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Foreword

I am honored to write the foreword to the 2021 edition of Bringing Americans

Home. This is a pivotal year for the effort to bring Americans home safely.

Much of the news from the U.S. government is encouraging. This year brought to

office the third consecutive president committed to the reforms agreed in 2015.

With the Robert Levinson Hostage-Recovery and Hostage-Taking Accountability

Act now codified into law—enacted under one president and Congress and now

being implemented under their successors—the institutions and policies

important to bringing Americans home have the stability needed to grow.

Too many Americans remain in prisons and unknown locations, however. Every

day that they are gone is a loss for all of us who care about the safety of our fellow

citizens. The Biden administration has pledged strong support for their return.

Many of the officials involved now lived through the searing failures that gave rise

to the 2015 policy, supported that policy, and have pledged to do their best. As the

new administration puts in place its policies and people there will be many

opportunities to see that the return of Americans is a priority in practice. The

James W. Foley Legacy Foundation will have much to say about how well that

works, and it will have much to contribute as well.

Two systematic challenges stand out. The first concerns the treatment of

Americans held illegitimately by foreign governments. When the 2015 reforms

were put in place much of the focus was on Americans held by non-state actors.

This made sense. The hostage structures were new, and these Americans and

their families needed a voice and partner dedicated to them. The Hostage

Recovery Fusion Cell (HRFC), headquartered at the FBI and with representatives

from all relevant agencies, put much of its effort into these cases.

Even in the initial mandate of the presidential envoy’s office, however, it was

made clear that some Americans detained abroad by governments would receive

help from the office. These Americans, just like those being held by

nongovernmental groups, were being held illegitimately and often because those

detaining them wanted something from the United States. Just as with hostage

families, their families needed support within the U.S. government to understand

their options and advocate for the safe return of their loved ones. And when these

Americans returned home, they needed the same help that former hostages did,

with medical care, government documents, and the practical problems of lives

interrupted.

From the start, the principals of the department consulted quickly about how to

address these situations. Many cases were handled, often very well, through

traditional diplomatic channels, while others came to the Special Presidential

Envoy for Hostage Affairs (SPEHA) office. Over time, more cases and
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conversations followed, and successive administrations learned more about how

to do better.

Problems remained. The families and cases often arrived at the office informally,

and after months or years. The cases were subject to different rules on

information sharing than those of people held by nongovernmental groups, and

this made it difficult to cooperate with the families and communities hoping to

support their loved ones. There also were relatively few U.S. government

resources available automatically to help families and people returning from

detention by governments. (Most routinely available U.S. government resources

came from the Department of Justice and were available when someone was

named as having been the victim of a criminal act such as kidnapping.) The State

Department stood up its own, comparable system, which depended on

extraordinary interventions from senior officials. This often came long after

someone had been detained.

We were learning as we went. I—and I believe my successors, Robert O’Brien and

Roger Carstens—felt that after some experience we knew enough to change the

rules. The Levinson Act provides an opportunity to do this. As Bringing Americans

Home makes clear, some changes to State Department regulations will make it

easier to share information and should make available resources that will help

families and people returning. We will see in 2022 whether the promise of these

changes has been met and that a regular process has replaced improvisation.

A second challenge is that the successes too often are treated as unusual or

idiosyncratic. They are in fact a pattern that should be talked about and repeated.

Across conflict zones since 2015, in Syria, Yemen, Iraq, and Afghanistan at least,

we have seen that Americans come home when U.S. negotiators place priority on

their return.

There is an interesting point worth emphasizing. The safe return of Americans

helps the pursuit of peace. The release of a prisoner, especially a non-combatant

journalist, aid worker, or businessperson, is an irreversible, simple step that can

be taken early without prejudicing larger issues in the negotiation. It establishes

credibility without straining the enterprise.

I saw this around the world years before becoming the hostage envoy. In one

instance, the Bosnian peace talks were essentially stopped for days while Serb

authorities were asked to release an American journalist. The calculation from

the lead international negotiator was simple: If the other side could not order

soldiers to release one person it would probably not order the same soldiers to

surrender territory. Every negotiator should be asked to evaluate whether he or

she can make the same effort and, if not, to explain why not.

Fortunately, there will be a vibrant community making this case, and this is

another welcome development evident in this report. The James W. Foley Legacy

Foundation, Hostage US, and newer groups bring rich experience to discussions
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of how Americans and others can come home safely. They have earned their

knowledge, often at the cost of terrible tragedy and always from careful study

and application to the issues at hand. Families can rely on this community, and—

after their years of experience—government officials would be wise to regard

them as partners and advisers as well.

The existence of this community, brought together in organizations like the Foley

Foundation, means that Americans can rely not just on individuals but on

institutions, in government and outside of it. The U.S. administration and

Congress, in successive terms, have signaled that they are committed to

maintaining what has been gained and to improving further. And the Foley

Foundation shows how a community can come together to hold the government

to its promises. Together they can help Americans come home to live safely. That

is how it should be.

James C. O’Brien

Former Special Presidential Envoy for Hostage Affairs
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Executive Summary

This report, conducted by the James W. Foley Legacy Foundation (JWFLF), is a

continuation of JWFLF’s assessments of the efficacy of the 2015 U.S. Hostage

Policy Review and the implementation of Presidential Policy Directive 30 and

Executive Order 13698. This study seeks to convey the perspectives of U.S.

hostages, unlawfully or wrongfully held detainees, their family members,

representatives, advocates, former senior military officials, and current and

former U.S. officials. It, however, does not represent the perspectives of all

former hostages, detainees, and their families, but only presents the perspectives

of those who participated in this study.

This report is based on confidential interviews with 42 participants, of whom 28

were former hostages or unlawful or wrongful detainees, family members,

advocates, and representatives of current and former hostages and detainees and

14 were former or current U.S. government officials or former senior military

officials. It provides insights into how the U.S. government’s 2015 reforms of its

hostage recovery enterprise continue to impact the families of Americans held

hostage. Additionally, this report examines the support that U.S. nationals

detained unlawfully or wrongfully abroad, and their families receive from the

U.S. government. All interviews were conducted between March 2020 and April

2021. This study is intended to spark and inform discussions that will continue to

improve the U.S. government’s provision of support to hostages, unlawful

wrongful detainees, and their families.

Key Findings and Recommendations

1) The changes to the hostage recovery enterprise enacted by Presidential

Policy Directive 30 (PPD-30) and Executive Order 13698 remain durable

and effective. The Robert Levinson Hostage Recovery and Hostage-

Taking Accountability Act codified these changes into law in December

2020. Together, this policy and legal framework created a foundation to

coordinate and support U.S. nationals held hostage or unlawfully or

wrongfully detained abroad. At the same time, there are indications that

this framework will require continued adjustments in order to provide

leaders within the hostage recovery enterprise with the authority they

need to prioritize the release and recovery of U.S. hostages and unlawful

or wrongful detainees held abroad.

Executive Order 13698 and PPD-30’s establishment of the Hostage

Recovery Fusion Cell (HRFC) and the Special Presidential Envoy for

Hostage Affairs (SPEHA) took the coordination of hostage-taking

responses out of the National Security Council and created organizations

• 
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dedicated to focusing on hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee

recovery. These organizations filled a void present in hostage policy prior

to PPD-30 and play a critical role in supporting families. In addition,

creating these organizations whose sole purpose is hostage and unlawful

or wrongful detainee recovery have created a level of continuity for these

issues missing in previous U.S. hostage policy. However, while hostage

policy is important in establishing a foundation to coordinate hostage

recovery strategies and it enables the U.S. government to engage with

families, families stress the importance of not overly bureaucratizing the

system since all cases are unique and require flexibility and creative

solutions to resolve them. The U.S. government should strive for continuity

within the organizations in the hostage recovery enterprise both to better

support families and to maintain expertise on how to respond to hostage-taking

and wrongful or unlawful detentions but should remain flexible in how it

achieves that goal.

While PPD-30 and the Robert Levinson Hostage Recovery and Hostage-

Taking Accountability Act have established mechanisms to increase the

priority of hostage and wrongful detainee issues in the U.S. government,

there are indications that these are, for the most part, only effective when

the president and interagency  leadership prioritize hostage and wrongful

detainee recovery. Increasing the authority and stature of the HRFC, for

instance, may be necessary for hostage recovery to be a priority in the face

of competing demands for national security attention. The U.S. government

should continue to assess whether the changes made under PPD-30 and

codified with the Robert Levinson Hostage Recovery and Hostage-Taking

Accountability Act have established organizations with the proper authority to

make hostage and detainee recovery an enduring priority.

2) Overall, former U.S. hostages, unacknowledged detainees, and their

families continue to benefit from the U.S. government’s 2015 reforms. At

the same time, however, families and U.S. government officials indicated

that there remain some gaps in the support provided to these hostage

families and in the U.S. government’s ability or willingness to prioritize

the recovery of U.S. hostages.

Hostage families shared concerns about the U.S. government’s ability to

continue to declassify and share information regarding their loved ones’

cases. In addition, the pace of declassification efforts was raised as a

concern, where some participants reported that U.S. government

declassification efforts lagged behind the pace of hostage-taking

responses, rendering the information families received less effective when

it was disclosed. The U.S. government should examine whether the intelligence 

community issue manager for Hostage Affairs has the standing and authority

to make declassification of information a priority in the interagency.

• 

1
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While hostage families generally reported satisfaction with the priority

that the U.S. government placed on the recovery of their loved ones,

hostage advocates, third parties, and U.S. officials indicated that the

leadership of the hostage recovery enterprise struggled to make hostage

issues a priority within the interagency. As the interagency focus

transitions from counterterrorism to great power competition, it will

become more difficult for the hostage recovery enterprise to elevate

hostage issues and align assets against requirements to generate the

intelligence needed to recover U.S. hostages. The Hostage Response

Group at the National Security Council will play a key role in supporting

the prioritization of hostage recovery during this transition. In addition to

the president and the secretary of state, prioritizing the recovery of U.S.

hostages must be a focus for the special assistant to the president and senior 

director for counterterrorism, as well as the national security advisor.

The HRFC, currently housed within the Federal Bureau of Investigation

(FBI) headquarters, was originally conceived as operating independently.

In addition, the HRFC was designed to function as the dedicated

interagency organization outside of other U.S. departments and agencies

to serve as the primary operational coordinator for hostage-takings. Since

its inception, the director of the HRFC has served as a section chief, a

lower-level position within the FBI. This places the director approximately

five steps below the director of the FBI and other principals. In contrast,

the SPEHA office was designed to exist only one step below the principal

level and the SPEHA reports directly to the secretary of state. While the

office of the SPEHA and the HRFC coordinate and work closely together

and the SPEHA’s standing in the State Department is necessary for his or

her diplomatic engagements overseas on behalf of hostages and

detainees, this difference in standing within the government clouds clear

delineation of responsibility for these cases. Placement of the HRFC

within the FBI headquarters has blurred the independence of the

organization, and thereby, the director’s position and authority to operate

as the primary coordinator for hostage-takings. The U.S. government should

elevate the position of the director of the HRFC and evaluate whether the

placement of the HRFC is positioned appropriately in order to fully engage and

act as the U.S. government’s primary interagency body to direct and coordinate

activities at the operational level for all hostage-takings.

Former hostages and family members of former and current hostages

seek further support from the HRFC and the office of the SPEHA in

providing proof of life of their loved ones, identifying the location and

retrieving their loved ones’ remains, and pursuing cases where captors

have not been brought to justice. In some cases, prioritizing hostage issues

requires supporting efforts to secure justice and accountability, which can

continue long after the outcome of hostage-taking.

• 

• 
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Hostage advocates remain concerned about the fates of hostages who

remain in Afghanistan, as al-Qaeda promises “war on all fronts” against

America.  Advocates reported fearing that once U.S. troops leave

Afghanistan, it will become more difficult to generate the intelligence

needed to find Americans and conduct rescue operations for current

hostages held in the area. They also fear that the further reduction of U.S.

physical presence in the country is an erosion of the leverage needed to

make progress on resolving these cases. It is perceived by some advocates

that securing the release of these hostages was not made a precondition

for any settlement during the peace talks in Doha, Qatar with the Taliban. 

Prioritizing hostage recovery requires that securing the freedom of U.S.

nationals be a factor in negotiations with groups holding Americans hostage. It

is possible this can be done without the provision of concessions through making

their release a precondition to initiating talks or securing a negotiated

settlement. The continued holding of U.S. hostages undermines the credibility

of any negotiation or deal on other topics with the hostage holders.

3) Since 2020, families of unlawfully or wrongfully detained U.S.

nationals have increasingly benefitted from the U.S. government’s 2015

policy reforms. Families report having more direct access to the SPEHA

and cite improved information sharing and coordination regarding their

loved ones’ cases. Despite not receiving detailed information on recovery

options, the overall perception of families is that the SPEHA’s

prioritization of wrongful detention cases has improved. The passage of

the Levinson Act into law is viewed as a substantial move in the right

direction. While there have been recent advances, former unlawful or

wrongful detainees, family members of individuals with current cases,

as well as potential incoming unlawful or wrongful detention cases,

require additional support.

Unlawful or wrongful detainee participants shared that it took eight

months to two and a half years to gain access to the SPEHA’s office.

Without access to the SPEHA’s office, these cases often languish in

Consular Affairs alongside thousands of lawful detentions that occur

overseas each year, getting the standard treatment of wellness visits, but

not diplomatic advocacy for their favorable resolution. For these lawful

detentions, adjudication through the foreign government’s judicial system

is highly likely, but unlawful or wrongful detentions are far less likely to

receive any judicial process, let alone due process. This is because these

unlawful or wrongful detentions typically occur in countries where the

foreign governments show hostility towards the United States and the U.S.

nationals are being held to affect changes in U.S. policy, force prisoner

exchanges, and/or extract other forms of political concessions from the

United States. The complex nature of the relationships between the

United States and these countries requires both high-level diplomatic

2
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engagement and the prioritization of unlawful or wrongful detainee

recovery in the relationship with these countries. In addition, while they

are being held, unlawful or wrongful detainees undergo continuous

interrogations, experience inhumane treatment such as living in

unsanitary conditions, solitary confinement, and some undergo physical

and psychological torture. Therefore, unlawful or wrongful detention cases

must receive high-level U.S. government and SPEHA diplomatic engagement as

well as prioritization within the interagency, something that is not in the remit

or practice of Consular Affairs. Delaying access to the SPEHA’s office slows the

resolution of these cases and increases the trauma suffered by the detainees and

their families. The U.S. government should reconsider how cases are assessed

and the process of reassignment to the SPEHA’s office in order to reduce

unnecessary trauma to the families and reduce the time each case spends being

vetted by Consular Affairs.

As of this report’s writing, there is not a systematic process for family

members to alert the office of the SPEHA of a potential unlawful or

wrongful detention case. This report finds that these types of cases can

reside within the Bureau of Consular Affairs at the State Department for

up to two years before getting the attention of the SPEHA's office through

State Department channels. As a result, the most effective method

currently to gain a “point of entry” into the SPEHA’s office is either

through a consular officer, a nongovernmental organization, or from

within the SPEHA’s office itself. Unlawful or wrongful detentions require

high-level U.S. diplomatic engagement with foreign governments holding U.S.

nationals who try to leverage detention cases for political purposes. Therefore,

their cases must not remain in Consular Affairs, which does not engage in

diplomacy as an advocate for the wrongfully detained. In addition, the State

Department should create a point of entry for family members to notify the

SPEHA office whose loved ones have been unlawfully or wrongfully detained

overseas.

In official U.S. government definitions of hostage-taking, the term is

defined broadly, focusing on the coercive nature of the act. While this

definition of hostage-taking could be used to describe both individuals

held by non-state and state actors, the U.S. government functionally

excludes those Americans held by foreign governments from the term

“hostage.” Despite the U.S. government’s delineation between hostage

and unlawful or wrongful detainee cases, some wrongful detentions are

essentially hostage-takings conducted by state actors. The victims of

these “state hostage-takings” are held primarily for their coercive

potential against the United States and often receive the same torture and

abuse typically associated with terrorist hostage-takings. Due to U.S.

government classifications, however, they receive different levels of

support upon their return home. The U.S. government should create a

• 
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mechanism to provide better support for victims of state hostage-takings, and

broaden its functional definition of the term hostage to include these types of

cases.

Unlawful or wrongful detainee advocates and other participants raised

serious concerns about reviving nuclear negotiations with Iran while U.S.

nationals are currently being held in Iran. In addition, advocates noted the

opportunity to release those individuals held in Iran would decrease if the

U.S. rolls back sanctions and pressure as incentives to resume talks on

Iran’s nuclear program. These advocates also expressed their concerns

that Iran was detaining U.S. nationals specifically to achieve leverage

during these negotiations and that U.S. and allied detainees needed to be

released prior to any official negotiations. Advocates and unlawful or

wrongful detainee participants are unified in their demand for the release of

U.S. nationals before the United States engages in official negotiations with

Iran.

