Head of MI6 Denies Role of Agency in Torture
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LONDON — The head of Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service has joined other senior British government officials in the defense of Britain’s counterterrorism policies, rejecting accusations that his agency has colluded in the torture of terrorist suspects being interrogated abroad.

In an interview broadcast by the BBC on Monday, the official, Sir John Scarlett, said his officers were “as committed to the values and the human rights values of liberal democracy as anybody else.” He said there had been “no torture and no complicity in torture” by Britain’s intelligence agencies, as several former detainees at the United States camp at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, have alleged.

Sir John’s remarks were part of what the BBC described as the first broadcast interview given by a serving head of Britain’s overseas intelligence agency, which is also known as MI6. The interview was part of a radio series on the history of the service. In November, shortly after the service’s 100th anniversary, the MI6 chief will retire and be succeeded by Sir John Sawers, currently Britain’s ambassador to the United Nations.

The interview appeared to be part of a wider effort by the government of Prime Minister Gordon Brown to influence opinion in Britain at a time when pressure has been growing for a judicial inquiry into allegations that British officials from MI6 and its sister agency for domestic intelligence, MI5, knowingly assisted or allowed torture by agents of foreign governments.

Government concern has focused on a lawsuit by Binyam Mohamed, a former Guantánamo detainee now living in Britain, where he gained residency status a year before the Sept. 11, 2001, attacks. His lawyers are fighting in British courts to win the publication of secret correspondence between British and American officials that the lawyers say will show that Britain knew, or had reason to know, that Mr. Mohamed was being tortured while Britain was cooperating with American agencies involved in his custody.

Under pressure from the Obama administration, which has warned that intelligence cooperation between the countries could be affected if the secret documents are released, the government in London has refused to make the documents public. In the past week, two parliamentary committees have joined the battle.

Last week, the joint human rights committee of the House of Commons and the House of Lords said that there was a “disturbing number of credible allegations” of British complicity in the torture of detainees held abroad, and urged the government to order a public inquiry. The Commons’ Foreign Affairs Committee followed with a report saying that it, too, had “grave concerns” that British intelligence officers may have been involved, at least indirectly, in detainees’ mistreatment.

The Ethiopian-born Mr. Mohamed, 31, was arrested at an airport in Karachi, Pakistan, in 2002 carrying a false British passport, and American officials have said that he trained at a camp in Afghanistan, run by Al Qaeda, for a plot aimed at detonating a “dirty bomb” in the United States. But charges against him were dropped in 2008 when prosecutors at Guantánamo acknowledged that evidence against him had been acquired, in part, during the interrogation of another detainee that involved use of the simulated-drowning technique known as waterboarding.

After his return to Britain this year, Mr. Mohamed claimed he was tortured in Pakistan, Afghanistan and Morocco while in American custody, and when he was being transferred under the rendition program adopted by the Bush administration after the Sept. 11 attacks. He has said that questions put to him while he was being held in Pakistan and Morocco could only have been based on information provided by British intelligence agencies.

Mr. Mohamed said he was abused at Guantánamo as well, and has asked a federal court in Washington to preserve “photographic evidence” that he says shows him being “savagely beaten.” American officials have denied any abuse.

British officials have also denied his accusations and said the fact that an MI5 official, who met Mr. Mohamed while he was held in Pakistan, later visited Morocco three times while he was a prisoner there was unrelated to his case.

But even as it has stood its ground in rejecting the release of the secret British-American correspondence in the case, the government has adopted a parallel strategy of arguing that protecting Britain against terrorist attacks required “realism” in the country’s intelligence exchanges with other governments.

The argument was put squarely in an article published over the weekend in The Sunday Telegraph in which two of the most senior ministers in the cabinet, Home Secretary Alan Johnson and Foreign Secretary David Miliband, argued that Britain’s intelligence agencies had “hard choices” to make in striking the balance between human rights and the country’s security.

“When detainees are held by our police or armed forces we can be sure how they are treated, and whether our standards are met,” they said. “By definition, we cannot have that same level of assurance when they are held by foreign governments, whose obligations and practices may differ from our own.

“Yet intelligence from overseas is critical to our success in stopping terrorism,” they continued. “All the most serious plots and attacks in the U.K. in this decade have had significant links abroad.”

The theme was echoed in the BBC interview with Sir John.

“We are an independent service working to our own laws — nobody’s else’s — and to our own values,” he said, noting, however, that MI6 officers had to weigh their decisions carefully in dealing with foreign intelligence agencies. “They also have the responsibility to protect the country against terrorism, and these issues need to be debated and understood in that context.”
Copyright 2009 The New York Times Company
