
MACNEIL/LEHRER NEWSHOUR INTERVIEW 

Guest: Attorney General Janet Reno 


Aired: 6 p.m. 

April 19, 1993 


The editor of the report is steve Ginsburg. Tim Ahmann, Eric Beech, 
Melissa Bland, Peter Ramjug, Paul Schomer and Will Dunham assisted in 
editing this report. 

This transcript is provided by News Transcripts, Inc. 

JIM LEHRER: We return now to the Waco story. The plan that the FBI 
launched this morning was approvei by Attorney General Janet 
Reno. She joins us now from the Justice Department. Attorney 
General Reno, welcome. 

JANET RENO (attorney general of the United States): Good 
evening. 

LEHRER: Do we assume at this point that SS people died in that 
fire, is that correct? 

, ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: We do not have a final conclusion on that. 

LEHRER: But the FBI seems to assume that that is the case, but 
you're not assuming that, is that right? It's possible that 
somebody could have gotten out? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: We're going to wait to see until we can 
carefully determine just what happened. 

LEHRER: Did the FBI·handle this thing correctly this morning? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: I think the FBI exercised remarkable 
restraint and handled this in a very professional and very able 
manner. I don't think that there is any situation that is more 
difficult than this. These are the hardest decisions possible
to make. .' 

LEHRER: NOW, when did they.bring this idea 
" 

to you--I'm talking
about the gassing idea, the thing they did this morning before 
~e fire. When was that brought to you? 



ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO; This was presented as part of a 

systematic attempt to increase pressure without firing or 


I -f'.,ki-, violent action against members of the cult in the 

~~d, and it was presented to me last ~onday. 


LEHRER: It was brought to you by their initiative or was it the 
result of you or the president saying, hey, look, let's qet this 
thing over with, FBI. Or was it they came to you and said, look, 
we believe it's time to do something. Here's what we'd like to 
do. They came to us describing, again So that everybody
understood exactly what the circumstances were, though they had 
kept us .dvised each step of the way. They came to me and they
said these are the circumstances. Our negotiators do not 
believe he is coming out. They hpve not been successful in 
negotiating anything really in 'terms of the release of the 
children. We're continuing to be concerned about the children, 
we have from the outset. We have had reports that they have been 
sexually abused, that babies had actually been beaten. 

I asked when I first heard that for them to verify it, and again
that was the report that was brought back. We had a situation 
where we were continuing to be increasingly concerned about the 
safety of the children, about the danger to everyone who was 
around the compound,~nd we made a judgment that this would be 
the best time to escalate the pressure. We looked to see what had 
been done when the FBI c'am~!.n to clear away'the cars from around 
~~. compound. There had been ·no threat of anything such as this. 

~it led up to today, there had been no threat as the FBI took 

, ~ to retaliate by something such as this. We made a ,judgment

because we had heard consideration that mass suicide might be a 

possibility, that it was a possibility, and that we had to 

carefully consider it. 


But,..i.t .. \1as .. also a fact, based on f3,very piece of information we 

had, that they had supplies that would enable them to remain in 

the compound indefinitely. We checked the water supply because 

we thought that might be a way to con~rol, and I asked 

specifically about tbat. But the water supply continued to 

apparently be adequate based on the surveillance that the FBI 

was able to do • 


. W~ then determined that they could.do something like this at any
time. We could not contr,ol it for the future, that there was no 
right time for any thing such as this but this would be the best 
time to do it. 

LEHRER: But what caused them and you to agree that this was the 
best time--best time in what kind of context? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: The hostage resctle team surrounded the 
premises of the compound. One of the points that must be 
remembered is that the people in the compound h~d ammunition 
-E.h~ could hit an obj,ect 3,000 yards from the compound, so you in 

, 

http:could.do


· effect had at least two or a significan.t square-mile area of 
property that had to be secured as a perimeter. The hostage 
rescue team was in place able to control that perimeter to the 
. that it could really be absolutely controlled • 

. We felt, based on discussion with the experts, that the hostage 
; team would have to be pulled back for retraining, and that ' 


this would be the best time when the Bureau had the best 

opportunity to control the situation for the event to happen. 


LEHRER: The convention wisdom, of course, is that in these kinds 
of situations the longer you wait the more you increase the 
chances of a peaceful solution. Was the decision simply that 51 
days was long enough, that there was no point in waiting any
longer, that that conventtonal wisdom was not necessarily at 
work in this particular case? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: When I first took office, we had 

discussions with the Bureau and we concurred that we should try 

to negotiate, try to wait it out, try to do everything possible

despite the fact that we had information that the children had 

been abused, were continuing to be abused in terms of the babies 

being slapped and beaten. So we tried our best in terms of 

negotiation to get the~ out. 


We then became ine;easingly concerned with the safety of the 

children, the safety of thoBe__who were providing the perimeter 


. a~ the compound and made the determination that in all 
. ", based on the efforts that we bad.made to date, 
~j{h~ receiving a response or any threa~'of a response such as 
this, as the Bureau took each increasing step or pressure, that 

this would be the time to do it. 


LEHRER: When you went over the possibilities, the 

eventualities, the expectations of what might happen, if this 

gassing operation was successful--I mean, if they did what they


'did this morning and they put the gas in there, et cetera--what 
was the expectation? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: The general expectation ,is that it might
take some time, that there might be some residents who would be 
better able to withstand the gas and others, but that' 
ultimately, if we waited, if we were patient, that they would 
ultimately come out because the gas would be so disco~fiting. 

