The Perfect Spy
An Exclusive Interview with the Retiring Deputy Head of the Mossad

By Ben Kaspit, Maariv

He is slim, short, dark, and inconspicuous. Of that type that if he were to pass you by in the street, you wouldn't notice him. If he'll live next door, you won't know him. Go figure this person is the deputy chief of the Mossad. The Pierce Brosnan or Roger Moore look goes great in the cinema and television. In real life, people who look like Ilan Mizrahi have an understandable advantage. People, who are swallowed easily in the crowd, don't leave an impression; do not give away the quality and inner strength buried within.
Six weeks ago, he finished 32 years of service for the Mossad. He started from down below, worked hard, went through all the duties and roles. During the years he amassed many fans, as well as many critics. But no one can cast doubt on his professionalism, diligence, modesty and the humanity he has been bestowing upon his friends and under-servants for all these years. His glory, and it is plentiful, comes from his special talent at operating agents. He's a son of Iraqi born parents, with a first degree in Middle East history and Political Science, fluent in Arabic, English, and Italian. He is considered an experienced and proficient expert in Middle Eastern affairs; one of the largest experts in the Israeli intelligence community for the ways of the Arab world, its leaders, its rituals and problems.
Ilan Mizrahi, Tel-Aviv born, 56 years old, reached the doorstep of the chief of the Mossad office, having been the deputy of Efraim Halevi (sic Previous Mossad Chief, until 2003) for the last two and a half years, he was considered the prime candidate for inheriting his duties. The promise given by Prime Minister Ariel Sharon to Meier Dagan put a block in his career, and now he is on a new path.

"I've read and heard what they said and wrote about my retirement from the Mossad" says Mizrahi in an exclusive interview to "Maariv". "It is all baseless. I have no claims to anyone. I've left the Mossad very pleased, and I have no grudge against anyone.
People say that Efraim Halevi, the man you supported and went with all the way though, didn't back you up till the end, didn't lay on the fence for you. They've said that you are hurt from his treatment.

"What a load of nonsense. Nothing of this sort occurred. People say it to put strife between us. I appreciate Efraim Halevi very much. He has supported my candidacy for the head of the Mossad. I appreciate a lot what he did for me. He is very wise and very human. He supported my appointment for his deputy and supported my candidacy for his role. How do you define 'lying on the fence?' I don't accept that expression and fail to understand it."
He did not insist on his position against the Prime Minister.

"That's a prerogative the Prime Minister has, to choose for the head of the Mossad the person he deems worthiest. Do you expect me to decide if I'm worthier? Obviously it's someone else's role. So he decided that Meier Dagan is worthier. Have I not appointed people? Haven't I chosen between people? Weren't I asked 'why him over me'? The Prime Minister has his own reasons. The head of Mossad duty is one of trust, and I accept his [sic the Prime Minister's] choice. I don't think that choosing Meier proves that I lack the needed qualities, but it proves that the Prime Minister thinks that Meier is better fit, which is his right. Obviously I would have been happy to get the job, but I don't claim to anyone and don't grudge. Obviously not against Efraim Halevi. Someone wrote, after he [Meier Dagan] was appointed, that I said that I wasn't treated honestly. I've never said such a thing."

Then why did you quit instead of remaining as a deputy?

"Meier asked me to stay. I stayed for a month. But there was no use in me staying. I've been in the organization for over 31 years, 2 and a half of them as the deputy of the head of the Mossad, and I sought the role of the head. There is a Moslem poet and philosopher called Iben Sina, who said 'The moon wishes that they sun shall never rise'. I had no such wishes. I was a loyal deputy and never sat with a stop watch. I got in return a very good treatment and a lot of good words from Efraim. I wanted to be the head, there was a contest, I lost, and according to my perception I had to vacate the spot and leave. In my meeting with Sharon prior to his decision, I told him explicitly that it was my decision and not a negotiation tactic. I see myself as chief, and otherwise I'm gone. And indeed, the month was over, I finished my duty with Meier with a hand shake and went home".
Efraim is being Wronged

They say that Meier Dagan is supposed to rehabilitate the Mossad, mostly it's operational side. Claims have risen that during the Efraim Halevi era, one of the operations wings went totally limp.

"These words are doing great wrong to Efraim Halevi. I'll tell you categorically – these sayings, as if there were no operations during Efraim's era, or that there was a relapse, are untrue. I'm willing to challenge anyone who says that. You can always claim that more could have been done, but I'm telling you that no operation branch of the Mossad was work free. It's simply not true. Efraim haven't had one day's peace from the media. Not only did he not degenerated a whole wing, to the contrary, during his period both of the operational wings were rehabilitated, and one of them has brought extra ordinary results. There aren't, for some reason, any good words for the Mossad in the intelligence community. It is completely wrong to say that Efraim doesn't know his way in operations. I sat next to him, for two and a half years. He knows how to take operational risks; he knows how to have wise and proper considerations as to the consequences. I can't accept accusations of lack of daring, and sadly I can't elaborate. You always must consider under what terms are you working and in which international and regional circumstances are you operating. He knew how to consider. I'm telling you, with full accountability, that there was hardly a case where the head of the operational branch brought forward a proposal that wasn't approved."

