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Below, please find what I've published today on website War on the Rocks regarding my review and
assessment of several of the recently declassified bin Laden documents about the nature of jihadist

interactions in Pakistan.

My conclusion: It's not a jihadist-to-Pakistan conspiracy, it's just damned complicated.

For your consideration and comment.
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Western authors, most notably journalist Carlotta Gall in her early 2014 book, The Wrong Enemy, and
more recently, Seymour Hersh in a much ballyhooed article, "The Killing of Osama bin Laden," have
written that senior Pakistani intelligence and military figures knowingly hid bin Laden and actively
worked to sustain his organization, al Qaeda, within Pakistan. Adding to the notion that bin Laden and
al Qaeda remained in Pakistan with state support after fleeing Afghanistan in early 2002 has been

a series of Pakistani press releases hinting that Pakistan's premier intelligence ouitfit, the Inter-Services
Intelligence (1S1) Agency, conspired with the United States government to both identify bin Laden’s
hideout and then to deliberately orchestrate failure of Pakistan's air defense system for the period of

time necessary for U.S. special operators to conduct a raid into and out of Abbottabad.

For such claims to be true, there must have been a clever and well managed conspiracy of actions
between senior al Qaeda leaders, including bin Laden, and the leadership of Pakistan's military and
intelligence outfits. Former CIA Deputy Director Michael Morrell denies any such conspiracy. Perhaps

newly declassified material from bin Laden's bookshelf can shed some light on the details of such an




elaborate and effective cabal?

Three documents from this collection offer useful insight into the relationship between al Qaeda and
Pakistani groups and outfits. None lends credence to the hypothesis of an elaborate conspiracy
between bin Laden's operatives and Pakistani security leaders to first safeguard and then betray the
legendary leader of al Qaeda. Instead, they provide corroboration for the standing scholarly narrative
about Pakistan and the al Qaeda network. This is a narrative that suggests a very complex and
variable relationship between Pakistani jihadist groups and global jihadist networks that are tolerated
rather than directed by state security entities. It also is a narrative that allows for second-or-third
degree of separation interactions between low-level Pakistani intelligence operatives with the front-men

for international groups like al Qaeda, but without any high-level choreography.

The first document, entitled, Lessons Learned following the fall of the Islamic Emirate, is most
important. In it, we learn that al Qaeda did have a pre-9/11 relationship with Pakistan-based jihadist
groups, including the Pakistani nationalist-jihadist group we know as Lashkar-e-Tayyibah (LeT). Itis
unclear precisely what the al Qaeda-LeT relationship consisted of beyond a kindred belief in Salafi-
jihadist ideology. However, it is clear that the authors of this lessons learned document felt that LeT
failed al Qaeda badly during the American invasion of Afghanistan and subsequent crackdown against
al Qaeda operatives and other international jihadists in Pakistan during 2002-03. Nine of the 18
lessons learned in this two page document highlight the relational complexity and double dealings

amongst al Qaeda operatives, LeT, and those who had "penetrated" jihadist groups from the ISI:

"...6) The arrest of ((Abu Zubaydah)), due to our opening up so much to Lashkar-e Tayyiba or to use

the phones and the Internet.

7) The arrest of the Yemeni group, due to the excess in their departure, their communications, and
their outward appearance that differs from the outward appearance of the [others]. [NOTE: Reference

to an arrest in Pakistan by 1S]]

8) The arrest of Firas and Waqgas, due to finding that they had weapons. [NOTE: Reference to an

arrest in Pakistan by the Pakistan Intelligence Bureau, 1B, with assistance from ISI]

9) The arrest of ((Abu Yasir)), due to his excess in responding frequently on the Internet, or the

treachery of Lashkar-e Tayyiba...



11) The arrest of ((Abu al-Mundhir)), due to observing him in Mir Ali. He was arrested after he left

Banu, Allah knows. ..

13) The killing of Nawwab and his family after not heeding warnings that he received prior to his death
and due to his openness to people and his refusal to leave Mir Ali and to change his penetrated crew,
God knows. [NOTE: Reference to failure of Nawwab to react when his location and protective crew

were penetrated by S| associates]

14) The arrest of ((Abu al-Faraj)) due to his lack of precaution when his associate was late and didn't
come, with this being the first time that he sent someone as his deputy. [NOTE: Refers to arrest of
Abu al-Faraj al-Libi by 1S| in Pakistan in early 2002 who then escaped only to be arrested again by ISI
in 2005 and sent to GTMOQ]

15) The arrest of Sharifallah al-((Masri)) due to his interactions with individuals he knew to be

penetrations with contacts to ISI.

16) The killing of 'lkrimah (Var.: '"Akramah) and his brothers... [NOTE: Reference to a raid against
Somali al Qaeda operatives by Pakistani police and intelligence operatives]

Among the papers that Osama bin Laden felt worth keeping with him, this two-page lessons learned
document served as a constant reminder for him that Pakistan's |IS| could not be trusted, and that any
close association between al Qaeda and LeT was fraught with danger for the degree to which LeT was
"penetrated” by the ISI. This document casts great doubt on the prospect that bin Laden's al Qaeda
would be working closely with |S| as part of some elaborate hideout conspiracy between 2002 and

2009 that suddenly turned into a double-cross sometime around 2010-2011.

