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Subcommittee Hearing: Hezbollah in Latin America – Implications for U.S. Homeland Security
· Representative Brian Higgins: Thank you Mr. Chairman – Hezbollah in Arabic is the party of God – it’s a – Shia group that is committed to violent jihad – it acts as  a proxy for Syria, for Iran, for Venezuela – it’s involved in radicalization efforts in Mexico and along the United States southern border – it has infiltrated the western hemisphere – but more directly it has infiltrated the United States with a presence in 15 cities, as has been said here – and also 4 major cities in Canada – including Toronto because of its close proximity to the United States – if Hezbollah is not targeting the United States what are they doing here? – and those efforts are not moving away from our region – it’s estimated, I think Dr. Noriega in your testimony, that there are some 80 Hezbollah operatives in the 12 region area of Latin America – my sense is that we should also have a representative from the Department of Homeland Security here because my sense is, a presence that is pervasive and growing is a very serious threat that needs to be addressed – I would ask all of you to comment on that – and then a final question – there is a book by Gretchen Peters called Seeds of Terror and it is an analysis of violent jihad and the connection between narco-trafficking and she estimates that in Afghanistan, which heroine is about 60% of the entire economy, the Taliban receives about a half a billion dollars a year in the heroine trade – it’s not that they own the fields, but they preside over them – they charge protection – and I’d be curious to know most of the heroine that comes into the United States now comes from Latin America – so I would like to know the extent to which Hezbollah is funded by heroine trafficking and how extensive that threat is –so any of you that want to take that … I appreciate your comments
· Honorable Noriega: Very quickly – Sir – when we talk about asymmetrical warfare I would submit that supporting drug trafficking is a form of asymmetrical warfare against the United States – I am aware of Hezbollah being involved according to – drug kingpins themselves in cocaine smuggling operations in Venezuela with the support of the Venezuelan government there by the way – and one final note in terms of going after this threat – again, I am aware of law enforcement inquiries into individuals and particular funds/forms of financing that Hezbollah uses in Venezuela and with the support and encouragement of this committee I can see these law enforcement agencies going forward and knocking the blocks out from under Hezbollah’s ability to generate that kind of revenue here in our hemisphere
· Mr. Farah: I think that if you look at the FARC, and Hezbollah, and the Taliban you see that the criminalization of terrorist groups without a doubt – what are they doing here? – I think that that is what we need to spend a lot more time thinking about because I think that if you look at Hezbollah and you look at Iran and you look at Venezuela, none of them have excessive cash right now – they’re all being squeezed and yet they’re choosing to spend significant resources on placing themselves in this hemisphere which seems to me to indicate it is very important to them – what is it? – I think it is largely a defensive position at this point to be able to strike hard if they feel that they are either under attack or they are about to be attacked – I think that Gretchen’s book is very good – I think it’s sort of a very significant object lesson of how these groups will evolve and I think what you see in Latin America now with Hezbollah and the FARC becoming closer and closer is you see the ability to exchange information, technology, trafficking routes, and access to specific resources, as well as weapons with the FARC and drugs that bodes very ill for the region.
· Representative Brian Higgins: Let me just – you know – to me that is very disturbing you say that they have a presence in the United States and North America generally so as to be – to have leveraged, to be positioned – that if they’re attacked … they can attack – you know, it’s almost like we’re waiting … – to suggest that Hezbollah does not pose a threat – a direct threat to the United States, I think is inconsistent in a very compelling way with the facts that have been presented here – you don’t infiltrate an area – you know – unless you have an intent – and the intent clearly is, it’s not benevolent, we know that … we know that.
· Dr. Cammett: I think – there’s a number of reasons why they might have a presence here – I  mean for one thing they’re, I’m sure they’re simply ordinary citizens of Lebanese descent who are sympathetic to the organization and I don’t know if that amounts to a presence – but – I mean fundraising is an important reason in and of itself – forget military operations – now, fundraising – I’m not trying to say is a good thing, these sort of activities are not to be condoned – but that is distinct in a number of way from launching violent activities in part because fundraising is going to multiple dimensions of ….

· Representative Brian Higgins: … I understand that but they are an organization that is committed to violent activities – so if they’re fundraising – their presence is intended in some way, directly or indirectly, to engage in violent activities …

· Dr. Cammett: … Against the United States, or against other governments …

· Representative Brian Higgins: … They’re here, they’re here – and they’re in Canada in a major city in close proximity to the United States and Western New York …

· Dr. Cammett: … Right, but – it’s not clear to me that there’s evidence that they are targeting the United States with it …

· Representative Brian Higgins: … It’s pretty clear to me what they’re intent is whether it’s immediate or longer term and that is of profound concern – or it should be – to everybody here including the United States government and the Department of Homeland Security

