
FBI Investigation (Case 50-LA-254214) 

(Church of Scientology) 

 

In 2009 the FBI opened a human trafficking investigation into the Church of Scientology’s Sea 
Organization (Sea Org) amid accusations that the church was coercing members into forced 
labor. Over 2009–2010, agents in Los Angeles interviewed numerous former Scientology staff 
and gathered evidence of abusive working and living conditions – witnesses described being 
tricked or pressured into the Sea Org, confined at remote church bases, forced to work 
extremely long hours for little pay, and punished if they tried to leave . The investigation targeted 
Scientology’s leadership and practices – especially the role of church leader David Miscavige – 
and at one point FBI agents even discussed plans to raid the church’s heavily guarded “Gold 
Base” compound in California (pictured below) to free staff held there . However, in mid-2010 
the probe was quietly closed with no charges filed, apparently after U.S. Department of Justice 
officials determined that legal barriers (First Amendment religious protections) would make 
prosecution difficult . Some involved believe the case was shut down due to high-level 
interference: former Scientology executives who cooperated with the FBI claim the church used 
its influence to “spike” the investigation in Washington, D.C. . Officially, the FBI has never 
publicly detailed its findings; the church touts the probe’s end as proof of innocence, while critics 
suspect a cover-up. Below is a detailed report of the investigation’s findings, key figures, 
timeline, and outcome. 

Aerial view of the Church of Scientology’s isolated “Gold Base” international headquarters near 
Hemet, California. FBI agents in 2009–2010 investigated allegations that Sea Org members 
were confined and forced to work at this compound under coercive conditions . 

Background of the FBI Investigation (Case 50-LA-254214) 

In mid-2009, the FBI’s Los Angeles field office received reports alleging human trafficking and 
forced labor inside the Church of Scientology’s Sea Organization. One concerned mother 
(Susan Lentsch) contacted the FBI on July 20, 2009, worried that her daughter was being held 
by Scientology’s Sea Org under oppressive conditions . Two weeks later, FBI agents met with 
former Sea Org members and began gathering testimonies of abuse, prompting the Los 
Angeles office to formally open a “Sensitive Investigative Matter” (SIM) case on October 5, 2009 
. This case – ID 50-LA-254214 – focused on possible civil rights violations (human trafficking) by 
the Church of Scientology’s leadership and affiliated entities . Because the investigation 
involved a religious organization, it was handled with special care as a sensitive case. 

What prompted the probe?  The FBI’s interest was fueled by multiple defectors’ accounts and 
even a civil lawsuit that had recently been filed. In 2009 the St. Petersburg Times (now Tampa 
Bay Times) ran an exposé series with former high-ranking Scientology officials alleging forced 
confinement, unpaid labor, and physical abuse within the Sea Org. Around the same time, 
ex-Scientologists Marc and Claire Headley sued the church, claiming they had been subjected 



to forced labor and couldn’t freely leave the Sea Org . According to legal experts, these public 
allegations likely spurred the FBI to act . Former federal prosecutor Michael Seigel noted that 
seeing such claims, an aggressive prosecutor might say, “This looks like that kind of 
behavior…Let’s see if we can put a case together” . Indeed, the FBI assigned Special Agent 
Tricia Whitehill, an agent specializing in human trafficking, to lead the case (later joined by 
Agent Valerie Venegas) . Both agents had experience with forced labor cases, as federal 
trafficking laws cover “slave labor” and not just prostitution . 

Allegations of Human Trafficking and Forced Labor 

Investigative focus: The FBI probe centered on Scientology’s Sea Org, the church’s internal 
workforce, and in particular conditions at two Sea Org sites in California – the “International 
Base” (Gold Base) near Hemet and the Hollywood facilities . Witnesses and FBI documents 
describe a high-control, punitive environment at these locations. Recruits were allegedly enticed 
into joining with promises of spiritual salvation or better living conditions, but once inside, their 
movements, communications, and personal freedoms were severely restricted . According to 
one FBI summary of witness interviews, the Church “tricks” people into the organization with 
promises of good living conditions, but later houses and holds them at secure locations where 
they work 15-hour days…given no days off and permitted only limited and monitored contact 
with anyone outside” . Former Sea Org members told agents that: 

​ •​ They often worked from early morning until past midnight, six to seven days a 
week, for nominal pay (often around $50 a week) . 

​ •​ Passports and IDs of Sea Org workers (especially non-U.S. citizens) were 
confiscated and locked away by the church, making it hard for them to leave . (Approximately 
30–50% of Sea Org members were foreign nationals, according to the FBI memo .) 

​ •​ Many members were minimally educated, socially isolated, and conditioned to 
obey. They had no access to personal cell phones or unsupervised internet, and outgoing mail 
was screened . Any contact with non-Scientologist family was tightly controlled. 

