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attempt to gather intelligence and wait for an opportunity. One Special Oper-
ations commander said his view of actionable intelligence was that if you “give
me the action, I will give you the intelligence.”148 But this course would still
be risky, in light both of the difficulties already mentioned and of the danger
that U.S.operations might fail disastrously.We have found no evidence that such
a long-term political-military approach for using Special Operations Forces in
the region was proposed to or analyzed by the Small Group, even though such
capability had been honed for at least a decade within the Defense Depart-
ment.

Therefore the debate looked to some like bold proposals from civilians
meeting hypercaution from the military.Clarke saw it this way.Of the military,
he said to us,“They were very, very, very reluctant.”149 But from another per-
spective, poorly informed proposals for bold action were pitted against expe-
rienced professional judgment. That was how Secretary of Defense Cohen
viewed it. He said to us:“I would have to place my judgment call in terms of,
do I believe that the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, former commander of Spe-
cial Forces command, is in a better position to make a judgment on the feasi-
bility of this than, perhaps, Mr. Clarke?”150

Beyond a large-scale political-military commitment to build up a covert or
clandestine capability using American personnel on the ground,either military
or CIA, there was a still larger option that could have been considered—invad-
ing Afghanistan itself. Every official we questioned about the possibility of an
invasion of Afghanistan said that it was almost unthinkable, absent a provoca-
tion such as 9/11,because of poor prospects for cooperation from Pakistan and
other nations and because they believed the public would not support it.Cruise
missiles were and would remain the only military option on the table.

The Desert Camp, February 1999
Early in 1999, the CIA received reporting that Bin Ladin was spending much
of his time at one of several camps in the Afghan desert south of Kandahar.At
the beginning of February, Bin Ladin was reportedly located in the vicinity of
the Sheikh Ali camp, a desert hunting camp being used by visitors from a Gulf
state. Public sources have stated that these visitors were from the United Arab
Emirates.151

Reporting from the CIA’s assets provided a detailed description of the hunt-
ing camp, including its size, location, resources, and security, as well as of Bin
Ladin’s smaller, adjacent camp.152 Because this was not in an urban area, mis-
siles launched against it would have less risk of causing collateral damage. On
February 8, the military began to ready itself for a possible strike.153 The next
day, national technical intelligence confirmed the location and description of
the larger camp and showed the nearby presence of an official aircraft of the
United Arab Emirates. But the location of Bin Ladin’s quarters could not be
pinned down so precisely.154The CIA did its best to answer a host of questions
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about the larger camp and its residents and about Bin Ladin’s daily schedule
and routines to support military contingency planning. According to report-
ing from the tribals, Bin Ladin regularly went from his adjacent camp to the
larger camp where he visited the Emiratis; the tribals expected him to be at the
hunting camp for such a visit at least until midmorning on February 11.155

Clarke wrote to Berger’s deputy on February 10 that the military was then
doing targeting work to hit the main camp with cruise missiles and should be
in position to strike the following morning.156 Speaker of the House Dennis
Hastert appears to have been briefed on the situation.157

No strike was launched. By February 12 Bin Ladin had apparently moved
on, and the immediate strike plans became moot.158 According to CIA and
Defense officials, policymakers were concerned about the danger that a strike
would kill an Emirati prince or other senior officials who might be with Bin
Ladin or close by.Clarke told us the strike was called off after consultations with
Director Tenet because the intelligence was dubious, and it seemed to Clarke
as if the CIA was presenting an option to attack America’s best counterterror-
ism ally in the Gulf.The lead CIA official in the field, Gary Schroen, felt that
the intelligence reporting in this case was very reliable; the Bin Ladin unit chief,
“Mike,” agreed. Schroen believes today that this was a lost opportunity to kill
Bin Ladin before 9/11.159

Even after Bin Ladin’s departure from the area,CIA officers hoped he might
return, seeing the camp as a magnet that could draw him for as long as it was
still set up.The military maintained readiness for another strike opportunity.160

