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To the victims of September 11





I do not believe war the most certain means of enforcing principles. Those peaceable coercions which are in the power of every nation, if undertaken in concert and in time of peace, are more likely to produce the desired effect.

—Thomas Jefferson, 1801






INTRODUCTION

BREAKDOWN


ABDUL HAQ WAS TAKING a big risk. He had crossed over the Pakistani border and was deep inside Afghanistan. The sound of U.S. Navy warplanes could be heard in the distance as Haq and a small band of Afghan opposition fighters made their way through eastern Afghanistan.

Days earlier, the United States had unleashed its military might against the Taliban, after President George W. Bush had demanded that the Taliban end its support of terrorism and surrender Saudi militant Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda terrorist organization who were responsible for the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon.

Hobbled by a foot injury dating back to his days with the mujahideen freedom fighters who had defeated the Soviet military occupiers—he had in fact been wounded seventeen times—Haq was a folk hero among the Pashtun tribes in Afghanistan. He also opposed the Taliban, who were responsible for murdering his first wife and child. He had since remarried, and his wife was pregnant.

Haq knew that opposing the Taliban was a deadly business. On September 10, al Qaeda terrorists posing as television news reporters had assassinated the most popular of the Taliban’s opponents, Ahmad Shah Masoud. Still, Haq hoped to open up a southern front against the Taliban. In the north, the Northern Alliance, an ill-equipped and poorly trained band of anti-Taliban fighters made up mostly of Tajiks and Uzbeks, was being supplied by the Russians with tanks and armored vehicles. Haq’s plan was to defeat the Taliban on the battlefield and then restore Afghanistan’s freedom and unity by restoring Afghanistan’s king—who was in exile in Italy—to his throne.

In the United States, Haq’s representative, Joseph Ritchie, had made the rounds in Washington talking to anyone in the U.S. government who would listen. With minimum investment, Haq could rally the Pashtuns in southern Afghanistan and oust the Taliban, he said. He appealed to Richard Armitage, the new deputy secretary of state. “We have a strategic asset in terms of opening up a southern front. All we need is some help.” Ritchie succeeded in getting the support of Robert McFarlane, who had been the national security advisor to former president Ronald Reagan.

McFarlane knew Haq from the Soviet occupation days and valued him as one of the most successful resistance commanders. McFarlane took the initiative in helping connect Haq to the U.S. government.

“We received attentive hearings and encouragement at the departments of State and Defense, as well as the White House,” McFarlane recalled. “In each case, however, we were told that the CIA had responsibility for this mission. Unfortunately, the CIA made it clear that it was reluctant to take on the assignment.”

The CIA rebuffed appeals from McFarlane and Haq. “We received only dismissive comments and indifference,” McFarlane said. “In one astonishing exchange we were told, to paraphrase, ‘We don’t yet have our marching orders concerning U.S. policy;  it may be that we will end up dealing with the Taliban.’ Such an attitude obviously turns the mission of intelligence gathering—to inform policymakers—on its head.”

McFarlane was unaware that the CIA had cast its lot with Pakistan’s Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence, known as ISI. The ISI, or elements within the ISI, backed the Taliban and had been backing them for years.

Haq finally gave up trying to get American support and decided to launch operations on his own. On October 21, Haq headed for Jalalabad in eastern Afghanistan. He knew he was under surveillance from Taliban operatives in Peshawar, but he believed he could successfully evade capture and rally the Pashtuns. Four days later the Taliban ambushed him. A call came in from Ritchie’s brother in Peshawar. “We need help.”

McFarlane called the CIA’s operations center, and a Predator unmanned aerial vehicle was dispatched. The drone plane carried Hellfire antitank missiles and attacked a convoy near the ambush site.

Inside Central Command’s headquarters, located at McDill Air Force Base outside of Tampa, Florida, an aide to U.S. army general Tommy Franks, commander in chief of the U.S. Central Command, received direct appeals from Haq supporters, including former U.S. special forces, to help the Afghan commander. Central Command refused. “We don’t know who he is,” came the response. And when that didn’t appease the former special forces personnel who pointed out how easy it would be to help Haq, Central Command replied, “We’re worried about civilian casualties.” The only concession made was to provide U.S. air cover if the Taliban attackers used armored personnel carriers (APCs). But the Taliban didn’t use APCs, preferring sport utility vehicles and pickup trucks.

Though Haq was moving quickly over steep mountain trails near Asara and then Sorodi, his Taliban pursuers eventually  closed in. On horseback, Haq, with just a handful of guards, was trapped and captured, and, on October 26, he was executed.

Haq was one of the few Pashtuns who could have united the Afghans, and he was gone. Any real hope of a stable Afghanistan died with him.