4) Returning hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees require more

mental health, physical, and financial support upon returning home

from captivity.

Mental health, physical, and financial support are significant areas where

hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees require significant

assistance. Most often, hostages and detainees come home with their

credit scores ruined and face enormous fines for not paying their taxes or

credit card bills during the time they were held abroad against their will.

Some hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees struggle to support

themselves or even find a place to live upon their return home. In

addition, they are often left on their own while suffering from trauma

caused by the physical and psychological torture they experienced while

in captivity. In the past, there have been cases where some of these

individuals committed or attempted suicide in response to their trauma. 

The U.S. government should explore both how it can help address these critical

but unmet needs of returned hostages, unlawful or wrongful detainees, and

their families, and whether the government can provide greater support and

resources to nongovernmental organizations that might be better placed to

address these challenges.

Many returning unlawful or wrongful detainees specifically require

financial reintegration support from the SPEHA office upon returning

home from captivity. They often face late fees, interest that was assessed,

penalties from the IRS, and destroyed credit while being detained abroad.

Mechanisms supporting hostages in remediating these issues are often

unavailable to unlawful or wrongful detainees. Former unlawful or wrongful

detainees request a dedicated person or desk within the office of the SPEHA

• 
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that is dedicated to personal finance matters for while they are being held

against their will and for when they return home.
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1. Introduction

In November of 2014, the Obama administration ordered a “comprehensive

review of the U.S. Government policy on overseas terrorist-related hostage

cases.”  The review came in the wake of several tragedies resulting in Americans

held overseas by terrorist groups. In the summer of 2014, American journalists

James Foley and Steven Sotloff and humanitarian aid worker Peter Kassig were

brutally murdered by the Islamic State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria. In 2013,

photojournalist Luke Somers was killed with South African Pierre Korkie in

Yemen during a failed rescue attempt to free them from al-Qaeda in the Arabian

Peninsula (AQAP).  While the review was ongoing, further tragedy struck. In

January 2015, American hostage Warren Weinstein was accidentally killed along

with an Italian hostage, Giovanni Lo Porto, in an airstrike against the Haqqani

network in Pakistan.  A few months later, American humanitarian aid worker

Kayla Mueller, also held by ISIS, was killed while she was held by her captors.

The U.S. government’s hostage policy review, led by Lieutenant General Bennet

Sacolick of the National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC), conducted extensive

interviews with former hostages and families of hostages who provided

“courageous and generous contributions…and reinforced the critical importance

of a comprehensive, coordinated, and coherent approach to hostage recovery

efforts.”  The poor experiences of the families of the ISIS hostages and their

interactions with the U.S. government  brought light to the need for a “specific

emphasis on examining family engagement” as a part of the review of U.S.

hostage policy.

At the same time, the challenges to trying to recover the ISIS hostages held in

Syria, the failed rescue of Luke Summers, and the death of Warren Weinstein

highlighted issues beyond family engagement and signaled a need for the U.S.

government to take a broader view of the changes that were needed in order to

improve its ability to respond to hostage-taking events. In addition to

engagement with family members, the review focused on coordination within

the U.S. government, engagement with external stakeholders, intelligence

sharing and collection, and broader U.S. hostage policy.

In 2019 and 2020, the James W. Foley Legacy Foundation (JWFLF) published its

assessment of the efficacy of the 2015 U.S. Hostage Policy Review and the

implementation of Presidential Policy Directive 30 (PPD-30) and Executive

Order (EO) 13698.  This report is an extension of that work, continuing to

examine the way that the U.S. government creates and implements policy in

support of U.S. nationals, and their families, who are taken hostage or unlawfully

or wrongfully detained abroad.
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The report is divided into six sections including this introduction. The second

section provides a brief history of U.S. hostage policy. The third section explains

the method and limitations of the survey conducted as part of this report. The

fourth section discusses results from the survey regarding perceptions of the U.S.

hostage recovery enterprise. The fifth section discusses concerns raised by

former hostages and detainees along with their families, advocates, U.S.

government officials, and senior military officials. The sixth section provides

concluding remarks. Appendix A provides a list of requests for support made by

participants. Appendix B and Appendix C provide further detail on the survey

responses for hostage case and wrongful detainee case participants respectively.
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2. A Brief Examination of U.S. Hostage Policy:
1960’s–Today

It is important, when examining PPD-30 and the reorganization of the hostage

recovery enterprise, to understand when and how the United States first dealt

with hostage-taking events and how U.S. hostage policy developed. Many of the

United States’ early experiences with terrorism involved hostage-taking,

including the kidnapping of diplomats and the hijacking of aircraft with U.S.

citizens aboard. In the late 1960’s and early 1970’s, the Nixon administration

grappled with kidnappings of U.S. diplomats in Latin America. During these early

terrorist kidnappings, the United States took the stance that host governments

were responsible for the protection of the diplomats within their country and

that, should U.S. diplomats be kidnapped, those host governments were

responsible for their safe return.  This, in practice, meant tacit—and sometimes

actual—U.S. support for host government concessions to kidnappers, including

the release of prisoners and the payment of ransoms, providing it would secure

the release of U.S. officials.

As the tactic spread and kidnappings and hijackings became a recurring

phenomenon, the U.S. stance on conceding to terrorist demands began to

harden. This was especially the case as demands were leveraged directly against

the United States, as opposed to the host government. In 1971, during a hostage

crisis in which four U.S. airmen were kidnapped in Turkey,  U.S. officials

privately signaled the Nixon administration’s emerging no-concessions policy

when a $400,000 ransom was demanded from the United States as a means to

resolve the crisis. In a since declassified State Department cable to the U.S.

Embassy in Ankara, the U.S. stance was described by Assistant Secretary of State

for Near Eastern Affairs Joseph Sisco as “opposed as a matter of principle to the

payment of ransom” because doing so “would be an open invitation to others in

other countries to take similar action.”  In more detailed guidance that followed

two days later, the connection between the U.S. government’s thinking on the no-

concessions policy and the increase of kidnappings was drawn out. The decision

not to pay the ransom demanded by the terrorists was described as “quite

literally … an agonizing question for the highest levels of this Government” but

that “painful experience over the years convinces us that payment of ransom to

kidnappers would only encourage terrorist groups to kidnap Americans all over

the world.”

This unofficial internal U.S. government discussion regarding concessions

became a public stance during the 1973 kidnapping of two U.S. diplomats in

Khartoum, Sudan by Black September terrorists. The year prior, after Black

September’s hostage taking and execution of Israeli athletes during the Olympic

Games in Munich, the Nixon administration’s perspective on conceding to

terrorist demands changed and administration officials circulated an unofficial
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no-concessions policy.  In the Sudan case, Black September demanded the

release of a number of prisoners in Israel, Germany, and the United States—

among them was Sirhan Sirhan, Sen. Robert Kennedy’s assassin. When asked

during a press conference if he was willing to concede to this demand, President

Nixon answered, “As far as the United States as a government giving in to

blackmail demands, we cannot do so and we will not do so.”  When the

leadership of Black September learned of the president’s statement, they

executed a Belgian official and both American hostages.

The United States was again confronted with hostage-taking in 1979 when 52

Americans were taken captive as Iranian students overran the U.S. embassy in

Tehran. The ensuing crisis consumed the remainder of the Carter

administration, and the public perception of his inability to resolve the hostage-

taking contributed greatly to his loss in the 1980 presidential election to Ronald

Regan.  Recognizing the important and disruptive impact of hostage-taking, in

1981, President Reagan  signed the International Convention Against the Taking

of Hostages, adopted by the United Nations in December 1979.

In 1984, as the Reagan administration completed its first directive

comprehensively addressing terrorism,  National Security Decision Directorate

138: Combating Terrorism, Reagan also sent four bills to Congress to “support a

more systematic and strengthened effort to combat international terrorism.”  In

recognition of the threat of hostage-taking to U.S. citizens, two of these bills

focused on hostage taking and aircraft hijacking. President Reagan described the

bill providing federal jurisdiction over kidnapping, the Act for the Prevention and

Punishment of the Crime of Hostage-Taking, as essential for demonstrating that

the United States “is serious about its efforts to deal with international

terrorism.”

Two years later, after a review of the U.S. government’s counterterrorism policies

and programs by a task force led by then-Vice President George H. W. Bush, the

Reagan administration released National Security Decision Directive 207 (NSDD

207): The National Program for Combatting Terrorism.  In stark contrast to

previously released U.S. policy on terrorism and hostage-taking, NSDD 207

unequivocally stated that the United States would “pay no ransoms, nor permit

releases of prisoners, or agree to other conditions that could serve to encourage

additional terrorism.”  “The policy,” the document states, “is based upon the

conviction that to accede to terrorist demands places more American citizens at

risk. This no-concessions policy is the best way of protecting the greatest number

of people and ensuring their safety.”  The Reagan administration thus codified

the shift in the United States’s unofficial policy from tacit approval of concessions

towards a no-concessions policy that occurred during the Nixon administration.

NSDD 207 affirmed the importance of recovering U.S. citizens held hostage,

stating that “every available resource will be used to gain the safe return of
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American citizens who are held hostage by terrorists.”  While much of the

document remains classified, an unclassified version indicates that it also sought

to “expand the State Department’s outreach to hostage families.”  At the same

time, however, U.S. government action on behalf of U.S. citizens, as opposed to

government officials or military service members, was uneven. Hijackings, like

that of TWA Flight 847  or the cruise ship Achille Lauro,  would garner

presidential attention, as would dramatic events like the long running Iranian

hostage crisis  or kidnappings associated with other national security crises,

such as the abductions of Americans in Lebanon.  In less dramatic situations,

where American citizens who were not officials or members of the military were

kidnapped, the U.S. government “sometimes declined to review” the cases.

Throughout the majority of the Clinton administration, there was little change in

U.S. hostage policy. Hostage-takings were replaced by terrorist attacks on U.S.

soil as the preeminent concern for the President,  whose counterterrorism

efforts early in the administration were focused on disrupting attacks within the

U.S. and extraditing those who conducted those attacks and fled overseas. While

hostage-taking was not a central issue, the Clinton administration’s

counterterrorism policy, codified in PPD-39,  reaffirmed the no-concessions

policy adopted by previous administrations. Late in the Clinton administration’s

tenure, however, Americans were kidnapped by militant groups in both the

Philippines and Ecuador, prompting the administration to initiate a review of U.S.

hostage policy that continued into the Bush administration.

In February 2002, as the U.S. government grappled with the abduction of Daniel

Pearl by Pakistani terrorists, the Bush administration,  led by the Deputy

National Security Adviser for Combatting Terrorism General (Ret.) Wayne

Downing, published the first presidential directive to focus specifically on

hostage-taking—National Security Policy Directive 12 (NSPD 12): United States

Citizens Taken Hostage Abroad.  While NSPD 12 remains classified, a New York

Times article citing unnamed administration officials described the examination

of U.S. hostage policy as resulting in an effort to review “every kidnapping of an

American overseas for possible action.”  Administration officials described a

broader response to hostage incidents than the United States had previously

undertaken. “The new policy,” said one official, “ensures that the government

will no longer ignore cases simply because a private citizen is involved, or

because the kidnapping seems to be motivated primarily by money rather than

political goals.”  The policy also indicated that the families of hostages and

companies who employed them could be “entitled to basic administrative

support” from U.S. embassies in the countries they were kidnapped, as well as

support from the U.S. government in communication and advice about

negotiation strategies.  In 2008, NSPD 12 was updated with the addition of an

annex and appendix, and disseminated to help the U.S. government’s

departments and agencies better prevent, prepare for, and respond to hostage-

takings and other isolating events.  The 2008 update was designed to integrate
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“existing [personnel recovery] mechanisms”  across the interagency and to

bring together technical information and intelligence that could “assist in the

recovery of Americans missing overseas.”  Its goal was to give “every federal

department the same vision, goals, and framework with regard to the safe return

of our people.”

NSPD 12 was important for a few reasons. First, as an administration directive

separate from the National Strategy for Counterterrorism, NSPD 12 dealt with the

issue aside from other counterterrorism responses, something that had not

occurred in other administrations. Second, it focused on emphasizing the

recovery of U.S. citizens held abroad beyond U.S. government officials and

military service members. Third and finally, NSPD 12 and its 2008 updates

attempted to generate a framework to pull the different agencies and

departments of the U.S. government together for a whole-of-government

response to hostage-taking events.

As important as NSPD 12 was, it did not completely address issues surrounding

the response to hostage-taking. For instance, one issue revolved around the

classification of the document. The sensitivity of the recovery mechanisms

discussed in NSPD 12 necessitated a high level of classification. In an interview

for this report, one former U.S. government official described it as a read-only

document with a limited distribution.  This limited distribution throughout the

U.S. government worked at odds with the goal of creating a whole-of-government

response. Additionally, the policy’s classification impacted its goal of engaging

with and supporting hostage families. While NSPD 12 expanded the U.S.

government’s focus to the kidnappings of U.S. citizens and provided expanded

support to hostage families, its level of classification made it difficult for U.S.

officials to meaningfully engage with hostage families and third parties working

on their behalf to discuss plans and strategies to recover their loved ones or share

the status of each case. The policy’s classification also prevented U.S.

government officials from detailing the U.S. policy toward hostage-taking for

both hostage families and U.S. allies, which ultimately created confusion about

what U.S. policy actually said. 

NSPD 12 also fell short on coordinating the interagency efforts to respond to

hostage taking events. The 2008 update was designed to create a framework for

dealing with hostage-recovery for the interagency and to strengthen existing

response mechanisms with the goal of “integrating capabilities into a unified

national [recovery] response.”  Despite this goal, the directive to examine and

update existing responses effectively allowed U.S. departments and agencies to

approach their own hostage related equities independently and did nothing to

better synchronize the interagency response. In the words of the Obama

administration’s 2014 Report on Hostage Policy, NSPD 12 “created no mechanism

to coordinate a whole-of-government approach to recover hostages.”
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The Impact of U.S. Hostage Policy Pre-PPD-30

U.S. hostage policy before PPD-30 closely linked responses to hostage-taking

events with the overall counterterrorism policy of each presidential

administration. As discussed above, it was not until the Bush administration’s

NSPD 12 that responses to hostage-takings were discussed outside

counterterrorism policy. Because of these linkages, responding to hostage-taking

incidents was primarily done by U.S. government entities that also had

counterterrorism responsibilities. Few organizations focused specifically—or

tangentially—on hostage-taking. This meant that while people across the U.S.

government would work toward the resolution of a hostage-taking event should a

crisis arise, they did so as part of their daily duties and responsibilities, not as a

hostage-taking subject matter expert. In short, while many people worked on

counterterrorism issues for the U.S. government, it had little in the way of

dedicated expertise to respond to hostage-taking events.

Agencies that played a role in resolving a hostage-taking incident were spread

across the U.S. government’s interagency, and there were few connections

bringing them together in support of hostage recovery. Due to the lack of another

coordinating body, it fell to the National Security Council to synchronize the U.S.

government’s response to hostage-taking events. This seems to have been

effective when hostage-takings were large enough in scale or the victims were

able to capture the attention of U.S. officials and the U.S. government. When

American citizens were kidnapped in smaller, less dramatic events, however,

coordination at the National Security Council level was less effective, especially

when other major events pulled policy focus away. For instance, shortly after

beginning a tour at the National Security Council as the director of strategy and

military affairs in late 2001, Admiral, then-Captain, William McRaven

discovered that despite Americans Martin and Gracia Burnham having been

kidnapped by Abu Sayyaf militants in the Philippines six months prior, relatively

little had been done to work toward their release.  While the National Security

Council’s Hostage Coordination Group was responsible for coordinating

interagency responses to hostage-takings, the reality of the pressures of the

global war on terrorism meant that prior to McRaven’s arrival in the office

reenergizing the effort, little focus had been given to the Burnhams’ case.  Prior

to PPD-30, without a coordinating body other than the National Security

Council, hostage responses continued to be uneven, conductive, and personality-

driven.

This construct, where the National Security Council managed the response to

hostage-takings, created challenges for continuity and maintaining expertise in

the response to these events. Hostage-taking by terrorist groups tends to be a

cyclical concern, rather than a consistently high threat.  Turnover in the

National Security Council and changes in administrations cycled U.S. officials

with experience responding to these events in and out of government. During the

George W. Bush administration, for instance, U.S. officials gained experience in
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responding to these complicated and challenging events as they grappled with a

surge in kidnappings in Iraq.  Between 2003 and 2007, more than 43 U.S. citizens

were kidnapped in Iraq, 14 of whom were executed,  including Nicholas Berg

whose execution was video-taped and distributed widely on the internet.  This

experience with hostage-taking, in many ways, provided a glimpse of the

challenges the U.S. government would face with the ISIS kidnappings in Syria.

