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Preface

 

 

This book began with a flight number.

N379P. A Gulfstream V registered to a shell company called Premier Executive Transport Associates, which did not transport executives and did not, in any meaningful sense, exist. It flew out of Dulles, out of Glasgow Prestwick, out of Palma de Mallorca and Tashkent and Amman. Its manifests, when they could be obtained at all, listed no passengers. Its tail number appeared in the flight logs of airports across three continents. Swedish television journalists tracked it in 2004. A Scottish inquiry examined it. A Council of Europe investigation named it by designation. The plane itself, should you have been standing on any of those tarmacs as it touched down, looked entirely ordinary. A small business jet. No markings to distinguish it. Just another aircraft in the traffic pattern.

Inside it, men with their hands bound behind them sat hooded on foam mattresses. Some had diapers on. Some had been given sedatives they hadn't consented to take. Their destinations were not listed on any flight plan a civilian authority would ever see.

That plane, and the dozens like it that flew parallel routes through the years after September 11, 2001, carried human beings to places that officially did not exist, run by governments that officially knew nothing about them, staffed by personnel whose identities were officially protected. The entire enterprise was built on the systematic removal of accountability from every link in its chain.

Writing about the rendition program requires navigating a landscape where the documentary record is deliberately shredded, where participants invoke state secrets at every turn, and where the men who were taken have spent years trying to convince courts that their experiences actually happened. The good news, if it can be called that, is that the record is now substantial. Senate committees have investigated. Foreign parliaments have held inquiries. Court cases in multiple countries have forced the disclosure of classified materials. Journalists, many of them working at considerable personal risk, have tracked the planes and named the players. Prisoners have written memoirs.

This book draws on all of it. It is not a work of fiction. Every flight path, every named detention facility, every government cooperation agreement described here comes from the public record as it now stands: declassified documents, court judgments, parliamentary reports, investigative journalism, and the testimony of survivors. Where the record is incomplete, I have said so. Where facts remain disputed, I have presented the dispute.

What I have tried to do is tell the story of the rendition circuit as it actually was: not as a abstract policy debate or a sequence of bureaucratic decisions, but as a system that touched human bodies, crossed international borders, and implicated dozens of governments in acts they are still, two decades later, reluctant to fully acknowledge.

The circuit ran. These are its routes.
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On the morning of October 4, 2001, less than a month after the collapse of the World Trade Center, a senior CIA official sat before a closed session of the Senate Intelligence Committee and outlined what the agency intended to do. The details of that briefing remain classified. What is known, from subsequent investigations and the eventual disclosure of related documents, is that the briefing covered enhanced interrogation authorities, detention without charge, and the use of foreign government facilities to hold persons the United States government wished to question but did not wish to bring within its own legal borders.

The plan had a bureaucratic name. The relevant finding, signed by President George W. Bush two days after September 11, authorized the CIA to detain, without legal process, persons believed to be senior members of Al-Qaeda or affiliated terrorist organizations. The word 'detain' covered an enormous amount of ground. What it meant in practice was the construction of a parallel detention system that would operate outside the reach of any court, any legislature, any inspector general with public accountability, and any international treaty the United States had ever signed.

This book is about the geography of that system. Not the legal arguments about it, although those arguments matter and are examined here. Not the political debate about whether it was necessary, although that debate is ongoing and unresolved. The geography. The actual places. The actual flights. The actual countries that opened their airports, their military bases, their intelligence services, and in some cases their prisons to a program that transferred human beings across sovereign borders in circumstances designed to place them beyond any legal protection whatsoever.

What Extraordinary Rendition Actually Means

The phrase 'extraordinary rendition' requires some unpacking, because it has been used in so many different ways by so many different actors that its meaning has become muddied.

Rendition, in its ordinary legal sense, is the transfer of a person from one jurisdiction to another for the purpose of criminal prosecution. Countries do it all the time. When the United States asks another government to extradite a fugitive who has committed a crime on American soil, that is a form of rendition. It has rules. It has courts. It has lawyers. The person being transferred has rights, including the right to contest the transfer in the courts of the country where they are being held.

