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The British military and government insist that the rules 
of war apply to them and that it is in everyone’s interest 
to ensure any wrongdoing is punished and stamped 
out. But righteous words must be followed up with 
determined action. This report sets out in detail how  
the military’s actions, or lack thereof, demonstrate a 
systemic unwillingness to prosecute Special Forces 
personnel, reinforcing what many of them appeared to 
believe on the ground – that they were and are, at least 
in conflict zones, above the law.

Working in collaboration with BBC Panorama, whilst 
maintaining editorial independence, Action on Armed 
Violence (AOAV) has unearthed new evidence of 
multiple extrajudicial killings carried out by British 
Special Forces in Afghanistan. A special hour-long 
documentary has been broadcast, coinciding with the 
publication of this report. 

In the programme, eyewitnesses described how they’d 
seen their loved ones surrender to the British forces, 
before they were handcuffed and shot.

These incidents were suspected to be extrajudicial 
killings at the time and were flagged as of deep concern 
by senior officers within UK Special Forces (UKSF). 
Official accounts from soldiers justifying such lethal 

violence were not deemed credible. Partnering Afghan 
troops even ceased to accompany certain UKSF units 
because they refused to be part of “assassination” 
squads. And UKSF members joked over email about 
“the latest massacre” and the barefaced implausibility 
of their official stories. 

Military reports indicate that one SAS unit may have 
unlawfully killed 54 people in one six-month tour. 

The official reports of these killings all followed a similar 
narrative. During a night raid of a compound,1 the 
narrative went: an adult Afghan male – a man who had 
already been detained – was led back inside a building 
to ensure the house was clear of explosives or other 
combatants. The detainee, who would’ve been 
unarmed and with guns pointing at him, would then 
reach for a weapon, usually from behind a “curtain” or 
a “mattress”, in an apparent suicidal last-ditch attempt 
to kill his captors. His life was ended.

Such a story of a death played out across numerous 
reports and repeated with little in terms of variation or 
alteration. Such stories also formed a huge departure 
from previous behaviour by Taliban detainees and 
made little sense. It was common knowledge, much to 
the frustration of UKSF troopers, that many of those 

1. INTRODUCTION

Whatever we do, though, I can tell you the Brits and 
the US are far, far worse.
Australian Special Air Service (SAS) whistleblower.

We’re the only country in the Five Eyes who has not 
prosecuted someone for doing something wrong in 
Afghanistan. Do we therefore think: ‘hmmm, all of 
our blokes didn’t succumb to the pressure that other 
countries did?’ or do we think ‘we might have a bit  
of a problem with our investigatory standards?’
Johnny Mercer MP.

“
“
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captured would be released in a few weeks’ time once 
they were handed over to Afghan authorities. Living to 
fight another day was far more preferable in such 
circumstances, not to die in a futile assault.

Faced with concerns over these deaths, alongside the 
hard-to-explain changes in detainee behaviour, a very 
senior UKSF officer was to launch a review of the 
procedure. The findings were to detail a concerning 
pattern, one where the number of those killed exceeded 
the number of weapons discovered. Crucially, it was to 
become clear that those who raised a red flag internally 
within UKSF did not push their concerns outside the 
hallowed walls of the Special Forces, such as to the 
Service Police. Such inertia constituted a passive form 
of concealment that almost certainly allowed additional 
preventable deaths to occur. 

Despite all the contemporaneous evidence, the 
subsequent historical enquiry into these alleged 
extrajudicial killings, Operation Northmoor, was one 
beset by a litany of failures. Basic investigatory practices 
were inexplicably skipped. Key witnesses were never 
interviewed, relevant data was recovered from deletion 
and then ignored. Even aerial video footage, potentially 
of some of the fatal shootings, wasn’t viewed by 
detectives. Experts told us this could not have been 
down to collective ineptitude by the dozens of 
detectives but rather “interference from above”. 

The latter sections of this report dive into the broader 
questions of how this culture of murderous impunity 
could ever have arisen. We ask: what is it about UKSF 
that could have allowed this to happen? We discuss the 
cultures of impunity and competitiveness, the raised 
frequency of night raids, based on increasingly shaky 
intelligence, and the emotional and physical strain that 
would drive troopers to exhaustion. Then we consider 
the profound privilege and influence that UKSF leaders 
have within the military and political world that put them 
beyond the normal boundaries of scrutiny. 

We demonstrate how the Service Police are often 
hamstrung in attempts to investigate wrongdoing, 
particularly of the “blue-eyed boys” of UKSF. We 
examine the data of Service Police investigations to 
find a shockingly low rate of allegations that were 
actually investigated and even fewer that led to 
prosecutions. Recent scandals and reforms suggest 
this problem will only get worse. 

We then consider the Special Forces of other nations, 
particularly the other members of the “tribe” in Afghanistan,  
the US and Australia, to compare their alleged misconduct 
but also their systems of oversight and reform. 

We find that the UK’s problems are certainly not unique. 
But what sets Britain apart is the total lack of recognition 
of systemic problems and a failure to properly seek 
justice for those harmed by the Special Forces. 

Our investigation has spanned over 18 months. Sparked 
by the revelations of systemic cover-ups of extrajudicial 
killings and a toxic culture within Australian Special 
Forces, we set out to find as many relevant sources 
who knew the world of UK Special Forces. This led to a 
collaboration with the BBC Panorama team, combining 
our resources to chase every available lead. 

AOAV identified and contacted more than 330 relevant 
people. We knew we were playing a numbers game. 
Typically, we were met by a wall of silence. Some 
responded threateningly, others cited the Official 
Secrets Act. But over time, we managed to develop 
relationships and conduct conversations with more 
than 75 confidential sources. These included: former 
UKSF commandos that were in Afghanistan during the 
peak of fighting, members of the Special Forces 
Support Group, those who worked with both UKSF and 
Afghan civil society, as part of the Provisional 
Reconstruction Team and Stabilisation Unit, Afghan 
commandos that went with UKSF on night raids, 
interpreters that worked with UKSF, RMP officers who 
were in Afghanistan, former military legal advisors and 
diplomats, those who specialised in investigating 
civilian casualties in Afghanistan, former District 
Governors in Helmand and experts on the conduct of 
Australian and US special forces, among others. 

The Panorama programme itself is the culmination of a 
four-year investigation. The team has spoken to dozens 
of military insiders, including eyewitnesses and military 
police investigators, and obtained hundreds of operational 
accounts and Special Forces internal documents.

Our investigation concludes with a call for more 
independent oversight of the UK’s Special Forces and a 
thorough inquiry into the failures of Operation Northmoor. 
We do so in the belief that Britain’s criticism of war 
criminals – such as in Russia – can only retain international 
potency if its own alleged crimes are fully investigated.
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SAS badge

Analysis of official ISAF accounts, contact with military, 
NGO and medical workers working in Helmand at the 
time and visits made by BBC Panorama journalists to 
sites of killings in Helmand, including interviews with 
eyewitnesses, have unearthed new evidence of multiple 
extrajudicial killings carried out by British Special Forces 
in Afghanistan.

At least nine incidents of concern, all involving the same 
SAS squadron on the same tour, have been identified. 
That squadron has been linked to the unlawful killing of 
54 people. Here we contrast the incidents of each night 
raid, as described by Panorama, with the official ISAF 
record at the time.

29th NOV 2010 – ONE KILLED, 
SEVERAL DETAINED
Nahr-e Saraj district, Helmand

On 29th November 2010, the SAS squadron conducted 
a night raid in Nawroz village, Gereshk District (also 
known as Nahr-e Saraj). They detained and handcuffed 
Haji Ibrahim – a former district governor and deputy 

police chief who had worked alongside the British. Haji 
Ibrahim was then sent back into the building, ostensibly 
to help with the search. An official military report of the 
operation states that he was shot and killed after he 
pulled out a hand grenade.

His family say there were no weapons at the property 
and that Haji Ibrahim was executed. They describe how 
he was found with his hand still bound by plasticuffs, 
with bullet injuries to his face and chest. He had also 
suffered numerous significant dog bites to his upper 
body. 

Several members of the family who were detained that 
night were subsequently released without charge. The 
youngest was 15 years old. Serious concerns were raised 
by the Provincial Governor and President at the time. 

We understand this incident was one of the first of a 
pattern of incidents that were later reviewed, and one 
that bore a number of hallmarks of implausible accounts 
that were to become a cause for suspicion and concern. 
The alleged grenade the justified the killing of a detainee 
by Special Forces; the detainee made to go back inside 
supposedly to aid a search only to then grab a weapon; 
the arrestee who chose to die in a suicidal lunge rather 
than live to fight another day. 

Abdul Ali, a nephew of Haji Ibrahim, was also detained 
as part of the operation. He was to give his version of 
events to Panorama as to what took place: “They 
handcuffed us and stood us against the wall. They 
handcuffed Haji Ibrahim too. They told Haji Ibrahim to 
go into the room because they wanted to search it. 
They told Haji Ibrahim to lift up the curtain. When he 
entered the room, there were shots. So we knew Haji 
Ibrahim had been killed.”

Haji Ibrahim’s son, Abdul Wali, described finding his 
father’s body the following day: “His hands were tied at 
the front. He’d been killed. They had shot him in the 
corner of his eye, and later they had fired a shot at my 
father’s chest.” 

When asked whether there were any weapons in their 
home, Abdul Wali responded: “No, we did not have 
anything like that at home. And nothing was found. A 
couple of nights before, they came and searched the 
whole house, but they did not find anything.”  

2. HOW ALLEGED EXTRAJUDICIAL KILLINGS TOOK PLACE
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ISAF public record: 
“After surrounding the compound, the joint security 
force called-out to the compound’s inhabitants, 
allowing them to exit peacefully. Eight women and 
eight children responded to the call-out and were 
protected for the duration of the operation. As the 
security force began to search the compound, an 
insurgent attempted to engage the force with a 
grenade and was killed. During the search of the 
compound, the security force found several men 
who were suspected to be insurgents. Also found 
in the compound were IED components and 
explosive detonators which were safely destroyed 
by the joint force prior to departing. After initial 
questioning, Afghan authorities detained the 
suspected insurgents and they were taken by 
Afghan authorities for further questioning.”

15th JAN 2011 – ONE KILLED
Sangin district, Helmand

On 15th January 2011, the squadron killed another 
detainee in Sangin district after he was sent back inside, 
ostensibly to help clear a building. An operational report 
states the man in question reached behind a mattress 
and pulled out a grenade, and that the ‘insurgent’ was 
fatally shot as he threw the grenade. Again, the grenade 
caused no injuries to the forces present. 

Military experts and those who’ve served with UKSF 
told Panorama and this investigation this seems a 
deeply suspect version of events, and that any British 
officer signing off such a report would have known that.
 

ISAF public record: 
“Upon arrival and securing of the compound, 
Afghan security forces conducted a call-out 
allowing the occupants to exit peacefully. This 
resulted in two women and four children exiting 
peacefully and being protected during the 
operation. Two men also exited during the call-out. 
One man was detained and the other led the joint 
force into a building. As he led the force into one of 
the rooms, he reached behind a mattress, pulled 
out a hand grenade, and attempted to throw it in 
the direction of the joint force. The insurgent was 
shot and killed as he threw the grenade. The joint 
force took cover as the grenade exploded. No 

injuries were reported. After initial questioning, the 
detainee was taken by Afghan authorities for 
processing and further questioning.”

7th FEB 2011 – TWO KILLED
Kajaki district, Helmand

On 7th February 2011, during an operation in Kajaki 
district another detainee was sent back inside, 
supposedly to check a building. The official report of 
the operation states that, when he emerged from the 
building, he attempted to engage the patrol with an AK 
rifle. He was shot dead as a result.

ISAF public record: 
“Acting on multiple intelligence reports and tips from 
local citizens, the force moved towards a compound 
associated with the target. They initiated an Afghan-
led call-out to give the occupants of the compound 
a chance to exit safely. A man, several women and 
children exited the building while under protection of 
the patrol. During the call-out, the force noticed an 
insurgent inside the building aiming a rifle at them. 
The insurgent posed an immediate threat to the 
patrol and the women and children, and was killed 
with aimed shots. The male who exited the building 
was sent into another building to bring out anybody 
that might be inside. When he emerged from the 
building, he attempted to engage the patrol with a 
rifle. He was shot and killed by the patrol. During a 
search of the area, the patrol discovered two AK-47 
rifles and associated ammunition.”

7th FEB 2011 – NINE KILLED
Dasht, Nad Ali district, Helmand

Also on the 7th February 2011, the SF squadron killed nine  
people in a guesthouse during a raid on the village in the 
Dasht area of Nad Ali. An operational report says they 
were insurgents who were killed after opening fire, but 
only three AK-47 rifles were recovered. The family deny 
there were any weapons, and say the men were executed 
unarmed, positioned close to the floor. Military experts 
have told Panorama that far from a fire-fight, the bullet 
marks in the guesthouse are more consistent with a 
number of people being shot from above at close range, 
while they were lying down or kneeling. Royal Military 
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Police investigators believed the location of the bullet 
marks undermined the version of events given by UKSF. 

Habibullah’s family live in the house which was raided 
that night. Two of Habibullah’s sons were killed during 
the raid, along with their seven guests. He described to 
the Panorama team how the troops had surrounded his 
home and approached the guest room: “The British 
men came through this way. They shot it here and shot 
the gate there. They came from both ways.”

Habibullah explained how he suffered abuses at the 
hands of the troops, when they entered the main house 
(where he was sleeping with the rest of his family): “They 
took me outside, blindfolded me and took off my shirt. 
They hit me with a gun and I fell down [unconscious]. 
When I woke up, I was naked. And there were so many 
English men here in this home.”

Habibullah showed where his sons were lying when he 
found them: “These are the bullet marks. He was shot 
lying here. Look at this, my elder son was lying there. 
This is the bullet mark.”

ISAF public record: 
“Acting on multiple intelligence reports and tips 
from local citizens, the force moved towards a 
compound associated with Bahaar. Afghan forces 
initiated a call-out for the inhabitants to exit the 
compound safely. There was no response from the 
building. As the force entered the compound, 
several insurgents opened fire. The joint force 
returned fire killing several insurgents. A search  
of the compound led to the discovery of several  
AK-47 rifles, associated ammunition and IED  
components.”

