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THE CASE OF THE
RELUCTANT AGENT

When Muslims Investigate Fellow Muslims

A Muslim does not record another Muslim.”
—FBI special agent GAMAL ABDEL-HAaFIZ

oliman Biheiri was nervous. It was 1999, and his bookkeeper had just received

federal subpoena ordering his cooperation in an FBI counterterrorism investi-
gation. Biheiri, an Egyptian national, ran an investment banking firm in the
“Washingron area thar counted Osama bin Laden’s nephew and other wealthy
; _aud.ts connected to al-Qaida as investors. The firm, BMI Inc.—which stands for
Bait ul-Mal, or House of Money—was the rarger of the FBI probe. The bureau
teceived a tip thar some of the funds that the bookkeeper; Abbas Ebrahim, had
erred overseas on behalf of his boss may have been used to finance the U.S.
embassy bombings in Africa. |
" Biheiri was desperate for advice. “Pur me in touch with Gamal Abdel-Hafiz,”
e told his accountant.
. Abdel-Hafiz, also from Egypt, was well known in the local Muslim commu-
nity and a good friend and college roommare of Ebrahim. He also happened to
be the FBI's first Muslim agent, and one Biheiri hoped could shed some light on
the case the government was building against him and his company. Over dinner
“one evening, Ebrahim asked his old pal Abdel-Hafiz if he would be willing to
meet with Biheiri privarely.
i -Abdel-Hafiz, in turn, brought the proposal back to the lead investigators in
-the case, who jumped at the chance o have an agent question the subject of their
:-Probe withour his artorney present.
“We were excited about the meering,” said former FB] special agent John
Vincent, who worked on the case. “And even though we knew he had an




He and his parmer Robert Wright thoughr it might be a big break in the
case. “Let’s do it,” they told Abdel-Hafiz, who agreed to set up the meeting. Thcy
brought in then-Assistant U.S. Artorney Mark Flessner, the prosecuror assigned:
to the case, and he decided to have the Muslim agent wear a wire to record the
conversation with Biheiri, gathering any incriminaring evidence.

At thar point, Abad—Haﬁz got goosey, according ro Vincent and Others
involved in the discussions. He resisted recording Biheiri, offering up a number of
excuses to Flessner to explain his reluctance before finally revealing the ue reasoﬁ"

FLESSNER: We wanr this | mcctmg recorded.

ABDEL-HAFIZ: Well, I cant use recording devices because Muslims h
each other, and they'll detect them.

FLESSNER: No problem, we'll wire up a hotel room for you.

ABDEL-HAFI1Z: Uh, I don’t want 1o do thar either. '

ELESSNER: Why not?

ABDEL-HAFIZ: Because a Muslim does not record another Muslim.

. Vincent and Wright were dumbstruck by whar they were hearing from their f
~ low agent, who wore a badge and a gun just like them. He was rcﬁ.tsiqg to hel

and insubordination.

Abdel-Hafiz says he remembers it differently. In an exclusive interview wit
me, he claims he was explaining the view of other Muslims, not necessarily his}
own, who he feared would threaten him and hzs family if they found out he
betrayed their trust by secretly taping them.

“I told them thar this is something thar would become discoverable in"court
I do a lot of things with the Muslim community. I work a lot of cases where my:2:
subjects are Muslims. When this becomes discoverable, every person who meets
with me or talks ro me will say ‘Oh my God, who is this guy? Does he record me
every time I talk to him?™ Abdel-Hafiz says. “And this will become a safety issue
for me and my family because Muslims would look ar it as a betrayal of trust.
When they [Flessner and the agents] asked why would it be 2 berrayal of trust, I
said because, in their opinion, they would say 2 Muslim should nort record anonher
Muslim,™ »

Bur it was not the first time Abdel-Hafiz filed to record a fellow Muslim and

friend of a friend under investgaton for terrorism.
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The prior year, 1998, Abdel-Hafiz mer a Muslim actvist through a friend ac
the Dar al-Hijrah Islamic Center outside Washington, a hard-line Wahhabi
“:mosque the agenrt regularly arrended at the dme. The two exchanged business
.cards. Not long afrerward, Abdel-Hafiz gor a call from one Sami al-Arian in
“Florida. The Tampa professor said he got the agent’s business card from the
urual acquaintance and wanted o know if he would do him a favor and, among
ther things, poke around the FBI to see if it had ever opened an investigaton
cinto alleged death threats against terrorism rescarcher Steve Emerson. Al-Arian
_wanted 10 wy to cawch the pro-Israel Emerson possibly exaggeraring claims he
<made in congressional restimony about such threats. Abdel-Hafiz agreed to look
to the issue for al-Arian, bureau sources tell me.

- Hearing of the encountrer, the FBI's Tampa field office asked Abdel-Hafiz to
follow up by asking al-Arian several questions related to a counterrerrorism case
they were building against him—and secretly record his answers. Abdel-Hafiz
agreed 10 speak 10 al-Arian by phone but said he would not record the conversa-

on withour al-Arian’s knowledge. The lead Tampa agent on the case, ‘Barry
mody, was scandalized by his. refusal, calling ir “outrageous.™
Then Abdel-Hafiz met, unexpecredly, with al-Arian ar an American Muslim
SCouncil conference in Washington and wrote a summary of their conversarion,
which he had not coordinated with Tampa. The report he filed was not well
rcccxvcd by Carmody and his team of investigators in Tampa—or by Vincent and
anht, whose Chicago investigation dovetailed with the al-Arian case.
“After Gamal had 2 conversation with Sami al-Arian, he made a lot of self-
serving starements for al-Arian and denigrated the FBI agent [Carmody] who was

mvesugarmg the case,” Vincent says.

