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Resources   

*100 Questions and Answers About Arab Americans: A Journalist’s Guide, by the Detroit Free Press, http://www.freep.com/legacy/jobspage/arabs/   A wonderful, basic resource that answers the most common questions, such as, “Who are Arab Americans?” co-authored by some of our panelists.

AMEJA, The Arab and Middle Eastern Journalists Association, www.ameja.org has a listserv and will forward your questions to its members.

*National Arab American Journalists Association, www.naaja-us.com, has a resource page co-sponsored by the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ)

*American University of Beirut Alumni Association, http://www.waaaub.org/chaptersdirectory.html, has a list of chapters

*Southern Federation of Syrian Lebanese American clubs, www.sfslac.org, most members are Christian.

*Melkite Catholic Church, www.melkite.org/parishinfo.html, lists churches with Arab American members

*Antiochian Orthodox Church, www.antiochian.org – formerly called the Syrian Orthodox Church, about half are filled with Arab Americans, mostly Syrian, Lebanese and Palestinian

*The American Federation of Ramallah, www.afrp.org, a national umbrella organization of Palestinians for Ramallah Clubs in cities. The Federation and Clubs foster cultural and social ties among descendants of Ramallah’s founding Christian families.  The Federation also publishes a magazine, Hathihe Ramallah, and administers a scholarship fund for college students among other philanthropic efforts.

*Arab American Institute, www.aaiusa.org
*American Task Force on Lebanon, www.atfl.org

*American Task Force on Palestine, www.americantaskforce.org

*Georgetown University Center for Contemporary Arab Studies, http://ccas.georgetown.edu/
*Lebanese American Heritage Club, www.lahc.org, based in Dearborn, Mich., but good source on national trends and contacts.

*Cedars Network, www.cedarsusa.com/us/directorya.htm, online clearing house that lists Lebanese-American clubs and social activities by state. 

*Chaldean.org, an online information network focusing on Chaldeans, Christians from Iraq. www.chaldean.org
*National Apostolate of Maronites http://www.namnews.org, Has listing of all Maronite Catholic churches in the U.S., plus their annual conference. Almost all members are Lebanese American. 

*NAAP, www.naaponline.org, Association of young Arab American professionals. Social and philanthropic organization, mostly on the East Coast.

*MPAC-- The Muslim Public Affairs Council, www.mpac.org, Muslim advocacy org;  Works with government officials to impact policy; has a Hollywood Bureau to combat Muslim stereotypes, a division devoted to countering Islamophobia and works to cultivate young Muslim American leaders.

*CAIR--Council on American Islamic Relations, www.cair.com, Muslim advocacy org; lobbies government officials to impact public policy, combats stereotypes and promotes interfaith dialogue.  Based in NJ with chapters across the country. Hosts lots of cultural activities. 

*ADC--American Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, www.adc.org
Founded by former Senator James Abourezk. Advisory Board members include: Muhammad Ali, Casey Kasem and Queen Noor. Describes itself as a grassroots civil rights organization. It has a legal department that handles discrimination complaints, a government affairs office to lobby politicians and a media division that responds to stereotypical depictions of Arabs and Muslims in the media.

*ACCESS-Arab Community Center for Economic & Social Services

www.accesscommunity.org  Based in Detroit, it describes itself as a human services organization devoted to developing the Arab American Community by providing a wide range of human and cultural services as well as advocacy work. 

*CENTER FOR MIDDLE EASTERN STUDIES, UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO

www.cmes.uchicago.edu The preeminent academic program on all things Middle Eastern in the country. 

 

From panelist Tammy Audi:

Two feature stories on the Arab American and Arab Immigrant comm.  unities off of the news of the day. The first is after I wrote a slew of hard news stories on detentions, arrests, and investigations. Editors wanted a broad story about how the community was dealing with the stress. I wanted something tightly focused, a way to look at the communities through a totally different lense than what our readers were bombarded with day after day. I stopped asking my sources what they were thinking and hearing, and instead started asking them about they were doing every day, mundane things, their weekend plans, etc. That resulted in a wedding invitation, which resulted in this story:

	Love in the time of orange alert: An engagement party in Dearborn
BY TAMARA AUDI
FREE PRESS STAFF WRITER
751 Words
24 February 2003
Detroit Free Press 
0 
English
(c) Copyright 2003, Detroit Free Press. All Rights Reserved. 

	With the rest of the country on orange alert Friday, Zina Merhi found it necessary to raise her personal alert status to red. 

A confluence of potentially disastrous events brought the 18-year-old Dearborn woman to this extreme: Her engagement party for 300 family members and friends was a few hours away. Her gown was ready late, leaving barely 20 minutes to make a 40-minute trip to her hairdresser. Her up 'do fell down on the way home. Her makeup lady forget the makeup. Her fiance lost his suit. 

	But: Merhi's hair was fixed with the emergency purchase of a flower hair clip (alert level dropped to orange). Her makeup lady improvised (alert level: yellow). Her fiance found his suit (alert level: blue). 

Finally, in the cramped back room of Dearborn's Lebanese-American Heritage Manor, young love was made official by a Muslim sheikh and the agreement of both families. 

