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iinntteell ll iiggeennccee  ffaaii lluurree??  

 

 

Daniela Otto 

 

 

The terrorist attacks on the World Trade Centre and 

the Pentagon on September 11, causing the death 

of more than three thousand innocent people, 

evoked painful memories of the Japanese surprise 

attack on Pearl Harbor sixty years earlier: A bolt out 

of the blue had struck American soil and claimed 

hecatombs of American lives. The Central 

Intelligence Agency (CIA) had been established 

mainly in reaction to the surprise attack in 1941. 

Ever since, the intelligence community (IC) has 

grown considerably, encompassing more than a 

dozen agencies with a total budget of $30bn at the 

end of the century.1 Then why did this ‘second Pearl 

Harbour’ happen? Clearly, the intelligence 

community must have failed to do its job, or, did it? 

In search for answers to that question, the US 

Congress set up a joint committee to investigate the 

“activities of the U.S. Intelligence Community in 

connection with the terrorist attacks […] on 

September 11, 2001”2. A declassified version of its 

final report was presented to the public in December 

2002. A month earlier, the Congress and President 

                                                 
1
  Betts, Richard, ‘Two Faces of Intelligence Failure: September 

11 and Iraq’s Missing WMD’, in Political Science Quarterly, 
Volume 122 Number 4, 2007–08, p. 587. 
2
  Joint Inquiry into Intelligence Community Activities before and 

after the Terrorist Attacks of September 11, 2001, Report of the 
U.S. Senate Select Committee on Intelligence and U.S. House 
Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence, S. Rept. No. 107-
351, H. Rept. No. 107-792, 107th Cong., 2d sess., December 
2002; hereafter Joint Inquiry Report. 
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Bush had passed a bill which established the 

“National Commission on the Terrorist Attacks upon 

the United States”, mainly in reaction to public 

pressure for an official public inquiry. The 9/11 

Commission had access to most sensitive 

presidential papers, and interviewed the President 

and his closest advisors. Thus, its final report3 is of 

inestimable value for the study of the event.  

Mainly based on these sources, this essay tries to 

analyse to what extent the claim of ‘intelligence 

failure’ is accurate in the case of September 11. In 

the first part of the essay, I will show that the 

intelligence community clearly identified 

international terrorism as major threat to national 

security and put a lot of effort into facing this 

challenge. As soon as 1996, the CIA began to focus 

on Osama bin Laden in particular and was able to 

produce a considerable amount of intelligence 

indicating that he and his al Qaeda networked 

posed a substantial threat to the United States. 

Furthermore, the IC continuously informed 

government officials about the impending disaster. 

Nevertheless, intelligence also showed 

considerable flaws, which I will explore in the 

second part of the essay. The IC did not obtain any 

specific information as to the 9/11 attacks. It did not 

produce any intelligence estimates regarding the 

probability of the use of aircraft as weapons. 

Moreover, the agencies failed to coordinate their 

efforts and they failed to share information. But do 

these shortcomings constitute an intelligence 

failure? The third part of the essay argues that US 

intelligence prior to 9/11 did indeed fail, but that this 

was mainly due to inherent limits of the nature of 

intelligence. However, I will also point out that 

certain failures could have been avoided. The final 

part of the essay will analyse how helpful it is to 

describe September 11 as ‘intelligence failure’. 

                                                 
3
 Zelikow, Philip et. al. (eds.), The 9/11 Commission Report: 

Final Report of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks 
upon the United States (New York, 2004); hereafter The 9/11 
Report. 

