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about the relationship between Washington and its soon-to-be arch-
enemy. In fact, they support it.

Pakistani journalist Ahmed Rashid's well-regarded book Taliban: Islam,
Oil And The New Great Game in Central Asia outlines how oil politics
has affected U.S. policy in Afghanistan. The Taliban's unprecedented
offer to extradite bin Laden to a third country, well before the Sept. 11
attacks, was reported by the Times of London in February. In September,
this newspaper reported on the often cozy relationship between
Washington and the Taliban.

Last month, the Washington Post reported that Sudan had offered in 1996
to extradite bin Laden, who was wanted at that time for attacks on U.S.
servicemen in Saudi Arabia.

However, the U.S. declined that offer. Instead, it agreed with Sudan's
decision to deport bin Laden and his entourage to a place where he
couldn't do any damage - Afghanistan. The official reason for U.S.
reluctance was that it wasn't sure a case against him could stand up in
court. Saudi Arabia, the other extradition destination proposed by the
Sudanese, refused to take him

But there is a pattern. Earlier this month, the Guardian, a U.K. newspaper,
reported that FBI agents had been told by the Bush administration to back
off investigating members of the bin Laden clan living in the U.S. In
September, the Wall Street Journal documented the lucrative business
connections between the bin Laden family and senior U.S. Republicans,
including the president's father, George Bush Sr.

What are we to make of all of this? One possible conclusion is that the bin
Laden terror problem was allowed to get out of hand because bin Laden,
himself, had powerful protectors in both Washington and Saudi Arabia. If
that's true, no wonder the Bush administration prefers that he be killed
rather than allowed to testify in open court.

The other conclusions - questions really - have to do with the justification
for the war on Afghanistan. If the Taliban unilaterally offered in February
to extradite bin Laden (an offer they repeated after Sept. 11), were they
just kidding? If not, was the war necessary?

This question will become particularly important if the U.S. fails to find
the terrorist it says started this war, the man it allowed to go to
Afghanistan in the first place.

This weekend, Spain announced it would not extradite suspected Al
Qaeda terrorists to the U.S. as long as Bush plans to try such people in
military tribunals. We should recall that the Taliban imposed conditions
on their extradition offer, too, conditions the U.S. deemed unacceptable.
Will Madrid be the anti-terror coalition's next target?

Thomas Walkom's column appears on Tuesday. He can be reached at
twalkom@thestar.ca
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