"This is the most romantic, exciting day of our lives," Merhi said, her perfectly applied lipstick magnifying her smile. 

"We're not worried about anything now that we have each other," her fiance, Mohamad Hachem, threw in. (Alert level: green.) 

It was as if the orange-alert world outside -- with its FBI surveillances, counting of mosques, detentions of young Arab men and talk of war -- had simply faded away. Never mind that the groom-to-be, 20, is smack in the center of the demographic most likely to raise the interest of the U.S. government. 

Half the couple's friends fit that profile, and they were all dancing like rock stars in the main hall of the manor, flanked by an American flag on one side and a Lebanese flag on the other. It was an image refreshingly opposed to the one the world has seen of the Arab-American community since Sept. 11, 2001: grim-faced, scared, or scary, usually standing before a judge. 

There were no serious faces this night. Bald, round-headed, round-bellied middle-aged men skipped across the dance floor to traditional Arabic tunes, swinging prayer beads above their heads. Younger men and women (half in head-scarves, and half dressed in tight, lacy outfits) crowded the floor when the DJ infused traditional folk songs with a new beat. 

Children ran the place, stuffing their mouths with cake and fruit, gangs of little boys making little girls in poofy dresses cry. 

Older girls plucked petals from huge baskets of roses and threw them into the air. Little bursts of red and pink exploded over dancers' heads. 

Party gossip whispered around the tables. "That woman in the white fuzzy shirt looks like she's wearing our cat," a husband said to his wife. "The sheikh is giving me mean looks," said a girl to her aunt. "Your dress is too tight," her aunt said. "Stand back here." 

There was little talk of politics or war, or the pressure the community has faced in the last 17 months. 

"A lot of couples are stressed out by the times around them," said Mohammed Dbouk, the sheikh from the Islamic Center of America who officiated at the engagement. The couple will have a wedding ceremony this summer with about 900 guests expected. 

"I tell them marriage is a haven," the sheikh said. "It is a beautiful place to seek refuge. There is a lot of happiness and love in this community." 

Guests said that this -- the first engagement party of the season at the manor -- was just the release the community needed. 

"It's nice to see people smiling and having fun," said Turkia Mullin, still glowing from her trip to the dance floor. Mullin, a Lebanese-American lawyer and U.S. Army veteran who married a nice Irish boy, said most Americans rarely get to see this aspect of the community. 

It should be noted that the Lebanese are legendary partyers, having boogied their way through decades of civil war, invasion, bombardment and a perpetual refugee crisis. 

"Back in Beirut, they don't care if there's a bomb going off next door, they'll have a party," said Ibrahim Jawad, a volunteer at the manor who immigrated from the Lebanese capital. It is an ethic that is beginning to serve him well in America. "I tell my kids, 'Life goes on,' " Jawad said. "No matter what happens, you have to live." And, sometimes, dance. 

SECOND STORY: Sometimes just hanging out and listening is the best reporting. One of my regular sources was running late for our lunch, so I waited for her in the waiting room of her immigration consultation business and listened to the chatter which led uncovering this odd little phenomenon that had spread through Arab immigrant communities across the nation. The story ended up being picked up nationally, and I still get conspiracy tips from people who are convinced Hussein’s hanging was actually staged…But that offers a small window on the mindset of some parts of the community, and what caused it.



	WHERE'S SADDAM?: Arab rumor mill says U.S. helped him disappear
BY TAMARA AUDI
FREE PRESS STAFF WRITER
17 April 2003
Detroit Free Press 

(c) Copyright 2003, Detroit Free Press. All Rights Reserved. 

	In a sun-filled Dearborn waiting room with a giant red gum ball machine in one corner and a television permanently tuned to an Arabic news channel in another, chatter about jobs and children inevitably turns to talk of a secret plan. 

The secret plan. 

	The one that has deposed Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein making a deal with the U.S. government to escape Iraq with his life and fortune. 

The one that has him sipping vodka in Russia, puffing cigars in Cuba, lining up for early-bird dinners in Florida. 

The secret plan that is not so secret because all of Dearborn -- and points well beyond -- knows about it. 

Like the wave through a crowd of baseball fans, the secret plan is a powerful rumor that is spreading through Arab communities worldwide. 

It goes something like this: 

"The U.S. has him hidden somewhere," said Mageda Nourddine, a 34-year-old Lebanese-American mother from Dearborn. At first, she laughs at her own statement, then turns serious. "Saddam is a smart man. He found a way out. And we don't know everything our government does." 

Many Arabs and Arab-Americans are reluctant to discuss the theory outside the safety of family groups, so the question of Hussein's fate often has two answers. 

"He's in hell where he belongs. That's what I tell people," said Alix Awada, a 53-year-old language translator from Dearborn. 

But then Awada offers a second option. "I believe he was pulled out months before the war even started," Awada said. "This was all planned between the U.S. and Iraq before we even sent one soldier there. President Bush would not have gone in without a guarantee to win." 

The theory is fed by a confluence of events, including reports last week that a Russian diplomat escorted Hussein out of Iraq. A day later, U.S. President George W. Bush's national security adviser, Condoleezza Rice, flew to Russia. 

