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fined further role for the military in addressing the problem. Within Defense,
both Secretary Cohen and Secretary Donald Rumsfeld gave their principal
attention to other challenges.

America’s homeland defenders faced outward. NORAD itself was barely
able to retain any alert bases. Its planning scenarios occasionally considered the
danger of hijacked aircraft being guided to American targets, but only aircraft
that were coming from overseas. We recognize that a costly change in
NORAD’s defense posture to deal with the danger of suicide hijackers, before
such a threat had ever actually been realized, would have been a tough sell. But
NORAD did not canvass available intelligence and try to make the case.

The most serious weaknesses in agency capabilities were in the domestic
arena. In chapter 3 we discussed these institutions—the FBI, the Immigration
and Naturalization Service, the FAA, and others. The major pre-9/11 effort to
strengthen domestic agency capabilities came in 2000, as part of a millennium
after-action review. President Clinton and his principal advisers paid consider-
able attention then to border security problems, but were not able to bring
about significant improvements before leaving office. The NSC-led interagency
process did not effectively bring along the leadership of the Justice and Trans-
portation departments in an agenda for institutional change.

The FBI did not have the capability to link the collective knowledge of
agents in the field to national priorities. The acting director of the FBI did not
learn of his Bureau’s hunt for two possible al Qaeda operatives in the United
States or about his Bureau’s arrest of an Islamic extremist taking flight training
until September 11.The director of central intelligence knew about the FBI’s
Moussaoui investigation weeks before word of it made its way even to the FBI’s
own assistant director for counterterrorism.

Other agencies deferred to the FBI. In the August 6 PDB reporting to Pres-
ident Bush of 70 full-field investigations related to al Qaeda, news the Presi-
dent said he found heartening, the CIA had simply restated what the FBI had
said. No one looked behind the curtain.

The FAA’s capabilities to take aggressive, anticipatory security measures
were especially weak. Any serious policy examination of a suicide hijacking sce-
nario, critiquing each of the layers of the security system, could have suggested
changes to fix glaring vulnerabilities—expanding no-fly lists, searching passen-
gers identified by the CAPPS screening system, deploying Federal Air Marshals
domestically, hardening cockpit doors, alerting air crew to a different kind of
hijacking than what they had been trained to expect, or adjusting the training
of controllers and managers in the FAA and NORAD.

Government agencies also sometimes display a tendency to match capabil-
ities to mission by defining away the hardest part of their job. They are often
passive, accepting what are viewed as givens, including that efforts to identify
and fix glaring vulnerabilities to dangerous threats would be too costly, too
controversial, or too disruptive.



