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January 12, 2005

More AQ Activity in West Africa

A little-noticed case in Conakry, Guinea has some in the U.S. and European intelligence community abuzz. Two South Africans, both arrested with Ahmed Ghailani in Pakistan and then deported to South Africa, were recently arrested in Guinea, reportedly on their way to Sierra Leone. The arrests of Zubair Ismael and Dr. Mohammed Nazzal, who real name appears to be Feroz Ganchi, just before Christmas, was noted in the West African press but not picked up elsewhere. These arrests add weight to the evidence that al Qaeda continues to operate out of West Africa, and remains involved in the diamond trade, despite the notable lack of interest of the U.S. intelligence community.

Both men left South Africa and traveled to Pakistan for training. Ganchi, a medical doctor who was given the alias "Umer" by his al Qaeda contacts, traveled often to Pakistan and had bragged to co-workers in South Africa of knowning senior al Qaeda members. Ismael, 20, was reportedly studying at a madrasa there, studies his family confirmed they had raised money for. Ganchi reportedly treated Ghailani for an unknown medical condition while in the house in Gujrat. Ghailani, Ganchi and Ismael, along with 10 other people, were arrested in that al Qaeda safe house in late July 2004. Read Complete Blog here
Posted by Douglas Farah at 02:55 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (4) 

May 04, 2005

U.S. Efforts to Get Taylor Extradited Go Belly Up

There was a brief feeling of optimism in recent days over shifting the U.S. position on having Charles Taylor stand trial for crimes against humanity. Now it seems that a senior Bush administration official has assured Nigerian president Obasanjo that the issue of Taylor will not even be raised during Obasanjo's brief visit with Bush on Thursday.

But let me back up.

After years of silence and inactivity, it seemed that the Bush administration was going to be proactive in presenting Obasanjo with evidence of Taylor's violation of his asylum agreement. Taylor was granted asylum in Nigeria in August 2003, when his criminal empire in Liberia was overrun by other warlords and gangs. Taylor, in return, promised not to meddle in Liberia's internal affairs or destabilize the region. Taylor, remember, aided and abetted both Hezbollah and al Qaeda in their diamond purchases for many years. For more information, see my recent Washington Post op-ed here or my book. For my complete blog on how this fell apart, go here.

Posted by Douglas Farah at 10:13 AM | Permalink 

July 17, 2005

Perhaps an End to the Diamond-Terrorism Debate

Well, Dateline NBC finally aired its program on the ties of al Qaeda to Charles Taylor. While taking more credit than they deserved for "breaking" the story I broke more than three years ago, mentioning my role in passing and the role of Global Witness not at all, the program advanced the ball considerably. I hope it finally ends the debate over what really happened, and how badly the CIA and FBI have fouled up their investigations.

The biggest NBC breakthrough was getting a former CIA station chief in Liberia to go over there and confirm the findings of al Qaeda's ties to Charles Taylor. He helps nail down the tie between Ibrahim Bah and al Qaeda, dating back some time. The program also quotes Middle Eastern intelligence sources (Israelis, I would guess) saying Bah was a known al Qaeda operative. This I knew and reported, but it strengthens things considerably. It was great to finally find someone in the intelligence community who could come forward and say what needed to be said, without ambiguity. The bottom line is that if the intelligence community had had more interest in verifying the story and less about trying to discredit the messenger, it is likely that we would be far less behind the curve on Islamic terrorism issues in West Africa than we are today. Al Qaeda used Charles Taylor to buy diamonds to hide its assets following the 1998 U.S. Embassy bombings in East Africa. That is what happened, and we paid a terrible price for not knowing of those ties.

The document they referred to in passing, a report written in 1998 by a Liberian intelligence officer on al Qaeda operatives in Liberia, is in fact very interesting. (To continue reading, go here).

Posted by Douglas Farah at 09:13 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

July 18, 2005

Conflict Diamond Debate Not Quite Over

In response to Doug Farah's earlier post about the debate concerning conflict diamonds, I disagree with his assertion that the debate is over. I have not had the opportunity to view the NBC Dateline story that Doug refers to. When I do, I'll provide a more definitive response. However, Doug's opinion that the FBI and CIA badly fouled up the investigations is unequivocally wrong. The FBI, CIA, as well as the international law enforcement and intelligence community conducted thorough investigations into this matter. The FBI and CIA deal in facts. The facts developed on this topic don't support the conclusion that Doug, Global Witness and the United Nations Special Court reached. The 9/11 Commission concurred with the findings of the FBI, after having reviewed the FBI's comprehensive investigation. Doug and I enjoy a healthy respect for each other but agree to disagree on how involved Al-Qaeda was with trade in conflict diamonds. 