The Russian government denied harboring Hussein, and Rice said she traveled there to strengthen U.S.-Russian relations.But that has not slowed the story from reaching even Karmada Street, a lower-class shopping district in the middle of Baghdad's west side. 

"We are still scared," said Abdal Kareem Taha, a 44-year-old merchant who works on Karmada. "We keep hearing there is a secret deal happening between Saddam and the U.S. government, and Saddam will be back again." 

Taha said that until he hears that Hussein is dead or in jail or that a new government is in place, he will be suspicious. 

"Nobody believes he's dead," said Imad Hamad, executive director of Michigan's American Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee."People believe there was a deal that was done with him and the U.S." 

Conspiracy theories abound in the Arab world, but this one has transcended age groups and education levels, and jumped continents. 

Beirut-based journalist Malek Kaakour said he believes the United States made a deal with Hussein and Russia because "there are questions nobody answers." 

For example, believers ask: 

Why were Hussein's palaces found empty of furniture? (They answer:He packed up and left months ago.) 

Why was there no structured military or chemical response to the U.S. assault? (He agreed to hold off in return for safe passage out of the country.) 

Why did Rice go to Moscow right after reports about the Russian diplomat escorting Hussein out of Iraq? (To seal the deal.) 

The theory provides some kind of answer, but also reveals the Arab world's deep and growing mistrust of the U.S. government, said Gary David, assistant professor of sociology at Bentley College in Massachusetts and an expert on Arab-American communities. 

Conspiracy theories will flourish as the Arab world struggles to make sense of turmoil, David said. 

"I don't have any evidence, but it wouldn't surprise me if there was a deal," said Mustafah Al-Omari, an Iraqi-American from Sterling Heights. "Funny things happen in the Middle East." 


Here is a pair of stories that follows a similar pattern: break the news, establish authority and credibility over the story, and use that to win access to the actual people who are being impacted by this broad national policy in your local community. You can usually gain that access through their lawyers, clerics, priests, or community leaders who you’ve cultivated as sources.

	Federal agents escalate deportation attempts
BY TAMARA AUDI
FREE PRESS STAFF WRITER
08 April 2003
Detroit Free Press 
(c) Copyright 2003, Detroit Free Press. All Rights Reserved. 

	New teams of federal agents with orders to hunt and expel some illegal immigrants are producing large numbers of deportations, according to federal officials, government documents and immigrant advocates. 

The teams target illegal immigrants who have been ordered to leave the country and who have committed serious crimes or are from nations, mostly Muslim, that sponsor terrorism. The effort is underway in the Detroit area and other large cities with significant immigrant populations and a backlog of cases, including Chicago, Boston, San Francisco and Los Angeles. 

	Last year, the teams detained more than 2,000 illegal immigrants nationwide and helped deport more than 500. Although no hard numbers are available for the last three months, the pace of detentions and expulsions has increased dramatically as the programs have received more money to hire agents. 

The operation is an indication that as war rages in Iraq, the much quieter, covert war against terrorism is still being waged on the homefront. The effort is also a full-throttle attempt to reverse the federal government's abysmal record of deporting immigrants who have been ordered by an immigration judge to leave the country, but who are living and working freely in the United States. 

Locally, immigrant communities are just beginning to feel the widespread effects of the initiatives. Lawyers and government officials say they believe hundreds of illegal immigrants, mostly Muslim, have been deported from the Detroit area under the new initiative. 

The operation is broken into two parts: the Absconder Apprehension Initiative Teams, which hunt illegal immigrants from nations that sponsor terrorism, and Fugitive Operation Teams, which target criminals. 

In the Detroit area, federal agents have plucked immigrants from their daily lives, usually taking them by surprise, those familiar with some of the raids said. 

There are an estimated 8 million illegal immigrants in the United States. About 300,000 illegal immigrants have been ordered to leave and are still in the country, according to a Department of Justice report issued in February. 

"We never had the resources to go after these people before," said a federal Homeland Security official who spoke on the condition of anonymity, saying homeland security officials are not supposed to discuss the initiative because it's in the early stages. The teams operate quickly and with little publicity. 

The immigrants are detained for a short time in local jails, then usually deported without a hearing. 

The teams, the official said, "are kicking some butt. I know their deportation numbers are just skyrocketing." 

Dearborn immigration lawyer Nabih Ayad agrees that the government is "extremely aggressive now" but said the tactics unfairly single out Muslims. 

"It's a witch-hunt out there," Ayad said. 

Both teams were established as part of antiterror measures following the Sept. 11 attacks. 

"The removal of illegal aliens who have committed serious crimes including weapons and narcotics offenses, as well as a variety of aggravated felonies, is a definite priority," said Karen Kraushaar, spokeswoman for the Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement. 

Some of the immigrants who are being deported are not the hardened criminals the government makes them out to be, Ayad said. 

Immigrants have been ordered to leave because they were carrying a gun without a license, or because of domestic violence -- a widespread problem in some immigrant communities, Ayad said. 