“So we knew there was a problem,” he adds. “We had susplcmns about
swhether Gamal would write down conversations accurately, and we wanted to
‘know exactly what the conversation was” berween him and Biheiri, who is tied to

'Even withour Abdel-Hafiz’s coopcration, investigarors were able to gather
“enough evidence on Biheiri, 2 member of the notorious Muslim Brotherhood of
) Egypt, to bring terrorism-relared charges against him. He was finally indicred last

year. Prosecurors say he falsely denied business relationships with al-Arian and
“Hamas leader Mousa Abu Maszook.* Al- -Arians phone number was found in
Biheiri’s compurer address book.
Biheiri is also accused of conducting financial transactions with al-Qaida
financier Yassin Kadi, a businessman from Saudi. Afrer the 9/11 al-Qaida
artacks, witnesses observed Biheiri destroying financial records, according to fed-

ral court documents.’




INFILTRATION

primarily to enrich himself. “Personally, I think he’s more a used car salesrﬁ' ‘
than anythmg, Abdel-Hafiz tells me. “He’s in it for personal gain, not l'ehgmj
reasons.”

Bur Vincent says he was bothered by Abdel-Hafiz’s close pCY‘SOX'lEh ties to-th
subject. He felt the Muslim agent and Biheiri’s bookkeeper Ebrahim were fanf
cozy, a relationship that he says may have compromised Abdel-Hafiz’s integﬁtii

“There were also complaints thar he was meeting with subjects of investiga
tions in Washingron withour advising the Washingron field office,” Vincent says
“He would fly up there [from Dallas, where he was worked in the FBI's fiels
office] because his good friend was up there, the bookkeeper at BML.” ;

Carmody says Abdel-Hafiz hurt the al-Arian probe by refusing to record th
professor. Al-Arian even bragged to Abdel-Hafiz thar the Tampa office did no
have a strong case against him. Asked why he did not record al-Arian at their pri-;
vate mecting, the Muslim agent simply says, “I had no recording equipment with

e.” In the end, Carmody got his man, however. Al-Arian is now behind ba
a_wmtu:lg uial on charges he ra.xscd money for the Palestinian Islamic Jihad, a-t
rorist group.

While he would not comment on al-Arian’s guilt or innocence, Abdcl—Haﬁp
says the Tampa office handled the case clumsily. “These people think Sami- al:
Arian is an idiot,” he says. “But Sami al -Arian is a VEIy Smart man. i

Carmody, Vincent, and Wright all complained to headquafrters about Abdel-Haﬁz
twice refusing on religious grounds to tape-record Muslim terrorist suspects
Despite that, he was handpicked in early 2001 by former FBI Director Louis
Freeh to become the FBI's depury legal attaché ar the U.S. Embassy in Riyadh
Saudi Arabia—a key post in the battle against al-Qaida, which had hit American
milirary barracks inside Saudi and a warship in neighboring Yemen. After 9/11,.
when fifteen of the ninereen hijackers turned our to be Saudi nationals, Abdel
Hafiz was in 2 prime position o run down leads in the Saudi capital.

Bur agents also complained about his performance there, saying they were’

not getting answers to the leads they were sending him in Riyadh. Abdel-Hafiz® :
says he was one of only two people manning the office there and was further
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- So he and Wrighr went to the media with their complaint. In 2002, ABC
News, Fox News, and others jumped all over the story, and suddenly FBI head-
quarters took a harder look ar Abdel-Hafiz. In early 2003, he was recalled from
Saudi Arabia and suspended with pay, while the bureau conducted an internal
investigation of him. A few months later, it fired Abdel-Hafiz, ciring only his fail-
“ure to disclose informarion on his applicarion for a security clearance. They got -
“him on a technicality unrelared to his failure o help investigate terrorism suspects,

though bureau sources say his disciplinary file includes statements by Wright
and a copy of a news article derailing his refusal to tape-record suspects.

. The technicality, however, raises further questions abour Abdel-Hafiz’s
Antegrity. It stems from an accusation his ex-wife made about him faking 2 home
urglary to fraudulently collect insurance money.

m because he did not puton his new agent application that he was a party to 2
Wit to sue the insurance company after it refused to pay his claim. \V}uch was
idiculous. No one gers fired for that.”
_ Abdel-Hafiz hired 2 lawyer and appealed the firing, arguma g he was wrong-
‘fully dismissed. He also threatened to sue the bureau for discrimination,

Last year, the FBI reinstated Abdel-Hafiz, even though he had failed a poly-
graph when he denied the charges. He got his old job back in the international
terrorism squad ar the Dallas field office, where he had been reassigned after
© ‘Teturning from Saudi, and retained his top secrer securiry clearance.

Then, he tried to clear his name, filing defamarion suits against Vincent and
Wright, as well as ABC News's Brian Ross and Charlie Gibson and Fox News's Bill

- OReilly for allegedly accusing him of sympathizing with terrorists.
Ar the same time, he complained he had lost credibility in the Muslim com-
munity and was essentally worthless as an undercover agent in counterterrorism




cases. He s now working morzgage aud cases. where &
with "ns Muslim ’Drorhov

opposed to the abuse of the Patriot Act.”

Before Abdel-Hafiz graduated from the FBI académy in 1995, there were
other Muslim agents in the bureau. Now there are seven, and FBI Director Rob
Mueller is busy recruiting more. “We are recruiting Muslims as special agents,™ h
said. “We have been very active in pushmg more for Muslim Americans to cor
sider a career with the FBL™
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