Posted by Dennis Lormel at 11:25 AM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

August 15, 2005

Able Danger and the 9-11 Commission

When the 9-11 Commission's report first came out, it was viewed as the final word in all things related to the attack. Finally, now, it is losing some of its aura of divine inspiration. It is what it is--an amazing narrative of the events leading up to 9-11, put together in a very short time by very skilled people making choices about what to include and what to exclude. It is clear now that they made some serious mistakes. They chose to omit the information on Operation Able Danger that shows the military, at least, had identified Mohamed Atta and other of the 9-11 hijackers as potential threats a full year before 9-11. News reports said the decision was made because the information from Able Danger was viewed as "unlikely" by the staffers who heard it. In other words, it did not fit with what the rest of the intelligence community was saying. Unfortunately, this is often the case with valid information that does not conform to institutional thinking or conventional wisdom.

It was this type of thinking that led Commission staff to ignore the overwhelming evidence of al Qaeda's involvement in the diamond trade as well. They received information from the prosecutor and investigators for the Special Court for Sierra Leone that they deemed unlikely because it was not fitting with what the Community, either out or ignorance or malice, was telling them. They requested information in writing from me, and said they had read the book. But they did not find me, the Special Court, Belgian police reports or other investigations to fit the conventional wisdom. Worse yet, they specifically declined to interview eye witnesses that the Special Court offered to make available to them, with no conditions or restrictions.

These are serious omissions, as is the omission of the Able Danger information. Not everything could be run down or every lead chased in the time alloted to the Commission for its work. The Bush administation compounded the problem by slowing the release of information and fighting the Commission on many unnecessary issues. But these were not issues where it would have been hard to gather more information and at least weigh in that such information exists.

At the same time, the Commission noted in its Monograph on Terror Financing that "Terrorist financing was not a priority for either domestic or foreign intelligence collection. As a result, intelligence reporting on the issue was episodic, insufficient and often inaccurate" (p. 4). The Monograph added that both the CIA and FBI failed to "comprehend al Qaeda's methods of raising, moving or storing money" (pp. 5-6). Yet the Commission staff chose to use only the information of institutions singled out for failure to understand terror finance in its report.

The lesson should be that there is no infallibility in seeking to understand how al Qaeda and other terrorist organizations operate, structure themselves, adapt, or raise and spend money. The truth is, what is known, even to intelligence officials, is generally out of date and sketchy at best. This does not mean such information is not a good guide to how things will be done or that it should not be gathered. We know far more about al Qaeda and its financial structures than we did pre-9-11. But when we lose the ability to look at things that seem "unlikely" (if the intelligence community and the FBI in particular has ever learned that in the first place), and become enamored of conventional wisdom, mistakes will be made. It should be humbling for everyone involved in these investigations to realize how little we know, how much we get wrong and how much we guess at, rather than know.

Posted by Douglas Farah at 12:07 AM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

August 17, 2005

Conflict Diamonds.....Again

Once again, I strongly disagree with the assertions made by my friend, Doug Farah, concerning Al Qaeda’s involvement in Conflict Diamonds. In his Counterterrorism Blog posting of August 15, 2005, entitled “Able Danger and the 9-11 Commission” Doug raises issues concerning the Commission regarding not only Able Danger but Conflict Diamonds. With respect to the situation concerning information provided to the 9-11 Commission Staff involving Operation Able Danger, we should not jump to conclusions until the facts are known. Washington is a great town for not allowing the facts to get in the way of a good story. 

Doug skillfully used the Able Danger story to segue into his area of interest, Conflict Diamonds and Al-Qaeda. He made the argument that the members of the 9-11 Commission Staff ignored the overwhelming evidence presented to them by him, the Special Court and contained in a Belgian Police report and other reports. Doug further noted in a negative tone that the Commission accepted the findings of the CIA and FBI even though it singled out in its Monograph on Terrorist Financing the failure of the CIA and FBI to understand terrorist financing. His obvious inference being that the Commission accepted the wrong conclusion thereby making it fallible.

