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For instance, who was responsible
for 9/11?

The commonly accepted answer to
that question is that the attacks were
carried out by 19 Islamist militants who
were members of Osama bin Laden’s al-
Qaida terrorist network, based at the
time in the hills of Afghanistan.

The loose gang of 19 — all men —
slipped into the United States on tourist
visas. After settling in a variety of sites
— Los Angeles, Northern Virginia and
Northern New Jersey were the main
spots — they hijacked four commercial
jetliners on the morning of Sept. 11, 2001.
Most had never visited the United
States. Most did not even speak English. 

After murdering pilots and flight at-
tendants in midflight, the hijackers
crashed two jetliners into the twin tow-
ers of the World Trade Center in lower
Manhattan. Another hijacked plane was
crashed into the Pentagon in Northern
Virginia. A fourth went down in a Penn-
sylvania farm field after passengers
fought back against the hijackers.

Such is the common narrative. But it
overlooks what FBI officials and others
now say is an obvious question: Did
anyone else help the 19 hijackers?

The answer is yes, say many experts
and investigative reports that had been
classified until recently. And a finger of
blame points squarely at Saudi Arabia.

Six weeks ago, 26 lawyers converged
on a federal courtroom in lower Manhat-
tan — only about 10 blocks from the 9/11
memorial and museum at the site of the
attacks on the World Trade Center. The
meeting tells us much now about the
fractured effort to bring closure to the 9/
11 story. 

It was July 31, a Wednesday. It was
around 9:45 a.m. The occasion was yet
another hearing in what legal experts
say is the largest civil lawsuit in U.S. his-
tory — the effort by 9/11 survivors and
victims’ relatives to hold the kingdom of
Saudi Arabia responsible for the at-
tacks.

The stakes couldn’t be higher. For
starters, the lawsuit includes more than
10,000 plaintiffs — each claiming that
Saudi Arabia should compensate them
financially for their loses. If Saudi Ara-
bia loses — or even settles — the price
tag will likely run into the billions of dol-
lars, legal experts say.

In addition, if Saudi Arabia is found
liable, a major question looms over
whether the U.S. — indeed, the world —

will be forced to recast its diplomatic re-
lations with what many felt was a key
Western ally in the Middle East. Saudi
Arabia, meanwhile, has launched a
massive public relations effort to im-
prove its standing. One of Saudi Ara-
bia’s most notable efforts was to funnel
money into LIV Golf, which has held
competitions at several golf courses
owned by former President Donald
Trump. Saudi officials have also invest-
ed heavily in an investment firm owned
by Trump’s son-in-law, Jared Kushner. 

On July 31 in the federal courtroom in
lower Manhattan, U.S. lawyers repre-
senting Saudi Arabia were hoping to
convince U.S. District Judge George B.
Daniels to dismiss the case. What took
place, however, was an astonishing le-
gal presentation of how nearly 30 Saudi
government officials participated in a
loose-knit plot to help the hijackers.

‘Compelling evidence’ of Saudi
involvement?

Daniels is now studying that evi-
dence and is set to decide in the coming
weeks whether a trial can go forward
against Saudi Arabia. The decision
looms as one of the most critical in the
still-unfinished history of the 9/11 at-
tacks. Or as Gavin Simpson, an attorney
for a group of 9/11 survivors and rela-
tives, told Daniels that morning, there is
now “substantial evidence — indeed
compelling evidence” that the Saudi
government “created, funded and di-
rected” a “militant extremist network”
within the U.S. that helped carry out the
9/11 attacks.

If Daniels agrees, the consequences
for Saudi Arabia — and for the history of
9/11 — would be massive. 

The alleged 9/11 support network in-
cluded several officials at the Saudi Em-
bassy in Washington, D.C. And, as this
columnist has reported based on for-
merly secret FBI reports, it also included
several Saudi-connected operatives in
Virginia and in New Jersey who helped
the hijackers find apartments, open
bank accounts and even take flying les-
sons.

Terry Strada, formerly of Short Hills,
New Jersey, who lost her husband,
Thomas, a bond trader, on 9/11 and who
now is a leader of the ad hoc effort to
hold Saudi Arabia accountable and has
followed much of the evidence, said
even she was shocked by the presenta-
tion.

“They were running the network out
of the Saudi Embassy,” Strada said af-
terward, adding that the experience left
her “mentally and physically exhaust-

ed.”
The July 31 hearing has emerged as

one of the most complete summaries of
alleged Saudi complicity in the 9/11 at-
tacks. But it resulted in almost no cov-
erage in America’s media. Nor did it re-
sult in even a whiff of outrage by U.S. of-
ficials. 

