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On November 6, 2003, we interviewed Mark Shaheen, the Regional Affairs
Officer for the Middle East, Office of the Coordinator for Counterterrorism (S/CT), State
Department, for approximately 2 Y2hours. This memorandum provides a summary of
what we consider the most important points covered in the interview, but is not a
verbatim account. The memorandum is organized by subject and does not necessarily
follow the order of the interview. All information in this memorandum was provided by
Shaheen during the interview unless explicitly stated or indicated otherwise .

Shaheen graduated with a B.A. from Georgetown in 1990, spent three years as an
army officer, and attended graduate school at Georgetown, obtaining an M.A. in
International Security. Shaheen entered the foreign service in March 1995 and initially
worked for the director general for several months. He then was assigned as the special
assistant to the ambassador in London from 1995-98. After a year of Spanish language
training, Shaheen was assigned to the US "interest section" in Havana. From 2000-2002,
Shaheen worked in the Executive Secretary's office on travel advance for both Albright
and Powell. Shaheen came to S/CT in July/August 2002 and will be leaving by the end
of the year for a job in the private sector.

Since joining S/CT Shaheen has been the primary S/CT officer responsible for the
Middle Eastern region, which includes North Africa, Arabian Peninsula, the Levant, Iran,
and Iraq. His job started out as a general counterterrorism (CT) position excluding
counterterrorist financing (CTF) policy. The terrorist financing work was done by..'- ......
C]It:td is now done b~ J. Soon after Shaheen arrived there was some
rearranging of his portfolio; in the end h~ became responsible for the Levant, Iran, Iraq
and Saudi Arabie, including Saudi finance issues. Because of the demands ,.of the Saudi
issue, Shaheenhad little substantial involvement with terrorist financing issues with
respect to any othercoun try , ""....,' , ..../

When Cofer Black-came in as the Coordinator for Counterterrorism in January
2003, replacing Frank Taylor-he identified Saudi Arabia as an absolute priority for US's
counterterrorism policy, Saudi Arabia always ~ad required agreat deal of Shaheen's
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time and it picked up to about 300/0 after Black started. A good chunk of his time on
Saudi Arabia is spent on terrorist financing issues.
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Shaheen said that Black's priorities were well received by and large by the
interagency group focusing on CT because these priorities were seen as a natural
progression in the US-Saudi relationship. The US-Saudi relationship on CT had reached
a point where it made sense to get more specific with the Saudis and to travel frequently
to the region to push the US agenda. Terrorist financing issues were a big part of the US-
Saudi CT relationship. Shaheen noted that the work done in the months before Black's
appointment laid the groundwork for his priorities and the Saudi's responsiveness.
Shaheen clarified that he did not want to give the impression that Black's predecessor,
Frank Taylor, was not interested in the US-Saudi CTF relationship.

Prior to Black's trips Shaheen would draft a plan of action, which would be
circulated to all interested a encies and discussed at the pce or sub roup meetings. The
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With respect to the US-Saudi Joint Working Group, Shaheen said that it was first
proposed by Ambassador Taylor on the November 2002 trip to Saudi Arabia. The idea
was to have senior level officials get together for a day or two to discuss counterterrorism
issues. There were some bumps along the way, described by Shaheen as "basically
bureaucratic hurdles". These mostly had to do with the inability of people to work out
calendar issues, centering on Ramadan and the Haj.1

9/11 Classified Information

1There was also some push-back from the Saudis when the USG had not
.... -a-p-po-l-n""'tle-~d,..a...senior terrorist financing liaison. Shaheen explained this as probable anxiety

over finding out who this person would be.

9/11 Classified Information

4



•

•

•

9/11 Classified Information

Shaheen disagrees with the conventional notion that the Riyadh bombing resulted
in a sea change in the Saudis' political will or level of activity. Shaheen is of the opinion
that the Saudis were cooperating positively pre-Sl12 and he has been cautiously
optimistic for some time. Shaheen said that post 5112 the Saudis were "even more fully
cooperating" and "doing a really excellent job". It was a shocking event for Saudi Arabia
because it was directed, symbolically, at the royal family. The Saudis, and especially the
.royal family, have always felt that they were the main target for Al Qaeda, rather than the
US. The Saudis also understand a second threat - that the existence of Al Qaeda in its
country presents a threat to the Saudi-US relationship. The Riyadh bombings were a
shocking event for the general population as well and diminished the tacit support for Al
Qaeda that had existed pre-5112 .
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The USG does not need to use "sticks" with Saudi Arabia, he said'because the
goals are the same andthe biggest stick is failure and another attack. Shaheensaid
"tentativeli' there a~,eno areas in which the Saudis are not doing, or starting to do',c:J

I Ito combat Al Qaeda and its financing. There are, he admits, always
specIfIcs to work out and tweaking to be done. Only time will tell whether the Saudis
aggressively follow through on their efforts. Shaheen describes himself as cautiously
optimistic on Saudi CTP efforts. He is optimistic because they are taking real steps.
There is no reason to believe that the Saudis are going to all this efforts, e.g., rolling out
the charities law, only to let it fall flat. He is cautious, however, because we need to see
.improvements on the ground. The US has gained an appreciation for how difficult it is
for the Saudis to make chan e because of the ensitivities in if ow countr
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Shaheen said that it is crazy that some argue that money should be followed rather
than frozen. Asset freezes and designations force terrorists to use less transparent
methods which is positive because these methods are less convenient and efficient.

On the interagency front, Shaheen deals with Treasury but only on a policy level
(Autbauser, Fox, Zarate) and therefore not with OFAC. It is not his impression that
Treasury or any other agency took a more or less aggressive tack. Targeting entities or
individuals on the pec was always consensus-driven. Newcomb's comments on the Hill
[that OFAC wanted to make more designations and State prevented them] were roundly
corrected by more senior Treasury individuals and not supported by other agencies
involved in the process. In some cases State has wanted to act and other agencies have
pushed back .
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According to Shaheen, the USG has not made any effort to engage our allies to
influence the Saudis on CTF. Shaheen said that the US-Saudi relationship is so unique
and so much more substantial that the USG does not feel the need to have our allies raise
these issues with the Saudis.

The main challenge for the USG will be to continue to get good people. Also the
usa cannot let the process become overly bureaucratic or it will lose its momentum.
Currently some aspects of the USG's CT effort are lean. Shaheen does not recommend
the formation of a terrorist financing tsar. It is Shaheen's view that it does not ·matter
where the next pce leader sits but it is crucial that the individual have White House
support. David Aufhauser has done a superb job as head of the pee and a similarly
strong person will be necessary to replace him.
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