· Representative Kathleen Hochul: Thank you Mr. Chairman – that last comments about this making you very nervous, this whole hearing is making me very nervous – as my first committee hearing, I commend you for bringing this to the attention of the public Mr. Chairman and I also concur with my colleague from upstate New York’s views that where is the Homeland Security Committee, where’s the department? I think a lot of the questions you raise – as really an early warning system for us, now my first thought is “what’s the answer and what’s being done about it?” – and I think that’s perhaps a law enforcement answer, so I hope that they’re would be, perhaps there already is planned, a follow-up to ask our law enforcement community, nationally and internationally, our colleagues, what is being done about this, because I am getting this sense that we’re sitting ducks here – and while we’re waiting to be attacked first after our lessons of 9/11 – sounds like there are a lot of dots to be connected in our own hemisphere – and that’s extremely troubling to me – and as a prosecutor would surely know, Mr. Chairman – prosecutors want to know – law enforcement you follow the money trail – I’m sure there’s, as we’re hearing, there’s a tremendous amount of money being made in this narco-trafficking – is that money being spent by the leaders living in lavish homes and palaces – or is it being funneled back to the Middle East to buy arms to threaten Israel and perhaps to threaten us? – So I want to know if there’s been any questions raised that you’re aware of – any evidence of where this money, the ill-gotten proceeds from the illegal narco-trafficking, where is the money ending up? Is in banks? Is it in the Middle East? Is it being spent here? What’s the answer to that question?
· Dr. Cammett: I mean I think it’s clearly – part of it, a large part of it, is probably going to weapons which are mainly directed at Israel at this point in time – It’s also directed/used in the social welfare programs which are incredibly extensive – I mean they’re something like 50 health related institutions, 25 or 30 schools, this is one of absolutely the largest social programs/social networks in Lebanon serving the largest block of Lebanese citizens … or among the largest – so these are all incredibly extensive endeavors – they also, you know, have a political party wing but I’m sure the bulk of the money, if I could just guess, goes to weapons and military related activities but also to these social programs in Lebanon.

· Mr. Berman: Ma’am – in my written remarks – the cases that were cited – including the cigarette smuggling case that the Chairman alluded to – I think there’s a pretty clear chain of evidence that suggests that the bulk of the proceeds from smuggling, from fundraising whether it is cigarette smuggling or racketeering or what-have-you – end up being funneled back to the organization in the Middle East, rather than being spent on the organization’s operatives here – I think what you see is, you see a pretty clear financial conduit that enriches the larger organization, rather than individual members …

· Representative Kathleen Hochul: … That’s even more troubling – I’d feel better if they were living in mansions as opposed to going back to supplying arms – arming themselves to attack Israel perhaps or to propose more threats to our allies in the Middle East – so, that’s not the answer I wanted to hear, but I think it’s probably accurate – again, this just raises my question – what’s the law enforcement response to this? And perhaps it’s satisfactory; I just need to hear it.

· Mr. Farah: Can I just add – in my dealings with policy makers – there’s a tendency still to look at – you know, you saw 4 Hezbollah guys in Paraguay so that’s not very interesting – you see 3 guys in Bolivia, that’s not very interesting – And there’s still not a great deal of emphasis on stepping back and saying “what does all of this tell us?” – if you have this multiple activities instead of viewing it as a 2 guys doing something here, and you’re not seeing the other 18 guys doing similar things across the region, or 200 people – I think that’s one of our priorities, county reporting is very narrow in focusing on the country – there’s very little integration across country lines looking at Hezbollah as a theme as opposed to what’s happening in that country specifically.
· Representative Kathleen Hochul: Can I ask you a question? Who would be the responsible party for connecting those international dots in your opinion?

· Mr. Farah: (laughs) That is above my pay-grade – I think there are … - I think DOD is working on it – I think Treasury is working on a robust threat finance effort that is directed at Hezbollah but not particularly in Latin America – I think it’s a fragmented effort and that there is some good people working on it but very little cohesion on the Latin American element.

· Hon. Noriega: Ma’am I think you hit the nail right on the head in terms of one of the things we can be doing and that is going after their finance and there are some credible efforts going on in terms of law enforcement out of the southern district of New York for example going after narco-traffickers that are allied with terrorists – the DEA using special authorities, an interagency process to designate institutions as supporters of Hezbollah – for example they did in the case of the Lebanon Canada Bank, and had the effect of collapsing that bank – and then cutting off that conduit of funds – and the same interagency process, again this is law enforcement, is looking at other instruments that Hezbollah uses in this hemisphere for moving people or moving money – so they are making some progress against a serious thing, that’s at the law enforcement level – I believe the policy makers are well behind the curve on this and their testimony before Congress on this in recent weeks suggests that they are absolutely oblivious to this growing problem – and I don’t know whether it is because they don’t want to confront Chavez or that they don’t think that Latin America is a priority, but this is our hemisphere – and I know that we don’t want to provoke Chavez but the problem is: this is provocative, what he’s doing, and it requires a credible response and it starts as an interagency process that will review the whole problem – connect all these dots – and then come up with an effective government response 

· Representative Kathleen Hochul: Thank you. Thank you Mr. Chairman.

