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			CHAPTER FIVE

			“When the Gringos Came”: The Far War

			The region is also home to networks that specialize in smuggling illegal immigrants from places like Afghanistan, Pakistan, Yemen, Syria, and Iraq, all places where terrorist organizations like al-Shabbab, ISIS, al-Qaeda and their affiliates operate. Now migrant smuggling is not uncommon. What makes these networks different is the type of people who enlist their services to attempt to enter the U.S. homeland undetected. Some of these people have ties to terrorism and some have intentions to conduct attacks in the homeland. 

			—Rear Admiral Brian Hendrickson, US Southern Command, congressional testimony on May 23, 2018.1

			In the early years after 9/11, when the Americans were still figuring out how to guard the nation’s open southern flank, an Afghan traveler caught in Mexico caused such terrorism alarm that he ended up at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, in the notorious American military prison camp reserved for the most hardened of terrorist prisoners. There, in 2003, the US military authorities deemed Feda Ahmed, who admitted he was on his way to cross the American border, “an enemy combatant…based on information possessed by the United States that indicates that the detainee is associated with al-Qaida.”2

			The partial story of Feda Ahmed, a designated al-Qaeda enemy combatant who almost succeeded in reaching the American border, is revealed in declassified records and military tribunal hearing transcripts the government was forced to release after an Associated Press Freedom of Information lawsuit in May 2005.3 But the documents reflecting the 2002 capture of Ahmed in Mexico and subsequent imprisonment at Guatanamo Bay, almost unbelievably attracted no media reportage even as it has resided on a New York Times database for years. Not even the Department of Defense’s final 2004 intelligence assessment about Feda Ahmed seemed to interest the reporters at the newspaper holding the documents, the wire service that litigated in federal court to get it, or any other reporter who might have read the declassified materials later:

			“Detainee is a suspected al-Qaeda terrorist captured in Mexico attempting to reach the US border.”4 

			According to the material, Feda told his American interrogators after his Mexico arrest that, shortly after the US invasion of Afghanistan in 2001, his father in Kandahar paid $25,000 to a smuggler named “Khaled” to get him over the American border. Khaled was apparently part of the international smuggling network run out of Quito, Ecuador by the Jordanian-Palestinian Maher Jarad, who worked closely with smugglers for the US-designated terrorist groups Hezbollah and al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya of Egypt. Jarad had been sending his Middle East clients from Ecuador to Mexico aboard merchant ships, then overland to the US border. In February 2002, Ahmed and an apparent subordinate in the Jarad network, an Afghan identified as “Ahmed Jan,” whom US investigators said also was directly linked to Hezbollah and al-Gama’a al-Islamiyya, flew together to Ecuador on forged travel documents, including passports. In Ecuador, Jarad put the pair on a ship headed to Mexico’s Chetumal port, through the Panama Canal. But after 9/11, the Americans were determined to shut down that ocean smuggling route. With the Mexican Navy, the American Coast Guard and Immigration and Naturalization Service set up the joint “Operation Southern Watch” (alternatively known as Operation Southern Focus) to disrupt Jarad’s SIA-shipping scheme. In March 2002, the Mexicans arrested Ahmed and Jan, according to the declassified material.5

			Mexico hung on to both men for three months, no doubt while American intelligence officers interrogated them, then deported at least Feda back to Afghanistan’s capital, Kabul. The Afghan government put him in prison for another ten months, and then, for unknown reasons, handed him over to the US authorities, who shipped him to Guantanamo Bay on May 9, 2003.6

			The reasons for imprisoning Ahmed at Guantanamo Bay are listed in the documents: “To provide specific information on terrorist networks, financing, facilitators, recruiters, and travel in Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Mexico.”7 But he was also deemed to be associated with al-Qaeda.

			At one point, Ahmed told the Tribunal president at the prison that he was going to the United States through Mexico because “I was going to find a job to make some money.” But American interrogators caught Ahmed lying about everything, his trip, his family, his travels, whether he could read and write, what languages he spoke, and his work. All the lying was “not indicative of someone simply trying to enter the US,” a 2004 intelligence assessment of Ahmed concluded.8 It seemed clear to the Americans that Ahmed was trained in counter-interrogation techniques. He failed a polygraph when he answered no to the question of whether he had ever received combat training and if he was “trying to sneak into America, to hurt Americans.”9 

			The Americans tagged Ahmed as a “moderate” threat to the US, a designation that was downgraded over time to “low,” at which point he was transferred back to Afghanistan on April 18, 2005.10

			That early post-9/11 instance of a suspected terrorist attempt to reach the US southern border occurred in the nascent stages of an American effort that would evolve into distinct but related counterterrorism operations and spread throughout the Americas.

			As described in Chapters Two and Three, America shored up its physical land borders after 9/11 in a “near war” to filter against expected Islamic jihadist terror infiltrations of the sort that have bedeviled Europe. New laws requiring the prevention of terrorist infiltrations at the land borders led to expanding Border Patrol and extending walls along the Mexican line. As we have seen, the FBI, DHS agencies, and sometimes military and CIA intelligence officers (and for a time my Texas Department of Public Safety team) have conducted enhanced security vetting investigations and face-to-face threat assessment interviews with SIAs who get apprehended. Most of the suspected jihadists are deported in a better-safe-than-sorry gambit. These efforts almost certainly prevented jihadist attacks from the southern border.

			But in one of America’s most expansive and audacious other unknown counterterrorism projects, the United States mounted what I call a “far war” to ensnare jihadist migrants before they reach the homeland border. Even before the Feda Ahmed case, homeland security sent officers and intelligence personnel to stand watch and to track and neutralize the few-and-far-between jihadist travelers, almost always by causing deportations. In the years since, hundreds have been added to expand and improve the programs. American homeland security leaderships established tripwire systems to do this detection work in partnership with regional governments willing to be trained, equipped, and prepared to act in certain ways when the time comes to nab, hold, and deport suspected traveling terrorists like Ahmed. The other American endeavor was to bust the terrorist-sympathizing SIA smugglers, like Maher Jerod, who made the long-haul jihadist journeys possible.

			“For the first bunch of years we started doing this, we didn’t see much,” my DHS veteran of this far-war told me. “But as we got better and better, getting better with the processes, we started seeing them.” 

			Feda Ahmed the client and Maher Jerod the smuggler stand as some of the first enemy casualties in the early days of this American far war, representative of its targets. Those two have much company now.

			Setting Tripwires for Jihadists 

			Acting on a US Homeland Security Investigations “Wanted Alert” in June 2019, Nicaragua arrested four suspected ISIS jihadists who had just crossed their border on a journey north to the United States.11 The US Department of Homeland Security blasted the bulletin to Central American governments and Mexico, identifying two of the Iraqis and one of the Egyptians and urged their captures so that they could be questioned. A fourth man, an Egyptian, had been traveling with the three when the Nicaraguans detained them. A collective sigh of relief passed quietly among those staffing an American intelligence apparatus that had been set up throughout the region many years earlier.

