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Citizenship Likely an Unreliable Indicator of Terrorist Threat to the United States

Scope Note: This paper was prepared at the request of the DHS Acting Under Secretary for
Intelligence and Analysis. It assesses the international terrorist threat to the United States and
worldwide by citizens of Iran, Iraq, Libya, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, and Yemen. Citizens of
these seven countries were impacted by Section 3 of Executive Order (E.0.) 13769

“Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United States.” The assessment
relies on unclassified information from Department of Justice press releases on terrorism-
related convictions and terrorist attack perpetrators killed in the act, Department of State visa
statistics, the 2016 Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community, and the
Departiment of State Country Reports on Terrorism 2015. This paper does not assess the threat

of domestic terrorism.

Key Findings

e DHS I&A assesses that country of citizenship is unlikely to be a reliable indicator of
potential terrorist activity. Since the beginning of the Syrian conflict in March 2011, the
foreign-bom primarily US-based individuals who were inspired by a foreign terrorist
organization to participate in terrorism-related activity were citizens of 26 different
countries, with no one country representing more than 13.5 percent of the foreign-born
total.

Relatively few citizens of the seven countries impacted by E.O. 13769, compared to
neighboring countries, maintain access to the United States.

Terrorist groups in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen pose a threat of attacks in the United States
while groups in Iran, Libya, Somalia, and Sudan remain regionally focused.

Citizens of Countries Affected by E.O. 13769 Rarely Implicated in US-Based Terrorism

DHS 1&A assesses that country of citizenship is unlikely to be a reliable indicator of potential
terrorist activity. Since the beginning of the Syrian conflict in March 2011, at least 82 primarily
US-based individuals, who died in the pursuit of or were convicted of any terrorism-related
federal offense inspired by a foreign terrorist organization, according to a DHS study of
Department of Justice press releases on convict ions and terrorist attack perpetrators killed in the
act.!” Ofthe 82 individuals we identified, slightly more than half were native-born United States
citizens. Of the foreign-born individuals, they came from 26 different countries, with no one

country representing more than 13.5 percent of the foreign-born total.

 The top seven origin countries of the foreign-born individuals are: Pakistan (5), Somalia
(3), and Bangladesh, Cuba, Ethiopia, Iraq, and Uzbekistan (2).

* For the purposes of this paper, we limited our data to individuals prosecuted under 18 U.S.C. Chapter 133B in
support of or inspired by a Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO). We excluded traveling or aftempting to travel
overseas 1o join a FTO and activities unrelated to FTOs, to include purely domestic terrorism.
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* Of the seven countries impacted by £.0. 13769 that are not listed above, Iran, Sudan, and
Yemen had 1 cach, and there were no individuals from Syria.

Limited Access to the United States by Citizens of Impacted Countries

Relatively few citizens of the seven countries impacted by E.O. 13769, compared to neighboring
countries, maintain access to the United States. None of the seven countries account for more
than 7 percent of the US visas granted in their region—the Middle East and North Africa or Sub-
Saharan Africa—in Fiscal Year 2015, according to publicly available Fiscal Year 2015 visa
issuance data from the Department of State."
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Few of the Impacted Countries Have Terrorist Groups that Threaten the West

Terrorist groups in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen pose a threat of attacks in the United States, while
groups in Iran, Libya, Somalia, and Sudan are regionally focused, according to the 2016
Worldwide Threat Assessment of the US Intelligence Community and the Department of State

Country Reports on Terrorism 2015.

Iran - Designated as a State Sponsor of Terrorism in 1984, Iran continued its terrorist-related
activity in 2015, including support for Hizballah, Palestinian terrorist groups in Gaza, and
various groups in Iraq and throughout the Middle East, according to the Country Reports on
Terrorism 2015.* Iran used the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-Qods Force (IRGC-QF) to
implement foreign policy goals, provide cover for intelligence operations, and create instability

* Fiscal Year 2015 is the most recent year we have visa issuance data for both immigrant and non-immigrant visas.
A-l, A2, A-3, C-2, NATO, G-1, G-2, G-3, and G-3 non-immigrant visas were excluded from these calculations 1o

be consistent with section 3{¢) in E.O. 13769




A-l, A2, A-3, C-2, NATO, G-1, G-2, G-3, and G-3 non-immigrant visas were excluded from these calculations to
be consistent with section 3(¢) in E.O. 13769,

in the Middle East. The IRGC-QF is Iran’s primary mechanism for cultivating and supporting
terrorists abroad.

Iraq and Syria — The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) has become the preeminent
terrorist threat because of its self-described caliphate in Syria and Irag, its branches and
emerging branches in other countries, and its increasing ability to direct and inspire attacks
against a wide range of targets around the world, according to the 2016 Worldwide Threat
Assessment.® ISIL’s narrative supports jihadist recruiting, attracts others to travel to Iraq and
Syria, draws individuals and groups to declare allegiance to ISIL, and justifies attacks across the
globe.

Libya — Libya has been locked in civil war between two rival governments and affiliated armed
groups, according to the 2016 Worldwide Threat Assessment.” The 17 December 20135 signing
of a UN-brokered agreement to form a Government of National Accord resulted from a year-
long political dialogue that sought to end the ongoing civil war and reconcile Libya’s rival
governments. Extremists and terrorists have exploited the security vacuum to plan and launch
attacks in Libya and throughout the region.

Somalia - In 2015, al-Shabaab continued to commit deadly attacks in Somalia. seeking to

reverse progress made by the Federal Government of Somalia and weaken the political will of
the African Union Mission in Somalia troop contributing countries, according to the Country
Reports on Terrorism 2015.7

Sudan ~ Sudan was designated as a State Sponsor of Terrorism in 1993 due to concerns about
support to international terrorist groups, according to the Country Reports on Terrorism 2015.% In
2014, members of Hamas were allowed to raise funds, travel, and live in Sudan, However, in
2015 the use of Sudan by Palestinian designated terrorist groups appeared to have declined. The

last known shipment was interdicted by Isracl in 2014

Yemen — Al-Qa’ida in the Arabian Peninsula remained a significant threat to Yemen, the region,
and to the United States in 2013, as efforts to counter the group were hampered by the ongoing
conflict in that country, according to the Country Reports on Terrorism 2015.7 The Islamic State
of Iraq and the Levant in Yemen also exploited the political and security vacuum to strengthen

its foothold inside the country.
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