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Flights of Saudi Nationals Leaving the United States

Three questions have arisen with respect to the departure of Saudi
nationals from the United States in the immediate aftermath of 9/11:
(1) Did any flights of Saudi nationals take place before national airspace
reopened on September 13,2001? (2) Was there any political interven-
tion to facilitate the departure of Saudi nationals? (3) Did the FBI
screen Saudi nationals thoroughly before their departure?

First, we found no evidence that any flights of Saudi nationals,
domestic or international, took place before the reopening of national
airspace on the morning of September 13, 2001.24 To the contrary,
every flight we have identified occurred after national airspace
reopened.2>

Second, we found no evidence of political intervention. We found
no evidence that anyone at the White House above the level of Richard
Clarke participated in a decision on the departure of Saudi nationals.
The issue came up in one of the many video teleconferences of the
interagency group Clarke chaired, and Clarke said he approved of how
the FBI was dealing with the matter when it came up for interagency
discussion at his level. Clarke told us,“I asked the FBI, Dale Watson . ..
to handle that, to check to see if that was all right with them, to see if
they wanted access to any of these people, and to get back to me. And
it they had no objections, it would be fine with me.” Clarke added, “I
have no recollection of clearing it with anybody at the White
House.”26

Although White House Chief of Staft Andrew Card remembered
someone telling him about the Saudi request shortly after 9/11, he said
he had not talked to the Saudis and did not ask anyone to do anything
about it. The President and Vice President told us they were not aware
of the issue at all until it surfaced much later in the media. None of the
officials we interviewed recalled any intervention or direction on this
matter from any political appointee.?”

Third, we believe that the FBI conducted a satisfactory screening of
Saudi nationals who left the United States on charter flights.?8 The
Saudi government was advised of and agreed to the FBI's requirements
that passengers be identified and checked against various databases
before the flights departed.2? The Federal Aviation Administration rep-
resentative working in the FBI operations center made sure that the
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FBI was aware of the flights of Saudi nationals and was able to screen
the passengers before they were allowed to depart.30

The FBI interviewed all persons of interest on these flights prior to
their departures. They concluded that none of the passengers was con-
nected to the 9/11 attacks and have since found no evidence to change
that conclusion. Our own independent review of the Saudi nationals
involved confirms that no one with known links to terrorism departed
on these flights.’1

10.2 PLANNING FOR WAR

By late in the evening of September 11, the President had addressed the nation
on the terrible events of the day. Vice President Cheney described the Presi-
dent’s mood as somber.32The long day was not yet over. When the larger meet-
ing that included his domestic department heads broke up, President Bush
chaired a smaller meeting of top advisers, a group he would later call his “war
council.”33This group usually includedVice President Cheney, Secretary of State
Powell, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, General Hugh Shelton, Vice
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs (later to become chairman) General Myers, DCI
Tenet, Attorney General Ashcroft, and FBI Director Robert Mueller. From the
White House staff, National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice and Chief of
Staft Card were part of the core group, often joined by their deputies, Stephen
Hadley and Joshua Bolten.

In this restricted National Security Council meeting, the President said it
was a time for self-defense. The United States would punish not just the per-
petrators of the attacks, but also those who harbored them. Secretary Powell
said the United States had to make it clear to Pakistan, Afghanistan, and the
Arab states that the time to act was now. He said we would need to build a
coalition. The President noted that the attacks provided a great opportunity to
engage Russia and China. Secretary Rumsfeld urged the President and the
principals to think broadly about who might have harbored the attackers,
including Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Sudan, and Iran. He wondered aloud how
much evidence the United States would need in order to deal with these coun-
tries, pointing out that major strikes could take up to 60 days to assemble.3*

President Bush chaired two more meetings of the NSC on September 12.
In the first meeting, he stressed that the United States was at war with a new
and different kind of enemy.The President tasked principals to go beyond their
pre-9/11 work and develop a strategy to eliminate terrorists and punish those
who support them. As they worked on defining the goals and objectives of the
upcoming campaign, they considered a paper that went beyond al Qaeda to
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chaired by former senators Gary Hart and Warren Rudman, and directed by retired general Charles Boyd, had, in
January 2001, recommended the creation of a cabinet department dedicated to “homeland security”” In May 2001,
President Bush namedVice President Cheney to head a task force on problems of national preparedness. His recently
hired coordinator, Admiral Steven Abbot, had started work just before the 9/11 attack.

