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This book is dedicated to the noble men and women of the U.S. military who are fighting the global war on terrorism and to the loyal people of CACI who support them.




“And you shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free”


 


John 8:32

New Testament, Holy Bible, KJV





The Lay of the Last Minstrel

Canto Sixth

 



Love of Country

 



BREATHES there the man, with soul so dead, 
Who never to himself hath said, 
This is my own, my native land! 
Whose heart hath ne’er within him burn’d, 
As home his footsteps he hath turn’d, 
From wandering on a foreign strand! 
If such there breathe, go, mark him well; 
For him no Minstrel raptures swell; 
High though his titles, proud his name, 
Boundless his wealth as wish can claim; 
Despite those titles, power, and pelf, 
The wretch, concentred all in self, 
Living, shall forfeit fair renown, 
And, doubly dying, shall go down 
To the vile dust, from whence he sprung, 
Unwept, unhonor’d, and unsung.

 



by

 



Sir Walter Scott
 1771-1832





In Memoriam

 



They journeyed nobly

 




Captain Paul Christopher “Chris” Alaniz, husband of CACI’s Thelma Alaniz of San Diego, CA, died on January 26, 2005 when a Marine Corps transport helicopter he was co-piloting crashed in a sandstorm near Rutbah, Iraq. He was with the U.S. Marine Corps, Heavy Helicopter Squadron 361, Marine Aircraft Group 16, 3rd M.A.W., from MCAS in Miramar, CA. Captain Alaniz was 32 years old and originally from Corpus Christi, TX.
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Corporal Christopher L. Weaver died on January 26, 2005 in hostile combat action in Al Anbar, Iraq. Corporal Weaver, age 24, was the son of CACI’s David Weaver, a retired naval officer from Dahlgren, VA. Corporal Weaver, from Fredericksburg, VA, was in the U.S. Marine Corps, 4th Combat Engineer Battalion, 23rd Marine Regiment, 4th Marine Division, Marine Corps Reserve, Lynchburg, VA.
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First Lieutenant Aaron N. Seesan, from Massilon, OH, died on May 22, 2005 of fatal injuries in a combat IED (Improvised Explosive Device) sweep, near Mosul, Iraq. Lt. Seesan was with the U.S. Army, Combat Engineers, 73rd Engineers Division & 1st Brigade, 25th Infantry Division (Stryker Combat Team), based out of Ft. Lewis, Washington. Seesan, nephew of CACI consultant Dr. Jennifer Burkhart of Arlington, VA, was 24 years old. He was posthumously awarded the Bronze Star.





“And judgment is turned away backward and justice standeth afar off: for the truth is fallen in the street, and equity cannot enter.”


 


Isaiah 59:14
 Old Testament, Holy Bible, KJV





THE TRUTH WILL OUT

A Note to the Reader


IN AUGUST OF 2003, CACI’S LONG-TIME CUSTOMER, THE U.S. ARMY, was in critical need of assistance: could CACI provide intelligence support and logistical services in Iraq — and could the company do it now?

Since its founding in 1962, CACI International Inc has proudly provided information technology (IT) services to government and private sector customers to enhance efficiency and meet mission and project effectiveness. During that time, CACI has worked with the U.S. government and military in a variety of projects through nine U.S. Presidential administrations each with its own policies, agendas and objectives. For over forty-five years, our work for government agencies has played a vital role in protecting America’s security, improving the performance of domestic programs and enhancing the country’s intelligence capabilities at home and abroad.

Our many offerings have included IT services, systems and support, for both logistics and intelligence efforts. But what the army was asking for was a first for us, to provide this field support for an immediate wartime need: intelligence services and interrogator support. CACI’s steadfast objective in serving our government clients has always been to provide quality service and dedication in meeting our customers’ needs. And, the sense of importance and urgency of the U.S. Army’s request was more than obvious. CACI agreed to the job.

Our sense of duty and reputation were soon to come under attack. An illegally leaked copy of a classified, preliminary investigative U.S. Army  report (SECRET/NO FOREIGN DISSEMINATION), by Major General Antonio M. Taguba came to light in April of 2004 citing details of alleged abuse of Iraqi detainees at Abu Ghraib prison outside Baghdad. The report implicated not only military personnel assigned to the prison, but also civilian contractors. There was an allegation that one CACI employee, another contractor (which the Taguba report mistakenly identified as a CACI employee), and two U.S. Army officers, a colonel and a lieutenant colonel, were “suspected” of having been “either directly or indirectly responsible” for abuses at Abu Ghraib. No direct or specific charges were made, only “suspicions”, generalized accusations and allegations. But the infamous photos of the abuses — in which no CACI employee appeared — had also just been made public on television on April 28, 2004 setting off a media frenzy all over the world.

Taguba’s vague allegations about the CACI employee were not substantiated by any evidence or proof, and not confirmed by any of the subsequent investigations that would soon follow. Nevertheless that one line from the Taguba report about his “suspicions”, coupled with the indelible images of the photos would throw CACI into an international spotlight that would continue to glare for well over a year. CACI was put under intense microscopic scrutiny that few other companies have ever faced, including unrelenting media examination and nine extensive government investigations — one even threatening the very existence of the company.

The people of CACI would also face a challenge of conscience. The media, pundits, critics and other bodies and organizations called for accountability by insisting that the company fire the accused, admit guilt, and beg for forgiveness, all before getting to the facts or the truth — to say nothing about proving the allegations. But the CACI team would not give in to such intimidation. At CACI, we took these charges very seriously and no action would be taken without establishing the facts, adhering to the rule of law, including due process and the presumption of innocence until proven guilty. At the same time, with mounting speculation and misstatements of facts, CACI found it necessary to focus considerable effort on correcting egregious statements and false commentary about the company.

One of our first actions was to state our vital position: CACI was requested to assist the U.S. Army in a critical war-time situation that was  important to our national defense and saving our soldiers’ lives. Furthermore, CACI would not condone, tolerate or endorse any illegal behavior by our employees in any circumstance or at any time. Everyone at CACI was as shocked and disgusted with the apparent abuses as the rest of the world was in watching the images emerge in the global media display. We would act forcefully if the evidence showed that any of our employees acted improperly. But we would not rush to judgment on the basis of speculation, innuendo, partial reports, agenda-driven propaganda, or incomplete investigations. There would be no witch-hunts, no lynch mobs, no kangaroo courts, and no trials by the media. Instead, our motto became: “The Truth Will Out.”

While we emphatically condemned the terrible abuses depicted in the Abu Ghraib photos, we had no earlier indication at all of any wrongdoing by any CACI personnel. The army had consistently said that the company was doing a good job. Further, longstanding CACI culture, ethics, and code of conduct all endorsed and emphasized obeying the law, being responsible and accountable, and most important, as a CACI board member would later state, “doing the right thing.”

CACI’s response and approach throughout the ordeal would be responsible and justifiable. Subsequent in-depth government investigative reports in 2004 and 2005 would neither confirm nor corroborate the allegations made against our CACI employee in the earlier illegally leaked Taguba report. And as 2008 approached, not one current or former CACI employee had been be charged with any wrongdoing. But by then, unfortunately, much damage had already been done. Despite all this, the abuse pictures combined with the unsubstantiated mention in the Taguba report of one employee were apparently enough to wrongfully condemn CACI in the court of public opinion. The media’s propaganda-like bombardment and distorted portrayal of the allegations about our employee in the Taguba report began a gauntlet of investigations and triggered intense scrutiny of the company — a virtual “wire brushing” — that I dare say few companies could have undergone and survived. Further, publicity-seeking opportunists and self-styled experts with their self-serving opinions became engaged in manipulating the facts to malign the company for their own personal or political gain.

Even as you read this, we routinely find persistent, but critical errors, as well as gross exaggerations and falsehoods about the company  regarding Abu Ghraib. And we believe, as our corporate responsibility, it is our obligation to our employees, shareholders, and clients — and the public at large — to address and correct all of these falsehoods.

Yet there has never been any instance that I know of where the media focused a critical and investigative eye on the Taguba report itself, its allegations, or the claims that it got right or that it got wrong. And I also know of no attempt to investigate who illegally leaked the report to the public in the first place before the entire investigative process was completed and all of the verified facts were presented.

The tragic events of Abu Ghraib and the obvious abuse of detainees is surely unjustified, regrettable, and a sad moment for our country and our military. The irresponsible acts of a very few at Abu Ghraib have, to a degree, tarnished the reputation and honorable service of all Americans that have ever worn our country’s uniform and have saluted and served under our nation’s noble flag.

Through all this, CACI faced the allegations by fully cooperating with all government inquiries, and by being forthcoming, thorough, and unyielding to far-fetched speculation, and false and malicious accusations. Throughout CACI’s history, our enduring goal has been to support the country’s future through quality service achieving the highest ethical standards in doing so.

In all this, I am ever grateful to CACI’s employees and supporters. The story you are about to read is how CACI faced this ordeal, how we sought out the truth, and how in the process we upheld our good name.

 



J.P. London





Invictus

OUT of the night that covers me, 
Black as the Pit from pole to pole, 
I thank whatever gods may be 
For my unconquerable soul.

 



In the fell clutch of circumstance 
I have not winced nor cried aloud. 
Under the bludgeonings of chance 
My head is bloody, but unbowed.

 



Beyond this place of wrath and tears 
Looms but the Horror of the shade, 
And yet the menace of the years 
Finds, and shall find, me unafraid.

 



It matters not how strait the gate, 
How charged with punishments the scroll, 
I am the master of my fate: 
I am the captain of my soul.

 



by

 



William Ernest Henley
 1849-1903





“We will not stand silent when facts are twisted to debase our good name.”
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INTRODUCTION

A company, a crisis, and the fight for the truth

“Adversity is the first path to truth”
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IN LATE APRIL 2004, JUST AS THE ANNUAL EXPLOSION OF WASHINGTON, D.C.’s azalea blossoms heralded the promise of springtime, a heretofore relatively unknown federal government contractor, CACI International Inc., found itself suddenly facing a long dark summer of corporate crisis and external scrutiny.1 The reason for its travails: an Iraqi prison complex called Abu Ghraib and allegations that a single civilian interrogator employed by CACI at the prison was somehow involved, along with a number of U.S. Army soldiers, in the abuse of prisoners.

Literally overnight CACI’s world was turned upside down. CACI and its people would soon be engaged in a modern-day media frenzy, their lives changed irrevocably.

For four decades, CACI had labored quietly outside the spotlight. It had been founded in 1962 by former RAND Corporation colleagues Herb Karr and Harry Markowitz, who put a California park bench and phone booth into service as the company’s first “office.” From its humble origin marketing a programming language in the nascent computer   industry, CACI grew by following a simple strategy of watching trends and identifying the most promising technologies and markets. By the 1970s, CACI led efforts in database retrieval programs, software systems and the application of new technologies to U.S. government agency projects. The 1980s would bring new rules and regulations to the government contracting landscape, in which CACI would continue to adapt to the marketplace and build upon its technical knowledge and client relationships.

In the 1990s, under the leadership of its president, chief executive officer, and newly elected chairman of the board, Dr. J. Phillip (“Jack”) London, CACI would change from a professional services firm to a full scope information technology (IT) solutions provider. London recognized that IT was shifting from individual software applications to networks and enterprise-wide projects.

London had joined CACI in July of 1972 when the firm had less than 50 employees.2 By 2004, CACI had grown to a 9,500-person corporation with more than one hundred offices worldwide. The company provided a range of IT and network solutions in defense, intelligence, and e-government, including systems integration and managed network solutions, knowledge management, engineering, simulation, and information assurance.3 While CACI was an established and well-respected company, it was traditional and low key. Though based in Arlington, Virginia, just across the Potomac River from the power centers of Washington, D.C., CACI operated out of the public spotlight.

Then on April 28, 2004, CBS’s 60 Minutes II aired the now infamous photographs of detainee abuse by American soldiers at Abu Ghraib prison outside Baghdad that set off a media firestorm. Two days later, the media received new fuel for the fire when The New Yorker magazine published a story that cited details of a classified army report (based on an investigation of military police), which had been authored by Major   General Antonio M. Taguba. The Taguba report implicated not only the military units tasked with running Abu Ghraib, but also civilian contractors who were participating in interrogation support and providing translation services at the prison.4


For news agencies, the Taguba report became the “second source” that, in effect, confirmed the pictures and added details, suspects, and a story line that seemed to lead from the military police in a single cell-block during the night shift to more senior officers at the prison — and perhaps beyond. Completed in February as one in a series of several ongoing investigations and reports, but not intended for public release, the classified (SECRET/NO FOREIGN DISSEMINATION) report was illegally leaked by the ubiquitous “unnamed” source to journalist Seymour Hersh of the New Yorker magazine. The magazine posted the story on its website on April 30, two days after the 60 Minutes II broadcast. 5 The unlawfully released report and the photos were soon available online, on television, and in print all over the world.

Following the initial flurry of follow-on stories, editors, television producers and print reporters began to search for new story ideas, new angles and new potential players in the growing story of the prison scandal. CACI’s name was quickly swept into the media spotlight. No CACI employees appeared in any of the Abu Ghraib abuse photos but one sentence in the illegally leaked army report, included the harsh speculation   that a single CACI employee was among those soldiers (MPs and MI) with broader responsibility for the misconduct.6


The concern of CACI’s leadership came down entirely to one paragraph in Taguba’s summary report. In only five short lines on page 48, Taguba pointed at a civilian interrogator named Steven Stefanowicz, a former navy intelligence specialist, who was hired by CACI and sent to Iraq in October 2003. A screener who was later promoted to be an interrogator with the agreement of the army, Stefanowicz was never in any position of authority. But without further explanation on the same page, Taguba said he “suspected” Stefanowicz and three others who were not employed by CACI (two military officers and a civilian translator, John Israel, employed by Titan Corporation7) were somehow “either directly or indirectly responsible for the abuses.”8


For CACI, a public company, the photos and the Taguba report produced a corporate life-threatening crisis. While the Taguba Report provided no supporting evidence for his “suspicion” about Stefanowicz, the CACI employee’s proximity to the incidents at Abu Ghraib exposed the company to months of controversy and unwarranted allegations. More detailed reports later corrected much of the vague and inaccurate information about CACI that the Taguba report initially suggested and, within a few months, official inquiries made clear that none of the company’s employees were involved with the photographed abuses. Unfortunately, these reports did not receive the kind of media coverage that the initial Taguba report attracted. The serious damage to CACI was already done.

The images of prisoner abuses at Abu Ghraib ignited an international response and CACI’s anonymity disappeared in those two pivotal days in April of 2004. Literally hundreds of editors and reporters from around the world began pursuing the story of Abu Ghraib. For the next several months, the photos were broadcast again and again on television, displayed on the Internet, and printed on the front pages of newspapers around the globe.

As a result of unsupported “suspicions” stated in the Taguba Report, CACI was besieged with a barrage of requests from the news media. CACI faced daily pounding in media stories; two outrageous lawsuits accusing it of a deliberate corporate policy of torture and even murder; a six-week investigation by the government’s General Services Administration (GSA) into the manner in which CACI’s Iraq contract was issued; the threat of possible suspension by GSA from the government contracts that accounted for nearly a third of CACI’s annual revenue (and could affect all of the company’s federal work, which totaled 94 percent of revenue); and nine official government investigations of events at Abu Ghraib or related thereto. CACI also experienced a short-term but steep decline in its share price that at one point cost the company 12 percent of its market capitalization (share price valuation) or almost $155 million; public inquiries from California’s two state pension funds to explain why they should continue to hold CACI stock; and the prospect of expulsion from the Calvert Group’s Social Index for responsible companies.

Stunned by both the shocking photos and the accusation that one of its own might be involved, CACI’s leaders were confronted with a major public relations crisis for which they had no guidelines.

One of the company’s first actions was to state their position. Everyone at CACI was as shocked and disgusted as the rest of the world with the apparent abuses, as they watched the images emerge in the global media display. CACI stated it would not condone or tolerate any illegal behavior by employees and they would act forcefully if the evidence showed that any employee acted improperly. But the company’s leadership would not rush to judgment on the basis of speculation, innuendo, propaganda, or incomplete information. There would be no witch hunts, no lynch mobs, no kangaroo courts, and no trial by the media — only the rule of law. CACI had been asked to assist the army in a critical  wartime situation and they had consistently said that the company was doing a good job, giving no indication that anything was amiss with CACI’s employees. And so, there would also be no apologies for doing their job either.