McFarlane blames the CIA for failing to help Haq and other anti-Taliban fighters in Afghanistan before September 11—help that might have prevented Osama bin Laden and his terrorists from carrying out their attacks. Bin Laden had long had American targets in his sights, and Haq was a long-standing, significant opponent of the pro-bin Laden Taliban. But the CIA appeared oblivious to bin Laden’s threat and to the opportunity Haq offered to combat it. “The tragedy here is not just the loss of a man of courage and excellence to whom the U.S. owed a great deal, but the dysfunction within the CIA that his loss underscores,” McFarlane said. “The calamity is the CIA’s failure to engage with him—or with any of the dozens of other capable Afghan commanders—a year earlier and to put in place the coordination that could have avoided his loss. Such planning would also have put us in a position today to work with Haq’s fellow Pashtun commanders.”

Military operations require good intelligence about the enemy. “Even the best force in the world will fail without solid intelligence,” McFarlane said.1 “The CIA cannot provide it; it has utterly failed to do its job.”

America’s failure to support Abdul Haq was part of a succession of missed opportunities, undetected—until too late—attacks, and unfortunate surprises that have been a hallmark of U.S. intelligence agencies over the last five decades.

By far the most damaging intelligence failure was the September 11 terrorist strikes on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. The attacks succeeded despite the most formidable intelligence-gathering system in the world. How the U.S. intelligence community—the Central Intelligence Agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Defense Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, and other agencies known by their three-letter acronyms—missed the September 11 attacks is a story of a system hamstrung by bad politics, poor leadership, and bureaucratic ineptitude. But the most important problem facing U.S. intelligence agencies today is the lack of accountability—the failure to hold people and institutions responsible for the billions of dollars in taxpayer money spent each year on the stated goal of protecting America against just the type of horror that was witnessed so vividly on that fateful day.

The core problem of the CIA was identified by Angelo Codevilla, a longtime intelligence specialist who said the essence of the agency’s misguided approach to itself and its mission is captured in the following statement: “We may not always be right. But we are never wrong.” Such is the culture that has infused the CIA.

But the fact is, during the days leading up to September 11, the CIA was wrong. There were numerous intelligence reports reaching CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, that al Qaeda was planning an attack, as they had attacked American targets at least five times in the past five years.

During a hearing in February 2002, Director of Central Intelligence George Tenet ducked responsibility for his agency’s failure to respond to these reports. Not only was there no fault in U.S. intelligence for failing to prevent the worst terrorist attack in American history—an attack that claimed more than three thousand victims—but Tenet arrogantly declared that the intelligence system in place was sound. Tenet said he welcomed a review of “our record on terrorism.”2


But the record, examined apart from the spin and politics, will present a different story. This is a book about how U.S. intelligence failed to detect and prevent the September 11 terrorist attacks, and why. It is a story of how American intelligence has  resisted all efforts to reform. The established bureaucracies that make up the U.S. intelligence community have lost sight of their purpose and function. Instead of working to support U.S. defense and national security objectives, they have become wedded to the idea that the institution—not its intended function—is what matters. This book will examine the events of September 11, what was known and what was not known. It is a story of an intelligence bureaucracy that is broken and urgently in need of repair.





1

THE OSAMA FILE


OSAMA BIN LADEN SAT IN his private office on a farm twenty miles from Khartoum, Sudan. It was November 12,1995. The thin Saudi millionaire listened intently to the radio near his desk for world news reports. He was preoccupied, nervous, intense. The next day, a senior official of the Sudanese security service paid a visit to the Saudi terrorist leader. Bin Laden appeared tired. At 11:00 A.M. bin Laden and the official left the office, and bin Laden’s mood had changed. He was now happy and relaxed. Around noon, on November 13, a telephone call reached the farm. The caller asked to speak to bin Laden and was told he was asleep. The caller insisted he be waked. After taking the call, bin Laden expressed pleasure at the good news. He asked for God’s blessing on the caller and remarked: “This is not the first nor the last. The rains starts with one drop, and it soon becomes a downpour. Things will be ready.”

Thirty-five minutes later a van exploded outside a three-story building housing the Office of the Program Manager, Saudi Arabia National Guard, in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The U.S. Army used the building as its headquarters for training Saudi military personnel. The van had been packed with some 250 pounds of  C-4 plastic explosive. The blast ripped through the building, causing heavy damage and killing seven people, including five Americans. Thirty-five others were injured. The explosion would shake not only the oil-rich kingdom—which, until then, had been immune to terrorism—but also the entire world. It was bin Laden’s first deadly attack.

“I think this is just the beginning of a very serious opposition movement to the Saudi royal family,” Vincent Cannistraro, the former deputy director of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center, said at the time. “This is not an isolated incident.”

President Bill Clinton responded to the attack by saying, “We owe it to them [those killed in the attack] and to all of our citizens to increase our efforts to deter terrorism, to make sure that those responsible for this hideous act are brought to justice, to intensify and pressure the isolation of countries that support terrorism—and we must spare no effort to make sure our own law enforcement officers have what they need to protect our citizens.”

