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HIS WEEK, a Pakistani court sentenced the three widows of terrorist 
mastermind Osama bin Laden to 45 days in prison for immigration offenses. It 
may seem mild, insulting, even shameful to his many victims worldwide. But the 
long-term benefits are immeasurable. The bin Laden clan should not be made 

into figures of sympathy, forced to serve endless prison sentences. They may carry his 
name, but they cannot be allowed to carry his legacy of martyrdom. 

Simply, the family must be made irrelevant. The movement their patriarch led is 
in search of inspiration and influence. His widows and children are ideal magnets to help 
unify the tattered forces of Al Qaeda. The best attitude now toward this whole lot is one 
big yawn. It will take a large dose of magnanimity, but it is worth it. 

In three steps, bin Laden’s immediate family can be turned into a minor footnote 
in the history of terror. 

Step one: Get them out of Pakistan, where their detention is already galvanizing 
supporters of bin Laden. A widow’s brother even hailed the Pakistani verdict as a 
“victory for the oppressed after a tough time.’’ Hard to swallow, but Pakistan can ill 
afford to house the symbolic magnets of Al Qaeda for much longer. Since the May 2, 
2011 raid that killed bin Laden, the family has been held in detention and interrogated for 
information about how their patriarch managed to avoid detection for so long. 

With time served, and a mere $110 fine, the family members who lived with bin 
Laden – the widows, eight children, and five grandchildren – could leave Pakistan by the 
end of the month. 

Since the Pakistanis claim that they did not know the Al Qaeda leader was living 
in a large house in Abbottabad with 28 family members and staff, they are unreliable, or 
incompetent, allies. According to one of the widows, he managed to live in five different 
homes, maintain a large household, and father four additional children while on the run. 
The youngest child is now 3. Two of those children were born in Pakistani government 
hospitals. 

Step two: Find a willing country to house them and keep them together. The bin 
Laden clan is not only large, it is also young. Yemeni Amal al-Sada was bin Laden’s 
favorite wife. She is only 30 years old. Bin Laden’s son Khaled was an adult, but he was 
killed in the raid; most of his children are in their teens or younger. They can’t all just be 
wished away. 

Two countries may have the hosting honor, though it is still not clear whether 
they are willing to keep the group united. Yemen is the home of al-Sada, who was shot in 
the leg during the raid. Yemen has agreed to have her and her children back. 

Saudi Arabia is the ancestral home of the two other widows, as well as bin Laden. 
His family remains a powerful business influence there. Saudi Arabia has made no public 
statements about the returning bin Ladens. 

F H I J
T H U R S D A Y , A P R I L 5 , 2 0 1 2 A13T H E B O S T O N G L O B E

T
HIS WEEK, a Pakistani court
sentenced the three widows
of terrorist mastermind Osa-
ma bin Laden to 45 days in

prison for immigration offenses. It
may seem mild, insulting, even
shameful to his many victims world-
wide. But the long-term benefits are
immeasurable. The bin Laden clan
should not be made into figures of
sympathy, forced to serve endless
prison sentences. They may carry his
name, but they cannot be allowed to
carry his legacy of martyrdom.

Simply, the family must be made
irrelevant. The movement their patri-
arch led is in search of inspiration and
influence. His widows and children
are ideal magnets to help unify the
tattered forces of Al Qaeda. The best
attitude now toward this whole lot is
one big yawn. It will take a large dose
of magnanimity, but it is worth it.

In three steps, bin Laden’s immedi-
ate family can be turned into a minor
footnote in the history of terror.

Step one: Get them out of Paki-
stan, where their detention is already
galvanizing supporters of bin Laden.
A widow’s brother even hailed the
Pakistani verdict as a ‘‘victory for the
oppressed after a tough time.’’ Hard to
swallow, but Pakistan can ill afford to
house the symbolic magnets of Al
Qaeda for much longer. Since the May
2, 2011 raid that killed bin Laden, the
family has been held in detention and
interrogated for information about
how their patriarch managed to avoid
detection for so long.

With time served, and a mere $110
fine, the family members who lived
with bin Laden — the widows, eight

is also young. Yemeni Amal al-Sada
was bin Laden’s favorite wife. She is
only 30 years old. Bin Laden’s son
Khaled was an adult, but he was
killed in the raid; most of his children
are in their teens or younger. They
can’t all just be wished away.

Two countries may have the host-
ing honor, though it is still not clear
whether they are willing to keep the
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of the two other widows, as well as
bin Laden. His family remains a pow-
erful business influence there. Saudi
Arabia has made no public statements

about the returning bin Ladens.
The widows want to stay together.

The United States should use its re-
maining influence over Saudi Arabia
and Yemen to insist the countries
cooperate and find the family a single
home. The request is not unreason-
able, and it will surely make the third
and final step that much easier.