In addition to the normal work of running a business and serving their customers, the company’s leaders had to respond to a wide range of pressure points from the news media, shareholders, the army, the U.S. Congress, government agencies, investigative reporters, and Wall Street. At times, especially in the first weeks, media articles and reports totaled in the hundreds. Despite the fact that no CACI employee was ever charged with any abuse or serious misconduct for work at Abu Ghraib, broadcast outlets, including national network news, reported on CACI’s alleged complicity for days at a time.

CACI International faced some terrible and totally false accusations: “Torture Profiteers,” “Torturers for Hire,” “Hired Killers,” and “Torture Conspirators.”9


Handling the tide of media inquiries alone was almost impossible because of the sheer volume of calls, which early on exceeded a hundred phone calls and e-mail messages a day. The task was complicated further because so much of what the media knew came in the form of confused and conflicting leaks — meaning that CACI’s leaders were being asked to respond to information they hadn’t seen or heard and had no way of verifying. As CACI management learned, the quality of journalism varied widely. The CACI team was forced to spend tremendous amounts of time correcting media errors and trying to educate reporters about intelligence gathering and the government contracting process.

Compounding the media barrage for CACI was the ensuing avalanche of “official” investigations and inquiries into the company and its employees that gathered momentum and continued to “pile on” over the   following months. The initial negative media onslaught triggered a domino effect by numerous government agencies and sources that put CACI under intense microscopic scrutiny and gave the company a thorough wire brushing that extended, in some cases, into the following year.

Key CACI employees worked night after night and weekend upon weekend, for months, to uncover facts, seek out the truth, respond to the outside audiences and investigations, keep employees informed, and maintain internal morale. Thousands of hours were devoted to a top-to-bottom examination of company records to organize the facts in response to official inquiries, as well as to enable CACI’s decision-makers to learn for themselves whether any of the company’s people had done any wrong or any of its management systems had failed. From Chairman and CEO Jack London and his Board of Directors down to the senior executives, everyone wanted to know whether the events at Abu Ghraib, and the decisions that had led the company there, involved mistakes that needed correction or were an accident of war that CACI could not have predicted or prevented. Or were these simply reported, but unsubstantiated allegations?

For most Americans, the Hersh story was likely the first time they heard that the army was employing civilian contractors to interrogate detainees. Many probably believed that interrogation was handled exclusively by the military. Hersh’s article drew the media to CACI which had provided civilian interrogators in the early fall of 2003 when the army asked for help to make up for the shortage of military interrogator personnel in Iraq. It soon became publicly known that civilian interrogators (though not provided by CACI) had already been employed also in Afghanistan and at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

While most Americans are now familiar with the tragic prisoner abuses that occurred at Abu Ghraib, few people are aware of the horrific acts of violence that were inflicted upon the Iraqi people at Abu Ghraib prior to the occupation of Iraq by allied forces. Before the liberation of Baghdad, Abu Ghraib had a horrible reputation as “Hell on Earth” being the dreaded site of Saddam Hussein’s “Death Chamber.” In 1984 alone, an estimated 4,000 prisoners were executed at Abu Ghraib. Amnesty International reported other mass executions occurring in January of 1994 and in November of 1996 with the slaughter of hundreds of  opposition leaders. It was the most notorious prison in Iraq, and that history, in part, established the difficult atmosphere under which American MPs and civilian contractors worked.

The prison’s immensity also contributed to its dangerous conditions. The massive prison complex housed twenty-four individual guard towers, which overlooked five walled compounds. Under Saddam Hussein, the prison’s population at one time swelled to 15,000 — nearly twice its capacity.

Before the invasion of Iraq, military planners anticipated the massive surrender of large numbers of Iraqi military troops. Instead, many Iraqi soldiers never surrendered. They simply dropped out of their army’s ranks, faded back into the fabric of their communities, regrouped and went home to continue a much different kind of insurrectionist and terrorist war against the coalition troops.

Once Baghdad fell to U.S. and coalition forces, the fighting shifted from large-scale combat engagements with well defined troop movements and targets to disparate battles with strong pockets of isolated resistance from terrorist groups or individuals making hit-and-run attacks. U.S. led troops were forced to defend against suicide bombings, sporadic rocket and grenade attacks, remote detonated mines and bombs (Improvised Explosive Devices: IEDs), and other forms of urban guerilla-style tactics. The fighting was often street-to-street, close and deadly.

Consequently, the number of prisoners taken by U.S. forces grew into a volatile mix of Al Qaeda insurgent fighters, Baathists, Sunni and Shia militias, terrorist operatives, common criminals, street thugs and ordinary citizens who were swept up in the violence around them. It was nearly impossible for the coalition ground forces to distinguish between combatants and innocents as they constantly struggled to identify friendly Iraqi citizens while fighting or capturing enemy fighters.

Adding to the challenge was the fact that these prisoners were turned over to an undermanned and relatively inexperienced military police brigade, which became overwhelmed with the task of managing the growing prison population. As the street fighting intensified, the U.S. military and coalition forces captured and detained thousands of Iraqis. All of the Iraq detention facilities were filled to capacity or beyond. Abu Ghraib alone held 7,000 prisoners by the fall of 2003 when the now infamous  detainee abuse photos were taken. While army doctrine calls for one full battalion for every 4,000 detainees, the 7,000 prisoners at Abu Ghraib were guarded by a single, under strength battalion — far more prisoners than the army had prepared for or had the facilities or guards to accommodate.

Abu Ghraib was a vulnerable security nightmare. It was also an incredibly dangerous place for everyone there — whether incarcerated or working at the site — as the prison was subjected to almost daily rocket or mortar attacks from insurgent forces, exposing soldiers, contractors, guards and detainees to constant peril. These random attacks created a highly stressful working environment and made it nearly impossible to maintain order. The threat of prison uprisings and riots loomed every day.

Further compounding the problems for troops, contractors, detainees and prisoners were reports that there were differing policies and rules governing prisoner management. Prison facilities at Afghanistan, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and Iraq had different concerns and circumstances, and what appeared to be different policies regarding prisoner detention and interrogation. In some cases, soldiers moving from one theater to the other may have brought new policies with them, creating the potential for confused direction in policy.

As this book outlines, later government investigations discovered the U.S. military and contractor personnel reportedly operated under varying policies and rules of engagement regarding interrogation techniques and intelligence gathering. In this complex environment, it was a challenging, difficult and lengthy process for investigators to determine the actual facts regarding detainee abuse at Abu Ghraib. To this day, confusion and misinformation apparently still exists about what took place and who was responsible. But clearly the notorious Abu Ghraib abuse photographs show individuals carrying out abuse, mistreatment and humiliation.

The complexities of prison management policy and the situation at Abu Ghraib also led to media missteps. The media naturally seized on the sensational photos and took advantage of the availability of an illegally leaked classified military document, but this only added to the confusion and resulted in the dissemination of inaccurate and incomplete information which further escalated emotions and reactions to  the scandal.10 The Abu Ghraib situation deserved thorough accurate investigation, not the rush of broadcast and print media aiming to meet deadlines and scoop their media competitors.

News agencies had filed periodic stories about alleged prisoner abuse for several months before the photos surfaced, and these reports passed virtually without notice. The army had announced to the press on January 16, 2004 that an investigation had been initiated into alleged detainee abuses in Iraq. This was followed on February 23, 2004 by a Reuters’ report that seventeen soldiers, including two officers, had been suspended pending the outcome of an investigation into detainee abuse. A prison west of Baghdad was mentioned. On March 20, Brigadier General Kimmit held a press conference where he noted that charges had been lodged against six MPs.

But the release of the photos and the illegally leaked army report in late April seared into people’s consciousness and moved the story to page one in the newspapers and to the top story on television news. “Abu Ghraib” became shorthand for virtually everything that critics believed was wrong with American war policy. To further complicate the challenge for the CACI team, the company became a convenient example for critics who pointed to Abu Ghraib as evidence that the Department of Defense was relying too heavily on contractors to support military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The Abu Ghraib abuse photographs also unleashed an international cascade of criticism of U.S. policy in Iraq and, in due course, of American treatment of detainees held in Afghanistan and the U.S. military base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.

Moreover, the stain of the photos seemed to attach itself to anybody and everybody who worked at Abu Ghraib. The media also seemed all too willing to associate CACI with everything and anything to do with Abu Ghraib. As one researcher noted, “Most observers, even those within professional circles, have unfortunately been influenced by the media’s colorful (and artificial) view of interrogation as almost always involving hostility and the employment of force — be it physical or psychological   — by the interrogator against the hapless, often slow-witted subject.”11


Consequently, the company was derided as “Torturers for Hire,” even though no CACI people were in any of the Abu Ghraib abuse photos and none have ever been charged in any jurisdiction. The knee-jerk reaction was that the behavior depicted in the photos had also taken place during interrogations. (Official government investigations would conclude that the abuses depicted in the photos were not linked with interrogations.) The term “torture” was also casually used by both the media and the public, despite the fact that the Taguba report never made that accusation. Sociologist Stjepan Mestrovic, who was an expert witness and observer at the trials of the accused soldiers Javal Davis, Sabrina Harman, and Lynndie England, emphasized that, “The media was obsessed with torture. The word torture was never used in the trials. The reporters would come for an hour or two, leave before lunch, and sensationalize the whole story.”12 Many people simply did not understand the definitional meanings of torture and interrogation or the weight that each carried.13


For CACI, having its name connected with the photos in which its employees did not appear was nevertheless tantamount, in the public’s eye, to “guilt by association,” and would result wrongly in long-term and damaging repercussions. And the company stood alone in getting the media wrongs corrected. Unlike the United Kingdom that has a Press  Complaints Commission (its media’s self-regulatory organization) there was nowhere to turn in the U.S. to hold the media directly accountable for their mistakes.

It was a wholly new experience for CACI. It was the first time the company had ever been in the spotlight of media criticism.

In hindsight, Taguba’s report with respect to CACI turned out to be wrong in several critical aspects. At the most basic level, Taguba had misidentified one of his four primary suspects, Titan interpreter John Israel, as an employee of CACI. That error, though corrected by CACI and ultimately recognized by most members of the news media, initially enhanced the notion of CACI involvement. A year later, some accounts continued to repeat this mistake, and it also appeared in some legal briefs filed against CACI. The fifty-three-page illegally leaked Taguba report  and the thousands of pages of its annexes, which later became (for the most part) publicly available, did not provide any specific concrete evidence to support Taguba’s suggestion that Stefanowicz or Israel were somehow culpable for the misconduct shown in the photos.

Surprisingly, the Taguba report’s statements were not publicly challenged nor validated. However, in August 2004, a more comprehensive army investigation by General Paul J. Kern, Lieutenant General Anthony R. Jones, and Major General George R. Fay (the “Fay report”) fully exonerated the Titan employee, John Israel, and significantly scaled back — and did not support — the Taguba allegations against Stefanowicz.

While suggesting that Stefanowicz may have violated some rules, the later Fay report did not link him with the abuses depicted in the photos, nor did it assign him any broad responsibility for the prison abuses. In fact, the Fay report notably detailed a well known incident among those working at the prison in which Stefanowicz himself reported abuse.

The Fay report also pointed out: “The events at Abu Ghraib cannot be understood in a vacuum.”

“In addition to individual criminal propensities, leadership failures and, multiple policies, many other factors contributed to the abuses occurring at Abu Ghraib,” said the Fay report.14 The Taguba report’s initial faulting of Steve Stefanowicz and John Israel clearly was not substantiated by the Fay report. Taguba’s allegations in this regard were simply not supported.

In an interview with the Signal newspaper in Santa Clarita, California (the hometown paper of John Israel) a year later in April 2005, Taguba himself seemed uncertain about his allegations. He said he cited Israel “only because he was associated with Stefanowicz” with whom Israel served as an interpreter. Noting that Taguba had “suspected” that the civilians involved were either “directly or indirectly” responsible, the newspaper asked which category Israel was in. In a response that could only raise questions concerning his findings, Taguba said: “I wouldn’t know that.”15


Moreover, three years after the alleged event in the fall of 2003, neither CACI nor any of its employees had been charged with any wrongdoing in connection with Abu Ghraib.16 The one and only investigation that focused solely on CACI, a GSA inquiry into whether the interrogation contract complied with government contracting rules, was concluded in the company’s favor. The Washington Post, writing seven months after Taguba’s report became public, conceded that allegations against CACI employees turned out to be “more limited” than initially suggested.17


In fact, what emerged from the official military and government investigations into Abu Ghraib, once they were all completed and testified to “under oath,” was evidence that the civilian interrogators generally performed their duties well and stayed within the bounds of appropriate conduct. A March 2005 report by Vice Admiral Albert T. Church, III, the navy’s Inspector General, concluded that “contractors made a significant contribution to U.S. intelligence efforts,” and were often more experienced and more successful than their military counterparts, and provided continuity by serving longer tours than uniformed interrogators.18


Looking back over three and a half years after Abu Ghraib became an international incident, it was evident that CACI came through its ordeal with minimal impact on its core business, but with an emotional toll on its people and an undeserved challenge to its reputation. This had been accomplished through the relentless efforts of the company’s leadership team to fight back against the media’s distortions and activist critics’ malicious and false accusations. Despite a growing body of evidence that the heavy focus on CACI in the scandal’s early months was unwarranted, the company remained subject to random, unfounded allegations concerning its corporate character fueled on by those who   found in CACI a possible scapegoat. While some of the accusations were politically motivated sensationalism, others were malicious and spiteful slurs.

Some news reports suggested ludicrously that CACI’s sole task as a corporate entity was prisoner interrogation. This was obviously wrong, but in any case CACI’s interrogation support work for the U.S. Army in Iraq amounted to less than 1 percent of the company’s total worldwide business.

This misrepresentation of CACI is only one example of the many inaccurate reports discussed in the ensuing pages of this book. The larger story, in many ways, is how the national and international press repeatedly reported inaccurate information and later failed to provide corrections. It was frustrating and infuriating for CACI’s leadership and rank-and-file employees to see the company maligned. But they knew better.

CACI’s experience illustrates the media’s power to inappropriately and wrongfully shape public perception. It also raises important questions about accountability when reporters get facts wrong or when the media’s dynamics — including pressures of time and space constraints — produce news stories that contain fact and speculation, and accord equal treatment to reality and theory, but do not make clear which is which. To CACI Chairman and CEO Jack London it felt like his company was the victim of a campaign to besmirch the company. Though not deliberately orchestrated, the daily roll of headlines implicating CACI had the effect of a malicious propaganda campaign by firmly implanting untruths about his company in the public’s mind — and it seemed, in the minds of some government people as well.19


This book provides the view from within CACI as it fought to preserve its business and its reputation. It has been written and prepared by the team at CACI that dealt directly with the company’s Abu Ghraib media-driven crisis.20


This book aims to show how the CACI team strived to determine for itself the truth about its employees’ conduct at Abu Ghraib; how it responded to media reports that often included errors or misleading context and misinformation; how it pushed back on those who perpetuated falsehoods about CACI; and how it continued to deliver service and gain new business amid the uncertainty of ongoing investigations. This book considers issues of responsibility and accountability on the part of the news media, spokespersons and experts. It also discusses and raises questions about pending lawsuits against CACI, and the actions of certain public institutions and state pension funds toward CACI in response to the news about Abu Ghraib.

This book has several key stories to tell. First, it examines the history of CACI. From the Cold War to the “long war” on global terrorism, CACI has proudly served the U.S. federal government and the nation through nine presidential administrations that have had various policies, agendas and objectives for the American people. The war on terror has been and will be lengthy and challenging. In order to enable the greatest number of soldiers to engage in combat duty, the U.S. military has turned to qualified civilian contractors like CACI to provide a wide range of support. Though CACI personnel do not engage in combat duties, the company’s work can be dangerous and on occasion conducted in places where few people would want to work each and every day.

