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Anyone interested in the world of intelligence should read The 9/11 Investigations. It offers remarkable insight on the events of September 11, 2001, as well as the dynamics within the U.S. intelligence community. 

The book is a compilation of statements, testimonies, and excerpts from inquiries, edited and introduced by Craig Whitney – the New York Times Washington chief. It also contains a glossary of terms, a select chronology of terrorist attacks, and reproductions of key government documents including the now infamous August 6, 2001 Presidential Daily Briefing entitled “Bin Laden Determined to Strike the US.” Those anxious about combing through the 585 page 9/11 Commission Report will welcome this volume for its clarity. Those interested in historical context will appreciate Whitney’s deft analysis of the Commission and its findings compared to Congressional inquiries on Pearl Harbour, the assassination of John F. Kennedy, Cuba, and Vietnam. Everyone worried about terrorism will be engrossed by the look inside the machinations of national security.    

Formally named the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States, the 9/11 Commission was a bipartisan, independent panel created by Congress and authorized by President Bush in November 2002. Between March 2003 and June 2004 it held twelve public hearings. It also heard testimony from top government officials, including the President and Vice-President. The 9/11 Commission’s final report was released in July 2004 in what was widely seen as a strong indictment of the U.S. intelligence community. 

As Whitney details, this was not the first inquiry into 9/11. The House-Senate Joint Inquiry convened in February 2002 to investigate the performance of intelligence agencies. After nine public hearings, thirteen closed sessions, and over three hundred interviews, it revealed severe shortcomings – especially with respect to inter-agency cooperation. However, the Joint Inquiry’s final report, released in December 2002, was heavily censored. Moreover, it failed to clearly delineate responsibility for intelligence failures, leaving the public and key members of Congress unsatisfied. 

Whitney notes that the Bush administration opposed a more complete investigation. In October 2001, Republicans in the House defeated motions to create an independent inquiry with subpoena powers, citing national security concerns. By December, Senators Lieberman and McCain renewed the motion, but the Bush administration favoured the Joint Inquiry by select subcommittees. However, by July 2002 considerable failures within the U.S. intelligence community were already revealed, and under intense public pressure Republicans agreed to support another, more open investigation. After several months of negotiations, in November 2002 the White House finally agreed. President Bush backed an independent and public inquiry provided that it finished within eighteen months – before the 2004 elections. It did, and the 9/11 Commission’s final report painted a “picture of institutional dysfunction” within the intelligence community, concluding that the U.S. government had no way to know what it actually knew. 

Based on this contention, The 9/11 Investigations dissects and condenses the Commission’s findings into two parts. The first contains staff statements and testimony – twelve sections in total - covering terrorist entry into the United States, identification and watch-listing, aviation security, and the four flights on 9/11. There are also staff statements with excerpts of testimony from fourteen top Clinton and Bush administration officials on diplomacy, the military, intelligence policy, national policy coordination, law enforcement and counterterrorism, threats and responses, the performance of the intelligence community, and reforming intelligence collection.  

The second part contains excerpts from the Joint Inquiry detailing the attacks on 9/11, the intelligence failures surrounding them, and the rise of global terrorism. Most intriguing are the twenty systemic and related failures and the nineteen major recommendations outlined by the Joint Inquiry. They highlight the fact that intelligence agencies and two presidential administrations laboured under a series of missed connections and mistaken assumptions in evaluating the threat terrorism posed to the United States. 

