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SYRIAN REFUGEE CRISIS 

Introduction 

The acceptance of Syrian refugees in the United States has been a controversial topic 

due to the human rights and moral implications, but also the potential security threats 

presented by the limited identifying resources for the large immigrant population. In 2011, 

the widespread protests known as the Arab Spring overturned several authoritarian 

governments in the Middle East. Amidst this, Syria had been under the dictatorial Al-Assad 

regime since the 1960s. However, the Syrian ruler Bashar Al-Assad refused to step down, 

leading the country to civil war. The country fragmented into factions of varying ethnicities 

and religious affiliation, warring against one another in a multi-faceted power struggle. 

Various groups, including government forces, rebel groups, the Islamic front, and others 

have used brutal methods of war such as bombing, torture, chemical warfare and mass 

killing of civilians. Among this instability and violence, over thirty percent of the Syrian 

population has been displaced within the country. An additional five million have fled in 

hopes of finding refuge around the world. While over ninety percent of the refugee 

population has been taken in by neighboring countries, such as Turkey with 2.7 million 

accepted refugees, poor conditions in nearby camps have led others to seek shelter in 

western areas, including Europe and the United States. 

However, the jihadist group ISIS took advantage of the chaos to promote a 

totalitarian Islamic caliphate, growing rapidly throughout the war. As a result, several party 

leaders on both sides have expressed concerns over security threats to the United States. 

Former FBI director director James Comey claimed that as of late 2015, “There won't be 

anything in our database,” regarding fingerprints and criminal records of the Syrian 

immigrants. There remains to have been no refugee related attack on U.S. soil, although 

disasters in Europe have caused the American policy of admittance to come under fire 

within both parties. 

History of the Issue 

As the violence in Syria escalated, the number of outpouring civilians rose 

dramatically. While neighboring countries and camps accounted for the vast majority of 

refugees, the Obama administration also pushed to accept several thousand Syrians, with 



an initial goal of 10,000 refugees accepted. The United States has increased the number of 

admitted Syrian refugees from 31 in 2013 to 12,587 in 2016 alone. However, following a 

series of Islamic terror attacks in France, two of the Paris attackers from November 2015 

were found to be holding fake Syrian passports and may have posed as refugees. This 

caused a surge of opposition within the U.S., urging for harsher vetting and in some cases, a 

halt to Syrian immigration.  These attacks, along with another terror strike in Brussels in 

March of 2016, the attacker found to have ties to ISIS, have led to concerns and hesitation 

regarding American admittance of refugees. Legislation such as bill S.2284, the Syrian 

Refugee Verification and Safety Act, proposed in November 2015 by Republican senator 

David Vitter following the attacks in Paris, pushed to stop admittance of Syrian refugees 

and limit funding to those already in the country. The bill was not passed, but 

demonstrated the Republican opposition. Later in March 2016 following further terrorist 

strikes in Brussels, Syrian refugees began to face pushback by several state governors. 

Although the Obama administration pushed to accept several thousand refugees, more than 

two dozen governors have fought to stop refugees from being settled in their states. Some 

states like Texas have argued that they did not receive sufficient time or notice to prepare 

for the refugees and thus have no responsibility for them under the 1980 Refugee Act. 

Former Indiana governor Mike Pence attempted to bar state funding to resettle Syrian 

refugees, which was quickly overturned in federal district courts, and again after an 

attempt to appeal. Other states, such as Virginia and fourteen others, have strongly 

welcomed the refugees. Still, following the Paris attacks, 31 governors came out in strong 

opposition to the refugees, and a Quinnipiac poll in December 2015 found 51 percent of 

voters opposed to accepting refugees. 

Refugees must go through an extensive vetting process to be admitted into the 

United States, first needing to receive refugee status by the United Nations, then to be 

interviewed and background checked by the state department to review their criminal 

records. However, the United States does not have access to fingerprint, arrest, or travel 

records of the incoming Syrian citizens, limiting the effectiveness of the screening. This has 

led to further concerns over potential terror threats, especially following terror attacks in 

Europe, and has raised security questions and opposition to the admittance in both parties. 

The controversy was explored during the 2016 presidential election, with democratic 



forerunners Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders pushing for greater admittance of Syrians, 

while the republican candidates displayed more caution and concern for foreign policy in 

the region. 

Recent Developments 

While the crisis continued and the number of Syrian refugees increased, the Obama 

administration increased the overall refugee capacity for the U.S. to 85,000 in 2016 and 

then up to 110,000 in 2017. While it was estimated that refugees from Syria would account 

for about 12,000 of these, over 18,000 Syrian refugees have taken asylum in the United 

States between 2013 and January of 2017. However, since his inauguration President 

Trump has attempted to institute a travel ban on six countries considered state sponsors of 

terrorism, including Syria. The original travel ban barred all acceptance of Syrian 

immigrants, but this has since been removed. While these countries have primarily Muslim 

populations, his ban has been falsely referred to as a ‘Muslim travel ban.’ The executive 

order has received immense opposition from democrats, and was halted by a Hawaiian 

judge during MArch of 2017, overturning the order just hours before it was to be enacted. 