This history includes CACI’s involvement in Iraq. The company’s employees have acted with integrity, personal sacrifice, bravery and patriotism while carrying out tough duties in extremely dangerous conditions — duties that few companies in America could perform.

Second, this book sets the record straight regarding the realities and the dangers at Abu Ghraib and presents the facts about CACI’s work at this now infamous prison. Using publicly available and documented sources, this book aims to correct the misleading picture created by the media’s rush to judgment.21 Hurried and unprofessional reporting created guilt by association, and the American people received a biased,   inaccurate and unfair picture of CACI’s mission in Iraq and its work at Abu Ghraib. But the CACI team remains proud to have answered the U.S. Army’s critical need during an urgent war time situation.

CACI’s story, which was essentially a media-driven crisis, would have been practically impossible to tell without referring to the numerous articles, reports, interviews, news releases, books and blogs in which the company was (often unjustly) criticized. But it must also be noted that, as CACI learned, the media often gets things wrong. For example, in this book there are many references to articles and op-eds in the Washington Post. Yet the Post got many facts about CACI and their work in Iraq wrong. Therefore, this book can only rely on the accuracy of these references insofar as these cited sources have verified their own stories and claims.

The CACI team is also proud to have led the effort to defend the integrity and reputation of a respected company that has been wrongly maligned. The book outlines the crisis response approach and methodology developed by the team and implemented throughout 2004 as it coped with the media challenges.

Furthermore, this book describes the team-focused leadership style of Dr. J. Phillip (“Jack”) London, a U.S. Naval Academy graduate (Class of 1959) and a former naval aviator and helicopter pilot, who served on aircraft carriers in the early 1960s hunting down Soviet (U.S.S.R.) Navy submarines throughout the Atlantic, Mediterranean and Caribbean. He had joined CACI in 1972 and quickly rose to the leadership position he would retain for over twenty-five years. London’s instinctive impulse  was to stand firm and push back in driving relentlessly to find the truth. Confident in the fundamental integrity of his employees and a corporate culture of ethical behavior built around CACI’s motto “Ever Vigilant,” London, a highly principled leader, was driven by a passion to defend the company’s good name and a determination to find out the truth and “do the right thing.” In both business and personal life, London believes that few things should be guarded more fervently than your name, your honor, and your reputation.

Finally, this book includes appendices that are of particular importance to CACI’s story. In addition to key reference information found in many books (e.g., glossary, who’s who), the appendices offer an in-depth survey of key perspectives that formed CACI’s management approaches, decisions, and responses. For example, Appendix A — Setting the Record Straight is a list of the many fallacies spread about the company with corresponding factual corrections. This list was so informative that an earlier version was posted on the CACI website’s section on Iraq. There is also an appendix that details the development and implementation of CACI’s crisis communications strategy, which can be used as a model for other organizations to follow. The appendices are a comprehensive supplement that the reader is encouraged to explore.

This book does not address all issues surrounding Abu Ghraib and is not a definitive history of events there. Although the book conducts a thorough and rigorous analysis, it does not seek to draw any final conclusions about the guilt or innocence of any of the men and women, from any military, contractor, or other organization, alleged to have committed (or convicted for committing) abuses there.

Furthermore, it does not delve, at any level, into any other U.S. government or military organizational activity at Abu Ghraib beyond that of U.S. Army personnel and CACI employees. It does not seek to enter or resolve the debate over the relative responsibility of military leaders and government policymakers for the conduct of those assigned to Abu Ghraib. Neither does this book enter the debate about the role of contractors with the government, nor about the government’s outsourcing of any of its service requirements. Nor does the book condone any illegal behavior or wrongdoing on the part of any of CACI’s employees if they are later charged and convicted of any crime related to these matters. This book, however, does pose proper questions about the illegal  leaking (unlawful release) of U.S. government classified documents and information, and the inordinate and unnecessary damage leaks can cause to the success of U.S. Armed Services in the field, and ultimately, to the security of the American people.

In particular, this book does provide credible and penetrating analyses of the allegations, the media, and the challenges faced by CACI. From day one (with the initial news of alleged abuse, even before the release of the illegally leaked Taguba report) the company understood the seriousness and importance of the allegations, and thoroughly investigated every aspect of the situation, including through that of its own outside investigative counsel. And the results of all inquiries — government, military and the company’s — clearly show from all the information available at the time and to date that no one associated with CACI participated in any behavior that remotely approached the kinds of heinous acts depicted in the Abu Ghraib abuse photos.

Today the detention facility at Abu Ghraib is empty. Associated Press television footage in September of 2006 showed only vacant hallways, rows of unlocked cells with doors swung open. Abu Ghraib’s days as a working prison are over, but questions — and misperceptions — about what happened there remain.

As for CACI being at Abu Ghraib, this book is the story — largely from CACI’s perspective — of how a company and its people answered the call to serve the U.S. military in time of war. And it is the story of how they responded when, suddenly and without warning, they were swept into a highly publicized international incident, and a media firestorm of distortions and wrongful accusations. It examines the issues and forces they confronted; reviews their successes and failures; and, hopefully, provides some insights into how they steered the company back to its solid footing amid a highly emotion-charged controversy, necessitated by distant events over which they had no control. This is their story.





SECTION ONE

THE CRISIS BEGINS





CHAPTER ONE

THE GATHERING STORM

Abu Ghraib erupts

“This story is too good to check”
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MONDAY, APRIL 26, 2004 WAS A SPECIAL DAY FOR DR. J. PHILLIP (“Jack”) London, Chairman of the Board, President, and Chief Executive Officer of CACI International Inc, an Arlington, Virginia-based information technology contractor for the federal government. London had been at the helm of CACI leadership as CEO for twenty of his thirty-two years with the company. His children had grown up with CACI. Now, his daughter was expecting her first child and the family had all assembled at Georgetown University Hospital to await the blessed event. On the morning of Tuesday, April 27, 2004, London’s first grand-daughter was born.

But that Monday was also the day he received an ominous call from his Corporate Communications and Public Relations Director, Senior Vice President Jody Brown. She had received an unusual voice message and was very concerned. They were soon to find out that something had   been raised about CACI’s work for the U.S. Army in Iraq — about a place called Abu Ghraib.

It was Seymour Hersh who was on the phone. More specifically, he was on Jody Brown’s voicemail, asking something about a prison in Iraq. There was a question about CACI employees at the site, and she didn’t know for sure what Hersh was talking about. But one thing about the tone of his message she knew instinctively: this was not good news.

Except by reputation, Brown did not know Seymour Hersh, a controversial investigative reporter now working for the New Yorker magazine. For well over a decade, Brown had been responsible for CACI’s public and employee communications. She dealt with reporters all the time — but rarely about page one news or stories with international political implications. As Brown had discovered, like most other lines of work, the news media has a hierarchy. The powerful reporters from national news organizations such as the television networks, the New York Times, and the Washington Post are in the inner ring. Within the news organizations, their own top rung is occupied by columnists, national news, and political reporters. Local news reporters and business journalists are typically lower down the ladder. Their work is usually featured less prominently inside the paper or later in the broadcast on television (although business writers have been making it to page one with greater frequency in recent years). Many circles further out are the “trade reporters,” the hard working, but little known reporters who toil for specialty or trade publications that cover specific industries or economic sectors.

At CACI, Jody Brown’s media universe was occupied largely by business and trade reporters. The publications on her call list included respected but limited circulation periodicals such as Government Executive, Washington Technology, and Federal Computer Week. On the broadcast side, she dealt with business-oriented outlets like Bloomberg, MSNBC, and the financial desk at CNN. Contact with major news outlets tended to be sporadic, though Business Week and the Washington Post were in touch with some regularity. But the Post covered CACI, based in Washington’s Virginia suburbs, as a “local” business story, which meant Brown didn’t work with the paper’s inner ring of political or investigative journalists. Her contacts at the paper wrote about government  contractors, one of the Post’s less glamorous beats. Their stories typically ran deep inside the paper and generally involved contract awards and the routine activities of the many government contractors around the Washington beltway.

Seymour Hersh was different altogether. In 1969, at age thirty-two, Hersh made his way into the journalistic spotlight by drawing the world’s attention to the infamous My Lai massacre in Vietnam. Tipped off about an army court martial for the murder of civilians in Vietnam, Hersh would win a Pulitzer Prize for his publicity of the killing by an American infantry company of several hundred civilians at the village of My Lai. The exposé helped Hersh get a job at the New York Times, where he would later head the newspaper’s coverage of the Watergate scandal. Subsequently, he wrote critical and cynical books about American political leaders, winning a National Book Award for The Price of Power, an unflattering and disparaging account of Henry Kissinger’s service as Secretary of State. He also stirred controversy and became the target of significant criticism for his best-selling condemnation and ridicule of President Kennedy in The Dark Side of Camelot.

His focus was to put down those in powerful positions and his style was to confront his subjects and sources. According to some, he deliberately bullied sources. Time magazine once called Hersh “a volcanic man . . . who doesn’t flinch at shouting through the phone at reluctant sources.” Time said Hersh once screamed “Bullsh*t! Bullsh*t!” at Charles Peters, the respected editor of Washington Monthly, because Peters refused to confirm an accusation about President Kennedy’s campaign spending in 1960. The magazine also asserted that, “Hersh is willing to put testimony, hearsay and speculation into close proximity to one another, then declare that they add up to fact.”23 Indeed, there were those in the press who apparently believed Hersh’s methods to be disreputable.

According to Hersh, his sources are from among the highest levels of the military and government, (logically those upset by the actions or politics of their bosses or the administration in office at the time). In an   interview with the Daily Californian, Hersh admitted that the excitement generated by his reporting of a story like My Lai has kept him working in the business for more than 40 years.24 Hersh stated, “Eleven years after getting out of college, I’m sticking two fingers in a President’s eye, with My Lai and Nixon — Fame, fortune, and glory.”25


Familiar with his reputation, Jody Brown said later that if not her worst nightmare, Seymour Hersh calling with questions about her company was high on the list of things she didn’t care to deal with.

What Hersh had was an illegally leaked copy of an army investigative report (classified, SECRET/NO FOREIGN DISSEMINATION), written by Major General Antonio M. Taguba. Hersh may have had some or all of the recently released abuse photos from Abu Ghraib and perhaps transcripts, testimony, or other documents from the military’s legal and investigative proceedings — in addition to Taguba’s report.

Taguba’s investigation began in January of 2004 after an army specialist, Sergeant Joseph M. Darby, turned over a computer disc loaded with photos that showed Iraqi “detainees,” many of them nude, in a variety of bizarre, embarrassing, and degrading postures. Some photos showed detainees in simulated or possibly, actual sexual acts. Others showed injured Iraqis or detainees shrinking from military dogs. Many of the photos showed American soldiers giving the thumbs up sign and smiling at the Iraqis’ evident humiliation.

Taguba’s report, completed in early March of 2004, stated that the 800th Military Police Brigade “was not adequately trained for a mission that included operating a prison or penal institution.” He said the brigade was under strength for the task assigned it, and that the quality of life for the soldiers “was extremely poor.” He said the problems were exacerbated by command failure, and he recommended that Brigadier General Janis L. Karpinski, commander of the MP Brigade, be relieved of her command. Karpinski later took issue with the Taguba Report stating, “The Taguba Report is flawed in many ways and [military spokesman Brigadier General Mark] Kimmit and [Major General Geoffrey] Miller know it.” She also stated that, “He had not even questioned  me about some of the findings he attributed to me. Yet he recommended that I be reprimanded and relieved of my command.”26


Taguba’s report also included an accusation against CACI employee Steven Stefanowicz, a civilian contractor at the prison, and three other individuals who were not CACI employees, two military officers and a contractor employed by another company. The report accused Stefanowicz of making false statements to investigators and said he “allowed and/or instructed” military police to “set conditions” that were not authorized. The Taguba report stated:

“Specifically, I suspect that COL Thomas M. Pappas, LTC Steve L. Jordan, Mr. Steven Stephanowicz, and Mr. John Israel were either directly or indirectly responsible for the abuses at Abu Ghraib (BCCF) and strongly recommend immediate disciplinary action as described in the preceding paragraphs as well as the initiation of a Procedure 15 Inquiry to determine the full extent of their culpability.”27


John Israel, an interpreter working for Titan Corporation, was wrongly identified by Taguba as a second CACI employee. The misidentification of Israel’s employer was an error in Taguba’s report that CACI’s CEO Jack London later said helped guide his reaction to the crisis that was about to engulf his company. In addition, Taguba had misidentified another CACI interrogator as an employee of Titan (and consistently misspelled Stefanowicz’s name as “Stephanowicz.”)28 Although he didn’t   know it at the time of Hersh’s call, London ultimately would learn that, beyond the sweeping allegations appearing on page 48, the 53-page Taguba report did not provide any specific evidence to back up its conclusions about Stefanowicz or Israel.29


However, the most shocking inconsistency was that Taguba assigned the same level of responsibility to the two lower level contractors as he did to two senior level army leaders located at Abu Ghraib. CACI’s team knew it was impossible that two civilian project-level contractors had the authority or influence that the two colonels had. There was much about the report to question.

“If the report got that much wrong, maybe all this isn’t quite what Taguba’s report had asserted in other respects, and had concluded overall,” London explained later. “So from the beginning I was determined not to rush to judgment.”

London may have preferred time for calmer deliberation and also to gather basic facts, but Hersh was on the phone and wanted answers immediately.

Upon returning Hersh’s call, Jody Brown learned for the first time of the Taguba report. She also learned that Hersh’s story was nearly complete and scheduled for publication in the New Yorker’s next edition, which would be available on the Internet on April 30 (2004) and on the newsstands soon after. That was only days away. Hersh (presuming that Taguba was right about Israel’s affiliation with CACI) told her that two CACI employees were about to be publicly cited for prisoner abuse and he demanded to know what she had to say about it.

“He was rude and condescending and essentially chastised me for not knowing what was going on in my company because he had something that I did not — an illegally leaked report — which, by virtue of the fact that I was following the law, I could not have possessed,” Brown said. “He had an illegally leaked, classified government document and was reading me selected passages.” Hersh couldn’t seem to understand that Brown really didn’t have knowledge of a text to which she didn’t have legal access.

Brown was at a professional disadvantage, a position that became uncomfortably common for her and London in the months ahead. “The reporters kept getting leaks and then calling to ask about things we didn’t know about. It was miserable for us, and in some cases, the reporters actually seemed to enjoy our difficulties,” she stated. London noted that over time the reporters became less focused on fact-finding than on playing the “gotcha” game in an effort to embarrass him and the company.

The conversation with Hersh also kindled Brown’s dismay at reporters’ disregard for the proper handling and treatment of classified government documents. In CACI’s world, the classification stamp is fully respected and adhered to. But apparently most reporters regard classified documents as fair game for news reporting. London and Brown, who believed that protecting classified national security information was a matter of duty and professionalism, were shocked by the mishandling and ready availability of the classified documents on the Internet that had been opened up to the public through the media.30


But whatever frustration they felt about Hersh possessing a classified document, and whatever doubts London may have had about Taguba’s conclusions, some things were certain. CACI was among a number of contractors providing services in support of the U.S. military effort in Iraq. Among those contracts was one to provide interrogators to assist the army in the collection of intelligence from Iraqis held in detention at various locations in Iraq, including the Abu Ghraib prison just outside of Baghdad.

A quick check with CACI’s personnel department project office confirmed that Steven Stefanowicz was working as an interrogator at Abu Ghraib, and had been at the prison since October 2003. There was no indication that Israel was employed by CACI, a puzzling disconnect with Taguba, and one that the company could immediately explain since he was never an employee of CACI. But without possession of the report, CACI could do little more than respond to what Hersh had told them on the phone. Though the illegally leaked Taguba document would soon find its way to the Internet, it wasn’t legally available to the public. As far as CACI knew, Hersh was the only unauthorized individual with a copy, and he was demanding CACI say something about Stefanowicz and Israel.

“We had to start communicating, but we didn’t have the facts. For that matter, we didn’t know if anybody had all the facts. That was one of our biggest challenges,” Brown said, adding that, “the army was pretty much blindsided, too. Before long, they were calling us to find out what we knew about the situation.”

In fact, one of the most frustrating aspects of the first days of the crisis was the lack of information from its customer, the U.S. Army, whose own investigation had generated the very report that raised the issue at hand.