In the post-9/11 process of assessing that threat many Americans questioned the security of their borders, and in doing so the relationship between the U.S. and Canada came under considerable scrutiny. During debate on the Patriot Act in October 2001, Senator Byron Dorgan (D-North Dakota) dramatically demonstrated – props in hand - that many of the 128 border crossings between the two countries were guarded at night by nothing more an orange rubber cone. Long considered to be a bit too liberal in its ways, some Americans came to see Canada as a safe haven for terrorists – deepening the already noticeable chill in bilateral relations. Ottawa did its best to shake this image by unveiling “anti-terrorism” legislation with Bill C-36, and beginning a review of its border security agencies. Many Canadians went on the defensive, pointing out that all the terrorists involved in 9/11 had gained entry to the U.S., and had no direct Canadian connection. Some, with incredible naiveté, presumed that Canada was somehow immune to terrorism – and was neither a target nor a harbour for the likes of Al Qaeda and its associates.  
The terrorist threat to and in Canada is the subject of National Post reporter Stewart Bell’s Cold Terror. The book is based on Bell’s twelve years of investigative journalism, travels abroad, and archival work. He confidently asserts that his personal files on intelligence are the biggest outside government. But this is no idle boast. Bell has covered extremism and terrorism in Canada since the late 1980s. He has been to Pakistan, Afghanistan, and Sri Lanka in search of the “Canadian connection” to radical groups like Hezbollah, Al Qaeda, and the Tamil Tigers. 

Sadly, as Bell points out, there are “many good Canadian-based terrorists…”  “(who) spill blood around the world” (xii). In convincing fashion he traces Canadian connections to a wide range of terrorism including the 1993 attack on the World Trade Centre, the 1996 Colombo bombing, and 2002 Bali nightclub explosion. While the links may shock the Canadian public, no one working within Canada’s intelligence community will be surprised by Cold Terror. As Bell notes, a Senate sub-committee report on intelligence in 1999 called Canada “a venue of opportunity” for terrorists. Former CSIS chief Ward Elcock testified that except for the United States, Canada was home to more international terrorist organizations than any country in the world. In the words of a Russian intelligence official, when it comes to terrorism Canada is “a land of trusting fools.” (xxii) 

Bell pulls no punches laying blame. He laments a “fundamental disconnect” between agencies and decision makers. Intelligence information often goes ignored by top bureaucrats and politicians. In fact, Bell contends that in catering to constituencies and lobby groups Canadian politicians often support extremist groups. Such was the case when Jean Chrétien pressured for the release of Ahmed Khadr from a Pakistani prison, or when Paul Martin attended a fundraising event organized by the Federation of Associations for Canadian Tamils (FACT) – a well-known front for the Tamil Tigers.  

Bell makes it clear that Canadian naïveté is part of the problem too. Liberal immigration laws encourage terrorist activity here. Lobby groups that defend suspected terrorists, without first considering the possibility of their guilt, politicize what should be matters of law – and never rally to support counter-terrorist efforts. And laudable as they may be, Canada’s generous social programs and diverse, multicultural communities are additional incentives for enterprising international terrorists. 

Cold Terror is, in short, a history of terrorism in Canada – which is more involved than most Canadians know or admit. Bell deals with the Army for Liberation of Armenia (ASALA) in the early 1980s, which kidnapped and assassinated Turkish officials in Ottawa. He also draws out connections within the Canadian Sikh community to the bombing of Air India flight 182 in June 1985 that killed 331 – until 9/11 the most deadly single act of terrorism in history. Bell then tackles the Tamil Tigers, who run extensive fund-raising operations within Canada through smuggling, fraud, extortion, and drugs. Funneling an estimated $2 million a year, these operations have made Canada the Tigers’ bank – a contention supported by law enforcement, intelligence agencies, and academic experts. With potentially 8,000 connected to Tamil terrorism in Canada, the problem is considerable. 
The Canadian connection to Hezbollah, Algerian extremists, and Al Qaeda also fall within the scope of Cold Terror. But other groups, like the Irish Republican Army, do not. Also missing is a more comprehensive look at Canada’s immigration policies, particularly its refugee determination system. In places the book is a bit disjointed, and some readers may not like its resemblance to a diary or journal, rather than traditional academic scholarship. Still, Cold Terror is a highly provocative and engaging book. Bell’s command of the material is beyond reproach, and all Canadians interested in the security of their country will find Cold Terror deeply disturbing. 
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