​ •​ Sea Org workers had to live in crowded dormitories on church bases, with 
security guards and fencing to prevent unauthorized exit . Surveillance cameras and even 
motion sensors were in place around the perimeters of properties like Gold Base, creating a 
prison-like setting. 

​ •​ Those who tried to escape (“blow” in Scientology terms) were aggressively 
hunted down by internal security units. A former security chief at Gold Base (Gary Morehead) 
told investigators that a dedicated team retrieved more than 100 runaways over the years, 
sometimes using physical force to bring them back . According to his account, if psychological 
pressure (“remember your religious duty”) failed, guards would literally tackle and restrain 
escapees . 

​ •​ The church maintained a system of “punitive re-education camps”. One infamous 
facility was “The Hole,” a makeshift jail at Gold Base where dozens of Scientology managers 



were reportedly confined for months on end . Witnesses described The Hole as two trailers 
jammed with cots where detainees slept on the floor, endured group humiliation sessions, and 
were fed meager rations . This was presented as religious “ecclesiastical justice,” but 
ex-members told the FBI it was unlawful imprisonment and abuse. The Tampa Bay Times later 
summarized that Scientology defectors detailed violence, degradation, and forced confinement 
in “The Hole,” where fallen Sea Org leaders were held under guard . 

Roles of church leadership: Many of these practices were attributed to the direct orders or 
knowledge of Scientology’s top leadership. In particular, David Miscavige (the Chairman of the 
Board of Scientology) was implicated as orchestrating the Sea Org’s harsh regime. Former 
high-level insiders like Marty Rathbun and Mike Rinder told the FBI that Miscavige 
micromanaged every aspect of Sea Org control, personally tracking down defections and 
demanding that escapees be caught and “re-indoctrinated” . According to Rathbun – who had 
been Miscavige’s second-in-command – “Miscavige…micromanages every security measure 
and every unlawful measure to track people and get them back…He [treats] it as his number 
one priority” . Multiple ex-members reported that Miscavige himself physically assaulted staff on 
numerous occasions or directed others to do so . (For example, he allegedly struck 
subordinates and encouraged a culture of violence at meetings if quotas were not met .) These 
accounts painted a picture that the church’s labor and discipline practices were not rogue 
lower-level incidents but rather systemic, emanating from the highest levels. Miscavige and the 
Church have repeatedly denied all such allegations, calling the accusers discredited liars . 

Evidence gathered: The FBI spent over a year collecting evidence and corroborating these 
claims. Agents conducted dozens of interviews across the country – traveling to Clearwater, 
Florida (the church’s spiritual headquarters), Texas, Oregon, Hawaii, and elsewhere to speak 
with former Scientologists . Many witnesses spoke on condition of confidentiality, and agents 
gave some defectors code names and even had them wear wires in covert operations . The 
bureau also obtained surveillance footage of Gold Base from aerial drones, which was detailed 
enough that ex-members could identify individuals and locations on the tape . This suggests the 
FBI was looking for physical proof of people being held against their will. In fact, by mid-2010 
agents were actively planning a raid on Gold Base to liberate those in The Hole and to execute 
search warrants . According to informants, agents even recorded the tail numbers of actor Tom 
Cruise’s private planes in case Miscavige tried to escape via Cruise’s hangar once the raid 
began . The investigation’s code name, “Operation Overboard,” was a nod to a Scientology 
practice of punishing staff by throwing them overboard on church ships in the 1970s . 

By early 2010, the FBI believed it had a strong case. In January 2010, agents briefed that they 
anticipated “the likely indictment of multiple subjects” based on the evidence gathered . In May 
2010, an Assistant U.S. Attorney convened a grand jury proceeding titled “Grand Jury 
Investigation of Operations Overboard,” indicating that prosecutors were formally weighing 
criminal charges . During this period, John Brousseau, a longtime Sea Org member who 
escaped the base in April 2010, became a pivotal witness. Brousseau had worked closely with 
Miscavige for years and fled with concrete evidence – including photographs – of Sea Org 
members being used as unpaid labor for Miscavige and Tom Cruise’s personal benefit . For 
example, he had pictures of luxury facilities (like Cruise’s airplane hangar and custom vehicles) 



that Sea Org laborers had built or maintained . The FBI interviewed Brousseau at a secret 
meeting in spring 2010, and agents were “excited” to finally get up-to-date, first-hand 
information from inside the base . His fresh testimony corroborated the earlier witnesses and 
seemed to push the investigation into high gear . 

Key Individuals and Entities Involved 

Name / Entity Role and Involvement 

Church of Scientology (CoS) The organization under investigation. Accused of 
human trafficking/forced labor through its Sea Org 
workforce . 

Sea Organization (Sea Org) Scientology’s religious order whose members sign 
billion-year contracts. The Sea Org’s practices (e.g. 
discipline, labor conditions) were the focus of the 
FBI probe . 

