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employees failed to watchlist al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi. At home, the  
counterterrorism effort suffered from the lack of an effective domestic intelligence 
capability. The FBI was unable to identify and monitor effectively the extent of 
activity by al-Qa’ida and other international terrorist groups operating in the  
United States. Taken together, these problems greatly exacerbated the nation’s  
vulnerability to an increasingly dangerous and immediate international terrorist 
threat inside the United States.  
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Discussion: The United States has a long history of defining internal threats as 

either foreign or domestic and assigning responsibility to the intelligence and law 

enforcement agencies accordingly. This division reflects a fundamental policy choice 

and is codified in law. For example, the National Security Act of 1947 precludes CIA 

from exercising any internal security or law enforcement powers. The Congressional 

investigations of the 1970’s into the activities of the intelligence agencies, including their 

efforts to collect information regarding anti-Vietnam War activists and other “radicals,”

reinforced the importance of this division in the minds of the Congress, the American

public, and the agencies. 

The emergence, in the 1990s, of a threat posed by international terrorists who 

operate across national borders demanded huge changes in focus and approach from 

intelligence agencies traditionally organized and trained to operate primarily in either the 

United States or abroad. The legal authorities, operational policies and cultures that had 

molded agencies like CIA, NSA and the FBI for years had not responded to the 

“globalization” of terrorism that culminated in the September 11 attacks in the United 

States. While some efforts, such as the creation of the CTC at CIA in 1986, were made

to increase collaboration between these agencies, the agencies focused primarily on what 

remained essentially separate spheres of operations. In the absence of any collective

national strategy, they retained significant autonomy in deciding how to attack and array 

their resources against Usama Bin Ladin and al-Qa’ida. Efforts to develop such a 

strategy might have exposed the significant counterterrorism gaps that existed between 

the agencies as well as the increasingly urgent need to compensate for those gaps in the 

absence of more fundamental changes in organization and legal authority. 

Prior to September 11, CIA and NSA continued to focus the bulk of their efforts 

on the foreign operations of terrorists.  While intelligence reporting indicated that al-
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