Step three: Watch them for a very
long time. Give them freedom, but
don’t leave them alone. By their mere
name, the family holds tremendous
power. Their whereabouts and ac-
tions should be tracked by intelli-
gence agencies. The future career
ambitions of the children should be
followed, in hopes that they veer
toward the arts and literature —
anything but politics. Their visitors
and friends should be monitored.
Strategic leaks should keep their
supporters on edge. Hopefully, the
CIA is already retrofitting any future
home.

In a few years, these widows and
children will be long forgotten by the
public. They will be a manageable
nuisance.

Closure comes in many forms,
including insignificance. It is a fate
that Osama bin Laden spent his life
trying to avoid. It seems just to im-
pose it on his family.

CORRECTION: In my last column, the
name of the pilot of JetBlue Flight 191
was incorrectly spelled. It is Clayton
Osbon.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter
@juliettekayyem.
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Pakistani officials and police officers guard a house where family
members of Osama bin Laden are believed to be held.

I
F TIM CAHILL took bribes in return for
pushing state contracts, like Salvatore
DiMasi, Martha Coakley might not have
much to say.

But to Coakley, Cahill did something more
offensive. As state treasurer, he allocated
public money for lottery ads that did not
mention his name, but burnished his image
while he ran a losing, third party campaign
for governor. He also explained what he was
doing in e-mails that were exposed after he
sued his own campaign manager. Bingo.
Under the state’s revised ethics law, Coakley
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L
AST WEEK, while the Supreme
Court’s hearings on the health care law
were eclipsing all else in Washington,
House Republicans passed a budget

devised by Representative Paul Ryan of Wis-
consin, the voluble deficit hawk who chairs
the Budget Committee and serves as his par-
ty’s point man on cutting taxes and spending.
On Tuesday, in a speech before a group of
newspaper editors, President Obama attacked
that budget as ‘‘thinly veiled social Darwin-
ism’’ for cutting so deeply into social programs
for the poor and middle class. The speech
previewed his reelection message: Republican
cuts are far too severe and threaten the well-
being of ordinary Americans in order to fi-
nance tax cuts for the rich.

That was the overwhelming thrust of the
next day’s media coverage: Ryan the deficit-
slayer versus Obama the protector of govern-
ment benefits. But Ryan’s budget, while in-
deed proposing steep cuts, also seeks to undo
other cuts already signed into law, and thereby
serves to illustrate why, for all its endless talk,
Congress has such a hard time actually cutting
spending.

Last summer, with Republicans threat-
ening to force the United States to default on
its debt unless spending was brought down,
the two parties struck a last-minute deal to
avoid catastrophe. The Budget Control Act,
supported by Republicans and Democrats,
and signed by Obama, cut $900 billion over a
decade, and guaranteed that an additional
$1.2 trillion in savings would be achieved in
one of two ways. The preferable way was for a
bipartisan ‘‘supercommittee’’ to come up with
a plan to cut spending and raise revenue. The
other way — designed to be so unpleasant for
both sides that it would compel an agreement
— was through a ‘‘sequester’’ that would auto-
matically cut $500 billion from the discretion-
ary and entitlement spending that Democrats
cherish and another $500 billion from mil-
itary spending, a top Republican priority
(interest savings would provide the remaining
$200 billion).

The supercommittee flopped. But even the
fallback option was a coup for Republicans,
because it consisted solely of spending cuts
and included none of the tax increases with
which Democrats had sought to balance them.
And yet even before the supercommittee had
formally conceded failure, Republicans were
pushing to renege on the very same military

cuts they had just voted for in the Budget
Control Act — cuts that were legally binding
and reduced projected future deficits, al-
though they don’t formally take effect until
next Jan. 1. This change of heart, Republicans
explained, was driven by a concern that reduc-
ing defense spending by $500 billion, or about
9 percent, would endanger national security (a
concern curiously absent when they originally
cast their votes).

At least initially, some Republicans ac-
knowledged this about-face and were willing
to confront the consequences. The trade-off
necessary to preserve the military budget
without adding to the deficit was to accept
higher taxes. ‘‘I have never voted for a tax
increase,’’ House Armed Services Committee
Chairman Buck McKeon of California said last
September. But, he added, were that the only
way to spare the military, ‘‘I would go to
strengthen defense.’’

Today, that willingness to confront hard
choices has vanished. The Republican budget
restores most of the defense cuts and imposes
even greater demands on the entitlement
programs Democrats seek to protect.

It includes no tax increases. And without
any acknowledgement of their role in bringing
them about, Republicans have begun furiously
criticizing what Ryan now calls ‘‘devastating
cuts to our national security,’’ adding that his
party is ‘‘continuing their efforts to re-prio-
ritize the savings called for under the Budget
Control Act.’’ Buck McKeon is fully on board.

The problem with all this should be obvi-
ous, but it hasn’t gotten much attention. The
lone positive to emerge from last summer’s
chaotic showdown was the bipartisan agree-
ment to actually cut spending — the only
significant deficit reduction achieved in the
last 15 years. Given the enormous difficulty of
getting Congress to do anything, that was no
mean feat.

