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Abu Ghraib

Of all of the recent developments in Iraq, the reports and images of abuse at the Abu Ghraib prison are perhaps the most disturbing. I viewed the photos personally and was appalled. These acts of abuse are disgraceful, and they will seriously undermine our efforts in Iraq and, ultimately, our national security. Moreover, because these shameful actions were not limited to our armed forces, they raise disturbing questions about what standard of accountability, if any, the private contractors stationed in the region will be held to.

I recently authored a letter to the General Accounting Office (GAO) requesting an independent, nonpartisan investigation into the Department of Defense's (DOD) increased reliance on private contractors to carry out security duties. Prior to revelations about prisoner abuse at Abu Ghraib, few people realized that the DOD employs private contractors for the purpose of interrogating prisoners and providing security. The letter was cosigned by 105 House members, and the GAO has agreed to investigate this situation.

I also authored an amendment to the National Defense Authorization Act of 2005 to ensure that civilian contractors are not above the law. The amendment would have clarified that the Military Extraterritorial Jurisdiction Act (MEJA) applies to all civilian contractors supporting US military missions overseas, even if they are subcontractors or foreign nationals. It also would have delineated the enforcement responsibilities of the Departments of Justice and Defense. Unfortunately, the Rules Committee decided not to allow the House to debate this amendment. I have introduced the amendment as a stand-alone bill, HR 4390, and have also introduced a companion bill, HR 4749, which would set standards for contracting and require that the government collect basic information from its contractors to ensure accountability. I will be working to enact both into law in the remaining months of the 108th Congress.

I am frustrated that the Republican leadership in the House has argued for doing as little as possible in response to the Abu Ghraib scandal. Thus far, the House Armed Services Committee has limited itself to one public and one closed-door hearing on the matter. The Senate Armed Services Committee, on the other hand, has announced a series of hearings aimed at determining responsibility for the scandal. A dozen top military and civilian officials are expected to testify as part of a wide-ranging probe into all aspects of detainee operations in Iraq. I will continue to press for the House Armed Services Committee to do the same. 
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