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Terminal Air is an installation and data visualisation that examines the 

mechanics of Extraordinary Rendition, a current practice of the United States 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), in collaboration with German, UK, other 

EU member states and órogue nationsô. The programme allows for suspected 

terrorists detained in Western countries to be transported to so-called óblack 

sitesô for interrogation and torture outside the eye of international human rights 

law.

The story of Extraordinary Rendition had been repeatedly broken in major 

media, but as it lacked the photographic record of Abu Ghraib to sustain it, it 

had little staying power amidst the daily onslaught of war imagery. Terminal Air 

responded to this vacuum by presenting a digital world map that displays the 

real-time movements of airplanes with suspected involvement in Extraordinary 

Rendition. Terminal Air also sought to provide branding for the anonymous 

front-companies through which the programme is administered.

Reþecting on Rendition: Implausible Deniability, The New Black

Secrecy is a well-deýned concept among military planners. The US Department 

of Defense (DOD) classiýes information and material depending on óthe degree of 

damage that unauthorized disclosure would cause to national defense or foreign 

relationsô1. The DOD makes a distinction between clandestine operations, which 

are secret, and covert operations, which are anonymous. 
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These terms are rooted in WWII and cold war-era military thinking. During 

this era, there were essentially two reasons to engage in secret operations. Some 

programmes ï particularly surveillance operations -- were rendered ineffective 

if their existence became known. With other operations, the concern was that 

publicity would adversely affect foreign relations. Speciýcally, fear of escalating 

regional conþicts into direct confrontation between superpowers led to a reliance 

on covert ops in which the USô role as sponsor was concealed.

The Extraordinary Rendition program is a new kind of secret operation that 

challenges conventional military thinking. On its surface, it has all the trappings 

of a covert operation ï complex command and control systems, concealed 

identities, unnamed operatives, and so on. But the program stands in marked 

contrast to its WWII and cold war forebears. It fails to meet the criteria for 

either covert or clandestine operations as described above ï knowledge of the 

programme is not likely to affect its efýcacy, nor is there serious concern that 

acknowledging the United Statesô role in detaining and transporting terror 

suspects would lead to world war. Furthermore, the programme itself exempliýes 

the sort of muscular posturing employed elsewhere (e.g. óthe gloves are coming 

offô,2 ówe will smoke them out of their holesô3 and ówe also have to work through 

the dark sideô4) to convey the message at home and abroad that the US will 

combat terrorism by any and all available means. 

One might wonder why Extraordinary Rendition is secret at all?

The answer lies in a recent transformation of military doctrine. American military 

secrecy has become less concerned with national security or global balances 

of power than with legal culpability and public relations. This shift has been 

accompanied by the advent of the term óblack opsô to denote illegal or extra-legal 

activities. Black ops employ secrecy to mitigate risks faced by operatives and 

their sponsors -- imprisonment or execution for individuals and embarrassing 

international scandals for governments.

If blackness denotes legal and political risk, it is striking to see how black ops are 

undertaken by an administration openly hostile to both law and diplomacy. In 

this context, old notions of plausible deniability ï the ability for an operationôs 

sponsor to credibly disavow its involvement ï give way to open secrets. When 

George W. Bush claims that the United States doesnôt engage in torture and 

denies the existence of the Extraordinary Rendition programme (or more 

precisely, acknowledges the programme but not that any renditions have taken 

place) he does so with a wink. His administration neither expects, nor it would 

seem even desires anyone to take such denials seriously. Such statements are 

required by lawyers and international notions of decency, but they are widely 

understood as political theatre not to be taken as literally as other, more widely 

circulated pronouncements about the seriousness, even ruthlessness with which 

the war on terrorism is to be prosecuted.

How else can we make sense of the apparent contradiction between describing 

an operation as óblackô ï i.e. as illegal, even shameful ï and the public way it is 

carried out, relying on civilian aircraft, with private contractors to þy the planes 

and arrange logistics? It has of course been suggested that this is an intentional 

strategy of maintaining invisibility by óhiding in plain sightô. After reviewing all 

of the evidence, we must also consider an alternative hypothesis -- that the Bush 

administration thinks so little of international law and public opinion that it 

simply doesnôt try very hard to conceal its actions. This would certainly be in 

keeping with the general tenor emanating from Washington over the past eight 

years. As the curtain begins to close on the Bush era and its primary players 

ýnd themselves subject to worldwide scorn, ridicule, and a growing number of 

criminal indictments one wonders whether Cheney, Rumsfeld, Attenborough, 

Gonzalez, Yoon and the others are wishing theyôd been a little more conventional 

in their thinking... if not by conforming to international law then at least by 

bothering to cover their tracks.