Now Republicans are working to wriggle
out of it, even while they thunder on about the
deficit. This is just the sort of behavior that
feeds the deepening cynicism about govern-
ment and the doubts about our ability to
thrive and compete. How can anyone take
seriously politicians’ urgent calls for spending
cuts while they’re busy trying to undo the ones
they’ve already made?

Joshua Green is a national correspondent for
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter@JoshuaGreen.
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for military terday told the State House News Service she

intends to run for reelection.
The loss to Brown clearly fired her up.

Coakley sued banks to get relief for Mas-
sachusetts homeowners who lost their homes
to foreclosure, and she’s still pressuring Fan-
nie Mae and Freddie Mac to reduce loan
principal payments for distressed homeown-

ers and stop additional
foreclosures. She also seems
to be focusing more on
public corruption. A new
Public Integrity Unit in her
office brought indictments
against John O’Brien, the
former commissioner of
probation, and four Medic-
aid fraud schemes.

Previously, the US at-
torney — not the AG — was
associated with recent ma-
jor political corruption

cases, including those that resulted in convic-
tions of DiMasi, a former House speaker;
Dianne Wilkerson, a former state senator;
and Chuck Turner, a former Boston city coun-
cilor. In the Wilkerson and Turner cases,
informants went to the FBI. Why didn’t those
informants go to state authorities? Maybe
they feared a dead end.

Coakley could have pursued DiMasi under
state bribery laws, but she left it to federal
prosecutors. Once the feds initiated their
prosecution, there was no role for the state.
Coakley’s office contends federal law is
stronger; however, some lawyers contend
state law is more explicit.

Leaving DiMasi alone, Coakley instead
indicted his accountant, Richard Vitale, on
charges relating to regulatory infractions.
When the jury that convicted DiMasi acquit-
ted Vitale, he admitted that he lobbied DiMa-
si without properly registering; he was placed
on probation and fined $92,000.

Vitale was an easier target than DiMasi,
and so is Cahill.

Now an ex-state office holder, he left the
Democratic Party to run as an independent.
Republicans still view his campaign as a
cynical plot to split the conservative vote and
help Governor Deval Patrick win re-election,
but the Democratic establishment doesn’t
think much of him either. Cahill’s political life
was already over, and now his legal bills will
finish him off.

If, as charged, Cahill abused his office by
using taxpayer money to coordinate ads, he
should be held accountable. But when Mas-
sachusetts voters think of rooting out politi-
cal corruption, are the charges against him
what they have in mind?

This is a strong case of going after the
weak. It’s harder to go after the powerful.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@Joan_Vennochi.
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The AG’s easy target
indicted Cahill on charges that could send
him to jail.

The case against the ex-treasurer is a test
for a vaguely worded law that turns what
used to be civil infractions into criminal
activities. Tom Dwyer, a criminal defense
lawyer and ex-prosecutor who specializes in
white collar cases, argues that two sections of
the ethics law used against
Cahill were ‘‘never meant to
apply to the conduct alleged
in this case . . . I predict
these charges will be dis-
missed without a trial.’’

It’s also a test for Coakley
and what kind of crimes she
brings to trial.

The case against a con-
sortium of Big Dig contrac-

tors for shoddy work-
manship that resulted
in a woman’s death
didn’t qualify.

Coakley chose to settle that case
for $458 million, even though her
predecessor, Tom Reilly, said the
tunnel collapse that killed Milena
Del Valle was criminal. Coakley
told an interviewer there was suffi-
cient evidence to charge the con-
sortium with manslaughter, but
not enough evidence to indict
individuals. Her decision led de-
fense lawyer Harvey Silverglate to
muse, ‘‘Since corporations commit
crimes only by the actions of their
human officials and employees, how
can you have had sufficient evidence
to indict the corporation, but not
enough to indict the individuals
whose actions and inactions made the
corporation into an alleged criminal?’’

Since losing to Republican Senator
Scott Brown, Coakley has been carving
a path to public redemption through a
series of high-profile lawsuits and set-
tlements. She is frequently mentioned
as a gubernatorial candidate, but yes-

Martha Coakley is
bringing criminal
charges against
Tim Cahill for what
used to be a civil
infraction.

ELISE AMENDOLA/ASSOCIATED PRESS
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ma bin Laden to 45 days in

prison for immigration offenses. It
may seem mild, insulting, even
shameful to his many victims world-
wide. But the long-term benefits are
immeasurable. The bin Laden clan
should not be made into figures of
sympathy, forced to serve endless
prison sentences. They may carry his
name, but they cannot be allowed to
carry his legacy of martyrdom.

Simply, the family must be made
irrelevant. The movement their patri-
arch led is in search of inspiration and
influence. His widows and children
are ideal magnets to help unify the
tattered forces of Al Qaeda. The best
attitude now toward this whole lot is
one big yawn. It will take a large dose
of magnanimity, but it is worth it.

In three steps, bin Laden’s immedi-
ate family can be turned into a minor
footnote in the history of terror.