After nearly half a century of U.S.-Saudi military cooperation, this was the first terrorist attack on a U.S. military base in the kingdom. It happened on Clinton’s watch, and it was the beginning of a string of terrorist attacks by bin Laden and related terrorist groups that left the Clinton administration confused and unable to respond.

Within months, bin Laden struck again. The Khobar Towers barracks in Dhahran housed hundreds of U.S. airmen who took part in flight operations against Iraq. Just before 10:00 P.M. on the night of June 25, 1996, three guards posted on the roof of building 131 at Khobar Towers spotted two men parking a large fuel truck at the edge of a parking lot, eighty feet from the base of the building. The driver and his passenger jumped into a waiting car and sped away.

One of the sentries immediately radioed a warning to the U.S. Air Force’s Central Security Control. The guards shouted for people to evacuate the building. In four minutes they were able to  alert the top three floors before there was an explosion so loud it could be heard in the neighboring country of Bahrain, twenty miles away. The blast killed nineteen Americans, and hundreds of other American and Saudi military personnel were injured. The bomb inside the truck was estimated by the Pentagon to have been the equivalent of twenty thousand pounds of TNT. It left an eighty-foot crater.

Again, bin Laden was ecstatic about the attack, according to intelligence sources. Bin Laden ordered an assistant to telephone Mohammed al-Masari, a Saudi dissident based in London, who ran the Committee for the Defense of Legitimate Rights. “You remember when the first ‘accident’ occurred. Now the second has occurred. More is coming.” Bin Laden then told Masari, “Let them keep our friend Safar al-Hawali in prison as he will hear good news very soon. We are working on getting him out.”

Their friend Safar al-Hawali, a Saudi cleric, had been arrested and jailed by the Saudi government in 1994 for antigovernment activities. He is considered a spiritual godfather to bin Laden and his cohorts. Hawaii is part of the extremist Salafi branch of the already extreme sect of Wahhabi Islam. Hawali would be released, and by October 2001, he had become a university lecturer living in Islam’s holy city of Mecca and a public critic of President George W. Bush’s war on terrorism.

But that was for the future. On the day of the Dhahran bombing, bin Laden received another telephone call. This call was from one of his closest associates in terror, the leader of the Egyptian Islamic Jihad, Ayman al-Zawahiri, who asked about the bombing. Al-Zawahiri offered his congratulations to bin Laden for the successful attack. Then another phone call from bin Laden’s terrorist network came in. This time it was from a member of the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, Ashra al-Hadi.

On June 29, four days after the Khobar Towers bombing, bin Laden left Port Sudan on the Red Sea aboard an unmarked jet that was operated by a Sudanese aircrew. He arrived at Khartoum  International Airport and was greeted by Nafi Ali Nafi, an official of the ruling Sudanese National Islamic Front. The greeting was clearly a sign that National Islamic Front leader Hassan Turabi knew that bin Laden was in the country. The aircraft, identified as a G-8, was parked on the military side of the airport. Bin Laden’s entourage included several armed bodyguards. There were three Toyota Land Cruisers waiting for them. The vehicles departed the airport and turned west, away from Khartoum to bin Laden’s special farm located near Soba, about twenty miles southeast of Khartoum. The compound includes a mosque, a corral for horses and cows, space for administrative officers, and a warehouse.

The information on bin Laden’s connection to the terrorist attacks in Saudi Arabia was obtained by the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center. The center had been set up in the mid-1980s following several high-profile terrorists attacks. The center’s stated objective was to “preempt, disrupt, and defeat terrorists.” In reality, the center was created because the CIA had failed to deal effectively with terrorism. As one official put it: “You set up ‘centers’ when other parts of agencies fail.”

By July 1996, the CIA had no one close to bin Laden, even though bin Laden had formed al Qaeda, Arabic for “the base,” in 1989, dedicating the group to attacking the United States, its friends, and its interests around the world. The only information the CIA had came from a foreign intelligence service that had been able to penetrate the al Qaeda organization.

“We have no unilateral sources close to bin Laden, nor any reliable way of intercepting his communications,” CIA analysts stated in a report on July 1, 1996, that is labeled “TOP SECRET UMBRA.” “We must rely on foreign intelligence services to confirm his movements and activities. We have no sources who have supplied reporting on Saudi opposition cells inside Saudi Arabia, and little information about those cells’ location, size, composition, or activities.”

The statement was a startling admission that U.S. intelligence agencies, despite spending more than $30 billion annually, were totally helpless in tracking down the world’s most ruthless terrorist leader and his organization.

The CIA, FBI, and other intelligence agencies had adopted the high-technology approach to gathering information; but these agencies significantly lacked “human intelligence” from people in a position to know the plans and activities of al Qaeda.