In short, Doug is wrong. His representation is out of context. In its proper context, the criticism of the Commission concerning the CIA and FBI regarding terrorist financing was in the pre-9/11 period. The Commission, in reality, commended the FBI and CIA for their post-9/11 terrorist financing initiative. It was in the post-9/11 environment that the Commission assessed and concurred with the findings of the FBI, CIA and global intelligence community that Al Qaeda was not involved in the trade of conflict diamonds to fund itself. I encourage you to review the Terrorist Financing Staff Monograph, with specific reference to page 23, which articulates the Commission’s conclusion on this topic. Also out of context was Doug’s reference to the Belgian Police. Their investigation focused on arms dealing. They did not conclude that Al Qaeda was involved with the diamond trade.

Doug mentioned that the Commission Staff ignored overwhelming “evidence” of Al Qaeda’s involvement in the diamond trade. That characterization would have been better stated to read the Commission Staff ignored overwhelming “innuendo” of Al Qaeda’s involvement in the diamond trade. The important distinction here is that there is a significant difference between innuendo and evidence. In matters such as this, witness statements cannot be accepted at face value. They must be fully vetted back to the point of origin. This is, in fact, what the FBI did in conducting their investigation. Part of that process was to work with the international law enforcement and intelligence community. In this matter, no other agencies possessed information that Al Qaeda was involved in the diamond trade. Information reported by Doug, as well as information provided to the FBI by the Special Court was thoroughly investigated and could not be substantiated.

It’s time to let the facts get in the way! 

For the record, John Roth and Doug Greenberg, who authored the 9-11 Commission Monograph on Terrorist Financing, did an outstanding job. For the most part, I agreed with their findings. Their objectivity, grasp of the subject matter and sense of responsibility throughout the process was exemplary and undeserving of the biased criticism leveled by Doug in his posting.

Posted by Dennis Lormel at 03:35 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

August 26, 2005

Taylor, Africa and Thoughts on the Diamond Debate

There is new evidence that Charles Taylor continues to meddle in West African affairs, this time presented by a Liberians United for Transparent Elections. The group went public with the information, including airplane tail numbers, travel tickets and other information on Taylor's movements out of his guilded exile in Nigeria, and the movement of those rebel leaders in the region who Taylor supports. The full story from Allafrica.com can be found here.

In a nutshell, this shows that a man who dealt extensively with al Qaeda and international criminal syndicates has spent considerable time meeting with rebel leaders from Guinea, Ivory Coast, Liberia, Sierra Leone and the Gambia. Yet the Nigerian government, (president Obasanjo and foreign minister Oluyemi Adeniji) refuse to take action. One of the few viable explanations left is the conclusion of the investigating organization: "the presence of Charles Taylor in Nigeria is reduced to personal and business interests between president Obasanjo and his foreign minister Adeniji." 

These developments--the willingness to protect mass murderers and terrorists--make it all the more likely that the recent prediction by a senior U.S. military official will come true sooner rather than later. Maj. Gen. Douglas Lute, director of operations for the U.S. Central Command, said earlier this week that al Qaeda fighters in Iraq will fan out to the "vast ungoverned spaces" of Africa when (and if) the situation in Iraq stabilizes. Lute predicted that Zarqawi and his followers would take the "path of least resistence" if forced to leave Iraq, and that would be to resettle in the stateless regions of Africa. The full story from the Guardian of London can be found here.

Unfortunately, Nigeria's handling of Taylor is an open invitation for not only terrorists but criminals of all stripes to move in. If Taylor will not be turned over for trial after his atrocities and terrorist ties, then anyone else will be safe there too, if the price is right. 

It is interesting to note that while some, like my friend Dennis Lormel, continue to dispute the reality of al Qaeda's ties to the diamond trade, there is near-unanimous consensus that the "vast ungoverned spaces" of Africa are and have long been attractive to al Qaeda and other terrorist organizations. There is also a growing recognition that the intelligence community does not and did not have any idea what was happening in those areas, especially ones wracked by violence like Liberia and Sierra Leone. There was simply no one but a few U.S. military attaches providing any intelligence at all on the conflicts. 