Step one: Get them out of Paki-
stan, where their detention is already
galvanizing supporters of bin Laden.
A widow’s brother even hailed the
Pakistani verdict as a ‘‘victory for the
oppressed after a tough time.’’ Hard to
swallow, but Pakistan can ill afford to
house the symbolic magnets of Al
Qaeda for much longer. Since the May
2, 2011 raid that killed bin Laden, the
family has been held in detention and
interrogated for information about
how their patriarch managed to avoid
detection for so long.

With time served, and a mere $110
fine, the family members who lived
with bin Laden — the widows, eight

is also young. Yemeni Amal al-Sada
was bin Laden’s favorite wife. She is
only 30 years old. Bin Laden’s son
Khaled was an adult, but he was
killed in the raid; most of his children
are in their teens or younger. They
can’t all just be wished away.

Two countries may have the host-
ing honor, though it is still not clear
whether they are willing to keep the
group united. Yemen is the home of
al-Sada, who was shot in the leg dur-
ing the raid. Yemen has agreed to
have her and her children back.

Saudi Arabia is the ancestral home
of the two other widows, as well as
bin Laden. His family remains a pow-
erful business influence there. Saudi
Arabia has made no public statements

about the returning bin Ladens.
The widows want to stay together.

The United States should use its re-
maining influence over Saudi Arabia
and Yemen to insist the countries
cooperate and find the family a single
home. The request is not unreason-
able, and it will surely make the third
and final step that much easier.

Step three: Watch them for a very
long time. Give them freedom, but
don’t leave them alone. By their mere
name, the family holds tremendous
power. Their whereabouts and ac-
tions should be tracked by intelli-
gence agencies. The future career
ambitions of the children should be
followed, in hopes that they veer
toward the arts and literature —
anything but politics. Their visitors
and friends should be monitored.
Strategic leaks should keep their
supporters on edge. Hopefully, the
CIA is already retrofitting any future
home.

In a few years, these widows and
children will be long forgotten by the
public. They will be a manageable
nuisance.

Closure comes in many forms,
including insignificance. It is a fate
that Osama bin Laden spent his life
trying to avoid. It seems just to im-
pose it on his family.

CORRECTION: In my last column, the
name of the pilot of JetBlue Flight 191
was incorrectly spelled. It is Clayton
Osbon.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter
@juliettekayyem.

children, and five grandchildren —
could leave Pakistan by the end of the
month.

Since the Pakistanis claim that
they did not know the Al Qaeda lead-
er was living in a large house in Ab-
bottabad with 28 family members and
staff, they are unreliable, or incompe-
tent, allies. According to one of the
widows, he managed to live in five
different homes, maintain a large
household, and father four additional
children while on the run. The young-
est child is now 3. Two of those chil-
dren were born in Pakistani govern-
ment hospitals.

Step two: Find a willing country to
house them and keep them together.
The bin Laden clan is not only large, it
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Pakistani officials and police officers guard a house where family
members of Osama bin Laden are believed to be held.

I
F TIM CAHILL took bribes in return for
pushing state contracts, like Salvatore
DiMasi, Martha Coakley might not have
much to say.

But to Coakley, Cahill did something more
offensive. As state treasurer, he allocated
public money for lottery ads that did not
mention his name, but burnished his image
while he ran a losing, third party campaign
for governor. He also explained what he was
doing in e-mails that were exposed after he
sued his own campaign manager. Bingo.
Under the state’s revised ethics law, Coakley
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L
AST WEEK, while the Supreme
Court’s hearings on the health care law
were eclipsing all else in Washington,
House Republicans passed a budget

devised by Representative Paul Ryan of Wis-
consin, the voluble deficit hawk who chairs
the Budget Committee and serves as his par-
ty’s point man on cutting taxes and spending.
On Tuesday, in a speech before a group of
newspaper editors, President Obama attacked
that budget as ‘‘thinly veiled social Darwin-
ism’’ for cutting so deeply into social programs
for the poor and middle class. The speech
previewed his reelection message: Republican
cuts are far too severe and threaten the well-
being of ordinary Americans in order to fi-
nance tax cuts for the rich.

That was the overwhelming thrust of the
next day’s media coverage: Ryan the deficit-
slayer versus Obama the protector of govern-
ment benefits. But Ryan’s budget, while in-
deed proposing steep cuts, also seeks to undo
other cuts already signed into law, and thereby
serves to illustrate why, for all its endless talk,
Congress has such a hard time actually cutting
spending.

Last summer, with Republicans threat-
ening to force the United States to default on
its debt unless spending was brought down,
the two parties struck a last-minute deal to
avoid catastrophe. The Budget Control Act,
supported by Republicans and Democrats,
and signed by Obama, cut $900 billion over a
decade, and guaranteed that an additional
$1.2 trillion in savings would be achieved in
one of two ways. The preferable way was for a
bipartisan ‘‘supercommittee’’ to come up with
a plan to cut spending and raise revenue. The
other way — designed to be so unpleasant for
both sides that it would compel an agreement
— was through a ‘‘sequester’’ that would auto-
matically cut $500 billion from the discretion-
ary and entitlement spending that Democrats
cherish and another $500 billion from mil-
itary spending, a top Republican priority
(interest savings would provide the remaining
$200 billion).