David Miscavige (CoS leader) Chairman of the Board of Scientology and its de 
facto leader. Implicated by witnesses as directing 
Sea Org abuses (forced confinement, violence, 
overwork) . Considered a central subject of the 
investigation. 

Tricia Whitehill (FBI SA) FBI Special Agent in Los Angeles who launched 
and led the investigation in 2009. Human trafficking 
specialist who conducted many witness interviews . 

Valerie Venegas (FBI SA) FBI Special Agent who joined Whitehill on the case 
in 2010 . Co-led the investigation; she continued 
liaising with witnesses as the case progressed . 

Susan Lentsch (civilian) Mother of a Sea Org member. Her July 2009 
complaint about her daughter’s situation helped 



trigger the FBI inquiry . She met with agents and 
provided initial information. 

Marc Headley (ex-member) Former Sea Org staff (15 years at Gold Base) who 
escaped in 2005. He and wife Claire filed a 2009 
lawsuit alleging the church’s tactics prevented 
them from leaving for years . Interviewed by FBI in 
late 2009, giving a detailed account of forced labor 
at Gold Base . 

Claire Headley (ex-member) Former Sea Org staff, married to Marc. Like her 
husband, she spent her teens and 20s at Gold 
Base under strict control. She met with FBI agents 
for ~6 hours in late 2009 to recount the Sea Org’s 
coercive practices . Co-plaintiff in the Headley civil 
case. 

Amy Scobee (ex-member) Former Sea Org executive who spoke out in 2009 
about abuses. She was interviewed by the FBI 
about restricted freedom, long hours, and 
degrading punishments inside Sea Org . 

Mike Rinder (ex-member) Former senior Scientology official (ex-spokesman 
and head of Office of Special Affairs). Became a 
confidential FBI informant after defecting; he 
provided extensive details on Miscavige’s role and 
the confinement of staff . 

Mark “Marty” Rathbun (ex-member) Former Inspector General of Scientology 
(second-in-command to Miscavige). Defected in 
2004. Met with FBI agents in November 2009 and 
later, giving them a “history lesson” on 
Scientology’s tactics and warning that the church 
would fight back hard . Helped bring John 
Brousseau to the FBI . 

 



The following table lists key figures and entities associated with the 2009–2010 FBI 
investigation, along with their roles:(Note: FBI SA = Special Agent. CoS = Church of 
Scientology.) 

 

 

Tom DeVocht (ex-member) Former Scientology executive (managed 
Clearwater facilities). Interviewed by FBI about Sea 
Org conditions and corroborated reports of abuse 
and forced labor . 

Jeff Hawkins (ex-member) Former Sea Org marketing executive. Interviewed 
by FBI; described how staff were trapped on the 
base, worked overtime for pennies, and were 
subjected to “ecclesiastical” punishments . 

Gary “Jackson” Morehead (ex-member) Former Security Chief at Gold Base. He told the 
FBI how the church’s security unit tracked and 
captured escapees, and described the base’s 
perimeter control (fences, guards, etc.) that created 
a prison-like environment . 

John Brousseau (ex-member) Longtime Sea Org member (and Miscavige’s 
former brother-in-law) who escaped Gold Base in 
April 2010. Brought the FBI fresh evidence (photos 
of lavish projects built with forced labor) . His 
testimony gave agents up-to-date insight into 
current conditions, strengthening the case . 

Karin Pouw (CoS spokesperson) Official spokesperson for the Church of 
Scientology. Though not involved in the 
investigation itself, she later responded to media 
about it – claiming the FBI’s “rapid termination” of 
the case proved the allegations were false, and 
asserting that the agents involved were “rogue” 
individuals acting improperly . 



Timeline of Key Events (2009–2010) 

 

2009 – Investigation Launch and Early Evidence 

​ •​ July 20, 2009: Initial tip – Concerned mother Susan Lentsch and others meet 
with FBI in Los Angeles, reporting that Sea Org members (like Lentsch’s daughter) are being 
abused and held against their will. An FBI agent quickly expresses interest and arranges 
follow-up . 

​ •​ Late July–Aug 2009: Preliminary interviews – FBI agents quietly begin 
interviewing ex-Scientologists. Two weeks after the initial tip, agents interview Marc Headley 
(late July/early Aug) for six hours about his experiences at Scientology’s Gold Base . Days later 
they interview Claire Headley for another six hours . The Headleys describe in detail how Sea 
Org members could not leave the base, worked 100+ hour weeks for token pay, and endured 
psychological and physical coercion . 

​ •​ Oct 5, 2009: Case 50-LA-254214 formally opened – The Los Angeles FBI 
office officially opens a human trafficking investigation into the Church of Scientology (case titled 
“Church of Scientology – Civil Rights – Human Trafficking”). Because it involves a religious 
group, it is logged as a “Sensitive Investigative Matter” . Internal FBI memos outline allegations: 
Sea Org members are tightly controlled, passports seized, outsiders lied to about conditions, 
and dissident members sent to “concentration camp” style labor sites . The investigation’s scope 
is set to focus on two major Scientology complexes in California (the remote Int Base near 
Hemet, and the Hollywood facilities) where abuse is suspected . 

