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Introduction
One of the key homeland security needs is for the sharing of information, since threats are not always contained within organizational or geographical lines. Federal intelligence agencies might have data on any national or international threats, and state or local agencies might have investigative data and observations that suggest how those threats manifest in the community. These various sources need to be linked together, and a system for the collection, analysis, protection and dissemination of information to relevant decision makers is needed.
The DHS Fusion Center Engagement and Information Sharing Strategy 2022-2026 is a blueprint for how DHS can work with the National Network of Fusion Centers. The strategy focuses on multi-directional flow of information with federal, state, local, tribal, territorial and private sector partners. According to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS), DHS has three primary objectives when it comes to information sharing, collaboration and partnership-building, and programmatic support and guidance to fusion centers. Thus, fusion centers become useful and significant link points between national intelligence and local public safety information.
This paper examines the DHS fusion center approach and examines its utility in serving homeland security intelligence and information sharing requirements. This study covers the historical development of fusion centers, structure and function, different information-sharing challenges, legal jurisdiction and limitations, ethical and privacy issues, the intelligence cycle, and interagency collaboration. Despite this, recent studies indicate that fusion centers continue to be vital information sharing organizations, albeit with limited evidence for their effectiveness across all aspects. While more rigorous evaluation is needed to measure the measurable impact of fusion centers, they have been using more data and technology than they previously have (Peterson and Lawrence 2025). The current plan is a good starting point, but further improvements in interoperability, timeliness, analytical quality, accountability, and privacy protection, as well as the measurement of performance, are necessary.
History and Evolution of the Strategy
The establishment of fusion centers is intertwined with homeland security changes that occurred after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Post attack investigations revealed a lack of communication and information sharing between agencies. There was information about potential threats in various organizations, but not all agencies were able to link up or effectively pass on information. The Federal government thus began to put more emphasis on intelligence coordination and sharing between organizations.
Fusion centers were started by states and local governments in the early days following 9/11. In 2004 and 2005 many centers were established, but at the time did not have a common national organization. Some were formed from State police intelligence units; others were established especially for the purposes of dealing with concerns of terrorism and homeland security. There were significant differences between centers in staffing, technology, funding, mission, and organizational authority.
Subsequent efforts by federal agencies with state and local partners achieved greater uniformity. The Fusion Center Guidelines contained recommendations for governance, mission, information sharing, privacy, analysis, training, security, and partnerships. The federal government began to view fusion centers as becoming key components of the national information sharing environment.
In 2007, a National Strategy for Information Sharing was released, which designated state and major urban area fusion centers as key locations for information sharing on terrorism. The Implementing Recommendations of the 9/11 Commission Act of 2007 further enhanced federal funding for state and local fusion centers. DHS received increased authority to provide support to fusion center activities and deploying Federal personnel in qualified centers.
The federal government then built up the capabilities of fusion centers in the state and major urban zones. The federal government then established state and major urban fusion center baseline capabilities. These capabilities set standards for intelligence collection, analysis, dissemination, management, privacy, and interagency coordination. This was important since the effectiveness of a national network relies on the capability and compatibility of participating organizations having basic and compatible capabilities.
Many of the fusion centers eventually became more than just terrorism-related centers. Many centers use all-crimes and/or all-hazards frameworks which can include emergencies, public safety, critical infrastructure, targeted violence, cyber threats, organized crime and/or terrorism. This new mission brought more value to the fusion centers' work with state and local partners but also added to the information volume and diversity to be analyzed.
This change is reflected in the current DHS Fusion Center Engagement and Information Sharing Strategy (2022-2026). The current approach does not only emphasize the setting up of fusion centers, but also the enhancement of the existing national network. Its mission statements on information sharing, collaboration, and programmatic support suggest a shift in the DHS emphasis to building relationships, capacities, and performance throughout the network (DHS, 2022).
Agency Structure and Current Capabilities
Most fusion centers are not DHS-owned and staffed but are owned and staffed by the state and local government. This distinction is critical because DHS does not have direct oversight of each center but does support and coordinate the National Network of Fusion Centers. The decentralized organization enables Fusion centers to serve the needs at the local and regional level, while also having access to Federal intelligence resources.