By 1996, when bin Laden began launching spectacular and deadly attacks, the U.S. intelligence community was effectively blind, deaf, and dumb. Even the first terrorist attack on the World Trade Center, in 1993, which would later be linked to bin Laden, did not prompt a major intelligence effort to find out what was going on among Islamic terrorist groups.

It is important to look at what U.S. intelligence agencies knew about bin Laden in the mid-1990s, when the first attacks were carried out in Riyadh and Dhahran. In 1996, as the CIA report shows, the CIA had no one even close to bin Laden, and it would be years before the National Security Agency could zero in on his Inmarsat satellite communications. Still, the foreign intelligence service had provided valuable information to the CIA. But the CIA viewed the information as unverified. “Based on a preliminary assessment of the ... reporting, we can neither confirm nor deny most of the... reports,” the CIA stated, adding that most of the reporting “fits well” with what is known about bin Laden’s operations in the Persian Gulf.1


What the CIA did know was that bin Laden was working hard to build up a network of Islamic extremists of many nationalities and was “using his longtime relationship with Iraqi and Sudanese officials,” the report said. In December 1995, bin Laden told his supporters not to worry about an arms cache that was found by Kuwaiti Interior Ministry officials in Al Wafrah. “There are others,” he told his supporters. The weapons had been stolen  from Kuwaiti military stockpiles during the Iraqi occupation. Some of the stolen weapons were later sold in Bosnia by a Kuwaiti businessman. The connection to Iraqi-occupied Kuwait pointed to support for the group from Saddam Hussein. But the CIA would play down these connections to Iraq after September 11, 2001, when the agency insisted it could not confirm links to Baghdad.

But the 1996 CIA report stated plainly: “In August [1995] bin Laden held a meeting at his farm near Khartoum with a probable Iraqi intelligence service official from the Iraqi Embassy in Khartoum, a Sudanese Army officer, an Egyptian extremist, a Palestinian believed to be an explosives expert with experience in car bombs and a man with a Bahraini passport whose family is from the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia.”

There is, moreover, evidence Iran is linked to bin Laden. A CIA report in 1996 stated that bin Laden set up a meeting with Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and Security (MOIS) officials at his residence in Jalalabad, Afghanistan. The meeting showed that the Iranians were considering a relationship with him even though bin Laden’s brand of Sunni Muslim extremism differs from Tehran’s radical Shiism.

Bin Laden had also traveled to Qatar, on the Persian Gulf, in January 1995 and discussed plans to attack targets in eastern Saudi Arabia during the Muslim rite of Haj. He had shipped twenty tons of the plastic explosive C-4 from Poland. Two tons of it were sent to Saudi Arabia, the rest to Qatar. In addition, he was known to be giving money to Egyptian Islamic Jihad for terrorism against the Egyptian government and would later be linked to attacks on tourists in Egypt.

Beginning in January 1996, the CIA set up a special “station” within the Counterterrorist Center at CIA headquarters, devoted solely to bin Laden. The station was allowed to operate as though it were a CIA field office and was set up because of the growing  volume of intelligence reports indicating bin Laden was more than a paymaster of terror—that in fact he had set up worldwide terrorist operations with clandestine cells and linkages to foreign governments.

According to CIA officials, almost all of the analysts who worked at the bin Laden station had never served abroad and did not speak Arabic. Some were Directorate of Operations officers with foreign experience, but most were not. Deskbound and language handicapped as they were, the evidence was unmistakable that bin Laden was a major supporter of terrorism. An intelligence official told me information coming in often pointed to bin Laden. At the time, however, the CIA still wrongly assumed that bin Laden was primarily a financier of terrorism rather than a major organizer.

Nevertheless, the links between bin Laden and terrorism proved so serious that in 1998 President Clinton issued a secret executive order known as a “finding” that authorized covert action operations against bin Laden. Unfortunately, the CIA’s efforts to track, find, and stop bin Laden—either through military action or arrest and prosecution—were a dismal failure. The problem was that the CIA remained largely ignorant about bin Laden’s operations outside of tracing his financial support for terrorism.

In his first interview after leaving the Oval Office, Clinton told Newsweek that he had really wanted to get bin Laden. He said he had vacillated in bombing bin Laden when he had the opportunity because of concerns about civilian casualties. “We knew more or less where [bin Laden] would spend the night,” Clinton said. “But keep in mind, we were told he was going to be at that training site [in August 1998] and he left a couple of hours before [the missiles hit]. So what did I have? A 40 percent chance of knowing we could have hit it. But there were a very large number of women and children in that compound and it’s almost like he was  daring me to kill them. And we know at the same time he was training people to kill me. Which was fair enough—I was trying to get him. I felt it would hurt America’s interests if we killed a lot of Afghani women and children and didn’t even get him.”