9th FEB 2011 – EIGHT KILLED
Khwaja Dad, Musa Qala district, Helmand

On 9th February 2011, eight Afghan men were killed 
during an SAS operation in the village of Khwaja Dad, 
Musa Qala. Seven of them were shot dead in the vicinity 
of the guesthouse, including a 15-year-old boy. The 
eighth was shot dead after being taken back inside the 
main building, reportedly to help with a search. 

Special Forces claimed to have recovered four AK-47 

rifles from the scene. An operational report from the 
time explains this discrepancy by saying that four of the 
men were already dead when the force entered the 
guesthouse. The report further claimed that the eighth 
man had been detained and then sent back inside the 
building to move the curtain so the soldiers could see 
into the building. When the man exited the building, he 
attempted to engage the patrol with an AK rifle. As he 
posed a threat, he was shot and killed. 

Such squadron operational reporting was apparently 
met with disbelief by senior members of UKSF in the 
hours following the raid. The family themselves insist 
that none of the men in the guesthouse were armed; 
they do not believe that four were already dead when 
the SAS entered the guesthouse. 

Their testimony is further supported by the bullet marks, 
and their description of all seven bodies in the 
guesthouse lying inside the building with injuries to 
their head and chest. The family’s description is 
consistent with a Special Forces shooting at close 
range while all seven men were inside the guesthouse, 
and not with UKSF’s account that four of the seven 
men were shot in confusion by their own side. Royal 
Military Police investigators came to a similar conclusion 
based on the site photography. 

The family say the eighth man was executed after 
being told to open the curtain in a doorway of the main 
building. They say that he did not attempt to engage 
the force with a rifle, and they believe he posed no 
threat at the time of his shooting. The squadron was 
tasked with targeting a man named Ahmad Shah, who 
ran a bomb-making cell operating in Helmand. 
However, the name is common in Afghanistan, and the 
family believe this to be a case of mistaken identity. 

The same squadron went on to target an Ahmad Shah 
on the 15th February, and kill another man by the name 
of Ahmad Shah on the 16th February, which would 
appear to support the family’s account. 

Daud’s family are tenant farmers, who rent the house 
that was raided that night. Daud lost three of his 
brothers in the operation. The youngest was 15. Daud 
told Panorama how he felt when heavily armed 
Special Forces descended on his home: “When I got 
up, I heard the gunshots which were firing at the room. 
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It was a very terrifying situation. I was so afraid and was 
wondering what was happening.”

Daud showed Panorama journalists the guesthouse, 
where seven people were killed, including two of his 
brothers: “They all were asleep inside this room. The 
bullets hit here on the head of the person [his brother] 
and on the wall too. One of my brothers was killed here, 
the others were killed where they were sleeping.”

The family dispute that anyone at the house that night 
had any weapons: “They had only an old motorcycle, 
apart from that they had nothing else like a weapon. 
They even didn’t have a knife. This wasn’t an ordinary 
event; it was a massacre.”

Each of the men were asked their name: “Then they 
asked my brother his name, and he said Ahmad Shah. 
They had the name of Ahmad Shah in a list. I told them 
that he is my brother and we are civilians. They didn’t 
let me talk and told me I had no right to talk.”

Daud’s brother Ahmad Shah was told to go inside a 
room, through the curtained doorway: “They told him to 
move the curtain. When he did that, they fired at him 
and killed him inside there at the door. They told him to 
move the curtain, then they fired at him.”

Daud thinks it was a case of mistaken identity: “So it 
came to my mind that my brother Ahmad Shah was 
killed instead of another Ahmad Shah.”

ISAF public record: 
“As they approached the site, an armed insurgent 
threatened the patrol and was killed with aimed 
shots. Immediately following the engagement, a 
long burst of automatic gunfire was heard coming 
from another building. As the patrol moved into the 
building, they saw four men who had been shot and 
killed sprawled on the floor and two armed men at 
the back of the room. When the men attempted to 
engage the patrol, they were killed with precise 
shots. It is unclear why the men were killed before 
the patrol entered the room. The joint force moved 
to another building inside the compound and the 
Afghan forces initiated a call-out. Three men, six 
women and nine children exited the building. The 
women and children were protected by the force 

while one of the men was sent back into the building 
to move the curtains so the force could see into the 
building. When the man exited, he attempted to 
engage the force with a rifle. As he posed a threat, 
he was shot and killed. During a search of the area, 
the patrol discovered four AK-47 rifles and 
associated ammunition. One man was detained 
during the operation. He was taken by Afghan 
authorities for processing and further questioning.”

13th FEB 2011 – THREE KILLED
Musa Qala district, Helmand 

On13th February 2011, the squadron killed another 
three men. An operational report says one of the men 
had been detained and was sent back inside the 
building to open the curtains. When he exited, he 
attempted to fire at the force with an AK rifle. He was 
fatally shot as a result. Again, the repeated description 
of the same circumstances which led to the death of a 
detainee used in the operational reporting raised 
suspicions with their Special Forces colleagues. 
 

ISAF public record:
“After an Afghan-led call-out was unsuccessful, the 
force moved to search the buildings. They were 
met by two armed men who attempted to engage 
the patrol. They were killed with aimed shots. Later 
on, a number of women and children exited a 
building followed by two males. The women and 
children were protected while one of the men was 
sent back into the building to open the curtains. 
When he exited, he was carrying a rifle and 
attempted to fire at the force. He was killed with 
aimed shots. During a search of the compound, the 
force discovered three AK-47 rifles and associated 
ammunition. The detainee was taken by Afghan 
authorities for processing and further questioning. 
The weapons were safely destroyed on site.”

16th FEB 2011 – FOUR KILLED
Gawragee, Nawa-I Barakzayi district, 
Helmand

On 16th February 2011, the squadron killed four men 
during a night raid in the village of Gawragee, Nawa-I 
Barakzayi district. An operational summary claimed 
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Mohammad Bang, the father of one of the detainees 
killed told Panorama in 2019: “They tied his hands in 
front of me. If you have tied someone’s hands, how can 
they fight.”

“My whole body was shaking because of the fear. 
Everyone was frightened. All the women and children 
were crying and screaming,” eyewitness and relative of 
deceased Saifullah told BBC Panorama in 2019.

ISAF public record:
“During the operation four men were killed when 
they each presented a separate and immediate 
threat to members of the joint patrol. During a 
search of the compound the force discovered two 
AK-47 rifles, associated ammunition and two 
grenades. The detainee was taken by Afghan 
authorities for processing and further questioning. 
The weapons were safely destroyed on site.”

two of the men were killed after being detained and 
sent back in to search buildings. Special Forces said 
one of them “reached behind a curtain and pulled out a 
hand grenade, which he attempted to throw at British 
forces. The grenade did not detonate. However, British 
forces shot him in self-defence as posing an immediate 
threat to life”. The second man “entered a room in the 
compound and picked up an AK-47 from behind a 
table. British forces shot him in self-defence as posing 
an immediate threat to life.” 

The family dispute this version of events, and deny that 
there were any weapons at their home. They say two of 
the men ran away out of fear, and the other two had 
surrendered and posed no threat when they were shot. 
Multiple sources at the time confirmed the family were 
civilians and raised concerns about their deaths, 
including the Provincial Governor. The Afghan partner 
force also raised their concerns to UKSF in the strongest 
terms. They said that the two detainees had been 
assassinated and that the other two men had been shot 
while running away. This is supported by the family’s 
description of the men’s injuries. 

Saifullah’s uncle, Mohammed Bang, detained during the raid on the family home. Four of his relatives were shot and 
killed by UKSF. Image: BBC.
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12th MARCH 2011 – EIGHT KILLED
Khanano, Sangin district, Helmand

On 12th March 2011, the squadron killed eight members 
of the same family in the village of Khanano, Sangin 
district. Special Forces claimed a small number of small 
arms and grenades had been recovered from the scene. 
The family say several of the men had been detained by 
the troops before being taken back inside and shot. 
They say two of the men killed were found with their 
hands still bound in plasticuffs and that none of the 
men were armed. 

Eight of Haji Sadiquallah’s relatives were killed during 
the operation. He told us: “When they knocked at the 
door, I told them that I was coming. Someone shouted 
and they blasted the door of our house. They hid the 
boys from me and took them to the house. 

“Then the soldiers told them that they wanted to search 
the house. They used it as an excuse to take the boys 
back inside. They killed my son in one room and my 
nephew in another.” 

In response to the military’s assertion that those killed 
were armed insurgents, Haji Sadiquallah said: “There 
was no AK-47, no grenade, no machine gun or any 
other weapon in our house. They just say to exonerate 
themselves. They say that to hide their violence – to 
legitimise what they did.”

Agha Bibi lost four of her brothers that night. She told 
Panorama: “I was their only sister. And I miss their 
smiles and jokes so much. It was very hard; it was like 
our whole world had collapsed. It has been long time, 
but whenever I sit alone, I cannot forget them.”

Haji Sadiquallah’s cousin, Haji Hamidullah, lost his son. 
He showed the Panorama team where his son was shot 
dead, and described finding his body: “It was early in 
the morning. I was the first to come into the room. 
When I walked inside, my son was lying in that place. 
He was shot and killed there. That was the place. This 
was where they had shot him, and he was lying like this. 
He was lying like this.”  

Haji Hamidullah described how the village would be 
forever changed by the events of that night: “Two or 

three families from there, ten families from there, they 
all left this village and never returned. There was such a 
sadness in this village because there were eight funerals 
in one home. It was a great tragedy.” 

ISAF public record: 
“The combined forces made several call outs 
before entering and searching several buildings in 
the compound. The combined security forces were 
engaged with small arms fire and hand grenades. 
The combined forces engaged the threat killing 
several insurgents and detaining several others. 
Operational reports indicated multiple small arms 
weapons and ammunition were recovered by the 
combined security forces. There were no civilian 
casualties as result of this operation.”

1st APRIL 2011 – TWO KILLED
Musa Qala district, Helmand

On 1st April 2011, the squadron killed two more 
detainees who had been sent back inside to search 
buildings. An operational report says one was shot 
when he raised an AK, the other when he tried to throw 
a grenade at the troops. This again caused concern 
among UKSF colleagues. 

ISAF public record: 
“During the detention operation, one insurgent was 
killed when he raised an AK-47 towards the 
combined forces and attempted to engage them. 
Another insurgent was killed when he tried to throw 
a grenade at the combined forces. The combined 
forces also detained several suspected insurgents 
that were taken by Afghan authorities for processing 
and further questioning.” 

Analysis of more raids

AOAV reviewed the ISAF records containing details of 
more than 3,000 operations between December 2009 
and September 2011. These were filtered down to 82 
potential night raids that were conducted in Helmand 
between June 2010 and May 2011. During this period 
in Helmand, we felt the likelihood that these were 
British-led missions was high. 

KILLING IN THE SHADOWS   |  11



From such analysis, there are 44 incidents found where 
insurgents were killed after they “attempted to engage”, 
“showed hostile intent” or “threatened” security forces, 
totalling at least 100 deaths.2 In 18 of these cases, 
when it appears no insurgents fired and were killed, 
there was also no mention of guns or explosives being 
found. These cases resulted in at least 34 deaths. 

It is, of course, plausible that highly trained UKSF 
soldiers were able to kill combatants before they used 
their own weapons. And that in 18 cases, simple errors 
in reporting meant that the weapons that combatants 
attempted, intended or threatened to use against ISAF 
troopers were missed out from the report. However, 
considering the evidence laid out in this report in 
relation to extrajudicial killings, the incidence of which 
was justified in ISAF reports using the same language, 
the list of night raids that require further investigation is 
concerningly long. 

The press releases which were published by ISAF as 
‘Daily Updates’ during the peak years of fighting used 
consistent stock phrases to describe certain situations. 
Analysing the language of the releases, we began to 
see patterns. 

For example, it was usually to the end of a report that 
you would find detail what weapons and drugs were 
found at the site. In many cases, the records consistently 
use the word ‘engage’ or ‘received fire’ to describe 
ISAF troopers being shot at with guns or targeted with 
explosives. Alternatively, insurgents “attempted to 
engage”, “showed hostile intent” or “threatened” 
security forces.

Given the set terminology for when shots are fired or 
explosives are detonated, the use of the above phrases 
suggests individuals were killed without firing a shot 
themselves but, officially, were attempting, intending or 
threatening to.

Extract from summary of 16th February 2011 raid. Credit: BBC.
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As we now know, there was a flurry of UKSF deadly 
night raids in Helmand over a relatively short period 
between late 2010 and early 2011. This did not go 
unnoticed at the time. 

Confidential emails between senior officers within 
UKSF show there was immediate concern, confusion 
and then disbelief in relation to the repeated 
circumstances reported over multiple raids that were 
leading to the shooting of detained suspects. 

As highlighted in the previous section, on repeated 
occasions a suspected Taliban member, who had 
already been detained, was then led back inside a 
building to ensure the house was clear of explosives or 
other combatants. The detainee, who would’ve been 
unarmed and with guns pointed at him, would then 
reach for a weapon, in some cases from behind a 
“curtain” or a “mattress” in an apparent suicidal last-
ditch attempt to kill his captors. 

Due to the large number of deaths that this practice, or 
tactical technique/procedure (TTP), was leading to, a 
review of its efficacy was ordered in early April 2011. 
This TTP Review would prove to be a critical piece of 
contemporaneous evidence gathering. But two months 
before this internal review was launched, concerns 
were being raised about the number of fatalities (or 

EKIAs – enemies killed in action) resulting from these 
night raids. 

These concerns, however, were not raised or received 
with enough urgency to potentially prevent subsequent 
deaths in February, March and April 2011. 

This section, analysing documents the MOD was forced 
to disclose as part of the Saifullah judicial review 
application, will attempt to outline who knew what 
when – when concerns were raised by different actors 
in and around the UKSF hierarchy and what action, if 
any, was taken. 

Concerns were raised during this bloody 
period

On the 9th of February 2011, a Lieutenant Colonel,  
who received daily Situation Reports (SITREPs) and 
Significant Incident Reports (SIRs) from UKSF raids, 
noted in an email that it was “quite incredible” the 
number of detainees that the SF unit “send back into a 
building who then decide to the weapons/grenades 
and engage the [redacted] knowing that it will achieve 
nothing.”