The supercommittee flopped. But even the
fallback option was a coup for Republicans,
because it consisted solely of spending cuts
and included none of the tax increases with
which Democrats had sought to balance them.
And yet even before the supercommittee had
formally conceded failure, Republicans were
pushing to renege on the very same military

cuts they had just voted for in the Budget
Control Act — cuts that were legally binding
and reduced projected future deficits, al-
though they don’t formally take effect until
next Jan. 1. This change of heart, Republicans
explained, was driven by a concern that reduc-
ing defense spending by $500 billion, or about
9 percent, would endanger national security (a
concern curiously absent when they originally
cast their votes).

At least initially, some Republicans ac-
knowledged this about-face and were willing
to confront the consequences. The trade-off
necessary to preserve the military budget
without adding to the deficit was to accept
higher taxes. ‘‘I have never voted for a tax
increase,’’ House Armed Services Committee
Chairman Buck McKeon of California said last
September. But, he added, were that the only
way to spare the military, ‘‘I would go to
strengthen defense.’’

Today, that willingness to confront hard
choices has vanished. The Republican budget
restores most of the defense cuts and imposes
even greater demands on the entitlement
programs Democrats seek to protect.

It includes no tax increases. And without
any acknowledgement of their role in bringing
them about, Republicans have begun furiously
criticizing what Ryan now calls ‘‘devastating
cuts to our national security,’’ adding that his
party is ‘‘continuing their efforts to re-prio-
ritize the savings called for under the Budget
Control Act.’’ Buck McKeon is fully on board.

The problem with all this should be obvi-
ous, but it hasn’t gotten much attention. The
lone positive to emerge from last summer’s
chaotic showdown was the bipartisan agree-
ment to actually cut spending — the only
significant deficit reduction achieved in the
last 15 years. Given the enormous difficulty of
getting Congress to do anything, that was no
mean feat.

Now Republicans are working to wriggle
out of it, even while they thunder on about the
deficit. This is just the sort of behavior that
feeds the deepening cynicism about govern-
ment and the doubts about our ability to
thrive and compete. How can anyone take
seriously politicians’ urgent calls for spending
cuts while they’re busy trying to undo the ones
they’ve already made?

Joshua Green is a national correspondent for
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter@JoshuaGreen.
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Republicans are trying to
undo cuts to the defense
budget they agreed to last
year to reduce the deficit.

Deficit hawks
pull in talons
for military terday told the State House News Service she

intends to run for reelection.
The loss to Brown clearly fired her up.

Coakley sued banks to get relief for Mas-
sachusetts homeowners who lost their homes
to foreclosure, and she’s still pressuring Fan-
nie Mae and Freddie Mac to reduce loan
principal payments for distressed homeown-

ers and stop additional
foreclosures. She also seems
to be focusing more on
public corruption. A new
Public Integrity Unit in her
office brought indictments
against John O’Brien, the
former commissioner of
probation, and four Medic-
aid fraud schemes.

Previously, the US at-
torney — not the AG — was
associated with recent ma-
jor political corruption

cases, including those that resulted in convic-
tions of DiMasi, a former House speaker;
Dianne Wilkerson, a former state senator;
and Chuck Turner, a former Boston city coun-
cilor. In the Wilkerson and Turner cases,
informants went to the FBI. Why didn’t those
informants go to state authorities? Maybe
they feared a dead end.

Coakley could have pursued DiMasi under
state bribery laws, but she left it to federal
prosecutors. Once the feds initiated their
prosecution, there was no role for the state.
Coakley’s office contends federal law is
stronger; however, some lawyers contend
state law is more explicit.

Leaving DiMasi alone, Coakley instead
indicted his accountant, Richard Vitale, on
charges relating to regulatory infractions.
When the jury that convicted DiMasi acquit-
ted Vitale, he admitted that he lobbied DiMa-
si without properly registering; he was placed
on probation and fined $92,000.

Vitale was an easier target than DiMasi,
and so is Cahill.

Now an ex-state office holder, he left the
Democratic Party to run as an independent.
Republicans still view his campaign as a
cynical plot to split the conservative vote and
help Governor Deval Patrick win re-election,
but the Democratic establishment doesn’t
think much of him either. Cahill’s political life
was already over, and now his legal bills will
finish him off.

If, as charged, Cahill abused his office by
using taxpayer money to coordinate ads, he
should be held accountable. But when Mas-
sachusetts voters think of rooting out politi-
cal corruption, are the charges against him
what they have in mind?

This is a strong case of going after the
weak. It’s harder to go after the powerful.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@Joan_Vennochi.
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The AG’s easy target
indicted Cahill on charges that could send
him to jail.