However, because coordination of the interagency was done at the National

Security Council, when the Obama administration began to contend with the

challenges of attempting to recover hostages from a terrorist organization

holding them deep in denied terrain, they did so without much of the expertise

gained from the U.S. government’s last significant hostage crisis 10 years before.

The 2015 Hostage Policy

The Obama administration’s 2015 review of U.S. hostage policy grappled with

many of these issues. How could the U.S. government better coordinate

responses to hostage-takings? How should it place more priority on these often

long, drawn out, and deeply personal crises? What should the U.S. government

do to organize in such a way that expertise was maintained in response to an

issue that waxed and waned? How could the United States do better to engage

with and support the families of hostages held overseas?

The outputs of the 2015 review, PPD-30 and EO 13698, restructured the U.S.

hostage recovery enterprise, overhauling it to create entities with specific

charters to oversee these complex issues. First, in order to increase the priority

given to hostage cases, PPD-30 established the Hostage Response Group, a sub-

deputies’ group at the National Security Council.  As a sub-deputies’ group, the

Hostage Response Group was elevated above the Hostage Coordination Group

used in the Bush administration. The Hostage Response Group is chaired by the

special assistant to the president and senior director for counterterrorism in the

National Security Council, and is primarily responsible for coordinating,

developing, and implementing U.S. hostage policy, strategies, and activities at

the National Security Council level. In addition, the Hostage Response Group

provides policy guidance to the HRFC and prioritizes hostage related issues at

the highest levels of the U.S. government.

In order to ensure the U.S. government had a dedicated organization to

coordinate the response to hostage-takings and to maintain continuity in its

ability to manage these crises, the policy created the HRFC. The HRFC, as the

entity charged with coordinating the U.S. government’s recovery efforts and

family engagement, consists of an intelligence section, an operational section to

coordinate interagency action, a family engagement team, an external

engagement component, and a legal team.  In addition, the directive also

created the office of the Special Presidential Envoy for Hostage Affairs (SPEHA)
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within the State Department to coordinate diplomatic efforts (Please see

“Understanding of U.S. Official and Departmental Roles” in Section 4 for further

discussion).

The Obama administration’s changes to the hostage recovery enterprise were

maintained by the Trump administration, which sought continuity in the

approach to recovering American hostages.  Furthermore, in December 2020,

Congress passed—and President Trump signed—the Robert Levinson Hostage

Recovery and Hostage-Taking Accountability Act which, among other things,

codified the establishment of the HRFC and Hostage Response Group into U.S.

law.

While PPD-30 and the structural changes followed by the issuance of EO 13698

are important steps towards “ensur[ing] that the government was well organized

to take rapid, coordinated action in response to a hostage-taking event,”  the

continued, adaptive nature of hostage-taking requires that U.S. policy on

hostage-taking continuously evolve. JWFLF’s annual nongovernmental

assessment of U.S. hostage policy and family engagement is intended to provide

insights to the U.S. government as well as inform discussions on hostage and

unlawful or wrongful detention related issues as they continue to evolve in the

current geopolitical landscape.
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3. Methods, Limitations, and Definitions

This report is based on a series of 42 interviews with individuals personally

connected to a case in which an American was held hostage or unlawfully or

wrongfully detained, hereinafter referred to as participants. In every hostage or

unlawful or wrongful detainee case, each participant was a U.S. national.

Interviews with hostages, unlawful or wrongful detainees, and their families

consisted of a series of questions focused on thematic areas drawn directly from

PPD-30 to provide a qualitative understanding of the experiences of hostages,

wrongful detainees, and their families. Each interview also included a

quantitative assessment of the effectiveness of PPD-30 by assigning a numerical

value indicating the degree to which each participant agreed or disagreed with a

variety of statements asked during the interview process.  JWFLF sought to

ensure confidentiality throughout the interview process. In an attempt to prevent

bias and protect the identity of the hostages, wrongful detainees, and their

families, JWFLF assigned a random six-digit serial number to each case and

permanently discarded each participant’s name. Analysis of each case was then

carried out using the six-digit serial number.

Definitions

To more closely align with the U.S. government’s hostage recovery enterprise

classification and terminology, this report distinguishes within its analysis the

difference between hostage cases and cases of unlawful or wrongful detention.

JWFLF uses the conventional definition of a hostage as a person detained and

under the threat of death, injury, or continued detention by an individual or

group (but not a state) in order to compel a third party to do (or abstain from

doing) any act as an explicit or implicit condition of the person’s release.  For

this report, a hostage-taking event includes U.S. nationals held by non-state

actors, specifically by terrorist organizations, militants, criminal groups, pirates,

or unknown captors.

JWFLF does not include individuals who were involved in (1) kidnapping

attempts resulting in the immediate death of the victim, or the victim was killed

before being taken to a secondary location; or (2) if a person has been reported

missing and there is no evidence, open-source reporting, or indication from

family members that the individual was taken hostage by a terrorist organization,

militants, criminal groups, pirates, or unknown captors.

Where the actor holding a U.S. national is a state, JWFLF includes the case where

the detention is wrongful or unlawful. JWFLF considers the detention of a U.S.

national to be unlawful or wrongful based on criteria found in the Robert
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Levinson Hostage-Recovery and Hostage-Taking Accountability Act adopted

into law on December 27, 2020.  Cases in which a foreign government

acknowledges that it has detained a U.S. national may be considered unlawful or

wrongful if:

U.S. officials receive or possess credible information indicating innocence

of the detained individual;

The individual is being detained solely or substantially because he or she

is a U.S. national;

The individual is being detained solely or substantially to influence U.S.

government policy or to secure economic or political concessions from the

U.S. government;

The detention appears to be because the individual sought to obtain,

exercise, defend, or promote freedom of the press, freedom of religion, or

the right to peacefully assemble;

The individual is being detained in violation of the laws of the detaining

country;

Independent nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or journalists have

raised legitimate questions about the innocence of the detained

individual;

The U.S. mission in the country where the individual is being detained has

received credible reports that the detention is a pretext for an illegitimate

purpose;

The individual is detained in a country where the Department of State has

determined in its annual human rights reports that the judicial system is

not independent or impartial, is susceptible to corruption, or is incapable

of rendering just verdicts;

The individual is being detained in inhumane conditions;

Due process of law has been sufficiently impaired so as to render the

detention arbitrary; or

U.S. diplomatic engagement is likely necessary to secure the release of the

detained individual.
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Limitations

One of the challenges in this study was obtaining a consistent number of

responses for every question asked during the interview process. In some cases,

not all questions were applicable to each participant’s experiences. In other cases,

it was difficult to obtain a response to all questions because of the emotional

impact of the interview question. JWFLF put the safety and emotional needs of

the participants above its ability to glean information from the participant’s

difficult experiences. For example, participants were given the opportunity and

were encouraged to refrain from answering questions that made them feel

uncomfortable. In some instances, interviews were shortened, or questions were

omitted at the interviewer’s discretion if the participant showed signs of

increased anger, stress, and/or anxiety. It was not the intent of the interviewer for

the participant to relive traumatic events, but to allow each of its participants the

opportunity to be heard. Many families who have experienced a hostage-taking

or a wrongful detention find it extremely difficult to recount and are

understandably unwilling to examine their trauma any further.

Another limitation of this report derives from the provision of anonymity to

interviewees. All sources agreed to be interviewed on the condition that they

remain confidential. Specific dates and locations of interviews were omitted. In

addition, countries, regions, terrorist organizations, prisons, specifics on dates,

and timeframes of captivity were also omitted in order to protect the participant’s

and/or their respective loved one’s identities.

This effort to keep interviewees confidential has its drawbacks. It can leave the

reader without a clear understanding of the full context of the issues discussed in

the report. In addition, only providing feedback from anonymous sources may

leave the reader questioning the author’s ability to access the most credible

sources and their ability to provide the most accurate and timely information on

the intended subject. This places an added responsibility on the author to select

sources with utmost care, all while seeking additional sources from similar high-

level positions, to gain well-rounded perspectives on issues discussed in the

report. Information from interviews was verified with other sources, further

corroborating an accurate representation of the information gathered during

each interview.

On the other hand, protecting a source’s identity has many benefits. It

encourages candor and allows the participant to speak more freely, it protects the

participant’s loved ones who are currently held in captivity, and it allows

participants to advocate for hostages or unlawful or wrongful detainees without

repercussions from the hostage recovery enterprise.

Another limitation derives from the complexity of the issues involved and the

speed with which conditions can change. About half of the participants were

interviewed more than once as hostage or unlawful or wrongful detainee issues
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continue to evolve at a rapid pace. While this can introduce a level of variability

into their answers, it allowed participants and their concerns to be more fully

heard as hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee issues continue to evolve.

Interviewed Participants

Of the 42 participants interviewed for this report, 28 were associated with a

specific hostage or unlawful or wrongful detention case. The remaining 14

interviews were conducted with current or former U.S. officials and former senior

military officials. These 14 interviews were not included in the quantitative

numerical rankings portion of the report (Section 4 and Appendices B and C).

Instead, their responses helped inform discussions and provide more context to

the issues discussed in Section 4 and Section 5.

Of them, 28 participants interviewed for the report who were associated with

either a hostage or unlawful or wrongful detention case, three were advocates

(who dealt with both hostage and detainee cases), three were family

representatives, and 22 were former hostages, unlawful or wrongful detainees, or

family members of current or former hostage and unlawful or wrongful

detainees.

In total, this study represents 18 individual hostage and unlawful or wrongful

detention cases. It includes eight hostage cases (including unacknowledged

detainee cases), and 10 unlawful or wrongful detainee cases. Participants

involved in hostage cases included three former hostages, seven family

members, and two family representatives, in addition to the three family

advocates involved in both hostage and unlawful or wrongful detention cases.

Participants involved in unlawful or wrongful detention cases included five

former detainees, seven family members, and one family representative as well

as the three advocates. Figure 1 provides the breakdown of participants.
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The cases represented in this study took place from the 2010s through the

present. However, including more specific dates would have a negative impact on

the participants’ confidentiality. Ten of the 18 cases represented in this study are

currently active. In the remaining eight cases, the hostages or detainees in

question have either returned home or are no longer in captivity. These cases are

still being pursued by the U.S. government, and all but one participant is

currently working with the U.S. hostage recovery enterprise.71
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4. Perceptions of the U.S. Government’s Hostage
Recovery Enterprise

This report builds upon the 2019 and 2020, Bringing Americans Home reports,

providing a nongovernmental assessment of the implementation of EO 13698

and PPD-30.  This section analyzes the efficacy of EO 13698 and PPD-30 by

drawing upon interviews conducted with and survey responses from:

Former U.S. hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees

Families of current and former U.S. hostages and unlawful or wrongful

detainees

Family representatives and advocates

Third-party intermediaries, interlocutors, and human rights lawyers

This section also draws upon interviews with the following participants but they

were not included in the survey response sample, as the survey’s aim is to convey

the views of hostages, detainees, and their families.

Current and former U.S. government officials

Former senior military officials

This section will discuss how accessible the agencies and offices that make up the

U.S. government’s hostage recovery enterprise are to the families of hostages and

unlawful or wrongful detainees. In addition, this section will examine how well

the U.S. government shares information with these families and how clear the

roles of these agencies and offices are to them. This section also discusses the

partnership between families and the U.S. government for recovery efforts, the

priority that families perceive the U.S. government assigns to their cases, and

how well families understand U.S. hostage policy. Each of these discussions will

address the perspectives of both hostage participants and unlawful or wrongful

detainee participants.

For the purpose of this report, the evaluation of the State Department’s support

to unlawful or wrongful detainees will focus on interactions with Consular Affairs

and the SPEHA’s office. It will exclude interactions between families and U.S.

embassies, since unlawful or wrongful detentions do not always occur in regions

where the United States has an open or existing embassy.
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Access to the U.S. Government’s Hostage Recovery Enterprise

A hostage-taking event or an unlawful or wrongful detention is a difficult and

traumatic experience that launches families into a crisis where they have to orient

themselves within the hostage recovery enterprise and navigate the geopolitical

landscape where their loved one is being held. While access to U.S. government

agencies may not be essential for a small number of cases,  it is “absolutely

critical” for the majority of families advocating for the release of their loved 
ones.

JWFLF asked its participants to what degree the HRFC, Bureau of Consular 
Affairs (hereafter Consular Affairs), and SPEHA’s office was accessible to them 
after learning of their loved one’s captivity. Hostage participants generally agreed 
that the HRFC was accessible. However, fewer hostage participants interacted 
with the SPEHA’s office than from previous participants in Bringing Americans

Home reports.  Unlawful or wrongful detainee respondents reported gaining

more access to the SPEHA’s office than in the 2019 and 2020 reports.  Overall,

the data from the 2020 and 2021 reports supports the assertion that reforms to

the SPEHA’s office have improved families’ ability to access the government.
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Hostage Case Participant Responses

All hostage participants agreed (two) or strongly agreed (eight) that the HRFC

was accessible to them. When asked about their ability to access the SPEHA’s

office, three participants strongly agreed that the SPEHA’s office was accessible,

whereas one participant disagreed, and two participants strongly disagreed

(Figure 2).

Fewer than half of the hostage participants interviewed reported working with

the SPEHA’s office. The other participants interviewed who were not accessing

the SPEHA’s office indicated that they or their loved ones were no longer actively

held in captivity and their cases were being handled under the direction of the

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) rather than the SPEHA. On the one hand,

this drop in engagement with the SPEHA’s office represents the fact that there are

fewer active hostage cases than in years past. At the same time, however, there

were concerns among hostage participants and advocates that the SPEHA’s office
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was spending less time reaching out to hostage families because of its current

engagement with unlawful or wrongful detainee cases.

Hostage participants, in addition to discussing their access to the HRFC and the

SPEHA’s office, shared the importance of having access to their senators and

representatives, who were described as “essential” advocates for their cases. One

hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee family advocate described Congress

as a “very important tool for hostage and detainee families.”  Specifically, they

highlighted that families are able to access their loved ones’ two senators and

congressional representative, as well as their own senators and representative,

providing each family with a potential for up to six advocates whose social media

presence and ability to write letters to the president of the United States can raise

the profile of their case.

Outside the U.S. government, hostage participants also shared the importance of

working with organizations such as the Richardson Center, which provides

support to negotiations for U.S. hostages; Hostage US, which provides day to day

support for families of Americans taken hostage or wrongfully detained abroad

and supports hostages and detainees when they return home; and the James W.

Foley Legacy Foundation, which advocates for the freedom of all Americans held

hostage and wrongfully detained abroad through research aimed at

strengthening U.S. policy. An advocate interviewed for this report agreed with

the importance of these organizations, commenting that while it is important for

families to understand they have a central team working on their case inside the

government (the HRFC), it is also important that they are aware of other

potential advocates who can also be of assistance to their case and work on their

behalf.

Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee Case Participant Responses

A slight majority, (five of nine) unlawful or wrongful detainee participants agreed

that Consular Affairs was accessible to them while the remaining participants

neither agreed nor disagreed (four). Families who shared mixed reviews of

Consular Affairs commented that their concerns generally derived from issues

with the respective consular officer’s ability to access their loved ones. When U.S.

citizens are unlawfully or wrongfully held by foreign countries, having consular

access is a high priority for family members since their loved ones often

experience life threatening medical conditions, poor nutrition, inhumane

treatment, and in some cases, torture.  Families shared that foreign

governments were not allowing consular officers access to the detained

Americans due to COVID-19 restrictions or other issues stemming from poor

relations between the United States and the foreign country holding their loved

one. From their perspective, they felt these issues were very likely excuses by the

foreign government to prevent access to the detained Americans and wanted to

see a more concerted effort made by the consular officer to gain access to their

loved ones.
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Participant responses regarding access to the SPEHA’s office were more

favorable, with the majority (twelve of thirteen) of participants either agreeing

(seven) or strongly agreeing (five) that the SPEHA’s office was accessible to them.

Only one participant disagreed that the SPEHA’s office was accessible (Figure 2).

It is important to note that having a loved one’s case classified as an unlawful or

wrongful detention, and thus gaining access to the SPEHA’s office, is not a simple

process. A family’s belief that their loved one is being held by a foreign

government unlawfully or wrongfully does not immediately gain them access to

the SPEHA’s office. This access, something that is a high priority for these

families, requires each case to be evaluated and approved by Consular Affairs,

the Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor, various legal offices and

regional desks within the State Department as applicable, and then by the

SPEHA’s office itself. Once all these offices have agreed it should be designated a

wrongful detention, the case then gets elevated to the secretary of state for a final

determination.