The other option Clinton tried was sending special operations commandos to go after bin Laden in Afghanistan. “But the closest we could get was about nine hundred miles away on a boat, since we didn’t have any basing rights then, and we didn’t have anything like the international support that existed after September 11 for overthrowing the Taliban,” Clinton said.

What was really lacking was the intelligence and covert operations capability America needed to defend itself and its interests. Spending on efforts to stop terrorism skyrocketed in the 1990s, but it failed to build an intelligence community that could stop bin Laden. Beginning in 1995, $6.7 billion was added to government agencies for counterterrorism. By 2001, federal spending on counterterrorism was $19.5 billion. After September 11, the budget nearly doubled to $37.7 billion. But throwing money into counterterrorism without providing vigorous leadership, policy, and direction will achieve nothing.

In the past, this money was usually spent on new computer systems, analysts, hardware, and, in the FBI, on Chevy Suburbans. What it did not do was prevent the September 11 terrorist attack. Nor, on a lower level, did intelligence operations improve in the years leading up to the attack.

In December 1997, the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR)—one of the “Big Five” intelligence agencies that include the CIA, FBI, Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), and National Security Agency (NSA)—reported that the evidence of bin Laden’s involvement in Middle Eastern terrorist bombings was inconclusive. “His followers may have been involved in at least one of the attacks in Saudi Arabia, although the information available also points in other directions.” On the  question of whether the bombings were an intelligence failure, the report said: “We were tracking this broader trend and warning that threat levels were increasing, but we were not able to predict the timing and magnitude of specific attacks.” Like the CIA, the INR adopted the posture of infallibility on intelligence matters.

“Given that [terrorist] surveillance and activities designed to test our defenses continue, and militants such as Osama bin Laden continue to call for the expulsion of U.S. troops, more attacks in the region are likely,” INR stated. The terrorist operations in Saudi Arabia were not capable of fomenting widespread activism or internal disorder, the INR concluded, “nor do they appear able to disrupt the economy or the flow of oil.”

In early May 1997, the NSA picked up an important intelligence intercept. A top secret report by NSA’s W Group was sent to senior Clinton administration officials on May 7,1997. It stated that authorities in “an unspecified country” had arrested a senior official of bin Laden’s organization. He was the head of the financial committee of bin Laden’s “Islamic Army.” “The committee manages the Islamic Army’s finances and audits members of the Islamic Army,” the report stated. The al Qaeda paymaster would prove to be a valuable intelligence source.

Bin Laden, however, soon struck again. On August 7, 1998, at approximately 10:30 A.M. local time, truck bombs exploded in front of American embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania. The bombings killed 220 people and wounded more than four thousand others. Twelve American government employees and family members, and thirty-two Kenyan and eight Tanzanian nationals employed by the government were among the dead. “The bombings were carried out by members and associates of Osama bin Laden’s organization, known by the Arabic word ‘al-Qaeda’,” the FBI stated in an internal summary of the attack.

A State Department report released in January 1999 on the bombings found that there was “no credible intelligence” in advance of the attack that would have provided immediate or tactical warning of the blasts. “A number of earlier intelligence reports cited alleged threats against several U.S. diplomatic and other targets, including the embassies in Nairobi and Dar Es Salaam,” the report by a panel of experts led by retired admiral William Crowe states. The report concluded:
All of these reports were disseminated to the intelligence community and to appropriate posts abroad, but were largely discounted because of doubts about the sources. Other reporting—while taken seriously—was imprecise, changing and non-specific as to dates, diminishing its usefulness. Additionally, actions taken by intelligence and law enforcement authorities to confront suspect terrorist groups, including the Al-Haramayn nongovernmental organization and the Osama Bin Laden (UBL) organization in Nairobi, were believed to have dissipated the alleged threats. Indeed, for eight months prior to the August 7 bombings, no further intelligence was produced to warn the embassies in Nairobi and Dar Es Salaam.





It was more no-fault intelligence. The FBI was let off the hook by the State Department panel for the failure to stop the bombing. It said that the FBI “uncovered no information indicating that the earlier intelligence reporting could have predicted the time or place of the attacks.” The panel report revealed that the State Department did not have a representative at what was supposed to be an interagency Counterterrorism Center, a center that since 1997 had known about terrorists operating in Kenya. “The FBI and the Department of State should consult on ways to improve information sharing on international terrorism to ensure  that all relevant information that might have some bearing on threats against or security for U.S. missions or personnel abroad is made available,” the report said.

The FBI had in hand at least two intelligence warnings in 1997 about terrorist attacks in Africa. One was based on an FBI intelligence breakthrough in August 1997—a year before the embassy bombings. Working with local authorities in Nairobi, FBI agents raided the home of Wadih el-Hage, a Lebanese-born Islamic militant who was a U.S. citizen. On a computer found in the residence, the FBI discovered a letter from an Islamic militant named Haroun Fazul, who was part of a clandestine “cell” of al Qaeda terrorists operating in East Africa who were in the process of planning the bombings that would be carried out a year later.

