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AMY GOODMAN: As Syria contin-
ues to remove its chemical weap-
ons arsenal under the monitoring 
of the United Nations, a new arti-
cle by the Pulitzer Prize-winning 
journalist Seymour Hersh ques-
tions what happened last year in 
the Syrian city of Ghouta, when 
hundreds of Syrians died in a 
chemical weapons attack. The 
United States and much of the in-
ternational community blamed 
forces loyal to the Assad govern-
ment, and the incident almost led 
the U.S. to attack Syria. But ac-
cording to Hersh, while Presi-
dent Obama and Secretary of 
State John Kerry were making the 
case for U.S. strikes, analysts in-
side the U.S. military and intelli-
gence community were privately 
questioning the administration’s 
central claim about who was be-
hind the chemical weapons attack. 
According to Hersh, the U.S. De-
fense Intelligence Agency is-
sued a highly classified five-page 
„talking points“ briefing on June 
19th which stated the Syrian rebel 
group al-Nusra maintained a sa-
rin production cell. According to 
the DIA, it was, quote, „the most 
advanced sarin plot since al-Qa-
ida’s pre-9/11 effort.“ The DIA 
document went on to state, quote, 
„Turkey and Saudi-based chemi-
cal facilitators were attempting to 
obtain sarin precursors in bulk, 
tens of kilograms, likely for the 
anticipated large scale produc-
tion effort in Syria.“ A month be-
fore the DIA briefing was written, 
more than ten members of al-Nus-
ra were arrested in southern Tur-
key with what local police told the 
press were two kilograms of sarin. 
Investigative journalist Seymour 
Hersh now joins us from Wash-
ington, D.C. His latest piece is 
headlined „The Red Line and the 
Rat Line.“ It was just published 
in theLondon Review of Books. Sy 
Hersh, welcome back to Democ-
racy Now! Lay out what you have 
found.
SEYMOUR HERSH: Well, you just 
laid out part of it. I think the most 

important thing about the docu-
ment is that—as you know, I was 
on this show, and the London 
Review did a piece that I wrote, 
months ago, questioning just the 
whole issue of „Whose Sarin?“—
was the title. It wasn’t clear. This 
doesn’t mean we know exactly 
what happened in eastern Ghou-
ta. What we do know—I’m talking 
about the military, the Pentagon 
and the analysts—is that the sa-
rin that was recovered wasn’t the 
kind of sarin that exists in the Syr-
ian arsenal. It just raises a grave 
question about one of the basic el-
ements of the president’s argument 
for planning to go to war. The real 
point of the Shedd document, and 
the reason I wrote so much about 
it, is because when I did that piece 
months ago, the White House said 
they know of no such document, 
and there’s no—they have no in-
formation about sarin being in the 
hands of al-Nusra or other radi-
cal groups or jihadist groups in-
side Syria.

Here’s what’s scary about it. 
What’s scary about it is the mili-
tary community—I know that the 
Southern Command, etc., were very 
worried about this possibility. The 
war is going badly for some of these 
jihadist groups. They obviously—
more than al-Nusra, other groups 

obviously have the capacity now to 
manufacture sarin, with the help of 
Turkey, and the fear is that as the 
war goes bad, some of this sarin—
you can call it a strategic weapon, 
perhaps; when used right, it can kill 
an awful lot of people very quick-
ly—is going to be shipped to their 
various units outside of Syria. In 
other words, they’re going to farm 
out the chemicals they have, who 
knows where—northern Africa, 
the Middle East, other places—
and then you have a different sit-
uation that we are confronting in 
terms of the war on terror. That’s 
the reality.