Access to the SPEHA’s office, much like in the 2020 report,  remains the number

one issue for unlawful or wrongful detainees and their families. In fact, the

individual who disagreed that the SPEHA’s office was accessible did so because

their case was not classified as an unlawful or wrongful detention by the State

Department. In addition, over the course of the interviews and drafting of this

report, three respondents changed their responses from disagree to agree

because they ultimately made it through the lengthy process to gain access to the

SPEHA’s office. Access to the SPEHA’s office, especially for incoming families,

remains a concern because families perceive that working with the SPEHA’s

office “adds more credibility to their case.”  Not only does it make their loved

one’s case a "real" case, but it also allows families to work with an ambassador

who can develop and lead diplomatic engagements on behalf of their loved one.

This level of attention is what families believe is necessary to work toward their

loved one’s release.

One participant shared, “When my [loved one] was first wrongfully detained, the

State Department would send Consular Affairs to deal with our case, with no

SPEHA representation… it took two and a half years to get any recognition from

the SPEHA’s office. It wasn’t until the transition over to Ambassador Roger

Carstens where [the Office] was more hands on. Ambassador Carstens made

himself available to us saying if we need anything that we could call or email him

at any time. There have been times where we’ve had to call and ask for help. It’s

much better… [we] feel like he’s really there for the families.” Another family

member shared similar sentiments, “I have felt that Roger Carstens has been

completely available for my family. I feel like they’re [State Department]

definitely going in the right direction.”

JWFLF participants shared that it took between eight months to two and a half

years to gain access to the SPEHA’s office, and that official certification that their
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loved one’s cases was an unlawful or wrongful detention was often missing.

While all but two participants shared that the State Department categorized their

case as an unlawful or wrongful detention, many family members indicated that

they have not received any official documentation stating that their loved one has

been unlawfully or wrongfully detained from the State Department. This makes

some families nervous that their support from the SPEHA’s office is not

necessarily durable. “The thing is,” one participant said, “we don’t know why

they [the SPEHA’s office] are working with us or how long they’ll be working with

us. It could all end tomorrow, we don’t know!”  On the other hand, families

report that documentation from the State Department acknowledging their loved

one’s case is an unlawful or wrongful detention provides a level of support. Not

only does such documentation give families or returning detainees “credibility

needed to gain better access to their state Senators or state Representatives,”  it

also gives them the “capability to work with the IRS regarding unpaid taxes,

creditors and/or debt collectors after defaulting on payments or loans while

being unjustly held in captivity.”  Some participants reported having written

documentation acknowledging their unlawful or wrongful detention; they also

commented that “it didn’t have the same effectiveness that returning hostages

receive.”

One of the issues with access to the SPEHA reported by family members, as well

as family representatives, was their initial lack of knowledge that the SPEHA’s

office even existed. “Currently, there isn’t a [specific] mechanism in place [to

raise cases to the SPEHA] for family members whose loved ones are being held

for political purposes.”  A few participants reported that they only learned of the

SPEHA’s office through NGOs or by a consular officer who independently

reached out to the SPEHA’s office signaling that there was a potential unlawful or

wrongful case. Families, as well as advocates, indicated that “there needs to be a

better way to access the SPEHA’s office,” or to “contact the SPEHA’s office

directly” so they can be made aware of a potential case. Most often families find

themselves stuck in Consular Affairs where their cases can potentially sit

alongside more than 3,000 lawful overseas detentions. For comparison, there

are currently over 50 publicly disclosed unlawful or wrongful detentions of

Americans overseas.  Separating this small number of unlawful or wrongful

cases from the thousands of lawful detentions is a complicated task and, without

a clear process to elevate these cases from Consular Affairs, will continue to

remain a challenge.

Lawful detentions occur in countries all over the world, even in allied countries of

the United States. However, unlawful or wrongful cases are generally different

from lawful detentions because

They typically occur in countries where the foreign government is hostile

towards the United States.
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The detainees in question are being held for the purpose to affect change

in U.S. policy and its national security decision making processes, force

prisoner exchanges, and/or extract other forms of concessions from the

United States.

While with lawful detention cases, the probability that the offence can be

adjudicated through the foreign government’s judicial system is high, unlawful or

wrongful detentions are far less likely to receive due process or even a fair trial.

Therefore, these cases “must receive high-level U.S. engagement because they

require more diplomacy and engagement with top-level government officials,

something that Consular Affairs does not do.”

Access to the President of the United States, National Security Advisor, and Secretary

of State

Families work tirelessly to gain access to the government’s hostage recovery

enterprise, but “nothing replaces having access or getting the attention of the

President of the United States or the Secretary of State.”  Families of hostages

and unlawful or wrongful detainees, including third-party intermediaries and

interlocutors, shared that they had relative success in gaining access to former

President Trump and then National Security Advisor Robert O’Brien likely owing

to the latter’s previous role as the SPEHA.

During the transition to the current administration, family members, third-party

intermediaries, and interlocutors saw the outreach of National Security Advisor

Jake Sullivan, and Secretary of State Antony Blinken to family members on behalf

of their loved ones’ cases as a signal that they would have access to higher levels

of government and that their cases would receive presidential priority. While

families remain hopeful that there will be continued engagement and progress on

their cases, some families have expressed concerns that Sullivan has become less

available, which is perceived as hindering their ability to obtain access to

President Biden. All hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee participants

stressed the importance of maintaining access to the highest levels of

government for the purpose of advocating for the release of their loved one.

Consistency, Accuracy, and Coordination of U.S. Government
Briefings

A common concern amongst family members was the importance of consistency

and accuracy of information shared during meetings with the U.S. government

regarding their case. In addition, remaining in constant communication to

receive updates, as well as observing a well coordinated flow of information

across the different agencies and third-party intermediaries, was also of great

importance to family members. During interviews for this report, there were a

variety of responses, both favorable and unfavorable, with satisfaction with the
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consistency and accuracy of information shared during meetings and briefings

with the U.S. government. For a more in-depth discussion on information sharing

during briefings, see the following section.

Hostage Case Participants Responses

All the hostage participants (three) that had access to the SPEHA’s office strongly

agreed that U.S. officials communicated clearly and were well-coordinated

during meetings and briefings with the office (Figure 3). While all three

participants strongly agreed that the SPEHA’s office was well coordinated and

had communicated very well during briefings, one participant expressed concern

over the new staff being brought on board. “It’s not the same” and “it’s starting to

feel more bureaucratic.”  However, the participant remained hopeful that the

perceived shift was temporary while the new staff was settling into their new
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roles. Overall, participants commented on how much they look forward to

engaging with the leadership of the SPEHA’s office regarding their case.

There are participants who expressed concern over not being able to access the

SPEHA’s office. While they do have a working relationship with the HRFC, they

know that their case requires “diplomatic engagement at the highest levels within

the State Department” to work towards the release of their loved one.  In

addition, they raised concerns over whether the SPEHA’s office has focused more

on unlawful or wrongful detention cases this year rather than hostage cases. In

particular, “the issue bothering [the family member] is that it has become

evident that the SPEHA is in regular contact with detainee families.”  In

addition the SPEHA “has never contacted us”  in regard to handling their

hostage case.

In another statement referring to the State Department as a whole, a participant

commented that their “relationship with other components of the U.S.

government, primarily the State Department, has been less favorable. As in prior

years, little if any substantive information has been provided by the State

Department, promises from senior officials have gone unmet, and ‘briefings’

have tended to be pro forma, or worse, media events.”

For hostage case participants working with the HRFC, half of respondents (five of

10) strongly agreed (four) or agreed (one) that the HRFC communicated clearly

and that officials were well-coordinated during meetings and briefings, whereas

one participant neither agreed or disagreed, and four participants either

disagreed (three) and strongly disagreed (one) (Figure 3).

One participant shared that “both the HRFC and SPEHA’s office have been

excellent at reporting back to us and telling us information.”  Another

participant who’s been working with the HRFC for some time shared, “I’m

actually astounded. They [the HRFC and victim’s specialist] are very good to me

and have accomplished a great deal this year. They’ve been very open and frank

and have shared a lot of information. They’ve been wonderful and have done

way more than I would have ever asked.”

Another participant shared that their FBI case agents and victim’s specialist were

“exceptionally good to me, way more than I would ever have expected.” The

participant was especially touched when their victim’s specialist and case agents

would visit and “help me… all while COVID is going on. They are really, really

good to me.”

In addition, a participant said that sharing information across all the different

agencies as well as coordinating as much as possible with third-party

intermediaries was “most impactful.” “That’s what’s made the most difference!”

 Regarding coordination, a participant shared, “Initially, it was good to have

several briefings with all the different parties involved, the FBI, State
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Department, Special Envoy, and so on. I got a sense that people were all on the

same page. Previous to PPD-30, there was absolutely no coordination at all.

People were not on the same page and did not share information. The State

Department hardly talked to the FBI, it was pretty incredible. That changed very

slowly, but it changed.”

However, not all hostage participants shared positive experiences working with

the HRFC. One hostage case participant shared that, while their initial meeting

with the FBI agent investigating their loved one’s case was successful,

unfortunately, from the perception of the family, all of the information gathered

by the agent did not get communicated back to the HRFC. This led the family to

believe that the “Fusion Cell doesn’t talk to each other as well as they should,”

and that “their communication with each other was very poor.” It is important to

note that the family working with the FBI agent thought that he was, “excellent,

highly professional, and made several references to other hostage cases… he

knew his stuff.” The agent was also “very respectful and knew not to ask long-

winded questions… because [the family member] couldn’t handle any more than

what they were asking.”

Another issue raised regarding communication, coordination, and briefings with

the HRFC was the pace with which families received regular calls and/or updates

on their loved one’s case. Families feel intense pressure to act quickly when their

loved ones are first taken hostage. According to one U.S. official, “It’s important

to move quickly during the first two weeks of someone who has been taken

hostage. After that the trail starts to go cold.”  A participant whose loved one

was in the early stages of a hostage-taking shared that the HRFC told them to

wait “at a specific time [for] a clerk from the local field office to call [them] to give

updates once a week.”  Families have the expectation of working at a very rapid

pace and, “being told to sit and wait around for somebody to call once a week,

and then have them not give any new information, that was not going to work for
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110us.” Ultimately, the family felt that the HRFC was “slowing [them] down” and 
they walked out of their meeting with the HRFC saying, “We’re on our own.”

Another participant shared challenges with working with their victim’s specialist. 
After receiving paperwork regarding their case, the participant noticed that their 
loved one’s name was incorrect. “They had the wrong name! [Even though], it 
was human error, it just showed a lack of caring, especially since it came from the 
victim’s specialist. It was just disheartening to me. I can’t explain why, because I 
know it was a human error…but it showed me that it wasn’t important to that 
person, I guess. I know [they] meant the right thing, sending us the information, 
all that was lovely, all that was great, but the fact that they didn’t even have [my 
loved one’s] name in there, was disheartening. It felt just very bureaucratic and 
insensitive.”111
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When asked about their interactions with Consular Affairs, four participants 
agreed that U.S. officials communicated clearly and were well coordinated during 
meetings and briefings, while two disagreed and three respondents neither 
agreed nor disagreed (Figure 3). With regard to the SPEHA’s office, the majority 
of respondents (nine of 15) either agreed (seven) or strongly agreed (two) that 
U.S. officials communicated clearly and were well coordinated during meetings 
and briefings. The remaining respondents neither agreed nor disagreed (three) or 
disagreed (three) that U.S. officials communicated clearly and were well-

coordinated while engaging with that office (Figure 3).

Initially, the perception of the SPEHA’s office was more positive, with all 
respondents agreeing that the SPEHA’s office communicated clearly and was well 
coordinated during meetings and briefings. Throughout the course of the year, 
however, the interviewer was contacted by five participants to change their 
responses after their initial respective interviews. Of the five participants, three 
changed their response from agree to disagree, whereas, two participants 
changed their response from agree to neither agree nor disagree. These 
participants cited their perception of a change in policy resulting from the new 
administration and the addition of new staff at the SPEHA’s office. “We’re getting 
more bureaucratic responses now and less actionable information,” one family 
member stated, “it’s like we moved backwards four years.”112

In general, the majority of families were very happy with their interactions with 
the SPEHA’s office, specifically during the Trump administration. Several 
families expressed satisfaction with weekly calls, in-person meetings, being 
provided rough timelines, and being able to ask specific questions for which they 
received satisfactory responses. This was even the case when the SPEHA could 
not answer some of the questions due to classification concerns. “It’s been great 
actually,” was the response of one participant. “The SPEHA is very 
straightforward with us and we believe what they’re saying is what they are going 
to do. We don’t get the sense of getting pushed around or being paid lip service.”
113

Similar to the 2019 and 2020 Bringing Americans Home reports, the turnover rate 
at the State Department remains a problem. For some participants, their loved 
ones’ cases have been going on for several years or more. While they know there 
will be a constant change in personnel, families expressed frustration over being 
asked basic questions about their loved ones’ cases time and time again. “We’re 
still being asked if [my loved one] is a dual national. It’s like they don’t share the 
information to the upcoming people, and we continue to have to start over. It’s 
least reassuring when these are the people taking over my [loved one’s] case. 
Overall, there is a lack of transfer of information to the incoming personnel.”114 

Additionally, this same participant noted, referencing both the SPEHA’s office 
and Consular Affairs, “It takes a long time to build trust and relationships with 
State officials and once we’ve gained their trust, they’re off to their next job.”
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Another participant raised a similar issue with staff members not reviewing their

cases before meetings and briefings, saying, “We have been working our case for

several years now and we are still being asked about [our loved one’s] nationality,

who we’re working with, and other basic information. … [That is] great for a new

case, but it raises many questions for cases like ours. Do they not have this

information already in a file somewhere? It feels like they’re starting over. We’ve

done this several times already, why not look at our file?”

In addition, participants shared that in at least one instance, a large number of

unlawful and wrongful detainee families were asked to participate in a large

meeting with other families where they were asked questions regarding the

health of their loved ones and about personal issues that they were experiencing.

“These are private matters and are issues we don’t want to discuss in front of

other detainee families. It can be very embarrassing and humiliating! Especially,

when discussing certain medical issues [my loved one] is suffering from. There

are also other detainee family members who are suffering from [their own

medical issues], which I don’t feel should be our business and I feel bad for them

that this was their way to share the struggles they are all facing. If the official

looked at the files and had an individual phone call with us, it would have gone

over much better, and they probably would have gotten more information from

us.”  Additionally, this participant shared, “If this official would have contacted

us individually and was more proactive by saying, ‘I’ve reviewed your case,’ and

then asked specific question about gaps that remained in our file, that would have

been fine. Instead, we felt like they were starting from scratch.” The expectation

for families to share personal information and medical information regarding

their loved ones’ health conditions in a group setting, one participant stated, is

not only “dehumanizing and humiliating, it’s demoralizing for family members,”

it also showed a “lack of empathy and compassion.”

Another important issue that was raised by participants revolved around needing

representation from the broader State Department within the SPEHA’s office.

The State Department manages a diverse and wide-ranging diplomatic portfolio,

involving everything from conducting negotiations with foreign states to

participating in discussions of providing foreign aid and the application of

sanctions. These activities can, at times, occur at sensitive moments within

negotiations to release unlawful or wrongful detainees. There is a perception

among families that these diplomatic activities are often undertaken without

consideration for their impact on their loved one’s case. If State Department

officials are “talking to policymakers and discussing whether they’re going to

pursue sanctions or not, we want [the SPEHA] to be part of those discussions

because they have an impact on our case. We feel like they keep making

decisions without taking [our loved one’s case] into consideration.”

In addition, families shared concerns over the SPEHA’s office appearing to not

know what is going on politically within Congress. Families feel that there has

been missed opportunity to encourage bipartisan representation, which could

115

116

117

118

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/bringing-americans-home-2021/ 41



potentially be important for their case. The lack of coordination with Congress is

confusing to some family members who see the influence that U.S. lawmakers

have as being an important tool to leverage in support of their loved one’s case.

These families feel that coordinating recovery efforts with Congress should be a

key function for the SPEHA’s office in unlawful or wrongful detention cases.

Information Sharing

As discussed above prior to the release of PPD-30, the U.S. government’s hostage

policy was codified in NSPD 12, United States Citizens Taken Hostage Abroad.

