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Do terrorists exploit the US green card lottery?

November 7, 2017

US President Donald Trump has urged Congress to scrap the so-called green card lottery after it
emerged that the New York truck attack suspect used the system to enter the country.

Uzbek national Sayfullo Saipov - charged with killing eight people after mowing down cyclists
in Lower Manhattan last week - arrived in the US in 2010 under the Diversity Visa Lottery
programme.

Less than 24 hours after the attack, Trump called for the scheme to be replaced with a “merit-
based” system. But is there any evidence that terrorists are taking advantage of the visa lottery?

What is the green card lottery?

Introduced in the early 1990s, the federal programme allows applicants from countries with low
immigration rates to enter the US.

Those wishing to apply must have a high-school education as a minimum but, unlike other visas,
no family or employment links to the US are required. Winners are selected at random by the
State Department and undergo extensive background checks before they are granted a green
card.

“It is indeed a little like hitting a lottery,” says The New York Times. “Some years, the
programme has attracted nearly 15 million applications, but no more than 50,000 visas may be
awarded [annually].”

During the month-long application period, the lottery creates a “craze in countries where it is
regarded as a ticket out of poverty and to the American dream”, the newspaper adds.
According to the latest US government figures, more than 40% of all green card winners come
from Africa.

What did Trump say?


https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/01/us/diversity-visa-lottery.html
https://www.dhs.gov/immigration-statistics/yearbook/2015/table10

The president told White House reporters last week that he was “starting the process of
terminating the diversity lottery programme”, adding: “It sounds nice. It’s not nice. It’s not
good.”

In a series of tweets, Trump blamed Democrats and Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer for
the scheme, which he vowed to replace with a merit-based immigration system.
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How did the press respond?

The Washington Post argues that the lottery is “imperfect and susceptible to abuse”, but contends
that the programme is still a “powerful tool of public diplomacy”.

Writing in the conservative National Review magazine, Mark Krikorian disagrees, claiming the
“cockamamie” visa scheme “admits a disproportionate share of immigrants from terrorist
breeding grounds”.

Meanwhile, a USA Today editorial suggests that Trump is “perhaps unaware” that the
programme was part of a major bipartisan law signed by former Republican President George
H.W. Bush.

What are the facts?

A US Government Accountability Office review of the system in 2007 found no evidence that
immigrants who came through it posed a threat of terrorism, Time magazine reports.

In 2011, the Congressional Research Service looked into the programme again, “but found no
additional evidence that it led to terrorism”, the magazine says.

Critics of the lottery point to the case of Hesham Mohamed Ali Hedayet, an Egyptian immigrant
who obtained a green card as the husband of a lottery winner. In 2002, the 41-year-old shot dead
two people at Los Angeles International Airport in what authorities described as a terrorist
attack.

A handful of other green card winners have been convicted of planning attacks or of supporting a
terrorist organisation.


https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/for-trump-new-yorks-tragedy-means-a-new-attack-on-immigration/2017/11/01/8ffa0940-bf38-11e7-97d9-bdab5a0ab381_story.html?utm_term=.186510b49669
http://www.nationalreview.com/corner/453326/abolish-visa-lottery
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2017/11/01/nyc-terror-attack-signals-weakening-isis-editorials-debates/822686001/
http://www.gao.gov/assets/270/267124.pdf
http://time.com/5005261/donald-trump-new-york-city-diversity-immigrant-visa/
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R41747.pdf

But these cases need to be put into context, argues Alex Nowrasteh, an immigration policy
analyst at the libertarian Cato Institute.

“Hedayet is the only deadly terrorist who had a diversity visa at some point in his immigration
history,” Nowrasteh argues. “He murdered two people, or about 0.07% of all those killed by a
foreign-born terrorist in an attack on US soil from 1975 to Halloween 2017.”

The lottery is not an efficient way for terrorists to enter the county, with the chances of winning
between 200-to-1 and 400-to-1, reports US fact-checking site Politifact.

Because visas are allocated at random, “it is hard to see how the system could be easily
manipulated by those who want to do harm to the US”, says Kevin Johnson, an immigration law
expert and dean of the University of California-Davis School of Law.

In the case of the suspected New York jihadist, authorities say the evidence suggests Saipov
was radicalised online after arriving in the US.

“He obviously did not plan a simple attack like this over the last seven-plus years,” says Alex
Nowrasteh. “Better vetting won’t stop somebody who decides to become a terrorist years after he
arrived.”

Albert Ford, a programme associate at the New America think tank, argues that domestic
terrorism poses a much greater threat to the US.

The terrorist threat “is almost entirely home-grown, as no foreign terrorist organisation has
successfully directed and orchestrated an attack in the US since 9/11”, he told Politifact in
August.

Who is right?

There is scant evidence that terrorists are taking advantage of the green card lottery to enter the
US, so it appears scrapping the programme would do little to reduce the terror threat.


https://www.cato.org/blog/guide-diversity-visas-demographics-criminality-terrorism-risk
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2017/nov/01/what-connection-between-diversity-visa-lottery-ter/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/new-york-jihadist-sayfullo-saipov-became-radicalised-in-america-0l7kjq3hr
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/article/2017/aug/16/look-data-domestic-terrorism-and-whos-behind-it/