The revised version of the travel ban did remove the indefinite immigration ban on Syrian 

refugees, but retained its call for a 90 day travel ban on citizens of the six countries (not 

including visa and green card holders), as well as a 120 day hold on resettlement of Syrian 

refugees within America. However, the order is not in effect due to the the widespread 

resistance. 

Additionally, Trump’s State Department will be scaling back the number of 

American diplomats at the U.N. summit in September 2017, expending fewer resources on 

the effort for international diplomacy. Critics have raised fears that this may lead to less 

promotion of American policy. Still, both Trump supporters and former Obama officials 

counter that shrinking the delegation may be more constructive. Nikki Haley, the U.S. 

ambassador to the U.N., has proposed for the refugee crisis to be the main focus of U.S. 

policy at the summit in September, with a plan focused on improving Middle Eastern 

conditions instead of relocating refugees to Europe and the U.S. 

 

 

 



Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 

Policy regarding Syrian immigration is not a two-sided, nor does it revolve around 

parties. The Democratic Party has been largely divided over the refugee crisis, as some 

party leaders such as NY Senator Chuck Schumer have voiced concern over accepting 

refugees due to potential security threats, while others are strongly in support of offering 

asylum. Many Democrats from states such as Ohio, Nevada, and New Hampshire have also 

raised concerns over the vetting process, including NH governor Maggie Hassan, who has 

called for an immediate freeze to Syrian immigration. Democrats such as representative 

Stephen Lynch of Massachusetts and governor Steve Bullock of Montana have emphasized 

their need for caution, prioritizing American safety. Others, such as 2016 presidential 

candidates Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders, have backed the humanitarian urgency of 

the cause, expressing the need to lend financial aid to other countries accepting refugees, as 

well as for the United States to accept more Syrians itself. 

Republican Point of View 

Although not a unanimous position party-wide, the Republican perspective is 

mainly focused on minimizing security risks, primarily by limiting or halting Syrian 

immigration, as well as through attempts to correct the vetting process. Weaknesses in the 

vetting process mentioned by Comey are mainly based around the limited records for the 

large influx of immigrants. Republicans such as Alabama governor Robert Bentley have 

stood opposed to admitting refugees due to potential security concerns and European 

terror attacks by Syrian immigrants. Bentley quoted, “After full consideration of this 

weekends attack of terror on innocent citizens in Paris, I will oppose any attempt to 

relocate Syrian refugees to Alabama through the U.S. Refugee Admissions Program. As your 

governor, I will not stand complicit to a policy that places the citizens of Alabama in harm’s 

way.”  

Conclusion 

The escalating violence and instability in Syria have led to a mass outflux of citizens, 

primarily relocated to neighboring countries, but some further west, such as Europe and 

the United States. As the crisis in Syria migrates to the United States, several concerns have 

arisen regarding humanitarian interests and international diplomacy, as well as security 



threats to the United States. Due to limited background information, the screening of 

incoming Syrians presents various weaknesses that may present safety concerns. 

Politicians in both parties have remained divided in how to best address the crisis in 

keeping American citizens safe, as well as addressing the international crisis. Moving 

forward with policymaking, it is important to consider all elements of the issue and its 

consequences without bias in order to best resolve the crisis.  

Questions to Consider 

 What is the responsibility of the United States in providing aid to the refugees? What 

is its financial obligation? Why? 

 Are there any any areas of mutual ground between parties? How can these  be acted 

upon or expanded? 

 How could the U.S minimize the potential security risk of refugees? 

 How can America lend aid to refugees? Are there any ways to do this that would 

keep security risk to a minimum? 

 If individuals from Syria assist the United States in combating terrorist activities, 

does the United States have an obligation to offer protection and/or refuge to the 

most? Why? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 https://youtu.be/RvOnXh3NN9w 

 http://www.politico.com/story/2015/11/syrian-refugees-democrats-paris-216032  

 http://www.ontheissues.org/Syrian_Refugees.htm 

 http://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-39044403 

 https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/2016/01/20/senate-democrats-block-

bill-restrict-syrian-refugees-entering-us/79063266/ 
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GOVERNMENT SURVEILLANCE 

Introduction 

The practice of government surveillance in the U.S. was historically used in World 

War 1 as part of wartime censorship to control communications that could damage the war 

effort. However, government surveillance sparked a resurgence of controversy following 

the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The fear instilled in the American people that came after  9/11 

demanded the government to more effectively prevent terrorist attacks. This demand led 

to the creation of many programs that have been criticized to encroach civil liberties by 

collecting and storing the information of private citizens. 