It would be extremely challenging, in the best of circumstances, to "thoroughly investigate" anything in the region in two trips taken more than two years after events occured, each lasting a few weeks, with teams made up of people with no regional experience, and assume one can gather the "facts." This is not due to incompetence, political agendas or anything else. It is simply not possible to go into countries like Sierra Leone, Liberia, Burkina Faso, trace a story as one would in the United States, and assume the case is closed based on that information.

The biggest divide in the diamond debate is between people who spent considerable time on the ground in the region dealing with those directly involved in the diamond transactions (the Special Court for Sierra Leone investigators, intelligence officials from the U.S. European Command, myself, Global Witness, European intelligence investigators), who came to one conclusion, and those (the FBI and some in the CIA), who spent minimal time there, relied of formal channels for information and came to a very different conclusion. Maybe the thorough investigations by the FBI found more in a few days on the ground than the rest of did in years, but I remain unconvinced.

Posted by Douglas Farah at 11:12 AM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

Conflict Diamonds....Round 3

In response to Doug Farah’s posting earlier today, I concur with his argument about the Al Qaeda presence in West Africa and the significance of the potential future threat. It is a very alarming situation. The potential volatility of the region is well articulated, and I absolutely concur with the content on every point up to the Al Qaeda diamond trading. 

The last two paragraphs of the article are a bit out of context. The FBI teams that were sent to West Africa were there to specifically look at the diamond trading allegations. The two trips, as pointed out, spanned a matter of weeks. What was not mentioned was the fact that the investigation was conducted for well over a year. There were pre and post deployment investigative activities to address all aspects of this matter ranging from planning to coverage of outstanding leads. The FBI and CIA were not alone in their assessments. No other law enforcement or intelligence service in the world developed evidence of Al-Qaeda trafficking in diamonds. In addition, the FBI and CIA conducted extensive interviews of detainees in venues to include Guantanimo Bay, Pakistan and Afghanistan. There was not one instance where an interview developed any positive information about diamond trade. There were numerous instances where rationale was provided as to why Al Qaeda was not involved in diamond trade. 

The FBI took the allegations very seriously. If there was a funding mechanism that was viable, the FBI wanted to disrupt or eliminate such a threat. The FBI, in conjunction with the US interagency community and international counterparts could not substantiate the allegations that Al Qaeda was involved in the conflict diamond trade. 

If anyone, especially an individual with on-the-ground experience in the region can provide evidence that can be substantiated; I encourage them to do so. I’m confident the FBI would conduct additional investigation of any allegation that was open ended. The dynamic of the situation in West Africa is not one that is black and white. It is extremely gray. As such, the standard of evidence is extremely challenging and the debate will likely continue. 

Posted by Dennis Lormel at 01:40 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

A Slight Clarification on Diamonds

I would only clarify that it is simply not true that no other police or intelligence service in the world found ties between al Qaeda and the diamond trade.

On my website is a copy of a Belgian police report prepared for the FBI that has a section called "Indications of Terrorism," showing the calls of the al Qaeda-linked diamond dealers to Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Lebanon, as well as other evidence gathered. It can be viewed in its entirety here. The terrorism section begins on page 26, but it is all interesting. 

The more complete internal Belgian police report--carried out because the diamonds were arriving in Antwerp, Belgium, the diamond capital of the world-- gave even fuller information, and police investigators there said they were satisfied "at the level of very good intelligence" that al Qaeda was involved in the diamond purchases they investigated.

The same police, when filing diamond trafficking charges against the individuals, wrote in their court brief that "“When we compare the allegations in the Washington Post (where they were first published in November 2001) about conflict diamonds serving to lock al Qaeda’s assets, with the chronology and combination of the above mentioned conclusions, they appear to be coincide remarkably.”

It is not just Europeans who found the story at least credible. Several U.S. agencies and officials have as well, and said so publicly.

The DIA has also written a highly classified report on the diamond ties to al Qaeda in 2003 and concluded it was "likely" that such ties existed, something Gen. Charles Wald, deputy commander of the U.S. European Command, then publicly stated the ties I and others outlined were "a fact."