The case against the ex-treasurer is a test
for a vaguely worded law that turns what
used to be civil infractions into criminal
activities. Tom Dwyer, a criminal defense
lawyer and ex-prosecutor who specializes in
white collar cases, argues that two sections of
the ethics law used against
Cahill were ‘‘never meant to
apply to the conduct alleged
in this case . . . I predict
these charges will be dis-
missed without a trial.’’

It’s also a test for Coakley
and what kind of crimes she
brings to trial.

The case against a con-
sortium of Big Dig contrac-

tors for shoddy work-
manship that resulted
in a woman’s death
didn’t qualify.

Coakley chose to settle that case
for $458 million, even though her
predecessor, Tom Reilly, said the
tunnel collapse that killed Milena
Del Valle was criminal. Coakley
told an interviewer there was suffi-
cient evidence to charge the con-
sortium with manslaughter, but
not enough evidence to indict
individuals. Her decision led de-
fense lawyer Harvey Silverglate to
muse, ‘‘Since corporations commit
crimes only by the actions of their
human officials and employees, how
can you have had sufficient evidence
to indict the corporation, but not
enough to indict the individuals
whose actions and inactions made the
corporation into an alleged criminal?’’

Since losing to Republican Senator
Scott Brown, Coakley has been carving
a path to public redemption through a
series of high-profile lawsuits and set-
tlements. She is frequently mentioned
as a gubernatorial candidate, but yes-

Martha Coakley is
bringing criminal
charges against
Tim Cahill for what
used to be a civil
infraction.
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T
HIS WEEK, a Pakistani court
sentenced the three widows
of terrorist mastermind Osa-
ma bin Laden to 45 days in

prison for immigration offenses. It
may seem mild, insulting, even
shameful to his many victims world-
wide. But the long-term benefits are
immeasurable. The bin Laden clan
should not be made into figures of
sympathy, forced to serve endless
prison sentences. They may carry his
name, but they cannot be allowed to
carry his legacy of martyrdom.

Simply, the family must be made
irrelevant. The movement their patri-
arch led is in search of inspiration and
influence. His widows and children
are ideal magnets to help unify the
tattered forces of Al Qaeda. The best
attitude now toward this whole lot is
one big yawn. It will take a large dose
of magnanimity, but it is worth it.

In three steps, bin Laden’s immedi-
ate family can be turned into a minor
footnote in the history of terror.

Step one: Get them out of Paki-
stan, where their detention is already
galvanizing supporters of bin Laden.
A widow’s brother even hailed the
Pakistani verdict as a ‘‘victory for the
oppressed after a tough time.’’ Hard to
swallow, but Pakistan can ill afford to
house the symbolic magnets of Al
Qaeda for much longer. Since the May
2, 2011 raid that killed bin Laden, the
family has been held in detention and
interrogated for information about
how their patriarch managed to avoid
detection for so long.

With time served, and a mere $110
fine, the family members who lived
with bin Laden — the widows, eight

is also young. Yemeni Amal al-Sada
was bin Laden’s favorite wife. She is
only 30 years old. Bin Laden’s son
Khaled was an adult, but he was
killed in the raid; most of his children
are in their teens or younger. They
can’t all just be wished away.

Two countries may have the host-
ing honor, though it is still not clear
whether they are willing to keep the
group united. Yemen is the home of
al-Sada, who was shot in the leg dur-
ing the raid. Yemen has agreed to
have her and her children back.

Saudi Arabia is the ancestral home
of the two other widows, as well as
bin Laden. His family remains a pow-
erful business influence there. Saudi
Arabia has made no public statements

about the returning bin Ladens.
The widows want to stay together.

The United States should use its re-
maining influence over Saudi Arabia
and Yemen to insist the countries
cooperate and find the family a single
home. The request is not unreason-
able, and it will surely make the third
and final step that much easier.

Step three: Watch them for a very
long time. Give them freedom, but
don’t leave them alone. By their mere
name, the family holds tremendous
power. Their whereabouts and ac-
tions should be tracked by intelli-
gence agencies. The future career
ambitions of the children should be
followed, in hopes that they veer
toward the arts and literature —
anything but politics. Their visitors
and friends should be monitored.
Strategic leaks should keep their
supporters on edge. Hopefully, the
CIA is already retrofitting any future
home.

In a few years, these widows and
children will be long forgotten by the
public. They will be a manageable
nuisance.

Closure comes in many forms,
including insignificance. It is a fate
that Osama bin Laden spent his life
trying to avoid. It seems just to im-
pose it on his family.

CORRECTION: In my last column, the
name of the pilot of JetBlue Flight 191
was incorrectly spelled. It is Clayton
Osbon.

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at
jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter
@juliettekayyem.

children, and five grandchildren —
could leave Pakistan by the end of the
month.

Since the Pakistanis claim that
they did not know the Al Qaeda lead-
er was living in a large house in Ab-
bottabad with 28 family members and
staff, they are unreliable, or incompe-
tent, allies. According to one of the
widows, he managed to live in five
different homes, maintain a large
household, and father four additional
children while on the run. The young-
est child is now 3. Two of those chil-
dren were born in Pakistani govern-
ment hospitals.

