering entire countries, including 

ones which were generating the largest and most desperate refugee flows, were put into effect 

within days of President Trump taking office.    Additional vetting procedures including wider 

use of social media vetting, and  more extensive inquiry into residential history were 

subsequently implemented.  And, of course, refugee admission ceilings were reduced to the bare 

minimum.   

As a further step to amplify the purported threat posed by immigrants and refugees, the 

Department of Homeland Security stood up the Victims of Immigration Crime Engagement 

Office (VOICE) with the stated purpose to “acknowledge and serve the needs of crime victims 

and their families who have been affected by crimes committed by individuals with a nexus to 

immigration.”   VOICE’s website includes a “Newsroom” which links to ICE press releases 

including ones concerning action taken against immigrants accused of crimes.   After four years, 

not a single one of those press releases pertains to any attempted, conspired or actual violent 

crime by an individual admitted to the U.S. as a refugee under the vetting procedures in place 

during the periods of increasing refugee admission from 2015 to 2017. 

At the same time, there have been situations where refugee populations were denied admission 

possibly as a result of screening criteria that placed excessive weight on factors, such as 

association with suspect persons, that standing alone have limited probative value in determining 

whether refugee applicant themselves poses a threat.  

For example, for the last four years, almost no individuals have come through the resettlement 

program that allows Iranians to go to Vienna, Austria for processing before arrival in the United 

States. In fiscal year 2020, not one individual entered the United States through this program. 

The Biden administration’s Proposed Emergency Presidential Determination on Refugee 

Admissions for Fiscal Year 2021 report to Congress noted that the administration is working with 

the Austrian government to restart the partnership to resettle Iranian religious minorities. This is 

an important development given that there are now thousands of people waiting in the pipeline 

for the opportunity to finally reunite with their families in the United States. From this 

experience, I urge my colleagues at DHS and elsewhere to remain mindful that as we go forward, 

we should carefully consider whether the vetting procedures to be utilized will indeed advance 

our national security objectives, or whether they simply create collateral harms to the other 
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legitimate objectives of our refugee and immigrant policies. President Biden’s February 4th 

executive order on rebuilding the U.S. refugee resettlement program includes language about the 

need for the USRAP security vetting to be “improved to be more efficient, meaningful, and fair, 

and should be complemented by sound methods of fraud detection to ensure program integrity 

and protection national security.” 

As the son of refugees myself, I understand the truth that the overwhelming majority of refugees 

come to the U.S. with nothing but the desire to work hard, support their families, contribute to 

their communities and to practice their faith freely.  As a believing Jew, I recognize that 

persecution based on faith goes to the very heart of who the victim is and has been shown 

through history to be among the more cruel and violent forms of oppression.  I am hopeful that 

our government will honor these truths as it works to revitalize our refugee admissions process in 

the years to come. 

 

 