The Office of Intelligence and Analysis (I&A) within the DHS has a key mission to bridge the Intelligence Community and its state, local, tribal, territorial and private-sector partners. I&A is responsible for intelligence support, information sharing, deployment of personnel and federal intelligence agency in coordination with fusion centers. The current capabilities of fusion centers typically encompass information gathering from partner agencies, threat analysis, threat product development, suspicious activity reporting and dissemination to authorized recipients. Products can contain threat assessments, situational awareness reports, intelligence bulletins, analysis reports, and/or operational recommendations.
In addition, Fusion centers also are part of the Nationwide Suspicious Activity Reporting Initiative. This is a program that establishes a consistent approach for identifying, assessing, recording and disseminating suspicious behavior that could be related to a terrorist or other threat. Standardized procedures facilitate the flow of information between jurisdictions when needed and minimize inconsistencies in reporting.
Increasingly Technology is playing a significant role in the operation of Fusion Centers. Database, secure network, mapping, analytical software, and other digital tools are used to process vast amounts of information for the analysts. AI and machine-learning tools are also gaining increasing significance. As described by Dolan (2026), these technologies could have an application for intelligence analysis, such as the ability to spot patterns in large sets of data. However, their use raises issues of accuracy, bias, privacy, transparency, and accountability.
One area that continues to be a challenge is the lack of evidence that measures the effectiveness of fusion centers. Lots of intelligence products may be produced at centers without proving whether those products were used to improve prevention, investigations, preparedness, and/or operational decisions. In their research, Peterson and Lawrence (2025) called for more studies to determine if intelligence centers routinely have discernible public safety and homeland security results. DHS should, therefore, not only aim at operational capability, but also on proven effectiveness.
Primary Goals and Policies
The first key initiative of the DHS strategy is to promote information sharing. The strategy encourages the flow of multidirectional communication between fusion centers, DHS, federal agencies and state, local, tribal and territorial partners. This reflects an understanding that vital intelligence can be gathered at any government level.
The biggest plus point of multidirectional sharing is enhanced awareness. Local agencies may be able to add observations or investigative data of national significance while federal agencies can supply local officials with national intelligence to aid in understanding threats in their area. By leveraging stronger knowledge management, Willman et al. (2022) state, fusion center effectiveness can be enhanced by turning information into useful intelligence within organizations.
The main drawback is that an increased amount of information can lead to information overloading. Analysts can be overwhelmed with data and information that they can't handle well. The usefulness of information may be restricted by the classification, priority, agency formats, and access to levels of information. Rather than sending out more data, it is important to send out the right and useful data and have it been actionable.
The second big objective is to enhance collaboration and partnership. However, technology will not ensure successful information sharing if the agencies are not trusted and do not have a clear understanding of each other's roles. The ongoing collaboration between intelligence agencies, law enforcement, emergency managers, public safety and private sector entities is, however, vital to the operation of fusion centers.
Cooperation is particularly crucial in times of disaster. During crises, Hoel and Filstad (2024) showed that knowledge boundaries can hinder intelligence and operational personnel working together to cooperate. Relationships can minimize the problems by making relationships before emergencies through regular communication, training, joint exercises, and liaison programs.
The last aim is to deliver programmatic assistance and guidance. DHS offers fusion center training, technical assistance, assessment, standards and more to bolster fusion center capabilities. This support is required due to the variations in staffing, funding, technology, and mission of fusion centers. A benefit and a burden of the decentralization of fusion centers is that all of them are unique and have their own distinct areas of special interest. There are advantages to state and local control as centers can meet the needs of their region. However, maintaining consistency across the nation may be challenging. DHS must, therefore, promote common standards without doing away with local authority. It is essential to have this balance for an effective national network.
Information-Sharing Barriers
One of the most tenacious barriers to information sharing is organizational culture. Agencies may be reluctant to give information because of concerns about losing control of the investigation, compromising sources, compromising sensitive methods, or misuse by another agency. Information sharing is not always possible with systems, and employees may be reluctant to share due to a lack of trust. 