The second document, UBL to Atiyah, constitutes bin Laden's note to his most trusted operational
manager at the time of its writing, Atiyah Abd al-Rahman. This early 2011 letter directs Atiyah to
terminate operational activities in western Pakistan and move to a location near Abbottabad to
formulate al Qaeda's operational and media strategy for exploitation of the unfolding Arab Spring. But it
is bin Laden's detailed instructions for how Atiyah should travel from Waziristan that merits attention.

Bin Laden directs:

Upon your receipt of my letter, your administrative work in Waziristan will end,
and you are to appoint the person (NFI) to succeed you. You will quickly make
arrangements for your safe travel from your area to Peshawar and its suburbs till



such time we arrange for you a quiet house i the area that we are in...

Importantly, there is no bin Laden instruction for Atiyah to contact a trusted Pakistani security or
intelligence agent, and no reference to any easy transit route from Waziristan to Abbottabad. Instead,
there is an aura of danger associated with this move that bin Laden cautions Atiyah to remain mindful
of. There also is a bin Laden allusion to a process for finding Atiyah a "quiet house" near Abbottabad
that will take some time to consummate — presumably by a friends-and-friends-of-friends set of
interactions, not by calling-in some standing chip with the local |SI station chief. There is no intimation
that any inside connections with the Pakistani security services might somehow make the move of

such an important associate less risky or dangerous within Pakistan.

The final document is a letter dated 5 April 2011 from an unnamed al Qaeda operative to bin Laden
discussing options for moving bin Laden's son Hamzah into Pakistan from Iran. It offers a fascinating
delineation of the dangers anticipated and precautions to be taken. Three separate routes for
Hamzah's travel in Pakistan are discussed, and all of them are assessed to be fraught with grave risk.
Nowhere in the correspondence does the author reference a special contact within the Pakistani
intelligence agencies or a third-party cutout from Pakistan's security services who might be available to
assure this most special "guest” might make it safely to see his father. Oversight? Possible, but
unlikely. More likely, the absence of any mention of such a "fixer" is another strong indication that bin
Laden and al Qaeda operated in the shadows around Pakistan, fearful of discovery by Pakistan's
security leadership, but working clandestinely through a series of complex relationships between
groups with general sympathy for global jihad and with a knowledge that a low profile would inhibit any
vigorous pursuit by Pakistan's intelligence services except under the most rare of circumstances. The

author also writes:

Sorry to inform you that more than two months ago, brother ((Abu al-Harith)) al

-Sindi (the brother-in-law of Abu 'Abdallah al-Sindi) was detained by the Pakistani

intelligence i Karachi. So far I did not get any responses from the family of B M



(TN: sic) in spite of the fact that I received a response from brother Abu'Abdallah

al-Sindi and Khalid's identification documents that I told you about earlier. Brother,

'Abdallah al-Sindi1 did not give any more details, but promised to soon send the

phone numbers that we asked him for.

.... Also we started transferring ten million rupees to brother Aslam. Of course,
there are lots of expenses that we paid for in rupees directly in support of several

jihadi groups in the tribes (Shura Shamali, Ms'udis, Khalifah Haqqgani, Tehrik e

-Taliban Pakistan, and others. This is in addition to groups of immigrants) [sic]

because we have to support people...

So one of bin Laden's trusted operatives reports that Pakistan intelligence is harassing a key affiliate in
Sind Province, and reports funding militant tribes like the Shamali, the Mesuds, the Khalifa Haqqani
and the Tehrik-e-Taliban — all of whom were waging an active terrorist campaign against the Pakistani
state. Again, it is very hard to square these operational details with a simultaneous cunning al Qaeda-

Pakistani security forces relationship.

Certainly, the picture one gets from review of just these three documents is far from complete. As

noted by other analysts, the bin Laden documents release is not yet a comprehensive record of what



was found in Abbottabad. There are more documents to come in the future. There is also a possibility
that U.S. government translators and censors have redacted passages in these released documents
that could offer a stronger indictment of Pakistan security agent complicity with bin Laden's al Qaeda.

This possibility should not be dismissed out of hand.

Yet, what these documents show remains far more consistent with a picture of complexity and
uncertainty in the relationships between global jihadist groups like bin Laden's al Qaeda and the myriad
of nationalist-jihadist, anti-Hindu, anti-western and sometimes even anti-Pakistan jihadists proliferate
across Pakistan. They demonstrate a pattern of duplicity, obfuscation and negligence found in
Pakistan's own official report on the matter of bin Laden in Pakistan as far more credible than one of
complicity and conspiracy between a global jihadist group like al Qaeda and the Pakistani security

apparatus.

For now at least, we should remain willing to accept the conventional wisdom about al Qaeda's
longstanding presence in Pakistan. It's not a conspiracy, ladies and gentlemen, it's just damned
complicated.

Thomas F. (Tom) Lynch Ill is a War on the Rocks contributor. He is a distinguished research felfow for
South Asia and the Near East at the National Defense University's Institute for National Strategic
Studies where he researches, writes and lectures on the legacy of terrorism and the trajectory of
radical Islam. The opinions expressed in this commentary represent his own views and are not those of

the National Defense University, the Department of Defense or the United States government.

Photo credit: Sajjad Ali Qureshi



