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We'll soon mark 10 years since September 2001 attack. Where were you on 9/11? How
do you remember that day?

My wife and I were hosting two friends of ours– a historian who studies the
interactions among Romanians, Hungarians, and Jews in Transylvania during World War
II and her Serbian husband – and I walked with her to her conference, which was on my
way to work. It was a beautiful day. As I kept going to my office, I heard someone on his
cell phone talking about some kind of plane crash in New York. I believe the second
plane had hit even before I got to work. My colleagues and I watched the first tower fall
on live TV: I remember the television reporter saying that a cloud of dust had suddenly
blocked his view of the south tower, and one of my colleagues said, “It’s gone.”

We had an editorial meeting on how to cover the attack before the second tower
fell. I remember saying, panicked, “Do you think they aren’t having their own meeting to
plan their next attack, right now?” (I was wrong). By 1:30 that afternoon, I was on the
phone to a ex-CIA source of mine. His voice shook audibly: “I don't understand…I don't
think there's any excuse for missing this.”

How did 9/11 changed America? How did it changed you?
It made us afraid. I know it made me afraid. I kept expecting another attack –

when the anthrax letters surfaced, I thought that was it. And I’ve always thought that if
al-Qaeda had done any kind of follow-up in the next few months outside New York and
Washington, even a single pipe bomb in a parking lot somewhere, the whole country
would have collapsed in panic. But they were too obsessed with a spectacular attack.

Since I cover national defense, and in fact I was the only person at my magazine
who had written about government preparations for a terrorist attack on the United States,
the attacks and the wars that followed transformed my career. The sad thing about being a
defense reporter is that no one listens until something horrible happens.

 Are US still suffering from the effects of 9/11? What about the rest of the world? Ten
years after 9/11, do you think America  is a different place? If so, in what way?

We’re all still suffering the fallout – and much of the damage to America is self-
inflicted. Fear made us do all sorts of things without thinking them through: We’ve
wasted huge amounts of money on ill-conceived security programs and a badly designed
Department of Homeland Security, and we’ve wasted both money and lives on a
mistaken war in Iraq. I think that Iraq today is better off, even under a shaky democracy,
than it was under Saddam Hussein, but whether it was worth the cost in lives for the Iraqi
people is a question I can’t answer. As for the U.S., ten years later, we are less fearful,
wasteful, and bellicose than we were in 2002 and 2003, but we still suffer from all these
things, and we’re out over a trillion dollars we could really use right now.

US government blamed Al Qaeda and Osama bin Laden for the attacks. Others claimed
that 11 September was the work of the CIA, Mossad etc. Who was behind 9/11?  What do
we know now about the attackers and their motivation?

There’s videotape of Osama bin Laden boasting about the attacks and how much
the casualties exceeded his expectations. There’s no credible evidence that anyone else is
responsible.
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You could argue the tape is fake and the real story is covered up. I’ve been
accused of being part of the cover-up myself! But the fact is, the United States
government is pretty terrible at keeping secrets for very long:

The atomic bomb? The U.S. drops its first bomb on Hiroshima on August 9,
1945; the Soviets detonate their first bomb – designed with the help of spies in the
Manhattan project – in a test on August 29, 1949: two years, two weeks, six days.

Watergate? The botched break-in at the Watergate building occurred on June 17,
1972; a grand jury was investing Administration officials within weeks; Nixon resigned
on August 8, 1974: two years, two months.

Iran-Contra? The first missiles were shipped to Iran in August 1985; the Lebanese
paper “Al-Shiraa” exposed the deal and President Reagan was forced to admitted the plot
on national television in November 1986: one year, two months.

Monica Lewinsky? She meets President Clinton on November 15, 1995; both of
them are under investigation by January, 1998; and the Starr Report detailing their affair
is made public on – ironically – September 11th, 1998: two years, ten months.
Just since 2001, we’ve had revelations of torture at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, secret CIA
prisons and renditions, and more. Yet in ten years, there’s been not any credible evidence,
let alone public proof, that anyone but al-Qaeda was responsible for 9/11.