I. “The System was blinking red” 

With the end of Cold War, the United States cut 

down the intelligence budget in general. Funding for 

counterterrorism efforts, by contrast, increased 

significantly.4 The bombings of the World Trade 

Centre in 1993 and in Oklahoma City in 1995 raised 

the awareness of Americans that terrorism was not 

just an overseas problem. Nevertheless, the terrorist 

attacks on American targets abroad continued. In 

1998, bombings of the U.S. embassies in Kenya 

and Nairobi caused several hundred casualties.5  

In his Presidential Decision Directives of 1995 and 

1998, the guidance for the intelligence community, 

President Bill Clinton declared terrorism as a 

‘national security problem’.6 Already in 1995, the 

National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) judged it highly 

likely that terrorist attacks would occur within the 

United States in the near future. Groups of 

“transient” individuals with “loose affiliations” would 

pose the greatest danger in this regard.7  

The intelligence community was becoming aware of 

a new type of terrorism, motivated by radical 

Islamism. Both CIA and FBI began to launch 

counterterrorism efforts.8 In 1996, the Counter-

terrorist Centre (CTC), operating within the CIA, set 

up a special unit exclusively focusing on Osama bin 

Laden. The CTC soon learned that bin Laden was 

more than an “extremist financier”, but a leading 

figure of al Qaeda, planning worldwide attacks 

against the United States.9 Intelligence reports soon 

revealed that he had been involved in the 1993 

shoot-down of U.S. Army helicopters in Somalia and 

possibly the 1995 bombing of an American training 

mission in Saudi Arabia.10 In February 1998, bin 

Laden announced his intentions quite explicitly in a 

                                                 
4 Joint Inquiry Report, p.46. 
5
 The 9/11 Report, p.70. 

6
 The 9/11 Report., p.108. 

7 Ibid., p.341. 
8 Amy B. Zegart, ‘Institutional Origins of the 9/11 Intelligence 
Failure’, in Johnson and Wirtz, Intelligence and National Security 
(2008), p.480. 
9 The 9/11 Report, p.109. 
10

Ibid., p.341. 
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public fatwa, calling on all Muslims to wage a war 

against the United States.11 Later that year, he 

publicly acknowledged that he had planned and 

sponsored the attacks on the U.S. embassies in 

Africa.12   

As early as 1994, U.S. intelligence agencies 

received information “indicating that terrorists were 

contemplating, among other means of attack, the 

use of aircraft as weapons”13. Furthermore, from 

early 1998 until summer 2001, the intelligence 

community received, according to the findings of the 

Joint Inquiry Commission, “a modest, but relatively 

steady, stream of intelligence reporting that 

indicated the possibility of terrorist attacks within the 

United States”14. During 2001, the number of 

reports indicating that an al Qaeda strike against the 

United States was imminent reached an 

“unprecedented” dimension.15 

 

The intelligence community continuously issued 

threat warnings. In 1998, the Director of Central 

Intelligence (DCI) George Tenet issued an alerting 

memo, in which he urged the IC to increase its 

efforts against Osama bin Laden and to consider 

itself “at war” against him.16 In fact, by end of July 

1999, the CIA had developed an operational 

strategy, called “the Plan”. The ultimate goal of this 

strategy was “to capture and bring to justice Bin 

Laden and his principal lieutenants”17. In 2000, 

Tenet published an article in an intentional 

intelligence journal, prophesying that “the potential 

for surprise [was] greater than at any time since the 

end of World War II”18.  

                                                 
11

 Ibid. p.47. 
12 Ibid. p.70. 
13 Joint Inquiry Report, p.9. 
14 Joint Inquiry Report, p.8. 
15

 Ibid., p. 203. 
16

 Ibid., p.6. 
17

 George Tenet, ‘Written Statement for the Record of the 
Director of Central Intelligence Before the Joint Inquiry 
Committee’, 17 October 2002. 
18 George Tenet, ‘The CIA and the Security Challenges of the 
New Century’, in International Journal of Intelligence and 
CounterIntelligence, (2000), 13:2, p. 137. 

From 1998 to 2001, the IC distributed numerous 

analytical papers on topics related to Osama bin 

Laden and prepared threat advisory papers to brief 

senior government officials with titles such as “Bin 

Laden Threatening to Attack US Aircraft” (June 

1998), or “Strains Surface Between Taliban and Bin 

Laden” (January 1999). One of the last papers 

distributed before the 9/11 attacks was entitled “Bin 

Laden Planning High-Profile Attacks” (August 

2001).19 

During spring and summer 2001, the IC issued 

numerous urgent warnings. In June, Richard Clarke, 

head of the interagency Counterterrorism Security 

Group (CSG), informed National Security Advisor 

Condoleezza Rice that al Qaeda’s planning of an 

attack “had reached a crescendo”20. On June and 

July 2001, the IC informed top officials that al Qaeda 

had made preparations for an attack which, 

according to their assessment, will “occur with little 

or no warning” and “have dramatic 

consequences”21.  

