Beheading of Taliban would be war crime - HRW
Reuters
06/23/2004

KABUL - The reported beheading of Taliban prisoners by Afghan forces this week would be a war crime and the troops and commanders responsible should be put on trial, a leading U.S.-based rights group said on Wednesday.

Namatullah Tokhi, commander of the Afghan government's 27th division in southern Zabul province, said on Tuesday that soldiers there beheaded four Taliban fighters a day earlier after guerrillas cut off the heads of an Afghan interpreter for U.S.-led forces and an Afghan government soldier.

Summary executions of prisoners were a serious violation of the Geneva Conventions and human rights law, said John Sifton, Human Rights Watch representative for Afghanistan.

"If these beheadings actually occurred, it is a very serious incident: the killing of captured prisoners in the context of an international conflict is a war crime," he said.

The soldiers responsible, and the commanders who could have prevented the killings, should be arrested and tried, he said.

"If U.S. or coalition forces were on site during the killings, as they usually are during anti-Taliban operations, and they failed to try to stop the killings, they may be culpable in the crimes as well."

U.S. military spokesman Lieutenant-Colonel Tucker Mansager told a briefing in Kabul that he had no knowledge of any incident in Zabul beyond reports in the media.

Tokhi told Reuters the interpreter and the soldier were beheaded after becoming separated from a patrol of Afghan and U.S.-led foreign troops in the Arghandab district of Zabul. He said government troops later captured and killed four Taliban guerrillas in the same way.

"They cut off their heads with a knife, so when our forces arrested four Taliban, we cut off their heads too," he said.

Contacted again on Wednesday, Tokhi denied speaking to Reuters.

Zabul and adjoining southern provinces have been the scene of bloody clashes between Taliban guerrillas and U.S.-led and government forces since U.S.-led forces overthrew the Taliban in late 2001.

Washington wanted to wipe out al Qaeda, the militant network sheltered by the Taliban and blamed for the September 11, 2001 attacks on the United States.

Taliban fighters have beheaded government soldiers in the past, but it is the first time government forces in Zabul have admitted doing the same, marking the escalation of a brutal conflict that has claimed more than 800 lives since last August.

The Taliban and their Islamic militant allies, including al Qaeda, have declared a holy war against U.S.-led forces and consider foreign and local aid workers legitimate targets as well as foreign and government soldiers and officials.

The guerrillas have vowed to disrupt elections planned for September. In late May, in a bid to improve conditions for the polls, soldiers from the 20,000-strong U.S.-led force in Afghanistan launched a sweeping campaign against the militants in the southern provinces, including Zabul.

U.S. forces said they killed more than 80 guerrillas and arrested 90, but militant attacks have continued, raising concern as to whether the polls can be held on time.