Step two: Find a willing country to
house them and keep them together.
The bin Laden clan is not only large, it
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Pakistani officials and police officers guard a house where family
members of Osama bin Laden are believed to be held.

I
F TIM CAHILL took bribes in return for
pushing state contracts, like Salvatore
DiMasi, Martha Coakley might not have
much to say.

But to Coakley, Cahill did something more
offensive. As state treasurer, he allocated
public money for lottery ads that did not
mention his name, but burnished his image
while he ran a losing, third party campaign
for governor. He also explained what he was
doing in e-mails that were exposed after he
sued his own campaign manager. Bingo.
Under the state’s revised ethics law, Coakley
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L
AST WEEK, while the Supreme
Court’s hearings on the health care law
were eclipsing all else in Washington,
House Republicans passed a budget

devised by Representative Paul Ryan of Wis-
consin, the voluble deficit hawk who chairs
the Budget Committee and serves as his par-
ty’s point man on cutting taxes and spending.
On Tuesday, in a speech before a group of
newspaper editors, President Obama attacked
that budget as ‘‘thinly veiled social Darwin-
ism’’ for cutting so deeply into social programs
for the poor and middle class. The speech
previewed his reelection message: Republican
cuts are far too severe and threaten the well-
being of ordinary Americans in order to fi-
nance tax cuts for the rich.

That was the overwhelming thrust of the
next day’s media coverage: Ryan the deficit-
slayer versus Obama the protector of govern-
ment benefits. But Ryan’s budget, while in-
deed proposing steep cuts, also seeks to undo
other cuts already signed into law, and thereby
serves to illustrate why, for all its endless talk,
Congress has such a hard time actually cutting
spending.

Last summer, with Republicans threat-
ening to force the United States to default on
its debt unless spending was brought down,
the two parties struck a last-minute deal to
avoid catastrophe. The Budget Control Act,
supported by Republicans and Democrats,
and signed by Obama, cut $900 billion over a
decade, and guaranteed that an additional
$1.2 trillion in savings would be achieved in
one of two ways. The preferable way was for a
bipartisan ‘‘supercommittee’’ to come up with
a plan to cut spending and raise revenue. The
other way — designed to be so unpleasant for
both sides that it would compel an agreement
— was through a ‘‘sequester’’ that would auto-
matically cut $500 billion from the discretion-
ary and entitlement spending that Democrats
cherish and another $500 billion from mil-
itary spending, a top Republican priority
(interest savings would provide the remaining
$200 billion).

The supercommittee flopped. But even the
fallback option was a coup for Republicans,
because it consisted solely of spending cuts
and included none of the tax increases with
which Democrats had sought to balance them.
And yet even before the supercommittee had
formally conceded failure, Republicans were
pushing to renege on the very same military

cuts they had just voted for in the Budget
Control Act — cuts that were legally binding
and reduced projected future deficits, al-
though they don’t formally take effect until
next Jan. 1. This change of heart, Republicans
explained, was driven by a concern that reduc-
ing defense spending by $500 billion, or about
9 percent, would endanger national security (a
concern curiously absent when they originally
cast their votes).

At least initially, some Republicans ac-
knowledged this about-face and were willing
to confront the consequences. The trade-off
necessary to preserve the military budget
without adding to the deficit was to accept
higher taxes. ‘‘I have never voted for a tax
increase,’’ House Armed Services Committee
Chairman Buck McKeon of California said last
September. But, he added, were that the only
way to spare the military, ‘‘I would go to
strengthen defense.’’

Today, that willingness to confront hard
choices has vanished. The Republican budget
restores most of the defense cuts and imposes
even greater demands on the entitlement
programs Democrats seek to protect.

It includes no tax increases. And without
any acknowledgement of their role in bringing
them about, Republicans have begun furiously
criticizing what Ryan now calls ‘‘devastating
cuts to our national security,’’ adding that his
party is ‘‘continuing their efforts to re-prio-
ritize the savings called for under the Budget
Control Act.’’ Buck McKeon is fully on board.

The problem with all this should be obvi-
ous, but it hasn’t gotten much attention. The
lone positive to emerge from last summer’s
chaotic showdown was the bipartisan agree-
ment to actually cut spending — the only
significant deficit reduction achieved in the
last 15 years. Given the enormous difficulty of
getting Congress to do anything, that was no
mean feat.

Now Republicans are working to wriggle
out of it, even while they thunder on about the
deficit. This is just the sort of behavior that
feeds the deepening cynicism about govern-
ment and the doubts about our ability to
thrive and compete. How can anyone take
seriously politicians’ urgent calls for spending
cuts while they’re busy trying to undo the ones
they’ve already made?

Joshua Green is a national correspondent for
Bloomberg Businessweek. Follow him on
Twitter@JoshuaGreen.
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Republicans are trying to
undo cuts to the defense
budget they agreed to last
year to reduce the deficit.