			My intelligence community sources later told me the alert came from a Brazilian tipster close to the human smuggler who transported the Middle Easterners from Turkey, which in the summer of 2019 was awash in ISIS refugees fleeing their recently destroyed “caliphate.” Nicaragua’s leftist Sandinista government, diplomatically estranged from the United States but maybe holding even less love for ISIS terrorists, sent the Iraqis and Egyptian ISIS suspects back to Costa Rica where American involvement was more welcome. The American officers—already stationed in the immediate region—went in. At US insistence, Costa Rica deported the foursome back to their respective home countries, any dark pasts or future plots right along with them, according to my sources.

			Operations like this—tripwire networks of American and foreign law enforcement and intelligence groups that track and hunt suspected traveling jihadists—form a cornerstone of the enterprise. It grew directly from the scary days right after 9/11 when Feda Ahmed was caught with his terrorist companion and sent to Cuba. 

			Chasing down suspected jihadists in the jungle often starts with a bit of derogatory intelligence and a bulletin that goes out to all the participating governments of Latin America. These can look and feel like high-wire television dramas where those involved feel the stakes of failure could not be higher. In one such high-wire search-and-deport operation that went down in 2004, the FBI issued a “border-wide alert” asking Mexican and Central American officials to be on the lookout for Adnan Gulshair El Shukrijumah. The wanted man was a twenty-nine-year-old Saudi pilot suspected of serving Osama bin Laden as leader of al-Qaeda’s external operations group who disappeared from his Florida home some months before the 9/11 attacks.12 After the attacks, US Attorney General John Ashcroft singled out Shukrijumah as one of seven especially dangerous international terror figures wanted by the American government and put a $5 million bounty on his head.

			State Department cables not declassified until 2016 confirmed why the FBI had asked American allies to the south for urgent help tracking him down.13 After the attacks, a proven government informant (and relative of a Mexico-based human smuggler of Arabs) told the US consulate in Juarez that the al-Qaeda terrorist leader was hiding with two other Arab militants in a border city across from Douglas, Arizona. The informant “was not absolutely positive.” But no matter, the FBI was taking no chances that such a dangerous terrorist directly connected to the 9/11 attacks might come back across. Mexico began arresting SIAs from Muslim-majority countries as a result, in “a growing Mexican crackdown,” according to an Associated Press account of the operation. 

			If that was indeed him on the other side of Douglas, Arizona, Shukrijumah slipped the noose. He was never found in Mexico, if he was ever there at all, despite the continent-wide manhunt. We know that now because, in 2014, Pakistan Army Special Forces killed him in Waziristan following a long gun battle.14

			But this was typical of many operations like it throughout the Americas—the triggering of multinational alert searches for suspected jihadists, asking pre-sensitized governments to hunt, capture and hold them, allowing Americans to interrogate them in foreign detention centers, and sometimes deporting the captured ones to faraway home countries. And while that particular effort came up empty, plenty of others over the years came up full. This jihadist-migrant alert system to the south helps explain why fewer jihadist-minded travelers—Known or Suspected Terrorists—show up to be counted at the actual American border. And that’s the point.

			Secrecy restrictions cloud how often migrant-terrorists have turned up at the end of this sluice, but the pickings have proven decent in Panama, a bottleneck country through which SIAs must pass to exit South America and enter Central America. The passage is considered so strategic that in 2018, the American government organized an “SIA Joint Task Force” in Panama City where ICE and CBP teams stationed in the US Embassy work hand-in-glove with Panama’s intelligence (Consejo), military police, navy, and immigration services. In its short time, the task force “supported several CT-related [counterterrorism] investigations,” the State Department’s 2020 Country Report on Terrorism gave up.15 

			But operations long predated the formalized SIA task force collaborative. In July 2020, for instance, the director of Panama’s Senafront border agency told a group of Arizona State University journalism students that since 2011 the agency has logged “more than 49 alerts on people from different countries linked to terrorist groups.”16  Some of these discoveries likely had origins in the fingerprints and retinal eye scans taken in recent years from thousands of migrants traveling through Panama and provided to American intelligence analysts as part of a collection program. 

			Intelligence analysis work does not often happen in real time, and so plenty of watch-listed suspects whose biometrics didn’t immediately flag a problem were still found upstream in other countries after the usual alerts-and-warnings system was activated. In a rare November 2019 press announcement, Mexico’s National Migration Institute disclosed that between 2014 and 2019, the agency determined that nineteen migrants passing through had ties to foreign terrorist groups.17 The Mexican agency identified them as Somalis, Pakistanis, Bangladeshis, Ethiopians, and Yemenis. 

			American intelligence and law enforcement officers stationed in Mexico almost certainly would have been involved in each of the nineteen cases, either in supplying intelligence checks, conducting eyeball-to-eyeball interviews inside Mexico, or recommending what Mexico should do with these migrants based on assessments of the intelligence about each, which are unknown to me. Mexico deported all nineteen, its ministry said, which would be in line with American practice and wishes. With the deportee went whatever intentions they might have wanted to carry over the American border. And of course, none would have been counted as terrorists who reached the border because they obviously never made it that far.

			Another one who never made it that far, because of the tripwire setup, was a suspected Somali al-Shabaab terrorist identified in a 2015 DHS lookout alert as Mohammed “Moha” Ali. DHS distributed the warning widely through Mexico and Central America, with his photo, as he had traveled to Cuba and was on the loose somewhere in Mexico preparing to cross the US border.18 Ali was interdicted in Mexico and returned to an African country, according to records I have reviewed.

			“We Are the Filter”

			In December 2018, I made my way to one of Costa Rica’s migrant camps thirty miles north of the Panamanian border in El Golfito, where just the previous year, at the main aluminum structure, federal police arrested another suspected Somali terrorist. His name was Ibrahim Qoordheen, and he was well on his way to the US southern border until he got caught in this American skein.19 As a result, we’ll never know what he might have planned had he arrived. 

			Like many of the migrants coming out of the Darien jungle from South America, Qoordheen took advantage of the Panama and Costa Rica “controlled flow” policy in which those countries care for, temporarily legalize, and then transport all migrants northward—out of their own countries—along government rest camps like in El Golfito and another one on the Costa Rica-Nicaragua border, outside of which smugglers line up to resume journeys. Unable to dissuade Panama or Costa Rica from doing the smuggler’s work of transporting migrants to the US border under their so-called “controlled-flow” policy, the Americans tried to exploit it for intelligence instead. They gave Panama and Costa Rica immigration officers equipment to collect the fingerprints, retinal scans, and triangulated facial recognition photographs of every migrant they took in. All the data went straight to the Americans, who checked and sifted for matches to terrorism intelligence.