NSPD 12’s classification, however, made it difficult for U.S. officials to engage

with hostage families and discuss what the United States was doing, or could do,

on their behalf. With the issuance of PPD-30, a mostly unclassified document,

family engagement and declassification of information became a higher priority

across the hostage recovery enterprise.

The HRFC is mandated by EO 13698 to “provide a forum for intelligence sharing

and, with the support of the Director of National Intelligence, coordinate the

declassification of relevant information.”  Further, PPD-30 directs the director

of national intelligence to “provide for centralized management of hostage-

related intelligence in order to coordinate the Intelligence Community's efforts

on hostage-takings and provide synchronized intelligence support to the HRFC.” 

 The intelligence community broadly is also directed to “make proactive

efforts to declassify relevant and reliable information or provide unclassified

summaries to a hostage's family.”

In response to this, an issue manager for hostage affairs position was established

within the Office of the Director of National Intelligence. This position is

responsible for declassifying information in support of hostage families, as well

as working with the interagency to “ensure focused and prioritized intelligence

support for hostage cases.”  The declassification of information in support of

hostage families is one area that family members consider extremely important

and has been consistently raised by families in the previous 2019 and 2020

reports.  Receiving information in a timely and consistent manner helps

provide them the support they need to work on their loved one’s behalf.

According to one senior U.S. official, however, getting the intelligence

community to prioritize the issue is challenging. “This is the one area,” they said,

“that [the hostage recovery enterprise] needs to continue to push on the

interagency to make sure the interagency overall understands that they must

work to declassify information.”  “It’s [the HRFC’s] job [to support this],” they

continued, “it’s the ODNI [Office of the Director of National Intelligence] Issue

Manager’s job to go out across the interagency and get those declassified talking

points [families can use].”  One U.S. government employee noted, however,

that the issue manager had limited influence within the interagency and that they
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had observed information get declassified much faster if the national security

advisor engaged directly with the intelligence community.

Declassifying information at a faster rate is also extremely important for hostage

families in order to match the pace of the constant changes that occur in hostage

cases. One hostage family shared that the HRFC became less relevant to their

case because “they weren’t sharing information fast enough… we were operating

at a much quicker pace while they were still trying to get information

declassified.”  In addition, one participant shared, “During the 2015 process

resulting in PPD-30, the government spoke a lot about opening and speeding

declassification of confidential information for families, even to the point of

hiring staff specifically for this purpose. We’ve seen no evidence that this promise

has been fulfilled.”

As in the 2019 and 2020 reports, information sharing remains a challenge raised

by several participants in this year’s report. Hostage case participants, in

particular, remain concerned about the level of completeness of the information

they receive, while unlawful or wrongful detainee participants’ satisfaction with

the level of information being shared from the U.S. government seems to have

improved from the 2020 report.
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Hostage Case Participant Responses

About half (four of nine) of participants who interacted with the HRFC strongly

agreed (three) or agreed (one) that they received a steady flow of information

regarding their loved one’s case, while the other half (four) strongly disagreed

(one individual neither agreed nor disagreed). Usually, when there is a bimodal

distribution in the data, there are common factors that relate to the disparity.

However, in this case, there are no clear differences between the cases of those

who agreed and those who did not, nor do the cases of those who agreed or

disagreed all have common dynamics. Neither duration of the hostage case,

whether the case was in its early to late stages, verification of proof of life, nor

location of the hostage appear to have been determining factors for the

discrepancy in responses (Figure 4). In contrast with the HRFC, hostage families

working with the SPEHA’s office all had positive responses regarding their

perceptions of information sharing. All participants either strongly agreed (two)
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or agreed (one) that they received a steady flow of information regarding their

loved one’s case (Figure 4).

Information sharing between the U.S. government and families has remained a

challenge, as seen in both 2019 and 2020 JWFLF reports.  Family members

expressed a continuing concern regarding the “overly strict” and “unnecessary

withholding of information”  by the U.S. government. Families report that

information continues to be withheld from them and there continue to be limits

on their ability to share information with their non-governmental primary

advisor and/or negotiator.

Similar to the 2019 and 2020 reports, families perceived that while they continue

to share information they generate with the U.S. government, the government

“continues to withhold information from us.”  In one case, the family directly

asked the HRFC if the U.S. government’s inability to share the requested

information was due to legal issues or administrative issues. An individual

working for the HRFC reportedly commented that it was an administrative issue.

Since it was not a legal issue, the family interpreted that as the “desire and

position of the government” and that the government was choosing to withhold

information when there was no legal requirement to do so.

In another instance, a family was at a critical point in their case where they

required information from the U.S. government in order to make important and

timely decisions. The family knew that the U.S. government had information that

could inform their decision-making process. Ultimately, the HRFC did not share

the information. “We were told that the reason was that some of the underlying

information came from a foreign government… However, it’s our position that

[we] have demonstrated [years of trust] and that we present zero risk of

disclosure of information.”

One hostage advocate shared the importance for hostage families of having

independent sources of information and support so they can make informed

decisions on their own. “Regardless how well aligned the relationship is between

a hostage family and the government, it’s important that hostage families have

independent sources of information and support so they can make informed

decisions that they own. And those choices have to be informed with

independent information so they’re not just being fed something by one source.”

Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee Case Participant Responses

Of the seven responses associated with unlawful or wrongful detainee cases,

three participants disagreed that they received a steady flow of information from

Consular Affairs and three other participants neither agreed nor disagreed. Only

one participant agreed that they received a flow of information regarding their

loved one’s case from Consular Affairs. When asked about information flow from
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the SPEHA’s office, results were more favorable. Over half of the unlawful or

wrongful detainee participants (six of 11) agreed (five) or strongly agreed (one)

that they received a steady flow of information from the office. Of the remainder,

two of the 11 respondents disagreed and three neither agreed nor disagreed

(Figure 4).

In contrast to the 2020 report,  unlawful or wrongful detainee families shared

an overall satisfaction with the flow of information they’re receiving from the

SPEHA’s office. “Talking to [the SPEHA] has been great. We get the sense that

he’s telling us all that we can know even though there’s information he can’t

share due to classification issues.”  In addition, “Roger Carstens is different

from other SPEHA’s we’ve interacted with. He’s straightforward with what he can

share with us and we get the sense that he’s working on our behalf.”

One family member shared concerns with the declassification efforts of the

SPEHA’s office, however. “When it comes to declassifying information,” they

said, “I have asked to be read in on to classified information and was basically

told with wrongful detentions and the way things are set up at the moment, they

would have to go to the individual agencies and to get permission from each one

of them to share the information… There’s still no formal methodology for

families of wrongful detentions to obtain in any meaningful way classified

information without an in-person visit with the SPEHA which isn’t going to

happen every week. That said, I think they’re trying their best. Overall, there’s

been improvement from the previous year and I’m happy to see that it’s going to

continue to improve.”

Understanding of U.S. Official and Departmental Roles

PPD-30 directs that the interagency responsible for coordinating the U.S

government’s response to hostage-takings is the HRFC. Housed within the FBI,

the HRFC consists of an intelligence section, an operational section to coordinate

interagency action, a family engagement team, an external engagement

component, and a legal team.  Due to its responsibilities for coordinating the

interagency’s activities on behalf of hostages, several agencies are represented

within the HRFC. The Department of Defense, Department of Justice, State

Department, Department of Treasury, the FBI, and intelligence community all

have representatives within the HRFC’s operational section, all of whom are

dedicated to bringing U.S. nationals home.  Typically, the HRFC leads hostage

cases where U.S. nationals are held by non-state actors such as terrorist

organizations, other militant groups, criminals, and/or pirates. In addition, the

HRFC also has the lead on cases where U.S. nationals are suspected of being

detained by foreign governments, but where those governments have not

acknowledged their detention (also known as an unacknowledged detainee). In

addition to its role in coordinating interagency efforts on behalf of U.S. citizens,
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the HRFC is also responsible for developing and coordinating hostage recovery

strategies, coordinating intelligence sharing and the declassification of

information, and coordinating family engagement support for hostages and their

families on behalf of the U.S. government.

The SPEHA, another innovation of PPD-30, is a presidential appointee who

reports to the secretary of state and leads and coordinates all the government’s

diplomatic engagements on overseas hostage-related matters. The SPEHA also

coordinates diplomatic engagements supporting cases in which a foreign

government acknowledges that it has detained a U.S. national but the U.S.

government deems the detention to be unlawful or wrongful. The creation of the

SPEHA’s office centralized hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee issues

within the State Department under a single leader, who, as a presidential

appointee, effectively represents the president within the State Department.  In

addition to the SPEHA’s access to the secretary of state, the SPEHA has been

given the authority to access senior leaders in foreign governments and negotiate

on behalf of the U.S. government.  The SPEHA also plays an important role in

developing relationships with other governments and international organizations

who can play key roles in assisting the United States in obtaining the release of a

U.S. national held hostage or unlawfully or wrongfully detained abroad.

However, access to these organizations over the years has been uneven and, in

the past, there has been confusion over which entity was the lead for certain

cases. In addition, each organization provides different types of support to

hostage and/or unlawful or wrongful detainee families. This is further

complicated, in the SPEHA’s office, by the cumbersome entry pathway which

requires Consular Affairs to sift through the thousands  of detainee cases in

order to identify unlawful or wrongful detainee cases.

JWFLF asked participants whether they felt they had a good understanding of the

roles that U.S. officials and departments within the HRFC, SPEHA, and Consular

Affairs played in support of bringing their loved one’s home. Hostage

respondents for this year’s report generally said they understood the roles of the

HRFC and SPEHA. Unlawful or wrongful detainee respondents, however, were

somewhat more mixed in their assessment of whether they clearly understood

the role Consular Affairs played in their case, though all understood the role of

the SPEHA’s office. Frustrations over Consular Affairs roles were generally

related to perceived inactivity on behalf of their loved ones and a lack of

correspondence in dealing with their respective cases. While the majority of

JWFLF’s participants shared that they understood the departmental roles across

the hostage recovery enterprise, the conversation often shifted to personnel

changeover, such as the position of the director of the HRFC, in particular.
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Hostage Case Participant Responses

The majority (nine of 10) of hostage participants who interacted with the HRFC 
strongly agreed (six) or agreed (three) that they understood the role the HRFC 
plays in support of hostage recovery and family engagement (Figure 5). Only one 
participant disagreed that they had a clear understanding of the HRFC’s role.

One participant shared that they “especially found that the tenure of Kieran 
Ramsey as the Director of the HRFC brought an entirely different approach to 
interacting with us. He was refreshingly frank and honest.”144 In addition, 
another participant shared, “I have been extremely impressed by the 
professionalism and integrity and warmth of the people I work with in the FBI, 
my agents… the folks over at the FBI in Washington who handle the hostage cases 

are pretty outstanding people. I trust them a great deal. They’ve been very, very 

honest with me.”145 This honesty and frankness seems to
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understanding of what families can expect from HRFC support and the role they 

are playing in the recovery of their loved ones.

During these discussions, however, the tenure of the HRFC’s director emerged as 
a concern. Families seem to have attributed, in part, their clarity on the HRFC’s 
role to the leadership of the director and are concerned that during the transition 
in leadership this may change. One participant commented that they thought “an 
important point for consideration is the FBI policy of rotating senior officials as

frequently as they do.”  In their perspective, the HRFC is a body within the U.S.

government and that “having its leader rotate out routinely every two years or so

robs the HRFC, families, and especially hostages of the institutional body of

knowledge and the relationships each Director has developed.” While families

understand that no individual is assigned permanently within the government,

continuity is an important consideration for them when to feel confident that

they understand the role the HRFC will play in the recovery of their loved ones.

All three hostage respondents working with the SPEHA’s office either agreed

(two) or strongly agreed (one) that they understood official and departmental

roles regarding the SPEHA’s office (Figure 5).

One issue related to the role of the SPEHA raised by hostage advocates in the

interviews for this report revolved around its role in the negotiations with the

Taliban regarding troop withdrawals in Afghanistan. Hostage advocates did not

understand how the United States could negotiate with the Taliban while they

likely held two Americans hostage and not address the issue. They were also

concerned that once U.S. troops leave the country, it will become more difficult to

generate the intelligence needed to find Americans currently being held hostage.

These advocates were specifically confused by the SPEHA not having a role in

the negotiations. “As the one official who is supposed to take the lead in

negotiations to free hostages,” said one advocate, “you would think he would be

involved if we were negotiating with a group holding Americans hostage.”

Instead, according to advocates and U.S. officials, “everything is being handled

by the Special Envoy to Afghanistan [now the Special Representative for

Afghanistan Reconciliation (SRAR)].”  According to these advocates, hostage

issues were not prioritized nor was the return of U.S. hostages made a

precondition for any settlement during the peace talks in Doha, Qatar with the

Taliban.

Administration officials, in a recent Washington Post article, have refuted these

claims, saying that discussions regarding hostages “were often one-on-one and

behind closed doors.”  They claimed that the release of American hostages

were part of the discussions with the Taliban and that, as a result, the Taliban had

taken custody of an American hostage who had previously been held by the

Haqqani Network.  It is beyond the scope of this report to adjudicate these

different perspectives; however, it appears relatively clear, from the perspective

of JWFLF's participants, that the SPEHA’s office has had limited involvement in

146

147

148

149

150

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/bringing-americans-home-2021/ 49



the negotiations. Despite U.S. officials’ likely concerns about the precedent set by

including a kidnapped U.S. citizen’s release in a major negotiation—for fear that

it will encourage more kidnappings—that does not mean the SPEHA’s office

should not be involved. Having the SPEHA’s office involved both provides the

family a sense of being heard and offers the possibility that the office is able to

find a creative solution to use the leverage created by the negotiations to recover

any and all U.S. citizens being held by the Taliban.

Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee Case Participant Responses

Unlawful or wrongful detainee participants reported mixed levels of

understanding of official and departmental roles of Consular Affairs. About half

(four of nine) of the participants who interacted with Consular Affairs strongly

disagreed (two) or disagreed (two). Others neither agreed nor disagreed (two) or

agreed (three) (Figure 5).

The main concern raised by unlawful or wrongful detainee participants regarding

the role of Consular Affairs was a lack of clarity of the relationship between

Consular Affairs and the SPEHA’s office. “How much do they communicate with

the SPEHA’s office regarding our [loved one’s] case,” one participant asked.

“What impact do they have on elevating our case to the SPEHA’s office?”  “How

can they prioritize our case if they’re dealing with several other [lawful]

detention cases?”  While the role of Consular Affairs differs case to case

depending on where an unlawful or wrongful detainee is being held, it is clear

that these relationships are not clearly understood.

Questions were raised over what family members can “ask Consular Affairs to do

and the SPEHA to do.”  Specifically, families reported confusion about the role

of the Hostage Affairs Unit within Consular Affairs’ Office of America Citizens

Services and Crisis Management and generally sought more clarity about the

unit’s role. For example, one participant shared that during phone calls regarding

their case with the SPEHA’s office, personnel from the Hostage Affairs Unit have

been on the call. This participant was unclear why. “Are they some kind of

liaison?” they asked, adding, “What kind of impact do they have on our case?”

Another participant commented that they were “somewhat clear on what my rep

[in the Hostage Affairs Unit] is supposed to do and how that interaction works.

These people are wonderful in trying to tell me what they know.” “However,”

they commented, speaking about relationships between the Unit, Consular

Affairs, and the SPEHA’s officer “I don’t understand the nuance of how some of

these people interact or how some of the information [gets disseminated].

When asked about their familiarity with the roles and responsibilities of the

SPEHA’s office and its personnel, most unlawful or wrongful detainee

participants either agreed (10) or strongly agreed (two) that they understood the

roles. Three participants, however, disagreed that they understood the office’s

roles or those of its personnel.
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Much like the hostage case participants, conversations about understanding roles

turned to consistency and continuity in the leadership of the office. During these

discussions, several families commented that they were happy the Biden

administration retained Roger Carstens in the SPEHA position. “It’s important

for consistency purposes,” said one participant. “Whenever there’s turnover it’s

disappointing and we then we have to start over and share our story with an

entire new team, which gets exhausting.”

While pleased with the leadership of the SPEHA’s office, some participants raised

concerns over understanding the role of the new staff within the SPEHA’s office,

which is currently growing. The growth, families commented, has somewhat

confused roles within the office. Families, in discussing the arriving staff

members, suggested that “it would be more helpful if they presented what their

roles are and what they can do.”  Families shared specific concerns over the

new family engagement coordinator’s position and its role in the office, despite

being supportive of the growth overall. Their major concern is that it has the

potential to create an additional layer between the SPEHA and the family, and

whether they will continue to have the ability to directly contact and/or

communicate with the SPEHA. Even though these comments came from the

respondents who said they disagreed that they understood roles and

responsibilities within the SPEHA’s office, this seems to be an increasing concern,

with one individual reaching out in recent months to change their response from

agree to disagree.