To which the Operations Chief of Staff, who had 
oversight and management of all the unit’s operations 

3. WHO KNEW WHAT WHEN? 
PREVENTABLE DEATHS AND PASSING THE BUCK

I find it depressing that it has come to this… 
Ultimately a massive failure of leadership. If we 
don’t believe this, then no one else will and when 
the next Wikileaks occurs then we will be dragged 
down with them.
Operations Chief of Staff within UKSF in an email to another officer, 
9th February 2011.

The guys appear to be beyond reproach. Astonishing.
Commanding Officer of a sub-unit within UKSF, in an email to another 
officer, 16th February 2011.

“
“
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British soldier fighting in Afghanistan. Credit: Defence Images.

Five days on from the first email, the 14th February, the 
Lieutenant Colonel forwarded on a ‘storyboard’ (a 
chronological description) of a recent fatal night raid. 
This time, he was theorising about how the TTP method 
of returning into a building might actually be a setup to 
provide the necessary legal grounds for shooting a 
suspect. 

He wrote: “Yet another B [Afghan civilian] who after 
being sent back into the A [building] (and being fully 
aware of being outnumbered) returns with a weapon! 
Do you think that they ask the Bs to go in and bring any 
weapons they may have out…thereby setting the 
conditions for their execution?”

The Chief of Staff replied: “It’s a good point. There 
appears to be a causal disregard for life, COIN [counter-
insurgency] principles and credible reporting.”4

So, at this stage, officers within UKSF were struggling 
to believe the credibility of these accounts, particularly 
when it came to the motivation of the detainees. They 
were described as “executions”. Yet, at this juncture, 
nothing was reported further up the chain or referred to 
the military police. 

and reports directly to this officer, replied: “stats from 
[redacted] proudly comparing the [redacted] EKIA rate 
to [redacted] and claiming that they kill more insurgents.” 

He added: “I find it depressing that it has come to this… 
Ultimately a massive failure of leadership. If we don’t 
believe this, then no one else will and when the next 
Wikileaks occurs then we will be dragged down with 
them.”

His emotional reaction to this pattern of death is 
understandable when we consider its implications: that 
UKSF troopers were proudly and competitively 
comparing kill counts of targets they were, by all official 
accounts, supposed to be detaining. 

It is worth reiterating here that these missions were not 
officially intended to result in the death of the targets. 
These night raids were “High Risk Arrest” [HRA] 
operations or “Deliberate Detention Operations” [DDO]. 
Lethal force was never to be the first resort. Arguably, a 
kill count is an effective metric to measure how poorly 
the High Risk Arrest missions are going. But the Chief 
of Staff’s emails strongly suggest that this was not how 
troopers within UKSF saw it at the time.3 
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Night raids were frequent during this bloody period.

The case of 16th February was immediately 
regarded as a potential extrajudicial killing 
by UKSF officers

Two days later and just hours after the four members of 
Saifullah’s family were shot dead, one British officer 
remarked in an email chain, where a soldier had asked 
for the summary and storyboard of the operation: “Is 
this about [redacted] latest massacre!”

A senior officer expressed incredulity at the official 
description of events and noted the extreme similarity 
between the operation on the 16th and other recent 
night raids. 

“Basically, for what must be the 10th time in the last 
two weeks when they sent a B [civilian] back into the A 
[building] to open the curtains(??) he re-appeared with 
an AK. Then when they walked back into a different A 
with another B to open the curtains he grabbed a 
grenade from behind a curtain and threw it at the c/s 
[call sign – i.e. UKSF soldier]. Fortunately, it didn’t go 
off…. This is the 8th time this has happened. And finally 
they shot a guy who was hiding in a bush who had a 
grenade in his hands. You couldn’t MAKE IT UP!”

The same day, the aforementioned Lieutenant Colonel 
again emailed the Operations Chief of Staff with the 
subject line: “RE: 20110216-EJK-S” (EJK referring to 
the Extrajudicial Killings on that day). He asked: “Why 
are we the only one who see this bollocks for what it is?”

The case of 16th February was immediately 
regarded as a potential extrajudicial killing 
by Afghan Partner Forces

In the case of the 16th February, it wasn’t just dubious 
explanations of the night’s events that aroused the 
suspicion of British officers. 

The Afghan Partner Units, highly trained troopers that 
would accompany select NATO missions, who were 
working with the UKSF at the time also immediately 
flagged Operation TYBURN as a major problem. 

They raised serious questions about the: 

1. original intelligence in choosing the target, 
2. claim that those shot were armed,
3. change in procedure (TTP) that minimised Afghan  
 personnel’s involvement. 
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Prime Minister David Cameron meets President Karzai 
at Chequers, 2012. Credit Carl Court/PA Images.

withdraw their support for High Risk Arrest missions, 
yet during this period there were “several instances” of 
this happening according to senior officers. 

In another correspondence, the same officer said the 
APU had raised a civilian casualty allegation and that 
“all in all our relationship and credibility, including 
[redacted] is suffering… the guys appear to be beyond 
reproach. Astonishing.” 

By early April, these issues were still unresolved and 
deadly night rights resulting from a detained person re-
entering a building were reoccurring. As a letter from an 
officer6 revealed that the cumulative effect of these 
incidents meant “associated families [of victims] are 
likely to believe that something nefarious is occurring 
and this view is certainly held by the [redacted] APU 
who have again this weekend refused to accompany 
the [redacted] on tgt [target].”

In a description of a meeting between a UKSF Officer5 
and an Afghan Partner Unit Commanding Officer, the 
latter questioned the choice of target, as one of the 
victims of the shooting was a cousin of a member of the 
Afghan force and he was “a teacher in LKG [Lashkargah]” 
and a “respectable member of the village” and that the 
others were “farmers”, “but they are emphatically not 
TB [Taliban]”. 

Tensions were already high between the Afghan and 
British units after four brothers were detained during a 
UKSF raid the night before (Objective TURTON). These 
brothers again had a familial connection and were 
considered innocent by the Afghan personnel.

In the dispute over the events of the 16th, the British 
Officer relayed that: “He [Afghan CO] suggests that 2 
men were shot trying to run away, and that the other 2 
men were ‘assassinated’ on target after they had 
already been detained and searched. He again spoke 
about his unhappiness with the way the APU are used 
on target and could not understand why these 3 men 
were killed.

“[They] have apparently complained to the CO that no 
one was firing at the [redacted] but that they were shot 
anyway – he sees this as confirmation that innocents 
were killed.” 

The Afghan CO also questioned why this operation had 
been handled so differently to a mission the previous 
night, Objective TURTON, which “had more use of the 
APU for the arrrest [sic] and that was why there was no 
EKIA. He could not understand why last night had a 
different TTP with minimal APU involvement.”

In this heated meeting, an associate of the Afghan CO 
actually drew his pistol while he accused the UKSF of 
having no respect for Afghan life. 

In the email where he relayed the details of this fractious 
exchange, the officer concluded: “The [Afghan] CO…
because he has argued for a change of TTPs and more 
use of the APU many times over the past 2 months, he 
now longer wants to provide an APU at all. He says he 
will not support any operations until this is resolved.”

From the sources we have spoken to, we understand it 
was extremely unusual for an Afghan Partner Unit to 
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It is worth noting that in 2009, in a meeting with ISAF 
Commander David Petraeus, Afghan President Karzai 
raised concerns that Afghan Partner Units would be 
used as cover for the conduct of NATO Special Forces 
conducting night raids. 

According to cables released by Wikileaks: “Karzai 
argued that 100 Afghans would not give Afghanistan 
meaningful control over the operation but would force 
them to take responsibility when a mistake was made.”

Two years after Karzai’s warning, Afghan personnel that 
were working with UKSF were feeling deliberately side-
lined, which they felt was laying the ground for more 
unnecessary deaths. But publicly, the British and NATO 
could call all of these operations joint Afghan-ISAF 
missions, giving these heavy-handed night raids the 
veneer of domestic support. 

The case of 16th February was immediately 
regarded as a potential extrajudicial killing 
Helmand’s Governor

The concerns about Objective TYBURN were raised 
immediately, not only by the Afghan CO but by senior 
members of the Afghan Government, including 
Helmand’s Provincial Governor Mohammad Gulab 
Mangal.  

The ‘First Impressions Report’ [FIR] of the night raid 
noted that: “On the 19 Feb Gov MANGAL indicated 
through Col [redacted] that during the operation in the 
early hours of the 16 Feb, four innocent civilians were 
killed by CF [Coalition Forces]. Further, that he would 
be going to the press to make a statement on the 
incident”.

As far as we know, this approach to the media never 
happened, at least not through public channels. The 
FIR indicates that he may have reconsidered following 
a call with a General, whose name has been redacted 
from documents.  

And despite all the contemporaneous evidence and the 
numerous personnel who suspected foul play, these 
four deaths were not referred to the Service Police for 
investigation. 

An internal review found more suspicious 
incidents

The regularity at which night raids were ending in 
multiple fatal shootings did, however, trigger some 
action. 

A “very senior officer” ordered a review of the so-called 
‘compound call out’ TTP (Tactics, Techniques & 
Procedures). This was the procedure in which a 
detained male household member would re-enter a 
building to deter potential hidden insurgents from 
attacking and to identify any IEDs inside. These could 
be tripwires or victim-operated IEDS, or IEDs detonated 
from external firing points, such as command wire 
(CWIEDs) or radio-controlled explosives (RCIEDs). 

It was this TTP that had repeatedly foreshadowed a 
detained unarmed Afghan attempting to grab a weapon 
and then being shot dead. 

It is worth noting that this was completely out of step 
with the previous behaviour of targets when they were 
led back into buildings.

One correspondence reveals that another UKSF officer 
had “recounted that during his Sqn tour there was not a 
single incident when the B chose to take aggressive 
action against what were clearly impossible odds. He is 
therefore surprised that there have been multiple 
examples of this happening during the current tour.”

This suicidal attempt to take a British soldier’s life might 
strike the layman in the West as in keeping with 
extremist Islamist behaviour. However, ex-military 
sources we spoke to said this was not the normal 
response of Taliban members who were detained. In 
fact, as already noted in this report, those captured 
would often be confident that they would be released 
once they were passed over into the Afghan justice 
system.

Nonetheless, the terms of reference for this review 
make it clear that the Staff Officer 1 [SO1] was only to 
consider the impact the TTP was having on the current 
tour [Nov 2010-April 2011] and whether it is working. It 
was very much established with the premise that the 
unit’s self-reportage of the incident is to be believed. 
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and that “the layers of implausibilities” made the official 
account “especially surprising and logic defying”. 

These features “combined in causing alarm at the 
[redacted] Ops Room, leading me to raise concerns 
with [the ‘very senior’ who ordered the TTP review].” 

He also reviewed photographs of other incidents of 
fatal night raids involving the same unit and identified six 
different features that “reinforce, rather than contradict, 
the concerns I raised with [‘very senior’ officer]”. 

In the end, the focused April 2011 review highlighted a 
number of noteworthy cases based on three criteria: 

1. The number of EKIAs exceeded the number of 
detainees (eight occasions);

2. The number of EKIAs exceeded the number of 
weapons found (five occasions);

3. Raids that caused “the relationship between the 

This narrow scope of the review came just a day after 
the ‘very senior’ officer who had commissioned it was 
warned that there was “possibly a deliberate policy 
amount the current [redacted] Squadron to engage and 
kill fighting-aged males on target even when they did 
not pose a threat.” 

The author of that email, the Assistant Chief of Staff 
Operations, also told the SO1 conducting the review 
that he “believed the matter should be referred to the 
SIB [Special Investigation Branch of the Royal Military 
Police] because [he] had strong suspicions that some 
of the actions of the Callsign’s on the ground might not 
fall within the ROE [Rules of Engagement]. Furthermore, 
some of the EKIA were detainees. These were strong 
suspicions.” He also passed these suspicions onto 
another Chief of Staff and a Legal Advisor within UKSF.

He would later tell investigators in 2018 that he found 
the official account of Objective TYBURN “implausible”, 

Royal Welch Fusiliers show off haul of IEDs seized from the Taliban in Nad Ali, 2010. Credit: Defence Images.
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[redacted – presumably the UKSF Squadron] and our 
Afghan partners had diminished due to an increase 
in kinetic activity” (two occasions).

The review found 10 separate incidents “in which the 
TTP of sending a B back into a building to assist  
with clearing it resulted in that same B getting  
killed (‘reaching for an AK47 behind a blanket’ etc, 
being the sort of comment in the OPSUM [Operation 
Summary].”

The author highlighted one mission, the name of which 
is redacted, “as one that in my personal opinion does 
not read well.”

When it came to enemies killed versus weapons found, 
some stark figures were found. 

• One raid on 24 Jan 2011, resulted in six EKIA but 
only three AK-47s were found; 

• Another, 7th January [a written error, event relates to 
7 February 2011], saw nine killed but only three  
AK-47s recovered; 

• On February 9th, eight were killed but only had four 
AK-47s between them. 

The number of these killed versus weapons found 
incidents would double to 10 if “one were not to include 
grenades as a wpn (controversial)”, wrote the officer. 

He also pointed out that using the first two criteria 
would still overlook two operations that “have caused 
most angst with the APU”. These were Objective 
TURTON on 15th February (see above) and an incident 
on 4th April where there was “a suspicion that he was 
engaged very quickly in light of having only a pistol.”

Suggestions that some of these deadly raids 
were premeditated

‘Drop weapons’ 

If it was the case that troopers were engaged in deceptive 
practices around the true nature of these fatal shootings, 
it is reasonable to believe there would’ve been some 
forethought put in to ensure as few suspicions were 
raised as possible. 

Raids would typically be supported by an aircraft that 
would likely be filming as events unfolded. In the 
aftermath, photographs would often be taken of those 
shot and any intelligence, light weapons, explosives, 
drugs or money that were found. 

If unarmed fighting-aged males were being shot, as 
multiple UKSF officers suspected at the time, this 
would mean deaths would be recorded and bodies 
would be photographed but there would be no 
corresponding weapons. 