			[image: ]

			Inside the El Golfito migrant camp in Costa Rica, where several terrorist suspects were detained for the Americans. Photo by Todd Bensman

			An alert analyst in the American embassy in Panama City saw that Qoordheen and six other Somalis had come into the country together and registered with the Panamanians for their easy rides to Nicaragua. The fake name Qoordheen originally provided didn’t match anything, but his fingerprints were red-hot. A preexisting intelligence file associated with those prints identified him and several of his missing traveling companions as intertwined with a violent al-Shabaab cell and smuggling network in Zambia, two US intelligence officials told me. 

			It was too late to have him and his fellow travelers arrested in Panama; they’d already boarded the air-conditioned commercial buses and were spread out somewhere along the long trail north. But using collaborative arrangements long in place, the Americans sent out their alerts and had plenty of trip wires already set, from Panama to Mexico.

			The following year when I visited the El Golfito camp, a Costa Rican immigration officer stationed there, Freddy Valverde Campos, told me he was on duty when the Americans called asking if the Somali was registered. Campos explained to me that he and his officers were always “in close contact with the Americans” on such matters. Yes, Qoordheen was there. Hearing that, the Americans asked Campos to hold him until they could arrive. In an interview room that Campos showed to me, a small team of Americans interrogated Qoordheen at length. The Somali, as expected, gave up nothing. They had the Costa Ricans arrest the Somali then, based on other intelligence in hand. Taking a better-safe-than-sorry approach, the Americans requested that Costa Rica deport Qoordheen back to Zambia, which they did, according to two American law enforcement sources.

			Significantly, Campos also told me, as we stood in the camp chatting, the Qoordheen matter was no isolated incident. Several other terrorist suspects had been arrested before Qoordheen and also deported. There was a routine—normalized jihadist apprehensions and interrogations in the jungle. American intelligence officers often showed up there to interview Iraqis, Iranians, and Pakistanis who had been flagged for terrorism or espionage threats. Sometimes the Americans just call the El Golfito migrant camp and have the local immigration officers conduct the interviews—and forward the intelligence reports to the US embassy where the Americans work. That’s how the other suspected terrorists were caught there, Campos said.

			“We have deported other people from Costa Rica for terrorism,” he confided to me as we stood outside the room where the Americans interviewed Qoordheen. “If they suspect there is a person traveling to the United States for terrorism, they need to know where they are and to know who they are.”

			“We are the filter,” Campos said. “Most are good, but some are bad.”

			The American tripwire system went into overdrive after Qoordheen. The problem was that five Somalis had been traveling with Qoordheen and couldn’t be found, sources familiar with the cases told me. The Americans sent Wanted Alerts to Guatemala, El Salvador, and Mexico. The Mexicans caught one of the traveling associates, Abdi-Wahab Mursal, not long after, an American intelligence official told me. Like Qoordheen, Mursal was also on the US terrorism watch list. Rather than have him deported, the Americans requested a handoff at an international bridge in Texas, which happened on October 11, 2017. Mursal remained in custody for nearly a year before he was deported to Mogadishu. But it’s unclear how many of the others were ever found, if any.

			The American public knows almost nothing of these distant activities. The publicly available annual 2017 US State Department Country Reports on Terrorism, released in September 2018, did provide a confirming peek at the American counterterrorism partnership with Panama. It said one program objective there now was “to detain and repatriate individuals for whom there were elevated suspicions of links to terrorism.”20

			In the spring of 2020, the Arizona State University student journalists traveled to Panama and returned with largely sympathetic coverage of extra-continental migrants. Prior to their trip, the students reached out to me for tips and leads about where to go. I was happy to sensitize them about the national security aspect of the migrant flow through Panama on the chance that they might stumble across something interesting to me. Sure enough, the students found a group of Yemenis held in a Panamanian migrant camp in Darien Province I’d told them about at the village of La Penita. The students reported that the Yemeni men had been held there for more than fifty days, without explanation, while all other migrants were allowed to pass through after only a few days.21

			One of the Yemenis, identified as Marwan Mohammed Alud, told the student that Panamanian police took his passport and cell phone after collecting their fingerprints and retinal scans. The student journalists photographed Alud and his detained group and quoted him complaining of “racial profiling.” But when the students dutifully asked a DHS official at the US embassy what this was all about, an official acknowledged full awareness of Yemenis deep in the Darien jungle and said the men were not being held just because they were from Yemen.

			“There is an ongoing investigation regarding that group,” the US official told the students.

			The American official also let the students know that “we have had several known and suspected terrorists flying through the region, and they’ve been denied entry into Panama.” 

			I’m aware of several other cases of suspected terrorists similarly stopped in their tracks by allied governments and what that must look like on the ground. While I was visiting Panama in December 2018, an American official described a recent time when a Pakistani was flagged as a terrorism problem. The migrant had a long history with a terrorist organization that my source wouldn’t name. The Panamanians kept the migrant in local custody at the behest of the Americans for almost a full year while they investigated. The investigation turned up no specific terrorism plot, but because of his confirmed history as a terrorist, the Pakistani was deported by plane anyway to easily eliminate any risk, the officer told me. Better safe than sorry.

			Another illustrative case involved six Pakistanis who entered Panama from Colombia in August 2016 on their way to the American border and were pulled off the route, then deported home. The deportations of the six were publicly reported but not the reasons why, so it attracted almost no notice. But Juan Carlos Vargas, political editor for La Prensa newspaper in Panama City, told me his paper knew the Pakistanis had been arrested on American suspicions that they were associated with al-Qaeda and after they were seen taking photos of sensitive sites around the city, including the Panama Canal.22

			“The government closed out all information about that news,” the journalist told me in his newspaper’s comfortable lobby, adding that this wasn’t the only such case. “Other [terrorism suspect] cases were shut down too.”

			The tripwire system is not limited to Central America but ranges far to its south; the SIA smuggling hub of Brazil has been long favored as an initial landing and staging country for migrants readying to travel north. Brazil has hosted one of ICE-HSI’s largest overseas contingents, alongside Customs and Border Protection officers and FBI agents. The relationship ramped up after the 2018 election of the mercurial President Jair Bolsanaro, who was only too happy to bust Muslim terrorists, perhaps mindful of the discovery of local ISIS network that was plotting to attack the South American country’s 2016 Olympic games. In 2019, CBP and Brazil’s federal police opened a pilot program in the country’s airports to identify high-risk “travelers with links to terrorism…and alien smuggling” coming and going, American prosecutors noted after its first SIA smuggler bust that year.23 Brazil even agreed to send its own permanent liaison officer to CBP’s National Targeting Center in the United States to work on counter-smuggling and terrorism issues in Brazil. 

