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Canada’s policy to admit 25,000 Syrian
refugees by February 29, 2016, and
another 25,000 by December 31, 2016, has
been the cause of both fanfare and conten-
tion. While Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
has received praise and encouragement
from many humanitarian NGOs, the prom-
ise to fast-track large numbers of refugees
has also raised concerns from immigration
officials and the broader national security
community, both in Canada and the United
States.

This Dispatch explains the political
context under which this decision was made
and assesses the threats and risks associ-
ated with this plan. It outlines the primary
risk of an imminent terrorist attack as well as
longer-term threats, including the possibility
of radicalized refugees forming homegrown
terrorist cells in Canada. Ultimately, Canada
and the U.S. must work together to ensure
continental perimeter security is upheld
while maintaining a free and open border
between the world’s largest trade partners.

A Political Response

n early September 2015, midway through

the Canadian federal election and at a time
when Justin Trudeau’s centrist Liberal Party
was trailing in third place behind the incum-
bent center-right Conservative Party and
the center-left New Democrats, the Canadi-
an election campaign took a deciding twist.
Images of a lifeless three-year-old boy, Alan
Kurdi, whose body had washed ashore on
a beach in Bodrum, Turkey, surfaced and
grabbed media attention around the world.
Young Alan, his older brother, and mother
had all drowned when their small boat cap-
sized in the Aegean Sea. Like so many Syr-
ian refugees, the Kurdi family was fleeing
violence and a civil war, taking the desper-
ate and death-defying journey from Syria to-
wards asylum in the European Union.

As these haunting images were
circulating, Canadian media erroneous-
ly reported that Alan Kurdi's parents had
applied, and been rejected, for migration
to Canada." It turned out Alan’s uncle had
once submitted an incomplete application,
but Alan and his parents had never applied
- although, it seems that Canada was their
intended final destination.2

The heart-breaking images hit a
nerve with people all over the Western
world. In Canada, a sense of hysteria set
over the country. The plight of Syrian refu-
gees instantly became the top issue in the
federal election campaign. Many prominent
Canadians openly fretted over a perception
that Canada was not doing enough to help
refugees from war-torn Syria.

The outcry was so loud that Cana-
da’s former Chief of Defence Staff Gener-
al Rick Hillier, the highest ranking officer
in the Canadian Armed Forces and a man
so hard-nosed he once said his “job is to
be able to kill people,” became one of the
leading advocates for a massive refugee in-
flux into Canada. General Hillier urged the
leaders of all three political parties “to bring
50,000 of those frightened men, women,
and children to Canada™ by the end of the
year.

Against this backdrop, Justin
Trudeau made the bold humanitarian pledge
to admit 25,000 Syrian refugees by year
end. Trudeau’s refugee pledge trumped
both opposition parties* and helped lift his
party to new levels of popularity and sup-
port. In the October election, Trudeau won
a sweeping majority government for his Lib-
eral party. The Syrian refugee pledge was
seen as a major component of the victory.

Trudeau’s  campaign promise
clashed with reality when his government
was sworn into office on November 4,
2015. The government suddenly had mere
weeks to expedite the process of selecting,
screening, and relocating tens of thousands
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of refugees from a war zone and hotbed for
radical Islam and Islamic terrorism.To add
to the new Trudeau government’s precar-
ious refugee situation, Daesh® terrorists
committed unfathomable atrocities in Paris
and San Bernardino, underscoring that the
threat of terrorists infiltrating our immigration
and refugee system was not only plausible,
it was probable. Fortu-
nately, the government
recognized that an ar-
tificial deadline, based
on a political agenda,
was rash and unachiev-
able. Rather than re-
considering the entire
commitment on  Syri-
an refugees, however,
the government merely
gave itself a two-month
extension to bring in
the 25,000 refugees.
The new deadline was pushed to February
29, 2016, and the Trudeau administration
doubled down and committed to another
25,000 Syrian refugees by the end of 2016.°

While the humanitarian nature of
Trudeau’s commitment is admirable and
perhaps even praiseworthy, there are valid
security implications and concerns associ-
ated with Canada’s refugee policy. These
concerns must be explored and addressed,
particularly those connected to credible na-
tional security threats and long-term inte-
gration challenges.

