
The first trial challenging the govern-
ment’s watchlist system after 9/11 was 
an unusual one. The government defen-

dants, who had tried to invoke state secrets 
privileges throughout the eight-year case, re-
peatedly asked to have the courtroom cleared 
to present classified information. 

The attorneys for plaintiff Rahinah Ibrahim 
knew her status on terrorist watchlists, but 
couldn’t tell her.

In the end, U.S. District Judge William Alsup 
cleared Ibrahim, a former Stanford University 
Ph.D. student from Malaysia, from terrorist 
watchlists that prohibited her from being in the 
country since 2005. The full decision was made 
public in April 2014.

The case revealed that an FBI agent made a 
mistake and inadvertently checked the wrong 
box on a form involving Ibrahim.

“The Ibrahim case I think made it really clear 
that there are some people who are being un-
justly hurt by the system,” lead attorney Eliza-
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beth Pipkin said. “The egregiousness of the er-
ror, the length of time the government fought to 
hide its mistake, and the impact it had on this 
innocent person spoke volumes.”

It was a lengthy battle for the San Jose-based 
McManis Faulkner law firm. They took on 
Ibrahim’s case after she was stopped and hand-
cuffed at San Francisco International Airport in 
January 2005, and had her visa revoked without 
explanation. 

The firm twice won at the 9th U.S. Circuit 
Court of Appeals in precedential victories that 
determined Ibrahim could have her day in court 
despite not being a U.S. citizen. 

Weeks before trial, the government attempted 
once more to stop the case, saying the infor-
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mation that could be revealed was too secret. 
Alsup went ahead with it in a five-day bench 
trial. Ibrahim v. Department of Homeland Se-
curity et al., CV06-545 (N.D. Cal., filed Jan. 27, 
2006).

The Department of Justice declined to com-
ment on the litigation because an issue involv-
ing attorney fees is still pending appeal.

Several other cases throughout the country 
involving the government’s terrorist watchlists 
are being litigated, and Pipkin said she thinks 
Ibrahim’s case will have an impact.

“This case is a call to action for other lawyers 
to stand up for the rights of the people caught up 
in this system,” she said.

— Hadley Robinson
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