			The American hunt for terrorists was fairly humming in Brazil in 2019—long overdue—when the FBI pushed out a bulletin seeking information about Mohamed Ahmed Elsayed Ahmed Ibrahim, an Egyptian suspected al-Qaeda operative living in Brazil and considered armed and dangerous.24  The public notice—the first of its kind for that region—stated that Ibrahim was being sought for questioning about his alleged involvement in plotting attacks against the United States, an investigation that was ongoing at the time of this writing.25 A New York Times reporter was able to phone Ibrahim in Sao Paulo and quote him swearing he was merely a happily-married furniture mover who was not involved with the terrorist group.26 But the Times obviously had no access to the intelligence possessed by FBI agents eager to do their own questioning. A State Department statement, perhaps hinting at the specific intelligence, said the Americans were particularly concerned about Ibrahim’s presence in Brazil because of “the ability of transnational criminal organizations and foreign terrorist organizations such as al-Qaeda to move money, weapons, goods, and people illegally across international borders, wherever those borders might be.”27 Of course, not mentioned by the Times was that it had briefly glimpsed one part of America’s much broader covert “far war” to secure the southern land border.

			America’s Special Relationship with Mexico

			In January 2020, I happened to be reporting in the southern Mexican state of Chiapas, interviewing Mexican military and immigration officers, when HSI sent out another terrorist migrant alert: be on the lookout for a female suicide bomber and four accompanying men “of Middle Eastern descent” headed through Mexico and to the US border.28 I knew the trip wire system described earlier had gone live once again.

			The Border Patrol intelligence alert, which had been based on intelligence the CIA had briefed the agency with and wasn’t intended to be made public, said the United States had gotten information from a Guatemalan that the five had gone through Guatemala and Belize and were currently in the next state over from me, in Veracruz, Mexico. I knew that American alerts like this, based on intelligence information of unknown credibility, went out fairly regularly among American partners like Mexico. But usually, I was nowhere near ground zero of the chase like now.

			I also knew the Americans were in excellent position to find the five reputed terrorists. Since at least late 2015, not coincidentally at the time of the Paris attacks and under the Obama administration, US agents were sent in force to Tapachula. By August 2016, the American group had vetted more than 640 SIAs inside southern Mexican detention centers, according to Reuters News reporting.29 Reuters was given access to internal DHS documents showing that CBP officers were training their Mexican counterparts in the tedious art of SIA interviewing and to use US criminal databases to investigate SIA detainees.

			“U.S. concerns about potential security risks from migrants using the unusual and circuitous southern route have been growing in recent years, following a string of Islamic-State-inspired attacks in the West and the surge in Syrian refugees fleeing that country’s civil war,” Reuters reported, neatly tying the knot between Europe’s tragedy with border-infiltrating terrorists and American fear of the same.

			While sitting on a bench outside my Tapachula hotel, I contacted a US intelligence source on my cell phone. I was some thirty miles from the Guatemala border, which just then was crowded with thousands of African, Haitian, Arab, and Bangladeshi migrants, as well as Central American migrants. The previous day I had interviewed a Pakistani migrant on a central downtown Tapachula street.

			My source explained to me that the Mexicans were marshaling to find the five. I knew the country stood a uniquely high chance of finding them too at that historic moment in time, assuming, of course, that the terrorist travelers actually existed.

			For one thing, under pressure from President Trump, who at the time was demanding that Mexico end the mass migration crisis of Central Americans where I was on its southern border, Mexico had deployed more than 6,000 national guard troops at more than fifty roadblocks throughout its southern states to block once-free northward travel. 

			It was an unprecedented operation for the Mexicans, aimed at persuading Central Americans to stay home—and a temporary one. But SIAs were getting caught up in the Mexican dragnet for the first time in modern history too, a precedent that should be remembered when it is ever needed for that. Quite unintentionally, many SIAs found themselves trapped in Tapachula right alongside the Central Americans, forced to apply for Mexican asylum just like the Salvadorans, Hondurans, and Guatemalans. They would be easy to scoop up for interrogation. The terrorists probably wouldn’t get far out of town; as I and my party found out one day when we drove out on a dirt road and were suddenly surrounded by state and federal police who pulled guns, then searched our cars and checked our documents. 

			I knew that if the five terrorists existed, they would have a hard time evading these temporary army roadblocks, the hidden cops on dirt roads, and the American force of ICE and CBP officers connected to the intelligence community prowling the region. Over the next few days, Mexican military and immigration officials at some of the roadblocks confirmed they were under orders to detain all Middle Easterners and bring them to a particular detention center in Tapachula. Additionally, any Middle Eastern migrants known to be holed up in the area were to be picked up and brought in for questioning. 

			The whole effort turned out to be unnecessary, this time anyway.

			A few days later, my own sources soon told me the Americans had grilled the original Guatemalan tipster and had discredited him as an Islamophobic crank. The tension dialed down a good bit while I finished my reporting in the area, although I thought Middle Eastern migrants seemed harder than usual to come by on that trip to Chiapas, my third.

			This whole episode in January 2020—an American terrorist traveler alert that spurred Mexico to detain SIAs for interrogation and investigation—underscores a fairly reliable US-Mexico counterterrorism partnership developed after 9/11. As a transit country for mass immigration through it and by its own citizenry, Mexico’s record of cooperation in disrupting general illegal immigration is less than stellar because Mexico is conflicted. On the one hand, Mexico’s national interests are served by the $25 billion a year in American remittance cash its citizens working illegally in the United States send back to Mexico. That kind of emigration is good, from Mexico’s perspective. But when it comes to migrants from the Islamic world, Mexico was and is just as self-interested. 

			In 2007, Mexico’s ambassador to the US at the time, Arturo Sarukhan, explained all this to me with picture-perfect clarity. In a Washington, DC, restaurant over drinks, the ambassador explained that any terror attack that traced its origins to a border crossing would lead to abrupt and radical border restrictions, which could catastrophically disrupt not only normal trade with Mexico’s biggest trading partner but also those billions in annual remittances its people send home. (Likewise, the US immigration advocacy and resettlement industry understands this all too well.)

			“The day that happens,” Sarukhan said of a terrorist infiltrator who attacks from Mexican soil, “this relationship is over as we know it. Everything. So it behooves my country to ensure that that border is not used as a potential staging ground for terrorist penetration or attack to U.S. soil. Mechanisms put in place by agencies on both sides of the border are providing the results.”