Dateline NBC got a former CIA station chief for Liberia to appear on camera last month to use remarkably similar language: “They (al Qaeda operatives) were there during the period in question,” said Mike Shanklin, referring to the period of 1998-2001. “And clearly they were involved in some sort of a diamond business. That’s a fact.”

Finally, U.S. investigators on behalf of the United Nations have written extensively and publicly on the ties that exist. So, while the FBI may not agree with these conclusions, it is incorrect to state no one else, looking at the same evidence, came to very different conclusions.

My only point is, one can disagree about where the evidence leads. But those that arrived at conclusions starkly different from the FBI's are many and public.

Posted by Douglas Farah at 04:31 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

Conflict Diamonds....Counterpoint

In response to Doug’s rebuttal I’d like to reiterate my closing comment in my last posting. Based on a number of dynamics, including cultural considerations, this is a gray area. There is a considerable amount of “he said, he said” which is quite inconsistent. I could easily list a number of individuals and officials who concur with my position. In the interest of brevity, I would ask Doug to legally stipulate on this issue.

The FBI traveled to Belgium and met directly with the Belgian Police on one of the deployments to West Africa to investigate the conflict diamond issue. The Belgians specifically advised that they did not state that Al Qaeda was involved in the diamond trade and had no such information. The results of the FBI investigations were reported in trip reports. 

All of the allegations that were known at the time of the FBI investigation were placed in a matrix and thoroughly investigated. None of the allegations could be substantiated.

Interestingly, the US officials identified in Doug’s post appear to have acted/commented unilaterally and not in conjunction with their agency headquarter components in Washington, DC. The interagency community in Washington was all in agreement on this issue. Had other information been available it would have been investigated. 

Conflict diamonds are clearly an area of vulnerability. As such they were closely scrutinized. The subject is also extremely confusing and contradictory. Hence the debate continues. 

Posted by Dennis Lormel at 06:08 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

A Final Point

I think the Belgian police report, which is available to all on my website, speaks for itself. It is an official document. The same is true for the formal police statement to the judge in the trials of Samih Osailly and Aziz Nassour, and I would be happy to provide the full transcript to anyone who requests it, or post it on my site or this site. The Belgians told me and numerous other investigators that their official report shows of the belief of a connection to al Qaeda and terrorism. Why they told the FBI something different is an interesting question. It is clearly not what they said in their reports or to others.

Gen. Wald, as sitting deputy commander of the U.S. European Command, speaking on the Voice of America, likewise, was not speaking as an individual or out of synch with his command. Nor was the DIA report.

Perhaps this is another instance where information gathered by different agencies simply was not shared across institutional bounderies. It is a difficult and complex investigation. There are no signed checks going to al Qaeda, nor invoices for diamonds for them. And so the debate continues.

Posted by Douglas Farah at 08:33 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

August 27, 2005

Diamonds...Counterpoint....II

With respect to Doug’s last post, I again question the context. I have not seen the Belgian Police Report that is referred to. The case that is referred to was not a terrorism case. Ossailly and Nassour were prosecuted on criminal charges. My understanding is that there was no mention of Al Qaeda or terrorism in either the report or the trial. The FBI dealt directly with Belgian investigators who were involved in that case. Again, they stated they had no evidence concerning Al Qaeda and diamonds. Others having information to the contrary just points to the number of inconsistencies this case presented.

No other country in the world has linked Al Qaeda to diamonds. During the FBI investigation, FBI Legal Attaches were tasked to query their law enforcement and intelligence contacts about this matter. All responses were negative concerning the conflict diamond issue. During the time frame of the investigation, while still with the Bureau, I traveled to a number of countries and held meetings with a variety of law enforcement and intelligence executives. In every meeting, the conflict diamond matter was discussed. My counterparts were always dumbfounded by and had no information concerning the diamond allegations.

The FBI reports demonstrate that the FBI did not rely on hearsay. Wherever possible, an investigation was conducted to attempt to corroborate statements. At the end of the process, the allegations could not be substantiated. 

I’m not going to comment about the information flow in other agencies other than to say, at the time this investigation was conducted, no other agency presented information to support the allegations. This matter rose to the National Security Counsel level in attempting to determine if any agency had information to support the diamond allegations.