This is the point where, it is believed, some UK troopers 
deployed ‘drop weapons’. This was a tactic repeatedly 
used by the Australian SAS in Afghanistan, as revealed 
by an ABC News investigation. They uncovered photos 
of an AK-47 with ‘teal-coloured tape wrapped around 
the stock’ that was laid next to two bodies in separate 
locations in 2012. Sources said these two were civilians, 
while 3 Squadron SAS claimed they were all legitimately 
killed insurgents. 

Several members of the Australian SAS who served on 
that rotation said the use of drop weapons or 
“throwdowns”, as they were called, was common. 

“Often people who had been killed had weapons placed 
on them and [they were] photographed with these 
weapons,” an Australian SAS patrol member, who 
served on that special forces rotation of Afghanistan, told 
ABC News. “That happened on numerous occasions.”

During our investigation into UKSF conduct, it has been 
suggested to AOAV that knowledge of drop weapons 
was widespread. This is supported by the written 
statement made on 24th March 2011, by “one of the 
newly qualified officers who had recently joined the 
[unnamed UKSF] unit”. He was asked to make a written 
statement after verbally telling his Operations Chief of 
Staff of “disturbing information” he’d heard. He wrote: 

“During conversations with a [redacted] from 
[redacted] he stated that it was standard procedure 
to deploy regularly to hit Low and High Value Targets 
in the Helmand area. During these operations it was 
said that all fighting age males are killed on target 
regardless of the threat they posed. This included 
those not holding weapons. 
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The MOD’s reticence to disclose documents in relation 
to this investigation earned them a reprimand during 
the judicial review hearings. Mr Justice Swift ordered 
them to fully comply with their ‘duty of candour’ as a 
public body and said that the MOD’s withholding of 
documents, whether intentional or not, was “obviously 
out of the ordinary.”

In April 2017, The Mail on Sunday reported from an 
unnamed MOD source that there was a ‘probe’ into the 
use of drop weapons but it was discontinued because 
the allegation couldn’t be ‘substantiated’. It added that 
‘no SAS soldiers were formally interviewed by military 
police over the use of drop weapons’.7 As far as AOAV 
understands, that is still the case today. 

Chapter conclusion

The evidence laid out in this section makes it clear that 
at least three officers within UKSF did not believe the 
accounts of the night raids from February 9th, 2011. 
They made a very senior officer aware of their concerns, 
who commissioned an internal review with a very 
narrow scope. The concerns of officers and the 
conclusions to that internal report were never referred 
to the Service Police at the time. 

It is not unreasonable to conclude that, had such a 
referral occurred, the numerous unlawful killings that 
apparently occurred after February 9th may have been 
prevented with the right institutional intervention. 

This conclusion feels sadly similar, especially when 
compared to the formal investigation into suspected 
extrajudicial killings as part of Operation Northmoor – 
something the next chapter will outline.

It was also indicated that fighting age males were 
being executed on target inside compounds, using 
a variety of methods after they had been restrained. 
In one case it was mentioned a pillow was put over 
the head of an individual being killed with a pistol. It 
was implied that photos would be taken of the 
deceased alongside weapons that the fighting 
age male may not have had in their position 
when they were killed…” 

In fact, AOAV understands that the use of drop weapons 
was investigated by the RMP at some point during 
Operation Northmoor. As part of our investigation, we 
requested documents, using freedom of information 
law, that a source had informed us were created to 
reflect on these enquiries. 

The MOD confirmed that “information in scope of your 
request is held”. However, the request was rejected, 
with the following justification:  

“A PIT [Public Interest Test] has been conducted and 
concluded that, although this investigation has been 
concluded by the RMP, legal proceedings concerning 
the investigations have not yet concluded. The release 
into the public domain of the Service Police investigation 
into allegations of mistreatment and suspicious deaths 
arising from UK operations in Afghanistan will likely 
prejudice the ongoing judicial review.”

The main area of contention of the judicial review is 
whether the MOD sufficiently investigated the deaths of 
February 16, 2011. These documents’ release, in AOAV’s 
view, would only serve to illuminate the issue further. 
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The three night-raids that were investigated were:

• 7th February 2011 – Nine killed, Nad Ali district 
(‘Objective 1’) 

• 9th February 2011 – Eight killed, one detained, Musa 
Qala district (‘Objective 2’)

• 16th February 2011 – Four killed, one detained, 
Nawa District (‘Objective TYBURN’). (this was the 
case that launched a judicial review application). 

 
Suspects

The soldiers involved in the first two night-raids looked 
at belonged to the same unit; the majority were also 
present during Objective TYBURN. 

Two of the soldiers involved in these raids were 
designated as suspects in February and May 2016, 
respectively. The latter was the commander of the sub-
unit thought responsible for the deaths that occurred 
during the three examined night raids. The former was 
a member of a sub-unit and was believed to be the 
individual who told an officer about the deliberate 
practice of executing civilians, who then reported it to 
the Operations Chief of Staff. 

Despite this, in January 2017, the Operation Northmoor 
Independent Review Team recommended these two 
men be dropped as suspects. The Provost Marshall 
accepted this recommendation and instructed his 
Northmoor investigators to do so. 

And although two suspects were identified for 7-11 
months, documents from legal proceedings reveal  
that, between March 2014 and December 2017, “only  
1 witness who was present at the scene had been 
spoken to”.

Two other key figures in this story, the “very senior 

Sir Jonathan Murphy, a highly distinguished investigator, 
was brought in as an advisor to Operation Northmoor in 
July 2016. After auditing the two-and-a-half-year 
investigation, he formed the damning view “that the 
investigation strategy then being followed in respect of 
the extrajudicial killing allegations was: 

1. flawed and consequently ineffective; 
2. likely to fail in its stated aims; 
3. and far too slow.” 

His summary was one of many, often heavily redacted, 
documents that the MOD was forced to release as part 
of the judicial review process in relation to Objective 
TYBURN and the death of Saifullah’s four family 
members. 

These documents, key excerpts of which have been 
seen by AOAV, reveal an investigation riddled with 
seemingly inexplicable oversights and a lack of drive 
from investigators to establish the truth. 

First, there was the issue of a lack of scope. Only three 
of the 11 deadly night raids that were originally 
highlighted in the 2011 TTP review were ever ‘fully’ 
investigated. 

As Colonel Morris described in his statement to the 
judicial review process: “In light of the outcome of the 
investigations into Objectives 1 and 2 (as well as the 
investigation into Objective TYBURN) it was decided 
that further investigation of the other eight operations 
that had formed part of the analysis that led to the TTP 
review was not warranted.”

The three investigations that were conducted were so 
flawed that the argument that the failure of these 
investigations to lead to prosecutions was justification 
for not pursuing other cases is also of concern. 

4. HOW THE RMP FAILED TO INVESTIGATE

Ultimately, I would have expected more (and more 
concrete) progress, given the time for which the 
investigation had already run.
Sir Jonathan Murphy, decorated detective brought in to review  
Operation Northmoor.“

KILLING IN THE SHADOWS   |  21

https://www.ljmu.ac.uk/about-us/staff-profiles/faculty-of-arts-professional-and-social-studies/school-of-justice-studies/jonathan-murphy


to reconcile with the Defendant’s [MOD’s] contention 
that the ‘cover-up’ issue was fully and effectively 
investigated.”

Claimant, Saifullah v Secretary of State for Defence.

Similarly overlooked by the investigations was Gulab 
Mangal, the former Governor of Helmand from 2008-
12. As we know, Mangal was made aware of a number 
of these incidents and had warned senior British officers 
at the time that he would go to the press to decry the 
innocent loss of life. 

Northmoor detectives “considered whether to seek 
further information” but ultimately decided not to. The 
reason given was a pre-emptive belief that Mangal 
would only provide information that was already 
obtainable from other sources. The duty of an 
investigator to pursue all lines of enquiry appears 
unfulfilled in this instance. 

officer in the higher headquarters of the UK forces unit 
concerned” who ordered the TTP review and “the in-
theatre commanding officer of the unit involved” who 
conducted it, were not interviewed by Operation 
Northmoor’s detectives. This despite them having 
direct knowledge of the suspected extrajudicial killings 
and choosing not to report them. 

As the legal team pushing for the judicial review argued: 

“Since the 2011 TTP Review played such an 
important role in influencing the focus of the 
Operation Northmoor investigations, and since the 
failure by very senior officers to report suspected 
EJK to the Service Police is consistent with an 
orchestrated cover up of those EJK, it is extremely 
surprising that Northmoor investigators deliberately 
decided not to interview either of those officers 
about the 2011 TTP Review. The decision is difficult 

RAF doorgunner overlooking Kajaki Dam, Helmand, 2012. Credit: Defence Images.
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“Ultimately, I would have expected more (and more 
concrete) progress, given the time for which the 
investigation had already run.”

Responding to some of the key failures, Reverend 
Nicholas Mercer, a former Command Legal Adviser for 
the HQ 1st (UK) Armoured Division and Lieutenant 
Colonel, told AOAV: “The Military Police, in my 
experience, investigate without fear or favour. They are 
always regarded as being disloyal to the rank and file of 
the army whatever they are investigating and so being 
unpopular goes with the territory from the outset. 

“What I do detect, however, is the possibility of 
interference from above. Whilst I do not know for 
certain, the facts you describe about Afghanistan are 
incomprehensible. In my experience, no policeman 
would fail to investigate drone footage in such 
circumstances or follow up other allegations of possible 
extrajudicial killings. 

“The Military Police will have inevitably sought direction 
or have been directed by their superiors and I can only 
surmise that there is where the problem lies.”

Obstruction and amnesia

Even when RMP detectives were actively looking for 
data, it appears officers within the Special Forces were 
at best resistant – and at worst obstructive – in handing 
over documents. 

The same “very senior officer who had highlighted the 
ignored “relevant data”, also “wished to decommission 
and thereby permanently delete large amounts of 
potentially relevant data”. This officer was made aware 
of the allegations of extrajudicial killings at the time but 
never reported them and was identified as a potential 
criminal suspect for this failure. 

His desire to get rid of this data, in a case where his 
own criminal liability was under question, must surely 
have been considered suspicious by Northmoor 
detectives. 

Such reticence over the release of data by UKSF was a 
repeated occurrence during the investigation, according 
to the court documents. According to the executive 
summary of Op Northmoor: “a continuing theme that 

Evidence

The same lack of investigative intent appears to be 
seen in a number of cases in the handling of crucial 
pieces of evidence. 

In regards to Objective Tyburn, aerially recorded 
footage of the night raid may even exist. A series of 
recordings of night raids from the period was offered  
to investigators. Despite this, the footage was never 
viewed by Northmoor detectives. 

Initially, the videos were unavailable to be viewed due 
to “compatibility issues”. The company UTC Aerospace, 
however, “established that they had the capability to 
trawl the server and if necessary extract the required 
data to disc which will enable the OP NM investigators 
to view the footage.” Despite this, within Northmoor, 
“direction was given that it was no longer appropriate or 
proportionate to continue with this LOE [Line of Enquiry].”

It seems self-evident that a series of video recordings 
of UKSF night raids during a period where a number of 
suspected unlawful killings took place is a relevant 
piece of evidence worth pursuing, and the “direction” 
given to detectives to cease acquiring these videos 
raises serious questions about the integrity of the 
RMP’s investigation into the loss of life on the night of 
the 16th February 2011. 

Similarly overlooked was a tranche of what was  
described by “a very senior officer in the higher head-
quarters of the UK forces unit concerned” as “relevant 
data” to the investigation. First identified in March 2017, 
it was stored within a system in Whitehall. That system, 
however, “was in the process of decommissioning” 
which resulted “in the loss of all the data”. 

Despite this, data covering the crucial years of 2010, 
2011 and 2012 was recovered for Operation Northmoor. 
Yet, for reasons the court documents don’t stipulate, 
that data has never officially been looked at by 
investigators.8

Sir Jonathan Murphy, whose many honours include a 
Lifetime Achievement Award by the Police Federation 
National Detective Forum, concluded that the 
Northmoor investigators had: “generally, not follow[ed] 
a conventional, reactive strategy from the events and 
evidence already established. 
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has been encountered are problems and significant 
delays in obtaining the release authority for the data 
owned by [redacted] and other [redacted]”.

It went on to state that getting evidence of the night 
raids “has required a greater amount of engagement 
and has been logically challenging and more effort in 
compliance has been expended than would normally 
be expected.”

Even then – if and when officers at the RMP did get 
hold of contemporaneous documentation – the 
evidence may not have been particularly accurate. The 
executive summary of Operation Northmoor highlights 
how eyebrows were raised at the practice of “cutting 
and pasting” descriptions of the night raid operations in 
the official incident reporting.

Similarly, there were suggestions of “coaching of 
witnesses by former [redacted] personnel”, which 
created the impression of “regimental amnesia” to 
investigators. 

It is hard not to conclude that there was a systematic 
and purposeful attempt to hinder any investigation by 
the military institutions under scrutiny.

Summary

The Operation Northmoor investigation into the alleged 
systemic problem of extrajudicial killings by UKSF in 
Afghanistan circa 2010-2011 reviewed less than a third 
of the cases it knew about. When these were 
investigated, key suspects were dropped without being 
interviewed, crucial witnesses who had scrutinised the 
allegations at the time were never interviewed, video 
footage, potentially of some of the fatal shootings, 
wasn’t collected and key data was ignored. 

On top of this, it appears potential accessories to 
crimes were known to be attempting to make highly 
restrictive, or to even delete, evidence, and that 
suspects and/or witnesses delivered similar and 
seemingly-coached responses to investigators. 

There was clearly considerable material worthy of 
consideration when it came to the “systemic issues” 
around these alleged unlawful killings. Indeed, this was 
a requirement in the original Operation Northmoor 
‘Terms of Reference’ document. Yet, on 15th November 
2016, it was amended to remove any reference to 
“systemic issues”. 

Overall, the picture painted is of a system that was 
more than reluctant to investigate its own. Where the 
scope of investigations was reduced before the 
evidence was truly examined, where key witnesses and 
evidence were ignored, where crucial data was 
withheld, it appears the military’s priority was not the 
pursuit of justice. 

The connection between the military’s top command 
and Special Forces must be considered here. General 
Sir Mark Carleton-Smith, who was Commanding Officer 
(CO) of the SAS and then Director SF, served as Chief 
of the General Staff from June 2018 to June 2022. 