​ •​ Nov–Dec 2009: Deepening probe – FBI agents Tricia Whitehill (and later 
Valerie Venegas) conduct extensive interviews with defectors. In November 2009, ex-Inspector 
General Marty Rathbun met with Whitehill . He briefs the agents on Scientology’s internal 
punishment systems and Miscavige’s central role, but also cautions that the church will likely 
detect and thwart the investigation . Through late 2009, at least 15 former church staffers across 
the U.S. speak to the FBI in detail about Sea Org life . The agents compile accounts of forced 
labor, confinement, beatings, sleep deprivation, and family separation. They also learn 
Scientology lingo and practices to better understand the evidence . 

 

2010 – Escalation and Abrupt Halt 

​ •​ January 2010: Case gains momentum – An internal FBI briefing notes that 
investigators expect “likely indictment of multiple subjects” based on the evidence so far . 
Agents have built a case pointing to systematic coercion by Scientology management. The FBI 
continues surveillance; aerial drone footage of the Int Base is analyzed to plan possible tactical 
operations . 



​ •​ February 2010: The investigation remains covert. Scientology’s leadership is still 
unaware of the FBI’s activities (agents even kept some interviews secret from certain FBI field 
offices, fearing Scientologist moles or tip-offs ). 

​ •​ April 2010: Key witness emerges – John Brousseau “blows” (escapes) from 
Gold Base. On April 22, 2010 he contacted Marty Rathbun, offering to help expose Miscavige . 
Initially wary (Brousseau was a long-time insider, even related to Miscavige by marriage), 
Rathbun and Mike Rinder verify his sincerity and bring him to the FBI after evading a 
Scientology private security team sent to retrieve him . Brousseau provides the FBI with fresh, 
first-hand evidence: he describes current conditions at the base (confirming that staff are still 
being held in “The Hole” as of 2010) and hands over photos/documents showing Sea Org 
forced labor on projects for Miscavige and Tom Cruise . Investigators view Brousseau as a 
breakthrough – after 9 months of relying on older accounts, they now have up-to-date intel on 
the ongoing situation . Throughout April, plans for a raid on the base are refined, possibly with 
Brousseau’s assistance in mapping the layout and identifying key targets (like where to find 
certain captives or records) . 

​ •​ May 2010: Grand Jury convened – An Assistant U.S. Attorney in Los Angeles 
files a report titled “Grand Jury Investigation of Operations Overboard,” the code name for the 
Scientology case . This indicates that a federal grand jury is hearing evidence and considering 
criminal charges (likely for violations such as peonage, forced labor, or conspiracy to violate civil 
rights). FBI agents discuss imminent action, including synchronized raids on multiple 
Scientology properties: not only Gold Base, but also other church facilities (even vault sites of 
the Church of Spiritual Technology) to rescue victims and seize evidence . 

​ •​ Summer 2010: Turning point – legal concerns. Around June–July, the 
investigation faces internal scrutiny. The Church of Scientology aggressively defends itself in 
parallel civil litigation, and on August 5, 2010, a federal judge delivers a blow to the 
ex-members’ lawsuit: Judge Dale S. Fischer (C.D. Cal.) dismisses Marc and Claire Headley’s 
forced labor lawsuit against Scientology . The court rules that the First Amendment’s Free 
Exercise Clause bars the judiciary from examining the church’s internal practices as these were 
religiously motivated disciplinary methods . The judge essentially found that trying to decide if 
Scientology’s treatment of Sea Org staff was “unreasonable” would “entangle the court in the 
religious doctrine of Scientology”, which is not allowed . This creates a major precedent that 
Scientology’s practices might be shielded by religious freedom defenses – a hurdle that would 
likewise complicate any criminal prosecution . Around this time, the church also deploys 
political/legal influence: Scientology hired a former high-ranking Justice Department official to 
engage with DOJ leaders on the case . (Witnesses later learned the church had a 
well-connected ex-prosecutor making inquiries in Washington, which raised suspicions of 
lobbying to shut the case down .) 

​ •​ September 2010: Sudden stop – By early fall, front-line FBI agents sense the 
investigation is stalling. Some informants report fewer calls from agents, and talk of the raid 
quiets down. Behind the scenes, FBI headquarters and DOJ officials are assessing the case’s 
viability in light of the First Amendment issues. Sometime before October 6, 2010, a directive 



comes from Washington, D.C. to “stand down” the investigation . Agents Whitehill and Venegas 
are instructed to cease active case work. (One witness, Tiziano Lugli, recalled calling Agent 
Venegas on Oct 6 about an unrelated arrest of a former Scientologist, only to be told directly 
that “pressure from Washington” had spiked (killed) the investigation .) No raid is conducted; the 
grand jury proceedings do not result in any indictments. Essentially, the case is quietly shelved 
in late 2010. 

