
MEMO

How to Respond to the Paris Attacks and Syrian
Refugees

Mieke Eoyang
Vice President for the
National Security
Program

@MiekeEoyang

Ben Freeman
Former Deputy Director
of the National Security
Program

David Forscey
Fellow, National Security
Program

As members of Congress prepare to vote on legislation to

address the �ow of Syrian refugees in the wake of the

terrorist attacks in Paris, we o�er the following guidance in

structuring and debating the issue. We believe that members

must address �rst the heart, then the head, and �nally our

values in their statements:

First, address the fear that the public feels after the

attacks in Paris and the risk that terrorists might try to

hide among the refugees.

Second, appeal to the public’s heads by emphasizing the

strength of our current counterterrorism e�orts and the

improbability that terrorists would be successful striking

the US by posing as a Syrian refugee.

Finally, highlight American values by talking about our

nation’s history as a refuge and highlighting some of the

more absurd statements made by Republicans in arguing

against admitting refugees.
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1. Acknowledge the justifiable fear of future
terrorist attacks.

Americans are worried about future attacks on the United

States. The Paris attacks show that a relatively small number

of terrorists can cause tremendous harm, paralyzing a city.

Americans must know their elected o�cials are committed to

keeping them safe and will act to keep terrorists out.

2. Reassure citizens of the unrivaled U.S.
counter-terrorism system.

The United States is the best at counterterrorism. Our nation

has global surveillance capabilities, robust screening

databases, e�ective law enforcement, and compared to our

European allies, strict border controls. Our Special Operations

Forces and Air Force relentlessly target and eliminate

terrorists in the region.

The overwhelming majority of refugees are not terrorists.

Since September 11, 2001, the United States has resettled over

780,000 refugees �eeing violence and oppression—and only

three have been charged with a terrorist o�ense for plotting

attacks in Muslim countries. 1  More speci�cally, from 2007 to

2013 the United States admitted over 133,500 refugees from

con�ict zones where terrorist groups are active, including

Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria, Yemen, Somalia, and Pakistan. 2

Since 2011, the United States has admitted more than 1,500

war refugees from Syria. 3  Further, ISIS is unlikely to utilize

the current refugee process, which takes 12-18 months to vet

and admit an individual. Any e�orts at increased vetting

should focus on the greatest threat—military-aged males—

not widows and children.

An overbroad approach to certi�cation could undermine our

security. Our government should and does robustly vet

refugees before they enter the country. But poorly-crafted

certi�cation requirements could overwhelm counterterrorism

analysts who are identifying and disrupting terrorist attacks.

At the same time, if the certi�cations bring the vetting to a



“

”

halt, it would further endanger the lives of those who reject

ISIS and are �eeing its atrocities.

3. Reject extreme statements while
asserting American values and history.

Republican leaders are taking extreme, simplistic positions

on refugees that are not only intolerant, but which play

directly into the hands of ISIS, fueling its narrative of

religious war and driving recruits to its cause.

This kind of harsh rhetoric stands in stark contrast to

America’s history as a refuge for those �eeing atrocities. The

United States admitted over 200,000 refugees �eeing

communist states in the Cold War, despite concerns of a

communist �fth column. 7  Since 2007, it has admitted more

than 100,000 Iraqi refugees, including those who risked their

lives to assist our military. We therefore recommend that you

tell your constituents that, while people have legitimate

concerns about the refugee resettlement program, the United

States can remain a haven for victims of war and stay true to

its historical values without undermining national security.

“The fact is that we need appropriate vetting, and I

don't think orphans under �ve are being, you know,

should be admitted into the United States at this

point.” Gov. Chris Christie, 11/17/15. 4

“We need to be working to provide a safe haven for

those Christians who are being persecuted and facing

genocide, and at the same time we shouldn't be letting

terrorists into America.” Sen. Ted Cruz, 11/15/15. 5

“You’re a Christian–I mean, you can prove you’re a

Christian . . . You can’t prove it, then you know, you err

on the side of caution.” Jeb Bush, 11/17/15. 6
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END NOTES

In 2011, two Iraqi refugees were indicted for attempting

to support Iraqi insurgents abroad after a sting by federal

agents. United States, Department of Justice, O�ce of

Public A�airs, “Former Iraqi Terrorists Living in

Kentucky Sentenced for Terrorist Activities,” January 19,

2013. Accessed November 18, 2015. Available at:

http://archive.courier-

journal.com/article/20110531/NEWS01/305310071/2-

Iraqi-refugees-indicted-terrorism-charges-Kentucky.

One Uzbek man was recently convicted of conspiring to

provide material support to a terrorist group in

Uzbekistan. United States, Department of Justice, O�ce

of Public A�airs, “Federal Jury Convicts Kurbanov on

Terrorism Charges,” August 12, 2015. Accessed November

18, 2015. Available at:

http://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/federal-jury-convicts-

kurbanov-terrorism-charges. See also Kathleen

Newland, “The U.S. Record Shows Refugees Are Not a

Threat,” Migration Policy Institute, October 7, 2015.

Accessed November 18, 2015. Available at:

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/news/us-record-

shows-refugees-are-not-threat.  
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