Carleton-Smith was the ninth of sixteen former SAS 
commanders and Director Special Forces to reach 
three-star rank or higher. Former Director SF Roland 
Walker has since become a Lieutenant-General (3-star). 

If, as has been suggested, there was “interference from 
above” in regards to these Northmoor cases, was it 
instigated by a senior officer who was already aware of 
the evidence of these allegations? And does the military 
police, one that resides in an institution that seems to 
promote ex-SF commanders to the highest level, have 
the independence of spirit to investigate potential SF 
abuses without fear or favour?
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heard accusations of senior officers sweeping 
complaints under the rug to protect their own 
reputations and careers,” despite the obligation to 
report all sexual assaults to the Service Police. In 
December 2021, she resigned as a ministerial aide to 
vote against the UK Government over plans to keep 
sexual offences within the military justice system. 

Numerous reviews, hotlines and pledges have been 
initiated to combat these cultural deficiencies. In 
February 2022, the whole Army took a training day to 
“erase outdated thinking and behaviour”.9

The management of a large body of predominantly 
hyper-masculine young men, often with a disposable 
income, is the challenge faced by all western militaries. 

This problem becomes even more acute when it comes 
to Special Forces, made up of small teams; it is a tight-
knit brotherhood. This, almost exclusively male (SAS 
and SBS opened up to women in 2018), group is told 
they are ‘best of the best’.  

The promise offered to them is being part of the heroic 
and daring missions around the world. Uniforms are 
ditched, ranks are largely forgotten, smoking on duty 
and drinking is tolerated: they are deemed men apart.

As a former Special Reconnaissance Regiment member 
told AOAV, this slackening of rules is done for tactical 
reasons. “[You] want them to be able to act 
unprofessionally otherwise they will never blend in for 
covert ops.” 

But with the bravado and notion of exceptionalism 
came the side effects. “You get this weird arrogance,” 
we were told.

Of course, the obvious risk, as any advocate of military 
discipline will tell you, is that if you allow the strict rules 
honed in the parade square to fall by the wayside, a 
culture of impunity may develop. As discussed in earlier 

All organisations possess some form of culture; often-
times that culture is self-protective, hermetic and loyal. 
Because of this, state institutions accountable to the 
public need to monitor theirs to ameliorate any of its 
negative impacts. Groups that are permitted to use 
deadly force must be particularly scrutinised. 

Patterns of sexual assault, racism, hazing and bullying 
leading to suicides have plagued the British military for 
many years. Most widespread was the appalling 
experience of women, with two-thirds of female service 
personnel reporting they had experience bullying, 
sexual harassment and discrimination. Examples 
included gang rape and sex for promotion. Complaints 
of rape and sexual assault of under-18 girls in the 
military have increased tenfold.

Crucially, women had little faith in the complaints 
system. MP and veteran Sarah Atherton said: “We 

Sarah Atherton MP.

5. HOW THE CONTEXT OF HELMAND AND THE CULTURE 
OF UKSF COULD LEAD TO THIS

You get this weird arrogance.
Former SAS and SRR trooper.“
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General Sir Mark Carleton-Smith talks to troops during Operation Teamwork on February 8th, 2022.

Royal Engineers dismantling a patrol base, 2012. Credit: Defence Images.
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of the NATO coalition in Bagram Air Base. He told them 
that, with Afghan elections coming in the next year, they 
must ‘do as much damage to the Taliban as possible’.

This led to an unleashing of Special Forces operations, 
with particular focus and funding given to their 
reconnaissance operations. Approval times for missions 
were significantly cut. What used to take a month to be 
signed off soon took just three days. A collateral 
damage risk report, once a prerequisite of UKSF 
missions, was no longer deemed always necessary. 

‘Track, trace, kill’ became the unofficial motto of Special 
Forces units out there during this time. The gloves had 
come off.

In 2009, before this new form of warfare was fully 
unleashed, President Karzai had already called for 
limits on night raids, as they were harming so many 
Afghan civilians. Storming residences with women and 
children inside, often using dogs, as well of course the 
use of lethal force against civilians, was causing major 
resentment amongst local communities. Karzai’s words 
of caution clearly fell on deaf ears. By the end of 2010, 
night raids saw a staggering five-fold increase in 

sections, it appears that some UKSF troopers kept 
competitive kill counts and were allegedly killing all 
fighting-aged males they encountered during night 
raids, regardless of whether they were armed. Any new 
member of these tightly-knitted squadrons would have 
to embrace, or at least tolerate, this attitude or risk 
becoming a pariah with those who you relied on to 
protect your life and advance your career.10

When in Helmand

Certainly, Helmand 2010 was a place and a time when 
more discipline, not less, was warranted. Multiple 
sources told this investigation that there had been a 
major step-up in UKSF night raids in Afghanistan from 
2009 onwards. The appointment of US General Stanley 
McChrystal  to Commander of  Afghanistan’s 
International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in June 
2009 was seen by many as a turning point, ushering in 
an age of night battles. Coming, as he did, from a 
background running US Special Operations, he chose 
to prioritise their use in Afghanistan.

According to one former Special Forces source, 
McChrystal gathered Special Forces from every nation 

US General Stanley McChrystal, Commander of Afghanistan’s International Security Assistance Force 2009-2010.
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An ISAF official told Reuters that during a 90-day period 
in 2010, 1,900 people were detained but “not many” 
were still in detention. This would point to two 
conclusions: first the Afghan justice system was 
plagued with corruption and two that international 
forces indiscriminately detained all adult males. Afghans 
also accused NATO forces of “abusing residents, 
destroying property, insulting women, and acting on 
bad intelligence or based on personal vendettas.”

Driven by vengeance?

In the summer of 2011, Highlander Scott McClaren of 
the 4th Battalion, The Royal Regiment of Scotland, was 
killed and tortured by the Taliban after he left the safety 
of his base in Nahr-e-Saraj, Helmand. His half-naked 
body was found mutilated and dumped in a river. This 
death was a high-profile tragedy and evoked strong 
emotional reactions back in the UK as well as for those 
serving in Helmand. 

It also proved to be a sore point for Special Forces at 
the time. According to a veteran who worked alongside 
SAS, the force’s stated top priority became to find the 
killers of Highlander McClaren. They were eventually 
found after one of the killers attempted to claim 
compensation for damaged property. Officially, they 
were detained by the National Directorate of Security 
(NDS), Afghanistan’s national intelligence and security 
service. However, it was rumoured that the SAS were 
given time with the killers to interrogate them before 
they were taken away. 

Whilst the motivation to bring Highlander McClaren’s 
killers to justice is understandable, for a highly-trained, 
professional outfit to be driven by pure vengeance 
raises questions about professionalism and an 
adherence to legal process. When we consider the 
mounting evidence of heavy-handed tactics, combined 
with oftentimes flimsy intelligence used for targeting, 
with the notion that those bursting into homes in the 
middle of the night were preoccupied with vengeance, 
the possibility that innocent Afghans were killed 
increases. 

Certainly, it was an emotive time. AOAV’s 2020 report 
For All Was Lost analysed the deaths of 454 British 
soldiers in Afghanistan. The years 2009 and 2010 
proved to be the two deadliest for UK personnel. The 

frequency, with new ISAF commander General David H. 
Petraeus, who took over in July 2010, seemingly even 
fonder of the tactic. 

SAS sources confirmed to us that intelligence dictated 
operational tempo and confirmed that UKSF units were 
known to conduct multiple night raids per evening. 
Between December 2010 to February 2011, reports 
emerged that ISAF had conducted 1,700 operations 
over a 90-day period. This is an average of 19 raids per 
night up from 17 during the prior three months. One 
ISAF strategic advisor said at their peak,11 as many as 
40 raids per night were being carried out. 

In 2009-12, the UN verified 295 civilian deaths from 
search and seizure operations, mostly night raids. It 
then admitted it was likely underreporting civilian 
casualties caused by night raids because of the 
difficulty in accessing areas where they take place. In a 
2010 report they stated: “Excessive use of force, ill 
treatment, death and injury to civilians and damage to 
property has occurred in some cases involving Special 
Forces.”

In 2011, The New York Times reported that “hundreds 
of people have been killed and thousands detained in 
the raids over the past 18 months [January 2010 to July 
2011],” according to ISAF and Afghan sources. This 
certainly corresponds with the upward trajectory of 
what is known about night raids’ increase. But with 
such a rapid rise in operations, was the requisite 
intelligence that was coming through as rigidly reliable 
as before?

A 2011 review by the Open Society Foundation 
concluded that “ISAF troops appear to interpret hostile 
intent too broadly” during night raids and “as a result 
the right to use lethal force is too easily triggered, 
resulting in unnecessary and avoidable civilian harm”. 

“Behavior that would seem relatively innocuous in a 
less tense situation—for example sleeping near a 
weapon, running away from the intruders,12 or even 
merely “stepping out” of a compound during a night 
raid13— have been deemed signs of hostile intent during 
night raids in Afghanistan, triggering lethal force. During 
a March 2010 night raid, an 81-year-old man was 
deemed to have hostile intent for picking up his cell 
phone while in bed.” He was killed.
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Soldiers Hold a Vigil for Fallen Comrades at Camp Bastion, Afghanistan, 2011. Credit: Defence Images.

targets being released after weeks or even days 
because UK military classified intel couldn’t be trusted 
to be shared with Afghan authorities, as it may have 
been leaked back to the Taliban. This left court cases 
without evidence and let guilty men walked free.  
Frustrated, some UKSF wanted to step in to take 
charge.

They had doubts over the very judicial process they 
were there to defend: crimes were not prosecuted with 
efficiency or results. Some believed this led to an 
unofficial loosening of engagement rules: the raid 
squads becoming judge, jury and, even, executioner. 

Personal difficulties

With the intensity of combat in Afghanistan, combined 
with relentless training and domestic duties, were these 
troopers mentally fit to be fair and just ‘judges’ during 
these night raids? Sources have told us of an extreme 
and relentless two-year rotation that UKSF troopers 
had to undertake, ever since the invasion of Iraq in 
2003. This included:

• Six-months on counter-terrorism – working with 
special police units in the UK;

beginning of 2011 also saw a limited spike in deaths: 
seven in February, the same amount as the past three 
months combined. In March 2011, there were another 
six soldiers killed. 

There is nothing to suggest the number of deaths of 
British personnel is directly linked to the night raids 
discussed in this report but it serves as a reminder of 
the emotional context that many of Britain’s Special 
Forces were operating in. 

This call for revenge appears to have also persisted for 
years afterwards. In August 2021, it was reported that 
SAS soldiers had even volunteered to stay in Afghanistan 
following the pull out of coalition troops, in order to 
avenge the death of 13 American troops. The Sunday 
Mirror reported that up to 40 members of the regiment 
asked to remain in the beleaguered country in order to 
carry out what would have been tantamount to 
extrajudicial killings. 

This was in 2021. The high emotions witnessed a 
decade before – in 2011 – would have been further 
accentuated by the lack of progress being made with 
captured high-value targets. UKSF sources we spoke 
to believed fellow soldiers were frustrated by captured 
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(TBI) is not taken seriously by the British military, 
especially compared to the US where they screen 
troops for TBI before and after combat. If US troops  
are diagnosed, they receive brain scans and hormone 
therapy. In the UK this does not seem to be 
commonplace.

One SAS source, who served in Iraq, Afghanistan and 
other conflicts, told The Mirror in 2020: “There are a lot 
of guys who fit the profile of someone with a TBI. A lot 
of people have been blown up or close enough to a 
blast where they could potentially sustain an injury. A 
few have confided in me that they are concerned. We 
all have contacts in the US special forces and are all 
aware how seriously TBI are treated in the US military.”

“By comparison, the British Army is in the Dark Ages. A 
lot of guys are trying to self-medicate or manage the 
symptoms themselves.”

A study16 from 2015 found that one in five UK armed 
forces casualties from Iraq and Afghanistan suffered 
TBI. Roughly 40% (181) survived, but nearly half of 
these never received any neurorehabilitation. The Mirror 
reported how three SAS troopers flew to the US to 
receive treatment and estimated that 75 UKSF troopers, 
including those still serving, suffer from brain injuries.17 

Reflecting the seemingly callous approach to TBI, the 
recruitment for UKSF also takes no prisoners. In 2013, 
three SAS recruits were to die in the SAS selection 
process. Forced to run 16 miles during the hottest day 
of the year, Lance Corporals Craig Roberts and Edward 
Maher and Corporal James Dunsby died after collapsing 
in the 31°C degree heat. Two officers were charged with 
negligence but were later acquitted by a judge at 
Bulford Military Court in 2018. Speaking outside court, 
the widow of one of the men, Bryher Dunsby said she 
still missed her husband. 

“This court martial has revealed the shocking reality 
that there is still no official guidance for those conducting 
endurance training marches in the British Army on heat 
illness even five years on,” she said. “This is beyond 
unacceptable, and shows blatant ignorance to a vital 
need where apparently three deaths are not enough to 
incite change. Nothing highlights this more than since 
the inquest in 2015, there have been yet further 
incidents from heat in training, even on Brecon.”

• Six-months training, including up to three months on 
overseas exercises in jungle, desert or arctic;

• Six-months on standby squadron; 

• Six-months on operations.

Before that, UKSF were used sparingly during conflicts, 
but since Iraq they were expected to do six-month 
tours, as well as their additional responsibilities. It led to 
exhaustion, both for the personnel and their family. The 
rotations were reportedly known as ‘The Circle of 
Death’, with soldiers looking like “walking zombies”, 
with little chance for a break between duties.14

There were some moves circa 2008 to take pastoral 
care more seriously within ‘The Regiment’ but ultimately 
the ‘Circle of Death’ timetable remained. In fact, we’ve 
been told the SBS had to reconfigure itself into four 
squadrons to fit the rotation schedule, even though this 
meant each squadron was half the strength. But still, 
without a fifth squadron15 to provide relief, neither the 
SAS or SBS were able to break the cycle of the two-
year rotation. 

This relentless schedule resulted in Hereford, the SAS’s 
home, having allegedly the highest divorce of the 
military. It is understood that the majority of trooper’s 
marriages broke-down during active service. This was 
such an established fact of life, that divorce lawyers 
would come in specially, to talk personnel through their 
insurance options. 

