ZACARIAS MOUSSAOUI’S PENALTY TRIAL
By Dr. Robin F. Goodman

For many, Zacarias Moussaioui has become synonymous with September 11, 2001. He is the one person in the United States who stands convicted of a crime related to the horror that occurred that day. In 2005, Moussaoui pled guilty to conspiring against the United States, a capital crime, in charges brought in response to the 9/11 attacks. Moussaoui denies that he was directly involved in the 9/11 conspiracy, but admits to being an active member of al-Qaeda and plotting to attack the White House with a hijacked plane. Government prosecutors accuse him of contributing to 9/11 by withholding information about the attacks from interrogators. The jury will decide first, if Moussaoui did contribute to the 9/11 attacks. If they find he did, they will then decide whether to apply the death penalty. Because of his earlier guilty plea, Moussaoui will at least be in a federal prison for the rest of his life.  

What will happen

The penalty phase will take place in a federal courthouse in Alexandria Virginia. Jurors will be selected who will hear arguments related to the sentencing. Different individuals affected by the attacks and hijackings will testify about the impact on their lives. The proceedings are not open to the general public. However, about 1,100 family members have registered to view the proceedings via closed-circuit television at locations in Boston, Long Island, Manhattan, Newark, and Philadelphia.
How individuals will react
Over the course of the trial there will likely be a range of news reports. Once again viewers and the public will be exposed to vivid images of the day and a recounting of upsetting personal accounts. Individuals affected by 9/11 vary in their desire to be involved or even follow the proceedings. Certainly some feel that justice was served by Moussaoui’s conviction while others are committed to seeking a specific penalty. Individuals affected by 9/11 or contributing to the final outcome may also be eager to have the legal process come to a close.

Legal proceedings often stir up confusing, complicated, and painful feelings. 
· Even if you have been coping well, the trial can be upsetting. The reminders of how dramatically life changed in an instant can trigger past reactions. You may be surprised by having a re-occurrence of some long forgotten feelings similar to those experienced after 9/11. You may even experience some new feelings. The emotions that get stirred up may or may not be as intense or endure.
· It would not be unusual to again feel anger about what happened and this could spill over into general feelings of irritability and to being short tempered. The anger may also be directed at Moussaoui. Some may even feel guilty for having such strong emotions.

· There is often an expectation and hope that once the penalty is decided there will be a sense of relief. Although justice may be served according to the limits of the law, those affected may not feel satisfied. The disappointment over not feeling better can cause further upset.

Managing complex feelings

In managing the complex feelings that can arise as a result of the penalty trial, it can be helpful to keep the following in mind.

· Get support. Talk to others who have been through the same experience and understand what you are going through. However, be sensitive to the other person as well; understand that not everyone feels the same way.
· Use what has helped in the past when feeling stressed or upset – for example, spending time with a caring friend, engaging in relaxing activities, seeking out spiritual resources - things that provide balance and take your mind off the sadness of the trial.

· Take a break from the trial, limit viewing and news about the trial to maintain perspective.

· Listen to your own inner voice. Give yourself permission to manage feelings and information about the trail in whatever way is best for you and your family. Other aspects of life, work commitments, social events, and leisure activities may now be more of a priority. 

· Consult with a professional if feelings persist, seem worse, or interfere with doing routine activities or enjoying life. It may be time to learn new strategies for managing difficult feelings.

· Sadness and longing for someone who has died can continue throughout one’s life no matter what happens at the end of a trial. It is hoped that those affected have found some comfort from positive memories that exist among upsetting ones, have found meaning in their life, and have been able to experience moments of joy.

Resources

Information about the proceedings is available in an 80-page handbook Victims and Survivors: Finding Your Way Through Court Proceedings in Federal Death Penalty Cases compiled by the Institute for Justice and Peacebuilding. Family members may request a no cost copy by contacting Voices of September 11th. 