Meanwhile, the White House’s 
position, again, with this article, 
once again, even though we—this 
document they claim no longer 
existed, we ran a big chunk of it. 
Clearly, I have access to it. They 
are still insisting, „We know of no 
such document.“ This head-in-the-
sand approach really has to do with 
something I write about in the arti-
cle. I quote people as saying, once 
the president makes a decision, it’s 
almost impossible to change—to 
get it changed. The president de-
cided that the Syrians did it, and 
we’re justified in thinking that and 
continuing to think that, no other 
option exists. And so, he’s predi-
cated a foreign policy which is a 

head-in-the-sand policy, because, 
meanwhile, we have a serious prob-
lem with these kind of weapons, 
particularly as Syria gets rid of 
the weapons. The only people in-
side Syria with those weapons are 
the wackos. And so, there we are.
AMY GOODMAN: What is the rat 
line?
SEYMOUR HERSH: The rat line is 
an informal designation of a—the 
CIA is—there’s a lot of very com-
petent people in the CIA. I give it 
a hard time, but you’ve got to ac-
knowledge a very—a lot of very 
bright people still work there, and 
they know what they’re doing. 
During the Iranian war, when—
during when Cheney and Bush 
were deeply involved in trying to 
find out whether there was a secret 
underground nuclear facility in-
side Iran—they absolutely believed 
it—we would send in Joint Special 
Operation Command teams under-
cover from Pakistan, from wherev-
er, through routes that the CIA had 
known for smuggling and moving 
cash. They would use those rat 
lines to go in.

And the rat line in this case is, 
very early in 2012, when this—I 
don’t know why, but maybe be-
cause of the hubris over what—
the victory we thought we had in 
Libya ousting Gaddafi, which is a 
mess of its own, we set up a covert, 
a very secret operation inside Libya 
to funnel arms through Turkey into 
the Syrian opposition, including 
all sides—those who were secular, 
those who had legitimate grievanc-
es against the Assad government, 
and the other groups sponsored by 
the Saudis and Qataris, who are re-
ally trying to create a Wahhabi or 
Salafist government in Syria, take 
it over. And this was a very secret 
operation. It went for a long time. 
It only ended when the consulate in 
Benghazi was overrun. And it was 
done without—as I write, without 
telling Congress. And the reason 
we even know about it, there was 
a recent Senate Intelligence Com-
mittee report on Benghazi that was 
published a few months back rais-
ing questions about security, etc., 
the same issues Republicans con-
stantly talk about, but there was a 
secret annex to the report that de-
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scribed this process of funneling 
stuff. And it was done with mon-
ey, actually, from the Turks, from 
the Saudis and the Qataris. We sort 
of used their money, and we fun-
neled—to use it to buy weapons 
and funnel it. The CIA was deep-
ly involved in this.

In effect, you could almost say 
that, in his own way, Obama—you 
can call it shrewd or brilliant. He 
was almost channeling Saudi Ara-
bia and Qatari and the Turks to get 
something done we wanted done, 
which was to have the opposition 
defeat Bashar al-Assad. And that’s 
what it was. It was a long-running 
operation. It only ended—and, by 
the way, when it ended with the—
when we shut it down after Beng-
hazi was overrun, we suddenly saw 
all kinds of crazy weapons be show-
ing up, includingMANPADS, the 
shoulder-held anti-aircraft missiles. 
We showed—they were suddenly 
showing up inside—inside Syr-
ia in the hands of various jihadist 
groups. So, clearly, the rat line we 
set up after we shut it down had a 
life of its own, which is often that 
happens in these kind of operations.

AMY GOODMAN: After the 
Syria talks concluded earlier this 
year, Secretary of State John Ker-
ry renewed his backing of the de-
parture of Bashar al-Assad and 
said the United States is prepared 
to increase support for the rebel 
opposition.

“
SECRETARY OF STATE JOHN 

KERRY: No one has done more to 
make Syria a magnet for terrorists 
than Bashar al-Assad. He is the 
single greatest magnet for terro-
rism that there is in the region. 
And he has long since, because 
of his choice of weapons, be-
cause of what he has done, lost 
any legitimacy. ... I will just say 
to you that lots of different ave-
nues will be pursued, including 
continued support to the oppo-
sition and augmented support 

to the opposition.