And, in case anyone wonders, Saudi
Arabia — through its lawyers and public
relations consultants — denies that it
played any role in the 9/11 attacks. But
Saudi officials still refuse to discuss in
any detail the mounting evidence that
has emerged. 

It was as if the courtroom in lower
Manhattan were an alternative uni-
verse, where highly paid lawyers were
arguing over one of the most conse-
quential events in American history.

What about the Guantanamo Bay
detainees?

What took place as the hearing end-
ed, however, tells us much about the
confusion that still surrounds the 9/11
attacks.

As 9/11 survivors and relatives
walked out of the courtroom that day,
they were met by a barrage of media
questions. But those questions had
nothing to do with what took place in
the courtroom. 

Instead, what emerged that day was
news that American officials had struck
a plea bargain with three key al-Qaida
operatives who had been imprisoned for
most of the last two decades at the U.S.
Naval Base at Guantanamo Bay, Cuba.
The so-called “detainees” — all terror
suspects — once numbered more than
100. Many have been let go over time
and returned to their native countries.
But a handful of the most dangerous re-
main. 

In what surely has to be one of the
most bizarre coincidences in the 9/11
narrative, the Pentagon sent letters to 9/
11 victims and families on July 31, telling
them that the 9/11 mastermind, Khalid
Shaikh Mohammad, and two accom-
plices jailed at Guantanamo Bay, Walid
Bin Attash and Mustafa al Hawsawi,
had agreed to plead guilty to killing
nearly 3,000 people in the 9/11 attacks.
In exchange for the guilty pleas, the U.S.
would not ask judges presiding over
their cases to sentence them to death.

The final paragraph of the Pentagon’s
letter to 9/11 victims and survivors tells
us much about how the unresolved na-
ture of the case has contributed to deep
emotional wounds — with some of
those wounds brought on by the slow
slog of bureaucracy and legal mishaps.

“We recognize that the status of the
case in general, and this news in partic-
ular, will understandably and appropri-
ately elicit intense emotion,” the letter
said, “and we also realize that the deci-
sion to enter into a pre-trial agreement
will be met with mixed reactions
amongst the thousands of family mem-
bers who lost loved ones. The decision
to enter into a pre-trial agreement after
12 years of pre-trial litigation was not
reached lightly; however, it is our collec-
tive, reasoned, and good-faith judg-
ment that this resolution is the best
path to finality and justice in this case.”

The letter did not result in any resolu-
tion or a “path to finality.” Victims and
surviving relatives were universally
outraged. And within days, the Penta-
gon — with Defense Secretary Lloyd
Austin intervening — rejected the plea
deals. 

Now, more than a month later, the
question of what to do with the three 9/
11 conspirators imprisoned at Guanta-
namo remains unresolved. 

U.S. authorities had hoped the plea
deal would help them avoid a messy
trial before a military court at Guanta-
namo Bay, where evidence would be
presented that the three conspirators
were tortured. But another concern is
that the trials might have provided even
more evidence of alleged Saudi com-
plicity in the 9/11 attacks.

Once again, as America mourns the
9/11 victims, it is left with more remind-
ers of how this story continues to be un-
resolved.

And so, there is no closure. 
Email: kellym@northjersey.com
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DETROIT – U.S. lakes located in com-
munities with larger populations of
Black, Hispanic and other people of col-
or are far less likely to receive water
quality monitoring by federal and state
environmental regulators, according to
a review by Michigan State University
involving more than 137,000 lakes.

Relative to lakes in more white and
non-Hispanic communities, lakes in
communities of color and Hispanic
areas were three times less likely to be
monitored for water quality once – and
the numbers got worse as the research-
ers looked for long-term monitoring da-
ta of 15 years or more. Lakes in commu-
nities of color were seven times less
likely to have long-term water quality
monitoring, and Hispanic communities
were 19 times less likely to have long-
term monitoring than non-Hispanic
lake communities.

The study, authored by Jessica Diaz
Vázquez with university colleagues, was
published online Monday in the peer-
reviewed scientific journal Frontiers in
Ecology and the Environment.

The study’s revelations come as fed-
eral and state environmental regulators
have placed more emphasis on issues of
environmental justice, the historical
legacy and continuing experience of mi-
nority populations and poor people fac-
ing disproportionate burdens from pol-
lution and other environmental im-
pacts. Previous research has found that
marginalized populations are more like-
ly than others to be burdened by poor-
quality waters, said study co-author Pa-
tricia Soranno, a professor in the univer-
sity’s Department of Integrative Biolo-
gy.