 

The warnings also reached President Bush who met 

daily with DCI Tenet. President Bush regularly 

received the CIA’s so-called President’s Daily Briefs 

(PDB), consisting of short articles on important 

issues. More than 40 of those articles Bush received 

from the day of his inauguration in January until 

September 11 referred to Osama bin Laden.22 Of 

particular importance is the article “Bin Laden 

Determined to Strike in US” in the PDB of 6 August 

2001. Requested by the President himself, the CIA 

briefed him on the probability of a domestic attack. 

The article indicated that terrorist cells were 

operating within the United States and were 

involved in “preparations for hijackings or other 

types of attacks”23.  

                                                 
19  The 9/11 Report, p.342. 
20  The 9/11 Report, p.257. 
21

  Joint Inquiry Report, p.7. 
22  The 9/11 Report, p.254. 
23  Ibid., p.262. 
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George Tenet later told the 9/11 Commission that in 

summer 2001, “the system was blinking red”24.  

 

II. Deficiencies 

Despite all efforts, the intelligence process also 

proved to have some serious flaws. As indicated 

above, the intelligence community was able to 

collect a considerable amount of information with 

regard to possible attacks. However, the collection 

process mainly relied on signals intelligence and 

completely lacked human intelligence (HUMINT). 

None of the intelligence agencies responsible for 

HUMINT – CIA, FBI or DIA – were able to recruit an 

asset within al Qaeda. Thus, the intelligence 

community failed to provide any specific information 

as to time, place, participants and means of an 

attack.25  

Reuel Marc Gerecht, a former CIA operative, 

criticised the CIA for not even having contemplated 

to infiltrate Islamic fundamentalist organisations until 

late 1999. He claimed that the agency was in 

general too risk averse to be successful in that 

matter. Ironically, Gerecht’s article was published in 

August 2001 – only weeks before the attacks.26  

Problems also occurred during the processing 

phase. According to the findings of the Joint Inquiry 

Commission, the intelligence community lacked 

language specialist and had a “readiness level of 

only 30% in the most crucial terrorism-related 

languages”27. None of the CIA personnel was fluent 

in Pashto, the language of the main ethnic group in 

Afghanistan.28  

Although the IC had received several reports 

mentioning that al Qaeda might high-jack an 

                                                 
24  Ibid. p.259. 
25

  Joint Inquiry Report, p.385. 
26

  Reuel Marc Gerecht, ‘The Counterterrorist Myth’, in The 
Atlantic Monthly, July/August 2001. 
27  Joint Inquiry Report, p.70. 
28  Thomas Powers claims in his article ‘The Trouble with the 
CIA’, that the National Security Agency forwarded transcripts of 
intercepted material to the Pakistani Inter-Service Intelligence 
(ISI) to have it translated. The ISI, however, had close ties with 
the Taliban and Osama bin Laden. The New York Review of 
Books, Volume 49, Number 1, January 17, 2002. 

airplane, no threat assessment of the possibility to 

use civil airplanes as weapons has been made. The 

9/11 Report identified this as “failure in 

imagination”29. The IC produced and distributed a 

number of papers on bin Laden, yet failed to provide 

a comprehensive overview of al-Qaeda’s strategy, 

its links to other governments and its involvement in 

previous terrorist attacks. From 1997 to 2001, no 

National Intelligence Estimate mentioned the danger 

of terrorism. The IC failed to give an assessment on 

the scale and nature of threat al Qaeda poses to the 

USA. As Amy Zegart judges, “CIA assessments 

pointed out the trees but never provided a picture of 

the forest”30. 

Zegart also doubts that the President had been 

warned adequately in the PDB of 6 August. Only 

18% of the articles on bin Laden actually mention 

the latest intelligence on al Qaeda’s planning, the 

rest is a general overview about terrorist activities of 

bin Laden’s organisation between 1993 and 1999. 