There are also barriers due to mission differences. The roles of these agencies vary between the Federal, local, and private sectors. What is relevant to one organization may not be so relevant to the next. These disparities can impact priorities, collection needs, and willingness to share.
Another significant challenge is technology. There is the possibility of agencies having different data standards, different cybersecurity needs, and different systems. Data can be present in one system but not easily available to another agency. Data may be available in one system but not easily accessible in another agency. The classification restrictions may also keep State and/or local personnel from seeing intelligence that might be relevant to their mission.
Related concerns include timeliness. Intelligence is of little service once it has been issued to the user after they have had time to act. In 2024, a DHS Office of Inspector General review identified an issue that DHS was not always sharing emerging threat information with fusion centers and other partners in timely fashion. The review demonstrated that verification requirements can have a negative impact on dissemination even if information is operationally significant (DHS Office of Inspector General, 2024).
There are also some problems because of too much information. Information from the federal intelligence community, law enforcement databases, suspicious activity reports, public sources, cybersecurity systems and private-sector partners can all be provided to fusion centers. Threat indicators need to be separated from vast amounts of regular information by analysts. Automated tools can have false associations or be inaccurate, although advanced analytical technologies may be helpful. Another barrier is resource differences. Smaller fusion centers may lack some of the training and advanced technology and have fewer analysts. Inequalities in resources may generate inequalities in the abilities of the national network. DHS should focus on training and technical assistance on the identified weaknesses of centers.
Legal Entities and Legal Barriers
The legal landscape surrounding fusion centers is formed by several federal and state agencies. DHS I&A provides Federal intelligence support and coordination. The Department of Justice helps to establish criminal intelligence standards and information-sharing programs. The FBI's partnerships with fusion centers include field offices and Joint Terrorism Task Forces. DHS Privacy Office and DHS Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties are important overlook functions. These organizations are concerned with privacy, civil rights, and civil liberties issues in homeland security programs. Local agencies, courts, attorneys general, and state governments can also have legal mandates that impact information collection, retention and dissemination.
This is in part because of the one regulation, 28 C.F.R. Part 23. It sets the standards for operation of federally funded criminal intelligence systems. It normally presupposes that information about a person relating to crime has a reasonable suspicion link. It also limits information collection and retention solely on the basis of political, religious, or social belief.
Legal limits also exist thanks to the constitutional safeguards. Freedom of speech, religion, association, and political activity are guaranteed under the First Amendment. The 4th Amendment guarantees people freedom from unreasonable searches and seizures. It is important for fusion centers to not consider constitutionally protected activities as suspicious, absent for any additional lawful reason. There are additional restrictions due to privacy laws. Collection, maintenance or disclosure of personally identifiable information may be subject to federal and state laws. There can be challenges because of varying rules in different jurisdictions in regard to information sharing.
Information sharing is also impacted by security classification. There are levels of classification that will not allow federal intelligence to be disseminated to personnel who don't have the proper clearances. Restrictions can also apply to information, even if it isn't classified, due to law enforcement sensitivity, privacy concerns, and protected sources. These legal obligations cannot be seen as obstacles that hinder intelligence activities. They safeguard the rights of the Constitution, privacy, investigative integrity, and national security. The goal should not be information sharing but rather lawful information sharing.
Ethical and Privacy Considerations
Fusion centers present major privacy issues due to information coming from a variety of sources. Relationships that are not apparent in separate databases can be found by connecting the databases. The power can help detect a threat but can also help to build detailed profiles of people who are not suspected of crime. The DHS Privacy Office has identified a risk to personally identifiable information, data analysis, information retention, private sector involvement, and government power. Therefore, such provisions for privacy protection must be considered as part of intelligence operations, not as after-acquired data.
Civil rights and civil liberties are both vital. Insufficiently clear threat criteria can lead to unnecessary monitoring of religious, ethnic, political, or activist groups. These practices can have an adverse effect on public confidence, even if no arrests or prosecutions are made. Fusion centers should have written privacy and civil liberties policies, regular audits, training, access controls for the systems, retention policies for information, documentation about information use, and access controls for the system. Staff should understand the purpose of gathering information, who will have access to it and when it should be taken away.