Posted by Dennis Lormel at 03:27 PM | Permalink | TrackBack (0) 

August 29, 2005

Context in Perspective

I think we are straying from the real issue of debate: Did al Qaeda enter the gemstone trade in West Africa to hide its assets and move its resources. However, I will respond to some of what Dennis has said.

I am a little puzzled by the references to context. The context of the Belgian police report was that it was prepared by three Belgian investigators and given to the FBI in its Detroit office, as a powerpoint presentation, in 2003. It is marked "For Police Use Only." The names of the authors are on the cover sheet. It was a summary of a much longer Belgian police report, translated so the FBI could read it, and speaks for itself. It can be viewed on my website. Perhaps the Washington office never saw it.

It is also not true, and I have provided the quotes and citations, that al Qaeda was not mentioned in the Belgian police court case. It was, multiple times. There are transcripts on this, which I am happy to provide. But the context of that is that it is the official prosecutor/police report place before a judge in the trials, outlining the official state findings. 

While it is true that Osaillly and Nassour were tried on illegal diamond charges, it is not a strategy unknown to U.S. law enforcement officials, who have routinely failed to win convictions on terrorism charges. Rather, they ask, as in the case of Abdulrahman Alamoudi, for terrorism enhancements to the sentences because they could not prove the terrorism allegations in court in a satisfactory way. The federal government, including the FBI, chose not to prosecute Enaam Arnout on terrorism charges, despite the fact Arnout was present at the founding of al Qaeda and was photographed carrying an AK-47 beside Osama bin Laden. Instead, there was a plea bargain on much lesser charges. And of course Al Capone was never tried as a mobster, but for tax evasion. I think it is amply clear in the post-9/11 world that laws have not caught up with the new reality. The Belgian prosecutors told me they wanted to go for a sure conviction on what they knew they could get, rather than going the more risky route of terror prosecutions. A choice the FBI has made many times, despite evidence those involved in many different cases were linked to terrorism.

Finally, it is not in dispute that the FBI investigated the allegations. But it seems to me that, had anyone known beforehand that al Qaeda was involved in diamonds, that police or intelligence service would have moved to cut it out. Going back to legal attaches in countries that obviously had no information, confirming they have no information and taking that as evidence confirming something did not happen is hardly a surprising outcome. 

The FBI may not have relied on hearsay, but that strongly implies that everyone else who came to separate conclusions did, and that is not true and insulting. Several people, myself included, risked their lives investigating the story on the ground. My pregnant wife and 2-year-old son had to be evacuated because Charles Taylor wanted to kill us, an unlikely reaction if everything we said was not true. Al White of the Special Court was almost killed numerous times during his investigations.

The Special Court for Sierra Leone found 12 witnesses to events, told separately. These investigations were carried out by people with 30 years experience in U.S. law enforcement. It was not a fly-by-night, in-and-out deal talking to people through official channels. I had four witnesses when I wrote the first story, most of whom were different from the Court sources. In most cases, 15 witness describing seeing the same people, during the same time frame, in the same place, meeting the same people, is not considered hearsay.

There is documentary evidence, including the calls to Afghanistan, a country that had no known jewelry business under the Taliban that would merit long discussions of diamond purchases. And no one but the Taliban and al Qaeda had satellite phones with Afghan prefixes at that time. The market for diamonds in Sierra Leone was sufficiently skewed in the summer of 2001, when the purchasing was going on, that the U.S. Ambassador there, Joseph Melrose, wrote a cable to the State Department saying there were mysterious Arab buyers who were purchasing the vast bulk of diamonds from the RUF rebels, causing fears that the diamonds were being purchased by criminals. Unfortunately, terrorism did not enter into the thoughts at the time.

Finally, it is not true that no other country found evidence of al Qaeda's ties to the diamond trade. The Israelis, Indonesians and British all did, and wrote cables to the State Department and intelligence community on it. The Israelis identified Ibrahim Bah, one of those interviewed extensively by the FBI teams in West Africa, as an al Qaeda operative. Bah's name was found in the al Qaeda rolls in Afghanistan. However, he produced a passport (one of at least five he holds, including diplomatic passports from Gambia and Burkina Faso) to the FBI showing he was born in 1969. Despite the fact that his real birth date was 1957, the FBI accepted this as evidence he was too young to have been in Afghanistan. Dennis acknowledged in the Dateline NBC interview that the FBI "didn't have any leverage on him (Bah). He certainly adamantly denied al-Qaeda being involved with him and we--we couldn't find any information to discredit what he said." One has to ask how likely it would be for a person to admit to FBI officials they were involved with al Qaeda, while residing in a country that has given them a diplomatic passport?