The memo pointed to the possibility of hijacking a 

civil aircraft, but assumed it would be used as lever 

to force the release of Islamic extremists from US 

prisons. Moreover, the PDB, issued by the CIA, 

implied that the FBI was successfully handling the 

terrorist threat within the United States and 

recommended no urgent actions to be taken. 31 

Yet the FBI was not aggressively pursuing terrorist 

cells. In fact, the intelligence agencies did not 

coordinate their counterterrorism efforts; they did not 

even allow each other access to their respective 

databases. Thus, the CIA was not in a position to 

judge the performance of the FBI. The Joint Inquiry 

commission identified this systemic weakness as 

one of the major reasons that hindered the IC to 

implement effective counterterrorism measures.32 In 

theory, the DCI is responsible for coordinating all 

                                                 
29  The 9/11 Report, pp.340-4. 
30

  Amy B. Zegart, ‘CNN with Secrets: 9/11, the CIA, and the 
Organizational Roots of Failure', International Journal of 
Intelligence and CounterIntelligence, (2007) 20:1, p.31. 
31

  Ibid. p.27. 
32

  Joint Inquiry Report, p.33. 
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fourteen intelligence agencies. In practice, however, 

he controls only 15% of the intelligence budget and 

lacks formal power to enforce a coherent strategy.33  

 

Richard Betts points out that the “overall 

management of the community did not designate a 

single point of responsibility for coordinating efforts; 

instead, all involved were assumed to have the 

responsibility, but the field units more than others”34. 

Apart from a lack of coordination among each other, 

the agencies were themselves characterised by 

fragmentation. Within the CIA, for example, no 

single person or unit was in charge to coordinate 

the bin Laden case. CIA’s field offices were 

structured according to regions, not specific 

issues.35  

 

Due to this internal fragmentation as well as to the 

lack of cooperation within the IC as a whole, 

available information on three of the hijackers was 

not used effectively: The CIA had monitored a 

meeting of individuals assumed to be al Qaeda 

terrorists in Kuala Lumpur on 5 – 8 January 2000. 

The CIA learned the full name as well as the 

passport number of one participant, Khalid al-

Mihdar. They also found out that one of his 

companions was called al-Hazami. Unbeknownst to 

the CIA, however, the National Security Agency 

(NSA) possessed information that al-Hazami’s first 

name was Nawaf and that he had close links to al-

Qaeda.36 When both al-Mihdar and al-Hazami left 

Kuala Lumpur for Bangkok, the CIA lost track of 

them because the message the CIA Kuala Lumpur 

office sent to the Bangkok office arrived too late to 

follow the travellers.37 

                                                 
33  Zegart, ‘The 9/11 Intelligence Failure’, p.487. 
34

  Betts, ‘Intelligence Failure’, p.591. 
35  Zegart, ‘CNN with Secrets’, p.23. 
36

  Eleanor Hill, Testimony before the House and Senate 
Intelligence Committees, ‘‘The Intelligence Community’s 
Knowledge of the September 11 Hijackers Prior to September 
11, 2001’’, 107th Cong., 2d sess., September 20, 2002, pp.4-7. 
37

  The 9/11 Report, p.181. 

By January 2001, the CIA finally received 

information that left no doubt about al-Mihdar’s and 

al-Hazami’s links to al-Qaeda: A person named 

Khallad was identified as one of the participants of 

the Kuala Lumpur meeting. Khallad, it was known, 

was one of the leading figures of al-Qaeda’s attack 

on the USS Cole in the port of Aden, Yemen.38 Yet 

the CIA did not order the State Department to put al-

Mihdar’s and Nawaf al-Hazami’s names on a watch 

list until 23 August, 2001.39 The CIA also failed to 

inform the FBI that both al-Mihdar and al-Hazami 

possessed valid US visas and they failed to alert 

other agencies of their ties to al Qaeda. In fact, both 

future hijackers entered the United States in 

February 2000 and lived in San Diego, California 

until June and December 2000, respectively. An FBI 

informant had numerous contacts with them, yet the 

FBI San Diego Field office was unaware of their 

terrorist ties.40 

Furthermore, it came to the attention of an FBI field 

officer in Phoenix that “an inordinate number of 

individuals of investigative interest” were taking flight 

lessons. He sent a memo to the FBI headquarters, 

warning of the possibility that bin Laden might send 

his disciples to flight school in preparation for a 

hijacking operation. Thus, he recommended a closer 

surveillance of these institutions. However, the 

“Phoenix Memo” did not reach the upper echelons 

of the FBI until after September 11.41  

 

The Joint Inquiry Committee found that “serious 

gaps existed between the collection coverage 

provided by U.S. foreign and U.S. domestic 

intelligence capabilities”42. These structural 

boundaries, however, hampered an effective 

response to global terrorism. They contributed to a 

great extent to the 9/11 disaster. 

