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Two Banks,
Blended
Scandal

Two great international banking
scandals, known by the initials BNL
and BCCI, hang over the Washington
landscape. It's now clear that the two
are connected, What's not clear is the
motive for the conspiracy that tied
them together. .

BNL, the Banca Nazionale del La-
voro, is the Italian government-owned
bank that was lending heavily to Irag
through its Atlanta branch until the FBI
raided it three years ago,

BCCI, the Bank of Credit and Com-
merce International, was a very differ-
ent operation—essentially a criminal

ing drug money.

But, heavily dependent on Sheikh
Zayed of Abu Dhabi, BCCI also respond-
ed to the gulf Arabs’ political inter-
ests—chief of which, in the mid-1980s,
was supporting Iraq against Iran and the
threat of Shiite revolution.

The connection between the two
banks is cited by Sens. John F, Kerry
(D-Mass.) and Hank Brown (R-Colo.) in
their report six weeks ago to the For-
e hosivi BNL, supplying

BCCI lent heavily to . i
some of the funds that BNL then lent
to Iraq. According to BCCI records,
these transactions amounted to billions
of dollars a year, While it is common
for banks to pass money back and forth
in large amounts, these deals were
unusual because BCCI was bringi
money into this country from abroad to
supply BNL here,

“Thus,” the two senators observe,
“some larger arrangement between
BNL and BCCI executives must have
taken place, under which BCCI agreed
to place funds into the U.S. for the
specific purpose of lending them short-
term to BNL."

The suspicions of mvolvement by
the United States government rest on
at least four points:

m It is implausible that no American

Drug

show 379 references to BCCI involving
134 cases going back to 1978, Despite
the Reagan and Bush administrations’
repeated fierce declarations of war on
drugs, BCCI was not prosecuted on any
drug charge until late 1988, and it was
not shut down and kicked out of the

with the American authorities and, by
doing so, buying itself a measure of
immunity for its various illegal activities.

The raid that ended the Atlanta lend-
ing originated with a local tip to the local
FBI office and may have taken Washing-
ton entirely by surprise.

That could explain why the American
bank regulators hadn't interfered with
the allegedly fraudulent lending and why
the Bush administration was anxious to
limit the subsequent investigation strict-

—_ ly to Atlanta without following the obvi-

ous leads to New York and Rome.

But that's only speculation. There's
no proof. To establish what really hap-
pened and why requires a serious,
sustained and determined investigation
by Congress.

The writer is a member of the
edilorial page staff.




