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In this segment, I'm going to talk about another controversial counterterrorism instrument known 
as renditions.  
 
Now according to The New Yorker's Jane Mayer, in 1995 the suspected terrorist, Talaat Fouad 
Qassem, who was believed to be a member of the Al-Qaeda network, was arrested in Croatia, 
and put on a plane, and sent to Egypt. And although local officials did the bulk of the effort, this 
was masterminded and orchestrated by the United States.  
 
And this is a practice known as rendition, where you are taking an individual off the streets in 
one country and sending him to another country. And this is done outside the traditional justice 
system. So it's not extradition, where someone is tried in a local court and determined that they 
should be sent to another country. Rather, this is done outside that system completely.  
 
Renditions are also done secretly. It's something that, although the governments in question are 
involved, they want to hide their involvement. Renditions have been done by both Republicans 
and Democrats. Before 9/11, reportedly there were 70 renditions. And then after 9/11 is not 
known, at least not to me, but is believed to be much higher.  
 
Now the advantages of renditions are that they take suspected terrorists off the streets. They 
are a way of removing someone who would otherwise be conducting attacks, planning attacks, 
and by putting him in jail you essentially nullify the threat.  
 
And you use rendition, rather than extradition, because at times, extradition is not politically 
possible or legally possible. There may be some governments where their own laws are very 
restrictive when it comes to terrorism. So they're not willing to put a person through their court 
system because they believe they'll be found innocent.  
 
But more commonly, the terrorists involved may have local friends, or may be part of a popular 
cause, and the government is unwilling to associate itself publicly with extradition. So it prefers 
to work quietly behind the scenes for rendition.  
 
Another advantage of rendition, beyond getting a terrorist off the street, is that it produces 
information. That when you grab the terrorist, you can get what Professor Pillar called pocket 
litter. You can get names, phone numbers, other information that can be used to disrupt further 
terrorists. So especially in the digital age, when someone's cell phone or computer contains a 
huge amount of information, this sort of operation can be tremendously valuable.  



 
Now renditions often have tremendous costs and disadvantages and, as a result, should be 
used sparingly. We have to think about where people are sent with rendition. In most cases, 
they're sent to the Middle East. And part of why they're sent there is because they're wanted on 
terrorism charges.  
 
So these are governments that are willing to receive the suspect and put them in jail, which, 
from a US point of view, is the purpose. But the system of justice there is rough and incomplete-
- and that's putting it gently-- and there's a low bar for conviction. So often individuals who are 
sent there are going to be convicted, even if they're not guilty.  
 
And if you look at the human rights reports from a number of these countries, they're very 
troubling. Individuals who go in these prisons, who go in these justice systems, face abuse, face 
torture, and it's extremely troubling to send them there when there are alternatives.  
 
Also because there's a low bar for conviction, it means there's a quite real chance there will be a 
mistake. The United States is relying on intelligence, and intelligence is fallible. If the court 
system isn't poised to try to correct those errors, doesn't have a high bar for conviction, it means 
that mistake can continue and grow, in that someone who's innocent, who may be in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, or a case of mistaken identity, may end up being sent to Egypt or 
Jordan, where they face imprisonment, torture, or other abuses.  
 
So it's not surprising that the use of rendition, when it's discovered, damages the legitimacy of 
the United States, especially among audiences such as European audiences, that care 
tremendously about human rights.  
 
And the United States needs to think long and hard about the use of renditions. Because if it's 
seen as being complicit in abuse after abuse, the United States is going to lose the moral high 
ground, which is necessary for political support for counterterrorism, necessary for diplomatic 
support for counterterrorism, and part of how the United States sees itself as a democratic, 
moral country. 
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