Understandably, the high-intensity of their work put 
strain on the domestic sphere. We heard stories from 
ex-partners of SAS troopers of being left without 
contact for half-year stints, with the troops struggling to 
find their place at home and withdrawing from their 
family. There was a preference to abscond on the 
weekends, to go hunting and shooting rather than 
spending time with children. Overall, a toxic machismo 
culture meant individuals were unable to emote or 
express themselves in anything outside what they saw 
as “mental toughness”. 

Injury 

Emotional traumas and issues of fatigue may well have 
been compounded by the physical injuries suffered 
during operations. However, criticism has leaked out of 
Hereford that the possibility of Traumatic Brain Injury 

30  |  ACTION ON ARMED VIOLENCE

https://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uk-news/dozens-serving-ex-special-forces-22527556
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-45557588#:~:text=Two%20men%20overseeing%20an%20SAS,the%20hottest%20days%20of%202013.


then regular Major was to report the incident to his 
superiors, he was told he ‘you have to let it drop’.

“An alcoholic special forces NCO, armed with an 
evident propensity to threaten his fellow British soldiers, 
well, that was nothing to be too worried about,” wrote 
one of his former colleagues. And so it goes.”

This incident took place in 2004 in Iraq, but it speaks to 
one truth: that fresh SF recruits raised in this culture 
would be inducting the next generation when Helmand, 
2010, was to come around. Toxic cultures have a habit 
of reproducing themselves when unchallenged.

Summary

Overall, those from the UK Special Forces that we 
spoke to tend to believe that, despite some flaws, the 
UK stands heads and shoulders above other major 
warfighting forces when it comes to restraint and 
respect for rules of engagement. 

But without enough unclassified evidence for this to be 
evaluated by any external parties, plus all the evidence 
of extrajudicial killings and a lack of institutional will  
to investigate them, then this claim of restraint seems 

Impunity

The other issue that seems pervasive is one of impunity. 
One British veteran of 20 years standing explains how 
UKSF were known to act with such impunity and this 
was simply accepted as the norm. 

“Recent revelations about special forces death squads 
in Afghanistan surprise no one who has had extensive 
dealings with them. Nor are the apparently routine 
attempts of their commanders to ignore or conceal 
their crimes,” he wrote. 

In his account, he describes an incident in which an 
intoxicated SAS-man was berating a ‘craphat’ (a soldier 
from a non-elite regiment) for attending an exclusive 
party in Basra. 

“They guard their sanctity with a combination of abuse 
and in-group language,” he writes. Then the drunk SF 
soldier, armed with a pistol, began threatening the 
regular officer with violence. 

“For those not members of the SAS, being caught 
pissed with a gun in an operational theatre would 
generally result in being sent home, with terminal 
consequences for further promotion.” But when the 

Cpl James Dunsby, L/Cpl Edward Maher and L/Cpl Craig Roberts took part in the exercise in 2013. Credit: MOD.
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human frailties, whether through physical and emotional 
trauma, disciplinary problems, burnout, arrogance, 
breakdown of home relationships, a fixation on 
vengeance or a rashness stemming from a lack of 
progress. Such traits, amplified in conflict, could well 
become – if unaddressed – a road to perdition.

to be questionable. It might form part of the British 
military’s own mythologising rather than be rooted in 
hard and proven evidence. 

The culture of UKSF is publicly known as elite, valiant 
and dogged, but that leaves little room for universal 

Soldiers play a game of cards, under the night sky at FOB (Forward Operating Base) Ouellette. 
Credit: Defence Images.
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These included, if abroad, removing the investigator’s 
transport options, meaning they couldn’t access the 
suspects. Domestically, the officers would send 
suspects and witnesses away on courses, exercise or 
leave, again, to make them inaccessible to the 
investigating officer. This would buy time for the 
suspects to either get their story straight or allow for 
enough time to pass to ensure that a lack of clear 
memory of the event became a plausible defence. And, 
as was outlined earlier, Northmoor investigators noted 
“regimental amnesia” amongst those they spoke to.

Whilst it is almost impossible to provide evidence of 
such activity without a whistleblower going public, 
AOAV has heard such claims from a number of sources.  

Even if the incidents outlined at the beginning of this 
report were referred to the one of the roughly 120 RMP 
personnel in Afghanistan, an outcome that would 
require someone within or close to Special Forces to 
report it, there are a number of factors that mean 
investigators face an uphill struggle to get to the truth. 

Aside from the cultural untouchability of Special 
Forces within the military, it can be extremely difficult 
for RMP officials to investigate higher-ranking officers 
or the personnel that they command. According to a 
source who was in the RMP during the peak of British 
engagement in Afghanistan, there were a variety of 
tactics that could be used to frustrate their inquiries.

6. WHY AND HOW THE RMP IS HAMSTRUNG

When is it ever not “proportionate” to investigate a 
war crime?
Former Army Legal Adviser, Rev. Nicholas Mercer.“

Royal Military Police Corporal Instructs Afghan Counterparts, Musa Qala, 2010. Credit: Defence Images.
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In short, they would have neither the access to 
information nor the hierarchical clout to question the 
official Special Forces’ version of events. 

According to a written account from a retired Major who 
served in Iraq and Afghanistan, two of his colleagues 
were threatened with violence by a SAS commando 
when they questioned the disappearance of two Afghan 
detainees. The threat worked, they walked away and 
never reported it.

“As far as the rest of the Army is concerned, you don’t 
mess with the SAS. This is not because they can kill 
you with a glance, or whatever, but because they are 
the blue-eyed boys. They are beyond discipline in the 
normal way. Few people within the military know to 
whom they ultimately answer,” wrote the Major. 

And UKSF personnel have pushed for detention 
practices they knew would be illegal, in order to edge 
the prisoners into a more vulnerable state, according to 
a former RMP source. They told us that Special Forces 
personnel had demanded that lights should be kept on 
24 hours a day and that the toilets be bugged at a 
detention facility in Kandahar. 

The former would constitute a violation of Article 25 of 
the Third Geneva Convention, 1949, which states a 
specific requirement for a ‘lights out’ period. The 
subsequent sleep deprivation that may be caused by 
lights being on 24-7 is also considered to be a form of 
‘ill-treatment’ by the UN. 

The UK’s own Joint Doctrine Publication on Captured 
Persons states that: “Captured Persons shall be given 
at least eight hours of rest per 24-hour period, during 
which there shall be an opportunity to sleep for a single 
undisturbed period of no less than four hours.” 

It goes on to say that sleep deprivation is one of the 
‘five techniques’, along with stress positions, hooding, 
subjection to noise and deprivation of food, that were 
banned by the UK Government fifty years ago. 

Yet at the beginning of the past decade, a UKSF 
member was demanding it and needed an external 
person to stop them from doing it. It leaves open the 
question: what happens when the UKSF detained 
prisoners and they knew no one was watching?

If such behaviour and underhandedness was a regular 
feature of investigations, it would send a clear statement 
of intent to the investigator that they would have to 
escalate their complaints up the chain of command in 
order to further their inquiries. Just the threat of such a 
struggle would be enough of a deterrent for many 
investigations, according to a former RMP source.

Special treatment

If the target of the investigation carried the elite status 
of a Special Forces unit, the ability and the confidence 
to obstruct investigations appears to have only become 
more potent. According to two former investigating 
officers that AOAV spoke to – one within the British 
military, another from NATO – there was a culture that 
the UKSF were essentially untouchable. 

We heard of an occasion where an RMP officer was 
flown out from the UK to Afghanistan to investigate an 
incident involving Special Forces. They were met by a 
senior UKSF officer who told them (we paraphrase): 
‘Here’s what happened, you don’t need to interview 
anyone and I’ve booked you on the first flight back 
home tomorrow.’ 

Whether this happened exactly as described or not, the 
subtext of the claim was that, all too often, RMP officers 
were prevented from doing their job. And sometimes, 
the fierce loyalty engendered in the Armed Forces might 
mean that they were not that vocal if such obstacles 
were put in their way.

Individual self-interest can also play a role. We heard 
criticism of one Provost Marshall (Army) based in 
Afghanistan as being a careerist or, in other words,  
they put their own prospects before their duty. The 
allegation was that if a referral to Service Police was 
made regarding SF crimes in Afghanistan, it would 
likely go through him. If a careerist Brigadier was 
looking to get on the good side of senior SF officers, 
they might do well to make sure the complaint didn’t go 
any further. 

Other barriers existed. Unless they were a very senior 
member of the Special Investigation Branch, the 
investigator would not have the security clearance 
needed to access the intelligence and after-action 
report from a particular UKSF night raid. 
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the Geneva Convention was shrugged off by the UK 
military. 

Reverend Nicholas Mercer reported a number of alleged 
criminal offences in Iraq. As he explained to AOAV: “I 
was the former Command Legal Adviser for the HQ 1st 
(UK) Armoured Division so these were well founded. In 
one case, I was an eyewitness to the abuse of Iraqi 
prisoners. In another, I came across the running of a 
so-called black site in Iraq and believe that the prisoners 
may have been rendered (which is a grave breach of the 
Geneva Conventions). 

“However, all my complaints were dismissed. Not on 
the grounds that they were vexatious, but because it 
would apparently not be “proportionate” to investigate 
them. I was a criminal lawyer with many years of 
prosecuting Court-Martial under my belt and this 
excuse of not being “proportionate” to investigate was 

Even in a scenario where all these obstacles were 
overcome and enough evidence was eventually 
gathered for the prosecution of a Special Forces 
member, the very institution in charge of taking these 
cases to court may be disinclined to do so due to 
technical difficulties or military-cultural barriers. 

As an anonymous source was paraphrased as saying in 
The Sunday Times in 2017: “It was difficult to find a 
court-martial military jury with the required security 
clearance that was properly independent of the SAS 
and that this could have influenced the SPA’s [Service 
Prosecuting Authority] decision not to prosecute”. If 
this was the case, it would mean the untouchable 
nature of the Special Forces was de facto enshrined by 
its own exclusivity. 

The standoff between UKSF and RMP in Kandahar 
would not be the first time that an apparent breach of 

Afghan Uniformed Police Manning a Checkpoint in Afghanistan, Nad Ali, 2011. Credit: Defence Images.
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Questions were put to Fallon about the independence 
of the investigations into Afghanistan. Responding  
to a question, from Julian Lewis MP, as to whether  
those investigating Special Forces have enough 
independence, as they themselves will require to be 
cleared for “top-secret access” and “are likely to be 
perceived as being too close to the organisations that 
they are investigating”, Mr Fallon said: “What I can do 
is to reassure you that this investigation is being 
conducted independently of the units concerned and 
independently of Ministers. It is not a process that I 
exercise any control over.”

The British government might claim that the prosecutorial 
process was independent but whistle-blowers point to 
a clear institutional preference from the MOD for no 
prosecutions. 

When, for instance, IHAT closed in February 2017, its 
outstanding cases were reduced, overnight, from 3,400 
to just 20. IHAT had cost the British taxpayer £34m and 
failed to secure a single prosecution. In relation to IHAT, 
The Guardian was to report a detective stating: “Many 

without precedent. When is it ever not “proportionate” 
to investigate a war crime?”

Political pressure?

While contemporaneous investigations could be stymied 
and even seen as non-starters, eventually a number of 
allegations were looked at by Operation Northmoor, a 
parallel to the Iraq Historic Allegations Team (IHAT), but 
it came to focus on allegations of executions by British 
Special Forces. 

Set up in 2014, more than 600 allegations were looked 
at, including 52 alleged illegal killings. The appetite for 
conclusive results, though, was not there. One insider 
told AOAV that in IHAT there was not even a fluent 
Arabic speaker as part of the core team – they relied on 
local translators. The source said that there was an 
unspoken culture that IHAT would not find anything 
unless it was unavoidable. Considering the evidence 
we have seen, the same may be assumed of Operation 
Northmoor.

In February 2017, Defence Secretary Michael Fallon, 
alongside the dissolution of IHAT, announced that 90% 
of the Afghan investigations had been discontinued, 
with just one case of unlawful killing remaining. In a 
statement, the MoD said: “The Royal Military Police has 
found no evidence of criminal behaviour by the armed 
forces in Afghanistan.”

According to whistle-blowers who spoke to Panorama 
in 2019, however, the application of impartial justice 
was far from rigorous. RMP detectives revealed they 
had not even had the chance to speak to key Afghan 
witnesses before Northmoor was shut down. One 
Northmoor detective told the BBC at the time: “I 
wouldn’t write off a job until I have spoken to both 
parties. If you are writing off a job and the only thing you 
have got is the British account, how is that an 
investigation? My view is that every one of those deaths 
deserved to be examined and due process of law to 
take place.”

The MOD asserts that the Service Prosecuting Authority 
is independent and that the lack of prosecutions from 
Northmoor was the natural outcome due to the lack of 
evidence. 

Michael Fallon closed down 90% of Northmoor cases 
in 2017.
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have fought under the UK’s flag. The armed forces 
deserve to be held in the highest esteem and a repeat 
of IHAT must never be allowed to happen again.”

This statement seems to contain three broad assertions: 

• British military investigators treated Iraqi civilians 
preferentially to UK armed service personnel;

• This stemmed from a desire to please supranational 
organisat ions, juxtaposing (miscalculated) 
international loyalties with (dutiful) patriotic ones;

• Members of the armed forces deserve preferential 
legal treatment and the IHAT process, which resulted 
in no prosecutions, was too burdensome on military 
personnel. 

This report does not have the space to discuss the 
validity of these claims, in relation to IHAT. However, it 
is clear that they are certainly not true for Operation 
Northmoor. 

Failure begets failure

The obstructive practices and institutional shortcomings 
detailed above help build an understanding of how the 
RMP has failed on so many occasions to find justice  
for victims. 

Historical inquiries are inherently impaired compared to 
contemporaneous investigations. But they become the 
only option to achieve justice when allegations are 
improperly examined right after the offence. This much 
was pointed out by then Veterans Minister, Johnny 
Mercer MP. In January 2020, he told Parliament: “It is  
a matter of deep personal regret that the original  
RMP investigations were flawed and that opportunities 
to hold those responsible to account may now have 
been lost. 