I will be happy to get back to issues of more substance as the debate continues.
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August 30, 2005

I thought diamonds were supposed to be clear? Then why are they so gray?

There is one thing that Doug and I are clear about concerning this subject. We will continue to agree to disagree on the issue of Al Qaeda’s involvement in the diamond trade. There are a number of factors that contribute to the inconsistency concerning this subject. Doug noted the number of witnesses who provided information to him and others supporting his case. I can point to similar numbers contradicting it. We can go back and forth and make compelling arguments for our respective positions concerning this debate. I don’t argue Al Qaeda’s presence in the region or that certain individuals have Al Qaeda affiliations. My focus was specific to Al Qaeda’s alleged involvement in the diamond trade. Whether or not Al Qaeda’s name was mentioned anywhere is secondary to the diamond issue. Experts in the diamond business have advised that characteristics of the trade argue against the possibility that Al Qaeda could enter the industry or make a great deal of profit from it.

Allegations articulated by Doug and others in various media were placed in a matrix by the FBI. Each was investigated. They were vetted with the CIA, the interagency community and international counterparts. In conjunction with other investigative steps, extensive Al Qaeda detainee interviews were also conducted. The allegations could not be substantiated. In the aftermath of the FBI investigation, the Department of Justice referred this matter to the Southern District of New York (SDNY) for an independent review. An Assistant United States Attorney, SDNY, determined that no further investigation was warranted. Subsequently, the 9/11 Commission assessed the allegations that Al Qaeda used the trade of conflict diamonds to fund itself. The 9/11 Commission reviewed the full scope of the allegations in reaching the conclusion that Al Qaeda did not fund itself through diamonds. With specific respect to diamond trafficking, no other country in the world investigated or presented the United States with evidence that Al Qaeda was involved in conflict diamonds. One final point, in response to an inquiry by Representative Frank Wolf, then National Security Advisor, Condoleezza Rice commented by letter that the interagency community possessed no credible evidence of Al Qaeda’s involvement in diamond trafficking. 

Conflict diamonds are an area of vulnerability which clearly warranted investigation. For my part, I am satisfied that the appropriate investigation was conducted. I’m sure Doug does not share that view. If diamonds are supposed to be clear, why were they so gray when it came to Al Qaeda?

Posted by Dennis Lormel at 04:01 PM | Permalink 

August 31, 2005

A Final Thought on Diamonds

I agree that Dennis and I, from our different prespectives, will continue to disagree on this matter, while agreeing that commodities like diamonds presented and present and ongoing area of vulnerability that needs greater attention. I hope it has been an informative debate, and I learned some things.

I will only reiterate my belief that the investigations of the FBI were trying to answer a question that was not asked: whether al Qaeda funded itself through diamonds. The central contention, however, was that al Qaeda moved its money into diamonds to avoid possible freezing actions. Therefore, the primary purpose was not to make money, but to hide it, even if it entailed taking a small loss on transactions. Starting with a different question, one can get a different answer.

The history of al Qaeda's involvement in gemstones (including opening two diamond businesses in East Africa in the mid-1990s, the statements of bin Laden's closest aides on al Qaeda's diamond businesses, bin Laden's personal secretary's globe-trotting on diamond and other gemstone deals, bin Laden's personal interest in Liberia, and the court statements of al Qaeda operatives on buying and selling diamonds) seems to me to give a logical and historical framework to the development of the al Qaeda invovlement in the diamond trade as I described it. The FBI investigations seemed to me to view the diamond-buying activities in a historical and contextual vacuum.

Finally, I reiterate the different conclusions reached by people who spent considerable time--months and years at a time--on the ground, meeting with people directly involved, and investigations that, out of necessity, relied on more formal channels and could not spend time on the ground. It was not just media that came up with the allegations, but other serious law enforcement investigators coming from several different angles. The two types of investigations reached two very different conclusions. And, for the time being, that is where we are. I will leave it at that.
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