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The various accounts  of  the Sept.  11 Benghazi  incident  in  which four  Americans died
demonstrate that there is a profound misunderstanding of what the Central Intelligence
Agency does and how it interacts with the State Department overseas. The U.S. ambassador
in any country is the personal representative of the president of the United States, and he is
nominally in charge of all the American officials posted to the country. But the key word is
“nominally.”

The Chief of Station is the senior CIA representative, and he directs the activities of the
intelligence personnel. His direct line of command is to the CIA headquarters in Langley,
Virginia—not to the State Department—and that is the relationship that provides him with
his authority. Normally, the ambassador has little desire to learn what the CIA is doing
because he has no real need to know about the details of operations and is only interested
in  oversight  relating  to  situations  that  might  cause  serious  damage  to  Washington’s
relationship with the local authorities. Apart from that, the CIA operates independently and
only shares partial information on what it is doing if the ambassador seems interested and
there is a good reason to do so.

To cite one example from my own experience, the agency had a hidden microphone in the
office of  a top Italian Communist  official  in  the 1970s,  which enabled Washington to know
exactly what the Partito Communista Italiano was planning. The information obtained was
shared through an unsourced “eyes only” memo to the ambassador, who assumed the
source was a CIA agent present at the Communist meeting and asked how accurate the
person’s  recollection  was.  The  Chief  of  Station  answered  that  the  information  was
completely reliable but there was no one else in the room—avoiding having to say that it
was a highly sensitive technical intrusion and letting the ambassador work out the meaning
of the reply.

Benghazi has been described as a U.S. consulate, but it was not. It was an information office
that  had  no  diplomatic  status.  There  was  a  small  staff  of  actual  State  Department
information  officers  plus  local  translators.  The  much  larger  CIA  base  was  located  in  a
separate building a mile away. It was protected by a not completely reliable local militia.
Base management would have no say in the movement of the ambassador and would not
be party to his plans, nor would it clear its own operations with the U.S. Embassy in Tripoli.
In Benghazi,  the CIA’s operating directive would have been focused on two objectives:
monitoring  the  local  al-Qaeda affiliate  group,  Ansar  al-Sharia,  and  tracking  down weapons
liberated  from  Colonel  Gaddafi’s  arsenal.  Staff  consisted  of  CIA  paramilitaries  who  were
working  in  cooperation  with  the  local  militia.  The  ambassador  would  not  be  privy  to
operational details and would only know in general what the agency was up to. When the
ambassador’s party was attacked, the paramilitaries at the CIA base came to the rescue
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before  being  driven  back  into  their  own compound,  where  two officers  were  subsequently
killed in a mortar attack.

Philip  Giraldi,  a  former  CIA  officer,  is  executive  director  of  the  Council  for  the  National
Interest.
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