“For this, I unreservedly apologise to those who suffered 
treatment at the hands of UK forces that was simply 
unacceptable, and I apologise to our servicemen and 
women who have, as a result, had years of investigations 
foisted upon them, having more often than not had 
nothing to do with the incidents in question.” 

On the 17th June 2021, Mr Mercer was interviewed on 
Conservative Home. In response to a question at 
minute 40 where Mr Mercer was asked if he was of the 

complained that they had gathered what they thought 
was enough evidence to prosecute, and then they’d 
have an MOD lawyer go to the senior leadership of IHAT 
and tell them to drop the case.” 

The MOD denied this description, but the lack of rigour 
across multiple cases also highlighted in earlier 
sections, certainly raises serious doubts over the 
institutional impartiality of the case management. It is 
also worth remembering that the consistent commentary 
from senior politicians and newspapers to end the so-
called vexatious prosecutions of UK military personnel 
does not exist in a vacuum. 

A Defence sub-committee, chaired by Johnny Mercer 
MP, published a report in 2017 as IHAT was shut down, 
entirely on the subject of blunting the power of bodies 
investigating historical allegations. In its summary, it 
stated: “Both the MoD and IHAT have focused too 
much on satisfying the accusers and too little on 
defending those under investigation. Ministers must 
take the lead in ensuring that this rectified [sic].

“The manner in which the armed forces are investigated 
requires fundamental reform. The focus has been on 
satisfying perceived international obligations and 
outside bodies, with far too little regard for those who 

Johnny Mercer MP.
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Furthermore, a Freedom of Information request to 
ascertain how many complaints were made to the 
RMP at any time in the last 11 years in relation to the 
treatment of civilians by British troops in Afghanistan 
during 2010 and 2011, showed there were 115 cases 
where the RMP were made aware of allegations. In all 
but three of those cases, no action was taken or was 
not recorded; two led to detention, the other to a fine 
and demotion. Less than 2% of allegations led to 
prosecutions.

In three-quarters of cases, no referral was made by the 
Service Police. Just 11 of the 115 cases were referred 
to the Service Prosecuting Authority (SPA).

Over nearly a four year period, between March 2010 
and Jan 2014, only 36 incidents of mistreatment  
of Afghans were actually referred to the RMP for 
investigation. Of those, 52% (19) were dropped due to 
insufficient evidence.

One of the most shocking incidents, which thankfully 
wasn’t fatal, involved a hung-over soldier stabbing a 
ten-year-old boy with a bayonet in the Nad-e Ali district 
of Helmand in 2010. According to prosecutors, Grenadier 
Guardsman Daniel Crook “drank a considerable quantity 
of vodka which was sent to him in a mineral bottle 
contained in a welfare parcel”. Crook had his gun 
confiscated as a safety measure but was still sent out 
on patrol. 

Armed with a bayonet, he was approached by the boy, 
Ghulam Nabi, who was asking for some chocolate. “In 
response Crook took hold of the boy’s shoulder and 
stabbed him in the region of his kidneys with his 
bayonet. Crook felt the bayonet pierce the boy’s skin 
but did not see if he was bleeding,” prosecutors said. 
He was rushed to hospital and survived. 

Crook was convicted of Occasioning Actual Bodily 
Harm (ABH) and sentenced to 18 months detention and 
was dismissed from the military. 

In the case of Marine A and Crook, both committed the 
offences in broad daylight and immediately admitted 
what they had done to their colleagues, one even on 
camera. The evidence to ensure a charge and 
prosecution would’ve been instantly apparent and 
available to the RMP. 

view that we know everything about that was ‘done 
wrong’ by British Forces in Afghanistan and Iraq, Mr 
Mercer replied: 

“I have to be really careful here. No, we don’t know 
what happened. And I formally wrote to the Secretary of 
State on my position on this subject. He knows that and 
he makes his own decisions. We’re the only country in 
the Five Eyes who has not prosecuted someone for 
doing something wrong in Afghanistan. Do we therefore 
think: ‘hmmm, all of our blokes didn’t succumb to the 
pressure that other countries did?’ or do we think ‘we 
might have a bit of a problem with our investigatory 
standards?’”

AOAV asked the MOD, in November 2021, for the 
correspondence between the former Parliamentary 
Under Secretary of State (Minister for Defence People 
and Veterans) and the Secretary of State for Defence in 
relation to potential wrongdoings by British troops in 
either Iraq and Afghanistan. At the time of publication, 
almost a year later, that correspondence has not been 
released.

The truth is that much resides in obscurity. Despite 
paying compensation for 289 civilian deaths in 
Afghanistan between 2006-14, for instance – as revealed 
by an AOAV investigation – the true number of British 
linked deaths of civilians is estimated to be far greater. 

In 2011, the MOD revealed that they had launched 99 
investigations into “incidents in which Afghan civilians 
have allegedly been killed or wounded by British military 
personnel in Afghanistan”. These included 21 “shooting 
incidents”, some of which were fatal, as well as 16 
alleged assaults of Afghans who had been captured 
and detained by British forces. 

Despite this, other Freedom of Information requests by 
AOAV revealed that just 17 UK military personnel have 
been charged and less than half of those (eight) 
convicted in relation to civilian harm in Afghanistan. 
Just one of these relating to a fatal incident, the much-
publicised case of Marine A – this despite almost 300 
civilian deaths, including many children.

Allegations arising from conduct in Iraq led to 23 
charges for civilian casualties caused recklessly but 
resulted in just six convictions at Courts-Martial.
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investigated. In response to the reporting, the MOD 
stated that the Serious Investigations Branch of the 
RMP had conducted some initial enquiries in 2012, but 
it is apparent that these didn’t involve interviewing key 
military witnesses, such as the whistle-blower. 

AOAV looked more closely into this event, and found 
social media posts from the time where it seems that 
British Army personnel joked about the event. Posts on 
the military-dedicated forum involve men ‘joking’ that 
one way to manage “sh*****g the locals” was to “kill 
them and shove their body in a septic tank.” 

Another post from 2013 explained how soldiers based 
in Kenya are pretty much “confined to the camp these 
days” due to the “prozzie septic tank incident”, 
suggesting that senior British military personnel knew 
about the killing at the time. Many of the posts use 
language that is too graphic to publish. 

A 2012 thread published after the news of Wanjiru’s 
disappearance included men discussing the likely 
outcome of her death.

“The s**t will hit the fan over this one,” wrote one poster, 

Yet, even when a soldier admits to committing murder 
immediately to his colleagues, this does not guarantee 
prosecution – as the case of Agnes Wanjiru, a vulnerable 
young woman in Kenya, shows.

An investigation by The Sunday Times in October 2021 
detailed a murder confession in March 2012 from a 
soldier to his colleagues while they were in a local hotel 
that was regularly frequented by troops for use of 
prostitutes. The soldier either stabbed or choked Agnes 
to death and dumped her body in a septic tank. Soon 
after, he then confessed to the act and showed other 
members of his unit her corpse. 

According to the testimony of one whistleblower, who 
was at the hotel that night and was shown the body, all 
witnesses were told to never speak to any investigators 
about it. He also alleges that he took it further up the 
command chain yet nobody took it seriously. The 
murder was an open secret within the unit but, he 
claims, he has never been spoken to by British military, 
civilian police or Kenyan authorities about it. 

In 2017, a Kenyan judge ordered an inquest into the 
death and called for an apparent cover-up to be 

Agnes Wanjiru was 21 when she was killed and left behind a five-month-old baby. Image: Rose Wanyua.

Cover-up in Kenya?
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presumption against the prosecution of British personnel 
five years after the offence was reported. 

It was championed by the then Veterans’ Minister 
Johnny Mercer who, when quizzed by MPs, could not 
point to an actual case of a vexatious prosecution. 
When then asked by Parliament’s Joint Committee on 
Human Rights “what he meant by vexatious prosecutions 
brought by the [Ministry of Defence] against armed 
forces personnel”, its report cited that Mercer “seemed 
not to understand the question”, as he treated civil 
claims and criminal prosecutions as if they were 
synonymous. 

The underlying logic of the Bill was questioned by the 
Committee in its report: “It is difficult to understand why 
the MoD is legislating to limit the ability of its own 
prosecutors to bring prosecutions when so few 
prosecutions have been brought, and when there is no 
suggestion that prosecutions brought by the Service 
Prosecuting Authority have been vexatious.”

Eventually, due to an amendment passed in the House 
of Lords – put forward by Labour peer George Robertson 
– the war crimes of genocide and torture were included 
as exemptions in the legislation, alongside sexual 
offences. But the Government fought against even this 
alteration. 

Lord Robertson said the Bill in its original form was 
“outrageous” and “apparently legitimising torture”. He 
told the House of Lords: “For the first time in the history 
of British law, we would be creating a two-tier justice 
system where troops acting for us abroad would be 
treated differently from other civilians in society.”

Part 2 of the Act still creates a six-year time limit for 
civilians to sue the MOD for wrongdoing, such as 
torture. This means if the claim is not brought promptly, 
which can often be the case in conflict zones, then 
victims of wrongdoing may be blocked from getting 
justice. 

Ironically, the Bill may increase the likelihood that British 
personnel are prosecuted, but internationally rather 
than by the MOD. The International Criminal Court (ICC) 
asserts that all nations have a ‘duty to investigate’ 
allegations of war crimes. If this duty is neglected, that 
is when the ICC steps in. 

linking to a Sky News report of the allegations at the 
time. “It’s likely that the punishments for whatever 
happened have already been handed out and this will 
be brushed under the carpet,” wrote another. 

A third poster agreed that this is “how it works”, before 
‘joking’ that when he “butchered a prostitute” he was 
rewarded with parades and extras. In response, another 
member ‘joked’ that after being caught with a woman’s 
“blood-stained” underwear and a “shovel”, his “red 
book” was lowered from “exemplary” to “satisfactory.” 
This is not to suggest such events happened, but that 
the death of a young woman was deemed acceptable 
to mock.

The tragic incident of the death, and the widespread 
discussion of it at the time, raises some serious 
questions about the integrity or competence or capacity 
of the RMP, as well as those commanding officers in the 
Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment who were out in Kenya 
during this time.

Such concerns are not just held by AOAV. The Centre 
for Military Justice demanded that due to the RMP’s 
proximity to the original failed investigation, they should 
not be in charge of the current one. A different branch, 
from the RAF or Navy Police, should co-lead with a 
civilian force, they suggested. 

“If the RMP was anywhere near this case and declined 
to push for the fullest investigation possible, then even 
presentationally, they ought to be asked to step aside 
now. This is not a time for the military police to get 
territorial,” they wrote. 

Reforming the wrong way

Despite all the interrogative failures and structural flaws 
in the military’s investigations of serious crimes against 
innocent civilians, the only legislative move Conservative 
governments have made arguably further limits, not 
increases, the possibility for justice in these cases. 

The Overseas Operations Bill was a heavy-handed 
attempt to implement a 2019 Conservative Manifesto 
pledge to tackle apparent ‘vexatious’ claims against 
members of the armed forces. It placed a de facto five-
year statute of limitations on crimes committed by 
British personnel abroad, by implementing a statutory 
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by the failure of the UK military and authorities to conduct 
independent and impartial investigations into allegations 
in the immediate aftermath of the conflict in Iraq.”

The institutional and political obstacles put in the way 
of investigations of military crimes by the UK government 
are substantial. In fact, as the next section explores, 
Britain appears to be the least likely NATO force to 
prosecute their own. 

Coincidentally, perhaps, whilst the Overseas Operations 
Bill was being pushed through Parliament, the ICC’s 
Office of the Prosecutor released its final report on the 
state of war crimes investigations into British military 
conduct in Iraq.   

The report characterised it as ‘uncontroversial’ to assert 
that “the initial response of the British Army in theatre at 
the time of the alleged offences was inadequate and 
vitiated by a lack of a genuine effort to carry out relevant 
investigations independently or impartially.” (Point 5, 
Executive Summary)

Although the report states that there was a “reasonable 
basis to believe” that atrocities such as wilful killing, 
torture, inhuman/cruel treatment and rape may have 
been committed there wasn’t proof that UK authorities 
had deliberately blocked prosecutions. The report’s 
author, Fatou Bensouda, was clear to point out that: 
“the fact that the allegations investigated by the UK 
authorities did not result in prosecutions does not mean 
that these claims were vexatious.”

Despite the highly critical report, Defence Secretary 
Ben Wallace was to be strangely upbeat about it. He 
said it “vindicates our efforts to pursue justice where 
allegations have been founded. I am pleased that work 
we have done, and continue to do, in improving the 
quality and assurances around investigations has been 
recognised by the ICC.”

Matthew Cannock, Head of Amnesty International’s 
Centre for International Justice, said the conclusion of 
the report “rewards bad faith and delays brought about

Defence Secretary Ben Wallace.
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special forces to have ‘exchange’ troopers in 
Afghanistan to observe and learn from one another. 

One Australian whistleblower told the inquiry: “What-
ever we do, though, I can tell you the Brits and the US 
are far, far worse. I’ve watched our young guys stand by 
and hero worship what they were doing, salivating at 
how the US were torturing people. You just stand there 
and roll your eyes and wait for it to end.”

This section will look at allegations of misconduct by 
other nations’ Special Forces to compare how they 
dealt with them and how the countries differ in their 
approach to transparency and oversight. 

Misconduct

Australia

Credible evidence of 39 extrajudicial killings of Afghan 
civilians by members of the Special Air Service Regiment 
(SASR) were detailed in the explosive Brereton Report. 
Released in November 2020, it painted a picture of a 
violent, toxic culture within the Australian Special 
Forces. 

The killings did not take place in the heat of battle and 
none of the victims were combatants. As Chief of the 
Defence Force, Angus Campbell, said: “None were 
alleged to have occurred in circumstances in which the 
intent of the perpetrator was unclear, confused or 
mistaken. And every person spoken to by the inquiry 
thoroughly understood the law of armed conflict and 
the rules of engagement under which they operated.”

Junior soldiers were ordered by their patrol commanders 
to shoot a detained person to register their first kill. This 
initiation of ‘blooding’ would form part of a competitive 

This report has so far focused on British Special Forces 
and the military infrastructure around them. But the 
missions, skills, equipment, and elite status of Special 
Forces are by no means unique to the UK. 

