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FORESIGHT—AND HINDSIGHT



not enough to man a full platoon. Measured on a governmental scale, the









al Qaeda might kill, and how soon it might do it. At some level that is hard to
define, we believe the threat had not yet become compelling.

It is hard now to recapture the conventional wisdom before 9/11. For exam-
ple, a New York Times article in April 1999 sought to debunk claims that Bin
Ladin was a terrorist leader, with the headline “U.S. Hard Put to Find Proof
Bin Laden Directed Attacks.”


















had authorized major air strikes against Irag.

The tragedy of the embassy bombings provided an opportunity for a full
examination, across the government, of the national security threat that Bin
Ladin posed. Such an examination could have made clear to all that issues were
at stake that were much larger than the domestic politics of the moment. But
the major policy agencies of the government did not meet the threat.



Insight for the future is thus not easy to apply in practice. It is hardest to
mount a major effort while a problem still seems minor. Once the danger has
fully materialized, evident to all, mobilizing action is easier—but it then may












When the travelers left Kuala Lumpur for Bangkok, local officials were able
to identify one of the travelers as Khalid al Mihdhar. After the flight left, they
learned that one of his companions had the name Alhazmi. But the officials did
not know what that name meant.

The information arrived at Bangkok too late to track these travelers as they









The next level down, the director of the al Qaeda unit in CIA at the time
recalled that he did not think it was his job to direct what should or should
not be done. He did not pay attention when the individuals dispersed and
things fell apart. There was no conscious decision to stop the operation after






In the period between December 1999 and early January 2000, informa-
tion about terrorism flowed widely and abundantly. The flow from the FBI was