17. Ashcroft told us that he established a “hold until cleared” policy because of the high rate of flight from
deportation proceedings. John Ashcroft testimony, Apr. 13,2004. For closure of hearings and secrecy of the detainee
names, see DOJ email, Chief Immigration Judge Michael Creppy to all immigration judges, “Cases requiring spe-
cial procedures,” Sept. 21, 2001. This policy has been challenged in two U.S. courts of appeals. The Sixth Circuit
held that there is a constitutional right of public access to these hearings; the Third Circuit reached the opposite
result. The Supreme Court has not yet decided to resolve this “circuit split.”” See Detroit Free Press v. Ashcroft, 303
E3d 681 (6th Cir. 2002); North Jersey Media Group, Inc. v. Asheroft, 308 E3d 198 (3d Cir. 2002), cert. denied, 123 S.Ct.
2215 (2003). For the length of the clearance process, see DO]J Inspector General report, “The September 11
Detainees: A Review of the Treatment of Aliens Held on Immigration Charges in Connection with the Investiga-
tion of the September 11 Attacks,” Apr. 2003, p. 51.

18. DOJ Inspector General report, “The September 11 Detainees,” Apr. 2003, pp. 142-150, 195-197.

19. John Ashcroft testimony, Apr. 13, 2004; DOJ record, “Special Interest Cases,” Sept. 16, 2003. These num-
bers do not add up to 768 because we have not included all categories. Some of those remanded to the Marshals
Service were held as material witnesses, and individuals were released “on bond” only after they were “cleared” by
the FBI of any connection to 9/11. For the response to our questions about the 9/11 detainee program, see DO]J
emails, Daniel Levin to the Commission, July 9, 2004; July 13, 2004.There is one exception to the statement in the
text that the detainees were lawfully held on immigration charges; one detainee was held for a short time “despite
the fact that there was no valid immigration charge”” DOJ Inspector General report,“The September 11 Detainees,”
Apr. 2003, p. 15, n. 22. See also Khaled Medhat Abou El Fadl testimony, Dec. 8, 2003.

20. Intelligence report, interrogation of KSM, May 10, 2003.

21. The complete title of the Act is Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools
Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism (USA PATRIOT ACT) Act of 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-56, 115 Stat.
273 (signed into law Oct. 26, 2001).

22, John Ashcroft interview (Dec. 17, 2003).

23. On the early development of the Patriot Act, see, e.g., Brill, After, pp. 7376, 120-125.

24. During the morning of September 11, the FAA suspended all nonemergency air activity in the national
airspace. While the national airspace was closed, decisions to allow aircraft to fly were made by the FAA working
with the Department of Defense, Department of State, U.S. Secret Service, and the FBI. The Department of Trans-
portation reopened the national airspace to U.S. carriers effective 11:00 A.M. on September 13,2001, for flights out
of or into airports that had implemented the FAA’s new security requirements. See FAA response to Commission
questions for the record, June 8, 2004.

25. After the airspace reopened, nine chartered flights with 160 people, mostly Saudi nationals, departed from
the United States between September 14 and 24. In addition, one Saudi government flight, containing the Saudi
deputy defense minister and other members of an official Saudi delegation, departed Newark Airport on Septem-
ber 14. Every airport involved in these Saudi flights was open when the flight departed, and no inappropriate actions
were taken to allow those flights to depart. See City of St. Louis Airport Authority, Lambert—St. Louis International
Airport response to Commission questions for the record, May 27,2004; Los Angeles International Airport response
to Commission questions for the record, June 2, 2004; Greater Orlando Aviation Authority, Orlando International
Airport response to Commission questions for the record, June 8,2004; Metropolitan Washington Airports Author-
ity, Washington Dulles International Airport response to Commission questions for the record, June 8, 2004; Port
Authority of New York and New Jersey, JEK Airport response to Commission questions for the record, June 4,
2004; Massachusetts Port Authority, Logan International Airport, and Hanscom Airfield response to Commission
questions for the record, June 17, 2004; Las Vegas—McCarran International Airport response to Commission ques-
tions for the record, June 22, 2004; Port Authority of New York and New Jersey, Newark Airport response to sup-
plemental question for the record, July 9, 2004.

