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US released al-Qaeda terrorists to Pak: Report

PTI[ MONDAY, FEBRUARY 24, 2003 09:00:00 AM ]

WASHINGTON: Playing a "losing game", the US allowed many Interservice Intelligence (ISI) agents it
had captured during the war on terror in Afghanistan to go back to Pakistan and they took with them
thousands of al-Qaeda terrorists, who later spread into Pakistan and Jammu and Kashmir, media reports
said.

After surrounding ISI operatives and "the cream of the crop" of al-Qaeda near Konduz during the early
phase of the war, US allowed the ISI to escape, in order to prop up Pakistan President Pervez Musharraf,
investigative reporter Seymour Hersh revealed on the Public Broadcasting System network in the
weekend.

By letting them go, "the US is playing a losing game, because Musharraf is certainly much more
interested in his own survival than ours," Hersh said.

He added that the US military allowed 3,000 to 4,000, perhaps 8,000, ISI and al Qaeda.
The initial plan, said Hersh, was to take out the Pakistani military from the trap in Afghanistan.

"What happened is that they took out al-Qaeda with them. And, we had no way of stopping it. We lost
control. Once their planes began to go, thousands of al-Qaeda got out and we were not able to stop it
and screen it," he said.

"The intent was not to let al Qaeda out, but to protect the Pakistani military," he added.
"What else can you do? We need the idea of some sort of a country as a bulwark."

He said the reality in Afghanistan today "is that probably from Kandahar to Jalalabad and all of the
southern part of Afghanistan is ISI. It is Taliban. Afghanistan is smoking today."

Noting that there aren't many US troops in northern territories, he said, "We are really at square one even
in Afghanistan. We have about 8,000 American troops facing some of the heaviest fighting they have
seen in a year."

Hersh also said that the Saudis have put a lot of money into Pakistan's religious establishments.

"Saudis are still a supplier of a great deal of funds to Pakistan. We have got a country that is teetering on
the edge. We don't want Pakistan to go Islamic. We don't want the (nuclear) weapons to get out of
control," he said.

He also estimated that Pakistan at present has up to 40 nuclear warheads.

Asked as to who is in charge of the switch, Hersh said: "Well, we would like to think that the military and
Musharraf is in charge of the switch. The issue is making sure and reinforcing Musharraf is in charge of
the switch."
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