Fazul had written to “Brother Sharif,” another terrorist who was part of the East Africa cell, to warn that the security of their operation had been endangered by the arrest of the al Qaeda paymaster. “We can now state that the security position on the cell is at 100 percent danger,” Fazul wrote. He spoke of communicating by the Internet and of going “underground” because of efforts by U.S., Kenyan, and Egyptian intelligence and security services pursuing them. Fazul indicated that “the sheikh,” an alias used by bin Laden, had declared war on the United States and they were part of a cell that was preparing to carry out a terrorist attack. “We, the East Africa cell members, do not want to know about the operations plans since we are just implementers,” he said. “We trust our command and appreciate their work and know that they have a lot of problems,” he wrote.

Incredibly, this invaluable intelligence was never put to use. The failure cost hundreds of lives.

President Clinton’s response to the African bombings was anemic. The administration’s primary goal here, as always, was to identify terrorists, capture them, and return them for prosecution in a court of law. It was a reactive strategy that did nothing to deter attacks. Even the administration’s extremely limited  military counterstrikes were designed to send political signals rather than do actual damage to terrorists, their supporters, and the infrastructure they used.

The Clinton approach was illustrated in 1996 when the Justice Department convened a grand jury in New York to investigate bin Laden. The investigation would actually hinder FBI intelligence-gathering efforts because, if information was deemed grand jury material, intelligence people couldn’t use it.

When military action was finally taken against bin Laden, it proved to be ineffective and even counterproductive. On August 20,1998, U.S. warships in the Indian Ocean and Persian Gulf fired a series of cruise missiles at four terrorist training camps located about ninety-four miles south of Kabul, the Afghan capital. As a supposed exclamation point, the military was also ordered to bomb a factory in the Sudan that U.S. intelligence claimed was making a precursor chemical unique to the VX nerve agent.

The bombing of the terrorist training camps was carried out even though bin Laden was known to have left the area. Worse, Defense Secretary William Cohen stated that bin Laden was not a target. Instead, the strikes “were targeting these facilities and his infrastructure.” General Hugh Shelton, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said, “We were not going directly after Osama bin Laden. It was an attack on his network of terrorist groups, as I think you can see from the targets. We will continue to go after that if we feel like it’s appropriate and if the threats to Americans or American interests continue.” A senior intelligence official who briefed reporters at the Pentagon on background also said that although there was intelligence indicating more terrorists would be in the camps during the attack than on other days, bin Laden was not targeted. “We targeted these facilities not to go after an individual; we went after his infrastructure. We don’t know where bin Laden is. I have no information in that regard.” Failing to go after bin Laden—preferring to blow up buildings instead—betrayed a lack of seriousness by the administration.

So did the attack on the Sudanese pharmaceutical factory that was supposedly making nerve gas for bin Laden. A day before the attacks, George Tenet, director of Central Intelligence, took part in a video conference that included Rear Admiral Thomas Wilson, the Joint Staff senior intelligence official known as the J-2.

“We don’t have the evidence that that factory is involved in producing nerve agent,” Wilson said during the secret video meeting.

“You will make it a target,” ordered Tenet.

The CIA later claimed that the factory was targeted by demand of White House National Security Council staff, specifically Richard Clarke, its specialist on terrorism. This rash action embarrassed the State Department, which ended up paying damages to the Sudanese owner of the factory.

All this was a diversion from the fact that the U.S. government had failed to target a man known to be a leader of global terrorism, who was implicated in strikes on American personnel and property, and who, in February 1998, had publicly declared that “To kill Americans and their allies, both civil and military, is an individual duty of every Muslim who is able, [in] any country where this is possible, until the Aqsa Mosque [in Jerusalem] and the Haram Mosque [in Mecca] are freed from their grip and until their armies, shattered and broken-winged, depart from all the lands of Islam, [and are] incapable of threatening any Muslim.... By God’s leave we call on every Muslim who believes in God and hopes for reward to obey God’s command to kill the Americans and plunder their possessions where he finds them and whenever he can.”

Rather than target bin Laden militarily, the Clinton legalistic approach worked its way forward. On November 4,1998, a federal grand jury indicted bin Laden, charging him with conspiring to kill Americans abroad. The indictment is still pending.
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THE LOUD BANG NO ONE HEARD


AT ABOUT 10:30 ON THE NIGHT of January 6,1995, a security guard at the Dona Josefa apartment building on Manila’s Quirino Avenue was told that black smoke was billowing from the building. He ran upstairs and saw two men trying to wave the smoke out of the sixth floor hallway.

“Don’t worry,” one of them told the security guard, “it was just some firecrackers.”