Another particular allegation is that a flight carrying Saudi nationals from Tampa, Florida, to Lexington, Ken-
tucky, was allowed to fly while airspace was closed, with special approval by senior U.S. government officials. On
September 13, Tampa police brought three young Saudis they were protecting on an off-duty security detail to the
airport so they could get on a plane to Lexington. Tampa police arranged for two private investigators to provide
security on the flight. They boarded a chartered Learjet. Dan Grossi interview (May 24, 2004); Manuel Perez inter-
view (May 27,2004); John Solomon interview (June 4,2004); Michael Fendle interview (June 4,2004).The plane
took off at 4:37 P.M., after national airspace was open, more than five hours after the Tampa airport had reopened,
and after other flights had arrived at and departed from that airport. Hillsborough County Aviation Authority, Tampa
International Airport response to Commission questions for the record, June 7,2004.The plane’s pilot told us there
was “nothing unusual whatsoever” about the flight other than there were few airplanes in the sky. The company’s
owner and director of operations agreed, saying that “it was just a routine little trip for us” and that he would have
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heard if there had been anything unusual about it. The pilot said he followed standard procedures and filed his flight
plan with the FAA prior to the flight, adding, “I was never questioned about it.” Christopher Steele interview (June
14,2004); Barry Ellis interview (June 14, 2004). FAA records confirm this account. FAA supplemental response to
Commission questions for the record, June 8,2004. When the plane arrived at Lexington Blue Grass Airport, that
airport had also been open for more than five hours. Lexington-Fayette Urban County Airport Board, Blue Grass
Airport response to Commission questions for the record, June 8, 2004.The three Saudi nationals debarked from
the plane and were met by local police. Their private security guards were paid, and the police then escorted the
three Saudi passengers to a hotel where they joined relatives already in Lexington. Mark Barnard interview (June
7,2004).The FBI is alleged to have had no record of the flight and denied that it occurred, hence contributing to
the story of a “phantom flight.” This is another misunderstanding. The FBI was initially misinformed about how
the Saudis got to Lexington by a local police officer in Lexington who did not have firsthand knowledge of the
matter. The Bureau subsequently learned about the flight. James M. interview (June 18, 2004).

26. Richard Clarke interview (Jan. 12, 2004).

27.Andrew Card meeting (Mar. 31,2004); President Bush andVice President Cheney meeting (Apr. 29,2004);
Condoleezza Rice meeting (Feb. 7,2004); Prince Bandar interview (May 5, 2004); Richard Clarke interview (Jan.
12,2004); Richard Clarke testimony, Mar. 24, 2004 (“I would love to be able to tell you who did it, who brought
this proposal to me, but I don’t know”). Instead, the matter was handled as follows. Within days of September 11,
fearing reprisals against Saudi nationals, Rihab Massoud, the deputy chief of mission at the Saudi embassy in Wash-
ington, D.C., called Dale Watson, the FBI’s assistant director for counterterrorism, and asked for help in getting
some of its citizens out of the country. Rihab Massoud interview (May 11,2004). At about the same time, Michael
Rolince, chief of the FBI’s international terrorism operations section, also heard from an FBI official in Newark
about a proposed flight of Saudis out of the country. Michael Rolince interview (June 9,2004). We believe this was
the Saudi deputy defense minister’s flight. Rolince says he told the Newark official that the Saudis should not be
allowed to leave without having the names on their passports matched to their faces, and their names run through
FBI case records to see whether they had surfaced before. Rolince and Watson briefed Robert Mueller, the direc-
tor of the FBI, about the issue and how they were handling it. The State Department played a role as well in flights
involving government officials or members of the royal family. State coordinated with the FBI and FAA to allow
screening by the FBI of flights with Saudi nationals on board. There is no evidence that State tried to limit the
screening. DOS record, Log of USA 9-11 Terrorist Attack Task Force, Sept. 13, 2001; Jack S. interview (June 14,
2004).The FBI effectively approved the Saudi flights at the level of a section chief. Having an opportunity to check
the Saudis was useful to the FBI. This was because the U.S. government did not, and does not, routinely run checks
on foreigners who are leaving the United States. This procedure was convenient to the FBI, as the Saudis who wished
to leave in this way would gather and present themselves for record checks and interviews, an opportunity that
would not be available if they simply left on regularly scheduled commercial flights.