Do you remember the moment when you found our that the twin towers in New York were attacked and brought down?

"Of course. I was at the office. Someone from my close personnel came in and told me to turn on the television, and that a disaster has struck. At that stage we didn't know yet it was a terror event. People thought it was an accident. Only when the second plane hit, that it became obvious."

One can assume that even the Mossad was caught completely surprised by this attack.

"In the sense of the size and form of the event, possibly. There has been an attempt in the past to hurt the towers. The surprise wasn't from the strike itself but from the form. To take a civilian passenger's plane, turn it into a living bomb using such primitive tools, that was the surprise. The terrorist attack on the twin towers demonstrated the fortitude of the fanaticism and devilishness of this new kind of terror. I think that it differs from the terror we've known before. I don't think the perpetrators planned for the towers to collapse. I think they were surprised from the collapse and the fact that thousands were buried. The goal was to hit American centers of might. They used the western way of life, the freedom and liberty, and did so brilliantly. They couldn't have done the same on an El Al (sic Israeli national flight company) plane. And that is why the real revolution is knowing that we are now facing a whole new brand of terror. Not a terror with a national goal or a list of achievements in the inner front. It's a terror that threatens the world's way of life, that wishes to change the world. In that sense, it's a new kind of terror."
But on the concrete level, were you caught surprised that Al-Qaeda is a dangerous organization that is likely to wreck havoc?
"No. The Mossad raised the concern about Bin Laden and Al-Qaeda being a threat worthy of taking care of, still in 1998."

Did you make this known?

"That was our perception in the intelligence community. In our inner work, we set forth every year, issues that are worthier of interest and we define the threats. Even in 1998 we defined Al-Qaeda as a top priority, locating it in the central group of threats".

Is there even a possibility to infiltrate such an organization?

"It's very difficult to reach its core. Intelligence wise, it's very difficult to penetrate. It's a terror of fanatics who are highly motivated, have a sharp ideology, an extraordinary religious commitment, and are certain in its righteousness. This isn't the Palestinian terror known to us, where we can point out the headquarters, the skeleton, the branches, and the infrastructure. Bin Laden has a coalition of many local organizations. Professor Shaul Mashal defines Al-Qaeda as a "dune" organization. Dispersed, wandering, without any unique territorial base. It grows, appears, disintegrates, and spreads. Here today, there tomorrow. There's a huge difficulty when it comes to facing it."
During the several last weeks, it seems that the Americans are managing to seriously hurt it. Maybe setting a trend to it's elimination.

"Oh no. Al-Qaeda isn't close to elimination. They were hit hard in Afghanistan, but that didn't wipe out them yet. The Americans have very nice successes lately. There hasn't been a week without a capture of infrastructures and seniors in the organization, and I hold the thought that if it continues at this rate, they'll eventually get to Bin Laden."

The possibly capture of Bin Laden would be the end of Al-Qaeda?

"Reaching Bin Laden would be a tremendous blow to moral, motivation and funding which Bin Laden still keeps under his exclusive authority. He may have taken care that this issue be dealt by others in the case of a possible demise. In any case, I don't see Bin Laden as the chief operating brain. It was Sheikh Muhammed who was captured two weeks ago who was more effective, together with his Egyptian deputy, Zawahary. The American handling of Afghanistan also has a negative aspect on the fight against terrorism. Due to the invasion, Al-Qaeda has become more disintegrated, gone down below and that makes it so much more difficult.

Haven't cracked Bin Laden yet

What kind of a person Bin Laden is?

"Look at him. I've looked at him a lot. Look at his soft eyes. He speaks quietly with a soft gaze, but the content can make your blood freeze. He's a son of a wealthy family, he could have easily had a luxurious life, but he chose a different path. How come? What happened? To the best of my knowledge, that is still unanswered. What has made Bin Laden what he is now? What affected him? He is actually Yemeni and is of the Shaffaic Islamic school, which isn't extremist, but he has attached himself to the extremist Hanabalic school. I believe that something or someone shook him and caused that change in him. To better understand the phenomena, one must decrypt this issue about Bin Laden. Look at his kind eyes and evil, chilling message. What conviction."
Do you think that we are witnessing a war of religions?