'Extraordinary' rendition is a term that emerged from a different practice that the CIA had been developing since the 1990s: the transfer of a suspect not to face prosecution in a court of law, but to be held and interrogated by another government that was unlikely to be constrained by the legal protections the United States itself was obliged to respect. The word 'extraordinary' is a bureaucratic euphemism of remarkable audacity. It signals not that the rendition is extraordinary in the sense of being unusual or exceptional, but that it bypasses the ordinary legal processes that make rendition legitimate.

In the years after 2001, the program evolved into something more specific and more disturbing still. The CIA began operating its own detention facilities, entirely outside any host country's legal system, in locations that were deliberately chosen for their obscurity and the deniability they offered. These became known, in the parlance of the intelligence community and later of the Senate investigation, as 'black sites.' The people inside them had no legal status. They had no access to lawyers. They could not contact family members. They did not officially exist as detainees, because the facilities in which they were held did not officially exist at all.

The Scale of the Network

The Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, in its 2014 report on the CIA's Detention and Interrogation Program, identified 119 individuals who were detained by the CIA under the program. Subsequent investigations have suggested the number may be higher. The report itself remains partially redacted, with the names of cooperating foreign governments obscured behind pseudonyms. 'Country X' agreed to host a black site. 'Country Y' allowed rendition flights to refuel. 'Country Z' provided intelligence that led to a capture.

Human rights organizations, investigative journalists, and foreign parliamentary inquiries have worked for two decades to decode those pseudonyms. The picture that has emerged is of a network that spanned, at its height, more than fifty countries. Not all of those countries hosted detention facilities. Many simply allowed aircraft to pass through their airspace or refuel at their airports without asking questions. A smaller number provided intelligence, security assistance, or active cooperation in the capture of specific individuals. A still smaller number hosted the actual sites of detention.

Those host countries include, on the basis of evidence now in the public record: Poland, Romania, Lithuania, Thailand, Morocco, Jordan, Egypt, Afghanistan, and others whose participation remains partially or entirely unconfirmed. The European countries on that list became the subject of proceedings before the European Court of Human Rights, which found, in a series of judgments between 2012 and 2018, that Poland, Romania, and Lithuania had each violated the European Convention on Human Rights by hosting CIA detention facilities on their territory.

The airlines that moved detainees across this network were, in most cases, shell companies or cover operations that existed solely to provide a civilian face for what were covert government flights. Some were contracted through private aviation companies with connections to the intelligence community. Some operated out of a small number of airports that had, by various means, become nodes in the logistics chain: Dulles, Palma de Mallorca, Reykjavik, Tashkent, Amman, Rabat.

The Question This Book Tries to Answer

How does a liberal democracy construct a system of secret detention that spans five continents, involves the cooperation of dozens of allied governments, and operates in deliberate violation of the international legal obligations that same democracy publicly espouses? This is not a rhetorical question. It has a documented answer, and the answer tells us something important about the way power operates when it believes itself to be in an emergency.

The answer involves lawyers who wrote opinions designed to transform torture into a legal category, officials who signed documents authorizing things they knew could not survive public scrutiny, and governments across the world who calculated that the strategic benefits of American partnership outweighed whatever discomfort their own legal systems might cause.

It involves, above all, a deliberate architecture of deniability: a system designed not merely to do things that could not be legally justified, but to ensure that the doing of those things could never be conclusively attributed to anyone responsible enough to be held accountable for it. Every element of the rendition circuit was constructed with this in mind. The shell companies existed to obscure the CIA's ownership of the aircraft. The use of foreign detention facilities existed to place detainees outside American legal jurisdiction. The destruction of interrogation videotapes, ordered in 2005, existed to ensure that whatever happened in those rooms would remain unverifiable.

This book maps that architecture. Chapter by chapter, it traces the circuit from its legal origins in the days after September 11 through the flights and the facilities, the partner governments and the interrogators, the courts that declined to look and the investigators who eventually did. It ends where the story has so far ended, in a condition of partial accountability and permanent unresolved tension between the facts as established and the justice as denied.

The rendition circuit is not ancient history. Most of its participants remain alive. Many remain in positions of authority or influence. The legal frameworks it exploited have



