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assets. Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage testified that the Bush Administration

received briefings on the urgency of the al-Qa’ida threat, but “we were never given a plan,” a 

contention Mr. Berger echoed. Mr. Wolfowitz testified that even contingency planning for using 

the military for counterterrorism “was in the very most primitive stages.”  General Hugh Shelton, 

former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, told the Joint Inquiry that he did not believe that 

policy makers had any serious plans to use the military in a significant way against the Taliban 

before September 11. 

In the absence of a more comprehensive strategy, the United States defaulted to relying

on law enforcement, at home and abroad, as the leading instrument in the fight against al-Qa’ida. 

The perpetrators of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and the plot against New York City 

landmarks, several conspirators in the 1998 embassy bombings, and several members of a group 

that planned Millennium attacks were all prosecuted. This emphasis on prosecution continued a 

trend begun in the 1980s when Congress and President Reagan gave the FBI an important role in 

countering international terrorism, including attacks overseas. 

Government officials apparently never intended to rely exclusively on law enforcement

to fight terrorism. Senior Department of Justice officials testified that they saw their efforts as an 

adjunct to other means of fighting terrorism.  Mary Jo White, who as U.S. Attorney for the 

Southern District of [page 234] New York prosecuted many of the most important cases against

al-Qa’ida, testified before the Joint Inquiry that “no one considered prosecutions to be the 

country’s counterterrorism strategy or even a particularly major part of it.” Mr. Wolfowitz

testified that terrorism “is not a law enforcement problem, and it can’t be dealt with simply by 

retaliating against individual acts of terrorism.” However, covert action and military force had 

little impact before September 11. 

Prosecutions do have several advantages in the fight against terrorism. As Ms. White

noted in her testimony and in an interview, prosecutions take terrorists off the street. She

acknowledged that this does not shut down an entire group, but some bombs, she said, do not go 

off as a result of arrests. In addition, she pointed out that critical intelligence often comes from 

the investigative process, as individual terrorists confess or reveal associates through their 

personal effects and communications. As former FBI Director Louis Freeh asserted in an 

interview, “You can’t divorce arrest from prevention.” Ms. White contended that the 
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