                                                 
38  Hill, Testimony, p.9. 
39  Joint Inquiry Report, p.152. 
40

  Ibid., pp.16-9. 
41  The 9/11 Report, p.272. 
42  Joint Inquiry Report, p.33. 
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Yet shortcomings can also be detected on the side 

of the intelligence consumer. As Richard Betts 

observes, “[t]he administration of George W. Bush 

had not made terrorism as high a priority as had 

either the intelligence community or the 

administration of Bill Clinton”43. Richard Clarke, 

whose position as national counterterrorism 

coordinator had been downgraded by the Bush 

administration, urged Condoleezza Rice in January 

2001 to hold a Principals Committee meeting to 

discuss the imminent threat al Qaeda posed to the 

United States. This committee did finally take up its 

work – on 4 September 2001.44  

Furthermore, the 9/11 Commission found “no 

indication of any further discussion before 

September 11 among the President and his top 

advisers of the possibility of a threat of an al Qaeda 

attack in the United States”45. The National Security 

Council (NSC) did not meet once to consider such a 

scenario. 

 

III. Intelligence failure? 

Do all these shortcomings listed above mean that 

intelligence has failed? Both reports this essay is 

mainly based upon do not give a straightforward 

answer to that question. The 585 pages long 9/11 

Report does not mention the term ‘intelligence 

failure’ once. The four general failures it identifies – 

imagination, policy, capabilities, management – do 

not refer to intelligence.  

The Joint Inquiry Committee criticised the IC in 

many points and identified several systemic 

weaknesses. In its conclusion, however, the report 

states that “no one will ever know what might have 

happened had more connections been drawn 

between these disparate pieces of information”46. 

                                                 
43  Betts, ‘Intelligence Failure’, p.587. 
44

  Richard A. Clarke, Against All Enemies. Inside America’s War 
on Terror, (New York, 2004), pp.227-238. 
45

  The 9/11 Report, p.262. 
46  Joint Inquiry Report, p.33. 

Thus, it does not indicate whether it had been 

possible at all to prevent the attacks.  

But regardless of the report’s vagueness on that 

point, would it be accurate to describe September 

11 as intelligence failure? At a basic level, it 

certainly would be. According to Loch K. Johnson, 

the purpose of intelligence is to “provide accurate, 

timely, and comprehensive information [...] to inform 

decision making”47. Obviously, the IC failed to 

predict time, date and nature of the 9/11 attacks.  

However, the conduct of intelligence is a highly 

complex process and Richard Betts argues that 

“intelligence failures are not only inevitable, they are 

natural”48. Each step in the intelligence cycle - 

directing, collecting, processing, analysing and 

disseminating - is fraud with distortion and 

problems.49 Intelligence has natural limits. The first 

one is its incompleteness: It is difficult to reveal all 

secret information about an enemy and it is 

impossible to collect information about a mystery, 

something the enemy himself does not know 

because he has yet to decide about it. Even if the IC 

had been successful in penetrating the al-Qaeda 

network, it would not have guaranteed to reveal all 

details about the suicide attack.   

A bulk of crude intelligence does not necessarily 

help to obtain a clearer picture of the intentions and 

capabilities of an enemy. The NSA, for example, 

intercepts two million faxes, e-mails, telephone calls, 

and other signals every hour.50 This makes it difficult 

to distinguish the “background of noise” from 

important signals.51 Former DCI Tenet told the Joint 

Inquiry Committee that among the over half a million 

                                                 
47  Loch K. Johnson, ‘The 9/11 Attacks and Iraqi WMD Failures’, 
in Johnson and Wirtz, Intelligence and National Security (2008), 
p.497. 
48

  Richard K. Betts, ‘Analysis, War, and Decision: Why 
Intelligence Failures Are inevitable’, in World Politics, Vol. 31, No. 
1. (Oct., 1978), pp. 61-89. 
49  Bruce D. Berkowitz and Allan E. Goodman, Strategic 
Intelligence for American National Security, (Princeton, New 
Jersey, 1989), Appendix A: The Intelligence Cycle: A Checklist of 
What Can Go Wrong, pp.195-202. 
50

  Zegart, ‘CNN with Secrets’, p.32. 
51

  Roberta Wohlstetter, ‘Pearl Harbour. Warning and Decision’, 
(Stanford, California, 1962), p.55. 
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pages of documents the CIA collected from 1994 

until 2001, only 12 reports indicated that terrorists 

might use of civil aircrafts as weapons. At the same 

time, the CIA received “20 times as many reports 

concerning car bombs and about five times as many 

reports concerning weapons of mass destruction”52. 