The guard entered Apartment 603 and saw the fire expiring. When he went outside, both men were gone.

A team of firemen soon arrived, followed by officers from the Philippine National Police. Leading the police was Aida Farsical, police block commander responsible for that part of Manila. The police found pipe bombs and components—including chemicals and laboratory equipment—for making explosives.

While the police were looking through the apartment, one of the tenants returned. He was Abdul Hakim Murad, a Pakistani national, member of a secret cell of terrorists belonging to al Qaeda, and the mixer of the chemicals. Murad offered the police $2,000 in cash not to take him to police headquarters, but the police turned him down.

By 2:30 A.M. senior Philippine police officials were on the scene. Chief Inspector Nap Taas, who was in charge of intelligence for the police, confiscated a Toshiba computer. It held an amazing series of documents. One document revealed that the International Relations and Information Center, a nongovernmental organization operating in the Philippines, was a front to fund al Qaeda activities. Its leader was Mohammed Jamal Khalifa, a Filipino Muslim and brother-in-law of Osama bin Laden.

More shocking was a document that outlined a plot to assassinate Pope John Paul II during his visit to the Philippines, a visit that was only a week away. Murad’s apartment was two hundred yards from the residence of the Vatican’s ambassador to the Philippines, which was where the pope would be staying. The terrorists planned a suicide mission, dressing one of their number as a priest and getting close enough to the pope to set off a homemade chemical bomb that would kill the disguised terrorist and the pope.

More information: Murad’s roommate turned out to have been Ramzi Yousef, the mastermind behind the 1993 terrorist bombing of the World Trade Center. Yousef walked away from the apartment before police could arrest him, but was apprehended in Pakistan on February 7, 1995, and a day later shipped to the United States to stand trial on charges related to the 1993 bombing.

The police used Rafael Garcia, a Philippine computer expert, to crack the coded information found on Yousef’s computer hard drives. “This is where we found most of the evidence of the projects that were being funded by Osama bin Laden in the Philippines,” Garcia said.

Another plot revealed on the computer was a major terrorist campaign against U.S. airliners. It was called Project Bojinka, which means “loud bang” in Serbo-Croatian. The plans called for planting small explosive devices on eleven American jetliners flying from Asia to the United States.

Yousef had designed small bombs operated by nine-volt batteries. The batteries would be concealed in the hollowed-out heels of a terrorist’s shoes. The bomb itself was designed to pass undetected through airport screening machines. The plan was for eleven airliners to explode simultaneously after the terrorists changed shoes during stopovers and left the bomb shoes beneath their seats. It was to have been Ramzi Yousef’s terrorist spectacular.

Yousef carried out several attacks in 1994. The deadliest was a bomb planted on a Philippine Airlines flight to Japan on December 11, 1994, which killed a Japanese passenger. The bombing was a test mission to see if the small explosive had enough power to bring down the aircraft. It did not. The jet managed to land on Okinawa.

The Philippine authorities also learned that the terrorists were planning to fly explosives-laden aircraft into CIA headquarters.

And Murad was a pilot. He had taken flying lessons.

According to a report by the Special Investigative Group-Intelligence Command, known as SIG-IC, the documents found on the laptop were analyzed on January 8, 1995, and in them it was found that: “A future bombing target to be executed by [Murad] is principally directed on CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia.” The report said that Murad’s plot involved an explosives-packed commercial plane. “The document specifically cited the charter service of a commercial-type aircraft loaded with powerful bombs to be dive-crashed by [Murad]. This is apparently intended to demonstrate to the whole world that a Muslim martyr is ready and determined to die for the glorification of Islam. There are no other details on this specific suicide plan.”

The Philippine police interrogated Murad again on April 10, 1995. He said he had discussed the suicide airline bombing with Yousef, and he disclosed that the plan also called for bombing a U.S. nuclear power station. “The plan to attack a U.S. nuclear  station was discussed in Qetta [Pakistan] in October 1994,” the debriefing report states, “while the idea of attacking the CIA headquarters was discussed in the Philippines in December 1994 as conceptualized by Murad.”

Another Filipino intelligence report, bearing the title “Significant Revelation of Abdul Hakim Al Hashim Murad,” lays out in stark detail the scope of the terrorist conspiracy between Yousef and Murad. The report states that Murad “is a member of the ‘Liberation Army’ which is committed to fight against the United States and Israel governments.” Yousef and Murad, the report continues, planned, as part of their extensive campaign of terror, “to plant a bomb on a United Airlines plane with a bomb set to explode during its route from Los Angeles to Singapore.”

By September 11, 2001, the plan had become even more grandiose. “Obviously, the original Project Bojinka was modified to give it a more significant impact on the U.S.A.,” Garcia said. “By hijacking planes that originated from within the United States instead of Asia, they made sure that Americans would be killed in the hijacking instead of Asians, which obviously would elicit a stronger reaction from the Americans.”