“The question we really want to ask
is, is the quality, the health of the lakes,
different depending on the race and eth-
nicity of the people living around
them?” Soranno said. 

“We didn’t even get to that, because
first you need to know, are there suffi-
cient data to robustly answer that ques-
tion? And the answer is no, there is not.”

The researchers in Michigan State’s
Data Intensive Landscape Limnology
Lab used the LAGOS-US research plat-
form, an open-access database provid-
ing hundreds of different characteristics
on the more than half-million lakes in
the lower 48 U.S. states. 

Diaz, then a Michigan State under-
graduate student, proposed a novel new
area of study: coupling the data of the
lakes, including their geolocation, with
U.S. Census data on race and ethnicity.

“For me, this looked like bringing an
environmental justice approach to this
national-scale limnology research,”
Diaz stated in a Q&A with Michigan
State communications staff.

“I grew up in a predominantly Latinx,
low-income community in Houston,
Texas, where petrochemical facilities
and their associated toxins, smells and
sounds affected my daily life and the
bayou ecosystem. 

“I wanted to challenge myself to bring
my full experiences to the lab’s re-
search.”

Soranno said: “It was a great combi-
nation – we had this rich data resource
that was funded through very tradition-
al, basic science mechanisms. And then

The 2010 U.S. Census overall found
the national population at 73% white
and 84% non-Hispanic.

Across all lakes, the percentage of
lakes with long-term data was lower for
lakes in people of color communities
(0.3%) and Hispanic communities
(0.08%) than for lakes in white (1.8%)
and non-Hispanic (1.6%) communities.
No region of the country was without a
disparity.

“Although I expected there to be
some differences based on past re-
search on land and air, I was surprised
by the extreme degree of disparities that
exist in not only who lives around lakes
but which lakes are sampled in the U.S.,”
said Diaz, who has since the initiation of
this research graduated with a bache-
lor’s degree from Michigan State, re-
ceived a master’s degree from the Uni-
versity of Maryland Baltimore County,
and is now working with the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administra-
tion’s Maryland Sea Grant Program.

The Midwest East region in the study,
including Michigan, Wisconsin, Illinois,
Indiana and Ohio, “for people of color,
the disparity was better than at the na-
tional scale. But for Hispanic (people), it
was a little bit worse,” Soranno said.

The U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency, which administers the Clean
Water Act through the states, did not
immediately comment on the study’s
findings when contacted by the Detroit
Free Press.

Michigan State’s lab is already ex-
panding on this research, with a student
adding even more U.S. Census data to
better examine urban versus rural dis-
parities in lake monitoring, and another
student is examining satellite data for
insights on water quality for the less-
monitored lakes, Soranno said. 

“That helps us fill in the gaps so that
we can actually look at the water quality
and say, ‘Is the water quality worse in
communities of color than in white
communities?’ ” she said. “We are al-
ready finding some areas where that is
the case, that it does confirm our expec-
tations that the water quality might be
worse, but those data are still being
worked on.”

we had a researcher, herself a person of
color, interested in and asking ques-
tions about what are the environmental
justice components to this research,
thinking broadly about freshwaters at
the national scale? And then we real-
ized, hey, nobody’s ever looked at this.”

The study looked at lakes 4 hectares
or larger in size, about 10 acres or more,
as lakes smaller than that are rarely
sampled for water quality. That left
them with 137,072 lakes. The research-
ers analyzed at which lakes three basic
water quality metrics were tested: Sec-
chi disk depth tests for water clarity;
chlorophyll concentrations; and total
phosphorus concentrations. Separating
the lower 48 states into six regions, they
looked at whether and how many lake
samples were done at each lake in each
region from 1970 to 2016. Lakes that had
15 or more years of data-collecting were
considered to have long-term records.

The researchers then coupled that
information with U.S. Census data on
race and ethnicity for block groups,
which contain 600 to 3,000 people.
They chose a threshold of 25% or great-
er populations of people of color or His-
panics to consider a block group as a
community of those cohorts. People of
color for purposes of the study included
Black/African American, Native Amer-
ican and Alaskan and Hawaiian natives. 

Study finds less data
where people of color live

Keith Matheny
Detroit Free Press
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A new study found lakes in communities of color and Hispanic areas were three
times less likely to be monitored for water quality. GETTY IMAGES

Lake monitoring differs by community