Some immigrants with little understanding of the law plead guilty to a crime without understanding that it can lead to deportation, Ayad said. Once an immigrant is convicted of a serious crime, he or she is no longer eligible for citizenship. 

"A lot of these people are taking these plea bargains, and one day immigration shows up and their life is over," Ayad said. Government officials see the program as long overdue and especially important during war. 

"Within the context of protecting the national security of the U.S., there's no question that the people of the United States expect us to be vigilant with respect to enforcing immigration laws, particularly regarding criminal offenders," Kraushaar said. 



	DAD FACES DEPORTATION: Hastily purchased visa ruins a family's hopes
BY TAMARA AUDI
FREE PRESS STAFF WRITER
26 April 2003
Detroit Free Press 
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	Cancer had taken most of Mohammed Beydoun's bones when the old man beckoned for his son-in-law. 

The dying man was in Canton with his daughter and her six children. The son-in-law had been left behind in southern Lebanon, waiting for the United States to approve his petition to join his wife and children in Michigan. 

	But Beydoun knew he could wait no longer. 

"I'm dying soon," he told his son-in-law over the phone. "Who will take care of my daughter and the children when I'm gone? You have to come quickly." 

Friends had pointed the desperate man to a woman who said she could help. She ran one of the many immigration consulting services in Dearborn, and for an extra fee, she said, the U.S. government could expedite the son-in-law's visa application. It would take months, not years. 

Beydoun paid. He would never find out that it would eventually cost his family much more. 

A few days after the old man died, the son-in-law, Tamer Mahmoud, arrived in Detroit. 

"He died knowing Tamer was coming," said Beydoun's son, Sam, "that everything would be OK." 

For three years, Mahmoud followed the familiar path of trying to become an American. He immediately got a job pumping gas 14 hours a day, and saved money. He bought a used Honda station wagon, and drove his children to school and back. He bought his two oldest daughters red roses when they graduated from CrestwoodHigh School with perfect grades. 

Nobody knew, the family says, that the expedited visa the old man bought was illegally sold by a government employee to the woman who ran the immigration service. On Monday, that employee, Janice Halstead, appeared in federal court on alien-smuggling charges. The immigration consultant, Zoha Madarani, was indicted on the same charges. 

That same day, federal agents started searching for all the immigrants who bought visas through the scam. There are about 130 in all. 

Hundreds of thousands of immigrants illegally and knowingly buy their way into the U.S. each year. But it's unclear whether the immigrants in this case were willing participants or whether they were innocent victims of a scam. 

Defenders note that they did not act like illegal immigrants. When the government asked to meet them at the federal immigration office in Detroit, they appeared. 

Also, immigration lawyers point out that the government and private immigration consultants routinely charge higher fees in return for expediting visa services. 

U.S. Attorney Jeffrey Collins has said none of the immigrants in the Detroit case "poses a danger." But federal agents are rounding them up and deporting them without court hearings. 

The government is making an effort to review each case, said Michael Gilhooly, spokesman for Bureau of Immigration and Customs Enforcement. 

Lawyers for many of the immigrants argue that the opposite is true, saying the government is detaining and expelling under an immigration statute that allows deportation without a hearing. One immigrant was deported Friday, his lawyer said. 

The American Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee, immigration lawyers and family members have asked the government to at least allow Mahmoud and others a day in court before deporting them. 

"It is outrageous to treat them this way," said immigration attorney Nabih Ayad, who is representing 15 immigrants."These people would not be in the position they're in today if not for the U.S. immigration service," which did not detect the scam for two years. 

Mahmoud's family has written a letter to U.S. Sen. Carl Levin, U.S. Reps. John Dingell and John Conyers, and Gov. Jennifer Granholm. An aide from Levin's office responded Friday, promising to look into the matter, family members said. To this day, family members say they do not know how much the grandfather paid for the visa. He was too proud to say, fearing his son-in-law might try to repay the debt. Other immigrants said they paid up to $10,000 for a visa. 

The family says it does not believe the grandfather would have knowingly purchased an illegal visa, because it would have jeopardized Mahmoud's chance at citizenship. And if Mahmoud knew, they say, he would not have walked willingly into the U.S. immigration office without a lawyer, and away from the life he had built. 

A year ago, Mahmoud bought the family a small, brick house with pink carpet in Dearborn Heights. The girls wanted pets, but they were expensive and there was no room, so he hung framed pictures of a fluffy white cat and a yellow puppy on the walls. 

The family ate noisy dinners together on floor cushions in the modest dining room, and Mahmoud practiced the new English words his children, ages 6 to 21, taught him. His two oldest girls enrolled in college. 

And so it went in the Mahmoud household, until Tuesday. 

That afternoon, Mahmoud drove to the Detroit immigration office, unsure of what the government wanted, said Ali Kain, the family friend who accompanied him. 

He was questioned, arrested and transported to the Monroe County Jail. 

At the time, Madarani, the immigration consultant indicted in scam, was believed to be vacationing in Mexico with her family. 

Halstead, released on personal bond, was at her home in Detroit. 

Government officials told Mahmoud's family he will be deported as soon as federal funds are available to buy a ticket to Lebanon. Until then, he will remain in jail. 