Brown was not usually involved in the details of CACI’s contracts. But others in the organization were on top of managing the interrogation  assignment. These company officials had made earlier inquiries after news reports and public announcements from the army in Iraq alerted them at the beginning of 2004 there might be problems at Abu Ghraib. The army had announced to the press on January 16, 2004 that an investigation had been opened into alleged abuse at an unspecified prison in Iraq. On February 23 it was announced that seventeen U.S. soldiers including a battalion commander and a company commander had been suspended pending outcome of the abuse investigation. And on March 20, 2004 the army held a press conference to announce that charges had been lodged against six soldiers.31


Upon inquiry with Major Eugene Daniels, the army Contracting Officer’s Representative in Iraq who was overseeing CACI’s contract, the company was assured that nothing was amiss. Chuck Mudd, the CACI vice president responsible for this CACI work in Iraq, was in Baghdad at the time of the army’s March announcement, and immediately called his army contact just to make sure that no one from CACI was in trouble.

“We were told nothing was amiss. It ain’t you,” one CACI official recalled that the army had commented. The official reported that, “We hadn’t had any complaints and some of our folks had been promoted at the army’s request. So we figured we were okay.”

“We always heard from the army if they had any questions or issues about the contract,” the CACI official added, “so we believed we would hear about any other problems, too. Hersh’s call was a stunner.” Nonetheless, CACI needed to respond. It also needed to establish the facts as quickly as possible because once Hersh went public, other media were sure to follow.

London also asked his new consultant, Z. Selin Hur, to find out everything that was available to the public about Abu Ghraib prison. But practically no information was found. An online search yielded less than a dozen results, and these were only brief and general references to the prison.

With little information about the (classified) abuse allegations, but pressed for time, CACI’s leadership put together a statement of basic facts. The company could not respond either affirmatively or negatively about the allegations against Stefanowicz, though it did confirm that   CACI employees at Abu Ghraib had been interviewed by army officials several months before. The interviews did not seem to be unusual at the time. Inquiries at the prison, including questioning of CACI employees, occurred fairly frequently, taking place after every prisoner escape attempt or mortar attack and also over a variety of other incidents. Indeed, being interviewed by army investigators seemed to be a routine part of the job to the CACI team at the prison.

CACI’s statement to Hersh also made clear that the company had not received any indication from the army of any improper conduct by its employees. It noted the sacrifices of all the Americans serving in Iraq under difficult conditions and stated that the company continued to support the army’s vital mission.

With the response to Hersh completed, CACI awaited publication of the New Yorker article — its corporate fingers figuratively crossed that the article wouldn’t focus unduly on the company or its employees.32 Company leaders hoped that after CACI had a brief moment in the spotlight, the glare would fade away.

What they didn’t know was that on Wednesday, April 28, 2004, CBS’s 60 Minutes II program was about to scoop Hersh with some photos from Abu Ghraib that would be some of the most startling and disgusting pictures ever shown on American television. Literally overnight, the release of those photos would sear the words “Abu Ghraib” into the world’s collective mindset and catapult CACI into the middle of a political and media firestorm of a magnitude that very few companies have ever experienced or survived.





CHAPTER TWO

CACI ON TOP OF THE WORLD

Who are CACI and where did they come from?


“Since 1962, Providing Opportunity for Our People, Solutions for Our Clients and Return on Investment for Our Shareholders” [image: 007]
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FOR THE CACI TEAM, THE NEWS ABOUT ABU GHRAIB WAS HORRENDOUS, hitting them like a speeding train. The shocking photographs, along with the allegations that a single CACI employee might be involved, arrived just as the company prepared to celebrate the completion of the largest acquisition in its history, the $415 million purchase of the Defense and Intelligence Group of American Management Systems (AMS). CACI was also about to achieve, one year ahead of schedule, a long quest to record $1 billion in annual revenue. Both personally and professionally, key company people were celebrating some major achievements.

Jack London, the company’s plainspoken and highly energetic chairman, president, and CEO, was toasting the birth of his third grandchild on April 27. He had just received a “Federal 100” award that acknowledged his technology leadership and the outstanding work of his company  among the government contractors working for the federal government. A highly principled individual, London’s longstanding emphasis on business ethics, corporate responsibility, and service excellence had earned him public recognition for which he continues to be sought out as a speaker and role model. The sixty-seven-year-old London had put off retirement in a drive to lead his company to the first tier of defense contractors and, as a former navy reserve captain, to support America’s increased defense and security needs. While CACI still did not match with the size of giants like Lockheed Martin, General Dynamics, or Northrop Grumman, the company was at the top its game and had closed four acquisitions during the fiscal year that would end on June 30. The largest of these deals, the AMS acquisition, was set to close officially on May 3. It would make CACI a billion-dollar company and a top tier contractor.

Jody Brown was just beginning to think ahead to preparation of the company’s annual report. As if to signal CACI’s maturation and its new breadth of services, the annual document would be prepared entirely in-house in 2004. Comfortable in the familiar responsibilities of her communications job, Brown was looking forward to spreading the good news about CACI to the reporters who regularly followed the company’s daily business affairs.

Another CACI executive, Senior Vice President Ron Schneider, had recently completed his twenty-fifth year at CACI and was recovering from a gala fiftieth birthday celebration at a favorite restaurant in nearby Annapolis, Maryland. Reflecting on his personal milestones, Schneider felt justifiable pride in working his way from a junior researcher to his current job as a senior officer with responsibility for all competitive proposal development. His life would soon be turned upside down as well, when London asked him to be the company’s Abu Ghraib affairs project coordinator.33


At Abu Ghraib prison in the outskirts of Baghdad, Steve Stefanowicz was likely feeling the satisfaction that comes with a job promotion. Recently elevated to CACI site manager with the agreement of the army, he believed he was making an important contribution to his country’s security. Hired initially as a screener, the former navy intelligence analyst had   been twice promoted, first to an interrogator position with the army’s agreement and more recently in the late spring of 2004 as the company’s on-site administrative liaison between the army and CACI personnel at Abu Ghraib. Despite the physical hardship and risks, his decision to join CACI must have appeared to him at the time to be a good choice.

The company itself was growing at an astonishing rate. On April 21 — less than a week before Hersh’s first phone call — CACI had reported earnings for the first nine months of its fiscal year. The news was sensational. On increased revenue volume, net income was up 37 percent for the first three quarters of fiscal 2004. During the third quarter alone, net income rose 38 percent and the company signed new contracts worth $395 million.

It’s doubtful that CACI’s founders could have imagined the heights to which the company would travel under London’s leadership. Often referred to as the “grandfather of defense technology firms,”34 CACI was founded in 1962 by Herb Karr and Harry Markowitz, two former RAND Corporation employees who pooled $1,000 to advertise their new company’s seminars on the SIMSCRIPT programming language.35 Described by A.G. Edwards’ analyst Mark Jordan, CACI was a company with “a very long, enviable and consistent history with lots of M&A [mergers & acquisitions] activity.”36 CACI had become by 2004 a billion-dollar company that was acquiring smaller contractors at a rapid pace and diving into new business niches as part of its plan to grow steadily year after year.

In the early years, however, CACI had operated on the proverbial shoestring. Calling themselves the California Analysis Center, Inc., Karr and Markowitz peddled their software expertise to both private and public sector customers. Very slowly, the company got bigger and, in 1967, they opened offices in New York and Washington, D.C. The change in the company’s geographic scope triggered a name change to “C-A-C-I” (pronounced “see-aye-see-eye”). Karr and Markowitz retained the   acronym that had already become popular among its customers while dropping the geographically limiting identification with California.

By 1968, CACI had become a public company trading on the over-the-counter market. Its initial public offering brought in $500,000, necessary capital, but a small stake looking back. The following year, CACI’s revenue reached one million dollars for the first time. At that point, co-founder Harry Markowitz left the company to return to the academic pursuits that would win him a Nobel Prize for economics in 1990.

With Herb Karr, the founding entrepreneur, remaining as chairman, the company grew more rapidly over the next decade. That decade also marked Jack London’s arrival at CACI. After being hired as a program manager in 1972, when there were fewer than fifty people in the company, London would quickly rise up the corporate ladder and place the stamp of his personality on the company. In his tenure, London would order a number of significant changes in corporate strategy, entering new fields of business and pulling CACI up the industry rankings to a spot just behind the industry behemoths.

Although taking command of CACI in an era of celebrity CEOs, London did not pine for public stardom. His gratification derived from personal challenge and achievement, the satisfaction of a job well done, and the success and accomplishments of CACI. His aim wasn’t public plaudits but building a company that made a positive contribution to America and the world through quality service to customers, solid career opportunities for employees, and strong returns to shareholders. This commitment was captured in the company motto, “Ever Vigilant,” and fulfilled through corporate growth. London also had a private, but patriotic theme to his leadership of CACI, and his branding of “Ever Vigilant” was another reflection of this cultural theme.

Forthright and direct, London’s unique personal vernacular is unlike the button-down corporate language favored in many boardrooms. With a raspy voice, he does not mince words. Becoming quite passionate when his core values and integrity are challenged or his company is under hostile fire, London’s initial impassioned reaction can catch others off guard. But he quickly regains his intense focus and steely composure as he directs his attention on sound analysis and decision-making.

Known for his strong, diligent, and detailed leadership style, London leaves little doubt about who is in charge. An entrepreneurial and  visionary leader, he exudes the assurance and confidence of somebody who knows his trade and is adept at reading market trends in setting and achieving company goals. He is confident of his own instincts, values and ethics, and has a reputation for facing challenges straight on.

London had experienced crisis firsthand as a young naval officer serving as a carrier helicopter pilot during the historic Cuban missile crisis of October 1962 and the tense months following the blockade. He had also tasted a tiny whiff of glory as part of the airborne recovery team that was assigned to fish Colonel John Glenn’s space capsule out from the Caribbean Sea after America’s first manned orbital space flight in 1962. London is fond of recalling the thrill he felt watching Glenn stride across the flight deck to the cheers from the officers and crew of London’s ship, the aircraft carrier USS Randolph.37


London’s navy experience has served him well in his business. In March 2004, Federal Computer Week, in describing London among other 2004 “Federal 100” award winners, stated, “Jack London knows his way around the military world. With more than twenty years of service under his belt as a navy aviator, London has an in-depth knowledge of just what today’s soldier [military] needs from the world of information technology.”

Describing the bygone era of his days at sea in the U.S. Navy, London noted: “We didn’t have the Internet; we didn’t have satellite TV; we didn’t have the communications you do now. What you had was a [messages] clipboard carried around the flight deck [ship’s decks] by a private in the Marine Corps with a pistol on his side.” Forty years later, London noted, the clipboard is gone, replaced by an array of digital communications gear, GPS indicators, and satellite imagery, all linked by sophisticated software. What had been a trickle of combat operations data in 1962 became a torrent by the First Gulf War in 1990. When the U.S. entered Iraq in 2003, the volume would increase to eight to ten times greater still.38


London’s patriotism is evident from his collection of American flag neckties. And his business conversations over the years have often been as much about CACI’s service to national security as about dollars and cents.

The September 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centers and the Pentagon had convinced London that CACI’s expertise in intelligence and homeland security provided the opportunity to serve America much as he had decades before as a young man wearing navy pilot wings on his chest.

Combining his patriotism with business was possible only because of the company’s vast expansion under London’s leadership, which had pulled CACI out of a worrisome slump in the early 1980s and turned the company into an engine of growth that also had endeared him to many on Wall Street.

Although reaching the $100 million mark in gross revenue in 1983, the company’s underlying financial data was not good. Due in part to weak performance in its European division, the company lost nearly $1 million in fiscal 1984 after earning about $3.7 million the year before. For London, the dip opened the door to the chief executive’s suite and also made it possible for him to act boldly upon becoming CEO in 1984. “If [CACI] hadn’t been in trouble,” he told an interviewer years later, “I wouldn’t have had the opportunity to sit in the seat.”39


In one critical move, London dismissed the company’s senior European executive and asked U.S. executive Gregory Bradford to transfer from U.S. operations to take the reins for CACI in London, England. Together, they closed some underperforming units and cut back on real estate leases to build the company’s cash supply. London cut the salaries of the company’s top executives, even making a 10 percent reduction in his own pay. And he instilled new discipline by calling quarterly meetings where all the top managers had to report on progress — or failures — in their areas of responsibility. Several company airplanes, favorites of Chairman Herb Karr, were put on the block by London after a number of heated debates with the co-founder.

London also reshaped the domestic company to leverage the 1984 change in government rules that opened more contracts to competition.   The changes took hold, and by 1986, fully 70 percent of CACI’s revenue came from competitively bid contracts — a nine-fold increase during the first two years of the new government rules. The company was also riding the wave of new government interest in privatization, driven by the Reagan administration’s belief that public services could often be delivered more efficiently by private sector companies that knew how to manage costs in order to earn a profit and stay in business.

Aside from the policy trends, the company credited its success to a business philosophy built around strict compliance with bidding requirements and solid service to its customers. Two decades later when the stain of Abu Ghraib threatened to darken the company’s future, London pointed to that philosophy as evidence that CACI had a good track record that gave it the right to be respected and accorded due process under the law, with the presumption of innocent until proven guilty.

“The culture we adhere to at CACI has been stabilizing and steadfast since our company was founded. We value honesty and integrity above all else and demand accountability,” London remarked in a 2003 address on business ethics.

In a speech given to a George Mason University audience, London said: “. . . to me, ethics is about leading a well-run operation, where employees obey the law and comply with applicable rules and regulations . . . and at the same time are producing quality products and services and creating value for our shareholders.”40


In an after-dinner speech to young midshipmen who had taken part in the Naval Academy’s Ethics Essay competition in the fall of 2002, London reaffirmed his belief in the Navy’s core values of honor, courage, and commitment. Those three words had guided London in the military and in the boardroom. He would return to them again and again throughout 2004 as CACI worked through the issues presented by the mass confusion and inaccurate publicity about the company at Abu Ghraib.

Others also recognized London’s commitment to ethical conduct. In 2002, London was honored to learn that the Human Resources Leadership Awards of Greater Washington had created a new Ethics in Business   Award in his honor. “I can’t think of a greater tribute to CACI’s cultural and ethical values,” London said at the award’s inauguration.

CACI board member Michael Bayer, also a member of the Naval War College Board of Advisors and the National Security Advisory Panel, provided an apt description of London: “His vigilance to the highest ethical business standards has reinforced CACI’s reputation for service, responsiveness, customer loyalty, and technical excellence.”41


By the early 1990s, the marketplace was changing again. The combination of slower growth and technological change suggested that CACI either needed to revamp its business or accept that its rapid growth days were over. London, who added “Chairman of the Board” to his list of titles in April of 1990 upon the death of co-founder Karr, defied demands from some shareholders who believed the best way to cash in was to sell the company.

While agreeing on the need for improving returns, London believed expansion was a smarter strategy than selling out. His response was an acquisition strategy that would bring the company the expertise necessary to change to a more profitable business mix and enable it to move fast when technology or external events signaled the arrival of new opportunity.

“By the mid-1990s, it was clear we weren’t going to get to heaven with the kind of work we were doing,” London said in 2002 of his decision to shift CACI’s focus from professional services and software tools to information technology (IT) solutions and network management. “We were facing a need to redefine the company.”42


Beginning with its purchase of American Legal Systems (ALS) in 1992, CACI would acquire twenty-nine companies over the next dozen years (there were thirty-eight acquisitions by the end of 2007). The first wave of acquisitions built on the company’s existing competencies. The ALS acquisition added to the company’s already extensive litigation support work. Other transactions followed, including the acquisition of SofTech Inc.’s federal government business divisions in 1993; the 1995 purchase of Automated Sciences Group, which added IT assets in engineering and scientific services; and the acquisition, in 1996, of IMS Technologies, an information management business. Each acquisition   added to existing business or filled a gap in CACI’s roster of services. By 2002, Business Week placed CACI among the top companies in its “Information Technology 100” and Washington Technology coincidentally ranked the company eighteenth in the category of federal prime IT contractors.43


Seeing the opportunity presented by the transformation of the U.S. military to a lighter, leaner operation that required an increasing amount of outside support, London recognized CACI’s potential to grow still more. Since 1970, the number of U.S. active military had been literally cut in half, from about 3 million to 1.4 million in 2002. The army was down from more than 700,000 active duty troops at the end of the Persian Gulf War in 1991 to just about 500,000 when the U.S. entered Iraq twelve years later. With the reduction in uniformed personnel, the Defense Department concluded that it should focus on its core competency of fighting, and other jobs could be contracted to the private sector. The system of contracting was set up to save taxpayer money by using contractors on an “as needed” basis rather than maintaining military salaries year round, year after year to do non-military work. When support services were no longer required, contractor work could be cut back quickly.