Rushing to Ruin

Trudeau’s expedited refugee plan was
recently the subject of a congressional
hearing by the U.S. Senate Committee on
Homeland Security and Government Af-
fairs, entitled “Canada’s Fast-Track Ref-
ugee Plan: Unanswered Questions and
Implications for U.S. National Security.””
The committee heard testimony from three

In the October election,
Trudeau won a sweeping
majority government for his
Liberal party [in Canada].
The Syrian refugee pledge
was seen as a major
component of the Syrians in  just four

victory. months.

broadly-respected Canadian scholars as
well as an American border patrol agent.
The very fact that such a hearing took place
demonstrates that concern with Trudeau’s
policies reaches beyond the Canadian pub-
lic discourse. People on both sides of the
border are seeking assurance that Canada
is not taking shortcuts or sacrificing secu-
rity in order to achieve
its political and human-
itarian objectives. There
are unavoidable risks
associated with reset-
ting refugees from a
war zone and obvious
concerns with Cana-
da’s ability to properly
screen and vet 25,000

The risk is amplified
by direct threats com-
ing from Daesh, also known as the Islamic
State of Irag and Syria (ISIS). Daesh itself
has warned that it will infiltrate agents with-
in the swarms of refugees flooding into Eu-
rope.® Plain-clothed terrorists can easily be
confused with refugees, especially amidst
the chaos and confusion of the swelling ref-
ugee crisis. The head of the U.S. Defense
Intelligence Agency has also warned of in-
creased attacks by Daesh, including a pos-
sible attack in the U.S. in 2016,° or quite
possibly an attack launched from anywhere
in the North American continent.

In addition to direct warnings from
terrorists, there is increased uncertainty with
processing refugee applications due to the
collapse of the Syrian state. While engaging
in its civil war, Syria’s Assad government
lacks official capacity to share information
on criminal backgrounds and terrorist af-
filiations. United Nations, American, and
Canadian officials cannot reliably obtain a
refugee’s legal record from local officials.
Juxtapose the lack of background checks
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available with the fact that there is a thriv-
ing black market for Syrian passports and
official documentation. Syria has become a
failed state, and can no longer controls its
own passport production facilities. In fact, 8
percent of Syrian pass-
ports used in Germany
were found to be fake.™
It can, therefore, be
assumed that anyone
from the region can buy
a Syrian passport, any-
one can change their
identity, and anyone
can pose as a Syrian
refugee.

Canada admits
refugees through the UNHCR" and selects
refugees from camps in Lebanon, Jordan,
and Turkey. It is of considerable concern
that Lebanese cabinet minister Elias Bou
Saab recently warned that approximately
2 percent of the 1.1 million Syrian refugees
currently camped in Lebanon have connec-
tions to Daesh.” Likewise, public opinion
and polling findings indicate that up to 20
percent of the Syrian population believes
that Daesh has had a positive influence in
their country.”™® Furthermore, according to
the Arab Center for Research and Policy
Studies, 13 percent of Syrians in refugee
camps in Lebanon, Jordan, and Turkey
have a positive opinion of Daesh.™ Presum-
ably, many more have positive perceptions
of other terrorist groups and agree with rad-
ical elements of their religion and ideology.

The general inability to verify and
scrutinize the identities and backgrounds
of would-be refugees is a cause for con-
cern. The Trudeau government has tacitly
acknowledged this threat, and is therefore
prioritizing refugee applications from wom-
en and families, while explicitly not accept-
ing single unaccompanied males.™ Recent
events, however, have shown that Canada’s
preferred demographics are not exempt

Syria has become a failed
state, and can no longer
control its own passport

production facilities. Eight

percent of Syrian passports
used in Germany were found
to be fake.

from radicalism and Islamic terrorism.

Daesh has become a well-known
destination for so-called jihadist brides, in-
cluding high-profile cases such as the three
British teenage girls who left London, trav-
eled through Istanbul
into Syria and handed
themselves over to the
Islamic State.’®  The
New York Times similar-
ly profiled two teenage
girls living in Ragga who
are part of the Khan-
saa Brigade, an all-fe-
male police force within
Daesh.” Consequent-
ly, the Trudeau govern-
ment policy may help narrow the scope of
potential refugees and somewhat sanitize
the selection process, but it does not com-
pletely eliminate the risk of a would-be ter-
rorist entering Canada under the guise of a
refugee.

Homegrown Threats

side from the ongoing impending risk of

terror attacks being carried out by Syr-
ian refugees, there are other tangible risks
that come with Canada’s refugee program
that may persist long after the crisis in Syria
fades away. Canada’s refugee resettlement
agencies—the people onthe ground working
with refugees — have been so overwhelmed
that several have asked the Trudeau gov-
ernment for a “pause” in admitting new ref-
ugees. These agencies are responsible
for working with newcomers and ensuring
that refugees’® have housing, basic needs
like food and banking, and are enrolled in
language training courses. They also play
an incredibly important role in helping to
integrate refugees and ensuring newcom-
ers are connected with the broader com-

Global Dispatch

March 2016



munity. Canada takes integration seriously
and works hard to avoid the phenomenon
of refugees forming isolated cultural silos,
as seen in many European cities. Refugee
resettlement is a serious commitment that

Canada’s refugee
resettlement agencies — the
people on the ground
working with refugees —
have been so overwhelmed
that several have asked the
Trudeau government for a
“pause” in admitting new
refugees.

requires long-term attention and resources.

