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Debate

Secret dealings. A file picture shows a translated copy of an 
application to join Osama bin Laden’s terrorist network in 
Washington.                     (AP)

The bin Laden files Special focus

CIA documents expose    al-Qaeda-Iran alliance

Enter Hamza bin Laden, primed  for succession

Unfinished saga. A 2011 picture shows residents gathering outside a house in Abbottabad, Pakistan, where al-Qaeda leader Osama 
bin Laden was killed in a raid.                                             (AP)

delivering weapons of mass de-
struction.

The November 1 data release 
was the fourth — and by far the  
largest — by the US intelligence 
community since the trove of doc-
uments seized from bin Laden’s 
hideout was unveiled in May 2015.

The CIA released some  
documents concerning the Iran-
al-Qaeda alliance early to the Long 
War Journal, a publication connect-
ed to the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies (FDD), a conserva-
tive Washington think-tank where 
some analysts are vociferous sup-
porters of a tough approach to Iran. 
That includes regime change.

The first three releases were han-
dled by the Office of the Director 
of National Intelligence. There has 
been no explanation why the CIA 
was responsible for the massive 
November 1 release.

The assertion of an al-Qaeda-
Iran partnership has been around 
since the administration of Presi-
dent George W. Bush. In April 
2002, US intelligence perceived 
what it claimed was a link between 
al-Qaeda and Tehran following  
al-Qaeda’s first post-9/11 attack.

That was the suicide truck 
bombing of the ancient El Ghriba 
synagogue on the Tunisian island 
of Djerba on April 11, 2002, that 
killed 14 German tourists, three 
Tunisians and two Frenchmen. 
The bomber was Tunisian but the 
planner was believed to have been 
bin Laden’s eldest son, Saad, who 
at that time was also in Iran.

Saad, then in his early 20s, was 
reportedly being groomed to head 
al-Qaeda, but he was killed in a 
July 2009 US drone strike in Pa-
kistan. His younger half-brother 
Hamza, who also was in Iran dur-
ing the 2000s, is being mooted as 
the group’s leader.

With Osama bin Laden and his 
then-deputy, veteran Egyptian ji-
hadist Ayman al-Zawahiri, hiding 
out from American missile-firing 
drones in Pakistan, al-Qaeda was 
effectively run by two of its most 
senior commanders then operating 
in Iran, Arab intelligence sources 
said at that time.

Saif al-Adel, a former Egyptian 
special forces colonel and con-
sidered to be one of the group’s 
most dangerous terrorists, headed  
al-Qaeda’s military committee 
while a Mauritanian going by the 
name Abu Hafs al-Mauritani con-
trolled the religious committee.

At the centre of the contention 
that there was an agreement be-

tween al-Qaeda and Tehran is a 
19-page handwritten report from a 
senior, but unidentified, al-Qaeda 
operative, apparently penned in 
2007.

The memo was among the docu-
ments released on November 1 
and would appear to spell out the 
arrangement reportedly reached 
by al-Qaeda and Iran. The memo, 
whose provenance was not spelled 
out, indicates that Iran offered 
al-Qaeda everything it needed, 
including “money, arms” and 
“training in Hezbollah camps in 
Lebanon, in exchange for attacking 
US interests in Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf.”

In a memo released earlier, 
bin Laden acknowledged Iran as  
al-Qaeda’s “main artery for funds, 
personnel and communications.”

He observed: “In my experience, 
the Iranian regime is the best ex-
ample… of pragmatism in politics. 
Anyone who wants to strike Amer-
ica, Iran is ready to support them 
with money and arms and all that 
is required as long as they are not 
directly and clearly implicated.”

The unidentified jihadist chroni-
cler wrote that the core deal was 
negotiated for the jihadists by Mau-
ritani following al-Qaeda’s Septem-
ber 11, 2001, attacks on the United 
States. Mauritani was among sev-
eral top al-Qaeda figures who fled 
to Iran after Afghanistan fell to US 
forces in November 2001. He was 
reportedly close to bin Laden.

Mauritani, real name Mahfuz 
Ould al-Walid, was at that time a 
senior al-Qaeda Islamic scholar 
and poet and had been one of the 
group’s key planners since April 
1998.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

His bride was the daughter of 
Abu Mohammed al-Masri, a long-
time senior al-Qaeda commander 
who with Saif al-Adel and Abu 
Khayr al-Masri constituted the big 
three in the group’s Shura Council. 
These three men were the young 
Hamza’s mentors and teachers 
while all were held in Iran for sev-
eral years.

Adel, a former colonel in the 
Egyptian army’s special forces and 
branded one of the world’s most 
dangerous terrorists, is said to 
have Hamza’s ear.

Abu Khayr al-Masri was report-
edly killed in a US drone strike in 
Syria at the end of February.

“When ISIS finally crumbles 
… the spotlight will return to  
al-Qaeda,” cautioned Ali Soufan, 
a Lebanese-American veteran of 
the jihadist wars who has hunted 
down many of al-Qaeda’s heavy-
weights. “At that point, they will 
strike and strike hard.

“With bin Laden’s filial heir and 
ideological successors firmly back 
in the field and the group’s af-
filiates making territorial gains in 
Yemen and elsewhere, al-Qaeda 
once again has the means and the 
opportunity to attack.”

On November 7, al-Qaeda’s prop-
aganda wing, As Sahab, released 

Hamza’s latest message, lionising 
his father and urging supporters to 
avenge his death at the hands of US 
Navy SEALs and the subsequent 
dumping of his body into the In-
dian Ocean.