			Thirteen years later, that bit of diplomatic wisdom still held true as the Mexicans and Americans used those same “mechanisms” in their hunt for the five reputed terrorists in Veracruz.

			Mexico probably works harder at US terrorism-related security than on its own. The predominantly Catholic country is hardly a target of Islamic terrorists. A 2018 US State Department Country Reports on Terrorism, an annual assessment of how major countries do counterterrorism, noted the dynamic: “Mexico does not view terrorism as a major threat to its security but acknowledges the United States’ concerns and cooperates closely….”30

			Mexican self-interest in keeping the border open to trade and remittance money also helps explain the messaging in that seemingly out-of-the-blue Mexican foreign ministry announcement in July 2019 that, over the previous five years, it had detained and deported nineteen migrants linked to Islamic terrorist organizations. The government provided no details about any of them, naturally, but the numbers seem to comport with other information about Mexico’s trip wire system collaboration with the United States on this issue, which dates straight to the 9/11 attacks.

			Enter the FBI with a Handshake and an Idea

			After 9/11, the US government began urging Mexico to suppress SIA traffic that had always moved unmolested through its territory. The State Department’s 2006 Country Reports on Terrorism took note of how the Americans still perceived the top Mexico-related threat at the time: “terrorist transit and the smuggling of aliens who may raise terrorism concerns.”

			“Our bilateral efforts focused squarely on minimizing that threat,” the 2006 report stated.

			Mexico’s cooperation with the Americans branched out as time went on. Mexico, for instance, prosecuted and imprisoned Salim Boughader-Mucharrafille, the Tijuana-based Lebanese smuggler of Hezbollah agents into the United States, after he had served his time on a US conviction. The Mexican authorities kept after the terrorist threat, in collaboration with American intelligence. In April 2003, for instance, when five Hezbollah operatives were reported to be preparing for a border crossing, it was naturally the Mexicans who mounted an aggressive manhunt.31 The operatives, if they existed, were never found.

			Besides ICE, other DHS agencies such as US Customs and Border Protection intelligence officers grabbed an oar. So did the military’s Southern Command and the United States Special Operations Command—North (SOCNORTH)—their intelligence groups—after 9/11. Over the years, INTERPOL has played a key role in the American far war against jihadist travel. 

			But at the tip of the spear was the FBI, already in the country. It added forces in Mexico and, not long afterward, began a diplomatically sensitive, hardly known effort in the country.

			The Mexicans began allowing FBI agents and other federal intelligence officers, like ICE’s HSI, into its detention facilities to interview SIAs, a program that obviously continues to the present time as we see from the media reports about CBP and ICE agents working the Tapachula detention center in 2016 and beyond. 

			Now-retired FBI Supervisory Special Agent James G. Conway started it. He was sent to the US embassy in Mexico in the months after 9/11 to serve as program manager of the bureau’s counterterrorism program in Mexico and jump-started that operation. Conway told me that prior to the attacks, the FBI’s Mexico contingent in the Office of the Legal Attaché mainly worked investigations related to organized crime, drug trafficking, and money laundering. Once he got on the ground, he shifted the focus to SIAs and counterterrorism.

			“I realized the threat to U.S. national security was not large groups of terror cells just south of the border but the large, global human smuggling operations that existed in Mexico and Latin America for decades that were smuggling people from all over the world through Mexico and on into the United States,” recalled Conway, a private security consultant in Houston, years after he retired. “Knowing that it takes only one individual or a small cell to do significant harm, the flood of people crossing the border without any screening or vetting became alarming to me.”

			Conway created a working group, or “fusion cell,” of Mexico-based agents, Border Patrol, the State Department, and a number of “traditional intelligence agencies.” At first, the group reached out to Mexican counterparts and put the SIA matter on their radar, asking them to start detaining SIAs and letting the Americans know when profiles matched a list of risk criteria. The Mexicans starting doing some of their own interviews, sending the intelligence on to Conway’s FBI group. The Mexicans let the agents in to the detention centers to do other interviews.

			The operation was politically sensitive for the Mexicans on the domestic front because of a dark remembered past when bullying Americans too often coopted independent Mexican decision-making. So the FBI interviews inside Mexican detention facilities remained secret lest the Mexican public find out and accuse its government of kowtowing once again to American demands. For perspective, it’s worth pointing out that, conversely, the United States probably would never allow Mexican intelligence officials to conduct investigations inside its federal facilities on its prisoners and detainees. 

			When I first disclosed the existence of this program in a 2007 report on SIAs for Hearst News, a senior ICE official at the time told me the Mexicans immediately suspended the whole program in response, embarrassed, and said he wished he had never disclosed it to me. The interview program was slowly reinstituted to varying degrees, to the extent that in 2015–2016, ICE and CBP personnel had been able to interview 640 SIAs in Tapachula and were still in town in 2020 to hunt for the five terrorists mentioned earlier. At one point, the FBI began giving the Mexicans prepared questionnaires in common SIA languages and asking that Mexican authorities have SIAs in their custody fill them out and return the information to the FBI.

			“The Mexicans went out on a limb for us on this issue,” Conway said. 

			I first became aware that some sort of sensitive FBI activity was going on in Mexico in 2007, when the first Iraqi border-crosser I met in Brownsville, Boles, described extensive interviews at the hands of Americans inside the Mexican detention facility where he landed after capture. Boles, who had spent time as a war refugee in Damascus, Syria, told me Mexican immigration detained him in Tapachula and then bused him for twenty hours with other Arabs and non-Spanish-speaking travelers to a facility in Mexico City, which was where Conway and his group were stationed at the embassy. One day, Boles was taken to a well-lit interrogation room fitted with a table, some chairs, and a telephone on speaker with a female Arabic interpreter on the other end. To one side, a Mexican agent stood throughout the proceedings, observing but not participating. But the interrogators were absolutely American, Boles told me.

			As the hours ticked by, the questions became more specific. The Americans wanted names, places, and dates related to his time in Iraq and Syria as a war refugee. They wanted to know if he had served in the Iraqi military and what weapons training he had received.

			They asked Boles point-blank if he was a member of a terrorist organization that ran a training camp in the Syrian port town of Latakia, which press reports had identified as processing foreign fighters on their way to combat American troops in Iraq. Had Boles ever been to Latakia? What did he know about the terrorist organization that ran the camp? The Mexicans hung on to Boles for three more months, possibly to buy the Americans more time to check the story. 

			The intelligence gained through the Mexican collaboration led to SIA smuggler busts, including the dismantling of one smuggling group in France, and apprehensions of migrants deemed dangerous enough to be deported from Mexico, Conway said. 

			“The Mexicans provided us with key interview information as well as information from their personal effects and cell phones,” Conway recalled. “Much of that intelligence was analyzed and created the basis of investigations against SIA smuggling organizations based in Mexico as well as other parts of the world.”