AMY GOODMAN: That was Secreta-
ry of State John Kerry. Sy Hersh, 
your response?
SEYMOUR HERSH: Well, by this 
time, they knew from the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff—they knew that 
the British had come to us with sa-
rin that had been analyzed at their 
laboratory and that—we share a 
laboratory on chemical and bio-
logical warfare issues with Bri-
tain, place called Porton Down. 
It’s their chemical warfare facili-
ty. And we, Americans, share that 
in terms of analyzing international 
problems when it comes to chemi-
cal and biological warfare. So it’s a 
lot of—we have a lot of confidence 
in the British competence. And so, 
the Brits came to us with samples 
of sarin, and they were very clear 
there was a real problem with the-
se samples, because they did not 
reflect what the Brits know and we 
know, the Russians knew, everybo-
dy knew, is inside the Syrian arse-
nal. They have—professionals ar-
mies have additives to sarin that 
make it more persistent, easier to 
use. The amateur stuff, they call it 
kitchen sarin, sort of a cold phra-
se. You can make sarin very easi-
ly with a couple of inert chemicals, 
but the sarin you make isn’t very—
isn’t as lethal as a professional mi-
litary-grade sarin and doesn’t have 
certain additives. So, you can ac-
tually calibrate what’s in it. They 
came to us, very early, within six, 
eight days, 10 days, of the August 
21, last year’s terrible incident in-
side—near Damascus, when hund-
reds were killed. And it was over-
whelming evidence.

And so, the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, led by its chairman, Martin 
Dempsey, an Army officer of many 
years of experience—he was com-
mander of the Central Command, 
covered the Middle East—they did 
go to the president, and they raised 
questions. They let him know the 
problems. And they also talked 
about the fact that the military was, 
I can say, unhappy. Military people 
tend to be—when you give them an 
assignment, they’ll do it, but often 
they see the risk more than civil-
ian leaders. The first—the presi-
dent wanted a wave of bombing, 
and the military came up with a list 

of a number of targets—I think 21, 
31, something like that, targets—
runways and other stuff. And they 
were told by the White House—I 
don’t know who—that they wanted 
something that would create more 
pain for Bashar. So then, the next 
thing you know, they’re coming 
back with a massive bombing at-
tack, two air wings of B-52 bomb-
ers dropping 2,000-pound bombs, 
hitting power nodes, electricity 
nodes, etc., the kind of attack that 
would cause an awful lot of dam-
age to civilian infrastructure. And 
that was an awful lot for the Joint 
Chiefs, and they really raised that 
question with the president.

And as I write, I don’t think 
there’s any other issue that would 
have forced him to stop as he did. 
The notion of we’re going to sud-
denly go back and sign a chemical 
disarmament treaty with the Syr-
ians, that the Russians had been 
talking about, that had been raised 
a year earlier, and we didn’t bite 
them. He clearly jumped on it then. 
And he—look, you’ve got to give 
the president credit. As much as he 
wanted to and as much as he talk-
ed about it, when faced with real-
ity, he backed down. He didn’t say 
why. But, you know, we don’t ex-
pect—we have learned not to ex-
pect very much credibility on for-
eign policy issues. Unfortunately, 
the fact that we don’t get straight 
talk from the top means that the bu-
reaucracy can’t do straight talk. If 
you’re inside the bureaucracy, you 
can’t really tell the White House 
something they don’t want to know.
AMY GOODMAN: Uh—
SEYMOUR HERSH: That’s—yes, go 
ahead.
AMY GOODMAN: Sy, I want to talk 
Turkey for a minute.
SEYMOUR HERSH: Sure.
AMY GOODMAN: In your piece, you 
mention the leaked video of a dis-
cussion between the Turkish pri-
me minister, Erdogan, and seni-
or officials of a false flag operati-
on that would justify Turkish mili-
tary intervention in Syria. This is 
Erdogan’s response to the leaked 
recording.

“
PRIME MINISTER RECEP 

TAYYIP ERDOGAN: [translated] To-
day they posted a video on You-
Tube. There was a meeting at the 
Turkish Foreign Ministry on Syria, 
on the tomb of Suleyman Shah. 
And they even leaked this on 
YouTube. This is villainous. This 

is dishonesty.