With the end of the Cold War, followed by President George H.W. Bush’s success with a U.S.-led international coalition to oust Iraq from Kuwait in 1991, the world suddenly seemed a much safer place to Americans. During the Clinton administration, the government began stripping back military assets, reducing manpower, trimming the size of the navy fleet, and even drawing down intelligence capabilities. For London and CACI, that meant potentially more DoD contract opportunities: “As night followed day, these cuts meant military and intelligence organizations were going to turn to outside experts for special services,” London recalled.

In particular, he anticipated a growing need for intelligence analyses to meet new challenges in such areas as preventing nuclear proliferation. The demise of the Soviet Union threw thousands of nuclear scientists into the marketplace, at least some of whom were willing to work   for rogue regimes and stateless political groups who saw nuclear weapons as a way to create risk for the United States and other major military powers.44


“The only way to deal with that threat is information technology dominance,” said London, “not through bigger ships or tanks or faster airplanes or more missiles. That’s a Cold War strategy.” The restructuring of the armed forces created the initial business opportunity in national security and intelligence support for government contractors. CACI would soon step in to provide some of the needed services (unexpectedly, the business would grow faster still following the tragedy of September 11).

CACI began moving into intelligence work — its new niche — beginning with its acquisition of QuesTech, Inc. in 1998. In addition to enhancing existing information security capabilities, that acquisition enabled the company to move into signal and information processing and analysis, electronic and information warfare, and command and control systems.

With QuesTech, CACI became a significant player in the intelligence market. The company then acquired XEN Corporation in February 2000 to bring aboard new and expanded intelligence capabilities. With QuesTech and XEN on board, CACI had built a powerful combination in “strategic intelligence,” the ability to monitor and analyze global activities, often with distant electronic technologies, including data collected by satellite and signal analysis systems. But CACI lacked “tactical intelligence” capabilities — the up-close, real-time collection and analysis of data at a local level that can make the critical difference in battlefield outcomes. To close that gap, CACI acquired the assets of Premier Technology Group (PTG) in 2003.

According to John Hedrick, a retired army brigadier general whose business unit at CACI absorbed PTG, it was “a great fit, perfect synergy because they brought work [that was new to CACI’s portfolio] we didn’t do.”

The addition of PTG gave CACI an entire theater of operations to work for the army. Since 1999, PTG had been providing intelligence support to the army in Europe (USAREUR-G2), and some of its people had been on the ground providing tactical intelligence support (but not interrogation) for U.S. operations in Bosnia and Kosovo.

Since interrogation is one of the commonly accepted methods for obtaining intelligence, CACI’s interrogation work in Iraq would emerge out of the acquisition of PTG.

Interrogation, simply defined, is examination by questioning an individual, typically in a formal, official, and systematic manner to obtain specific information. Intelligence gained through interrogation can aid in the interdiction or prosecution of criminal or military operations. Intelligence, on the other hand, as defined by the Department of Defense, is “the product resulting from the collection, processing, integration, analysis, evaluation and interpretation of available information concerning foreign countries or areas [or individuals]; information and knowledge about an adversary (enemy) obtained through observation, investigation, analysis, or understanding.”45 It is logical that interrogation is a method by which intelligence can be gathered. The two terms — intelligence and interrogation — however, are not synonymous. Intelligence covers a much wider scope of activities that has enabled CACI to apply its core skills in information technology to the management and analysis of information about possible adversaries.

By 2004, CACI was considered to be a high-end information technology and communications services firm. Company marketing materials listed “focus on national security” as the first item under “Growth Strategies.” In his annual letter to shareholders in November 2004, London described the company focus as “supporting our customers who have key roles in national security, fighting the global war against terrorism, and the reshaping of the way government agencies communicate.”

But those words only touched the surface of what London had in mind. To him, intelligence was not just a driver of growth for CACI, but also the key to America’s national success and to international security against terrorism. The increasing number of attacks by terrorist groups   on civilian targets with low-tech weaponry, using asymmetric warfare strategies, made it clear that security challenges surely included but also went well beyond nuclear proliferation and other weapons of mass destruction.

London noted in a 2002 speech that President Reagan had ended the Cold War by outrunning and out-resourcing the Soviets. But against terrorist groups like al Qaeda or the Taliban, or rogue states like North Korea, the old model doesn’t work: “Information systems and information technology are the only viable ways to address these challenges — nuclear proliferation, weapons of mass destruction, and homeland security. We can’t protect everything and we can’t all wear armor and live in a fortress. Information dominance will drive homeland security and border security and the global war on terrorism.... That’s why CACI is in this space. This is the critical path of security for the American people at home and around the world.”

London also pressed on with his acquisition program to remain competitive and sustain corporate growth. He believed standing still brought stagnation. He took a Darwinian view: adapt or become extinct. Perhaps, even more accurately, he believed the company must choose how to adapt or fall behind those who did. If change is a constant, London aimed to direct that change.

After acquiring four companies in 2003, he told the Washington Post, “That’s not going to satisfy our appetite.” Then he added, “The trick in this business is to be opportunistic, to observe, and be a participant in the marketplace.”46


With each acquisition, CACI acquired new skills, contracts, and additional personnel with security clearances — among its industry’s most valuable commodities. That meant new revenue, too, and when the company’s fiscal year ended in June 2003, CACI’s revenue had grown to $843 million. Perhaps more impressive, revenue from existing operations — excluding each year’s new acquisitions — had been growing 12 to 15 percent each year. And, despite warnings from his own people that as CACI became larger, growth rates would inevitably slow, London continued to aim for percentage growth in double digits each year.

“People have been telling me for, I guess fifteen years, that growth at these rates is not achievable, and we just continue to do it,” he said.47


Wall Street applauded the company’s performance record, driving share prices up steadily from $5.06 a share at the end of 1994 to $11.51 as 2000 closed. Although the small profit margins of government contractors did not generally appeal to Wall Street investors, this trend changed significantly in early 2001 when the bubble of the overvalued “dot-com” IT companies burst. As stock values in the dot-com’s declined in early 2001, the investor trend line in government contractor stocks began to increase. Wall Street started to take a closer look at the sound business values and steady performance of the traditional, established government IT contractors such as CACI. CACI share prices had closed at $48.62 as 2004 got underway (following a two-for-one split in December 2001).

CACI’s acquisition drive continued into 2004, capped by the announcement on March 10, 2004 that CACI would spend $415 million to buy the Defense and Intelligence Group of American Management Systems (AMS). With AMS’s revenue added to CACI’s books, the company pushed past the $1 billion revenue mark, a year in advance of its long-stated goal, and put it on track to double again to the $2 billion mark within another four years.

Analysts hailed the AMS acquisition, calling it “a breakout deal” that was three-to-four times larger than any of CACI’s earlier purchases.48 InformationWeek dubbed it “the best deal in recent activity.”49 Equally important, the company’s reputation was outstanding and, as news reports noted, even as they honed in on Abu Ghraib, CACI’s history was free from scandal.

As CorpWatch wrote on May 7, 2004, “Unlike the other military contractors — aerospace giant Boeing, whose former chief executive Darleen Druyun pled guilty last month to criminal conspiracy charges, or Halliburton, which is suspected of massively overcharging the Defense  Department for gas trucked into Iraq — CACI has generally stayed out of trouble.”50


CACI’s name was respected throughout the contracting community as well. As Brookings Institution Fellow Peter W. Singer noted at the outset of the crisis, CACI did not have any “skeletons” or unusual controversy in its past. “This is the first time it’s really been dragged into the public venue,” Singer said shortly after the Abu Ghraib scandal was publicized.51


“These people are as good as gold,” William Golden, a former military intelligence specialist with twenty years of army experience who turned recruiter for intelligence experts, said of CACI. “They could not cut any corners.”52


With the celebrations about to begin to mark the official closing of the AMS deal, news from Iraq stamped a question mark over CACI’s name and future. The effort to find out the truth about Abu Ghraib was about to begin; before long London was to set forth CACI’s approach to the crisis. He declared CACI would make sure that the company’s position would reinforce its goal: “The Truth Will Out.”53






CHAPTER THREE

CBS SHUFFLES THE DECK

Photos That Shocked the World

“A picture is worth a thousand words.”
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EVEN AS CACI’ S EXECUTIVE TEAM FOCUSED ON RESPONDING TO Seymour Hersh’s April 26 call, CBS News was moving forward with a broadcast scheduled for Wednesday, April 28 that would ignite new doubt about America’s presence in Iraq and change the dynamics for the war. The incident would also create the biggest crisis in CACI’s history.54


Hersh possessed a classified report, a damning indictment of military leadership at Abu Ghraib that also reported a breakdown of discipline among at least one company of the 800th Military Police Brigade, a reserve unit that had been put in charge of “high value” detainees in Tier 1-A of Abu Ghraib. The dry formal language of the Taguba report accused the reservists, who were working the prison’s night shift, of “forcibly arranging detainees in various sexually explicit positions for photographing.” Among other humiliations, the document accused MPs   of “forcing detainees to remove their clothes and remain naked for several days at a time,” “forcing groups of male detainees to masturbate themselves while being photographed,” and “forcing naked male detainees to wear women’s underwear.” It also listed a range of physical abuse, including punching and kicking prisoners, beating detainees with a broom handle, and pouring cold water on naked detainees.

But CBS had something even more emotionally gripping — photographs of the humiliating behaviors and abuses. It also had a medium and an audience that Hersh could not match. In a classic understatement, CBS would warn its viewers that, the pictures were “difficult to look at.” The visuals of laughing GIs cavorting among naked and sometimes bleeding detainees made an impression that could never be equaled by Taguba’s printed words alone, nor by Hersh’s journalistic overtones.

The images of Abu Ghraib were potent and CBS had reportedly held off on the story for two weeks in deference to a Pentagon request to delay broadcast because of “the danger and tension on the ground in Iraq.”55 But on learning that the illegally leaked Taguba report was now circulating and that Seymour Hersh, for one, was about to break his New Yorker article, CBS apparently felt free of any obligation to delay its own release. The power of competition and pressure to “break” a story apparently compelled CBS to claim its all-important scoop. “What is clear is that CBS had some qualms about broadcasting the photographs and deferred to the Pentagon when General Richard Myers, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, asked it to delay showing them. It waited two weeks, finally moving ahead for that most compelling of journalistic reasons — the fear that someone else (the New Yorker) would beat it to it,” wrote Michael Schudson in the Financial Times. “It’s not a noble motive. It’s the lowest of the journalistic low — competition, ego, perhaps dollars.56


The photos were aired by 60 Minutes II on Wednesday night, April 28, triggering worldwide condemnation of the United States and the Bush administration. Christopher Hanson wrote in the Columbia Journalism   Review, “In short, CBS justified holding the piece on humanitarian grounds and in the same breath justified airing it for reasons of expediency. That position might seem brash, but is it defensible?”57


At CACI, the photos elevated the company’s anxiety about Hersh’s inquiries. At a minimum, Hersh’s call had signaled bad publicity and the glare of a national spotlight that CACI’s leaders were not used to and had never sought. In their mind, the role of government contractors was in working in the background, not seeking the public spotlight. The CACI team just wanted to go about its business and do a good job for its clients. And this was perhaps even more so because the company largely served the military and intelligence community. CACI’s world was one of classified information in which security and confidentiality were specifically required by law.

For much of the Abu Ghraib controversy, the obligations that CACI’s leadership felt to respect the laws governing classified documents left the company at a disadvantage — forcing it to react to journalists who possessed highly sensitive documents that, by law, CACI and other such organizations and individuals could not possess.

The CBS broadcast hadn’t mentioned CACI or its people, so the company had a small reprieve. But the broadcast had referenced civilian interrogators and it presaged how news of CACI’s connection would be perceived when some news anchors described the involvement of civilians as “really troubling.” Such comments foreshadowed what lay ahead. The Hersh story was about to go public, and whatever chance existed that other journalists might ignore it had vanished with the broadcast of the photos. The first wire service stories moved within minutes of the CBS broadcast, and the Internet was quickly popping with commentary about the pictures and criticism of Bush administration policy.

The photos invoked serious concerns among CACI’s leaders. Was it possible that in the haste of a wartime emergency, CACI’s hiring process had delivered individuals who had somehow participated in the behavior in the pictures? Of equal concern was what if a CACI employee showed up in one of the photos? How could the company possibly explain that? At the time, of course, nobody — at CACI or anywhere else — knew.   The CACI team recognized, however, that if somehow a CACI employee had done wrong, they would need to deal with it promptly and openly.

“We kept waiting everyday for news services to run more pictures so we could make sure our people weren’t in them,” explained one CACI executive. The CACI team was concerned about the allegations for sure, but if no employee appeared in the photos, it would take one aspect of the charges off the table.

The Abu Ghraib abuse photographs were powerful, but there were other powerful images showing up at the same time. Images of charred bodies of contractors at Fallujah, Iraq and the images of mass graves of victims of Saddam Hussein’s atrocities were also in the media.

Just a month before the Abu Ghraib photos were published, four contractors, working for Blackwater Security Consulting providing security services to U.S. officials and other contractors, were ambushed and murdered in Fallujah, Iraq. The bodies were dismembered, burned, and hung from a bridge while some townspeople danced in celebration, rejoicing at the Americans’ death. The event produced its own set of grisly, gut-wrenching photographs. Those images, too, stunned the civilized world, but within days the world moved on. The Abu Ghraib photos, however, created more sensation and, somehow, were more potent — and lingered on in the media.

Other civilians, including contractors, were being taken hostage and even murdered, some by beheadings that were videotaped and distributed by the perpetrators.58 A growing number of Americans now questioned both the wisdom of the war and the Bush administration’s management  of it. In that environment, the allegation that contract employees were suspected of abusing prisoners would not only be treated as big news, it also had the potential to trigger inquiries on Capitol Hill, especially among those who had concern about the government’s outsourcing of its services and the role of contractors in providing those services. It was an unnerving atmosphere as CACI executives pondered what lay ahead for their people in Iraq, especially those working at Abu Ghraib.

“We didn’t know the depth of the trench or how wide it might be,” London said months later. “Nobody was telling us anything, so it was hard to assess. But the Abu Ghraib pictures were a total shock. This was clearly a matter of international magnitude and, understandably, our concern was that some of our people might, somehow, be caught up in the middle of it.”

The first imperative for London was to get the facts. He summoned his top people, among them Jeff Elefante, CACI’s General Counsel; Ken Johnson, a West Point graduate and president of CACI’s U.S. Operations; Harry Thornsvard, a senior vice president who had joined CACI just a year earlier when it acquired Premier Technology Group and whose division had hired the CACI interrogators; Thornsvard’s immediate boss, Executive Vice President John Hedrick; Jody Brown, CACI’s communications officer who had taken the call from Hersh and would now have to develop the plan and deal with the media horde; Chuck Mudd, the vice president and country manager for all CACI interrogator work in Iraq; Mike Gray, who was in charge of managing all of CACI’s contracts; and Bill Koegel, the company’s outside counsel and widely considered the most indispensable member of London’s legal team, who as a partner in the Washington, D.C.-based law firm, Steptoe & Johnson, had helped CACI with many of its legal affairs and other key issues for some thirteen years. Together, they started to assess how to get the job done. Senior Vice President Ron Schneider would be the project coordinator and London, Koegel, and Brown would be the executive steering group, and outside business consultant Dr. Jennifer Burkhart would be London’s independent external business advisor.