			Anatomy of a Working Partnership

			The State Department’s 2016 Country Reports on Terrorism noted that Mexican authorities carried out “counterterrorism monitoring” in airports and at migration stations through a “constant review” of regular and irregular people flows and by checking names against terrorist watch lists.

			“Mexican and U.S. law enforcement agencies coordinate closely regarding persons who raise terrorism concerns,” the State Department report said. “This primarily involves individuals encountered at the immigration detention facility in Tapachula, Chiapas, and also at international airports.”32

			Just like I did while working for Texas DPS, Mexican security agencies also tracked down the real story behind persistent and repetitive media reports about supposed terrorist training camps in Mexico. Confirming my own efforts at Texas DPS, the State Department’s annual report that year, 2016, concluded that these were “found to be unsubstantiated.”33 Remember, though, that there is value to confirming reports as bogus and also that plenty were not.

			To this day, Mexico continues to alert the Americans about any migrant that flags terrorism trouble. As noted in Chapter Three, the country has hand-delivered especially dangerous ones to the Americans on international pedestrian bridges. 

			Mexico evidently does some better-safe-than-sorry deporting too. 

			Mexico’s collaboration on SIAs has continued on through the years. In 2012, the Panamanians picked up another problematic Pakistani out of the Darien jungle and called the Americans. According to source material I have reviewed, the Pakistani raised flags on three counts. One, he had been living in Quito, Ecuador, and spoke fluent Spanish yet was on the well-known SIA trail through Panama. These factors suggested the Pakistani worked in the smuggling business and might have been transporting other Pakistanis. Two, he claimed he had left Karachi, Pakistan, after things went sour during his work as a supposedly low-level grunt worker for the highly violent US-designated Tier Three terrorist organization, the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), and also the much-blooded “Gang War Group” of Pakistan. He claimed that he merely worked for the group as a lowly painter whose service amounted to tacking up MQM placards in public spaces and handing out MQM flags at events. 

			Third, he was on the US terror watch list. In the counterterrorism intelligence world, all this information adds up to a five-alarm fire.

			The Panamanians brought the Pakistani to the American embassy to be interviewed for several hours. The terrorist suspect described recruitment and extortion attempts by MQM that he purportedly resisted and had to flee by going to Ecuador, Latin America’s Grand Central Station of global human smuggling. He claimed to have opened up a disco there but that thugs following from Pakistan soon followed, he said, and so he fled to Panama. 

			The American interrogators probably did not buy any of this. I wouldn’t. But, inexplicably—whether part of a deliberate strategy to track him going north or simply due to a really bad screw-up, the Pakistani was inexplicably released. He fled north toward the US border. The Americans set the usual trip wires with all the partners to get him back. 

			One day a couple of months later, sure enough, the Mexicans called. They had the man in custody, in Tapachula. The Mexicans required the Pakistani to fill out their American-prepared questionnaire about travel tactics and terrorist connections. Then, they opened the gate to HSI agents attached to the American embassy in Mexico City, who flew down to interview the Pakistani. HSI agents spent hours with him inside the detention facility. 

			It’s unclear, from what I was able to learn about this case, what ultimately happened next. The American concern was that he self-acknowledged extensive contact with MQM militants, but his assertions that he resisted their recruitment of him could not be corroborated. It seems highly unlikely this Pakistani would have been allowed to continue his journey to the US border to claim asylum and was likely deported.

			Another case illustrating the US-Mexico counterterrorism collaboration unfolded in the fall of 2014 when a Bangladeshi emailed the Houston Police Department warning that a fellow Bangladeshi, trained and indoctrinated by al-Qaeda in Afghanistan, was right then en route to the US border and intended to conduct a suicide bombing after he got over. The tipster gave the name the Bangladeshi was using, a photo, and an itinerary. The usual American alert went out to Mexico and Central America.

			The case landed in the lap of HSI agents on the Texas side, who called their Mexican counterparts. Lo and behold, they got a hit. The Bangladeshi described happened to be in custody in Tapachula, having just come over from Guatemala with seven other Bangladeshis. HSI, FBI, and other American agents flew down to Tapachula immediately to interview the detainee inside the main detention center. Mexican intelligence officials were present as well, per the protocol for preserving at least a semblance of national sovereignty. For hours, the Americans grilled the Bangladeshi using a Bengali interpreter on speaker phone.

			When they were finished, they’d caught the Bangladeshi in a series of lies, including whether he maintained social media and email accounts, but never were able to connect him to terrorism. Sneaking around so far from home with bogus passports, lying to federal agents, and having a poison-pen letter written about you doesn’t bode well for getting a pass to the US. It’s unclear what became of the Bangladeshi, but under the circumstances, the better-safe-than-sorry approach would have been applied to him with a one-way ticket on ICE Air. 

			The anecdotes described in these pages highlight the kind of cat-and-mouse game that plays out constantly in Latin America in the form of foreign law enforcement investigations, military adventures, outright spying, and partnerships with foreign intelligence services and law enforcement agencies of questionable trustworthiness. The American homeland security establishment set up much more than trip wires. Other artillery was wheeled up to distant front lines after 9/11, this to pummel the smuggling networks that brought in this terrorist prey in the first place. One of the central programs of the American counter-infiltration far war is the hunt for special interest alien smugglers and, as good as any place to start was the human funnel running into and out of Panama. 

			A Proxy Army Arises: When the “Gringos” Came

			I think we are beginning to see people coming into this hemisphere who have very, very questionable backgrounds, and our law enforcement agencies are paying close attention to that. We just have to recognize that this theater is a very attractive target and is an attractive pathway that we have to pay attention to.

			—Admiral Kurt Tidd, commander of US Southern Command, May 2016, speaking to reporters.34 

			In December 2018, I traveled to Panama to report on sharp increases in SIA traffic through the infamous Darien Gap bottleneck. Dangerous foot trails led through this jungled mountain gap upon which guides and smugglers led immigrants on seven- or ten-day journeys out over the narrow isthmus from South America and into Central America. Not so long before my 2018 visit to Panama, migrants coming out of the Darien jungle wilderness would make their way to an archipelago of seedy motels in Panama City where they could rest on the cheap, have money wired in, get some medical treatment for trench foot and other jungle ailments, and hook up with smugglers to continue the journey. I wanted to see for myself what I might still find there.

			Intelligence community friends had identified a number of such motels for me, among them the Hotel Miami in the metropolis’s oldest quarter of Casco Antiguo. The motel offered much more than $10-a-night rooms to the seemingly inexhaustible river of Somalis, Syrians, Pakistanis, Palestinians, Iraqis, and Bangladeshis brought to it year in and year out.