AMY GOODMAN: Turkey briefly im-
posed a ban on YouTube following 
the leaked recording. Sy Hersh, 
could you explain what the Er-
dogan administration’s support 
for the rebels, the Turkish sup-
port for the rebels, has consisted 
of and where the U.S. now stands 
on this?
SEYMOUR HERSH: Well, where 
we stand on it now is that there’s 
not much we can do about it, be-
cause—well, let me just tell you 
what we know. What we do know, 
that Turkey is—that al-Nusra 
groups have been inside Turkey 
buying equipment. There’s also 
reports that they’ve also recei-
ved some training from the Tur-
kish intelligence services, which 
is very—is headed by a man na-
med Fidan, who is very known. 
There’s reports, wonderful re-
port in The Wall Street Journal 
recently about Fidan’s closeness 
not only to Erdogan, the prime 
minister and the leader of Turkey, 
but also to the most radical units. 
And so is Erdogan. They’re all 
supporting—if they have a choice, 
they’re supporting the more fun-
damental groups inside Syria. And 
so, we know they supply training. 
We know also there’s a—there’s, 
I guess you could call it, another 
rat line. There’s a flow—if you’re 
going to send the chemicals that, 
when mixed together, meddled to-
gether, make sarin, they flow—that 
flow comes from inside Turkey. A 
sort of a paramilitary unit known 
as the gendarmy—Gendarme-
rie and the MIT [Milli Istihbarat 
Teskilati] both are responsible for 
funneling these things into radical 
groups. There’s actually a flow of 
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trucks that brings the stuff in. And 
so, Turkish involvement is intense.

And I can tell you, and as I wrote 
in this article, the conclusion of 
many in the intelligence commu-
nity—I can’t say it’s a report, be-
cause they didn’t write a report 
about it—the conclusion was, based 
on intercepts we have, particular-
ly after the event, was that there 
were elements of the Turkish gov-
ernment that took credit for what 
happened in eastern Ghouta, with 
the point being that this sarin attack 
crossed Obama’s famous red line. 
If you know, Obama had said in the 
summer of 2012, there’s a red line 
that, if they cross in terms of using 
chemicals or doing too much, the 
opposition, he will bomb to stop 
Bashar. And so, Turkey was dying, 
trying, repeatedly in the spring—
there’s a lot of evidence there were 
some attacks in the spring. The 
U.N. knows this, although they 
don’t say it. I write about that, 
too, in the article. And also, the 
American community knew. That’s 
the reason why that secret report 
I wrote about, the talking paper, 
was written. We knew that the rad-
icals were—had used—the jihadist 
groups had access to nerve agent 
and had used it against Syrian sol-
diers in March and April. Those in-
cidents that were always described 
by our government as being the 
responsibility of the rebels, with 
high confidence, it’s just not so. 
And the report makes it clear. We 
have had a huge problem before 
the August attack in—near Damas-
cus. We knew about this potential 
for months before. We just—it’s 
the kind of information, for some 
reason, it doesn’t fit with what the 
administration wanted to hear, so 
it just never got out. And that—
AMY GOODMAN: On—
SEYMOUR HERSH: Yes.
AMY GOODMAN: Sy, on Sunday, the 
website EA WorldView published 
a pieceheadlined „There is No 
Chemical Weapons Conspiracy—
Dissecting Hersh’s ‚Exclusive‘ on 
Insurgents Once More.“ The au-
thor, Scott Lucas, questioned the 
claim that rebels could have been 
responsible for the chemical wea-
pons attack last August, given the 
range and scale of the operation. 