The advent of AI raises further ethical questions. While AI can scan through the vast amounts of data and find potential patterns and trends, it might also be misinterpreting or drawing faulty conclusions from the data. While outlining the increasing importance of AI in law enforcement intelligence, Dolan (2026) also highlights the need for governance and accountability. The use of human interpretation needs to be a key component of intelligence analysis. AI-generated information should be checked by analysts for any significant findings to ensure they are accurate, and information should be assessed in its appropriate context. Technology should support and not supplant professional judgment.
The Intelligence Cycle
The intelligence cycle is useful in analyzing the operations of fusion centers. It usually follows a plan and direction, collection, processing, analysis, dissemination, and feedback process. Planning and direction are related to identifying intelligence needs and priorities. Fusion centers need to identify the threats and/or information gaps that need to be addressed. Prioritizing information ensures there is no wasted effort in collecting information, and that analysts focus on operational information. Collection is the process of gathering data from a reliable source. Information can come from a variety of sources to fusion centers, including suspicious activity reporting systems, federal agencies, law enforcement agencies, emergency management agencies, and open sources. Multidirectional information sharing ensures collection is reinforced – information can flow from federal to local partners or vice versa.
The ability of an analyst to use information depends on its processing. Data could need formatting, database searching, translation, security filtering, or connecting with other information. This is particularly the time of the year when interoperability becomes relevant. Analysis converts collected information into Intelligence. Analysts analyze reliability, find relationships, compare other explanations, and understand the importance of information. Willman et al. (2022) stress the critical role knowledge-management practices and structured analysis can play in enhancing the quality and relevance of fusion center products.
Dissemination is the dissemination of intelligence to authorized users. This can comprise warnings, threat assessments, bulletins, situational awareness reporting, and briefings. Dissemination needs to be speedy, secure, private, and relevant. Feedback enables the receiver to assess the usefulness, timeliness, and accuracy of intelligence products. This information can help fusion centers to better inform collection and analysis going forward. Feedback also serves as a better basis for performance measure in that it establishes whether intelligence products had an impact on decision making.
Interagency Coordination
Coordinating among agencies is crucial to the fusion center model. Fusion centers link organizations with distinct lines of command—such as the DHS, the FBI, the DOJ, state police, local agencies, emergency management agencies, public health agencies, and private-sector agencies, and others. The structure provides a significant benefit as local and federal organizations have their own strengths. State and local agencies know their communities, their threats, and they know the specialized technology and investigative resources available on a local and state level; Federal agencies have national intelligence, specialized technology and broader investigative resources. Fusion centers can serve as a way to integrate these functions.
There is a specific need for coordination between fusion centers and FBI Joint Terrorism Task Forces. Fusion centers are mainly used for collecting, analyzing and sharing information, and JTTFs are used for conducting terrorism investigations. Ambiguous duties can also prevent duplicate investigations, and the transfer of investigative leads to the organizations with legal competencies. Complementary responsibilities for the emergency operations center as well. Threat intelligence and situational awareness are provided at a fusion center, and resources and incident response are coordinated at an emergency operations center. These organizations should be able to communicate effectively with each other during major incidents.
Private sector coordination is also required, in many cases, due to privately owned and/or operated critical infrastructure throughout the country. Energy companies, transportation, health-care systems, financial institutions, and communication companies may have information about homeland security interests. These groups also rely on government threat intelligence to maintain security of their systems. Continuously developing relationships is needed for effective coordination. Liaison officers, routine communications, joint exercises, and training can all help foster trust. If both intelligence and operational professionals don't have common practices, Hoel and Filstad (2024) demonstrate that collaboration challenges can grow even more pronounced during crises.
Assessment of the Strategy
[bookmark: _GoBack]Many of the key information sharing requirements of homeland security are covered in the DHS Fusion Center Engagement and Information Sharing Strategy. It's focused on multidirectional exchange, which acknowledges that intelligence that is useful can come from federal, state, or local sources. The strategy also has the right concept of partnerships and program assistance as key components of the process of information sharing.