			But everything had changed by the time I showed up unannounced on the motel’s doorstep. Proprietor Mary Valderrama, who ran the place with her husband, Victor Sacipa, all those years, met me at the front reception area. After agreeing to an interview, she had me sit in a shabby living quarters of the establishment. She recalled how the migrants used to show up in droves at their motel broke, “filthy, sick, hungry and without even shoes.”

			Beyond offering rest and steel bunk-bed cots covered by filthy thin mattresses in dark jail-cell-like rooms, Mary said she and her husband, Victor, provided more important services for clueless migrants who usually only spoke native languages and had never gone so far from homelands as this seemingly distant planet. They arranged for the migrants to have money wired in and housed a kind of brokerage where they and smugglers could pair up. The house was always full. There were other hotels in the Casco Antiguo circuit doing it too. Everyone was getting paid, including the Panamanian police who turned a blind eye for their cut, the couple said.

			“We would always ask them [the migrants], ‘Why are you coming? And the answer was always ‘Obama! He will let us in. We know he will let us in.’”

			During the heyday of 2015, Victor began worrying about news coming in from overseas that ISIS had captured large swaths of territory in Syria and Iraq. Syrians and Iraqis often stayed at Hotel Miami. ISIS was consolidating its fresh Iraq and Syria land conquests. By 2016, ISIS terrorists who’d posed as war refugees and asylum seekers were bombing and killing all over Europe, as Victor and Mary were acutely aware.

			“I began wondering what the gringos would think about Syrians and other Arabs from that neighborhood coming through and staying at Hotel Miami,” Victor said.
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			Victor Sacipa, owner of the Hotel Miami in Panama City, December 2018. Photo by Todd Bensman

			But the money was too good to get out of the smuggling business. It turns out Victor’s gut instinct was on the money. Victor recalled how “those gringos” finally did come, right alongside Panamanian police, in a surprise, full battle-rattle raid in 2016.

			“They put all our guests up against the wall,” Victor recalled, then took him, along with everyone else, to jail. Panama charged Victor and nine others with human smuggling. After the bust, he and Mary recalled interrogators asking all sorts of questions about ISIS and their guests’ involvement in terrorism. 

			By the time I heard all of this, the motel had been out of the smuggling waystation business for nearly two years, and so were all the other stepping-stone motels I swung by that year. The whole network was shut down. In its place, the Panamanian government had erected it’s “controlled flow” policy of moving the migrants itself to relieve some of the black market headaches of the motel system. Victor was under house arrest inside his empty motel, his passport still in police custody, and feeling crushed under the legal weight of an ongoing prosecution. This he demonstrated by hauling out a heavy stack of legal papers and slapping it down hard on the table in front of me.

			Tip of the Spear and Raising a Proxy Counterterrorism Army in the Hunt for SIA Smugglers

			Already described is a trip wire system strung across Latin America for identifying jihadists moving along the SIA smuggling routes of Latin America, how US agents and their pre-sensitized allies in Latin America red-flag probable jihadists on the move, distribute terrorist-wanted alerts, and detain and investigated them—Yemenis, Somalis, Pakistanis and other nationalities—in remote migrant camps or Mexican detention centers. The tripwire component of the project can sometimes result in peremptory deportations—down there—that are never advertised to the American public.

			But the arrests of motel proprietors like Mary and Victor speak to another ubiquitous operational component in America’s covert counterterrorism far war: taking out the SIA smugglers and their facilitating infrastructures of safe houses and subordinate helpers. Variations of this campaign date to at least 2002–2003, when all the new homeland security legislation and agency strategic plans placed responsibility for disrupting SIA smuggling in ICE’s portfolio, its then-Office of Investigation (reorganized in 2010 as ICE Homeland Security Investigations, HSI). DHS moved its people in force into Latin America as the tip of the spear of a dawning campaign to hunt and bust SIA smugglers who needed places like Hotel Miami and the bit players like Mary and Victor who kept the assembly line profits rolling. They were bridge-builders in a sense, connecting hemispheres. The Americans wanted those bridges blown, preferably faster than new ones could be built.

			ICE once described this mission as involving 240 agents in some forty-eight foreign attaché offices to “aggressively pursue, disrupt and dismantle foreign based criminal travel networks—particularly those involved in the movement of aliens from countries of concern.”35  In recent years, HSI has worked these cases alongside the US Department of Justice’s Human Rights and Special Prosecutions Section. The agents and prosecutors work within an entity known as the Extraterritorial Criminal Travel Strike Force. 36

			James Dinkins, a retired director of ICE-HSI who was there from the beginning through 2014, described the new operation in those days as creating an “outer ring of deterrence” for a “risk that is greater than perceived.” Dinkins told me men and women of the agency eventually fanned out to seventy-eight international offices, including in dozens of Latin American countries through which SIAs typically transited and also to many of the origin countries in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia.

			“You could easily devote an army to human smuggling,” he said. “But we had to prioritize. We looked at those organizations that would pose the greatest national security threat and those would be the ones moving SIAs. We would prioritize that over some other organization moving people from Latin America just escaping an economic crisis and so forth.”

			Right away, the Americans tripped over their first hurdle in the strategy: US law enforcement has no legal authority to investigate or arrest people in foreign countries. The solution was to build a covert proxy army in those countries that could and would. But finding trustable law enforcement partners in that part of the world had always proven problematic in the war on drugs, where officers were paid such a pittance that drug money payoffs could easily separate cops from their public oaths to serve and protect. The solution was to fashion men and women into so-called “vetted” units the Americans could trust to as high a degree as possible to work with the Americans and their intelligence systems. To get them there, the local officers had to go through extensive background checking and constant security screening and training. Those who made it out the other end got the elite seal of trustworthiness and the enhanced pay that came with it.

			The gringos recruited their new army from local and regional police forces and intelligence services in places like Panama, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Guatemala. Once knighted, these officers were deemed unlikely to corruptly leak sensitive intelligence about investigations and to carry out what needed to be done on their own sovereign territory but, let’s face it, mainly for American national security objectives. 

			Dinkins said the US State Department paved the way for creating vetted units under governments it could influence and assisted funding them in the allied SIA transit countries. The government parlance name for this army of proxy units was “Transnational Criminal Investigative Units (TCIUs),” and after a time of training and heavy security vetting, an infrastructure of hundreds of local law enforcement officers in dozens of countries were working directly with HSI agents, Dinkins said.