​ •​ Oct–Nov 2010: Aftermath for informants – The former Sea Org witnesses 
gradually hear that the probe has been halted. Agent Whitehill allegedly assures some contacts 
that “we’re still going” even as of late 2010 , but others like Lugli spread the word that the FBI 
probe was over . By November 2010, key informants such as Mike Rinder receive formal letters 
indicating they are no longer confidential informants on an active case . Many express 
frustration and disappointment – they had risked coming forward, only to see no action taken . 

 

2011–2013 – Public Revelation and Questions 

​ •​ February 7, 2011: The public learns of the investigation. The New Yorker 
publishes Lawrence Wright’s exposé “The Apostate” about screenwriter Paul Haggis, which 
mentions in passing that the FBI had been investigating Scientology for human trafficking . The 
next day, news outlets (e.g. Tampa Bay Times, Daily Telegraph) pick up the story, reporting that 
multiple ex-Scientologists confirmed they were interviewed by the FBI in an “ongoing” human 
trafficking probe . Scientology’s spokesperson Karin Pouw responds that the church “has never 
been advised of any government investigation,” dismissing the claims as rumors from 
discredited sources . The FBI refuses to comment publicly . Unknown to the press, by this point 
the investigation had already been dormant for months . 

​ •​ March 2012: Investigative journalist Tony Ortega reports that the FBI’s 
Scientology case was terminated around October 2010, before the New Yorker article even 
came out . Ortega uncovers details from insiders: the FBI had prepared drone surveillance and 
plans to capture Miscavige, but the probe was abruptly shut down by FBI higher-ups, potentially 
due to intervention by DOJ officials concerned about the church’s constitutional defenses . This 
raises the question of whether external influence or internal policy caused the shutdown. 

​ •​ Jan 2013: Tampa Bay Times publishes “The Truth Rundown” follow-ups, 
including a piece titled “FBI Scientology investigation gets a fresh witness, but hits a legal 
roadblock,” which chronicles John Brousseau’s story and squarely identifies the August 2010 
First Amendment court ruling as a key reason the FBI backed off . Legal experts cited concur 
that prosecutors likely concluded the case was not winnable under existing law, since a criminal 
forced-labor case would face even higher burdens of proof and the same religious freedom 
issues that sank the Headleys’ lawsuit . 

 



2017: FOIA release and confirmation – After years of speculation, in May 2017 a trove of FBI 
files (around 300 pages) on case 50-LA-254214 was released via the Freedom of Information 
Act . The documents (obtained by journalist Melissa Cronin of RadarOnline) confirm the 
investigation took place and provide new details: they show agents interviewed dozens of 
witnesses across several states, contemplated raids, and even discussed that Scientology 
appeared to be anticipating a raid by training members to destroy documents and lie to 
authorities . Notably, the files show that by January 2010 the FBI was expecting indictments, 
and by May 2010 a grand jury probe was underway . However, the released records contain no 
entries after mid-2010, indicating the case stopped at that point . In the wake of the FOIA 
release, Scientology’s spokeswoman Karin Pouw acknowledges the investigation happened but 
calls its “rapid termination” proof that “no wrong doing” was found, insisting the FBI dropped it 
because the allegations were false . She even claims the FBI agents on the case were “rogue” 
and one was later disciplined (though the FBI did not corroborate that) . Former FBI officials 
have not commented, but the FOIA files solidify that the FBI took the accusations very seriously 
before the plug was pulled . 

Why the Investigation Was Closed 

Despite ample evidence suggesting forced labor, the FBI ultimately closed the case without 
bringing any charges. Several factors help explain why: 

​ •​ Legal/Constitutional Hurdles (Internal Reasons): The most concrete reason 
cited is the First Amendment obstacle. In August 2010 – right as the FBI was preparing a 
possible raid – a federal judge dismissed a related civil suit (Headley v. Church of Scientology) 
on the grounds that Scientology’s practices with its members were religious matters beyond the 
court’s reach . The church successfully argued that Sea Org work rules and discipline (even 
extreme forms like the RPF or The Hole) were part of its core religious exercise. The judge 
wrote that evaluating the reasonableness of those practices would “entangle” the court in 
religious doctrine . This set a powerful precedent: if a civil court couldn’t adjudicate these 
allegations due to religious freedom, a criminal prosecution might be even more difficult, since 
criminal law requires proof beyond a reasonable doubt and the government cannot easily argue 
that a religion’s sanctioned routines are “crime.” As the Tampa Bay Times noted, any criminal 
case would face a higher burden of proof and similarly risk running afoul of First Amendment 
protections . In other words, by late 2010 Justice Department attorneys likely concluded that 
however disturbing the reports, a jury trial might not succeed – the defense would argue that 
Sea Org members consented to a religious lifestyle, and courts historically avoid 
second-guessing religious organizations’ internal affairs (a concept known as the “ministerial 
exception” or ecclesiastical abstention). The U.S. Attorney’s Office in Los Angeles, in 
consultation with DOJ Civil Rights Division in D.C., appears to have made the call to halt the 
investigation rather than pursue indictments that might not stick . The FBI’s own records 
abruptly stop after the grand jury memorandum in May 2010 , implying that somewhere between 
May and September, DOJ decided to stand down. One former Assistant U.S. Attorney, Jeffrey 
Harris, later commented that prosecutors may have worried about establishing “intent and 
knowledge” – i.e. proving that church officials knowingly obtained labor by coercion (given that 