Deficit hawks
pull in talons
for military terday told the State House News Service she

intends to run for reelection.
The loss to Brown clearly fired her up.

Coakley sued banks to get relief for Mas-
sachusetts homeowners who lost their homes
to foreclosure, and she’s still pressuring Fan-
nie Mae and Freddie Mac to reduce loan
principal payments for distressed homeown-

ers and stop additional
foreclosures. She also seems
to be focusing more on
public corruption. A new
Public Integrity Unit in her
office brought indictments
against John O’Brien, the
former commissioner of
probation, and four Medic-
aid fraud schemes.

Previously, the US at-
torney — not the AG — was
associated with recent ma-
jor political corruption

cases, including those that resulted in convic-
tions of DiMasi, a former House speaker;
Dianne Wilkerson, a former state senator;
and Chuck Turner, a former Boston city coun-
cilor. In the Wilkerson and Turner cases,
informants went to the FBI. Why didn’t those
informants go to state authorities? Maybe
they feared a dead end.

Coakley could have pursued DiMasi under
state bribery laws, but she left it to federal
prosecutors. Once the feds initiated their
prosecution, there was no role for the state.
Coakley’s office contends federal law is
stronger; however, some lawyers contend
state law is more explicit.

Leaving DiMasi alone, Coakley instead
indicted his accountant, Richard Vitale, on
charges relating to regulatory infractions.
When the jury that convicted DiMasi acquit-
ted Vitale, he admitted that he lobbied DiMa-
si without properly registering; he was placed
on probation and fined $92,000.

Vitale was an easier target than DiMasi,
and so is Cahill.

Now an ex-state office holder, he left the
Democratic Party to run as an independent.
Republicans still view his campaign as a
cynical plot to split the conservative vote and
help Governor Deval Patrick win re-election,
but the Democratic establishment doesn’t
think much of him either. Cahill’s political life
was already over, and now his legal bills will
finish him off.

If, as charged, Cahill abused his office by
using taxpayer money to coordinate ads, he
should be held accountable. But when Mas-
sachusetts voters think of rooting out politi-
cal corruption, are the charges against him
what they have in mind?

This is a strong case of going after the
weak. It’s harder to go after the powerful.

Joan Vennochi can be reached at
vennochi@globe.com. Follow her on
Twitter@Joan_Vennochi.
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The AG’s easy target
indicted Cahill on charges that could send
him to jail.

The case against the ex-treasurer is a test
for a vaguely worded law that turns what
used to be civil infractions into criminal
activities. Tom Dwyer, a criminal defense
lawyer and ex-prosecutor who specializes in
white collar cases, argues that two sections of
the ethics law used against
Cahill were ‘‘never meant to
apply to the conduct alleged
in this case . . . I predict
these charges will be dis-
missed without a trial.’’

It’s also a test for Coakley
and what kind of crimes she
brings to trial.

The case against a con-
sortium of Big Dig contrac-

tors for shoddy work-
manship that resulted
in a woman’s death
didn’t qualify.

Coakley chose to settle that case
for $458 million, even though her
predecessor, Tom Reilly, said the
tunnel collapse that killed Milena
Del Valle was criminal. Coakley
told an interviewer there was suffi-
cient evidence to charge the con-
sortium with manslaughter, but
not enough evidence to indict
individuals. Her decision led de-
fense lawyer Harvey Silverglate to
muse, ‘‘Since corporations commit
crimes only by the actions of their
human officials and employees, how
can you have had sufficient evidence
to indict the corporation, but not
enough to indict the individuals
whose actions and inactions made the
corporation into an alleged criminal?’’

Since losing to Republican Senator
Scott Brown, Coakley has been carving
a path to public redemption through a
series of high-profile lawsuits and set-
tlements. She is frequently mentioned
as a gubernatorial candidate, but yes-

Martha Coakley is
bringing criminal
charges against
Tim Cahill for what
used to be a civil
infraction.
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The widows want to stay together. The United States should use its remaining 
influence over Saudi Arabia and Yemen to insist the countries cooperate and find the 
family a single home. The request is not unreasonable, and it will surely make the third 
and final step that much easier. 

Step three: Watch them for a very long time. Give them freedom, but don’t leave 
them alone. By their mere name, the family holds tremendous power. Their whereabouts 
and actions should be tracked by intelligence agencies. The future career ambitions of the 
children should be followed, in hopes that they veer toward the arts and literature – 
anything but politics. Their visitors and friends should be monitored. Strategic leaks 
should keep their supporters on edge. Hopefully, the CIA is already retrofitting any future 
home. 

In a few years, these widows and children will be long forgotten by the public. 
They will be a manageable nuisance. 

Closure comes in many forms, including insignificance. It is a fate that Osama bin 
Laden spent his life trying to avoid. It seems just to impose it on his family. 
 
 

Juliette Kayyem can be reached at jkayyem@globe.com and Twitter @juliettekayyem. 
 