The government is overburdening
its state-funded, privately-operated reset-
tlement agencies, and therefore risks gen-
erating integration problems. If Syrian refu-
gees are ignored and neglected in Canada,
it may help drive members of the commu-
nity — particularly the disenfranchised and
uneducated youth — towards radicalization.
The Boston Marathon bombers came to the
United States as refugees as small children
and they became radicalized while living in
the West. Likewise, Hiva Alizadeh,'® a for-
mer refugee from Iran who came to Cana-
da in 2002, was arrested in 2010 and pled
guilty to terror charges in 2014. Alizadeh
admitted to pledging allegiance to al-Qae-
da, traveling to Afghanistan to attend a ter-
rorist training camp, and creating a home-
grown Muslim terror cell in Ottawa with the
objective of making bombs and killing Ca-
nadians.?® This is not an isolated incident.
The Canadian Security Intelligence Service
(CSIS) suspects that there are terror cells in
every major Canadian city.?!

Canada has thwarted several other
high-profile terrorist plots by local cells, in-

cluding the 2006 arrests of the so-called To-
ronto 18, a terror cell made up of 18 young
Muslim immigrants, refugees, or sons of
immigrants from Afghanistan, Pakistan, Jor-
dan, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Irag and Soma-
lia. In 2013, two al-Qaeda members were
charged with terrorism in a plot to derail a
train traveling from New York to Toronto;
both men were Muslim immigrants to Can-
ada, a Tunisian and a Palestinian who had
traveled to Canada using a fake passport in
1993. The Canadian government had pre-
viously tried to deport the Palestinian man
after he was convicted of fraud and uttering
threats, but were unable due to his ‘state-
less’ status.

Unfortunately, in the intelligence
business it’s the failures that are well known
and not the successes. Such failures oc-
curred in October 2014, when two Muslim
terrorists — both Daesh supporters and fol-
lowers — attacked and killed members of
Canada’s Armed Forces in separate attacks
in Quebec and on Parliament Hill in Ottawa.

It is incredibly important that new-
comers, particularly those in the Muslim
community, are engaged and welcomed,
rather than ignored and left exposed to rad-
icalization. An ongoing threat that will come
out of the Syrian refugee crisis is the cre-
ation of homegrown terrorist cells through-
out Europe and North America; including
those not necessarily directly connected to
Daesh or another Islamic terrorist group—
but inspired by them.

An Alternative Path

hen it comes to immigration securi-

ty, Canada already uses heightened
scrutiny and the same screening methods
as the United States. Indeed, Canada’s
public safety officials are second to none
in terms of their professionalism and dili-
gence. Given the Trudeau government’s
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political target and timeline, however, these
security and immigration officials are forced
to work around the clock to screen and pro-
cess refugee applications — an incredibly
challenging task. In the U.S., FBI director
James Comey said that the intelligence ser-
vices would have trouble screening 10,000
Syrians per year.?? Canada, a country one-
tenth the size of the U.S., with a fraction of
the resources, will be admitting five times
that amount. Given these circumstances, it

Canada’s historic approach to
immigration and resettlement
has always been to welcome
large numbers of newcomers
while also demanding that these
newcomers adapt to Western
culture and integrate into
Canada’s economy.

is nearly impossible for the government to
ensure with certainty that no terrorists will
enter Canada disguised as refugees.

An immigration policy based on hu-
manitarian impulses and large gestures of
compassion is admirable. These impulses
are undermined, however, by nefarious ac-
tors wishing to cause great harm to Western
countries. Canada should not sacrifice its
own safety and stability for a grand politi-
cal gesture and ad hoc policies. Instead,
it should ensure it takes every precaution
possible — and extra time if necessary — to
scrutinize and examine all incoming refu-
gees.

Canada’s historic approach to immi-
gration and resettlement has always been
to welcome large numbers of newcomers
while also demanding that these newcom-
ers adapt to Western culture and integrate
into Canada’s economy. This dual strategy
— welcoming large numbers of immigrants
and ensuring they integrate — has been in-

credibly successful at helping grow Cana-
da’s economy while maintaining a peaceful
society that values individual liberties and
the rule of law above all else.

It is imperative that Canada keeps a
level-headed approach to migration policy,
rather than adapting the unsound European
approach of soft-hearted open border poli-
cies alongside official multiculturalism. The
Canadian and American governments must
work together to mitigate this threat, ensur-
ing that North America remains an anchor of
peace and stability in an increasingly chaot-
ic and dangerous world.
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