members had signed contracts and made religious vows) . This made the case legally complex 
and novel. 

​ •​ Church’s Countermeasures (External Pressures): There are indications that 
external pressure and lobbying by the Church of Scientology influenced the decision to close 
the case. During the investigation, Scientology leadership was not passive; they became aware 
of the FBI inquiry by late 2009 (despite agents’ efforts at secrecy) . The church has a history of 
deploying aggressive legal tactics and leveraging influential allies when facing government 
scrutiny. In this instance, Scientology hired a former Justice Department prosecutor/supervisor 
to reach out to DOJ officials in Washington during the investigation . (The name isn’t public, but 
this individual’s role was essentially to advocate the church’s side or gather intel on the case’s 
status at high levels.) According to former Scientology executive Marty Rathbun, this is a classic 
church strategy: “We would…go immediately to top [government] officials and look for ways to 
influence them. Hire the rainmakers and pay them whatever…An ex-Justice Department official 
in the right ear can derail the whole thing” . Rathbun knew this because, in the 1990s, he 
himself helped Scientology quash investigations by making high-level contacts – for example, 
he and Miscavige famously met with the IRS Commissioner in 1991 to negotiate an end to the 
IRS’s probe of Scientology . In the FBI case, witnesses later heard that “word came from 
Washington” to drop it . Agent Venegas reportedly told one informant that the “hold” on the case 
did “come from Washington” and that she suspected upper management had been “infiltrated” 
or influenced . While no concrete evidence of bribery or improper influence has emerged 
publicly, the timing is notable: the shutdown coincided with Scientology’s legal victory and 
whatever behind-the-scenes lobbying occurred. At a minimum, the church’s adept use of the 
First Amendment as a shield created political pressure – DOJ could fear losing a high-profile 
trial and setting bad precedent. Additionally, once the investigation’s existence leaked in early 
2011 via the press, the FBI may have felt further pressure. According to one report, Agent 
Whitehill was upset that media exposure (Lawrence Wright’s article) had “destroyed years of 
work,” implying it made continuing covert operations impossible . Venegas allegedly blamed 
Wright’s inquiry for “spiking” the case as well . However, informants like Lugli believed the 
decision had been made from above before the leak – and that blaming the press was an 
excuse to cover a decision that was already in place . 

In summary, the official rationale for ending the probe was never formally stated by the FBI 
(which simply does not comment on closed investigations). But investigative journalists and 
involved parties deduced that it was dropped primarily due to concerns that the prosecution 
would not succeed, given the unique religious liberty issues. Those close to the case also 
suspect that Scientology’s leadership mobilized its significant legal/political resources to ensure 
no charges were filed, essentially running out the clock on the FBI’s efforts. 

 

 

 



Indications of a Cover-Up or Suppression 

The abrupt and quiet closure of the case, despite voluminous evidence, has led many to 
question whether there was a cover-up or undue suppression of the investigation. Several 
indicators fuel this suspicion: 

​ •​ High-Level Intervention: Multiple witnesses were explicitly told that Washington, 
D.C. intervened to shut down the investigation. Tiziano Lugli’s account is one: when he spoke to 
Agent Venegas in October 2010, she candidly mentioned “pressure from Washington” leading to 
the case being “spiked” (terminated) . He even asked if the FBI had been “infiltrated from the 
top”, to which Venegas replied “yes” – confirming that the order to end the probe came from 
FBI/DOJ leadership, not the local agents . This suggests that the case did not die of attrition at 
the field office, but was actively halted by higher authority. Whether that decision was purely a 
legal judgment or influenced by outside pressure is debated, but the term “pressure” implies 
external influence or internal politics at play. 

​ •​ Scientology’s Influence Campaign: The Church of Scientology’s known 
behavior in similar situations raises red flags. As mentioned, Marty Rathbun described how he 
and Miscavige in past investigations would go straight to agency heads or government leaders 
to get inquiries squelched . During the 2009–10 FBI probe, the church appears to have followed 
this playbook by engaging a former DOJ insider to communicate with the Justice Department on 
its behalf . While lobbying one’s case is not illegal per se, Scientology’s extreme secrecy and 
history of targeting officials through private investigators, litigation, and PR campaigns make any 
behind-the-scenes contact suspect. It is known, for example, that around that time the church’s 
attorneys were raising the First Amendment defense aggressively in court and likely did so in 
discussions with DOJ as well . Former Scientology spokesman Mike Rinder believes officials 
were subtly warned off the case: “What [Scientology reps] say to them is, ‘Do you really want to 
devote your career to this? It’ll go nowhere. It’s not worth the heartache.’” . In Rinder’s view, 
such whispered dissuasion is how the church convinces authorities to back off . The end result – 
no charges, and very little explanation – fits the pattern of a successful influence campaign. 