That same week Burkhart, who advised CACI on mergers and acquisitions (M&A) activities, was attending her nephew’s wedding. The best man was his younger brother, Lieutenant Aaron N. Seesan, U.S. Army,  who would volunteer to go to Iraq only a few months later. It was a happy, memorable occasion for all the family, but it was the last time many of them would see Lieutenant Seesan.59


Burkhart, who was a licensed Ph.D. in psychology, had been tapped several years earlier to assist the company in its M&A search program. She had prior experience in business development with some of the largest certified public accounting and professional consulting firms in the country. Proud of the five companies she had helped CACI acquire to date, with total revenue volume approaching $200 million, she was thinking about her next potential acquisition candidate when news of Abu Ghraib came through. London would soon ask her to shift focus to provide CACI analytical support and recommendations having to do with the psychological and public relations aspects of the unfolding events generated by the Abu Ghraib scandal.

London moved quickly. He tasked some of his key executives and staff with researching the accusations that were being leveled at CACI. At the time, there was no way of knowing how long or how large this story would become. Brown was already inundated with the media: inquiries, reports, and press releases. Other senior leaders were busy staying on top of other areas, like the stock markets and CACI’s contracts with the government. But when it became evident that the pace of events related to Abu Ghraib would only intensify and quicken, London decided that the company would have to switch from a reactive position to a proactive strategy — and fast.

First, there had to be a focused, comprehensive, and immediate approach to tackling the crisis. London convened the newly formed CACI Iraq Steering Group (CISG) — a team of all the senior executives and managers whose groups dealt with the company’s work in Iraq. The personnel department would have to pull up the files of all CACI staff in Iraq and re-examine their hiring processes. CACI’s contracts and audit departments would be tasked with reviewing every detail of the contract documents and the process by which the contracts were obtained and   administered. The company’s finance group would be called upon to assess the revenue from the Iraq contracts, and project the legal and PR costs of representing the company. Also included in the CISG activities was the investor relations (IR) function, which would monitor any market risks to the company and shareholders. Meanwhile attorneys and staff in the legal department would assess whether the company had acted appropriately and would ensure that it continued to do so. Additional members from external legal and public affairs groups would eventually join the team.

All of these activities were directed by London in the (often twice) daily CISG meetings while Schneider, as project coordinator, helped keep the process moving along. Although the CISG had a full but well-organized agenda, not everything would go smoothly. For the first few months particularly, every day brought new challenges, posed new questions and required an adjustment in strategy or some new action. Each member of the CISG possessed particular knowledge of different aspects of CACI’s Iraq operations. While decisions about how the company would address certain issues were resolved simply by discussion, others induced heated arguments particularly with respect to how the company would push back against the media onslaught.

This was not the time for consensus building, but decision-making. London would always listen to his senior leadership team, but as the leader of CACI for the past two decades, the final answers would come from him.

The CACI leadership group, which would meet in full session twice a day and once daily on weekends for the next several months, agreed it needed to be briefed on exactly what the roles were of those who were assigned to Abu Ghraib, and what — if anything — the army had said about them. They also had to know, to the greatest extent possible, what had transpired. Had any CACI people participated in abuses like those shown on CBS and described by Taguba? If not directly involved, had any of CACI’s people been aware of any misconduct and what, if anything, had they done about it? And what of Taguba’s most fundamental accusation — that someone who was employed by CACI had in some way been responsible for the abuses alleged?

Koegel, the outside litigator and legal investigator, was immediately tasked with the job of gathering the information and answering key  questions. With a team of Steptoe attorneys that would work exclusively on CACI’s internal investigation, he was told to tear down CACI’s internal processes piece by piece — finding out who was hired and why. He needed to determine as best he could exactly what CACI employees had or had not done at Abu Ghraib. Taguba had “urged” in his report that Stefanowicz be fired. But before making that decision, London and his colleagues wanted to know for themselves everything they could about Stefanowicz. Without seeing any evidence beyond Taguba’s broad accusation, London felt he didn’t yet have a basis for firing an employee. Doing so before the facts were available would be wrong, signal premature acceptance of blame or guilt, and be a negative sign to the CACI workforce. Furthermore, the company was receiving positive feedback from the army on CACI employees’ performance at Abu Ghraib. He wanted Koegel’s help to get some answers fast.

Koegel had served as outside counsel to CACI since 1991. His specialty was litigation and much of his practice involved corporate clients. Koegel’s relationship with CACI was mostly in support of the company’s Board of Directors in matters of legal defense, litigation, executive agreements, and contract assessments. Over the years, his role had been in many ways that of a legal advisor to London and to senior board member Warren Phillips. Koegel was one of the best litigators in town, and he had a mind that could retain and articulate the most intricate arguments and details.

Koegel was as surprised as anyone when he was called by London to discuss the impact of the breaking Abu Ghraib story. Koegel had known CACI’s reputation as a valued government contractor and was stunned, like everyone at CACI, when the news was first heard. In all of his years working with CACI, he had known the company to be nothing less than exemplary among government contractors.

In fact, at this point, the company didn’t even know for certain whether anything had really gone wrong at all with its personnel. It had not had any earlier indication at all. It did not know whether it had a substantive problem or just a public relations challenge. It didn’t know whether any misconduct by Stefanowicz (or any other company employee) indicated a crack in the administrative process or if someone had simply run amok. And if any individual had gone bad, just how culpable was that person? Had somebody clearly crossed the line by taking part in  the activities shown in the photos? Was it a case of guilt by association? Or might they be wholly innocent?

It was Koegel’s job to find out.
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Even as it was gathering facts, the CACI team was going to be faced with a host of other issues, including scores of inquiries from the news media. It would have to address the concerns of employees, customers, and investors, while also keeping the business running day-to-day. And it was also likely that additional investigations were going to take place.

Over the next several days, the senior team would seek a way to organize itself for the tasks ahead — while also hoping the crisis might turn out to be short-lived given the suspicion of only a single employee. Ultimately, the work divided itself into three relatively clear spheres: investigations, with Koegel and in-house counsel Elefante in the lead; the broad area of external communications, essentially under Brown’s aegis and including not just the media but the investment community as well; and daily business operations, where Ken Johnson and other senior staff would continue the daily operational activities. Over time, the CACI team would encounter unexpected and simultaneous issues that would represent additional crises within the larger initial crisis and which would necessitate additional expertise and expansion of the team.

None of the spheres were mutually exclusive and all of the sphere leaders would have significant internal and, eventually, external support. Brown, for example, would deal primarily with the news media while Dave Dragics, vice president of Investor Relations (IR), would organize most of the IR work. But it was also Brown’s job to make sure that the IR and other external messaging was consistent. Brown also would have the task of outreach to employees. And, in the center of it all, very much hands-on, would be Jack London, who provided the strategic direction and focus.

Beyond the organizational structure, the company was going to need a strategic framework to guide the overall effort. As part of that effort, London asked Burkhart to help him assess the unfolding events and shifting public perceptions, and identify the strategies to address them. London credited Burkhart with helping to shape his “Tylenol model”  of self-assessment and full and frequent public disclosure in a crisis environment.60


Indeed, in considering how to respond to Hersh, CACI had already begun the process of developing an overarching strategic approach beginning with the broad issue of how much to say to the public. There was some sentiment for a minimalist posture — offering only the briefest, factual statements in hopes that the story might burn itself out or pass from CACI and Stefanowicz to larger concerns in a relatively short time. Some argued that it was unwise to comment at all until the company had more information. In their view, the company might simply say that it planned to cooperate with official investigations, but refuse to comment beyond that, lest it jeopardize those inquiries.

Of course, retreat into silence is a common corporate response to trouble — like taking cover during a rainstorm. This approach can have merit if the company is confident that there is no additional information floating around that would provide a new angle or “hook” for a news organization to report on further.

Before the photos became public, there seemed a possibility that the story might not take hold. In fact, allegations of military prison abuse had already been circulating for several months. The Associated Press had written at least two stories in late 2003 about alleged abuse. And the army itself had announced to the press in January that it was beginning an investigation into alleged abuse, and in March that six soldiers faced a court martial for mistreatment of prisoners. But these stories passed with virtually no notice. Some at CACI wondered if Hersh’s story might similarly fade away. London conceded: “I was in that camp for a day or two myself.”

Absent the photos, it seemed that possible mistreatment of prisoners might not be regarded by the news media as a sensational event. But seeing is believing. Writing in the Columbia Journalism Review, journalism professor and former Reuters reporter Christopher Hanson concluded: “Taken by the perpetrators themselves, these digital photos  transformed a sketchy, abstract page A20 filler story into a page-one story that conveyed horror in unforgettable images.”61



New York Times’executive editor Bill Keller agreed: “Any honest editor will give you the same answer. It’s the pictures; that’s what did it.”62


Even if it were plausible before the photos surfaced, once they became public it seemed imprudent for CACI’s planners to assume the story would wither. Given the chaos described by Taguba, the inevitable fog of war, and the likelihood that individuals and critics with policy or political agendas would try to keep the story alive, this particular “rainstorm” seemed very unlikely to pass quickly. If anything, it seemed certain there were more storm clouds on the horizon.

The prevailing view at CACI was that refusal to talk publicly or to limit itself to bland statements that provide little information would forfeit any chance to affect media coverage or influence public perception. On the suggestion of Burkhart and supported by other colleagues, London took the Johnson & Johnson (J&J) Tylenol crisis model of self-investigation and full and frequent public disclosure as an initial reference point and broad framework for the response strategy. Although conceding that he could not recall specific details, he said the impression of J&J as a “stand up” company was fixed in his mind. He recalled that J&J’s decision to openly confront and investigate the tragic deaths caused by poisoned Tylenol capsules had enabled the company to quickly regain public confidence.63


London also was impressed that J&J’s approach, led by then CEO James E. Burke, was rooted in a fundamental corporate commitment to its customers’ health and well-being, which J&J put before profit and financial concerns in dealing with its crisis. In London’s mind, J&J had prevailed because it resisted the urge to reinvent itself during crisis.   Instead, the company clung to a long-established style of operation and corporate philosophy. Robert Wood Johnson, J&J’s leader for fifty years, incorporated in the company’s credo his belief that business should have responsibilities to society beyond sales and profit.64 CACI also had a longstanding credo of ethical behavior and a leader in Jack London who believed in contributing to his country including through the company’s support work for its government clients.

Johnson & Johnson was applauded in the media for its socially responsible behavior. The Washington Post, for one, praised the company for being honest with the public.65


London intended for CACI to develop a similar crisis management model. Elements of the Tylenol model would remain evident in the months ahead even as CACI developed its own distinctive mode of operation.

In the end, London’s view was the one that mattered. The CEO would consider advice and could alter an initial decision that colleagues disagreed with. But he trusted his instincts and typically stuck with them. And in this instance, London’s preference for the Tylenol approach of “telling it like it is” represented a genuine consensus. The group felt firmly that the right way to best serve its country, its government and its military client while also protecting the company’s reputation and good name was to find the facts and state them plainly in every available forum.

Looking back, London and his colleagues reassembled the list of principles by which they agreed to operate. Though not written down in any one place, the hours of discussions led to a common view about how the company should conduct itself as events unfolded. Most remarkable in hindsight is the degree to which London and his team clung to these rules of conduct throughout. Also notable is their belief that the principles remain as sound in retrospect, as they had been at the time looking forward. In their view, it also helped tremendously that even before the crisis, the company had a written creed, mission statement, and code of   ethics to guide them.66 The Tylenol case was the added point of reference to further build their approach.

Fully fleshed out, CACI’s approach meant that company leaders would do all of the following:
἖ Get the facts and get them straight

἖ Establish clear priorities early on

἖ Trust in CACI’s core values, “do the right thing,” and tell the truth

἖ Look to the company credo and mission statement to help focus on doing the right thing

἖ Cooperate fully with all official investigations

἖ Publicly and clearly commit to correct problems quickly

἖ Make clear that CACI supports the rule of law, including due process and the presumption of innocence; no “kangaroo courts” or “lynch mobs”

἖ Emphasize that the company will take firm action upon confirmed evidence of wrongdoing

἖ Honor the public record and seek to set it straight whenever it strays

἖ Push back against every instance of false or erroneous news reports or other inaccurate public statements

἖ Recognize that the media is not an ally and cannot be relied upon to get the story and facts straight

἖ Seek public corrections for every error or distortion

἖ Tell the company’s story over and over again in every available forum — state it clearly and firmly in a straightforward manner — in plain English

἖ Communicate directly, fully, and frequently with customers, employees, shareholders, and the public  


἖ Accept that things may get worse before they get better

἖ Resist media intimidation and political “witch hunt” pressures to find a scapegoat

἖ Work to defend CACI’s good name by doing whatever is proper and appropriate to preserve the company’s reputation





In the weeks ahead, when CACI was battered by attacks in the media, reporters’ misstatements, unsubstantiated accusations, baseless lawsuits, hate mail, and protest demonstrations at its doorstep, London and the team worked within this newly developed CACI model to respond honestly and fully and forcefully to every audience and in every forum. They would not speak without knowing the facts. But they would when they knew something for certain.

To London’s team, the goal wasn’t just to ride out the storm. Even more important was a determination to avoid any undeserved and unjustified tarnish on the company’s name. It was entirely appropriate to assume no wrongdoing initially since the company had received only positive and no negative feedback from its army client. And the facts of the situation were still uncertain. It would be the facts that would draw the conclusions, not the media’s opinions and speculative reports. As a matter of principle and business, they believed a good name was critical because a solid reputation can help get contract awards and keep customers but a bad reputation does just the opposite.

“We were going to drown if we didn’t push back,” London explained later. “Hiding was tantamount to suicide because then the media mostly steers the agenda. And when the media is out of control, it’s a monster.”

In a groundbreaking strategy that was uniquely geared to the twenty-four-hour media machine, London devised his so-called “targeted media response strategy,” which he assigned to Burkhart. This was a multipage document in letter form sent to virtually every news organization that wrote about CACI in an erroneous, incomplete, false, or misleading manner. London’s concept was to lay out all of CACI’s factual points in a single place so that the reporters would have the full picture at their fingertips. While drawn from a common, consistent template that was updated over time as more issues surfaced in the media, each response letter would be customized with information specifically tailored to address every issue raised by each individual news story.

And the company’s response would go further than answering media queries. Like a military commander, London formalized CACI’s effort by assigning it an operational name: “The Truth Will Out:” a famous phrase from William Shakespeare’s play, The Merchant of Venice that signaled both his commitment to finding the facts and his firm conviction that inaccurate information was wrongly casting a shadow over CACI. When the facts were fully assembled, he expected CACI to be cleared, especially considering the company’s four decades long clean track record.67 But if the truth showed otherwise, he also would accept responsibility and fix whatever had gone wrong.

London also tasked Brown to assist him in designing and implementing a comprehensive external and internal communications program. The scope of the program was extraordinary, as it grew to include twenty-seven lengthy external news releases issued at a steady flow throughout the crisis,68 numerous direct mail campaigns to eventually include members of Congress, dozens of written responses to a variety of individuals, ongoing coordination of outside consultants and a daily report to senior management of all media stories, both print and broadcast, sometimes exceeding one hundred a day, related to Abu Ghraib. “You must have the ‘A’ team who are fully committed when you are faced with a crisis of this magnitude,” Brown explained.

In addition, London directed Brown and her team to build a special section on the company’s website to provide information about CACI’s work in Iraq. Every press release, every company statement, every communication about Abu Ghraib and CACI was posted for public view. A list of frequently asked questions (FAQs) was developed and maintained on an ongoing basis. Employees were encouraged to tell everyone they could think of — customers, family, friends, and neighbors — to log on   for information. It was another way London strived to get the facts out and the truth known.

The thousands of communications CACI engaged in were not limited to the media. The company delivered its message to its customers, the investment community, employees and their families, special interest groups, political activists, and, eventually, emerging CACI detractors.

CACI’s leadership organized conference calls with shareholders and financial analysts, briefed members of Congress, met with local peace activists, and wrote direct letters to anti-war groups. As best she could, Brown tried to answer every press inquiry — though at times they flooded in at a rate of twenty-five calls an hour. And, in the first few weeks at least, London — like the CEO of J&J’s Tylenol crisis — personally took CACI’s case to the public — submitting to dozens of interviews with individual reporters. Under London’s direction, Brown worked with the PR team to develop the strategy and message points for every single interview.