Mass surveillance increased rapidly under George W. Bush with the signing of the 

Patriot Act. The Patriot Act redefined the word terrorism to include domestic terrorism, as 

opposed to international terrorism. A person who has engaged in an act of domestic 

terrorism has been “dangerous to human life” that is a violation of the law. The Patriot Act 

also increased funding to agencies that would counter terrorism. This came with many 

controversial provisions. The Attorney General would now have the ability to detain any 

immigrant who may cause a terrorist attack, “roving wiretaps” allowed the government to 

target a particular phone and wiretap it, and lastly Section 215 (the Library Record 

provision) allowed the government to ask for any tangible things for an investigation to 

protect against terrorism. Section 215 was eventually amended to stop the NSA from 

continuing its mass phone data collection program. 

The rapid expansion of government surveillance has caused splits not only between 

the Democratic and Republican parties, but within the parties themselves. Those in favor of 

government surveillance believe that that it has kept our country safer. Some officials have 

even stated that if mass surveillance had been in place before 9/11, the hijackers would 

have been stopped. Those against government surveillance believe the programs 

implemented do much more harm than good. For example, the Terrorist Surveillance 

Program that began in the wake of 9/11 began to target Arab and Muslim individuals in 

what had been called “the most aggressive national campaign of ethnic profiling since 

World War II.” Other people don’t fall into either of these ideologies, instead believing that 



mass government surveillance can be effective if it dropped the model of a “war on terror” 

and other traditional concepts of war. 

History of the Issue 

During World War I and World War II, wartime surveillance monitored all 

international mail sent through the U.S. postal service, as well as cable, radio, and other 

means of transmission between the U.S. and any foreign country. Mass surveillance 

continued under programs such as the Black Chamber and Project SHAMROCK. The Black 

Chamber was America’s first peacetime organization that analyzed information and set the 

precedent for the current National Security Agency (NSA). Project SHAMROCK was an 

espionage exercise that accumulated telegraphic data entering in and out of the U.S. 

The formation of intelligence agencies, such as the FBI and NSA, began to be used to 

silence political dissent. The FBI was founded in 1896, but beginning in 1935 it was run as 

an independent agency that rapidly expanded with the rise of McCarthyism. McCarthyism, 

named after Senator Joseph McCarthy, was a sensational campaign against communists 

that sought to weed out high-ranking government officials and private citizens that were 

believed to be communists or communist sympathizers. The NSA was created by Harry 

Truman with the signing of the National Security Act in 1947. This program was initially 

created in “absolute secrecy”. Both of these programs worked together during the Civil 

Rights Movement to watch avid participants in the movement, as well as labeling 

integrationists as subversive. These programs controversially targeted Native Americans, 

African Americans, Latinos, and anti-war protestors. In 1975, the Church Committee was 

setup to investigate the widespread abuses of the FBI and NSA from the Roosevelt to Nixon 

administrations. 

Starting in the early 1960s, the NSA began the program Echelon, although the 

agreement that gave rise to this program may have dated back to 1947. Echelon was 

initially created to monitor the Soviet Union during the Cold War. In 1972, former NSA 

analyst Perry Fellwock revealed the existence of the NSA and Echelon (as well as other 

secret NSA organizations) to the media. After widespread fear that the Echelon system 

could be used to monitor U.S. citizens, the European Parliament investigated the program’s 

capabilities and political implications. It was discovered that Echelon is an international 

electronic eavesdropping network that is estimated to be able to sift through up to 90% of 



all internet traffic, as well as intercept and inspect telephone calls and satellite 

transmission. 

Recent Developments 

The controversies surrounding government surveillance, especially its long history 

and the implications within the Patriot Act, were not made aware to the public until the 

2013 mass surveillance leaks by ex-NSA contractor Edward Snowden. Snowden copied and 

leaked classified information from the NSA which revealed numerous global surveillance 

programs and the extent of the NSA’s powers, including its ability to extort information 

about citizens from Microsoft and Google. The Snowden leaks also revealed that there is no 

record of mass surveillance ever thwarting a large terrorist attack. 

In May 2014, Republican congressman Mike Rogers introduced the Intelligence 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2015 (H.R. 4681). This act gave some limitations to the 

NSA’s data retention capabilities, meaning that anything the NSA picks up in telephone 

records or social media can only be kept for five years without court approval. Beyond five 

years, the agency will need to submit a written request to the congressional intelligence 

committee. The Act enhanced investments in military intelligence and surveillance, 

increase research and development in modernized intelligence capabilities, and increase 

funding to thwart insider threats. This Act became public law in December 2014. 

