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On December 25, 2009, a 23-year old Nigerian named Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab unsuccessfully tried 
to detonate an improvised explosive device aboard a flight from Amsterdam to Detroit. The so-called 
“Christmas Day plot” put counterterrorism-related information sharing in the national spotlight once 
again. A May 2010 report on the incident by the U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence charged 
that a range of departments and agencies failed to connect different strands of information identifying 
Abdulmutallab’s ties to terrorism. 
 
Among the federal entities mentioned in the report was the Department of State. On November 19, 2009, 
Abdulmutallab’s father had warned the U.S. embassy in Abuja, Nigeria, that his son had linked up with 
Yemeni extremists. But embassy officials misspelled Abdulmutallab’s name when cabling this alert to 
authorities in Washington. Because of this error, critical information on Abdulmutallab—namely, that he 
currently held a valid U.S. visa—did not make it to appropriate intelligence and law enforcement 
officials. 

To their credit, State Department officials have accelerated a number of reforms already under way at the 
time of the December 2009 plot. Immediately following the attempted attack, the State Department 
offered consular officers new guidance on how to employ “fuzzy searches” of suspicious individuals. 
This procedure would circumvent the problems posed by variations in the spelling of names. By the end 
of March 2010, the department had also moved all of its visa applications online, allowing consular 
officers to automatically pre-screen visa applicants. 

These improvements are part of a larger effort by the State Department to move toward a “person-centric” 
search capability. Traditionally, State Department search capabilities have produced “transaction-
specific” returns. Officials would be forced to compile information on an individual based on a number of 
search results—a visa application, a documented border crossing, a visa re-application. This proved 
cumbersome. Under the new system, individuals’ unique profiles would consolidate this information in 
one place, making it far easier for officials to facilitate legitimate travel and prevent the illegal kind.   

This type of innovation is particularly encouraging. Other departments and agencies are also taking 
similar steps to streamline their search capabilities. But the true test will be in ensuring the 
interoperability of various federal, state, and local systems to document, analyze, and share information. 
In many ways, this is the chief technological, policy, and legal challenge facing stakeholders in national 
information sharing efforts. 
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