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Throughout our history, America has been defined by our generosity toward those who seek a safe 
haven from oppression.  An asylum system that is fair, effective, and humane honors both our country’s 
history and reflects the deeply-held American and Jewish tradition of offering a chance at a new 
beginning to those who seek safety and freedom. Once given that opportunity, refugees and asylees 
become active and productive members of American communities.  

In the aftermath of World War II, when the price for keeping doors closed to refugees was made starkly 
clear, the international community adopted the 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the Status 
of Refugees, which to this day defines who is a refugee and what legal protection a refugee is entitled to 
receive and is the basis for the U.S. refugee and asylum law.  

The Immigration and Nationality Act provides a way for those fleeing persecution to seek refuge while 
preventing those who pose a threat or danger to the United States from entering. The law established 
mechanisms to screen for potential threats. The procedure for screening out applicants for refugee 
status that may pose a threat to the U.S. has only become more rigorous since September 11th. Today 
the refugee program has the most thorough security screenings of any form of immigration relief.  

Refugee applicants undergo multiple security screenings at almost every step of the process of 
resettlement to the U.S. The Department of State and the Department of Homeland Security share in 
the responsibility of screening refugee applicants. An applicant’s biographic information and biometric 
information are vetted against multiple law enforcement and intelligence databases including the State 
Department’s Consular Lookout and Support System (CLASS), which includes the government’s terrorist 
watchlist information, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Integrated Automated Fingerprint 
Identification System (IAFIS), and DHS’s Automated Biometric Identification System (IDENT). This is in 
addition to the in-person interview conducted by DHS staff to ascertain the validity of the claim for 
refugee status.  

HIAS believes that national security and assistance to refugees from Syria are not incompatible. Syrian 
refugees are subject to the rigorous security screening processes in place. Many of those seeking asylum 
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are victims of terrorism and are trying to find safety from extremism. The U.S. refugee program can offer 
them that safety and still protect the U.S. from possible threats. 

There are some Syrian refugees who will never be able to return home or live safely a country of first 
asylum. The United States can help the countries of first asylum that have shouldered the responsibility 
for so many Syrians fleeing the crisis by providing assistance and resettling some of the most vulnerable 
refugees who are unable to live in these countries in safety. By doing so, the United States will proudly 
honor its tradition of providing safe haven for refugees and ensure that the most vulnerable can rebuild 
their shattered lives free of fear.   