On Thursday, Mahmoud called his son, Hassan, from jail. 

Mahmoud said, "Take care of your mother and sisters. I know you can handle it. You're a man." 

His 17-year-old son said, "I will. Don't cry, Dad. I will. I can handle it." 

Hassan planned to go to college to study engineering, but now the future is unclear. His father is the family's sole supporter. 

He is also the soft one, his kids say. Their mother, Ebtissam, is the tough one. She tells them to do their homework. He calls them "his little birds" in Arabic. 

"I don't feel like riding my bike. I don't feel like sleeping or eating," said his daughter, Fatme, 11. "I'll just do anything in the world to get my dad back." 

The older girls, in jeans and trendy sandals, their dark hair pulled back in pony tails, try to talk about their dad's sense of humor. But their mouths twist, and soon big tears are falling on the living room couches. 

Above the couches hang two large portraits of their dead grandfather, taken when he was a younger man intent on making it to America. In the portraits, his eyes are fixed resolutely on some future point in the distance, a place no one else can see. 


Most of my stories from this period come in pairs: the breaking news story followed by a story that goes deeper inside the news. In this case, we won credibility in the Arab community by providing actual news they could use, and then won access we needed to break the second, personal story of a man who is brought in for questioning. 

	MANY FACE A GRILLING; ANTITERROR QUESTIONS DISCLOSED
NWS
TAMARA AUDI AND DAVID ZEMAN FREE PRESS STAFF WRITERS
24 November 2001
Detroit Free Press 
METRO FINAL 
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	Although federal terrorism investigators say none are suspects, thousands of Middle Eastern men in the United States will be asked detailed questions --ranging from whether they sympathize with the Sept. 11 hijackers to where they have traveled. 

They will be asked whether they own guns or have scientific training. As well, investigators will ask for the phone numbers of their family and close associates, according to an 8-page U.S. Justice Department memo obtained by the Free Press. 

	Information gathered in the interviews, which may begin as early as next week, is to be entered into an electronic database.  The questions were developed by the deputy attorney general and distributed Nov. 9 to all U.S. attorneys and some police departments who have officers serving in federal terrorism task forces. 

The department has announced a nationwide effort to contact more than 5,000 people with nonimmigrant visas for information on Osama bin Laden's terrorist organization, Al Qaeda. The men on the federal list are 18 to 33 years old, mostly from Middle Eastern countries. 

Nearly 700 of the men are believed to be in Michigan. Earlier, federal officials had said they were looking for 840 men in the state. They have since discovered duplicate names on the list. Local police are being asked to help find and interview the men. 

In the memo, Justice Department officials write that the men they're seeking are not criminal suspects and not obligated to talk. 

Many of the questions are obviously to the point, such as: Do you know anyone connected to the Sept. 11 attacks? Do you know anyone trained in terrorism? But other questions are clearly intended to elicit information on political leanings and personal travels. 

Interviewers are instructed to ask the men for their phone numbers, and those of their family; whether their educational training includes "scientific expertise"; whether they have visited Afghanistan, or ever been in an "armed conflict." They are to be asked why they're in the United States and what landmarks they have visited. And they will be asked how they felt when they heard the news of the Sept. 11 attacks, and whether they sympathized with the hijackers. 

More than 200 men on the list are in Dearborn, said Robert Cares, the assistant U.S. attorney in charge of the antiterrorism task force in Detroit. 



	INTERVIEWING FOREIGNERS; TENSION, RELIEF: ONE MAN ANSWERS FBI'S QUESTIONS
TAMARA AUDI FREE PRESS STAFF WRITER
07 December 2001
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	He is a Lebanese chemistry student with wide eyes and cropped dark hair. He hogs the bathroom, his wife says. He talks about chemistry. And he's always trying to make her laugh. 

She is an American medical worker raised in Michigan, and a Red Wings fan. Now, she is trying to make him laugh, to take his mind off what is to come. 

	In less than an hour, an FBI agent will walk into this room in their lawyer's office with a sheet of questions. Do you know anyone raising money for terrorist activities? Have you ever been to Afghanistan? 

Her husband is one of 5,000 men wanted for questioning in the national terrorism investigation. Of that number, 566 live in Michigan's eastern district. Government officials insist they are not suspects. But government memos say some of the foreigners can be detained without bond. Another memo instructs the U.S Immigration and Naturalization Service not to overlook visa violations. 

The couple go outside for a smoke, huddling together, watching late afternoon traffic. People going home from work, tapping steering wheels, thinking about dinner. This was them less than two weeks ago, before the letter that asked him to contact the government. His wife leans in, says something. He smiles. 

They met one night before New Year's at her cousin's house. "I just stared at him," she says with a laugh. He says: "I thought she was so serious. I wanted to see if I could get her to laugh." They married earlier this year. 

They have names, these two, but they don't want to give them out. None of their family or friends knows about the letter, or Thursday's appointment with the FBI. They agreed to share their story with the Free Press, which taped the meeting with the permission of their lawyer. 

