Chalabi let out code secret: US

Ahmad Chalabi, the Iraqi leader and former ally of the Bush Administration, allegedly told an Iranian official that the US had broken the Tehran intelligence service's secret communications code, betraying one of Washington's most valuable sources of information about Iran.

The general charge that Chalabi provided Iran with critical US intelligence secrets was widely reported last month after the White House cut off financial assistance to Chalabi's organisation, the Iraqi National Congress, and US and Iraqi security forces raided his Baghdad headquarters. But specific news of the code-breaking was not published at the request of intelligence officials.

Chalabi and his aides have said they knew of no secret information related to Iran and therefore could not have communicated any intelligence to Tehran. 

US officials said that, about six weeks ago, Chalabi told the Baghdad station chief of Iran's Ministry of Intelligence and Security that the US was reading the Iranian spy service's communications.

They claimed that the Iranian station chief - possibly not believing Chalabi's information - sent a cable to Tehran detailing his conversation with Chalabi, using the broken code. That encrypted cable, intercepted and read by the US, tipped off intelligence that Chalabi had betrayed the code-breaking operation. 

The FBI has opened an inquiry to discover exactly what information Chalabi turned over to the Iranians as well as who told him that the Iranian code had been broken. The inquiry is focusing on a small number of people who were close to Chalabi and who also had access to the highly restricted information about the Iran code. These will include civilians at the Pentagon, who were among his strongest supporters. 

Chalabi attacked the CIA in an interview last month, saying the agency was behind an effort to smear him. "I have never passed any classified information to Iran or have done anything . . . against the United States," he said.

