Saudi added to terror list

Local charity funded Muslim fighters

By Sam Roe
and Laurie Cohen
Tribune staff reporters

The U.S. government on Tues-
day placed on its official list of
terrorist supporters a wealthy
Saudi Arabian businessman
who established a charity in the
Chicago area to help fund Mus-
lim fighters in some of the
world’s most volatile areas.

The Treasury Department
said Adel Batterjee “has ranked

as one of the world’s foremost
terrorist financiers” by helping
bankroll Al Qaeda and Osama
bin Laden. The department
froze his U.S. assets and said it
would ask the United Nations to
require that other countries do
the same.

“A worldwide asset freeze, in-
cluding in his home country of
Saudi Arabia, will deal aserious
blow to this key terrorist facili-
tator,” said Stuart Levey, a high-
ranking Treasury official.

The U.S. also
designated as a
terrorist support-
er Saad al-Faqih,
a leading Saudi
dissident in Lon-
don who has
called for the
overthrow of the
Saudi royal fam-
ily. Treasury officials said that
Batterjee and al-Faqih were not
linked.

Batterjee’s life story was de-
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tailed for the first time by the
Tribune in February as part of
its yearlong series “Struggle for
the soul of Islam.” A 59-year-old
living in Jiddah, Saudi Arabia,
Batterjee was intimately in-
volved in jihad, or holy wax, for
two decades, financing Muslim
fightersin Afghanistan, Bosnia-
gl;rzeguvi:m, Chechnya and Su-
1,

Various government and
court documents show that he
was a hands-on financier who
inspected troops and was kept
abreast of mundane matters,
such as whether recruits had
warm coars. He once even hand-
picked fighters for battle.

Reached by telephone in Sau-
di Arabia, Batterjee said he was
unaware of the Treasury De-
partment’s actions and declined
to comment further.

In a book published in 2002, he
wrote that “the pinnacle of Is-
lam” is jihad, which he defined
as the use of foree for religious
purposes. He stated that the
West is morally bankrupt and
that its war on terrorism is just
an excuse to try to stop Muslims
from spreading Islam.

Adel Al-Jubeir, spokesman
for Crown Prince Abdullah,
Saudi Arabia’s de facto ruler,
told the Tribune earlier this
vear that the kingdom had in-
vestigated Batterjee and found
nothing improper. “Why do you
want us to convict someone who
you ... don't have evidence on?”
he asked at the time. He could
not be reached Tuesday

Saudi reaction

A Saudi spokesman in Wash-
ington, who requested anonyin-
ity said the kingdom would
abide by any future UN decision
«on the matter. Late Tuesday, The
Associated Press reported Sau-
di Arabia joined the [1.S. in ask-
ing the UN to impose sanctions
on Batterjee.

Batterjee has long been of in-
terest to U.S. law-enforcement
officials, but efforts to investi-
gate him were largely unsuc-
cessful before the Sept. 11, 2001,
attacks. A report this yvear by
the independent Sept. 11 com-
mission said FBI agents sought
information about Batterjee
through the bureau’s legal at-
tache in Saudi Arabia in 1999,

“As of 9/11 they still had re-
ceived no response,” the report
stated.

Bartterjee's jihad efforts were
financed in part by his charity,
Benevolence International
Foundation, which opened a
U8, office in suburban Palos
Hills in theearly 1980s. Many do-
nors gave money to the Palos
Hills office, which in turn aided
Islamic fighters.

The Saudi financier’s right-
hand man, Enaam Arnaout, ran
the office until federal agents
raided it in December 2001. Ar-
naout, a native of Syria, was
charged with aiding terrorists
and defrauding donors. The
Treaswry Department froze the

Tribune file phota
Adel Batterjee (center), shown in a photo taken from his book
“Congquest and Defeat,” has financed Muslim fighters in Afghan-
istan, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Chechnya and Sudan.

charity’s assets and designated
it a terrorist supporter.

But in a blow to the govern-
ment’s war on terrvorism, a
judge made several rulings thar
indicated the case was not going
in the prosecution’s favor Ar-
naout eventually cut a deal and
pleaded guilty to defrauding do-
nors, and the terrorism charges
were dropped. He was sen-
tenced to 11 years in prison.

Batterjee was an unindicted
co-conspirator in that case. U.S.
Atty. Patrick Fitzgerald, who
personally tried the case, has
declined to say why hedidnot go
after Batterjee.

In announcing its actions
Tuesday, the Treasury Depart-
ment did not disclose new evi-
dence against Batterjee. The de-
partment’s news release mir-
rored statements previously
made by prosecutors.

Treasury spokeswoman Mol-
1y Millerwise would not say why
the department decided to list
Batterjee now. “Our timing is
the result of balancing strate-
gic, tactical and diplomatic con-
siderations, to determine the
most effective time for a public
designation,” she said.

Noted terrorism expert Rita
Katz suggested that U.S. offi-
cials did not previously list Bat-
terjee because they could not se-
cure Saudi backing. “I think
they needed Saudi support, and
now it seems to be in place,” she
said.

When the Treasury spokes-
woman was asked whether it
was fair to freeze Batterjee’s as-
sets when the U.8. has been un-
able to make a criminal case
against him, Millerwise re-
ferred the inguiry to Justice De-
partment officials. The U.S. at-
torney’s office in Chicago would
not comment.

Batterjee is one of a handful of
Saudis designated a terrorist
supporter by the Treasury De-
partment. The agency's allega-
rions against Batterjee include
that his charity in the 1980s aid-
ed fighters in Afghanistan asso-
ciated with bin Laden and fun-
damentalist warlord Gulbuddin
Hekmatyar.

U.S. also backed fighters

But the U.S. government also
supported Islamic fighters in
Afghanistan at this time as the
nation was at war with Soviet
forces that had invaded the
country. And America aided
Hekmatyar in the Afghan civil
way that followed.

Later, Batterjee’s charity as-
sisted fighters in Bosnia, Chech-
nyaand Sudan. Atone point, bin
Laden told an associate that Bat-
terjee’s charity was helping fi-
nance Al Qaeda, the Treasury
aNNQUNCemEnt states.

After Sept. 11, searches of the
charity’s Bosnia offices uncov-
ered a purported list of donors
and fundraisers for Afghan
fighters. The name appearing
most on the list of fundraisers
was bin Laden. Next was Batter-
jee.

The other man whom the
Treasury Department designat-
ed a terrorist supporter, al-Fa-
gih, heads the London-based
Movement for Islamic Reform
in Arabia, the best-known Saudi
opposition group.

Tribune staff reporter Stephen
Franklin contributed to this re-
port.




