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John O’Neill was a seemingly major figure inside the FBI due to his position as head of the bureau’s counterterrorism section. But he was really a marginalized special agent, a partial rogue that the FBI’s high command didn’t appreciate much. The directorate grew more weary of him and became more adversarial towards O’Neill as he was uncovering more about Al Qaeda and Osama bin Laden in connection to the 1993 World Trade Center Bombings. O’Neill had coordinated with Pakistani forces to capture Ramzi Yousef, the mastermind of the bombing. It was his hunt for Yousef and the subsequent investigation into Yousef’s connections that brought Bin Laden onto O’Neill’s radar screen, he was on the trial of those who were on the road towards performing the worst terrorist attack on American soil on September 11th, 2001 . O’Neill’s journey would lead him inexorably on a path towards that same fateful day.


The main problems inhibiting the FBI’s ability to prevent what was then a potential attack on U.S. soil was internal bureaucratic wrangling within the FBI as well as the hostilities between the main intelligence agencies and the data each held claim to. O’Neill’s office, the counterterrorism section was most adept and experienced in terrorism matters, but due to friction between O’Neill and his superiors, the units efforts were sometimes shortened, and in the case of the investigation of the USS Cole bombing, it took some time to get the directors to send O’Neill’s people to investigate. The FBI bureaucracy was willing to botch the investigation by keeping their best unit off of it because of a dislike of the unit’s chief. Such petty internal rivalries were put far ahead of national security at times.

Then O’Neill got into a load of trouble for leaving a briefcase full of classified documents sitting around in a chamber full of FBI agents so he could answer a call on his cell phone. The incident would haunt O’Neill for the next two years until he finally resigns after the matter is posthumously leaked to the New York Times by FBI high’s command. Another hindrance was an on going clash between O’Neill and Thomas Pikard, at first head of the Criminal Division, but towards the end of O’Neill’s career Pikard was made Deputy Director; the #2 man at FBI Headquarters. Pikard resisted some of O’Neill’s proposed changes to realign the agency for more efficient counterterrorism operations (his unit had been grossly under-funded and downsized for several years before terrorism started to become a major concern of the federal government. Pikard replaced John’s only ally in the high command.

John’s demeanor and methods of sometimes acting outside the strict guidelines of the bureau earned him the scorn, some of it out of jealousy, from those above him, also contributing to his marginalization. Those above him also evidently felt threatened by him.


O’Neill probably could have uncovered the 9/11 plot if he had been given the opportunity to. But there were too many bureaucratic impediments caused by the personal rivalries and ambitions of others inside the bureau’s hierarchy. He had already stumbled across Al Qaeda’s main global communication hub in Yemen, but alas, his Al Qaeda hunt was deemed a high priority until it became too late for both John and the country.


After watching the PBS Frontline documentary regarding O’Neill’s story and the tale of how bureaucratic organizations and the people who manage them function, I have very little confidence in the government’s ability to prevent further attacks on U.S. soil. But since I’m not working behind the scenes like the intelligence community is, I am not privy to the same information and analysis that they have, so I don’t believe I can comprehensively judge our current amount of safety from terrorist attack. If there were some way to refocus ambitious bureaucrats to look out for the country rather than their careers, then perhaps they may succeed more often. But I’m very skeptical about that given the way people tend to be. Terrorism is a threat every society has to live with. Some of the most basic crimes such as murder, kidnapping could be considered terrorism. We deal with what essentially is domestic terrorism everyday, the most relevant example I can think of is the mad man who took several women hostage at a Colorado school a few days ago. Due to the subjectivity of what is and isn’t officially considered terrorism, and the tactical nature of terrorism, I seriously doubt any society will be without it in some way, shape, or form.