Hamza called on young Muslims 
to unleash a new holy war against 
the United States and the West, 
taking his father’s example as an 
inspiration for “rising against ty-
rants.”

If he does come out on top, and 
it seems that is what will happen, 
it will have “potentially deadly 
consequences for the West and the 
rest of the world,” warned Soufan.

“Many factors suggest that 
Hamza could be a highly effective 
leader. His family pedigree, not to 
mention his dynastic marriage to 
the daughter of an al-Qaeda char-
ter member, automatically entitles 
him to respect from every jihadi 
who follows bin Laden’s ideology,” 
he wrote in a September analysis 
published by the US Combating 
Terrorism Centre.

“His long-standing jihadi fer-
vour and obvious charisma and his 
closeness to al-Qaeda’s most sen-
ior operatives, bolster his leader-
ship qualities… That should worry 
policymakers in the West as well as 
in the Muslim world.”

Osama Bin Laden, 
Al Jazeera and the 
Muslim Brotherhood

S
audi media have been 
beaming following 
the release of docu-
ments found at the 
compound in Pakistan 
of al-Qaeda founder 
Osama bin Laden 

when he was killed in 2011. About 
500,000 documents were made 
public by the CIA and are being 
reviewed by historians and jour-
nalists around the world.

The documents reveal plenty 
about bin Laden’s life and inner 
thoughts — jotted-down entries 
in blue and red ink, often through 
his wives and sisters. A 228-page 
journal reveals that his native 
Saudi Arabia has been right all 
along when it repeatedly stressed 
that bin Laden was linked, one 
way or another, with three sworn 
enemies of the kingdom: Iran, Qa-
tar and the Muslim Brotherhood. 
Links to all three were found in 
his journal.

In a letter from bin Laden to 
al-Qaeda’s media committee, 
he calls for better coordination 
with Al Jazeera’s correspondent 
in Pakistan to respond to “false 
information” being spread about 
his organisation. Right after the 
September 11 attacks, bin Laden 
chose the Doha-based channel, 
out of all other media outlets in 
the world, to broadcast his infa-
mous address laying claim to the 
attacks on the United States.

He relied heavily on Al Jazeera 
during the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. Since his death in 2011, 
bin Laden’s deputy, Ayman al-
Zawhahiri, has appeared regularly 
on its broadcasts. In one letter, 
bin Laden said the channel “rec-
ommends that we take precau-
tions,” adding that satellite chan-
nels are “stronger than the heroic 
poems of the pre-Islamic era.”

In June, Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates, Bahrain 
and Egypt suspended ties with 
Qatar, accusing it of aiding groups 
linked to terrorism and Al Jazeera 
of being a front for al-Qaeda. 
Qatari authorities strongly denied 
the charges.

In the leaked documents, how-
ever, bin Laden writes: “Most of 
the channels have been against us 
but Al Jazeera’s interests inter-
sected with ours and it is useful 
not to make it our enemy. It has 
little against us and, if we oppose 
it, it would take a hostile stand.”

In another letter, bin Laden 
names Qatar as a suggested des-
tination for al-Qaeda members 
and their families. “In the case 
of the widows,” he wrote, “the 
option of going to Qatar might 
not suit them” without explain-

ing why. In a letter to his younger 
wife, Khayria Saber, he asks if she 
would be willing to live in Qatar 
and in another he commands his 
son and political heir, Hamza: 
“Go to Qatar!”

When speaking to one of his 
wives about their children, their 
command of Arabic and sharia, 
bin Laden writes: “It is good if 
you brought us the Qatari cur-
riculum, if possible, or through 
the internet, and better if you can 
bring the printed books; three 
copies each one. Bring as much as 
possible of the supporting mate-
rial as well.”

On only one occasion does bin 
Laden criticise Al Jazeera and 
that was for airing gruesome 
images from Yemen. He said a 
warning should have been issued 
for sensitive viewers and children 
and then quickly returns to prais-
ing the channel for “working on 
toppling regimes and carrying the 
banner of revolution.”

Bin Laden also said: “I am upset 
by the timing of the revolutions. 
We told them to step down,” 
again without specifying which 
countries he approached.

Interestingly, bin Laden seems 
to admire Yusuf al-Qaradawi, the 
91-year-old Egyptian cleric who 
stands as spiritual godfather of 
the Muslim Brotherhood and Qa-
tar’s present emir, Sheikh Tamim 
bin Hamad al-Thani.

Living in Doha since the early 
1960s, Qaradawi trained and 
indoctrinated four generations of 
jihadist activists, ideologues and 
military commanders, not only 
in Qatar but throughout the Arab 
world. He is a wanted man in 
Cairo. The UAE and Saudi Arabia 
see him as the source of all evil in 
the Arab Gulf.

Despite great pressure to have 
Qaradawi extradited, Sheikh 
Tamim has refused to budge, re-
ceiving Qaradawi at the royal pal-
ace last summer and distributing 
a photo of him kissing Qaradawi’s 
hand.

Seemingly, Sheikh Tamim and 
bin Laden share similar affection 
for Qaradawi, with the former  
al-Qaeda leader saying: “If he 
talks (Qaradawi), that will help 
boost popular confidence that 
the (Libyan) rebels are right. 
Qaradawi’s shift (means that) 
[former Libyan dictator Muam-
mar] Qaddafi is over!”

The admiration, it seems, dates 
to bin Laden’s youthful days, 
when he confesses he briefly 
joined the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood, which would have 
put him, organisationally, under 
Qaradawi’s command.

Sami Moubayed
The new 
disclosures to some 
validate Trump’s 
hard-line approach 
to Iran.