​ •​ Secrecy and Denial: Another hallmark of a cover-up is lack of transparency. 
Indeed, after the investigation ended, no public announcement was made. The FBI refused to 
even acknowledge the probe when asked . It only became generally known because of leaks to 
journalists in 2011. The church, for its part, took a stance of total denial – officials claimed the 
investigation “never occurred” and was a fiction until the FOIA files proved otherwise . Even 
then, the church sought to discredit the investigation by labeling the agents “rogue” . It is highly 
unusual for a major FBI human trafficking investigation, involving months of work and dozens of 
witnesses, to result in nothing without any official statement. Some observers interpret this 
silence as an attempt to bury the matter quietly so as not to embarrass either the FBI (for 
dropping it) or the church (by airing the allegations further). In contrast, had the FBI believed the 
allegations were clearly unfounded, one might expect a public exoneration statement. Instead, 
the case files were locked away until persistent FOIA efforts pried them loose years later . 



​ •​ Parallel with Past Cover-ups: Those familiar with Scientology note that this 
wouldn’t be the first time serious accusations against the church were abruptly dropped. A 
parallel is often drawn to the 1993 IRS tax exemption deal – after years of the IRS fighting 
Scientology’s tax-evasion schemes, a sudden closed-door settlement granted the church 
tax-exempt status, halting all IRS investigations. Marty Rathbun (who negotiated that deal) later 
admitted they leveraged personal meetings and pressure on IRS leadership to achieve that 
outcome . While the contexts differ, the core tactic – going over the heads of rank-and-file 
investigators to strike a deal or apply pressure at the top – appears similar. In 2010, if 
Scientology managed to convince DOJ officials that prosecuting would be a quagmire (or even 
hinted at political consequences), it might have effectively neutralized the FBI’s work without any 
public fanfare. 

In summary, strong circumstantial evidence suggests the investigation’s termination was not 
merely a routine decision based on evidence, but involved intervention from FBI/DOJ leadership 
potentially swayed by Scientology’s influence. The term “cover-up” could apply insofar as the full 
story of why no charges were filed has never been officially told. However, it is important to note 
that no concrete proof has emerged of illegal interference – it may have been a more subtle 
form of institutional suppression, where the combination of Scientology’s aggressive defense 
and the government’s risk-aversion led to a quiet shutdown. The result is that many details (e.g. 
the identities of those who might have been indicted, or whether a raid plan was actually 
green-lit) remain suppressed from the public record. 

Final Outcomes and Conclusions 

No Criminal Charges: The FBI’s human trafficking case against the Church of Scientology 
ended with no indictments. By late 2010, the grand jury was disbanded and agents were 
reassigned. In FBI terminology, the case was likely closed as “unfounded” or “prosecution 
declined” (the exact wording is unknown due to redactions). Essentially, the government 
decided not to move forward, and thus no formal conclusion on the merits of the allegations was 
reached in court. As a result, the Church of Scientology and its officials faced no criminal 
penalties from this inquiry. It is important to clarify that not being charged is not the same as 
being exonerated – it often means the evidence, while concerning, was deemed insufficient 
under the law or circumstances to prosecute. From what has been reported, it appears the FBI 
gathered substantial evidence of abuse but doubted it could win a conviction under statutes 
available at the time . The federal human trafficking statutes (forced labor, peonage, etc.) had 
rarely if ever been applied to a religious group’s practices, and doing so would have set a 
precedent. The final internal assessment likely was that the risk of failure or reversal was too 
high. Thus, the case was stopped “without finding of wrongdoing” in a legal sense . 

Church’s Response: The Church of Scientology has consistently maintained that the 
allegations were false and driven by disgruntled ex-members. After the FOIA files came out in 
2017, Scientology representatives emphasized that the investigation’s closure is vindication, 
pointing out that it was closed roughly “seven years ago with no finding of wrongdoing” . The 
church highlighted that no charges were filed, and thus, in their view, the government found 
nothing actionable. Karin Pouw, the spokesperson, even suggested the investigation was the 



work of a couple of “rogue agents” acting on a biased agenda, noting one agent was later 
disciplined (though she provided no specifics and the FBI did not confirm this claim) . The 
church characterizes all the ex-witnesses as liars with axes to grind, and it regularly points to the 
Headley civil case dismissal as legal affirmation that Sea Org members were not victimized (the 
court did not actually rule on abuse facts, only on the inability to adjudicate due to First 
Amendment). In essence, Scientology’s final word is that authorities thoroughly examined these 
trafficking accusations and found them meritless – a narrative that the released FBI files only 
partially support (they show the FBI took the claims very seriously, but not why it stopped). 