LEHRER: Did anybody raise the possibility that it could trigger
this terrible--could trigger some, kind of mass ~uicide? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: This was a possibility that was 



considered because any time you make a hard, hard decision such 
as this, you have to consider all of the eventualities, 'and what 
intluenced us was the concern that it could happen at any time in 

',ndefinable future that we could not even begin to cont.rol. 

LEHRER: So it didn't matter--your conclusion was, the FBI's 
conclusion was that Koresh was in control of the situation not 
the PBI, is that essentially it? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: Roresh certainly controlled, if he 
wanted to do something like this--it would have been, so far as 
we could determine, impossible to prevent if that's What he 
wanted to do. 

LEHRER: What was the preponderance of the evidence about the 
likelihood of a mass suicide that the FBI gathered from people
what· had come out of the compound, other people who had once been 
members of this section? ' 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: The 'FBI advised us that they had talked 
with as many sources a~ possible to determine what the 
eventuality might be, and concluded that it was not great. 

\ LEHRER: That Roresh was just not suicide-bent or his followers 
~~ldn~~ follow him, or What was the basis for that? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: I looked at it in terms of whether the 
.followers woul~ follow him and whether he would lead them to 
something like this. It was a possibility. Again the 
possibility ot it happening in the future is something that I 
could not control, but it was a possibility, but considering all 
the sources that the FBI consulted, considering their responses 
to the increasing pre~sure brought by the. FBI over the last 
several days, it did not seem to be a great probability at all. 

LEHRER: Wha~ pressure are you referring to? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: The increasing pressure by coming up to 
the compound, clearing the area away from the compound, coming 
up--at one point they even bumped the compound, 'coming up this 
morning at the time the first gas was put in-- they fired in 
response but there was no threat of anything,.. such as this. 

, LEHRER: Mr. Ricks of the FBI said there was some fresh 

1~el1igence that made them alter their plan in the last couple 




of days or so. Do you know what he was referring to there? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: I don't know specifically what he was 

Te..ce.ninj to. 


LEHRER: Was the intelligence pretty good from inside? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: xt would vary; we cantt really tell What 
the intelligence--whether it was really good, considering the 
final outcome. 

LEHRER: But David Roresh w~s clearly the man in charge, is that 
correct? Is there any doubt about that? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: From everything that I have been 
advised, from all the information that the Bureau received, 
that is clearly the case. 

LEHRER: Also, ~r. Ricks made the point today 'that basically'
David Koresh was a liar., that most of what he said to them--and 
the FBI agents talked to hi~_~ndlessly in these last 51 days--is
the,evidence or the summaries that you received also bear that 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: Yes, it does. 

LEHRER: There was never a real honest communication between the 

FBI and David Koresh? 


. ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: Basically when he said he 'Wo.uId do 

something, he didn't do it. 


LEHRER: The children--should we assume that those-- what is it, 

17 children were in there by last count, or 25? I've seen two 

different figures. could you help me out on that? 


ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: What X understood was that there were at 
least 17 ·children and then there were possibly other minors whoJ 
were people Xoresh considered to be his wiv~s. 

LEHRER: And we should assume at that point that they perished as 
w~t in this fire, is that right? 



ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: I have not heard the final conclusion 

LEHRER: ~ere are all kinds of rumors about underground tunnels 
and all of that sort of thing. Those turn out to be not true, is 
that correct? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: We will certainly explore those. I've 
consulted with the FBI trying to make sure that all possible 
underground bunkers or tunnels are identified and explored. 

\ 

LEHRER: What does happen next? What should we expect over the 
next couple of days or so? What are you going to be in there--you
and the FBI, your folks, going to be looking for and how is this 
information going to come out, et cetera? 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: We want to make sure that as fair and as 
objective a review is',done of this matter as possible. As I've 
indicated, the buck s,tops with me. I make the best judgment I 
can. And one of the hardest decisions that anybody can make, 
based on all the informatioif'~·,·.can possibly bring together, 
~~nq to consider every eventuality. Then it's my 

lo~sibility to be accountable, to ask' questions and to 
an~we,questions and to review and to see if there_is anything
that could have been done differently to prevent such a loss of 
human life. We constantly have to look at what we have done to see 
if we can do it better. 

'. But at this point, based on everything I know,' based on the most 
careful study possible and a very deliberate manner, this was 
the best judgment that could have been made under the 
circumstances. There is no right answer to something like this, 
there is ,no perfect time. You just have to do the best you can 
with the information that:.isavailable, considering the 
interests of the children and ,the agents. 

LEHRER: Now, you 'talked to President Clinton about this. Did he 
sign off on it" or did he approve it? I mean, what was hi's 
position on this plan? 

I 

ATTORNEY GENERAL RENO: I basically told him that I had carefully
reviewed the matter, spent a number of days carefully talking to ~ 
experts such as medical doctors to make sure that the gas was not 
lethal, that there was no permanent injury related to the gas; I 
had talked to other experts. I had tried to make sure that all the 
~a~tions that I had were answered. I tried to explore all the 

;tualit,ies. I told him that I had dcnie as careful a study as 



possible, that this was the decision that I had made, that I 

thought it was the correct decision though it was an extremely

dU+.c.ult' decision, and he said okay. 


LEHRER: All right, Attorney General Reno, thank you very Duch 
for being with us. 
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