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HILLARY CLINTON
ACKNOWLEDGES SAUDI
TERROR FINANCING IN
HACKED EMAIL, HINTING AT
TOUGHER APPROACH
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SAUDI ARABIA AND the U.S. have maintained their
alliance for seven decades despite disagreements
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over oil prices, Israel, and, more recently, the
Obama administration’s rapprochement with Iran.

Judging by a 2014 email purportedly written by
Hillary Clinton to John Podesta, her current
campaign chairman, and published by WikiLeaks,
there have been serious tensions over Saudi Arabia’s
role in the Syria conflict as well. In the midst of a
nine-point overview of U.S. strategy in the Middle
East, Clinton wrote:

“... we need to use our diplomatic and more
traditional intelligence assets to bring pressure on
the governments of Qatar and Saudi Arabia, which
are providing clandestine financial and logistic
support to ISIL and other radical Sunni groups in the
region.”

Clinton’s private comments differ from the public
line taken by members of the Obama
administration. Speaking at the 9/11 Memorial and
Museum in New York, John Brennan, the director of
the CIA, recently called the Saudis “among our very
best counterterrorism partners globally.” Last
month, Obama, who long ago referred to Saudi
Arabia as a “so-called” ally, acted to protect the
Saudi government from litigation by vetoing the
Justice Against Sponsors of Terrorism Act, which
would allow 9/11 victims to sue the Saudi
government for damages in U.S. federal court.
Congress overturned Obama’s veto, leaving the door
open for Saudi Arabia to be named as a defendant in
future lawsuits.
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The U.S. has its reasons for maintaining the Saudi
alliance. The country produces 13 percent of the
world’s oil and holds $117 billion of U.S. debt. During
Obama’s two terms, Saudi Arabia has spent more
than $50 billion on U.S.-made weaponry, far more
than during George W. Bush’s two terms, and the
U.S. has approved deals worth another $65 billion.

The kingdom still has its staunch backers in
Washington, due in no small part to its lavish
spending on lobbyists and public relations. Among
them is John Podesta’s brother, Tony, a lobbyist.
Filings made under the Foreign Agents Registration
Act show that Saudi government is paying Tony
Podesta’s firm, the Podesta Group, a $140,000
monthly fee through the end of 2016, and that Tony
himself consults on the Saudi account. Earlier this
year, Politico reported on a 104-page white paper
circulating on Capitol Hill, said to detail the Saudi
government’s efforts to fight terrorism.

Public opinion about Saudi Arabia now appears to be
approaching a crossroads. According to Gallup, the
country’s favorability ratings are at 37 percent,
between China and Russia. Hillary Clinton and
Donald Trump have both condemned ties between
the country’s religious leadership and extremist
ideology. Over the past year, a series of investigative
articles in the New York Times has chronicled the
Saudi government’s invasive legal controls over
women, its complicated relationship with ISIS, and
the brutal proxy war it is carrying out against its
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longstanding enemy, Iran, in Yemen.

Clinton was not the first to assert links between the
governments of Saudi Arabia and Qatar and the
Islamic State. Six months before the 2014 email,
Nouri al-Maliki, the prime minister of Iraq, accused
both governments of “inciting and encouraging
terrorist movements.” Saudi Arabia vigorously
denied al-Maliki’s allegations at the time. Earlier in
2014, the Obama administration hosted a two-day
strategy meeting with intelligence chiefs from Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Turkey, Jordan, and other Middle
Eastern countries reportedly intended to refocus
military aid away from the Nusra Front and ISIS and
toward more “moderate” groups of rebels.

The wording of Clinton’s 2014 email, attributing
Saudi Arabia’s support for radical Sunni militants to
the Saudi government itself, as opposed to a few
radical outliers, may also emerge as a factor in the
ongoing debate about the degree of Saudi Arabia’s
support for al Qaeda in the years leading up to 9/11.
Fifteen of the 19 hijackers were Saudi citizens. The
question of whether the country’s connection to the
plot reached official levels was opened up again this
summer by the release of 28 classified pages from a
2002 congressional investigation into the 9/11
attacks. The document offers new information about
the FBI’s investigation into Omar al-Bayoumi, a
wealthy Saudi business student who had worked
with the Saudi Civil Aviation Authority.

The 9/11 Commission Report found al-Bayoumi to be
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“an unlikely candidate for clandestine involvement
with Islamist extremists.” Yet the 28 pages paint a
different picture, relaying FBI reports of
al-Bayoumi’s “extensive contact with Saudi
government establishments in the United States”
and “numerous reports from individuals in the
Muslim community, dating back to 1999, alleging
that al-Bayoumi may be a Saudi intelligence officer.”

More damning, however, are differences between
the accounts given by the 9/11 Commission Report
and the 28 pages regarding the initial meeting
between al-Bayoumi, Nawaf al-Hazmi, and Khalid
al-Mihdhar at a restaurant in Culver City, California.
Soon after, al-Bayoumi found an apartment for the
two men — both of them future 9/11 hijackers —
and lent them money for rent. The 9/11 Commission
Report suggests that their initial meeting was a
coincidence. Again, the FBI account quoted in the 28
pages differs: “There are indications in the files that
his [al-Bayoumi’s] encounter with the hijackers may
not have been accidental.”

Over the summer, in the days after the killing of

49 people in an ISIS-related shooting at a club in
Orlando, Clinton openly criticized the Saudi, Qatari,
and Kuwaiti governments for failing “to stop their
citizens from funding extremist organizations.” Her
newly released 2014 email goes a step further,
directly attributing support for ISIS to the Saudi
government. It seems that part of the Obama
administration’s approach to Saudi Arabia has been
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to hold its nose and keep its mouth shut, at least in

public. Should Clinton prevail in the November
election, it will be her turn to try and manage
an increasingly awkward alliance.

Top photo: Secretary of State Hillary Rodham Clinton speaks to U.S.
Embassy personnel at the Ritz-Carlton hotel in Riyadh on March 31,
2012.
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