Family members expressed their satisfaction with Chief of Staff Carolee Walker

and SPEHA Roger Carsten’s “sense of urgency,” “directness,” and their ability to

“take charge.”  One participant commented that “the people over at, both State

and the SPEHA’s office, have really been wonderful and extremely motivated.”

Overall, families remain hopeful that the incoming staff will reflect these

attributes of the office’s leadership.

While not specifically an issue in understanding the role of the SPEHA’s office,

some participants raised a concern about the office’s title and wondered if it had

a negative impact on the overall mission of the SPEHA’s office. Unlawful and

wrongful detainee participants raised concerns about the use of the term hostage

within the office’s title, wondering if it would hurt the ability of the SPEHA to

gain access to foreign governments and advocate for their loved ones. “If you’re

using the word hostage and you’re trying to get a wrongful detention resolved… it

forces people to sit back on their heels [in terms of beginning negotiations].”

Families worried about the perception of foreign countries and the impact on

negotiations. “How will other countries respond to a meeting with a U.S. official

with ‘hostage’ in their title? Will other countries be forced to reply with ‘we

charged [the individual] properly, you’re supposed to respect our judicial process,

[they’re] not a hostage… Therefore, we’re not going to talk to you.’?”

157

158

159

160

161

162

newamerica.org/international-security/reports/bringing-americans-home-2021/ 51



Recovery Efforts Shared with Hostage and Unlawful or Wrongful
Detainee Participants

Recovering American hostages or unlawful or wrongful detainees is a critical, but

complicated effort that requires coordination across the interagency, strategic

diplomatic efforts, third-party actors, and in some cases, law enforcement or

military responses. Most often, hostage cases occur in war-torn countries or in

areas where foreign governments are either hostile towards the United States or

have minimal control over their sovereign territory.

Similar to hostage-takings, unlawful or wrongful detentions occur in countries

hostile towards the United States as well as countries who are in competition with

the United States, and even in countries allied with the United States.  These

types of detentions are often conducted for the purpose to influence or change

U.S. foreign policies towards the country or region, yet are also used to persuade

the United States to engage in prisoner exchanges and/or pay concessions.

Hostage-takings conducted by non-state actors also seek to tempt the U.S.

government to concede through changes in its policies, release of prisoners, and/

or pay ransoms.  Additionally, terrorist actors have recently displayed a

willingness to use hostages, specifically their executions, for propaganda

purposes.

In June 2015, PPD-30 and EO 13698 directed critical structural and

organizational changes within the U.S. government needed to support a

coordinated response to a hostage-taking event.  With these new

organizational changes, the U.S. government is better postured to handle the

challenges in recovering a U.S. national held abroad.

Executive Order 13698 was also instrumental in restructuring the government’s

hostage enterprise in an attempt to sync up what President Obama described as

“sincere, relentless efforts within the government” with families whose loved

ones were taken hostage. This was an important step in ensuring families were

treated as “partners” in the effort to recover their loved ones.

From the perspective of hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee participants,

receiving candid assessments about the U.S. government’s efforts to recover their

loved one is one of the most vital ways the U.S. government can partner  with

families during the recovery phase.

In the 2019 and 2020 reports, responses varied when JWFLF asked questions

about the level of information sharing regarding recovery efforts. In the 2019

report, pre-PPD-30 participants generally disagreed that the U.S. government

shared information regarding hostage recovery plans while post PPD-30

participants generally agreed that they did.  In the interviews conducted for the

2020 report, hostage responses were mixed, while wrongful detainee responses

were overwhelmingly in disagreement that recovery plans were shared.  2021
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participants reported similar results to the 2020 report, indicating that hostage

and unlawful or wrongful detainee participants would like more information

about any candid assessments of recovery efforts for their loved ones.

Hostage Case Participant Responses

In order to gauge participants’ engagement with the U.S. government’s efforts

focused on recovery of loved ones, JWFLF asked participants if the U.S.

government shared candid recovery assessments for their loved ones and if they

felt like they had a good partnership with the U.S. government during the

recovery phase of their loved one’s case. In addition, participants were asked to

share their personal recommendations on how the government could cultivate a

better partnership with families during the recovery phase of a hostage case.

The seven hostage participant responses were mixed. Three hostage participants

agreed, one neither agreed nor disagreed, and three participants either disagreed

(two) or strongly disagreed (one) that the U.S. government shared candid

recovery assessments and that they felt like partners (Figure 6).

Overall, participants, advocates, and family representatives expressed their

concerns that steps toward recovering hostages appear to be taking longer under

the new administration. “Things seem to be taking a bit longer,” one participant

shared, adding, “There seems to be more steps to go through [under the current

administration], more procedures.”  Under the Trump administration, the

participant commented that their experience was that “one person would have to
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sign off and we were able to move forward a lot faster.” Another participant

shared similar sentiments: “We’re waiting on the new administration to pick up

and start working. The national security advisor called and reached out and he

was very supportive, but we’re still waiting for things to move forward.”  While

many of these families recognize that there tends to be a lull in progress for their

cases when administrations change, early signs of outreach to the families

indicated that recovery of their loved ones was a priority. Secretary of State

Antony Blinken’s call with the families of hostages and unlawful or wrongful

detainees in February 2021, for instance, was described as a promising signal.

As of April 2021, however, families and advocates have expressed a growing

consensus that there appears to be a decrease in activity by the U.S. government

to bring Americans home.  One hostage advocate shared, “There seems to be a

pause on active cases, specifically, in terms of negotiations.”

Discussing the U.S. government’s recovery efforts, almost half of this year’s

hostage participants, including current U.S. officials, shared the importance of

the government involving third parties. NGOs, third-party intermediaries,

interlocutors, and former U.S. officials with regional expertise were all described

as playing important roles in the recovery of U.S. hostages. “It is very complex to

bring people home, that is a given,” said one participant.  “That is why the

government cannot do it alone. The government needs to be candid about what

they’re willing to do and to do their part well and to work with other experts

outside of government to support NGOs and other experts who can help make

this a true priority so Americans can come home.” “That way,” this participant

continued, “it’s not all on the government and it’s not all on the private sector.

They [the U.S. government] need to recognize so that everyone plays a role, and

everyone needs to do the best they can. It’s a complex issue—all the way from

getting [U.S. hostages] home to supporting them in their reintegration.”

Another participant shared a similar perspective. “It’s very important for the U.S.

government to look at other experts outside the government,” they said. “The

Soufan Center, Atlantic Media, and the Richardson Center have been a huge

help, as have international human rights lawyers, Jason Poblete, president of the

Global Liberty Alliance and Jared Genser, managing director of Perseus

Strategies. In the view of this participant, “People need the help of other real

experts because a lot of these hostage situations are really complicated.”

Another hostage participant agreed, saying “families need the help of experts as

well as the government.”

Third-parties are important, according to one individual, for helping the families

connect with the people and organizations that can support their cases. “I don’t

know Washington [D.C.],” said this participant, adding, “I didn’t know who to

reach out to, I didn’t know how to get into the White House. It’s very hard to do if

you don’t have someone in the know.” Another benefit of working with outside

experts, according to several participants, is that they can be “more transparent,”

both on what they are doing on behalf of families as well as with the information
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they have uncovered. At the same time, however, one participant shared that

third party assistance, in most cases, should be used as something to supplement

U.S. government support, not replace it. “The U.S. government has a big role to

play,” they said. “Trying to figure out how to get a loved one home on their own is

very difficult for families and I think the [Hostage Recovery Fusion] Cell should

be the first entity that helps families come up with a plan.”

Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee Case Participant Responses

JWFLF also asked unlawful or wrongful detainee participants if the U.S.

government shared candid recovery assessments with them and if they felt like

they had a good partnership with the U.S. government during the recovery phase

of their loved one’s case. Like hostage participants, JWFLF also asked

participants if they could share personal recommendations on how the

government could cultivate a better partnership with families.

All the unlawful or wrongful detainee participants either disagreed (five) or

strongly disagreed (three) that they felt like partners in the recovery of their loved

one, and that the U.S. government shared candid recovery assessments with

them. (Figure 6).

Many of the participants indicated that the U.S. government has not shared

recovery options with them in their respective loved one’s case. One participant,

when asked this question, responded simply, “No, not at all.”  Some

respondents, due to the lack of sharing, questioned if the U.S. government had a

plan. “To be honest, I don’t think they’ve ever had a plan,” one said. “If they do,

the SPEHA’s office and/or Consular Affairs is not on the same page with the rest

of the State Department.” From this participant’s perspective, there was a

disconnect between those in the State Department working on their behalf and

“the part [of the State Department] that discusses policy and whether or not to

implement sanctions. … It seemed like every time there was some type of

[negotiation] effort or window of opportunity, they [the broader State

Department] didn’t seem to know it was happening and efforts were blocked.”

Another participant commented that the lack of shared recovery options signaled

that the interagency was not on board with any potential plans that have been

discussed. In the words of another participant, “I have no clarity at this moment

whether or not the State Department has a list of recovery options or preliminary

items to approach the Department of Justice or Treasury, to get [my loved one]

released.”

Participants who disagreed that the U.S. government had shared recovery plans,

however, commented that they had seen a recent shift. One participant said,

“Until we started working with this team [in late 2020], people didn’t seem to be

connected to what was going on in [the country where my loved one is being

held] and who the key players are and why we were asking for certain things to

get done. Now with this team, they have a little bit of experience with [the
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country where my loved one is being held] and they know who the players are, so

we don’t have to explain ourselves as much.”  In the past, the participant

commented they felt like they were “constantly explaining the geopolitical

situation to State Department officials who are dealing with my [loved one’s]

case.”

Another participant shared that they felt that whenever the United States put

pressure on the country holding their loved one, there was a level of progress in

their case. “For us,” they said, “we found that we were able to move the needle

on our case after the U.S. government applied constant pressure in many

different ways. It took [a long time] to get the government to do this, but that’s

how we finally got [the country holding my loved one] to do anything because

they were done with the attention from it.”  Other participants expressed a

desire for the U.S government to provide that same pressure in their cases

through coordinated action across the interagency, including Department of

Justice, Department of Treasury, the Secretary of State, and the White House.

“We’ve seen all sorts of things that can be done, but [the U.S. government is] not

doing things that we believe could open up the door to get [my loved one]

released. We’d like to see them [the U.S. government] take more opportunities

and leverage the country holding [our loved one].”

Prioritization of Hostage and Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee Cases

One of the most pressing concerns for hostage and unlawful or wrongful

detainee families is the level of priority their cases get within the U.S.

government. In large measure, it was a lack of priority on these cases that drove

the 2015 reorganization of the hostage recovery enterprise. When asked whether

they felt like their case was a priority for the U.S. government, the majority of

both hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee participants answered that they

did feel their case was a priority. In the 2020 report, hostage participants

generally agreed that the U.S. government considered their case a priority, yet

unlawful or wrongful detainee responses this year are an improvement over the

2020 findings, when more than half, seven of 11, of detainee respondents

reported feeling that the U.S. government did not prioritize their case.
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Hostage Case Participant Responses

The majority (eight of 11) of hostage participants said that they agreed (three) or

strongly agreed (five) that their loved one was a priority of the U.S. government.

One respondent disagreed and two other respondents disagreed with the

statement that they believed their loved one’s cases were a priority of the U.S.

government (Figure 7).

As in the 2020 Bringing Americans Home report, hostage families generally agreed

that the U.S. government prioritized their loved one’s case. One family member

happily shared, “Yes, I would agree! We have seen that in terms of the amount of

effort, time, and money the FBI has put into this, and for following every path

and lead. All the people who are involved in the investigation are doing far more

than what I would have ever expected. And the fact that they’re sharing their

information with me and working with my third-party intermediary is much

more than what I would have expected.” Another participant, a former

hostage, shared that they felt their case was “absolutely a priority.” “What I’ve

gathered,” they continued, “was that the U.S. government put a lot of time and

effort into bringing me home… [putting] a lot of time and energy, resources, and

prioritized me. I don’t have any questions about that!

One family member commented that while they felt their case was a priority

overall, specifically for the HRFC, it was less of a priority for some departments

and agencies across the interagency. “Overall I think the prioritization of [my

loved one’s] case was appropriate, especially by the FBI and the HRFC,” they

said. “The only times we felt that prioritization was a problem was when there

were specific requests for other foreign governments that were addressed

through State Department channels [outside the SPEHA’s office]. In those cases,
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we never received results and it appeared clear to us that the requests themselves

were low priorities for the U.S. embassies in each of the countries.”

While prioritization across the interagency is important to JWFLF’s hostage

participants, families also recognize the importance of their cases having the

prioritization of the president of the United States. “The problem is that a lot of

these issues come from the top. That’s where the president’s desire to prioritize

this issue in the National Security Council is huge. Without [the President’s]

decision, the military isn’t going to go and rescue anyone. They’re good at being

ready and having a plan, they’re ready to go, but if the President doesn’t say go,

it’s not going to happen.”

The importance of presidential support for hostage issues highlights the role

played by the Hostage Response Group and the special assistant to the president

and senior director for counterterrorism. In order for issues to be raised to the

president through the National Security Council system, they work their way up

through a variety of committees. Prior to reaching the president, issues are taken

up in a principals committee, “the senior interagency forum for consideration of

policy issues affecting national security.”  This committee consists of the heads

of various agencies and departments, such as the secretary of state, secretary of

defense, and the attorney general, among others.  Before reaching the

principals committee, these issues are discussed in the deputies committee,

chaired by the principal deputy national security advisor. The day-to-day

management of interagency coordination for national security policy occurs in a

step below the deputies committee in a variety of interagency policy committees

chaired by individuals designated by the national security advisor.

For hostage issues, this committee is the Hostage Response Group, created by

PPD-30 and chaired by the special assistant to the president and senior director

for counterterrorism. This committee is responsible for resolving disputes in the

interagency regarding hostage policy, raising issues to the deputies committee as

needed, and recommending hostage recovery options to the president through

the deputies and principals committees.  This makes the role of the special

assistant to the president and senior director for counterterrorism a critical one

for U.S. hostage policy, as they are responsible for raising issues out of the

Hostage Response Group to the president through the National Security Council

process. Without a senior director for counterterrorism committed to hostage

recovery, there is a chance that fewer issues will reach a deputies committee

meeting, or higher, for consideration.

Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee Case Participant Responses

The majority (eight of 13) of unlawful or wrongful detainee participants agreed

that their loved ones were a priority of the U.S. government. An additional three

participants neither agreed nor disagreed and two participants strongly

disagreed (Figure 7). This year’s results are a substantial improvement from the
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2020 Bringing Americans Home report, where the majority (seven of 11)

participants either strongly disagreed (four) or disagreed (three) that the U.S.

government prioritized their loved one’s case.

This improvement was due to better access to and better relationships with the

SPEHA and key personnel within the office. Families shared that having direct

contact and communication with the SPEHA and having the SPEHA share candid

information with them, “showed us their level of commitment” and “level of

urgency.”  To families, this improved their perception about the office’s

prioritization of their loved one’s case. Families also reported that being able to

meet with high-level U.S. government officials, including the national security

advisor and president of the United States, showed the importance of their case.

In addition, this year’s participants saw the U.S. government take significantly

more action against regimes holding their loved ones, i.e., the application of

sanctions and the designation of individuals associated with their loved one’s

cases. “It was then when we thought the government was taking our case

seriously. Until then, I don’t think our case was much of a priority.”

Advocates and other participants interviewed for this report, raised the issue of

reviving nuclear negotiations with Iran when discussing their perspectives on the

U.S. government’s prioritization of the recovery of detainees. Both families and

advocates mentioned their concerns that the chance to release those individuals

held in Iran would decrease if the United States rolls back sanctions and pressure

as part of an effort to resume talks on Iran’s nuclear program. They also

expressed their concerns that Iran was detaining U.S. nationals specifically to

achieve leverage during these negotiations and that U.S. and allied detainees

needed to be released prior to any official negotiations.

Support for Returning Hostages, Unlawful or Wrongful Detainees

Returning hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainees face several challenges

coming home after being held in captivity. Mental health, physical, and financial

support are the areas where hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees require

the most support. One former unlawful or wrongful detainee shared, “Most

often, these people come home with their credit scores ruined, face enormous

fines for not paying their taxes or credit card bills while being held against their

will, some can’t find jobs to support themselves right away or even have a difficult

time finding a place to live… they’re often left on their own and are suffering from

the trauma they endured from all of the physical and psychological torture they

experienced while in captivity.”