Murad told investigators that his terrorist cell had been taking flying lessons in the Philippines for Project Bojinka. “Obviously, after they were caught and convicted, a new set of terrorists were trained in the United States for the modified Bojinka,” Garcia said.

“Murad admitted when he was being questioned that he was being trained for a suicide mission,” former Manila police chief Avelino Razon said in a statement I obtained. “We were able to find out that they had some targets already.” Razon said U.S. intelligence and law enforcement authorities knew about Project Bojinka. He also said the terrorists had vowed to try attacking the Trade Center towers again. “I remember that after the first World Trade Center bombing Osama bin Laden made a statement that on the second attempt they would be successful,” Razon said.

According to U.S. officials, the information from Murad was sent to CIA headquarters. But the CIA failed to share the information with the FBI. Instead, Filipino officials, recognizing the importance of their information, alerted the FBI. “We shared that with the FBI,” said Robert Delfin, chief of intelligence command for the Philippine National Police. But the American authorities might not have realized the value of the information provided by the police, he added.

Somehow it did not set off alarm bells among American authorities when Murad disclosed that he had attended several flight schools in the United States—in New York, Texas, California, and North Carolina—as part of an effort to obtain a commercial pilot’s license.

U.S. law enforcement officials said their investigators focused mostly on the Bojinka plot and not on other leads provided by Murad. Why? One reason might be that the FBI was not well enough equipped to deal with the international nature of the conspirators. The 1993 World Trade Center bombing highlighted this weakness.

Former FBI special agent Bob Blitzer was assistant section chief of the Counterterrorism and Middle East Section of the FBI from 1991 to 1995. “During the investigation [of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and the subsequently foiled plot to bomb landmarks and tunnels in New York], a significant amount of new information came to our attention,” Blitzer told me. “Much of it made sense during these criminal investigations. We conducted searches, secured evidence, made arrests, and obtained convictions. Other pieces of information made no sense to us, and we tried to figure out what was the meaning with the people we had.

“In the aftermath of the bombing, we were seeing people that we had never seen before,” Blitzer recalled. “So many, many new people came on our radar screen. Several countries such as Pakistan, the Republic of the Philippines, and Malaysia also became  important because some of our fugitives went there in the aftermath of the first World Trade Center bombing and the new plots to attack U.S. interests developed post-1993. So we’re literally seeing snippets of terrorist activities and movements of individual terrorists all over the world. But we did not have the depth of information, or intelligence base, to understand what these activities and movements were all about.

“We worked extremely hard here at home using the FBI resources at our disposal, and with the Central Intelligence Agency and friendly foreign police and intelligence services to find answers,” Blitzer said. “However, as a general statement these other agencies were, for the most part, in the same mode we were in. They were all trying to retool and collect, analyze and understand, critical intelligence information.”

Blitzer told me the results of interviews of Murad and others in the Philippines were shared within law enforcement and intelligence communities. “However, nothing we had then indicated either an imminent attack or defined the long-term threat picture,” he said.

The FBI’s World Trade Center investigations led them to focus on mosques in the New York area. “With the exception of, I believe, one guy in the cell, they had all been recruited in mosques in the greater New York area that were under the control of the sheikh Rahman and his associates. They were trained; they did their jihad against the Russians in Afghanistan; and then came back into the United States, prior to the 1993 World Trade Center bombing,” Blitzer said.

“Ramzi Yousef was clearly the leader of the group that bombed the World Trade Center in 1993,” Blitzer told me. “But who was he working for? Was he working for some terrorist organization? I really felt deep down that somebody was pulling the strings. Somebody was doing the preoperational planning. Some organization was out there working against the United  States both here and abroad. It was difficult for me to believe that Yousef could come to the United States, put a group together in a short period of time, hold it together, plan a major attack in the heart of New York, and then escape, without some kind of organization behind him,” he said. Bin Laden’s name had come up, but only as a possible source of financial support.

Blitzer said he did not recall hearing about a major plot, part of Project Bojinka, to use commercial aircraft as missiles against U.S. buildings. “Here’s what I recall,” Blitzer said. “One of the guys, I think Murad during debriefings, indicated that he had it in his head to personally fly a small plane loaded with fuel or explosives into CIA headquarters in Langley. I remember that. I don’t ever remember seeing anything about Yousef talking about that, or any other members of his cell saying, ‘We’re working on trying to put plans together to use passenger aircraft as bombs.’ I remember this one guy talking about the small plane attack, but that was it.”

But the information was there. It had been given to the United States by the Philippine government.

[image: 002]

Even before the Bojinka intelligence break, intelligence information on al Qaeda terrorists was missed. One example is the case of El Sayyid Nosair, an Egyptian-American Islamicist, who was arrested in 1992 for the 1990 assassination of Rabbi Mehir Kahane.
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