			Guatemala typified the arrangement—and the difficulties involved. In a Guatemala City restaurant featuring the local cuisine back in 2007, Guatemala’s former chief federal prosecutor Gustavo Barreno recalled for me how his lawyers were sucked into American counterterrorism operations. Before 9/11, the few American immigration officers in the country concerned themselves with drug smuggling and sex trafficking, he said. SIA smuggling at the time happened in the wide open on an almost industrial scale, especially by ships plying the Pacific Ocean and Caribbean. Most of the government, police, and border patrol in Guatemala were in the pay of smugglers.

			[image: ]

			Author with Guatemalan police guarding an international bridge to Mexico against a migrant caravan attempting to cross, January 2020.

			The human smuggling industry, he explained to me, “is gigantic…. You have no idea. Everyone is involved—everyone. And for Arabs to come into Guatemala, it’s really easy—really easy.”

			First, American intelligence alerts started arriving in Barreno’s office to be on the lookout for “people with Arabic features,” he recalled. Next came a stream of “wanted” posters featuring suspected terrorists. Then a whole bunch of new gringos showed up in force to push major investigations of Arab smugglers. The Americans put him and his prosecutors through intense personal security screenings and then to work.

			These first hunt-and-capture operations were given names such as “Operation Southern Focus” (2002) and “Global Thunder” (2003). As mentioned earlier in the case of the Afghan terrorist, Feda Ahmed, who traveled on one of these ships, these early aggressive multinational operations involved the use of American satellites, Coast Guard cutters, the US Navy, and the intelligence services of several South American governments.37 Migrant-filled ships were forced to stop at sea, such as the Esperanza in February 2002 carrying twenty-six Iraqis and, apparently, Feda Ahmed.

			“When one was discovered, I would detain them,” Barreno said of SIAs in his country. “They were always turned over to the Americans.”

			The operations rolled up large smuggling organizations involving dozens of Salvadorans, Nicaraguans, and Colombians. Some had names like Fagr Ibrahim Mohammed Almat, Amin Omar Said Ahamad, and Ashrah Ammed Abdallah Bashar. These were Middle Easterners, smugglers, who lived and worked moving SIAs in bulk numbers out of Guatemala, El Salvador, and Ecuador until the smugglers were extradited to the United States for prosecution, or tricked into going there, where US law enforcement could arrest them.

			Ironically, controversy over a group of Jordanians would lead to the joint program being shut down, Barreno said, which illustrates one reason American efforts in Guatemala remain an uphill slog. One day in early 2005, US and Ecuadorian intelligence officers alerted Barreno to the expected arrival in Guatemala of two wanted Jordanians.

			After the safe houses were uncovered and the Jordanians arrested, the investigation turned up links between senior government officials and the smuggling ring, he said. Constant interference in the case eventually led to Barreno’s ouster and cancellation of the American program, he said.

			The Americans were contending with their corrupt environment as best they could. Santos Cuc Morales, Guatemala’s National Director of Migration in 2007, told me a story that helps illustrate how bad the mire was for the gringos. Earlier that year, Morales told me, American embassy officials in Guatemala City approached him and asked whether his immigration officers could stop Iraqis “because of terrorism and the situation in Iraq.” 

			The gringos provided intelligence, including lists of stolen passport numbers, and they offered training and money to Morales’s immigration agents. But Morales said he couldn’t help the gringos with their war on terror. Most of his 450 agents stationed along the nation’s borders and at airports and seaports were on the take from the smuggling organizations, he told me, and wouldn’t respond to orders. With a shrug, Guatemala’s top immigration enforcement official said he wished he could help the Americans avert another attack.

			“I hope that doesn’t happen. It would be terrible, but it could happen because of the corruption here,” Morales told me all those years ago. “It’s the reality of things.”

			Still, the Americans have persisted where and when they could. Operations with the vetted local law enforcement groups continued through the years, though these evolved from the ambitious early ones as smugglers downsized from the pre-9/11 industrial scale of the smuggling and adjusted their tactics to evasion. Suspected jihadists have long been among the catch, the gold flakes in the bottom of the pan that American homeland security prospectors work so hard for.

			By my count, the United States has prosecuted about twenty-five SIA smugglers inside the United States since 9/11. That’s less than a couple a year but the number is misleadingly small. Uncounted are a great many other takedowns and disruptions that may well have been spearheaded by the Americans behind the scenes but were left to allied governments like Panama, Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico to prosecute.

			In 2019, Brazil finally passed its first comprehensive anti-smuggling laws and funding. The Americans beefed up their presence in the country to take advantage of the new opening. In August of that year, a joint US-Brazil investigation centered in Sao Paulo rolled up three important SIA smugglers—a Somali, an Algerian, and an Iranian—and began Brazil’s first SIA smuggler prosecution.38 For years, these three had been flying SIAs from their homelands into Brazil on counterfeit Brazilian visas and passports of East African countries and then facilitating their travels northward to the US border.39 Although details were tightly cropped, the Brazilian government’s announcement of these operations let it be known that among the migrants sent to the US “are two Somalis arrested by the US police over suspected terrorism.” 40

			In September 2020, the Brazilians bagged their second major SIA smuggler—this one specializing in moving Iranians to the American border. With ICE-HSI, federal police found Reza Sahami, a dual citizen of Canada and Iran guiding a group of seven Iranians in the city of Assis Brasil on the border with Peru.41 Sahami had been smuggling “criminals” across international borders for more than 10 years, ICE Attaché for Brazil Bolivia Robert Fuentes said.42

			Routes of Least Resistance through No-Man’s-Land

			The deployments generally followed the SIA routes. From a study of US court prosecutions of twenty-five SIA smugglers, I found that SIA smugglers and the DHS investigators who followed them chose some of these countries, in part, out of geographical necessity; for instance, the often unavoidable Panama offers the only land-based exit northward from South America.43 Guatemala acts as an almost unavoidable funneling chute into Mexico. In turn, Mexico is obviously unavoidable as the only country from which to access Texas, California, New Mexico, and Arizona. 

			[image: ]

			But once the Americans showed up, the smugglers drifted their operations to countries diplomatically estranged from the United States, where American officers couldn’t work. Socialist and leftist Cuba, Venezuela, Bolivia, and Nicaragua fit that bill, and to an extent, Russia. One

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

				
					
				

			

		

OEBPS/Images/BensmanwithGuat.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
1 AMERII:A’S

THE UNTOLD STORY OF
THE NATION’S BATTLE TO
PREVENT JIHADIST INFILTRATION

TODD BENSMAN





OEBPS/Images/Victor.jpg





OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
AMERICA'S
COVERT
BORDER WAR

THE UNTOLD STORY OF
THE NATION'S BATTLE TO
PREVENT JIHADIST INFILTRATION

TODD BENSMAN

aaaaa





OEBPS/Images/El.jpg





OEBPS/Images/SIA.jpg
2016: 2'° ANNUAL

SPECIAL INTEREST ALIEN |
CONFERENCE