The path had been set: The CACI team would find out the truth and consistently tell its story to every audience: “The truth will out.”

It was all part of what London and his colleagues called “doing the right thing.” In every dark moment or every decision point in the months ahead, they would look to the operating principles they had devised and turn for comfort and guidance to the same fundamental statement, first made to London by CACI Board member Larry Welch when he remarked “Jack, just do the right thing.”





CHAPTER FOUR

CACI IN THE SPOTLIGHT

The media spins out of control while CACI looks ƒor answers

“American journalists were in a catch up frenzy [over Abu Ghraib].”
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THE PHOTOS CREATED A MEDIA FIRESTORM. IN EVERY PART OF THE media world, pictures of U.S. soldiers at Abu Ghraib assaulted the eye. They showed a sad, but limited, alternative reality — there were a number of American soldiers engaging in acts of torment — not pictures of the jubilant liberation Americans had wanted and hoped would be seen.

Arab media aired the images around the clock. A leading Egyptian newspaper was reported to have splashed the word “The Scandal” across the front page above the photos while other Arab media warned that the abuses would rally Islamic fundamentalists.69 In every part of the world, the photos blazed from TV screens and newspaper pages — evidence of either the baseness of America’s war or the betrayal of a just effort to topple Saddam Hussein. In the United States, for those journalists who had not reacted to earlier published reports of prisoner   abuse, they were now making up for that lost opportunity in what the American Journalism Review called “a catch up frenzy.”70


Though not named in the first stories, CACI leaders could glimpse the company’s immediate future. Once Hersh’s report was published, other news organizations would inevitably follow, telling their own audiences about the government contractor whose interrogators were included in the accusations swirling around the Abu Ghraib scandal. Moreover, every one of those reports would now implicitly link CACI to those awful photos — which before long would seem to be the whole story of Abu Ghraib.

“Sometimes a particular picture or image takes hold and becomes ‘the truth’ about some event,” explained Don Foley, a public affairs strategist who counseled CACI throughout 2004. “In politics, when somebody thinks of Michael Dukakis, they think about the picture of him in the tank. When you hear ‘Abu Ghraib,’ you think about those pictures and you assume that anybody accused of misconduct did the same thing we saw in the photos.”71


As business advisor and psychologist Burkhart pointed out, “Pictures evoke an emotional dimension that words can’t capture. And for the media the abuse photos were the ‘emotional hook’ that kept their audience transfixed and continually engaged in the story they wanted to tell.”

“They never lost their shock value, no matter how many times they ran on TV,” Foley added. “The words ‘Abu Ghraib’ became synonymous with a certain kind of ‘abuse’ and became a taint on anybody associated with the prison in any way.”

Of paramount importance to CACI was the fact that neither Taguba’s report nor any other publicly available investigation had ever suggested or concluded that any CACI employee was present during the degradation shown in the photos.

Significantly, there was never any information or evidence made available that linked Stefanowicz to Taguba’s allegations or the specific abuses   at Abu Ghraib. But, before long, on Web sites, in lawsuits, protest demonstrations, and in the mainstream press, CACI was accused of all the extremes, not only of abuse, but also of profiting from torture or backing rape and murder as a matter of corporate policy. These more extreme and vile allegations were truly shocking; “preposterous” in London’s words, but vile accusations — lies — nonetheless, that he knew had to be dealt with forcefully.

Some might argue that the wilder accusations of torture, rape and murder could be allowed to fall of their own weight. But London was constitutionally opposed to allowing such slurs to stand without challenge. In his mind, lies unanswered have the potential to be misconstrued as truth. He reflected on the opposite views of two famous World War II leaders, Franklin D. Roosevelt who said, “Repetition does not transform a lie into truth” and Joseph Goebbels who said, “A lie repeated often enough becomes the truth.”72 He was determined that the record would show that CACI challenged the untruths, and that the record would include CACI’s truthful and factual answers as well.

The linkage of his company with the word “torture” stuck in his craw.73 To him, and probably to most Americans, torture had especially sinister connotations that went well beyond mistreatment or abuse. Variously defined as “the intentional infliction of severe physical pain,” the word torture carries with it the implication of deliberate cruelty and pre-meditated action often for the sole purpose of making the victim suffer great agony.74 Thus torture implies cruelty for its own sake and, in London’s mind, the word’s connotations were so evil that to accuse somebody of torture without verifiable proof (solid evidence) was itself a malicious act.

There is a fairly common misconception that interrogation equates to torture or that the two cannot be mutually exclusive. This misconception is not even close to the truth. However, the frantic media and an uninformed public quickly jumped to the conclusion that, not only abuse, but torture had taken place in Abu Ghraib and, in some cases, in the form of   interrogations. Yet not a single one of the infamous abuse photos depicted an interrogation or showed a CACI interrogator. The notorious photographs simply did not link detainee abuse (or torture) to the interrogations efforts of CACI employees.

The definition of these terms may be simply semantics to some, but there is a crucial difference. Interrogation is a process of questioning to obtain usable and reliable information, in a lawful manner. Torture is a means whereby extreme suffering is intentionally inflicted. “Abuse” and “humiliation” were also used to describe what had happened at Abu Ghraib. And adding further to the confusion, the media and other commentators all too often used these words and concepts inaccurately, improperly or interchangeably.75


While torture is morally wrong, illegal, and arguably ineffective during interrogations, the insinuation made by the media from the Abu Ghraib scandal was that the Americans and the American military intentionally  used torture in the interrogation process. There was further erroneous conjecture that contract interrogators were employed to allow the U.S. military to get around existing rules and laws in order to use methods of torture. This, too, as far as CACI was concerned, could not have been farther from the truth. Further, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld proclaimed during testimony to a Senate hearing on the abuses, “I can’t conceive of anyone looking at the pictures and suggesting that anyone could have recommended, condoned, permitted, encouraged, subtly, directly, in any way, that those things take place.”76 While many headlines made accusations of torture, there were, as of December 2007, no charges of “torture” brought against anyone, under the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ) or any other legal code, alleged to have been part of the detainee abuses at Abu Ghraib.77


London was disgusted by such preposterous theories. The principles and rules remained the same regardless of whether the interrogator was contractor or military. No one was above the law.

Over the months ahead, few things would disgust him more than the casual way in which commentators tossed the words “abuse” and “torture” at his company.78 Some even maliciously accused CACI of deliberately indulging in torture as a part of the company’s business plan.79 Every repetition of these appalling and vicious allegations just stiffened London’s resolve to push back even harder on the falsehoods and move more forcefully to find the truth and confront the false accusations.

On April 30, 2004, ironically Jack London’s sixty-seventh birthday, Hersh’s piece was posted on The New Yorker Web site and provided the world with the first detailed account of Major General Taguba’s report. Titled “Torture at Abu Ghraib,” the article mentioned CACI only briefly and even that reference was deep inside the article.80 But the brief mention was damning. Hersh quoted Taguba’s suspicion about Stefanowicz and Taguba’s suggestion that the civilian “be fired from his army job, reprimanded, and denied his security clearance.” Although Stefanowicz had no authority over the MPs, Taguba, in imprecise words, said the CACI employee “allowed and/or instructed” military police in actions “which were neither authorized and in accordance with applicable regulations/policy.” It was a strong sweeping statement, without corroborating evidence. And London, the former military officer, felt confident that a civilian contractor like Stefanowicz would never have been permitted to act with that type of authority.

Hersh withheld any comment of his own on CACI. But the placement of the CACI reference — after several pages detailing the abuses — and the timing of the article, which ran just as the public was   seeing the pictures for the first time, had the lasting effect of connecting Stefanowicz and CACI to the worst of the misdeeds.

Attorneys for the accused MPs also tried to create a link between CACI, the Abu Ghraib scandal, and the infamous photographs. Gary Myers, who represented accused MP Sergeant Ivan “Chip” Frederick, described the contractors as “central to the case” and said their interactions with the MPs “creates a laissez-faire attitude that is completely inappropriate.”81


Guy Womack, the attorney for Charles Graner (who would be convicted of several charges, including assault and obstruction of justice, by a court martial in January of 2005), was even more strident in his accusations against the contractors. Womack appeared several times on national television depicting his client as a soldier who was simply following orders and acting on the direction of interrogators. But months later during the court martial hearings, the blame placed on the interrogators by the accused in the early days of the scandal did not gain the expected attention or hold any significance in the military trials.82


This fact alone is probably the single most important element in telling the story about the interrogators at Abu Ghraib. If the defense attorneys could have proven the interrogators (military or civilian contractors) were responsible for the MP’s abuses at Abu Ghraib, they would have made every possible effort to do so. But they apparently could not and did not.

Working with Myers’ words, both Britain’s Guardian newspaper and the Los Angeles Times reported on April 30, the same day as Hersh’s story, that contractors were conducting interrogations at Abu Ghraib.   Unlike Hersh’s article, these articles made the contractors their primary focus, and raised questions about the propriety of contracting out the interrogation function.83


In seeking to shift the onus from their clients to CACI and Titan, Myers and Womack had taken advantage of journalists’ greatest need — new information that moved the story forward. The result is that journalists get a new story that keeps them in the paper, and the source gets a story more to his or her liking.

In this case, Myers and Womack effectively enlisted the newspapers in a test of their clients’ defense. They also tried to redirect attention away from their clients by suggesting that there were bigger fish to fry. In effect, they provided a road map for the next phase of media coverage. Myers was among the first to raise broader questions of public policy and also to suggest that the world should look for culpability elsewhere — to senior U.S. military officers and policymakers in Washington but also to corporate contractors such as CACI.

Although never successfully obscuring his client’s complicity in the abuses (Sergeant Frederick ultimately pled guilty to the charges against him), Myers’ finger-pointing cast a wider net and provided fresh fodder for the journalists. When Myers identified CACI and Titan, the Taguba report was still only available to a very limited circle. Of the journalists, Hersh appeared to have the only full copy of the document, while Borger at the Guardian said he had been provided with “parts” of the document. Myers, therefore, became a critical source for reporters who wanted to write a story that didn’t just repeat what CBS and then Hersh had already said.

The new stories also showed the risks of reliance on secondhand sources. Without seeing the document themselves, the Times and the Guardian incorrectly quoted the Taguba language and wrongly reported that a CACI employee had been fired.84 It was a prelude to the voluminous errors that would appear in news coverage over the next several   months and which would continue to fuel future false reports. London would note that the story started off all wrong, and over the next few months became even more distorted.

Reluctant to talk while it sorted out facts, the CACI team withheld comment on the Times and the Guardian stories — a stark contrast to the massive response strategy that it would implement over the months to come. On the theory that a refusal to comment may leave the impression that one has something to hide, most public relations experts would have advised CACI to provide a bland statement. But the media calls often came up against the reporters’ deadlines, leaving CACI’s leadership with little time to respond. With time short and concerned that they might do long-term damage by providing wrong information, CACI’s leaders chose to risk short-term embarrassment by declining to respond to the newspapers’ phone calls. Both papers reported that CACI did not provide a comment — and this was the press’ way of signaling to readers that the silent corporation may be hiding something.

In contrast, a Titan Corporation spokesperson reportedly told the Times that none of its staff was working at Abu Ghraib — an unfortunate inaccuracy that probably did not help the company’s long-term credibility.85


Ominously, the Times also reported that five Democratic senators had already requested a congressional inquiry into the use and activity of military contractors — an indication that CACI’s growing task list probably would have to include talking to Capitol Hill if it hoped to successfully defend its good name.

With these few exceptions, the earliest news accounts largely bypassed CACI and focused on the photographs. That bought the company precious time to begin assembling facts. At attorney Koegel’s suggestion, London ordered an internal CACI team to reconstruct the hiring process for the interrogators. He told his people to re-examine every resume and to assess again whether every person hired met the qualifications in the army’s Statement of Work (SOW) for the contract and project. To ensure independent judgment, London decreed that the review must be led by somebody who had no involvement at all in the hiring decisions. To manage the taskforce, he turned to Ron Schneider   who, in his “day job,” was in charge of assembling CACI’s new contract proposals and who now would also serve as CACI’s Abu Ghraib project coordinator for the SOW and employee qualifications review.

CACI headquarters quickly became a home away from home for many of its key people as long days quickly became the norm. News was breaking daily and CACI’s team had to react quickly. During the first months, many of the senior and support staff involved in the CISG stayed even later than usual every night and throughout the weekends. When seeing each other on Saturdays, some would jokingly wish each other a “Happy Friday, part 2.” London realized that his people were keeping an extraordinary pace just as he was, and that there had to be some respite if his team was going to face a long haul. An “on-call” schedule of executives and administrative staff was created to allow others on the team time off while keeping leadership on top of everything, including running the company’s day-to-day business operations.

It was, Schneider said later, a 24/7 operation. There were nights that some members of the team slept at the Holiday Inn across the street from CACI headquarters instead of heading home. Schneider, the father of a young child, made a personal decision to avoid the hotel. Summoned to the executive suite by London, Schneider said he would take on the assignment, but “not at the expense of my family.”

“I intend to see my five-year-old every day,” Schneider told his boss.

The résumé-checking exercise quickly expanded to cover almost everything about CACI’s work in Iraq. As the number of inquiries grew, both internal and external, the group took on the role of a twenty-four-hour “Shell Answer Man,” said one member. Schneider’s team waited each day for new inquiries from government agencies or the company’s top executives and then set about finding the answers.

Delivering the information where it needed to go sometimes assumed comic overtones. When materials being assembled at corporate headquarters in Arlington, Virginia required the signature of an employee some twenty miles away in Chantilly, the employees arranged a nighttime rendezvous at a convenient meeting point about halfway between each other’s homes.

“We’d meet at the Sheetz gas station in Haymarket (Virginia) and sign out the documents in the parking lot,” recalls CACI executive Mark Billings. “The next morning I’d take the boxes to Dulles Airport,  send them to Fort Huachuca (a government contract office), and head for work.”

In scrutinizing the Taguba report, London also ordered his people to find out for certain whether or not John Israel ever worked for CACI, as Taguba had said. CACI’s managers couldn’t recall Israel as one of their own and had been puzzled when Hersh brought up the name from Taguba’s report. But instead of issuing an instant denial CACI wanted to verify all the facts by looking through its full employment roster — more than 9,500 names — and checking its data history and subcontractor records to find out if Israel had ever collected a paycheck from CACI, a subsidiary, or any organization even remotely related to CACI. The answer was he had never been at CACI or worked for CACI.

London liked to move fast and hit hard with a public statement. But he recognized the importance of getting the facts right before saying anything. In the long run, he was certain it was more important for the company’s credibility to have its facts in order every time. As with managing the business, it was vital to focus on the long-term. Job One in this crisis was to protect the company’s good name while preserving customer service and shareholder relations. And putting out erroneous information inadvertently would undermine the larger, more important goal.

Part of that goal was staying on top of all the information flying around. The scope and scale of information was enormous. What didn’t flood CACI inboxes every day had to be found. CACI had to keep track of what was being said about it and also what members of the team were reporting to each other. London knew the amount of information would grow every day and that it would need to be managed. He looked to Z. Selin Hur, a management consultant who had joined the company only two weeks before the Abu Ghraib story broke. It turned out that she had recent experience in knowledge management. She knew how to organize and maintain what quickly became the company’s knowledge repository.

There was mention of CACI throughout the media, in the print press, on TV news and talk shows, in blogs, and on all kinds of Web sites. All items had to be reviewed and responded to, then filed in the repository. There were reports, research papers, and congressional testimony. Internet message boards were monitored to gauge individual  investors’ attitudes. Hate mail was kept as well as letters of support. Whatever anyone needed, from a specific article to an e-mail sent out by London, it would be easily found in the repository. Internal and external communications were categorized. Agendas and task lists were retained. Even videotapes of CACI mentioned on TV were logged in and tracked. When two lawsuits were subsequently filed against the company, all information was reviewed by a deputy general counsel. The CACI team knew that with the media’s preposterous distortions and allegations triggered by the illegal leak of Taguba’s Abu Ghraib report, they had a considerable challenge in front of them. Perhaps one of the important reasons the Taguba report had such an impact for the media was precisely because it was illegally leaked. This somehow made it seem more credible than the formal investigative reports that would be released in the months to come.