How come CIA, FBI and other security agencies failed to predict 9/11? Are they better
prepared now to thwart such attacks?

They failed for many reasons: They didn’t have enough agents; what agents they
had weren’t in the right places; and what information they got, they didn’t share even
within their own agencies, let alone with each other. All these problems have been
addressed, though they’re hardly solved.

But the biggest reason we didn’t predict the attack was that we didn’t think it was
possible – we didn’t even have the idea such a thing could occur. Once it happened, it
was all we could think about and we went looking for any signs of another such attack.

I myself wrote in the 1990s about the possibility of nuclear, biological, and
chemical terrorism, but I still thought of them as something vague and far away, too
complex for any terrorist to accomplish in the near future. I never conceived of
something as brilliantly simple as hijacking our own airliners and using them as missiles.

Do you think that USA is better protected now?
 It is, for three reasons:
As much money as we’ve wasted since 9/11, and as many mistakes as we’ve

made, our intelligence services and emergency response are better than they were.
For all our military disasters, we have badly damaged al-Qaeda and reduced its

capability to attack.
And most of all, the average American is much more wary of potential terrorism.

Certainly, if someone tried to hijack an airplane now, the passengers would stop them –
as they stopped “shoe bomber” Richard Reid: If the passengers know they’re going to die
in a crash if the hijackers succeed, they’re not going to wait quietly in their seats!
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There are a lot of conspiracy theories about the role of US Govt in these attacks. Do they
have any logical explanation for their allegations or these theories are just urban
legends? Is it possible that the US government might have had a role in 9/11 attacks? In
your opinion, which is the strangest conspiracy theory you heard about the 9/11? How
come people started to put up these theories even though the 9/11 Commission issued the
9/11 Commission Report, explaining in details the attacks?

There’s no possibility that the U.S. government knew the attacks were coming, let
alone tried to help the attackers. It’s certain that U.S. government mistakes made the
attacks possible, but those were mistakes, not a plan: Al-Qaeda just plain outsmarted us.

But some people just don’t want to accept that. They don’t want to accept that the
entire American government was outsmarted by a small group of foreigners. They don’t
want to accept that the government’s failure was an accident. It’s the same reason that
some people still don’t accept that a single gunman with an out-of-date rifle got through
all the security precautions and assassinated President Kennedy. They find it terrifying to
think that huge and horrible events can happen because of a few bad people. They find it
more comforting to believe that there was a plan – even it was an evil plan! – and that
their government worked – even if it worked against them!

Was declaring a war on terror a good idea? What do you think about the military
operations that begun after the attacks in Afghanistan? Were these operations justified?

The attack on Afghanistan was justified, absolutely: The Taliban government
provided essential support to the attacks beforehand and wasn’t going to give up the
attackers to justice afterwards. The Taliban and al-Qaeda were (and are) a continuing
threat to the United States and the world.

Outside the context of Afghanistan, however, describing the global
counterterrorist campaign as a “war” did more harm than good. It implied that military
means mattered more than diplomacy or law enforcement, and that we could achieve a
decisive victory if we struck hard enough, when the reality of counterterrorism is that it
requires unceasing but careful efforts over decades.

Who do you think is the most important terrorist threat to USA?
It’s still al-Qaeda – but it’s a different al-Qaeda. The central organization in

Afghanistan and Pakistan has been hammered so badly that it’s not much of a threat
anymore. But there are still dangerous offshoots and imitators around the world, the
independent groups that take up the banner of al-Qaeda and work with each other and the
old central organization when it suits their purposes. We have cut out most of the original
tumor, but the cancer has metastasized throughout the world. Now it’s time for a long,
painful program of global chemotherapy in the form of counterterrorism.

***

originally published in Romanian translation by HotNews.ro
on 14 September 2011