With hindsight, of course, it is easy to tell which 

signs were the decisive ones. But prior to 9/11, 

warnings of airplane hijackers were only a “red flag 

in the ocean of red flags”53. 

 

But why did intelligence analysts failed to 

contemplate that it would be possible to use civil 

airplanes for an attack? The 9/11 Commission 

criticized this lack of imagination and even claims 

that it should be “institutionalized”54. However, the 

report remains vague as to how this should be 

done. In fact, it is very difficult to conceive of 

something that has not happened previously. 

Moreover, efforts of imagining all possible methods 

terrorist might employ to cause death and 

destruction are of little use when no indication as to 

their probability can be made. The information the 

CIA possessed, as shown above, did not imply that 

a 9/11 scenario would be likely. 

US intelligence prior to 9/11 showed flaws in all 

stages of the intelligence cycle. Nevertheless, there 

is a difference between the inherent limits of 

intelligence, something that intelligence simply 

cannot accomplish, and an actual failure to achieve 

the goals the IC can reasonably be expected to 

achieve. The development of a common strategy 

and inter-agency cooperation would be one 

example. This, however, was hampered by 

organisational fragmentation. Amy Zegart also 

indicts that “the U.S. intelligence community showed 

a stunning inability to adapt to the rise of terrorism 

                                                 
52

  George Tenet, ‘Written Statement for the Record of the 
Director of Central Intelligence Before the Joint Inquiry 
Committee’, 17 October 2002, p.22. 
53

  Dale Watson quoted in Zegart, ‘CNN with Secrets’, p.32. 
54

  The 9/11 Report, pp.344-8. 

after the Cold War ended”55. Apart from structural 

weaknesses, the IC also failed to make the 

necessary cognitive adjustments. The Cold War was 

a bi-polar conflict where the threat to national 

security emanated from another state. International 

terrorism is far more complex, it does not involve 

national entities or conventional weapons. 

 

IV. Intelligence failure as reform catalyst 

In this regard, it can be helpful to label 9/11 as an 

‘intelligence failure’. It not only allows identifying 

inherent weaknesses of the intelligence community, 

but demonstrates the necessity of reforms. As early 

as 1996, the Aspin-Brown Commission identified the 

separation between intelligence and law 

enforcement agencies as main obstacle for facing 

the threat of international terrorism.56 It also 

criticised the “relatively weak position” of the DCI 

and recommended further efforts to centralise the 

intelligence community.57 The commission clearly 

outlined the deficiencies of the current system. Yet 

the IC, although introducing some changes, lacked 

any pressure to adapt to the new environment.58 

After the 9/11 attacks, the IC underwent a 

considerable reorganisation. The Intelligence 

Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004 finally 

created the position of the Director of National 

Intelligence (DNI). The DNI has the legal authority to 

coordinate all intelligence agencies and reports 

directly to the President. The establishment of the 

National Counterterrorism Centre (NCTC) further 

centralised US counterterrorist efforts.59 

On the other hand, the use of the term ‘intelligence 

failure’ with regard to September 11 implies that it 

might have been possible to prevent the disaster. 

The IC had ‘failed’ to do so, maybe even due to 
                                                 
55

  Zegart, ‘The 9/11 Intelligence Failure’, p.479. 
56

  Commission on the Roles and Capabilities of the United 
States Intelligence Community, Preparing for the 21st Century: 
An Appraisal of U.S. Intelligence, (Washington, 1996), p.40-6. 
57

  Ibid., p.50. 
58  Zegart, ‘Intelligence Failure’, p.480. 
59  Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004, 
Public Law 108–458—DEC. 17, 2004. 
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“negligence, treachery, or stupidity”60, and a reform 

could rectify not only these but any shortcomings. 