Whistleblower and Victim Accounts: Many former Scientologists who cooperated with the FBI 
were disheartened by the outcome. Several of them later spoke out in media and 
documentaries, continuing to allege that serious abuses occurred and were never punished. For 
instance, ex-Sea Org member Amy Scobee said she only broke her silence about the FBI probe 
in 2011 because “I didn’t hear anything for a year and I got fed up. They’re either going to do 
something or they’re not” . To this day, these whistleblowers maintain that Scientology got away 
with holding people against their will, and they express frustration that justice was not served. 
The silver lining, some note, is that the very act of the FBI investigating validated their 
experiences – it is now a matter of public record that the U.S. government found their accounts 
credible enough to pursue. Additionally, their cooperation helped inform the world; for example, 
details unearthed by the FBI later appeared in high-profile exposes (The New Yorker, Going 
Clear documentary, Leah Remini’s TV series) which have put pressure on Scientology’s 
practices. John Brousseau’s evidence of Sea Org forced labor on private luxuries became 
widely cited, and Mike Rinder’s and Marty Rathbun’s descriptions of captivity and abuse at The 
Hole have been substantiated by multiple sources . Thus, while the FBI investigation did not 
result in prosecutions, it significantly contributed to the growing body of evidence and public 
awareness regarding Scientology’s alleged human rights violations. 

Regulatory and Civil Aftermath: No other government agency has brought a case similar to 
the FBI’s against Scientology since 2010. However, the allegations have resurfaced in other 
arenas. In subsequent years, civil lawsuits have been filed by former members accusing the 
church of trafficking and forced labor (for example, a 2022 lawsuit by former Sea Org children 
alleges forced child labor and abuse, naming David Miscavige as a defendant) . These cases 
face the same religious freedom challenges and are ongoing. Lawmakers and human rights 
advocates have occasionally called for investigations into Scientology’s treatment of members, 
but no new criminal probe is known publicly. The FBI has never reopened the 2009 case, and 
when asked, they neither confirm nor deny if any current investigation is active (standard policy) 
. Essentially, the final official stance is that the 2009–2010 FBI investigation is closed with no 
further action, and the Department of Justice has not pursued the matter further. Unofficially, the 
conclusion many draw is that Scientology’s Sea Org practices do fit the pattern of human 
trafficking (as evidenced by the FBI’s detailed findings), but exploiting volunteer religious 
workers occupies a legal gray area that the U.S. justice system has so far been reluctant to 
penetrate. As one former law enforcement official lamented, “If this was any other organization 
keeping hundreds of people laboring under these conditions, there likely would have been 
indictments – but because it’s a church, they escaped scrutiny” . 



In Conclusion, the 2009 FBI case (No. 50-LA-254214) represents a thorough yet ultimately 
abortive attempt to hold the Church of Scientology accountable for alleged human trafficking 
and forced labor. The investigation gathered compelling testimony that Scientology’s Sea Org 
was run in a manner consistent with trafficking: involuntary servitude through psychological 
coercion and physical restraint . The probe identified specific perpetrators and victims and even 
moved toward a grand jury, indicating the FBI’s belief that crimes had occurred. Nevertheless, 
the combined power of Scientology’s legal defences (invoking religious protection) and strategic 
pressure resulted in the case being dropped before it could reach a courtroom. There is no 
evidence of an outright illegal “cover-up” by authorities, but there was clearly a suppression of 
the case – whether driven by legal prudence, political calculation, or external influence. The 
FBI’s final position was to step away; no formal report was published to validate the victims or to 
charge the church. As of the latest information, the allegations remain unresolved in the eyes of 
the law. Critics view the outcome as a de facto cover-up of abuses by means of legal 
technicalities and influence, while the Church of Scientology views it as complete exoneration. 
The truth of the matter, preserved in interview transcripts and FBI memos now in the public 
domain, strongly suggests that serious abuses did occur – but proving them in court was 
deemed too great a challenge. The 2009 FBI human trafficking investigation thus ended not with 
a bang, but with a silent withdrawal, leaving a controversial chapter in both Scientology’s history 
and the FBI’s records. 

Sources: Official FBI records released via FOIA ; U.S. court documents (Headley v. Church of 
Scientology) ; investigative reports by the Tampa Bay Times , The New Yorker , The Daily 
Telegraph , and The Village Voice ; as well as first-hand accounts from former Scientology 
insiders (Rathbun, Rinder, Scobee, Brousseau) documented in media interviews . All 
corroborate the existence of the FBI’s 2009–2010 human trafficking investigation and shed light 
on its findings and mysterious termination. 

 


