May 21, 2008

Hussein Aide Faces Accusers in Trial on Mass Execution 

By STEPHEN FARRELL
BAGHDAD — Tariq Aziz, the diplomat who served as the public face of Saddam Hussein’s government, appeared in court on Tuesday accused of being part of a “systematic campaign” to kill Iraqi merchants. The deaths, prosecutors said, amounted to crimes against humanity.

Mr. Aziz, 72, could face the death penalty if he is convicted of having had a role in the 1992 execution of 42 Baghdad merchants who were accused of profiteering on foodstuffs in defiance of the government’s strict price controls, while Iraq was subject to United Nations sanctions.

At a hearing in the American-controlled Green Zone here, Mr. Aziz denied the charges and said the trial, before the same judge who had sentenced Saddam Hussein to death, was a “plot of personal revenge.”

The prosecutor, Adnan Ali, said that after the merchants had been killed, their families were refused permission to bury them. He called on the court to subject Mr. Aziz and the seven other defendants to “suitable punishment that will ease the hearts of widows and the oppressed.”

He said: “There was a systematic campaign planned under the cover of darkness. Its villains were members of the Revolutionary Command Council and security agencies.”

Abdul-Amir Jabbar Nadir, a witness, said his father and one of his brothers were among the merchants executed, and that a funeral was not allowed. 

Mr. Aziz gave himself up to American forces in April 2003. 

He said he was proud of his membership in the Baath Party and Mr. Hussein’s Revolutionary Command Council, telling the court, “This is a selective process wrought by the personal motivations of those intent on destroying Aziz.”

The other defendants include Mr. Hussein’s half brother Watban Ibrahim al-Hassan, the former interior minister, and his cousin Ali Hassan al-Majid, known as Chemical Ali. The latter has already been sentenced to death for his role in the Baathist government’s Anfal campaign of persecution against the Kurds.

Meanwhile, the Iraqi cabinet condemned an American soldier who had used a copy of the Koran for target practice, and said that Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki had received an apology by phone from President Bush. 

“The American president apologized on behalf of the United States to the Iraqi people, and he promised to present the soldier to the courts,” said a statement issued by the cabinet. 

American military officials say the soldier was disciplined and removed from Iraq. The White House press secretary, Dana Perino, said Tuesday that the subject was raised in a regular teleconference with Mr. Maliki. 

In the northern town of Dhuluiya, gunmen ambushed and killed four Sunni neighborhood watch guards working with the American troops.

The town lies 50 miles north of Baghdad in Salahuddin Province and is a former stronghold of the Sunni insurgent group Al Qaeda in Mesopotamia. The guards, known as Sons of Iraq, are regularly singled out by insurgents who accuse them of collaborating with the American-led coalition.

Qais Mizher and Mudhafer al-Husaini contributed reporting from Baghdad, and Iraqi employees of The New York Times from Baquba and Tikrit.
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