Such an attitude, however, creates the false illusion 

that intelligence can be optimized to the point of 

perfection. But intelligence, as explained above, has 

some natural limits. It should not be mistaken for 

prophecy or witchcraft; it cannot predict what will 

happen in the future, but only judge which scenarios 

are more likely to occur than others.61 

Emphasising an ‘intelligence failure’ also distracts 

from the role policy-maker play as intelligence 

guide. As Lowenthal puts it: “When surprise occurs, 

the consumer feels that intelligence has let him or 

her down, even though in most cases the consumer 

probably played a role in the creation of the 

failure”62. Only days before the attack, Richard 

Clarke wrote National Security Advisor Rice a 

desperate note, asking “are we serious about 

dealing with the al Qaeda threat? Is al Qaeda a big 

deal?”63. Clarke later complained that the Bush 

administration “never really gave good systematic, 

timely guidance to the Intelligence Community 

about what priorities were at the national level”64.  

The Bush administration seemed reluctant to give 

priority to counterterrorism. Moreover, it did not 

react to the warnings issued by the IC that 

“spectacular terrorist attacks”65 are about to happen 

in the near future. Loch K. Johnson points out that 

“September 11 was more than an intelligence 

failure; it was a policy failure too”66. 

 

 

 

                                                 
60

  Betts, ‘Intelligence Failure’, p.586. 
61  Peter Gill and Mark Phytian, Intelligence in an Insecure 
World, (Cambridge, 2007), p.104-8. 
62  Lowenthal, Mark M., ‘The Burdensome Concept of Failure’, in 
Alfred C. Maurer et. al, Intelligence: Policy and Process, 
(London, 1985), p.52 
63  The 9/11 Report, p.212. 
64

  Joint Inquiry Report, p.49. 
65  The 9/11 Report, p.257. 
66  Loch K. Johnson, ‘The 9/11 Attacks and Iraqi WMD Failures’, 
in Johnson and Wirtz, Intelligence and National Security (2008), 
p.500. 

V. Conclusion 

This essay has tried to evaluate the performance of 

the U.S. intelligence community prior to 9/11 in 

order to answer the question if the suicide attacks 

constitute an intelligence failure. It has 

demonstrated the IC’s achievements as well as its 

shortcomings. The American intelligence services 

were aware of the threat posed by Osama bin 

Laden and al Qaeda and had observed them for a 

considerable time. Likewise, they had recognized 

that terrorist attacks on American targets were 

imminent by September 2001. However, they failed 

to predict time, place, and means of the attack, and 

warning signals about would-be suicide terrorists 

remained unheeded, because they were “red flags 

in the ocean of red flags.” As such, the American 

intelligence community failed to fulfil their founding 

purpose – to prevent surprise attacks upon the 

United States of America.  

More importantly, however, the essay has shown 

that these failures have to be considered in relation 

to the inherent limits of intelligence. Intelligence 

cannot predict the future and it can never achieve 

absolute certainty.  

However, the intelligence community had also failed 

in aspects were a better performance could have 

been expected. The IC failed to develop adequate 

structures and mindsets as well as a common 

strategy; it failed to cooperate in order to deal more 

effectively with the threat of international terrorism. 

In the aftermath of the 9/11 disaster, a 

comprehensive investigation of the performance had 

been conducted, revealing many of these structural 

and cognitive deficiencies. Subsequently, efforts 

have been made to re-organise the intelligence 

community.  

Reforms are essential to correct weaknesses and 

improve the intelligence system in general. 

However, it should be born in mind that reforms will 

never overcome the natural limitations of 

intelligence. The concluding remarks of former DCI 
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George Tenet before the Joint Inquiry Committee 

are an excellent summary of this problem: 

“It may be comforting on occasion to 

think that if we could find the one 

process that went wrong, then we 

could remedy that failing and return 

to the sense of safety we enjoyed 

prior to 9/11. The reality is that we 

were vulnerable to suicidal terrorist 

attacks and we remain vulnerable to 

them today. That is not a pleasant 

fact for Americans to live with, but it 

is the case. There are no easy fixes 

[…]. We must be honest with 

ourselves and with the public about 

the world in which we live”67. 

 

We have to be aware that the post cold-war 

world we live in is an insecure and very 

complex one. Intelligence may indicate the 

possibility of certain scenarios, yet it cannot 

predict events in the future. This might seem 

disappointing at first glance. Yet by 

understanding the nature of intelligence, we 

have an indispensable tool to meet the perils 

and multiple threats of our days: knowing about 

the limitations of intelligence helps us to retain 

a flexible mindset, which, in turn, permits us to 

react to the ever-changing environment. 

 

                                                 
67

 Tenet, p.28. 
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