On March 7, 1999, Clarke called a UAE official to express his concerns about
possible associations between Emirati officials and Bin Ladin.Clarke later wrote
in a memorandum of this conversation that the call had been approved at an
interagency meeting and cleared with the CIA.161When the former Bin Ladin
unit chief found out about Clarke’s call, he questioned CIA officials, who
denied having given such a clearance.162 Imagery confirmed that less than a
week after Clarke’s phone call the camp was hurriedly dismantled, and the site
was deserted.163 CIA officers, including Deputy Director for Operations
Pavitt, were irate.“Mike” thought the dismantling of the camp erased a possi-
ble site for targeting Bin Ladin.164

The United Arab Emirates was becoming both a valued counterterrorism
ally of the United States and a persistent counterterrorism problem.From 1999
through early 2001, the United States, and President Clinton personally,pressed
the UAE, one of the Taliban’s only travel and financial outlets to the outside
world, to break off its ties and enforce sanctions, especially those relating to
flights to and from Afghanistan.165 These efforts achieved little before 9/11.

In July 1999, UAE Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Hamdan bin Zayid
threatened to break relations with the Taliban over Bin Ladin.166 The Taliban
did not take him seriously, however. Bin Zayid later told an American diplo-
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mat that the UAE valued its relations with the Taliban because the Afghan rad-
icals offered a counterbalance to “Iranian dangers” in the region, but he also
noted that the UAE did not want to upset the United States.167

Looking for New Partners
Although not all CIA officers had lost faith in the tribals’ capabilities—many
judged them to be good reporters—few believed they would carry out an
ambush of Bin Ladin.The chief of the Counterterrorist Center compared rely-
ing on the tribals to playing the lottery.168 He and his associates, supported by
Clarke, pressed for developing a partnership with the Northern Alliance, even
though doing so might bring the United States squarely behind one side in
Afghanistan’s long-running civil war.

The Northern Alliance was dominated by Tajiks and drew its strength
mainly from the northern and eastern parts of Afghanistan. In contrast,Taliban
members came principally from Afghanistan’s most numerous ethnic group, the
Pashtuns, who are concentrated in the southern part of the country, extending
into the North-West Frontier and Baluchistan provinces of Pakistan.169

Because of the Taliban’s behavior and its association with Pakistan, the
Northern Alliance had been able at various times to obtain assistance from
Russia, Iran, and India.The alliance’s leader was Afghanistan’s most renowned
military commander,Ahmed Shah Massoud.Reflective and charismatic,he had
been one of the true heroes of the war against the Soviets. But his bands had
been charged with more than one massacre, and the Northern Alliance was
widely thought to finance itself in part through trade in heroin. Nor had Mas-
soud shown much aptitude for governing except as a ruthless warlord. Never-
theless,Tenet told us Massoud seemed the most interesting possible new ally
against Bin Ladin.170

In February 1999,Tenet sought President Clinton’s authorization to enlist
Massoud and his forces as partners. In response to this request, the President
signed the Memorandum of Notification whose language he personally
altered.Tenet says he saw no significance in the President’s changes. So far as
he was concerned, it was the language of August 1998, expressing a preference
for capture but accepting the possibility that Bin Ladin could not be brought
out alive.“We were plowing the same ground,”Tenet said.171

CIA officers described Massoud’s reaction when he heard that the United
States wanted him to capture and not kill Bin Ladin. One characterized Mas-
soud’s body language as “a wince.”Schroen recalled Massoud’s response as “You
guys are crazy—you haven’t changed a bit.” In Schroen’s opinion, the capture
proviso inhibited Massoud and his forces from going after Bin Ladin but did
not completely stop them.172 The idea, however, was a long shot. Bin Ladin’s
usual base of activity was near Kandahar, far from the front lines of Taliban oper-
ations against the Northern Alliance.
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