28.These flights were screened by law enforcement officials, primarily the FBI. For example, one flight, the
so-called Bin Ladin flight, departed the United States on September 20 with 26 passengers, most of them relatives
of Usama Bin Ladin. Screening of this flight was directed by an FBI agent in the Baltimore Field Office who was
also a pilot. This agent, coordinating with FBI headquarters, sent an electronic communication to each of the field
offices through which the Bin Ladin flight was scheduled to pass, including the proposed flight manifest and direct-
ing what screening should occur. He also monitored the flight as it moved around the country—from St. Louis to
Los Angeles to Orlando to Washington Dulles, and to Boston Logan—correcting for any changes in itinerary to
make sure there was no lapse in FBI screening at these locations. Again, each of the airports through which the Bin
Ladin flight passed was open, and no special restrictions were lifted to accommodate its passage. James C. interview
(June 3,2004).

The Bin Ladin flight and other flights we examined were screened in accordance with policies set by FBI head-
quarters and coordinated through working-level interagency processes. Michael Rolince interview (June 9, 2004).
Although most of the passengers were not interviewed, 22 of the 26 people on the Bin Ladin flight were inter-
viewed by the FBI. Many were asked detailed questions. None of the passengers stated that they had any recent
contact with Usama Bin Ladin or knew anything about terrorist activity. See, e.g., FBI report of investigation, inter-
view of Mohammed Saleh Bin Laden, Sept. 21, 2001. As Richard Clarke noted, long before 9/11 the FBI was fol-
lowing members of the Bin Ladin family in the United States closely. Richard Clarke testimony, Mar. 24, 2004.
Two of the passengers on this flight had been the subjects of preliminary investigations by the FBI, but both their
cases had been closed, in 1999 and March 2001, respectively, because the FBI had uncovered no derogatory infor-
mation on either person linking them to terrorist activity. Their cases remained closed as 0of 9/11, were not reopened
before they departed the country on this flight, and have not been reopened since. FBI electronic communication,
Summary of Information Regarding Flights taken by Saudi Citizens Out of the U.S. Shortly After September 11,
2001, Oct. 29, 2003, pp. 9-10.

29. Michael Rolince interview (June 9, 2004). Massoud corroborates this account. He said the FBI required
the names and personal information of all departing passengers sponsored for departure by the Saudi Embassy. Rihab
Massoud interview (May 11, 2004).
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30. Jack S. interview (June 14, 2004).

31 The FBI checked a variety of databases for information on the Bin Ladin flight passengers and searched the
aircraft. Because it was not clear to us whether the TIPOFF terrorist watchlist was checked by the FBI, the Terror-
ist Screening Center checked the names of individuals on the flight manifests of six Saudi flights against the cur-
rent TIPOFF watchlist at our request prior to our hearing in April 2004. There were no matches. At our request,
based on additional information, the Terrorist Screening Center in June and July 2004 rechecked the names of indi-
viduals believed to be on these six flights, the names of individuals on three more charter flights, the names of indi-
viduals on the flight containing the Saudi Deputy Defense Minister, and the names of Saudi nationals on commercial
flights that journalists have alleged are suspect. There were no matches. Tim D. interviews (Apr. 12, 2004; June 30,
2004; July 9, 2004); FBI memo, Terrorist Screening Center to Director’s Office, “Request by 9/11 Commission
Task Force to screen the airline passenger lists through the TDSB and TIPOFF databases,” Mar. 30, 2004.

32.White House transcript,Vice President Cheney interview with Charlie Gibson of ABC, Sept. 4,2002, p. 11.

33.“The only ... true advice I receive is from our war council.”” White House transcript, President Bush inter-
view with Bob Woodward and Dan Balz of the Washington Post, Dec. 20, 2001.

34. On Secretary Rumsfeld’s remarks, see White House transcript, President Bush interview with Bob Wood-
ward and Dan Balz, Dec. 20,2001.The President’s adviser, Karen Hughes, who was in the interview, listed the points
Rumsfeld made at the smaller NSC meeting. Ibid.