"We have nothing to hide," the man says. "If there's anything I can do to help, I will." But he doesn't want his parents, far off in Lebanon, to worry. She doesn't want them to become marked in social circles. It's already difficult enough to have an Arabic last name after Sept. 11, she says. 

So they decide to tell no one about the sleeplessness, the tense car rides to the lawyer's office, the stomach-churning moments before the agent arrives. 

"Hi. My name is Bob Beeckman. Please call me Bob," the agent says to the couple when he walks into the office. Beeckman, a special agent with the FBI in Detroit, the couple and their lawyer, Nabih Ayad, sit at the table. They shut the door. For the next half hour, the wife will watch Beeckman intently as he asks her husband a series of questions. 

The agent starts out by trying to make the couple comfortable. "We do not think that you are a terrorist," Beeckman says. "Really, you're not a suspect. Chances are, unless you have something to tell us at some future date, you'll never meet another FBI agent in your life." 

Beeckman starts asking basic questions -- name, age, address -- and taking notes. 

He asks about the man's visa status and why he came to this country. The man has applied for a green card. 

Beeckman says, "I've been explaining to people, I don't work for the INS. I've already asked you all the questions I'm going to ask you about your immigration. We're here to find information about terrorism." But he adds, "I don't have the power to give people immunity from INS investigations." 

After asking to see photo identification, the agent begins asking questions about terrorism, mostly the yes or no kind. The young man answers without hesitating. Among the questions: 

Have you ever visited Afghanistan? (No). 

Have you ever participated in an armed conflict? (A mandatory year in the Lebanese Army, but no fighting). 

Do you yourself have any knowledge, other than what you see on the media, of the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11? (No). 

Are you aware of anybody who reacted in a surprising way about the terrorist attacks? Maybe you got to work and maybe a coworker said, "Good I'm glad that happened."? (No). 

Do you know of anybody that is advocating, supporting or planning a terrorist attack of any kind? (No). 

Do you know anyone who's capable or willing to carry out an act of terrorism? (No). 

Did you recognize the names of any of the suspects? (No). 

And then: Is there anything you can think of that might help us? 

For the first time, the 27-year-old hesitates. "There's nothing I know about these things. If there's something I know, I would tell you guys about it for sure." 

Beeckman tells him that the FBI is also here to help him. He tells him he can report any harassment to the government. Then, he puts his pen down and asks him how he felt when he got the letter. 

"I was shocked," the man tells Beeckman. "I was asking myself, 'Why? There's no reason to have this letter.' " 

Beeckman thanks him and leaves. The couple walk to their car, relieved. 

"It's over," his wife says. "Let's go home." 

Contact TAMARA AUDI at 313-222-6582 or audi@freepress.com. 


From Tamer El-Ghobashy:

Here are the two stories I'd like to highlight as excellent examples of coverage of Arab-Americans and law enforcement. They come from the deportation trial of Imam Mohammad Qatanani who was accused of lying to US authorities in a Green Card application and was portrayed as a supporter of Hamas. As you will see, this trial was both fascinating and unusual in that many in the law enforcement community and Christian and Jewish community came out in support of the Imam. This reporter, Heather Haddon, did a fantastic job of both covering the trial and breaking out and doing news features studying what kind of larger effects such a case can have on relations between the large Palestinian population in Bergen County, NJ and police. This is an on-going case with no decision yet - making it both topical and timely.

Herald News (Passaic County, NJ)

June 7, 2008 Saturday  

All Editions

Will imam trial break their trust?; 

Supporters say they may be wary of police in future
BYLINE: By HEATHER HADDON, Herald News, North Jersey Media Group

SECTION: NEWS; Pg. A01

In March, New Jersey law enforcement brass broke bread with members of the Islamic Center of Passaic County during a Muslim organization's annual brunch in Teaneck.

Less than two months later, the mosque's spiritual leader, Imam Mohammad Qatanani, sat in a federal court fighting deportation orders from the government.

In his 12 years at the mosque, Qatanani has regularly invited local, state and federal policing agencies to speak with his community. 

But some leaders in the mosque feel betrayed now that the government seeks to deport their popular cleric. They are also embittered by the prosecution's questioning of the mosque's commitment to transparency with police.

Several mosque members questioned how openly to collaborate in the future with law enforcement, especially the federal agencies that prompted the deportation case.

"Obviously, we're going to be more selective about who we work with," said Salaheddin Mustafa, of Clifton, a member of the mosque and one of Qatanani's closest supporters. "There's clearly a segment of law enforcement that views us as an enemy."

During his four-day trial, which concluded Monday in U.S. Immigration Court in Newark, the prosecution alleged that the imam associated with supporters of terrorism.

Sheriffs in Bergen and Passaic counties testified that their personal and professional relations with Qatanani trump the government's charges. Qatanani has repeatedly invited police officials to the mosque to aid their investigations, learn about Islam and hold a job fair. But a spokesman for the FBI in New Jersey downplayed the agency's reliance on Qatanani and his supporters, saying the imam should be deported if he has terrorist connections.

"He's a good guy, but that stuff doesn't get him off the hook," asked Special Agent Sean Quinn, an FBI spokesman in Newark. "Whatever the court finds (in the case) is OK with us. There's a plain logic to this."

