VISA WAIVER PROGRAM MYTHS
AND REALITIES

MYTH

The Visa Waiver Program (VWP) lacks security protocols necessary to identify potential terrorist threats.

REALITY

The VWP requires stringent security standards, facilitates actionable information-sharing
with participating countries and enhances our ability to identify potential threats.
• The United States:
–Conducts thorough screening of VWP travelers;
–Benefits from enhanced law enforcement and security-related data sharing;
–Has greater assurance of the integrity of their travel documents; and
–Has far more leverage to ensure high security standards in their home countries.
• Participating VWP countries are required to share information about known or suspected terrorists and criminals.
Through VWP-mandated exchanges, the U.S. Government has received actionable information that was previously
unknown to U.S. authorities. Without the leverage the VWP provides, the U.S. Government likely would not
receive the same amount and quality of information.
• Participating VWP countries are required to maintain high standards for transportation security, border security
and document integrity. Moreover, the VWP gives the United States the opportunity to audit and conduct broad
inspections of foreign security standards and require improvements or remedial action.
• All VWP travelers must use e-passports that conform to stringent international aviation security standards. The use
of e-passports, which are particularly difficult to forge, is mandatory for all VWP travelers
• VWP countries are required to promptly enter data on all lost and stolen passports into INTERPOL’s Stolen and
Lost Travel Documents (SLTD) database. No such requirements exist for countries that do not participate in the
VWP.

MYTH

Unlike visa travelers, the government does not screen VWP travelers before they arrive in the United States.

REALITY

Every VWP traveler is rigorously screened against multiple law enforcement and security
databases (including terrorist screening databases) before boarding a plane and arriving
in the United States and continuously thereafter.
• The VWP is an integral part of the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS) layered border screening process,
during which the U.S. Government conducts screening and vetting of all air passengers at multiple points in the
process, including a minimum of 72 hours prior to departure.
• Through the Electronic System for Travel Authorization (ESTA), DHS can determine whether an individual traveler
represents any law enforcement or security risk before travelling to the United States.
• ESTA gives DHS the capability to conduct advance vetting of VWP travelers through appropriate law enforcement
data, including:
–Terrorist Screening Database (TSDB);
–Lost and stolen passports data (including INTERPOL’s Stolen and Lost Travel Documents
Database); and
–Visa revocations; previous visa refusals; and other immigration violations.
• Such individualized screening is enhanced by the information sharing agreements that are required for VWP
membership.
• ESTA applications are also subject to continuous re-vetting. Every authorization is continuously reviewed
throughout its validity period for new derogatory information and is subject to denial at any time.
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REALITY

The acts of September 11 and thwarted attempts soon thereafter reveal the program’s vulnerabilities, which include a
lack of full compliance from member countries.
The VWP has been modernized considerably since these incidents and continues to adapt
in the face of changing threats.
• Since 2001, the program has become a robust travel security system, implementing critical reforms that include
ETSA, information sharing, lost and stolen passport reporting standards, and repatriation requirements. These
measures have transformed the VWP into a net security benefit for the United States with a proven record of
exceptional security processes.
• Furthermore, the events noted occurred more than one decade ago—well prior to the program’s considerable
upgrades. There has not been one recent identifiable situation involving a VWP traveler.

MYTH

The recent attacks in Paris illustrate the risk of foreign terrorist fighters exploiting the Visa Waiver Program.

REALITY

The VWP, like all good security programs, continues to evolve in the face of changing
threats, including that posed by foreign fighters.
• In 2014, DHS refined the VWP to include six new questions to the ESTA process, giving U.S. authorities more
information on VWP travelers.
• This year, DHS announced new security protocols including the required use of the INTERPOL Lost and Stolen
Passport Database to screen travelers crossing a Visa Waiver country’s borders; expanded use of U.S. Federal Air
Marshals on flights from VWP countries to the United States; and the authority to decrease the ESTA validity
period for a VWP country on a case-by-case basis.
• Information the United States provides VWP member countries under the required agreements helps those
governments identify and disrupt criminal and terrorist travel to, from, and within their own borders.

MYTH

VWP travelers frequently overstay their authorized periods of admission.

REALITY

The VWP is not a significant source of overstays.
• Under the VWP, individuals must apply online for permission to travel to the United States through ESTA. If the
U.S. is concerned about an individual he or she can be denied authorization to travel to the U.S. Additionally, U.S.
Customs and Border Protection officers may deny entry to anyone who is considered at risk of overstaying.
• The DHS has indicated that the cumulative VWP overstay rate is less than 1 percent. This number includes travelers
for whom DHS has no record of departure or who have used documents that cannot be easily matched to incoming
records. Because all matching errors are treated as overstays, the actual overstay rate could be lower.
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