35. On the President’s tasking in the earlier meeting held that day, see NSC memo, Summary of Conclusions
for NSC Meeting Held on September 12,2001, Dec. 17,2001. On the paper that went beyond al Qaeda, see NSC
memo, Deputies Draft Paper (attached to Agenda for NSC Meeting Scheduled for Sept. 12,2001). The Summary
of Conclusions for the afternoon meeting indicates that the paper was discussed.

On giving priority to preventing terrorists from acquiring weapons of mass destruction, see White House tran-
script, Hadley interview with Dan Balz and Bob Woodward, Jan. 11, 2002, p. 535.

36. NSC memo, Summary of Conclusions for Principals Committee Meeting Held on September 13, 2001.
In addition to the usual members of President Bush’s war cabinet, Secretary of Transportation Mineta and FAA
security chief Canavan also attended.

37.DOS cable, State 158711, “Deputy Secretary Armitage’s Meeting with General Mahmud: Actions and Sup-
port Expected of Pakistan in Fight Against Terrorism,” Sept. 14, 2001. On September 14, 2001, the U.S. Embassy
in Islamabad sent Musharraf’s answer to the State Department by cable.

38.DOS cable, Islamabad 5123, “Musharraf Accepts the Seven Points,” Sept. 14, 2001.

39. NSC memo, Summary of Conclusions of NSC Meeting Held on September 13, 2001. According to the
Summary of Conclusions, this meeting of the President and his advisers took place in the White House Situation
Room; however, the agenda alerting agencies to the meeting specified that it would be conducted via the secure
video teleconference system (SVTS).Thus, it is unclear whether the attendees met face-to-face at the White House
or held their meeting remotely via SVTS.

40. State Department memo, “Gameplan for Polmil Strategy for Pakistan and Afghanistan,” Sept. 14, 2001
(tasked by President Bush). The paper was sent to the White House on September 14, 2001. The demand to free
all imprisoned foreigners reflected the U.S. government’s concern about the welfare of several foreign aid workers
in Afghanistan who had been imprisoned by the Taliban in August 2001. Two young American women, Heather
Mercer and Dayna Curry of the organization “Shelter Now International,” were among those arrested and charged
with promoting Christianity. The Taliban and other Islamists found their activities an affront to Islam and in viola-
tion of Afghanistan’s laws and the regime’s tenets. Wendy Chamberlin interview (Oct. 28, 2003). Powell stated that
the President wanted to get the hostages out but that desire would not restrain American action. White House tran-
script, President Bush interview with Bob Woodward and Dan Balz, Dec. 20, 2001.

41. State Department memo, “Gameplan for Polmil Strategy for Pakistan and Afghanistan,” Sept. 14, 2001.

42.White House transcript, President Bush interview with Bob Woodward and Dan Balz, Dec. 20, 2001.

43. Stephen Hadley meeting (Jan. 31, 2004). Hadley told us that the White House was not satisfied with the
Defense Department’s plans to use force in Afghanistan after 9/11.1bid.;see also White House transcript, Rice inter-
view with John King of CNN, Aug. 2, 2002, p. 421.

44. Tommy Franks interview (Apr. 9, 2004).

45.NSC memo, Hadley to recipients, “Discussion Paper for NSC meeting at Camp David on 14 September,”
Sept. 14,2001.

46. CIA memo, “Going to War,” Sept. 15, 2001.

47.White House transcript, President Bush interview with Bob Woodward and Dan Balz, Dec. 20, 2001.

48. DOD briefing materials, “Evolution of Infinite Resolve Planning (AQ, UBL),” undated (provided to the
Commission on Mar. 19, 2004). According to Deputy National Security Advisor Stephen Hadley, the President
responded to Shelton by saying that the boots-on-the-ground option was an interesting idea. He wanted to know
what the CIA would do when ground forces were in Afghanistan. White House transcript, Hadley interview with
Dan Balz and Bob Woodward, Jan. 11, 2002, p. 545.

49.NSC memo,“Conclusions of National Security Council Meeting,” Sept. 17,2001; White House transcript,
President Bush interview with Bob Woodward and Dan Balz, Dec. 20, 2001.
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