Qatanani, 44, a native of Palestine, faces deportation with his family because the government says he failed to disclose a 1993 conviction by an Israeli military court on charges of assisting Hamas. The imam, who denounced the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks two hours after it happened, denies the allegations, saying he never received any charges.

The imam testified that beginning in 1998, he invited the FBI to the mosque to demystify its work to members. He later asked agents to an interfaith service at the mosque.

"Most people were shocked with this," Qatanani testified during his trial Monday. "After awhile, it became normal."

After Sept. 11, Passaic County Sheriff Jerry Speziale said he dispatched his counterterrorism detective to the mosque to investigate reports that the hijackers lived or passed through Paterson. Speziale found no credible links between the hijackers and the Islamic Center of Passaic County, he said under oath, and instead began dispatching police to the mosque to learn about Islamic culture.

"This is the individual who has always been there for us," said Speziale, testifying in Qatanani's case. "The peace and love within him radiates."

In his testimony, Assistant U.S. Attorney Charles McKenna said visits to the mosque helped him learn that Muslim women who avert their eyes do so out of custom, not suspicion. Other exchanges included a law enforcement job fair at the mosque in 2002, and an annual Ramadan dinner, where North Jersey Muslims broke their fast alongside politicians and police.

But during the trial, the Department of Homeland Security argued that police knew little about Qatanani's life before he came to Paterson. They pointed to the cleric's brother-in-law, Mahmoud Abu Hanoud, a West Bank leader of Hamas who was jailed in Israel and later killed in a missile strike in 2001.

Mosque members sitting in the courtroom gasped when the government tried to paint them as uncooperative with law enforcement. Prosecutor Alan Wolf held up a pamphlet found there after Sept. 11 that outlined what people should and should not reveal to police. He also quoted a 2002 newspaper quote from a mosque elder, Mohammed Younes, where he urged caution about offering personal information to police.

"The FBI is abusing us," said Younes, president of the American Muslim Union organization, as he left the courtroom. "What does my statement have to do with this case?"

On Friday, Qatanani's core supporters met at the mosque to discuss the trial. Some were especially upset about the conduct of about a dozen federal officials sitting in the court. When Qatanani emotionally described the torture he said he underwent in an Israeli prison, agents rolled their eyes and shrugged, according to Mustafa, the Clifton mosque member.

In the coming weeks, the mosque's leadership will contemplate how the institution will work with law enforcement in the future, especially federal agencies, several members said.

Quinn said the deportation case should not affect the mosque's dealings with the FBI.

"No community revolves around one single person," he said. "If the community that Mr. Qatanani leads relies solely on one person to establish its relationship with law enforcement, then that's kind of sad."

The agency has contacts with many other Muslims and has agents who are fluent in Arabic, Quinn said.

When the case concluded Monday, Qatanani warmly shook hands with lead prosecutor Wolf. But his supporters don't feel as conciliatory.

"The community feels betrayed," said Aref Assaf, a mosque member and Arab-American advocate. "This is the guy you have been saying is the voice of moderation, and now you are trying to link him to all these terrorist groups."

Reach Heather Haddon at 973-569-7121 or haddon@northjersey.com
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PHOTO, FILE PHOTO - Imam Mohammad Qatanani leaves federal court in Newark on the final day of his trial. He is fighting deportation orders from the government, and some leaders at the Islamic Center of Passaic County say they feel betrayed.

Herald News (Passaic County, NJ)

May 19, 2008 Monday  

All Editions

Was trial tactic out of bounds?; 

Supporters of Imam Qatanani say quoting Quran in deportation trial is attack on Islam
BYLINE: By HEATHER HADDON, Herald News, North Jersey Media Group

SECTION: NEWS; Pg. A01

LENGTH: 1220 words

Supporters of Imam Mohammad Qatanani say they believe a line of questioning used by the prosecution in his deportation case went beyond scrutinizing the Paterson cleric's U.S. visa application to attack Islam.

In an attempt to cast doubt on Qatanani's reputation as a voice of moderation, a federal prosecutor quoted a 2007 sermon by Qatanani in which he referenced verses from the Quran, the Islamic holy book.

Members of Qatanani's Paterson mosque, the Islamic Center of Passaic County, say they believe the prosecutor's citing of the Quran to discredit the imam violates their fundamental right to religious freedom. Nationally, some Muslim advocates and scholars also worry about the tactic.

The invocation of scripture in a legal case also alarms the imam's non-Muslim supporters, some of whom have called on the government to apologize. 

"It's what happened during the Spanish inquisition. It's what happened in Nazi Germany," said the Rev. William A. Potter, pastor of St. Luke's Episcopal Church in Hope. "And personally, I find it intolerable happening in Newark, New Jersey."

Qatanani, respected nationally for condemning terrorism after Sept. 11, faces deportation with his family because the government says he failed to disclose a 1993 conviction by an Israeli military court on charges of assisting Hamas. His defense team argues the cleric was never charged and any confession came as a result of torture.

During the second day of the four-day hearing, one of the cleric's character witnesses, Rabbi David Senter of Congregation Beth Shalom in Pompton Lakes, described Qatanani's efforts to bridge differences between their faiths.

