Moussaoui Trial Begins with Jury Selection

The death-penalty phase of the trial of Zacharias Moussaoui began this week in Federal Court in Alexandria, Virginia. Moussaoui admits to being a member of al-Qaeda, and on April 22nd, 2005 pled guilty to six terrorism-related crimes stemming from a plot to fly a hijacked airliner into the White House. However, Moussaoui maintains that his plot was distinct from the 9/11 attacks, and that he was not the “20th hijacker” as some US officials have charged. 
Moussaoui was behind bars on September 11th after being arrested on immigration charges and suspicious activity related to flying lessons he took in Minnesota. In the penalty phase of his trial, which begins with opening statements on March 6, the US Government will argue that Moussaoui withheld information on the 9/11 plot when he was interrogated repeatedly over four weeks before the attacks. Because he did not inform interrogators of the imminent attacks, prosecutors will argue, he showed a “reckless disregard for human life" and lied to FBI interrogators "in an especially heinous, cruel and depraved manner," that justifies the death penalty under Federal law.

First, jurors first must determine whether Moussaoui intentionally lied to the FBI in interviews before September 11 about his knowledge of the plan to hijack planes. If the jury decides he did lie, preventing the government from possibly stopping the attacks, another phase of the trial will be held to see whether Moussaoui should be given the death penalty or life in prison. If the jury finds he did not lie, he faces a sentence of life in prison because of his 2005 guilty plea. 
Though Moussaoui does not deny that he plotted against the United States, he does not wish to be executed and plans to vigorously defend his case in the penalty phase. Well-known for his bizarre courtroom antics, Moussaoui has repeatedly tried to act as his own lawyer and rejected the counsel of his appointed defense lawyers. At the opening of jury selection Monday, Moussaoui was removed from the courtroom after an outburst where he claimed his lawyers would not defend his rights, saying, “They are not my lawyers. I don't want them to represent me. I'm al Qaeda, they are Americans, they are my enemies.” His lawyers maintain that Moussaoui’s frequent outbursts are evidence of mental illness, possibly schizophrenia, that should mitigate his crimes and keep him out of the gas chamber. 