"Absolutely not. Bin Laden marks a group of extremists in the Islam. It's an inner battle within the Islam. One shouldn't make a deadly enemy out of the whole of Islam. It simply isn't so. You can't make a terrorist out of every Moslem. True, there is a struggle going on, and there isn't yet a clear liberal Islamic stream fighting against this. But you have to set apart the popularity of Bin Laden in the Moslem street from willingness to take part in such actions. True, a Moslem who sees that America gets 'screwed' can be happy, but there's a long way from here to participating in such actions. We shouldn't over-generalize. That would be a grave error. The west can, and must help Islam neutralize this phenomena, fighting it's terrorism at the same time."

It seems that this phenomena, the willingness to commit suicide, is spreading deep roots in the Islam.

"One has to know the Islamic history a bit. It is fascinating. I'll expand on the subject a bit according to existing traditions and evidence. It all begins with a sect called the "Hashishiun", surrounding Hassan A-Sabah, of Persian origin, who caught a senior position in the Shiite Phatmic Caliphate in Egypt, which was in fact terminated. Hassan reached Baghdad, settled in the Caliph's court and later left angrily over some incident.
"He gathered a sect of fanatics, located himself in Persia in a place called Alamot, a huge stronghold on a high rock, and from there he begins a series of murders of the Sunni religious and ruling authority. In his stronghold he trained and guided his men, who used to leave for missions after having been through a process of 'heaven simulation'. There were gardens there, lots of women, and probably also Hashish (sic drug, similar to pot iirc). Deadly devoted to Hassan, they went out on their missions. Their fanaticism was expressed in fulfilling Hassan's order to jump off the cliff and commit suicide as an expression of their devotion. His people had an extraordinary ability to penetrate the high society. They could kill with a dagger and the results were deadly. It wasn't suicide like we grasp it today, with explosives. More like a mission for which the chances of surviving are slim to nonexistent.

"at that time the Shiite sect was at it's low. The Shiites are a sect who has had humiliation and deprivation for its share for centuries. They live on the myth of the battle of Karbalah and the elimination of the Son of Ali. They live for the Shurah. I witnessed a Shurah ceremony once. I saw it in Mash'had in Iran, before the revolution. It was a horrid sight. The 'Hashishion', named after the drug Hashish started it. The English word 'Assassin' is a mispronunciation of 'Hashishiun' . That is where it came from. The question is, what is it about the Shiites that brought these things. The feelings of deprivation, humiliation, of a small persecuted sect. There's a Shiite saying which sums up their feelings. 'Each day is a Shurah, every place is Karbalah'. The huge impact this sorry historical memory has on Shiite everyday life. This could be the growing ground for Shiite religious fanaticism. But one should be careful when making conclusions about such things."
The Iranians Aren't Insane
There's a feeling that the American war in Iraq is like searching for a penny under the street light. Instead of fighting the real, dangerous enemy, such as Iran for instance. Are there any evidence suggesting ties between Iraq and Al-Qaeda?

"I don't see a tight link between Saddam and Bin Laden. There were tidbits of information about a link, which can't be dismissed, but this is arguable. But it would be wrong to look at the Iraqi issue from a single terror perspective. People don't get that after Sept. 11 the Americans are serious and are following through. 'They mean business' (sic said in English). They understood that the threat is on the world order, on their way of life. They understood that the way of action shouldn't only be of response but also of prevention, and not just against terrorism. They understood that unconventional weapons shouldn't be allowed to spread and join hands with terrorism."

Who do you feel today is the most real danger to Israel?

"Iran."

Do you believe that the regime in Iran is shaking? Is there real change going on?

"I have no doubt there'll be change in Iran. The question is whether it will be violent or a gradual political development. You can see the difference today. Iran in 2003 is no Humayni Iran. It's not yet another Middle Eastern dictatorship. It's different. There's a ruling of the Mullahs, that is clear, but Iran is a country with tradition and there are still democratic expressions there. The parliament has a say. Different groupings have a say. The Iranian masses have a say."
Do the Iranian masses get up in the morning wishing Israel's destruction?

"Not at all. The Iranian citizen is interested in his daily existential problems. He doesn't get up asking himself why Israel is still there. The citizen is aware of the corruption of authority in his country. One can't forget that all major events in Iranian modern history were lead by the Iranian people. On the masses' back, so to speak. One has to be aware of the difference between the generations. There is that of the 50 year olds and over, who studied in the universities and got western education, who are part of the middle class and up. Those are people who respect Israel, and it's abilities and achievements, in science and technology. And there are the children of the revolution who grow up on hatred towards Israel, and assimilate it. It is the only country clearly calling for the destruction of the state of Israel. It is channeled from above My claim is that eventually what separates us from the Iranians is merely an ideological religious issue, coming from it's current regime."
Is there still a sense of respect and fear of Israel? Do we still have an effect of deterrence on Iran?

