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In reality, DHS was created by integrating 
all or part of 22 existing federal depart-
ments and agencies. To create DHS, 
employees were taken from departments 
and agencies such as the Secret Service, 
Coast Guard, FBI, Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA), and the 
Departments of Defense, Energy, Health 
and Human Services, Justice, Treasury, 
and Transportation. In fact, “the cre-
ation of [the Department of Homeland 
Security] was the largest reorganization 
of the federal government in half a cen-
tury.”5 The aggregation of these individu-
als in DHS offered a centralized location 
where traditionally secretive federal 
agencies could theoretically share infor-
mation to the benefit of the nation. Prior 
to the establishment of DHS, information 
sharing was considered problematic.

The purpose of DHS is to secure the 
United States and keep it safe from a vari-
ety of threats using more than 240,000 
employees in a variety of contexts. DHS’s 
specific mission is to “lead the unified national effort to secure America. We will prevent and 
deter terrorist attacks and protect against and respond to threats and hazards to the nation. 
We will ensure safe and secure borders, welcome lawful immigrants and visitors and promote 
the free-flow of commerce.”6 Using risk-based, intelligence-driven, multilayered detection, DHS 
works to prevent terrorism and other security threats. Among its detection responsibilities are 
the screening of about 2 million domestic airport passengers daily; training of state, local, rural, 
tribal, territorial, and international officers and agents regarding risk; and conducting vulner-
ability assessments of key locales. The work conducted by DHS is expensive. In fiscal year 2016, 
the department’s total budget authority was almost $65 billion (not counting billions in grant 
money).7 The largest proportion (21%) of the DHS budget is committed to Customs and Border 
Protection, and the second largest portion of the budget (20%) is used for FEMA (not including 
grants) activities (Figure 14.1).

There is vigorous debate as to whether DHS and other antiterrorism activities have made 
the United States safer. Some argue that these efforts are a huge waste of taxpayer dollars, 
created an ever expanding bureaucracy, are a huge problem for the public, which has given 
up its privacy and freedom for nothing in return, and in the end have not made Americans 
safer. Many commentators maintain that the creation of DHS was an overreaction to the 9/11 
attacks.8 Still others find that the creation of DHS and the work done there has made the 
United States safer through enhanced information sharing. DHS proponents point to dozens 
of instances in which planned terrorism events were uncovered and prevented. One example 
revealed in 2002 involved Jose Padilla, a New York City resident and citizen of the United 
States who was arrested at Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. He had just returned from Pakistan fol-
lowing terrorist training. He was arrested and charged as an enemy combatant for his plans to 
use a dirty bomb—an explosive using radioactive material—in the United States. Padilla was 
ultimately sentenced to just over 17 years in prison for his activities. In 2011, Jose Pimental, a 
naturalized U.S. citizen, was arrested based on his holy war plans to use homemade pipe bombs 
at police stations and post offices and to specifically target U.S. troops returning home from 
Iraq and Afghanistan throughout New York City. In February 2014, Pimental pleaded guilty 
and was sentenced to 16 years in prison days before his scheduled trial on terrorism charges.

In 2013, DHS uncovered a plan by terrorists to use lethal doses of ricin and cyanide to 
poison salad bars in restaurants and hotels over one weekend throughout a wide geographic 
area. Few additional details of this alleged plot are available.

Domestic terrorism and hate crimes are nothing new in the United States. What 

would cause Dylann Roof to murder several church congregants? The investigation 

into this violence considered both domestic terrorism and hate crimes, but 

ultimately indicted Dylann on 33 hate crime charges. What would you have done if 

you were an investigator? Why?
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