Prosecutor Alan Wolf asked Senter if a man who stated that "hypocrites and disbelievers" will be "swiftly punished in the day of judgment" was as peaceful as Senter characterized him.

The passage came from a 2007 sermon by the imam in which he spoke from the Quran. Wolf did not cite the quote's author or provide a context, and it's unclear whether he knew the words were from verses in the Quran.

In response, Senter said that he could quote passages from Jewish and Christian texts that also appeared intolerant. The imam's lawyer objected to the use of the quote. Wolf ended his questioning, and the defense called their next witness.

But the imam and his supporters are still bristling at the line of questioning. Advocates for Qatanani - who for 12 years has led one of the most influential mosques in New Jersey - want the Department of Homeland Security to retract its quotation of the Quran.

"You can't imagine this," Qatanani said after the hearing. "This is not the way to love each other, to live with each other."

The Quran is the holy book for Muslims. It is written in Arabic in a series of verses that are nonlinear but are interpreted as signs from God divided into chapters.

In a 2004 case against Imam Fawaz Damra of the Islamic Center of Cleveland, government lawyers used as evidence a video that they alleged depicted Damra raising money for Palestinian militant groups. However, Qatanani's trial focuses on the alleged conviction in Israel, not on his sermons or his use of scripture from the Quran.

Ihsan Bagby, associate professor of Islamic studies at the University of Kentucky, knew of no other legal case against an imam in which the prosecution invoked a sermon based on the Quran as part of his questioning.

"I think this is unprecedented," said Bagby, who is following Qatanani's case.

During the May 10 hearing, Wolf, the prosecutor, asked if Senter knew whether the cleric was a member of Hamas. When the rabbi said no, Wolf then quoted a passage from Qatanani's sermon on Nov. 16, 2007.

An audio recording of the sermon, which was delivered in Arabic and simultaneously translated into English, is available on the mosque's Web site at www.icpc.com.

"Oh Allah, make us among those who have pure hearts and pure intentions," Wolf stated, quoting the sermon. "And our Lord, glory be to him, divide and classify the people into few believers who have righteousness, hypocrites and disbelievers. And he categorized the disbelievers and the hypocrites - in their hearts there's illness and they will be increased in illness and they will be swiftly punished in the day of judgment. This belief and hypocrisy and sins, its cause is an illness in the heart."

The English translation refers to Chapter 2 of the Quran, known as the Sura Al-Baqarah section, which in part tells of those who claim to follow Islam without fully taking the religion into their hearts. It explains that God will know those who are hypocrites and look unfavorably on them.

When the hearing continued May 12, defense attorney Claudia Slovinsky asked the prosecutor for a retraction and apology for quoting Qatanani's sermon, arguing that Islam "is in fact on trial here."

Wolf disagreed.

"The question had to do with whether the respondent is religiously tolerant," he said. "To suggest that Islam is on trial is absurd."

Judge Alberto J. Riefkohl said that he was "extremely satisfied with the level of professionalism" of the attorneys and wanted to grant the parties "a certain amount of latitude" in their examination.

After the hearing, Senter drafted a letter expressing his outrage.

"Quoting the Quran out of context in an effort to discredit the imam is frightening," his May 11 letter stated. "As an American, I am embarrassed to see representatives of my government act in this way."

The Department of Homeland Security does not respond to media inquiries about Qatanani's case outside of what it presents at the court. Questions about whether Wolf realized he was examining Quranic verses, not words written by the imam, went unanswered.

Members of the mosque want the government to apologize for citing Qatanani's recitation of the Quran in efforts to discredit the imam. Senter has continued to discuss the case with the members of his congregation.

"I believe this is a civil rights issue," Senter said.

Qatanani's trial resumes June 2, when he will take the stand. Until then, supporters will look to raise additional money for his defense and mobilize the mosque's 1,200 regular members to rally outside the courtroom.

Potter, the pastor from St. Luke's in Hope, said the prosecution's use of the Quran has galvanized his sense of urgency to unite with the imam and his other non-Muslim supporters.

"For the last four years, (we) have been trying to find something in which we can work together to demonstrate our commitment to interfaith work," Potter said. "It found us in this trial."

The controversy

What was said

Prosecutor Alan Wolf asked witness Rabbi David Senter if a man who stated that "hypocrites and disbelievers" will be "swiftly punished in the day of judgment" was as peaceful as Senter characterized him.

Origin of the quote

The passage came from a 2007 sermon by Imam Mohammad Qatanani in which he spoke from the Quran. Wolf did not cite the quote's author or provide a context. It's unclear whether he knew the words were from verses in the Quran.

The response

The imam and his supporters are bristling at the line of questioning. Advocates for Qatanani want the Department of Homeland Security to retract its quotation of the Quran.

The quote

"You can't imagine this," Qatanani said that day after the hearing. "This is not the way to love each other, to live with each other."

GRAPHIC: FILE PHOTO, Imam Mohammad Qatanani stands with his family in front of federal immigration court in Newark to acknowledge his supporters across the street.