He wrote, quote, „Reports on the 
day and subsequently indicated 
that 7-12 sites were attacked with 
chemical agents at the same time. 
In other words, whoever was re-
sponsible for the attacks laun-
ched multiple surface-to-surface 
rockets with chemical payloads 
against opposition-held towns in 
East Ghouta and one town in West 
Ghouta, near Damascus. [The 
chemical] attacks were ... follo-
wed by ... heavy conventional at-
tacks.“ The author, Scott Lucas, 
says that you fail to ask questions 
about whether anyone, apart from 
the regime, would have the abili-
ty to carry out such an extensive 
operation. Sy?
SEYMOUR HERSH: [inaudible] first 
article on—we’re past that. We 
now know. Actually, The New 
York Times even ran a retrac-
tion, of sorts. You had a—it was 
like reading Pravda. But if you 
read the article carefully, The 
New York Times had run a se-
ries of articles after the event say-
ing that the warheads in question 
that did the damage came from a 
Syrian army base, something like 
nine kilometers, six miles, away. 
And at that time, there were a 
number of analysts, a group from 
MIT[Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology], led by Ted Postol, 
who used to be a science adviser 
to the CNO, the chief of naval ope-
rations, clearly somebody with a 
great deal of background and no 
bias. He did a series of studies 
with his team that concluded that 
the warheads probably didn’t go 
more than one or two, at most, ki-
lometers—two kilometers, 1.2 mi-
les. And we now know from the 
U.N. report—a man named Ake 
Sellstrom, who ran the U.N. inves-
tigation, he’s concluded the same 
thing: These missiles that were 
fired were fired no more than a 
mile.

They were—one looks—just 
from the footage one saw, they were 
homemade. They didn’t fit any of 
the nomenclature of the known 
weapons. And don’t think we don’t 
have a very good picture of what the 
Syrians have in terms of warheads. 
They have a series of warheads that 
can deliver chemical weapons, and 

we know the dimensions of all of 
them. And none of these weapons 
fit that. And so, you have a U.N. 
report. You have this independent 
report saying they were—went no 
more than one or two kilometers. 
And so, I don’t know why we’re 
talking about multiple-launch rock-
ets. These are homemade weapons. 
And it seems very clear to most ob-
servers—as I say, even to the U.N. 
team that did the final report—the 
U.N., because of whatever rules 
they have, wasn’t able to say that—
who fired what. They could just 
say—they just could describe the 
weapons and never make a judg-
ment. But I can tell you, I quote 
somebody from inside that investi-
gation unit who was very clear that 
the weapons fired were homemade 
and were not Syrian army. This is 
asked and answered; these are ar-
guments that go on. This is—I as-
sume it’s a blog. I don’t know the—I 
don’t know the blog.
AMY GOODMAN: And—
SEYMOUR HERSH: But this has been 
going—yes?
AMY GOODMAN: And Turkey’s inte-
rest, if it were the case, in pushing 
the red line and supporting an at-
tack that would be attributed to 
Assad—their interest in getting the 
U.S. to attack Syria?
SEYMOUR HERSH: Oh, my god, 
totally of great interest, because 
Erdogan has put—the prime mi-
nister of Turkey has put an enor-
mous amount of effort and funds 
and others, including his intelli-
gence service, in the disposable in 
the—he and Bashar are like, you 
know, at loggerheads. He wants 
to see him go. And he’s been on 
the attack constantly, supporting 
the most radical factions the-
re. And also, I must say he’s also 
supporting the secular factions, 
the people who seriously want to 
overthrow Bashar and don’t want 
to see a jihadist regime; they just 
want to see a government that’s 
not controlled by one family, you 
know? But there’s no question Tur-
key has a deep investment in this. 
And it’s going badly. It’s very clear 
now that the Syrian army has the 
upper hand and is essentially—the 
war is essentially over. I know, I 
don’t like to—in terms of get-

ting rid of Bashar, that’s no lon-
ger a done deal. There’s going to 
be some outpost, perhaps, in are-
as near Turkey where there will 
be various factions. They’ll be un-
der pressure from the Syrian army 
all the way. But, essentially, this 
is a losing card we have. We don’t 
like to admit it, but that’s it. Bas-
har has held on. And whatever that 
means—
AMY GOODMAN: Seymour Hersh, 
I want to thank you very much 
for being with us, Pulitzer Prize-
winning investigative journalist, 
Washington, [D.C.]. We will have 
a link to your latest piece in the 
London Review of Books, head-
lined „The Red Line and the Rat 
Line.“ This is Democracy Now!, 
democracynow.org, The War and 
Peace Report. When we come 
back, 20 years ago today, the ge-
nocide in Rwanda began. We’ll go 
to Kigali. Stay with us.
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