“IF I GET DEPORTED BACK TO IRAQ…I WILL BE DEAD”


[Harrisonburg Daily News-Record, editorial page column, May 4, 2006]


In June 1982, autoworkers in Detroit beat a Chinese-American named Vincent Chin with a baseball bat after one of them lost his job from imports of Japanese cars.  When Chin said he was Chinese-American, his assailants declared “same difference.”  He died four days later.


Nobody has died yet as a result of the ongoing trials for transferring money internationally without a license of four Harrisonburg men from Kurdish parts of Iraq: Rashid Qambari, Ahmed Abdullah, Amir Rashid, and Fadhil Noroly.    However, before coming here they were threatened because of their work for groups associated with the United States, and they were brought here by the United States government as part of Operation Pacific Haven.  Saddam Hussein killed members of local Kurdish families.  Qambari, convicted on January 30, 2006, has stated, “If I get deported back to Iraq, I will be a nice gift to the insurgents.  I will be dead.”  Deportation is a possible outcome of his conviction.


A federal trial does not usually resemble murder in a street.  But it can if it represents misplaced anger.  This is clear when we consider how these men came to be charged for doing something that parents of JMU students studying abroad do when they send their kids money without obtaining a license.


Prior to 9/11, such transfers were illegal if one knew the funds were to be used for an illicit purpose such as terrorism.  After 9/11, the PATRIOT Act changed this to make it illegal to transfer money without a license for any purpose.  This can be defended for prosecuting terrorists when one lacks evidence of other illegal acts, like jailing Al Capone for income tax evasion, but it cannot be defended for pursuing otherwise innocent people.
The man responsible for bringing these four cases, Roanoke U.S. Attorney John Brownlee, has defended his actions (Rocktown Weekly, April 27-May 3, 2006, p. 11): “We have to properly track money going overseas so it’s not going to the wrong places.”  But, this could be done without this law.  Even though 12 agencies investigated these money transfers, led by the FBI, none charged that any went to terrorist groups.  “We know you are not the bad guys,” another prosecuting attorney has said.  A group of agencies went looking for Middle Eastern Muslim terrorists around here after 9/11.  Not finding any, they arrested four anti-Saddam Muslim Kurds, just like autoworkers went after a Chinese-American when they could not find any Japanese to beat up.


This is an appalling travesty of justice.  These men helped neighbors who needed to send money to families for medical care when there was no other way to do so, there being no banking system in Iraq.  These men are all civic-minded, translating for schools, hospitals, and the courts since arriving here.  They are being prosecuted for helping their neighbors in times of trouble.


In their initial investigations, the FBI inquired whether these men knew Saddam Hussein or Osama bin Laden.  This makes as much sense as Abraham Lincoln ordering Union troops to investigate runaway slaves in the North to find out their knowledge of Jefferson Davis or John Singleton Mosby and then prosecuting them for sending money to their families in the South via an illegal method.  Citizens of Harrisonburg should express their support for these four men and demand that these charges be dropped. The FBI and the U.S. Attorney’s office in Roanoke should get back to what they are supposed to be doing and stop degrading our American system with such outrageous prosecutions.

-J. Barkley Rosser, Jr., Professor of Economics, James Madison University, and Editor, Journal of Economic Behavior and Organization (James Madison University should not be held responsible for the views expressed here.)
