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SUIT OVER SAUDI OFFICIALS' 9/11 LINKS HITS A TURNING POINT

"It is very frustrating. We know more today than we knew 20 years ago. The American people have a right to know this stuff.
If you're going to have a democracy, you need information."

Jerry Goldman

A Manhattan-based attorney representing victims

On a Wednesday morning in January, some two dozen lawyers and their staffers, scattered across America in offices and homes,
gathered in front of computer screens for a Zoom call. With the click of a computer mouse, each linked to more lawyers in
Saudi Arabia, a videographer and an Arabic translator in New Jersey.

So began one of the most complex witness examinations in the biggest lawsuit in U.S. history -- a legal claim that Saudi
government officials helped pull off the 9/11 attacks nearly two decades ago.

The landmark case, which involves more than 10,000 U.S. citizens seeking damages against the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia for
its alleged links to the attacks, has crept for years at a slower-than-snail pace through federal district court in Manhattan.

Now in the coming weeks, it takes its most important and potentially groundbreaking turn.

A federal judge gave the go-ahead for lawyers representing 9/11 victims to formally question more than a dozen Saudi officials
under oath in a series of legal depositions, conducted by video conferences and across time zones because of the social distancing
rules of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Two depositions of mid-level Saudi officials took place in January. But on Wednesday, lawyers are scheduled to question their
first important witness -- the former high ranking official at the Saudi embassy in Washington who supervised another staffer
with reported links to al-Qaeda operatives who carried out the 9/11 attacks.

The transcripts of the depositions have been sealed by U.S. Magistrate Judge Sarah Netburn -- meaning that lawyers are
prevented from discussing specifics or sharing details even with their clients.

Only the names of the 16 Saudi officials on the witness list have been released in court records.
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But the fact that American lawyers are now allowed to interrogate a variety of Saudi officials under oath about possible
connections to the deadliest terrorist attack in American history, which killed nearly 3,000 people, will undoubtedly shape the
course of the lawsuit and potentially cast a shadow over future diplomatic relations with one of America's key Middle East allies.

'A turning point'

"We are at a turning point," said James Kreindler, a Manhattan attorney representing a large cross-section of 9/11 victims.
"We're building the case methodically."

Saudi Arabia's embassy in Washington, D.C., which has long denied that any Saudi officials were even remotely connected
to the terror attacks of Sept. 11, 2001, did not respond to a request for comment.

The U.S. Justice Department, which has attempted to block 9/11 victims from access to a variety of still-classified investigative
files including an FBI probe of alleged Saudi links to the 9/11 attacks, also did not respond.

The U.S. State Department and the White House National Security Council declined to comment, with spokespeople from both
agencies explaining that they do not want to speak about pending litigation.

When contacted, the U.S. lawyers representing Saudi Arabia also declined to comment.

"We never comment about pending cases," said Michael K. Kellogg, a Washington-based attorney who is leading the legal
defense team for the Saudi government.

Such a tight lid on information -- and comment -- reflects the sensitive nature of this case and its immense financial and political
implications for both sides.

If the 9/11 victims win, they could receive a collective payout that would easily exceed the multibillion-dollar settlement with
Libya in the Pan Am 103 terror bombing case or the record $70 billion after the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of
Mexico in April 2010.

If the Saudis prevail, they would effectively erase one of the most enduring, mysterious and anger-filled chapters of the 9/11
narrative -- that Saudi intelligence operatives and midlevel diplomats actively assisted several of the al-Qaeda operatives who
crashed hijacked commercial jetliners into the World Trade Center, the Pentagon and into a Pennsylvania farm field.

For the 9/11 victims, the slow, no-end-in-sight process has become inordinately frustrating, causing many of them to mistrust
the U.S. government and its refusal to pressure the Saudis to clear up the mystery of their links to 9/11.

"I think about it constantly. Then I get angry," said Tim Frolich, 56, an accountant and former Little Falls resident who injured
his foot escaping from the 80th floor of the Trade Center's South Tower.

"It's normal to ask questions, but the abnormal is what's happening," said Frolich, who now lives in Brooklyn and has emerged as
a leading critic of the Saudis. "Our own government is not helping us. And Saudi Arabia -- they're certainly not going to help."

Brett Eagleson of Middletown, Connecticut, who was 15 when his father was killed in the 9/11 attacks and has signed on to
the lawsuit, said he would have preferred to wait until restrictions from the COVID-19 pandemic could be eased so lawyers
could question the Saudi witnesses in person.
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"A lot of us are really upset with the judge and the way this is unfolding," Eagleson said. "It's being conducted almost like a
kangaroo court. This is the biggest lawsuit in the history of the country and the judge is trying to rush things. We have no idea
who's in the room with these Saudi witnesses. Is there a gun being pointed at them?"

Saudi hijackers in focus

One of the centerpieces of the victims' lawsuit is the story of two Saudi-born hijackers -- Khalid al-Mihdhar and Nawaf al-
Hazmi -- who checked into a $19-a-night room at the Congress Inn motel on Route 46 in South Hackensack in the weeks
leading up to Sept. 11, 2001.

Al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi were well-known to the CIA before the 9/11 attacks as dangerous al-Qaeda operatives, according
to findings by the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States -- the so-called 9/11 Commission -- led
by former New Jersey Gov. Tom Kean.

