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counterterrorism policy. Operating in the space between diplomacy and mili-
tary force, covert actions are the “third way” of accomplishing our goals.

Covert action covers a broad range of diverse activities—from propaganda to 
providing training and equipment to foreign intelligence and security services 
to overthrowing governments. The activities themselves are not necessarily 
secret or clandestine, but the role of the United States must be disguised. This 
is what separates covert action from diplomacy or the use of conventional 
military force: when the USG wants to accomplish a national security goal 
without its involvement being recognized—covert action is employed.11

The need for covert action to remain covert explains why the CIA rarely 
acknowledges such programs. There are well-known exceptions, such as the 
bin Laden raid in 2011. In most cases, however, covert actions remain classi-
fied for decades, are never declassified, or become public when they fail. Even 
when the public finds out about a covert action, however, the CIA almost never 
explains all the elements involved in a covert action program.

In his written statement to the 9/11 Commission, however, then-Director of 
Central Intelligence George Tenet laid out in detail the CIA’s comprehensive 
covert action program to go after bin Laden before 9/11. The quotes below are 
selected from Tenet’s written testimony and provide one of the few unclassified 
but official insights into the range of actions undertaken as part of a major 
covert action program.

Excerpt: Written Statement for the Record of the Director 
of Central Intelligence Before the National Commission 
on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States12

By 1998, the key elements of the CIA’s strategy against Bin Ladin included:

▸▸ Working with foreign countries to break up cells and carry out arrests.

▸▸ Disrupting and weakening his businesses and finances.

▸▸ Listening to his communications.

▸▸ Pursuing a multi-track approach to bring him to justice, including working with 
liaison services, developing a close relationship with US federal prosecutors, and 
enhancing our unilateral capability to capture him.

CIA’s policy and objectives statement for the FY 1998 budget submission prepared in 
early 1997 evidenced a strong determination to go on the offensive against terrorists. 