“We wanted to get good results, as Schneider explained, but we absolutely had to get it right. From the very moment Jack asked me to do this, he made clear that it was not an exercise to hide anything. We were going to put out the truth — even if it was damning.” London’s choice of their motto, “The Truth Will Out” was not an accident.





CHAPTER FIVE

MAY 3: THE NEWS GAINS MOMENTUM

A story and a strategy unfold

“The company further stated that one of the people reported to be an employee [John Israel] ... is not and never has been a CACI employee.”
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ON MONDAY, MAY 3, CACI’S GREATEST HOPES INTERSECTED WITH its greatest fears.

That morning, the company proudly announced the completion of its largest acquisition. In a single stroke, the purchase of the AMS Defense and Intelligence Group had increased the company’s workforce by some 23 percent and added a potential of $275 million in revenue for the coming year.86 Literally overnight, the company’s projected revenue for the fiscal year that would begin on July 1 rose by 25 percent to $1.5 billion.

Completion of the transaction also boosted CACI into a higher strata in the contracting arena. For the first time, CACI had the scale to bid for larger government contracts worth up to $1 billion. With the former   AMS assets as part of its portfolio, the company could now go head-to-head for selected contracts with competitors such as Lockheed Martin, General Dynamics, and Electronic Data Systems.87


The fate of AMS, founded in 1970 and roughly the same size as CACI before the transaction, also was a warning about the hazards of the marketplace. Once one of the premier providers of software services to government, AMS had struggled after some highly publicized disputes over its performance on a number of high-dollar and high profile government contracts.

But the satisfaction of adding the AMS business to CACI’s holdings was tempered by the other news in Monday’s newspapers. May 3 also was the day that the nation’s major media trumpeted CACI’s alleged involvement in the abuses at Abu Ghraib.

“Prison Scandal Throws Spotlight on Private Contractors,” announced the Financial Times, in a story that also postulated that gaps in the law might spare the civilians from prosecution for wrongdoing, even though several more investigations following up on Taguba’s report were still being conducted.88 These further investigations were not yet complete, their conclusions had not been reached, their reports had not been published, and above all, no contractors were facing any charges for any wrongdoings. But over time, this media conjecture would help feed speculation that the Pentagon had deliberately turned to contractors because the civilians could somehow be shielded (according to this theory) from punishment. Such baseless conspiracy theories by the media were yet another obstacle for the company to overcome. It prompted London to believe that the media embraced that long-standing credo: “Never let the truth stand in the way of a good story.”

The New York Times and the Baltimore Sun also reported on CACI’s alleged involvement. Both papers repeated the erroneous information from Major General Taguba’s report that John Israel as well as Stefanowicz were employed by CACI — misinformation that added to the perception that CACI was deeply involved in prisoner abuse. Taguba had identified four individuals that he suspected had responsibility for the MPs behavior. Two of these were military officers and, according to   his misinformation, the other two were from CACI, when in fact, one was not an employee of CACI.

The Washington Post, CACI’s hometown newspaper, had a somewhat different perspective. Notified by an e-mailed statement from Jody Brown, the Post was the first news outlet to report that CACI was launching its own internal investigation. But the Post, too, incorrectly reported that two of CACI’s people were involved. Despite the company’s e-mail, the Post’s story also took a swat at CACI, complaining that neither Brown nor London would speak with them. This presaged a contentious relationship between CACI and the Post that lay in the months ahead.

The ironic juxtaposition of the news from Iraq and the AMS acquisition was clear to those in the CACI executive suite.

“We had been briefly on top of the world, and now we were facing adversity beyond measure,” London recollected.

The first news stories were largely devoid of comment from CACI. In part, this reflected CACI’s lack of information. Without access to the illegally leaked (SECRET/NO FOREIGN DISSEMINATION) Taguba report and with no new information from its military customer, it was hard for CACI to advance the story. It was a disturbing and dangerous position to occupy.

Taguba’s illegally leaked report was, unfortunately and erroneously, fast gaining circulation as the truth about what happened at Abu Ghraib. Ironically, the media was not challenging the Taguba report, even as its errors were being revealed. Reporters continued to produce erroneous stories on the basis of partial information.89 Many had seen Taguba’s fifty-three-page summary document, but not the thousands of pages of “annexes” that presumably included supporting evidence for Taguba’s conclusions. Others simply repeated stories or parts of stories picked up from other media sources. Still, having seen the pictures, the media seemed certain that abuse had taken place and were willing to claim that it was CACI’s fault.

In hindsight, reporters should have made clearer that their accounts reflected partial information and that they had no independent way to   corroborate allegations about the CACI interrogator or other individuals who had not appeared in the photos. They consistently failed to convey that Taguba’s report was only one in a series of ongoing investigations that had not all been completed at the time of the leak.90 More importantly, they failed to report that Taguba was assigned to investigate and report on MPs at Abu Ghraib, whereas the investigation aimed specifically at looking into the intelligence and interrogator aspects of the Abu Ghraib incidents was still underway. (This would be known later as the Fay report.)

But whatever the shortcomings of the news reports, CACI was beginning to understand the public relations axiom that you must define yourself or others will do it for you. Most Americans had never heard of CACI until the Taguba report became public. Unless CACI began explaining itself soon, it seemed highly likely that large numbers of Americans were going to take the voluminous media renditions, opinions, and embellishments of the Taguba report and wrongly conclude that CACI employees were to blame for the activities shown in the photographs and at Abu Ghraib.

And, as advisor Burkhart noted, “from a psychological standpoint it is hard to reverse a negative perception, particularly when the perception occurs with the first and only encounter, as was the public’s experience with the interrogators and CACI.” Being well-known was the most significant difference, she observed, between CACI’s plight and that faced by Johnson & Johnson with Tylenol. Johnson & Johnson had a popular product, which was known around the world. CACI was a virtually unknown company, offering not a product but a set of complex services in the finite space of federal contracting that was not widely understood by the American public, much less the world at large.

The volume of media calls to CACI was staggering. At times, messages from the media arrived every other minute. Other than London, Brown was the only person authorized to speak for the company. She simply couldn’t dial fast enough to respond to every reporter.

Of increasing concern to CACI leadership, news reports were beginning to include gross errors, some of them potentially harmful to CACI, and these would take root — to be repeated again and again — unless   CACI found some way to correct the record.91 The company began to get a sense of what high-profile celebrities feel like when they see distorted tabloid press portrayals. CACI had to take a far-reaching approach to communicate not only with journalists, but with its employees and the general public. The message had to be consistent, and the facts as CACI knew them had to be repeated again and again to counter the growing tide of errors.

London’s solution was to create a hypercrisis PR (Public Relations) response mechanism. Dealing with the media involved a three-pronged approach. First, the CACI team would provide lengthy press releases that covered what was known and that enabled the company to reach many reporters, their own employees, and the public, all at once. The second part of the strategy was to provide targeted media responses to correct reporters’ errors with known and verified facts. And the third was to post updated information on the CACI Web site. Though a written document cannot possibly respond to every specific journalistic query, it offers a relatively efficient way to get the company on record. All three parts of London’s unique approach for dealing with the press overlapped and supported each other. The press releases would be reinforced with targeted media responses and all of the known information would also be placed on the FAQ section of CACI’s Web site.

In its first extensive public communication, London insisted that the company spell out some key points that would remain consistent throughout the ordeal. The company stated as a bedrock principle that it would not tolerate illegal behavior by its employees and that it would take swift action in the event of wrongdoing. But the company also noted that its employees were supporting the military and were also risking their lives to protect America’s freedom. With this statement, CACI’s messages began taking shape.

The first CACI press release following the 60 Minutes II broadcast and New Yorker article noted pointedly that the company had yet to receive any information from the army about any misconduct or any actions against any employee because of prisoner abuse. Absent any supporting evidence or an opportunity to examine evidence, the statement strongly implied that it was just too soon to take any disciplinary action — a position London would soon state more explicitly in later press releases and interviews with journalists. It was a view he would never abandon throughout the ensuing months of ongoing investigations.

Although not directly challenging Taguba’s accuracy, this first CACI press release implicitly raised the possibility that the Taguba report did not represent the true picture in its entirety. It pointed out that one individual identified by Taguba as a CACI employee “is not and has never been a CACI employee.” The CACI release also said it had retained independent outside counsel to lead its own investigation of its employees’ behavior — an indication that it would take responsibility to get the facts — for its customers, the public, and its employees. London and CACI management were not prepared to simply accept Taguba’s Military Police report as gospel. Indeed, as more information came to light, it became evident to CACI, that on the issues most critical to the company, Taguba’s account had errors and presented questionable, inconsistent conclusions.

By initiating their own inquiry, London’s team chose a fairly aggressive PR course that many other companies traditionally had shied away from. But London’s team, through his determined leadership, was now inventing their own groundbreaking PR crisis management strategy. This crisis and the CACI team’s response would fall outside current conventional modes of journalism and crisis management.

As a general rule, companies aim to avoid creating new stories in the midst of a crisis, because even the most sympathetic reports will repeat the allegations one is trying to combat. Typically, a key tactical goal is to avoid any action that provides new “legs” to the story. On the other hand, CACI offered an alternative for reporters. Instead of focusing on alleged abuse, which was still under investigation, CACI’s initial press release sought to generate the facts about a responsible company working hard to get answers. The company was apparently heard. After receiving the release, Reuters, for example, replaced a headline reporting  “Iraq Prison Abuse Puts Spotlight on Contractors” with the more objective lead-in that CACI “looks into” the abuse. Gaining some ground and a brief reprieve for the company, the initial news release generated somewhat more positive stories than had been the case prior. Reuters also reported London’s declaration that, “I would be prepared to go over there myself to get to the bottom of this.”92


But the Abu Ghraib story, including CACI’s alleged involvement, played to too many agendas to fade away in a hotly contested election year. In the short term, at least, the story was only going to get bigger no matter what CACI did. With the story certain to linger, the CACI decision to engage was most likely a smart choice.

For the moment, at least, there were a few news stories that depicted CACI a bit more favorably — as a company trying to find the truth, but handicapped because nobody in the government was officially disclosing details. Reporters, often suspicious in believing that the government tends to hold back information, could for the moment relate CACI’s plight to their own. But it was not enough. It was a bond that wouldn’t last long.





SECTION TWO

THE MEDIA’S HYSTERICAL RAMPAGE





CHAPTER SIX

THE SECOND-DAY STORY

New details, errors, and security concerns emerge

“A lie can travel halfway ’round the world while the truth is putting on its shoes.”
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AFTER THE FIRST NEWS BREAKS, LARGE AND SMALL, NEW INFORMATION is the life blood that enables journalists to tell what they call “the second-day story.” To journalists, good stories are the ones that go for a third and fourth day. The biggest stories last for weeks and possibly months. These stories are said to have “legs.” Abu Ghraib’s legs were about as long as they come.

Abu Ghraib was an easy story to keep alive. Eager “sources” constantly materialized to add their speculations and opinions.

Some sources, including academics and “experts” in consulting businesses look for opportunities to promote themselves by getting their names in the newspaper or appearing on TV. To them, getting visibility in a news story is a form of marketing. Other sources, who “decline to be identified” or “request anonymity,” are those who generally have an agenda to advance.

But whatever reservations the reporters might have had about their sources’ reliability, Abu Ghraib was a hot topic and the stories were being filed everywhere — on television, in the newspaper, and around the world on the Internet — and CACI was getting pummeled.

One thing that often astounds people and companies who find themselves in a public relations crisis for the first time is the speed with which the media identifies new issues — or changes course. Since every day is a blank slate for journalists, even when covering an ongoing crisis, each day’s journalistic challenge is to find something new to say. By definition, “news” is what just happened that wasn’t known before, and yesterday’s story is “old news.” Editors and the public want something fresh. Journalists call it a “hook” or an “angle.” For those in the spotlight, it can mean a new challenge almost every day. Having struggled to provide answers to one day’s news, the company was forced back to the conference room so the team could work out the right words to address the latest issue.

As Jody Brown remembers, “Every day there was a journalist dropping a bomb on us, calling and saying ‘we’ve got a source who says ‘such and such ...’ and we (at CACI) had no way to verify any of it.” Her experience on the firing line convinced Brown that “some reporters were almost desperate to get on page one. It seemed more important to them than getting the story right.”

The emerging new themes are clear from a look back at the headlines: “Dismay and Surprise that U.S. Army Outsources Interrogation,” said the Financial Times. “Contractors in Sensitive Roles, Unchecked,” trumpeted the New York Times. “Hiring of Civilians to Question Prisoners Raises Accountability Issues,” offered the Baltimore Sun. The New York Times and the Washington Post made an issue of the fact that the accused contractors were still on the job two months after the Taguba report was filed. Taking on a legal angle ahead of their media colleagues, the Financial Times and the Wall Street Journal on May 3 and the Boston Globe on May 4 raised the possibility that civilian contractors, even in the absence of any formal charges being made, might fall outside the reach of U.S. law. “Legal Loophole Arises in Iraq Abuse Case,” the Journal said, while the Globe reported “Civilians Identified in Abuse May Face No Charges.”93   These eye-catching headlines, designed to be inflammatory if not entirely accurate, smeared CACI. But they sold papers.

Some of the reporting showed evident attempts at balance. Other stories were examples of dubious journalism. A highly charged, but thinly sourced report in the Washington Times mislabeled CACI as a “security firm” and quoted an unidentified lawyer wrongly speculating that CACI’s contract was a “black world” operation run by the Central Intelligence Agency.94 In fact, CACI had openly advertised for interrogators and the work was openly contracted for under the General Services Administration’s schedule through a contract managed by the Department of the Interior at its Ft. Huachuca, Arizona office. The contract and its award process were open and always available from the government, as CACI had said from the beginning. Furthermore, the CIA had absolutely nothing to do with the contract and CACI’s work for the army had nothing to do with the CIA. But it seemed that some in the media had no qualms about making baseless and absurd claims otherwise.

London and Brown were also disappointed by the lack of interest among some reporters in understanding the business of government contracting. It seemed logical, especially when questions arose about the contract vehicle the army used to hire civilian interrogators, that a reporter would be eager to learn how contracting worked. Government contracting is an arcane process that most reporters covering Abu Ghraib had never before had a reason to understand. But now that understanding the contract process was relevant, Brown sensed that many of the journalists were embarrassed to admit their lack of knowledge and wouldn’t ask questions lest they betray their ignorance.

“They didn’t know what a ‘contracting officer’ was and when we’d try to explain it, too many of the reporters we dealt with weren’t interested,” Brown recalled with a shake of the head.95


The media’s hunt for new angles encourages conjecture and can lead to mistakes, which are then repeated. Some errors are matters of nuance or omission, not outright misstatements. Other times, the media says things that are just wrong. Moreover, the corrections never seem to catch up with the mistakes. As Mark Twain is popularly believed to have said, “A lie can travel halfway round the world while the truth is putting on its shoes.” Twain’s nineteenth century characterization is an understatement in the twenty-first century, when the Internet spreads information around the globe in a matter of seconds. Once posted online (or in print or on video tape), “the news,” including the errors, becomes part of the record, to be repeated over and over.


USA Today posted on its Web site (though not in the newspaper) a “chain of command” chart that showed CACI reporting to the CIA. Responding to a demand for correction, after a complaint from CACI leadership, an email from USA Today lamely explained: “Our source on this warned us there may be different interpretations. With your nudge, we re-examined the graphic and have changed it.”96


There was no apology or admission of error from USA Today. The outlandish mistake was casually pushed off on an “unnamed source,” who had apparently signaled that caution was in order. It was a pattern of conduct that CACI found distressingly unacceptable but would see again and again as the media rushed to put out the news. As London complained to one of the newspaper’s reporters, “Nobody called us to even ask. If you don’t believe us that’s one thing, but not to call....”

Mindful of the potential damage to his company’s good name, London lectured the journalist: “Hundreds of thousands of people have seen that organization chart. It’s very discouraging. I have to monitor, edit, and correct material put out by journalists who should do it as part of their own jobs!” London would later note, “The media’s hysterical rampage and thoughtlessness made our efforts to correct the record more difficult — and even more important.”
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