Psychological and physical torture is a common experience for hostages and

unlawful or wrongful detainees, and it can often have life-long effects. One

former hostage shared, “I’d wake up and there’d be marks drawn on my chest

and abdomen, outlining where my organs were. They’d constantly threaten me
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to say that they were going to sell my organs on the black market, or ‘so and so’

needs a new kidney.”  There were no anesthetics. “I’d also go through daily

mock executions, they’d put a gun to my head or hold a knife to my throat… often

telling me that America isn’t coming for you.”  Another participant shared that

they found comfort when they heard U.S. drones overhead. “It was comforting

knowing that the U.S. was nearby. While it could have ended poorly… they [also]

may not have been looking for me, but maybe they were.” One family member

reported that their loved one’s captors called their home demanding a ransom,

all while torturing their loved one in the background while on the call. One family

member, interviewed for the 2019 report, shared that their loved one’s captors

would continue to call and demand money even after they murdered their loved

one. “They would call and call, demanding more and more money. All the while,

they killed my [loved one] and we didn’t know… nobody would help us.”

Unlawful or wrongful detainees also shared similar experiences to hostages.

They too experienced mock executions and were threatened to have body parts

removed during what seemed like endless interrogations. Most were left in

solitary confinement for several months with lights kept on for 24 hours a day.

Several detainees were left sleeping on concrete floors with no access to any

bedding and lived in unsanitary conditions surrounded by rats and their own

waste. Due to the inhumane conditions and lack of medical treatment, several

participants reported suffering from continued medical conditions developed or

exacerbated while in captivity.

One former detainee shared, “There are so many situations when people come

back and deal with severe depression, they have problems in their relationships,

many marriages don’t make it through the initial months, and some may attempt

or commit suicide. We’re a small group of people who are incredibly vulnerable

when we come home. It’s not a huge expense to care for these folks and to get

them on the right track.”

One problem that was shared includes: “When a lot of these people come home,

often because they’ve been held for many years, they have absolutely no medical

insurance or insurance for any mental health services whatsoever. It takes too

long for them to access medical insurance and mental health support. It would

also be helpful to get some sort of welfare type support for a certain number of

years or even just a year. Some returning hostages have been completely

destitute. In some cases, people who held them stole their credit cards and funds

and all they have. ”

Another significant issue reported by returning hostages and unlawful or

wrongful detainees was coming home to deal with the financial devastation that

occurred while they were in captivity. “After [years] of being home, I’m still trying

to get the IRS to reverse penalties against me that were amassed while I was

being held hostage. And they won’t do it! They won’t do it because the State
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Department sends the IRS a list of hostages every year and I was never on that

list.”

Similar to the previous JWFLF reports, former hostages and unlawful or wrongful

detainees continue to report that they are still “on the hook for late fees and

interests that were assessed” while being held hostage or detained. One

participant shared, “People’s credit is often destroyed once they come home. It

shouldn’t be something that they should have to work very hard at getting

corrected. There should be a person or desk in the in the Office of the SPEHA that

is dedicated to just these personal finance matters for when they’re gone and for

when they return.”

In addition, families of unlawful or wrongful detainees also need financial or

legal support for their loved ones detained overseas. One former wrongful

detainee shared, “We get no financial or legal support, and in fact, the U.S.

government stays away from giving any guidance or advice to detainees… Some

legal representatives were trying to charge us over $150,000, which we didn’t

have… I can’t tell you how angry it makes me that my own personal resources

have been depleted… It’s impossible for me to explain just how devastating this

has been to our family and I’m sure to other families.”
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5. Key Concerns Among Hostage and Unlawful or
Wrongful Detainee Families

This report has examined the feedback from interviews with hostage

participants, unlawful or wrongful detainee participants, advocates, and current

and former U.S. officials and senior military officials to evaluate the effectiveness

of PPD-30’s organizational changes intended to improve government

coordination and engagement with hostage families. In the previous section,

much of this examination has been quantitative, using numerical rankings that

participants provided, often compared against the same type of rankings from

the 2019 and 2020 Bringing Americans Home reports. This section addresses some

of the thematic issues and overarching concerns drawn from the interviews,

where many voices shared common challenges or concerns. To the extent that

JWFLF can provide a recommendation based on the input of participants and

experts, we have done so, but in other cases we have simply tried to raise

awareness about concerns shared by the families of hostages and wrongfully held

detainees.

Many of the key concerns identified in this section revolve around the particular

situation of wrongful detainees. Such concerns include unclear definitions,

particularly those differentiating hostages from wrongful detainees, as well as the

limited and unclear access to the HRFC for wrongful detainees, questions over

how the wrongfulness of a detention is determined, and concern over the extent

to which detainees are able to access other resources seemingly provided by

current policy. In addition, both wrongful detainee and hostage participants

flagged concerns regarding the vacancy of the SPEHA position and their level of

access to senior policymakers.

Unlawful or Wrongful Detainees or State-held Hostages?

In official U.S. government definitions of hostage-taking, the term is defined

broadly, focusing on the coercive nature of the act. PPD-30 clearly defines

hostage-taking “as the unlawful abduction or holding of a person or persons

against their will in order to compel a third-person or governmental organization

to do or abstain from doing any act as a condition for the release of the person

detained.”  While this definition of hostage-taking could be used to describe

both individuals held by non-state and state actors, the U.S. government excludes

those Americans held by foreign governments from the term hostage. PPD-30

highlights this distinction by stating that the directive “does not apply if a foreign

government confirms that it has detained a U.S. national.”  Thus, in practice,

the U.S. government defines those individuals held by non-state actors, such as

terrorist organizations, militant and criminal groups, and pirates, as hostages and

those held by state actors as detainees, and in specific cases, known as unlawful
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or wrongful detainees.  As mentioned in Bringing Americans Home 2020, this

delineation is based on the U.S. government’s approach to handling these

different types of cases. In general, unlawful or wrongful detainees require a

more focused diplomatic response, whereas resolving hostage cases requires

more military, intelligence, and law enforcement focus.

Despite the U.S. government’s delineation between hostage and detainee cases,

however, there can be striking similarities between the two. This is especially the

case when Americans are being held by countries with which the U.S.

government has an adversarial relationship or where bilateral relationships with

the United States are strained or virtually non-existent. In these cases, like

hostages, some unlawful or wrongful detainees are subjected to similar

inhumane treatment: physical, sexual, and psychological abuse or torture,

solitary confinement, mock executions, continuous interrogations, poor

nutrition, lack of medical treatment, and in some cases, executions.  The

experiences these families endure are also very similar—their loved ones are

suddenly missing, without contact, and they fear for their loved ones’ safety.

Getting their loved ones home is outside their control, requiring them to engage

in a long, complicated process to engage with the U.S. government on their loved

ones’ behalf and advocate for their release. One interviewee, formerly held by a

foreign government, commented that “in a way, wrongful detentions are even

more sinister than a terrorist organization hostage-taking because they’re using

loopholes of the international justice system to abuse ordinary citizens.”

There are similarities from the U.S. government’s perspective as well. Both

hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees are used in attempts to extract

concessions from the U.S. government, or to make the United States look weak

and incapable. The U.S. government’s criteria for what makes a case an unlawful

or wrongful detention, listed in the Robert Levinson Hostage Recovery and

Hostage-Taking Accountability Act, signed into law on December 27, 2020,

points to this motivation. In language echoing PPD-30’s definition of a hostage,

one criteria states a case would be considered an unlawful or wrongful detention

if the foreign government was holding the American “solely or substantially to

influence United States Government policy or to secure economic or political

concessions from the United States Government.”  In addition, when foreign

states hold U.S. citizens captive, they, like terrorist groups, can use the detentions

to constrain the options the United States has in acting against the state holding

them. The continued imprisonment of U.S. citizens can be used to provide a

“potential source of leverage in broader political disputes.”

Despite the similarities, however, definitional differences between hostages and

detainees result in significant differences in the treatment of these cases within

the U.S. government. First, the terms hostage and detainee can have implications

for the attention that the cases receive and the priority that is placed on their

resolution. Individuals held hostage, in common language, are perceived as

having done nothing wrong and are being held against their will. Those who have
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been detained, on the other hand, may be seen as having committed some

infraction. In fact, as it is currently employed, the term unjust or unlawful

detainee is exceptionally broad in scope. It encompasses cases where Americans

are effectively the victims of hostage-taking by state actors and those who

committed crimes abroad, but whose charging, trials, or sentencing have lacked

due process. These latter cases impact the perception of the term detainee and,

despite more extreme cases having such close similarities with hostage-takings,

they often fail to receive the same levels of attention and treatment.

These definitional differences also shape the support that the victims of these

state hostage-taking cases and their families receive. Hostage families, for

instance, are able to receive support from the HRFC for a variety of issues

through the Family Engagement Coordinator. While the SPEHA’s office is

creating a similar position, unlawful or wrongful detainees generally do not

receive the same level of support. In addition, American hostages who have

returned home also receive reintegration support consisting of medical

treatment, psychological, physical, and financial support. Despite the similarities

between the experiences of these individuals and unlawful and wrongful

detainees who are effectively held hostage by state actors described above, the

support that hostages receive upon their return home extends beyond the

support provided to these unlawful or wrongful detainees.

In instances where unlawful detainee cases have more similarities with hostage-

takings, the disparities between the treatment of hostages and detainees are in

stark contrast. Where adversarial governments hold U.S. citizens against their

will on trumped up charges in order to put pressure on the U.S. government, they

and their families should be entitled to the same support as those held hostage by

terrorist groups. There are, of course, difficulties in distinguishing between those

cases where individuals are being held for coercive purposes and those where

U.S. citizens have broken the laws of foreign countries, but some mechanism

must be developed to elevate the support received by these state-held hostages.

Hostage Recovery: National Security Council, Department of
Defense, and Intelligence Community Prioritization

Hostage-taking events are, in general, exceptionally difficult to resolve. This is

especially true when Americans have been kidnapped and are being held by

terrorist groups. Such groups hold U.S. citizens as a means to seek some

concessions and/or for their propaganda value, making releases difficult to

secure. In addition, when Americans are kidnapped, they are often kept in

secure, remote locations, limiting a hostage’s ability to escape. This, then, leaves

the rescue of a hostage as one of the last viable options to secure the safe

recovery of U.S. citizens held abroad. Hostage rescue operations conducted by

U.S. Special Operations Forces (SOF), however, are complicated and risky and, in
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order to conduct them, they require both high levels of approval within the U.S.

government and a considerable amount of detailed, timely intelligence.

The complexity and difficulty of planning hostage rescues makes them, in the

words of a long-time commander of SOF forces interviewed for this report,

“high-risk ventures.”  The risk of a hostage dying during the rescue attempt,

either from being caught in the crossfire  or being murdered by the kidnappers,

 is significant, as is the risk of the death of one or more rescuers.  In a recent

study examining hostage rescue attempts, Think Twice: Deterring Transnational

Kidnapping through Rescue, Peter Dyrud highlighted the risky nature of these

operations, concluding through his data collection that 19.7 percent of “forcible

hostage rescues” resulted in either a hostage’s death or the death of a member of

the rescue force.  In 18.2 percent of the cases he examined, Dyrud notes, it was

a hostage that was among those killed during an operation. In a report by the

Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, Held Hostage: Analyses of Kidnapping

Across Time and Among Jihadist Organizations, Seth Loertscher and Daniel Milton

argue that the recovery of hostages from jihadist terrorist groups were dangerous

propositions. They found that during attempts to rescue Westerners held by

jihadist groups, hostages were four times more likely to be killed than during

rescue attempts for other militant groups.  Dyrud’s work focused on hostage

rescue operations as the unit of analysis, and Loertscher and Milton used

individual hostages as theirs. In addition, New America’s 2017 study, To Pay

Ransom or Not Pay Ransom: An Examination of Western Hostage Policies,

Christopher Mellon, Peter Bergen, and David Sterman also concluded that

attempts to rescue hostages by jihadists resulted in deaths of hostages 20 percent

of the time.  Each of these studies point to the same conclusion—hostage rescue

operations are dangerous, difficult, and risky.

The risk in hostage rescue operations comes from the unique mission of

preserving the life of the hostage while, at the same time, eliminating the threat

from the terrorists holding them. This often requires military forces to operate

deep inside remote territory potentially controlled by terrorist groups, doing so

while able to achieve surprise, and securing a hostage likely closely guarded by

the group. These operations place both the hostages themselves and the military

forces at risk. One senior military officer interviewed with extensive SOF

experience commented that the number one priority, from a military perspective,

in conducting a hostage rescue operation is evaluating the “risk to the hostage

and risk to the force.”  The officer went on to describe the significant

investment in time and effort the U.S. military makes to evaluate this risk, as well

as gathering intelligence and assessing the qualifications of any indigenous

forces in the operation—both of which also impact the assessment of risk.

Another senior military commander interviewed for this report highlighted the

role of this risk assessment in securing the approvals within the U.S. government

needed to authorize such operations. “Acting immediately after a hostage is
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taken is the best chance to getting them back,” they noted, that in order to do that

the “risk assessment is highly important.”

An important part of assessing this risk is the development of intelligence.

Intelligence collection, however, must go beyond simply establishing which

groups are holding Americans captive to include where and when a hostage will

be in a particular location as well as, ideally, what type of force is guarding them.

This type of information becomes the key to the development and authorization

of a hostage rescue operation, as well as the evaluation of the risk to the hostage,

the tactical risk to the rescue force, and the overall strategic risk within the

region.  “Once you have actionable intelligence,” said a senior U.S. Army

commander, “you can then conduct your risk assessment.”  “Only after

corroboration of intelligence and evaluation of the risks,” they continued, “can a

hostage rescue operation take place.”

The development of timely, accurate intelligence is important as well, not just for

the military’s ability to assess risk, but for the overall success of the operation.

Without the information to place a hostage at a precise location and time, the

odds that any hostage rescue operation will ultimately succeed in freeing the

hostage plummet dramatically.  Thus, corroborating intelligence and building

confidence in the information received is an important aspect to gathering

intelligence. This may be a place where increased connections between families

and the government would prove helpful. In some cases, family members of

hostages or third-party intermediaries believe that they have pertinent

information regarding their case that may help point to the location of their loved

one. Such information, one senior official commented, would be helpful if it

could be confirmed. “When [we] get a piece of intelligence, we try to corroborate

things,” they commented. “It’s not a function of not believing [the source], it’s

about improving confidence in what we’re seeing and understanding on the

ground.”  While neither senior military officer interviewed said they knew of

their commands ever receiving information from family members regarding a

hostage case, one senior military officer believed that this was an area where the

HRFC and Hostage Response Group could play an important role by sharing

information received by families with the military.

During interviews for JWFLF’s 2019 Bringing Americans Home report, for

instance, pre-PPD-30 family members shared that they had information

regarding the exact location of where their loved ones were being held captive.

They believed, however, that the information that they shared with the U.S.

government was not being disseminated across the interagency.  It is important

to note that during these pre-PPD-30 cases, the HRFC was not in existence, yet

this remains an example of both the importance of interagency coordination and

why collaboration with families in sharing information is vital to hostage

recovery.
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There are some concerns that the U.S. government broadly, however, has not

been prioritizing the recovery of Americans held abroad and the development of

hostage recovery operations, especially in cases where U.S. citizens have been

held for a long length of time. According to one former senior U.S. official, when

cases go dormant it becomes a defining moment for U.S. efforts.  In these cases,

they shared hostage cases require more dedicated assets to develop the

intelligence needed to support a hostage rescue. In addition, according to this

official, current intelligence collection has relied on the employment of drones

and aerial footage. The United States, however, needs to place more emphasis on

mapping out the networks. Otherwise, additional technical assets will have a

limited impact on intelligence collection.  In addition, they shared, the

Department of Defense and intelligence community should dedicate its

“HUMINT [human intelligence] and deception apparatus” to generating the

intelligence needed to “stimulate the network” and find American hostages.

From their perspective, however, this was largely not a priority for the

Department of Defense which is instead largely focused on realigning assets

away from counterterrorism and toward “great power competition.”