The USA Freedom Act, enacted June 2, 2015, restored and modified the Patriot Act 

that had expired the day before. It was made to fix some of the issues caused by mass 

government surveillance and collection of data on U.S. citizens, but has been criticized for 

not ending the untargeted surveillance. The Act mandated an end to bulk collection of 

phone call metadata but allowed the continued retention of data by phone companies, 

which can still be accessed by the government. 

Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 

The issue of government surveillance, unlike many other issues, does not have a 

hard line clearly separating a Democratic and Republican standpoint. In fact, many of the 

recent legislation passed in an effort to decrease surveillance had received bipartisan 

support. Around 64% of Democrats believe it’s acceptable for the NSA to monitor phone 

calls, but most Democrats remain silent or split on the issue. For example, although Obama 



had condemned the Patriot Act for violating the rights of American citizens while he was a 

senator, he had famously remained deliberately vague on the issue despite previously 

promising to restrict data collection. Some Democrats have fiercely supported government 

surveillance, citing that it would keep the country safer. For example, Senator Dianne 

Feinstein has remained an avid defender of the NSA and government surveillance, stating 

that “it’s called protecting America”. Alternatively, many Democrats, such as Senators 

James Webb, voted for the passage of S. 1927, which amended the FISA court (a limitation 

on surveillance). 

Republican Point of View 

While some Democrats had been reluctant to condemn the NSA, the Republicans are 

more clear and unified against mass surveillance. Republicans disapprove mass 

surveillance by almost a 2 to 1 margin, many saying that the government is overreaching. 

Senator Ted Cruz has opposed many politicians within in his own party who wanted to 

expand government surveillance, citing that “when the focus of law enforcement and 

national security is on ordinary citizens rather than targeting the bad guys, we miss the bad 

guys while violating the constitutional rights of American citizens”. Alternatively, Speaker 

of the House Paul Ryan stated that “No, I do think we need to reauthorize and reform [the 

NSA]. A lot of us have learned much more about it since it was revealed. We do have to do 

more, I believe, to protect our liberties without sacrificing our national security”. Ryan has 

stated that there needs to be restrictions on the NSA and surveillance, but the USA Freedom 

Act (and previously, the Patriot Act) must remain. Former FBI director Robert Mueller 

supported the NSA, suggesting that NSA surveillance could have stopped 9/11. President 

Donald Trump has come out as for the surveillance of Muslims in order to protect 

Americans from terrorists, saying Americans should “be willing to give up some privacy in 

order to have more safety”.  

Conclusion 

Although the issue of government surveillance dates back to the World Wars, the 

2013 Snowden leaks has put this issue in the public spotlight. Historically, government 

surveillance was used to target political dissidents such as potential communists or civil 

rights activists. Following 9/11 and the beefing up of mass surveillance, many people are 



left questioning how effective these measures have been. Now, the question on everybody’s 

minds is: are we safer because of surveillance? 

People who believe in government surveillance think that having the capacity to 

monitor the lives of suspected terrorists will help prevent terrorist attacks, as well as 

detering it by making it harder for suspected terrorists to plan and organize large scale 

attacks. People often argue that the broad authority the NSA exhibits can be the best way to 

guarantee the safety of the American people. Believers of mass surveillance think that, 

fundamentally, safety trumps liberty. 

On the other hand, similar to the dystopian society described by George Orwell in 

1984, critics of government surveillance believe that the increasing ability of the 

government to spy on their own citizens will contribute to a future surveillance state - a 

country where the government engages in pervasive surveillance of the masses, infringing 

on civil liberties altogether. Other critics cite that the information collected by the NSA are 

at the expense of the privacy of American citizens but is not effective in stopping terrorist 

attacks. 

Both sides find foothold in both the Democratic and Republican parties. 

Alternatively, some noted officials believe in compromise: a reformation of the NSA and an 

abandonment of traditional tactics, but not scraping mass surveillance altogether. 

Questions to Consider 

 Can perfect privacy and perfect safety coexist? 

 Should the state be able to put off the principles of the consent-of-the-governed in 

order to have freedom to maneuver? 

 Can surveillance be a neutral activity which may be utilized for good or bad, or is it 

always problematic? 

 Are individuals aware that personal information is being collected? Are they 

consenting to data collection if they have no knowledge of it? 

 What issues are considered sustainable enough to violate privacy? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 https://www.infoplease.com/us/timeline-us-spying-and-surveillance 

https://www.infoplease.com/us/timeline-us-spying-and-surveillance


 http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/05/29/what-americans-think-

about-nsa-surveillance-national-security-and-privacy/ 

 http://www.businessinsider.com/snowden-leaks-timeline-2016-9 

 http://thefreethoughtproject.com/julian-assange-won-mass-surveillance-illegal-

spying-here-stay/ 

 http://www2.law.ucla.edu/volokh/camerascomm.htm 
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