The structure of the strategy is decentralized, with fusion centers at a state and local level. The decentralized structure of the strategy is appropriate to the federal system since fusion centers are also state and locally based. Local control enables centers to respond to local threats, and Federal support gives access to a wider intelligence and resources. The strategy also takes into account the legal protections and privacy protections. Information sharing should be done within the limits of the constitution and statutes. Thus, there are a host of requirements to consider when it comes to privacy protections, security demands, civil rights safeguards, and access controls to ensure the strategy is legitimate.
Even with these advantages, these information-sharing issues remain. In 2024, DHS Office of Inspector General uncovered delays in the distribution of some threat information. In 2025, GAO also submitted a report indicating that DHS I&A requires enhancements to its strategic oversight in the larger DHS Intelligence Enterprise (U.S. Government Accountability Office [GAO], 2025). The results show that they are not structures which are designed to produce successful results. One area of need is a lack of evidence that connects the activities of fusion centers with homeland security outcomes. Peterson and Lawrence (2025) determined there's a need for more stringent assessment. The next strategy will need to be more targeted to measurable outcomes.
Recommendations for Improvement
First, DHS will need to improve the requirements for timely dissemination. Immediately important information should be communicated swiftly were permitted by the law and security. If the information is uncertain, then agencies can communicate this in terms of confidence levels rather than omitting information until all information is confirmed.
Secondly, interoperability of technology needs to be enhanced in DHS. The data standards, systems, and access protocols involved in the participating agencies should be compatible, enabling authorized users to access the relevant data without undue hindrance.
Third, analytical quality in fusion centers need to be improved. Structured analysis, source evaluation, cognitive bias, privacy requirements, emerging threats, and the use of AI are areas that require ongoing training for analysts. Peer review and quality-control processes are also important and should be included in key intelligence products.
Fourth, DHS needs to improve the performance measurement. Evaluation should include determining if products were disseminated to the appropriate audiences, if they impacted decision making, if an impact was seen on investigations, if there was an impact on preparedness, or if products helped close information gaps. The number of products distributed is not sufficient to assess effectiveness.
Fifth, privacy and civil liberties should not be separated from PM. Centers should provide evidence of meeting training requirements, retention standards, access and auditing requirements.
Sixth, establish governance guidelines for AI and machine learning systems to be more specific at DHS. Before using operational applications, ensure that AI tools are accurate, unbiased, secure, and reliable. What is important is that findings of significant quality generated by AI should continue to be reviewed by humans.
Seventh, the centers of fusion, JTTFs, emergency operations centers, critical infrastructure partners, and other relevant organizations should be involved in joint exercises. Exercises need to be conducted in realistic situations to test information sharing capabilities and pinpoint technical, legal review and unclear responsibilities of delays.
Lastly, future fusion center strategies should set goals for implementation. Broad strategic goals should be linked to timelines, agencies accountable, performance indicators, and accountability processes. This would enable us to better assess whether or not improvements are occurring.
Conclusion
The DHS Fusion Center Engagement and Information Sharing Strategy for 2022–2026 is the result of over 20 years of work to enhance homeland security intelligence sharing. Fusion centers facilitate the sharing of information among federal, state, local, tribal, territorial, public safety and private sector intelligence sources. This is because it allows agencies to integrate data that may not be linked together. The current strategy fulfills critical homeland security requirements in areas of information exchange, collaboration, analysis, and programmatic assistance. Also, it acknowledges the significance of privacy, civil rights, and legal limitations. The intelligence cycle offers a useful model to gather, analyses, disseminate and evaluate intelligence throughout the participating organizations.
Persistent barriers remain. Effectiveness can be decreased due to organizational mistrust, incompatible systems, classification restrictions, information overload, resource differences, privacy concerns, and dissemination delays. New technologies like AI provide new analytical opportunities as well, and oversight is needed. Going forward, the areas for further enhancements are speeding up the lawful dissemination, having more interoperability, better analysis, quantifying performance, holding privacy responsible, ensuring the governance of AI and ongoing interagency coordination. One of the most important factors in the effectiveness of fusion centers should be how useful information reaches the proper decision makers in a timely manner to fulfill homeland security goals.
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