It is important to note, however, that the decision to initiate a hostage recovery

operation or develop the intelligence to support one is not a unilateral military

decision. Oftentimes, as one senior officer commented, approval for these

operations is held at the highest levels of government.  Presidential

administrations have to weigh the risks to hostages and U.S. military forces

described above, as well as the broader strategic implications of these operations,

the risk to hostages of allied countries being held by the terrorist group, the risk to

any and all hostages in the event of a failed operation that leaves the hostage in

the control of the terrorist group, as well as the fallout from authorizing an

operation that results in the death of a U.S. citizen. Presidential administrations

are also responsible for providing guidance to the interagency and, according to

one former senior U.S. official, for placing emphasis – or not – on the development

of hostage rescue operations.  This is especially important in a world of

competing demands for intelligence collection and national security focus. These

considerations and tensions highlight the need for hostage recovery to be a

priority within presidential administrations.  In order to provide the U.S.

government the confidence it needs to act and to encourage its departments and

agencies to prioritize hostage rescue, cabinet-level officials and individuals

within the National Security Council need to emphasize the importance of

hostage recovery and to direct the interagency to task the resources required to

develop the intelligence needed to create viable plans to conduct hostage rescue

operations.
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Senior Hostage Recovery Fusion Cell Position

One concern raised, both specifically and tangentially, by families, advocates,

and U.S. government officials is the HRFC’s ability to carry out its role of

coordinating the government’s efforts and ensuring that the “information,

expertise, and resources” from across the interagency are brought to bear to

“develop individualized strategies to secure the safe recovery of U.S. nationals

held hostage abroad.”  As discussed in the introduction to this report, one of

the challenges that the U.S. faced in developing effective hostage policy was the

lack of coordination of U.S. government activity as it related to hostage-taking

incidents. In the 2015 review of Hostage Policy, the NCTC review team

“recognized significant challenges in coordinating day-to-day operational

activities both during and after a hostage incident.”  Addressing the issue in

more detail, the authors commented:

Generally, departments and agencies individually determine courses of

action based on their respective missions, authorities, and capabilities

as opposed to doing so collectively. Existing policies and statutes have

created conflicting “lead” roles for departments and agencies, making

it unclear which entity is ultimately responsible for coordinating and

directing activities at the operational level.

In order to fill this gap, PPD-30 and EO 13698 directed the creation of the HRFC.

The HRFC was given, in addition to its family engagement responsibilities, the

task of being “the Government’s primary interagency body to drive and

coordinate activities at the operational level for all hostage-takings of U.S.

Nationals abroad.”  PPD-30’s original vision of the HRFC contains two

important points.

First, the HRFC was designed to function primarily as a dedicated interagency

organization outside of other departments and agencies. While the HRFC is

currently housed within FBI headquarters, it was originally conceived as

operating independently. The HRFC’s original placement at FBI headquarters

stemmed, according to former U.S. government officials, largely from the

Bureau’s previous experience with investigating hostage-taking incidents, as well

as the FBI’s existing infrastructure capable of providing the HRFC access to the

Sensitive Compartmentalized Information Facility (SCIF) space and classified

communications required to coordinate hostage recovery operations.  Other

organizations, such as the Department of State, lacked this infrastructure, and

the establishment of an independent headquarters would have taken years to

establish. While the placement within FBI headquarters was expeditious, it has

also blurred the independence of the organization, leading some to refer to it as

the “bureau’s hostage recovery cell,”  or “an FBI-led hostage recovery fusion

cell.”
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The second key point, raised by PPD-30, was the expectation that the HRFC

would “coordinate diplomatic, intelligence, law enforcement, and military

components of hostage recovery efforts.”  Specifically, the HRFC’s Director

was envisioned as serving “as the federal government’s primary operational

coordinator for responding to overseas hostage-takings.”  There are concerns,

however, that both the HRFC’s placement at the FBI and the status of the HRFC

director creates challenges for his or her ability to effectively coordinate the U.S.

government’s hostage related activities.

Since the inception of the HRFC, the director of the HRFC has served as a

section chief, one of the lower levels of FBI management. In interviews for this

report, the HRFC’s reporting chain was described as running through the

assistant director of the Counterterrorism Division and the executive assistant

director of the National Security Bureau to the deputy director and director of the

FBI.  This chain of command places the director of the HRFC five steps below

the director of the FBI and other principals (See Figure 8). In contrast, the

SPEHA’s office was designed to exist only one step below the principal level and

the SPEHA, formerly operating as an ambassador, reports directly to the

secretary of state. While the Office of the SPEHA and the HRFC coordinate and

work closely together and the SPEHA’s standing in the State Department is

necessary for his or her diplomatic engagements overseas on behalf of hostages

and detainees, this difference in standing within the government clouds clear

delineation of responsibility for these cases. As mentioned in the 2020 report’s

discussion on the clarity of U.S. government roles, families have, at times,

struggled to understand which organization has the lead for their loved one’s

case.  Several U.S. government officials interviewed for this report also

expressed being confused about the ownership of hostage cases.
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Figure 8

In addition, the HRFC director’s standing impacts their ability to coordinate

hostage recovery across the interagency. The director is, according to an

interview with a senior U.S. government official, unable to direct the activities of

other departments and agencies. “Ultimately, [the Director] can tell these

agencies ‘you should,’ but [they] don’t have the [authority] to say, ‘you will.’”

According to a senior Department of Defense official, this has created issues for

the clarity of the HRFC’s role, particularly given the important role that the

department plays in intelligence gathering and conducting hostage rescues.

“Who is the main entity who has the lead [in hostage-taking]?” they asked

rhetorically during the interview.  “Is it the FBI? Is it DoD? There is no…

conclusion about this [within the Department of Defense].” This “disaggregation

and diffusion of responsibility between the DoD and FBI” allows either agency to

“do whatever they want” and to do “as much or little as they want,” they

continued in words strikingly similar to the 2015 NCTC review team’s finding

quoted at the beginning of this discussion.
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Coordinating U.S. governmental action is not a new issue. The U.S. government

has long struggled to coordinate activities conducted across the interagency,

especially in the face of issues with emerging importance. For instance, when

confronted with terrorism’s rising importance on the international stage as a

result of the hostage-taking at the 1972 Munich Olympics, the Nixon

administration’s initial response was to establish a coordinating body within the

White House—the Cabinet Committee on Terrorism —the action arm of which

was a working group led by Ambassador Armin H. Meyer, who was also named as

a special assistant to the secretary ofsState, coordinator for combatting terrorism,

 and the working group led by Meyer.  The language creating the committee

was forceful. In order to assist the U.S. government to move vigorously against

terrorism,  the committee would determine “the most effective means by

which to prevent terrorism here and abroad” and would also “take the lead in

establishing procedures to ensure that our government can take appropriate

action in response to acts of terrorism swiftly and effectively.”  In reality,

however, Ambassador Meyer found himself to be “a general without an Army,”

whose mandate was unclear, and who was unable to advance the policies he was

directed to enforce.

This is not a problem solely of the past, however. In the wake of the 9/11 attacks,

as the need to secure the U.S. homeland came to the forefront, President Bush

also initially attempted to respond by creating a cabinet-level coordinating body

within the White House—the Office of Homeland Security. Led by former Gov.

Tom Ridge (R-Pa.), the Office was given the mandate to “coordinate the

executive branch’s efforts to detect, prepare for, prevent, protect against, respond

to, and recover from terrorist attacks within the United States.”  Like Meyer

before him, however, Ridge found himself charged with coordinating

interagency responses without the power to direct. He could encourage agencies

to cooperate with one another, but he could not force any department or agency

to do so. “He lacked,” as Dr. Donald Kettle writes in his book on the challenges of

modern governance, “any leverage but the power of persuasion.” , 

As these examples show, the challenges of coordinating government actions are

not unique to a particular time period or issue. In fact, when the U.S. government

raises up an individual and charges them with “coordinating governmental policy

on important problems,” Dr. Kettle writes, they face challenges regardless of

what the issue is they have been tasked with correcting. These challenges are

often the same: “they start their jobs with strong presidential support, high-level

public attention, and a broad mandate. But they typically find… that without

power over agency budgets and the authority to issue orders to federal

employees, they must rely on the job’s bully pulpit.”

The HRFC represents, then, the adoption of a standard U.S. government tactic to

address problems—that of creating a coordinating body, this time applied to

hostage-taking. In some important ways the HRFC is structurally different from
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Ambassador Meyer’s working group or Governor Ridge’s office. It has received

resourcing, staffing and has been legally codified through the Robert Levinson

Hostage Recovery and Hostage-Taking Accountability Act, all giving a basic level

of permanence. At the same time, the HRFC’s mandate is to coordinate without

controlling and it faces the same challenges encountered by Ambassador Meyer

and Gov. Richardson (D-N.M.). Given a broad mandate to coordinate hostage

recoveries, strong support from then-President Obama, and a public and

interagency still traumatized by the ISIS hostage-takings, the HRFC’s influence,

regardless if the director’s rank was higher. Five years after its establishment, two

presidential administrations removed, and faced with a public and interagency

focused on a number of other pressing issues and threats, the HRFC may find it

difficult to encourage the cooperation of the interagency and make hostage

recovery a priority. This is complicated by the organization’s placement within

the FBI and the status of the director. If, a senior official is being obstructionist

and unwilling to commit resources to generate intelligence needed to recover

U.S. hostages,  the HRFC’s director would require more standing to influence

combatant commanders. Understanding the limits of the coordinating body

approach, PPD-30 does provide for the Hostage Response Group, a sub-deputies

committee at the National Security Council to be the arbiter of disputes between

agencies. This approach, however, may be limited in practice by the priority

which the National Security Council places on the recovery of hostages, as

multiple crises and national concerns vie for attention even within the National

Security Council’s counterterrorism directorate.

The United States government will not and should not, as was done with the

Office of Homeland Security, respond to the challenges of hostage-taking by

reorganizing the government to place all intelligence assets and military units

with hostage-taking responsibilities under a single new department.

Coordinating government action is likely going to remain the HRFC’s mandate.

If that is the case, however, U.S. government officials interviewed for this report

commented that the HRFC should be given “more permanence and a little more

independence.”  One individual, a senior official, commented that, while the

2015 reorganization of the hostage recovery enterprise was important, “it’s time

to mature the enterprise.”  From their perspective, the enterprise is overly

bureaucratized and is currently stuck and that “the system needs to be updated.”

In their opinion, hostage recovery was not receiving the appropriate prioritization

from agencies like the Department of Defense and Central Intelligence Agency

(CIA). In order to raise the prominence of the HRFC, they recommended, it

should be “pulled out of the FBI.”  Another senior U.S. government official

shared this perspective during the interview process. The HRFC, in their opinion,

has “a unique interagency makeup and [the Director is] often dealing with

presidential or political appointees” as well as “one-, two-, and three-star

Generals within the DoD.”  In order to encourage coordination and

prioritization of hostage cases, the HRFC director’s position should “be [at] a

higher level,” either independent from the FBI or answering to the executive
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assistant director of the national security branch.  Both individuals were

concerned that there was limited appetite within the relevant departments and

agencies to make these changes on their own and felt that any changes to the

HRFC’s current status would require congressional legislation.
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6. Conclusion

This report examined the support provided to American hostages, unlawfully or

wrongfully held detainees, and their families through interviews with 42

individuals either personally connected with these cases or who were active and

former U.S. officials with experience in dealing with hostage-takings and

unlawful or wrongful detentions. One of the major findings of this report, as in

the 2020 report, is the durability of the changes made to the hostage recovery

enterprise enacted by PPD-30. Six years after the directive’s issuance and two

presidential administrations later, the entities and processes created to

synchronize the interagency’s efforts to recover U.S. citizens held hostage

overseas and to engage with and support their families remain intact and have

now been codified into law through the Robert Levinson Hostage Recovery and

Hostage-Taking Accountability Act.

The importance of this achievement in supporting U.S. hostages and their

families cannot be overstated. A review of the U.S. government’s history with

hostage-taking shows that until PPD-30, no department or agency within the U.S.

government focused specifically on the issue of recovering U.S. citizens held

hostage, nor was there an organization dedicated to coordinating the U.S.

government’s efforts to recover them. United States citizens detained unlawfully

or wrongfully by foreign governments had similarly limited options for support

within the U.S. government. While PPD-30 specified that the support systems

established within the directive did not apply to those cases, the Levinson Act

codified support to unlawfully or wrongfully held detainees through the office of

the SPEHA. With the continuation, and now codification into law, of these

changes to the hostage recovery enterprise, the families of U.S. citizens held

hostage and unlawfully or wrongfully detained will always have organizations to

turn to for support within the government, something that did not exist prior to

PPD-30 and the Levinson Act.

According to the families of hostages and wrongful or unlawful detainees and

their advocates, these innovations in the support to families have generally been

effective. Families have reported increased satisfaction in almost every category

of question asked by JWFLF in both the 2020 report and this year’s report

(Appendix B and Appendix C). Families generally report having access to the

hostage recovery enterprise and being mostly satisfied with the responsiveness

and communication they have with their points of contact. They generally

understand the roles of each agency in the hostage recovery enterprise and

mostly feel that their cases are a priority. At the same time, however, information

sharing and the declassification of intelligence for sharing with families remains

a challenge, as does the U.S. government’s sharing of recovery plans. Families

and advocates have also expressed concerns about turnover within the HRFC
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and SPEHA’s office, and the challenges that brings for continuity and the

retention of institutional knowledge.

These issues, taken together, as well as discussions with former and current U.S.

officials indicate that while PPD-30 and the Levinson Act have established a

measure of support previously unavailable to hostages, continued assessment of

the effectiveness of the hostage recovery enterprise is critical. While the Hostage

Response Group, HRFC, and SPEHA’s office can be successful when the

president and interagency prioritize hostage and unlawful or wrongful detainee

recovery, questions remain about their ability to do so in the face of competing

demands for national security attention. There are indications that these

organizations lack the authority, on their own, to increase the level of priority

given to hostage and detainee issues within the interagency. This raises questions

about the current construct of the hostage recovery enterprise. Should the HRFC

remain housed at the FBI or should it become an independent agency, able to

hire its own permanent staff? If the HRFC is tasked with coordinating the U.S.

government’s response to hostage-takings, does it need more status within the

interagency? Does its director need to be elevated in rank within the U.S.

government? How can hostage and detainee issues be given more attention at the

National Security Council? How can the Department of Defense and intelligence

community better develop intelligence for hostage rescue operations? How do we

engage the interagency to find creative solutions to bring unlawful or wrongful

detainees home? How do we prioritize the return of our citizens without

encouraging future abductions? How does the government best support families

throughout the process?

These questions have serious impacts on people’s lives. They are also not

questions that disappear as the U.S. government shifts its focus away from the

counterterrorism operations that have dominated the past 20 years of U.S. policy.

In a shifting geopolitical landscape, hostage-taking and the detention of U.S.

citizens by foreign governments will continue to be a tactic employed by those

seeking to influence the U.S. government. Hostage-taking’s unique ability to

place pressure on democratic governments will ensure that it remains a tool our

adversaries will employ, be they near-peer competitors, non-state actors, or

somewhere in-between. As such, developing effective policy and institutions

dedicated to creatively solving these issues is critical, as is the continued

development of partnerships between the U.S. government and the families of its

citizens whose lives are so brutally disrupted in an attempt by these actors to gain

leverage against the U.S. government.
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Appendix A: Requests Regarding Mental Health,
Physical, and Financial Support for Returning
Hostages and Unlawful or Wrongful Detainees

This appendix provides a list of requests for mental health, physical, and financial

support for returning hostages and unlawful or wrongful detainees that were

voiced by participants. These are presented in no particular order.

Extended reintegration support from the HRFC and supportive NGOs for

hostages

Reintegration support from the SPEHA’s office for returning detainees

More access to pro bono psychiatrists, psychologists, and/or counselors

with expertise dealing with high level trauma

Access to welfare (for some cases)

Assistance getting medical insurance—often difficult when some former

captives are unable to work immediately after returning home

Mental health support for families to deal with depression and anxiety or,

in some cases, to deal with arbitrary losses

More access to pro bono human rights lawyers—often families’ resources

get depleted finding legal representation for their loved ones held

overseas

Assist with finding employment after captivity (if able to work)

Assist with finding housing after returning from captivity

Financial assistance—working with IRS, credit card companies, and other

financial institutions to recoup losses, remove fines and penalties, and

help fix credit scores

Improved handling of tax filings for former unlawful or wrongful

detainees

Inclusion of unlawful or wrongful detainees on the State Department’s list

of hostages to pause their IRS accounts while held in captivity

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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Appendix B: Hostage Interview Responses

Each interview included a quantitative assessment of the effectiveness of PPD-30

by assigning a numerical value indicating the degree to which each participant

agreed or disagreed with a variety of statements asked during the interview

process. The numbers 1 = “strongly disagree;” 2 = “disagree;’ 3 = “neither agree

nor disagree;” 4 = “agree;” and 5 = “strongly agree.”
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Appendix C: Unlawful or Wrongful Detainee
Interview Responses

Each interview included a quantitative assessment of the effectiveness of PPD-30

by assigning a numerical value indicating the degree to which each participant

agreed or disagreed with a variety of statements asked during the interview

process. The numbers 1 = “strongly disagree;” 2 = “disagree;’ 3 = “neither agree

nor disagree;” 4 = “agree;” and 5 = “strongly agree.”
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