More than a year before the 9/11 attacks, CIA agents tracked al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi from the Middle East to a high level
al-Qaeda meeting in Malaysia where plans for the hijackings were reportedly discussed in a condominium apartment in Kuala
Lumpur.

After the Malaysia conclave with fellow al-Qaeda followers, al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi journeyed to Thailand and obtained a
visa to travel to the United States.

When a commercial jetliner carrying al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi landed in Los Angeles, the CIA gave up its effort to follow them.
Federal law at the time blocked the CIA from spying inside U.S. borders.

But in one of the great tragedies of the 9/11 story, the CIA neglected to tell the FBI -- the agency tasked by federal law with
monitoring domestic intelligence -- that two suspected terrorists were now on the loose inside the United States. The CIA has
never explained why it did not pass this information to the FBI.

The FBI later determined that al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi were soon met in Los Angeles by two shadowy Saudi officials -- Omar
al-Bayoumi and Fahad al-Thumairy.

Al-Bayoumi and al-Thumairy, who reportedly helped al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi to find an apartment in Southern California and
a school where they took flying lessons, are slated to be questioned in upcoming depositions by lawyers for the 9/11 victims.

If those depositions take place, it will mark the first time that al-Bayoumi and al-Thumairy will be subjected to an interrogation
under oath by American lawyers.

Musaed Ahmed al-Jarrah, the former Saudi embassy official, is also on the witness list.

Based at the Saudi embassy in Washington, D.C., before the 9/11 attacks, al-Jarrah reportedly supervised Bayoumi and Thumairy
in their meetings with al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi.

As this columnist reported exclusively last September, when al-Mihdhar and al-Hazmi made their way to New Jersey -- along
with the 9/11 plot ringleader, Mohamed Atta, who flew to New Jersey from Florida -- al-Jarrah made a special trip to a Jersey
City mosque to deliver a $1 million donation from the Saudi government.

Lawyers for the 9/11 victims want to question al-Jarrah on whether he met with al-Mihdhar, al-Hazmi and possibly Atta during
the trip to New Jersey. They consider such a meeting -- if it took place -- to be the equivalent of a criminal conspiracy.
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"I'm not trying to be melodramatic, but this is like the Mafia," said Andrew Maloney, a former federal prosecutor who is now
on the legal team that represents the 9/11 victims.

Another figure in the investigation is Jamal Khashoggi, the former Saudi dissident and Washington Post columnist who was
murdered by Saudi intelligence officials in 2018.

A year before his death and dismemberment in Istanbul, Turkey, Khashoggi met with a former FBI agent who was assisting
lawyers for the 9/11 victims. Khashoggi reportedly agreed to help the victims' lawyers.

But it's not clear how much he could help -- or whether his meeting with the former FBI agent contributed to his murder.

Despite the sense that the case has entered a new phase, lawyers for the victims say they are frustrated that they have to conduct
depositions over long-distance Zoom calls without in-person access to witnesses.

"It is very frustrating," said Jerry Goldman a Manhattan-based attorney representing victims. "We know more today than we
knew 20 years ago. The American people have a right to know this stuff. If you're going to have a democracy, you need
information."

But Goldman pointed to an inevitable toll on victims after so many years.

"My clients," he said, "are starting to die on me."

Email: kellym@northjersey.com

Twitter: @mikekellycolumn

Mike Kelly

Columnist

USA TODAY NETWORK

"It is very frustrating. We know more today than we knew 20 years ago. The American people have a right to know this stuff.
If you're going to have a democracy, you need information."

Jerry Goldman

A Manhattan-based attorney representing victims

---- Index References ----

News Subject: (Emerging Market Countries (1EM65); Global Politics (1GL73); Government Litigation (1GO18); International
Terrorism (1IN37); Legal (1LE33); Top World News (1WO62); World Conflicts (1WO07))

Industry: (Security (1SE29); Security Agencies (1SE35))

Region: (Americas (1AM92); Arab States (1AR46); Asia (1AS61); California (1CA98); Eastern Asia (1EA61); Far East
(1FA27); Gulf States (1GU47); Malaysia (1MA62); Middle East (1MI23); New Jersey (1NE70); New York (1NE72); North



SUIT OVER SAUDI OFFICIALS' 9/11 LINKS HITS A..., 2021 WLNR 4438109

 © 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works. 5

America (1NO39); Saudi Arabia (1SA38); Southeast Asia (1SO64); U.S. Mid-Atlantic Region (1MI18); U.S. West Region
(1WE46); USA (1US73))

Language: EN

Other Indexing: (Pan Am) (Khalid al-Mihdhar; Andrew Maloney; Tim Frolich; Mohamed Atta; Ahmed al-Jarrah; Jerry
Goldman; Nawaf al-Hazmi; Brett Eagleson; Michael K. Kellogg; Musaed Ahmed al-Jarrah; Sarah Netburn; Omar al-Bayoumi;
Jamal Khashoggi; Mike Kelly; Tom Kean; Fahad al-Thumairy; James Kreindler)

Edition: AE = BERGEN, PASSAIC-MORRIS, and HERALD NEWS

Word Count: 1671

End of Document © 2021 Thomson Reuters. No claim to original U.S. Government Works.


