Arkansas Democrat "8 (Bazelle

Agency says FBI froze

BY MICHAEL HEDGES
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WASHINGTON — FBi agents in
vestigating  the  Oklzhoma City
bumbing placed the "FDi abead of
the investigation,” ignering the ex-
pertise of federat explosives ex-
perts and frecuing out other investi-
gating agencies, according to bomb
experts from (he Bureau of Alcohal,
Tobacco and Firearms,

‘Phe highly eritical eharges were
made to Justice Department inves:
tigators exansining problems in the
ohee-vaunted FBIerime faboratory,

The ailegations, which could
weakes the prosecution of the Ok
iuhoma hombing case, include:

» Evidence coukd have beon lost
by the FRI's fatlure o foliow prop-
o crimie sceng procedures,

# Sloppy crime scene Manige-
ment allowed Rod Cross volunieers
At others o “walk en evidence.”

«The FBI explosives unit agent
i: charge of the bombing investiga-
tion spont {oo much time away from
the actual bomb sie.

»The ¥FRI froze Bureay of Aico-
hol, Tobacco and ¥ivearms agents
out of e search at the Michigan
Farm of Terry Niehols and his
hrother, and the search of Timothy
MeVeigh's car.

The sl fighting detailed in the
niemas explaing why the Oklahoma
ity prosccution leam is bhringing
an expert from Great Britain to ex
piain forensic evidence Lo the jury,
 lawyer familiar with the defense
strategy sald.

~They {prosecutors) knew If they
catied ATF sxperts of unyone else

afMiliated wilh the government, that
(11 LTS -exXant ination defezis{_‘
Lwwyers would raize all the prab-
tems everyone had with the FBL”
the luwyer saul.

On Apeil 19, 1995, when the Al-
fred P Murrah Federal Building
was shallered by a massive blast,
the Burean of Aleohol, Tobaceo aud
Firearms sent a team of experts
from its Washingtonbused Mid-
western National Response Team.

On that Bureau of Aleshol, To-
baceo and Pirearfus sguad  was
James Powell, who had fouy years
experience 45 an explosives expert
with ihe bureau, asd 18 years expe-
rience on the Washington, DG, po-
lice bomb squad. Powell and others
in the Burest of Aleoho!, Tobacco
and Firearms were shocked by what
they found al the explosion scene,
which was controiled by the FBL

“Phe erime scené was not ade-
quately secured,” Powell tdd inves-
tigators assigaed fo the Justice De-
pariment lnspector general’s office
151 1 Febroary 1996 interview,

“At the .. orime scene, Red Cross
volunteers serving refreshments,
and military persoanel were ab
lowed to enter this area and walk
on evidence,” Powell {old investiga-
tors. “Iarts of the damaged court-
House were ifted with cranes onto
dump trucks and removed to wn-
kuown locations”

Another Bureau of Alcohod, Te
harco and Fireanns explosives ex
pert, Danief Boch, of the Pittsburgh
office, aiso found the B manae-
ment lacking  professionaiism.
David Williams, the FBl explosives

it oflicial at the scenc, "should
have spent more fime at Lhe site of
tise bombing,” Boeh said.

Williams placed “ihe interests of
the Fitl ahead of the investigation,”
Boch told investigators.

The Fil dah work on the Okla-
hana City hombing was severely
critivized Dy the inspector general
in his report released this week.

The FRI report written by
Witliams “contains several serious
flaws,” the inspector general found.
“Phese errors were afb Bifed in
suet o way 25 to Jucrintipate the de-
fendants,” the inspector general’s
report said, recommending that
Williams be transferred oul of the
FBi tshoratory.

Not publicly released by the in-
specior general were witness state-
msesits that showed that sther feder
al agents — including bomb experts
from the Bureau of Alechol, Tebae-
co and Firearms — had found the
FRY inguiry wanting well befere &
whistie-blower's accusations led to
an investigation.

One of the most damaging state
ments comes from Powell.

“Paris of vehicles were removed
without first plotting their focalion
in relation o the center of ke ex-
plosion” Powell saig. “The FBl
miagked their location with paist,
removed the parts and then sne
woek tater began to plot their loca
tions.”

Ageorgding 10 proeeois used by
cther investigative agencies, all
purts are plotted oo a grid belore
being removed, experts said,

When Bireau of Aleohel, Tobac
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vo and Firearms experts asked 1o
lavk al evidence of the explosion, it
was withheld by the F3I, Powell
said. Only after burgaucratic wran-
wling were Bureay of Aleohol, Tu-
baceo and Firearms agenis given
aceess to the debyis,

Ry that time, “some evidence
could have boen lost i the debris
that was removed.”

The Rureau of Alechol, Tobacco
snd Firearms and FBI then argued
aver Lhe pecuracy of the recanstruc-
tion, Powell said.

Some Bureant of Ajeohol, Tobae
co and Firearms agenty were put
on o team headed by an FB1 agent
to dotermine the effect of the éxplo-
sion on 80 dumaged vehicles. The
fiureau of Alcohol, Tobaces and
Firearms agents charged that the
FHl agent heading the team
“iacked knowledge in this arca and
viotated unspecified protocsl,” the
inspector general’s investigative
memos satd.

When the FBI decided to raid a
farm i Michigan where it believed

Ll TR

Terry Nichols, his brother James
and MeVeigh might have bailt prac
tice bombs, "The FBE did ol ask
ATF to participate in execution of
seareh warrals,” the wilness aien
o5 salbd. L

And when Wilams searched
MeVeigh's car, he excluded Powet)
and ether Bureay of Alcohel, To-
bacco and  Firea'ms  agenls
Williams “is not a bomb technician,
and the search should have been
conducied by a bomb fechnician”
Powell told investigators.