Due to their size, Special Forces of different nations will 
often collaborate with other states. They may do so by 
training together, sharing intelligence or, even, fighting 
side by side. Troopers may well embed with another 
nation’s forces, as was tragically the case for Sergeant 
Matt Tonroe. The British SAS soldier was killed in Syria 
in 2018, while he was fighting alongside US commandos, 
when an explosive carried by an American colleague 
was accidentally detonated. 

Collaboration between Special Forces was common in 
Afghanistan. This was a multinational effort, with 49 
nations contributing troops at some stage, including all 
30 NATO nations. At its peak, there were more than 
13,000 special operators from at least 18 countries18 
that committed their Special Operations Forces (SOF). 
The respective heads of the US, UK and Australian 
Special Forces were reported to meet on a weekly basis 
to discuss what each was doing, as part of the so-
called ‘SOF tribe’.19

Sources we have spoken to who served with UKSF in 
Afghanistan have spoken of a natural camaraderie but 
also a degree of competitiveness amongst the SF 
fighters of each nation.

One suggestion that came out of the Brereton Report 
was that the worst practices seen by Australian 
troopers was actually an attempted emulation of 
American and British Special Forces. Australian forces 
operated primarily out of Uruzgan province, but would 
occasionally go on missions to Helmand. AOAV 
understands it was common for UK and Australian 

7. SPECIAL FORCES AROUND THE WORLD: 
CONDUCT, OVERSIGHT AND OPACITY

We are far from the flagpole and are expected to be 
incorruptible.
Former Navy SEAL convicted of smuggling cocaine into Florida on a 
military aircraft.“
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‘demigod’, and one who can make or break the career 
of a trooper”. 

If they did not do exactly what was expected of them, 
they were deemed a “lemon”, which could be career-
ending. Interestingly, the report’s interviewees revealed 
a process of compartmentalisation, so that their actions 
were considered “as something that happened outside 
the wire to stay outside the wire.

“In that context, some individuals who would have 
believed themselves incapable of such behaviour were 
influenced to commit egregious crimes. It is clear to the 
Inquiry that at least some of them have regretted it, and 
have been struggling with the concomitant moral injury, 
ever since.”

Exemplifying the attitude of irreproachability, SASR 
troopers would regularly set up an unofficial bar, called 
The Fat Lady’s Arms – despite alcohol being banned for 
Australian soldiers. A month after the Brereton Report, 
photos emerged from 2009 of troopers drinking out a 
prosthetic leg that belonged to an Afghan amputee who 
was killed in a raid. One photo showed it mounted on a 
wooden board alongside a Nazi military decoration.

framing between other patrols, to attempt to outscore 
their kill-counts. Such shootings would later be 
explained in official records with the use of ‘throwdown’ 
weapons and a cover story – not dissimilar to what we 
have outlined about occurring in UKSF units.20

This culture of secrecy and cover-up was pervasive, the 
report found. Operational summaries “were routinely 
embellished, often using ‘boilerplate’ language, in order 
proactively to demonstrate apparent compliance with 
rules of engagement, and to minimise the risk of 
attracting the interest of higher headquarters”.21

As outlined in Section 2, the circumstances, in which 
detainees were legitimately killed because they reached 
for a weapon, that were described in the UKSF’s 
operational summaries appeared to be duplicated on 
multiple occasions by Australian SF units. It was this 
that provoked the incredulity of certain officers. 

The report theorised that subordinates complied with 
such orders for a number of reasons. Chiefly, to a junior 
soldier, who has invested years of their life to make it 
into the Australian SAS, “the patrol commander is a 

A senior Australian soldier drinks beer from a prosthetic leg that belonged to a Taliban fighter killed by special forces 
in Afghanistan.
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Afghanistan and back in London were made aware of 
serious concerns about potential war crimes and their 
subsequent cover-up of this type. 

One heavily redacted incident in the Brereton Report is 
described in the report as “possibly the most disgraceful 
episode in Australia’s military history”. But Australia’s 
defence institutions also deserve some credit. They 
have gone some way to face, with complete frankness, 
the shameful actions of those they held up as heroes. 

The UK government continues to deny there ever has 
been any such problem. In response to the Brereton 
Report, a spokesperson for the British Ministry of 
Defence said: “The Australian Defence Force’s report 
into alleged wrongdoing in Afghanistan does not affect 
or implicate British service personnel.”

“Our armed forces are held to the highest standards, 
and the Service Police have carried out extensive and 
independent investigations into alleged misconduct of 
UK forces in Afghanistan. As of today, none of the 
historical allegations under Operation Northmoor have 
led to prosecutions.”

As this report has highlighted, the claim that UK 
investigations were “extensive” lacks credibility. And 
compared to the rigour of Australia’s eventual self-
examination, it is derisible. 

United States 

The American Special Forces, and military at large, 
have a reputation for a ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ 
attitude. 

Multiple retired British personnel expressed such a 
view to us. Whatever the British were accused of, ‘the 
Yanks were far worse’ was the mantra. And arguably, 
the fact that, in British minds, the US were setting a low 
moral bar in terms of civilian casualties, may inform us 
as to why British wrongdoing has been shrugged off for 
so long. 

Evaluating whether US conduct was worse than the 
British in Afghanistan is beyond the scope of this report. 
The NATO mission in Afghanistan was fundamentally 
US-led. Up to 2009, US soldiers constituted around 
half of the 71,000-strong ISAF force. 

Investigators found no evidence of “knowledge of, or 
reckless indifference to, the commission of war crimes, 
on the part of commanders at troop/platoon, squadron/
company or Task Group Headquarters level, let alone at 
higher levels.” 

While, in hindsight, more could have been done, the 
investigators conceded that “in judging the reasonable-
ness of conduct at the time, it needs to be borne in 
mind that few would have imagined some of our elite 
soldiers would engage in the conduct that has been 
described; for that reason there would not have been a 
significant index of suspicion, rather the first natural 
response would have been disbelief.”

In short, the actions of Australia’s most elite troops 
were beyond belief and thus no one further up the chain 
would’ve suspected a thing. 

The same cannot be said for UK Special Forces. As 
detailed in Sections 2 & 3, senior officers based in 

The same leg mounted on the wall alongside a Nazi 
military decoration.
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Britain, the second-largest contributor, made up 12%, 
with 9,000 troops stationed in Helmand. After the 
additional surge of soldiers by President Obama in 
2009, this tipped the balance even further. By 2013, 
Americans made up two-thirds of international forces in 
Afghanistan. This included some 13,000 special 
operators and support personnel. Proportionally, a 
study by AOAV found that British soldiers were 12% 
more likely to die during the War on Terror (including in 
Iraq) than their US counterparts. 

When US Marines provided major reinforcements to the 
British in Helmand, 2010, the allies were disagreeing 
heavily about strategy. According to journalist Rajiv 
Chandrasekaran’s book Little America, the top Marine 
commander Larry Nicholson thought ineffective British 
forces “established front lines that they did not cross” 
and “he recoiled when he saw how Afghan soldiers 
were segregated in camps on British bases. He 
advocated genuine partnership, not a vestigial colonial 
attitude toward the natives, and that meant eating and 
living together.”

Being so numerically dominant means that US Special 
Operations Forces (SOF) are likely to have caused far 
more civilian harm than the British. And we know from 
the Australian whistle-blower quoted above, Wikileaks 
and the recently released Civilian Casualty Files, a 
persistent stereotype of trigger-happy Americans in 
Afghanistan wasn’t produced from thin air.  

Experts we have spoken to have suggested UKSF were 
influenced by the Americans in Afghanistan, with their 
superior numbers, budget and equipment. However, 
those who served in UKSF are keen to suggest it was 
the other way round. Either way, it seems worthwhile to 
highlight a few recent developments in the world of US 
SOF, to chart the changes in size, budget, oversight 
and conduct.

US SOF: scope and transparency

The role of US special forces changed after 9/11. With 
the onset of the War on Terror, waged against a nebulous 
enemy spread across the globe, the demand was high 
for covert operations tracing and capturing or killing 
high-value targets. Between 2001 and 2017, the US 
budget for Special Forces more than quadrupled, from 
$3bn to $12.3bn. Personnel nearly doubled. ISAF Troop numbers, October 2009.
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Special Operations Command] conducts outside 
theatres of major hostilities.” And in 2017, Congress 
introduced monthly Pentagon briefings on SOF 
operations. Similar constitutional set-ups exist in 
Denmark and France.22 But in the UK, when asked 
about UKSF missions, Ministers defer to a long-
standing ‘no comment’ policy on Special Forces.23

Members of the Intelligence and Security Committee 
(ISC) are not briefed, even confidentially, on UKSF 
missions, despite that fact that the operations of the 
security services, such as the Secret Intelligence 
Service (MI6) are informed to the ISC.

In 2021, the US Congress created the Subcommittee 
on Intelligence and Special Operations. They have the 
jurisdiction to demand briefs from the Department of 
Defense on its special forces. Whether this will be used 
to rigorously scrutinise the hundreds of deployments 
around the world remains to be seen, but at the least  
it established the legislative precedent for such 
inspections. 

An investigation by Nick Turse found that in just one 
year, 2016, US Special Operation Forces were deployed 
to 138 nations, or 70% of the world. Interestingly, 
confirmation of deployment to 129 of these countries 
were supplied by US Special Operations Command. 

In contrast, AOAV’s attempt to find out the nations the 
UKSF were deployed to have been met with a blanket 
refusal from the MOD. The MOD even refuses, on 
occasion, to release the country of regular force 
deployment. Releasing information on operations that 
have no discernible link to Special Forces was deemed 
a “threat to national security”, despite some of the 
information already being published in military magazines. 

Oversight

As well as transparency, US Special Operations are 
treated with more legislative scrutiny than UK Operations. 
President Obama insisted select congressional leaders 
were briefed on secretive SOF missions. This was 
formalised in 2013 with a requirement for a written 
confirmation of “of any military activities JSOC [Joint 

Credit: Nick Turse, Tom Dispatch.
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Ethics 

US special forces have experienced a notable number 
of scandals in recent years. 

A platoon of Navy SEALs was kicked out of Iraq in July 
2019 for an alleged sexual assault that happened at an 
alcohol-fuelled party (a party that, in itself, was banned). 
Weeks earlier, Navy Special Operations Chief Edward 
Gallagher was tried and acquitted of murdering a 
detained ISIS member who was receiving medical 
treatment. Witnesses claimed the soldier stabbed the 
young fighter; others said he did not cause the death. In 
the end, Gallagher was found guilty of taking a photo 
with the body. The court was shown texts saying: 
“Good story behind this. Got him with my hunting 
knife.” They were accompanied by a photo of the SEAL 
holding the dead prisoner’s head by the hair. Gallagher 
later appeared on a podcast where he admitted that 
Navy SEALs practised medical procedures on a dying 
detainee.

Conduct in Afghanistan

Aside from a list of countries deployed to, the actions of 
US SOF are almost entirely classified. In Afghanistan, 
they were conducting, on average, the bulk of the 19 
raids per night between December 2010 and February 
2011, according to ISAF records. In their analysis of 
conduct during night raids, an Open Society Foundation 
report concluded that: “the right to use lethal force is 
too easily triggered, resulting in unnecessary and 
avoidable civilian harm”.24 

Allegations of torture and unlawful killing by US SOF 
commandos in Wardak Province were also revealed in 
2013 by Afghan military whistle-blowers. Originally 
denied by US authorities, the claims stuck. Then 
Afghanistan’s President, Hamid Karzai, banned US 
forces from the area. It has been suggested that killing 
targets became preferential to the US administration, 
due to the political and legal difficulties over detention 
in Guantanamo Bay.25

Navy SEALs during night operation in Afghanistan.
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alone, 44 soldiers died at Fort Bragg from homicides 
and suicides, many stemming from drug deals and use. 
In one shocking incident, a 21-year-old was beheaded 
while on a camping trip with six fellow paratroopers. An 
extensive substance-abuse culture was revealed, with 
soldiers regularly using anabolic steroids, cocaine, 
MDMA, methamphetamine and heroin. In 2014, a Navy 
SEAL pleaded guilty after being found at Miami’s airport 
with 10kg of cocaine in his carry-on luggage. 

Another former commando, also convicted of drug 
smuggling, told Rolling Stone that US SOF operate in a 
“‘grey zone’ where morality and ethics are in the eye of 
the beholder, and everything goes so long as the 
mission is accomplished and your tactics aren’t known 
to the public or explicitly to the higher-ups. 

“Elite soldiers have access to whatever they want to get 
into: whores, guns, drugs, you name it. We are far from 
the flagpole and are expected to be incorruptible.”

Former British SAS soldier, Ben Timberlake, claimed in 
his book last year to have smuggled in ecstasy pills and 
shared them out one night with the US forces he was 

In 2021, another Navy SEAL admitted to the killing of an 
Army staff sergeant in a supposed hazing gone wrong 
in Mali in 2017. 

The cumulative build-up of these scandals led to Gen. 
Richard Clarke commissioning a review into the ethics 
and culture of US SOF. The report, released in January 
2020, found no “systemic ethics problem” but said the 
high tempo of deployments had put too much emphasis 
on “mission accomplishment at the expense of the 
training and development of our forces”. 

An investigation the following year by Rolling Stone 
magazine found that this report was “mostly a 
whitewash, full of vague language about improving 
leadership and accountability”.

It is worth focusing on Fort Bragg, which houses the 
two most important command headquarters of US 
Special Operations – US Army Special Operations 
Command (USASOC) this includes the Green Berets 
and Rangers and Joint Special Operations Command 
(JSOC). JSOC controls the most elite and secretive 
units, such as SEAL Team 6 and Delta Force. In 2020 

US SOF team fighting in Wardak province, 2011.
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New Zealand 
A review of Operation Burnham, a 2010 raid in the 
Tirgiran Valley, found that action by New Zealand SAS 
resulted in seven men and one child being killed. No 
links to insurgents were confirmed. The soldiers were 
deemed to have acted lawfully, but the country’s 
Defence Force was found to have misled ministers 
about the incident by not correcting their assertion that 
claims of civilian casualties were unfounded. As a result 
of the inquiry, an Inspector-General of Defence will be 
established, to “provide independent oversight of the 
New Zealand Defence Force”. 

Netherlands 
In 2020, the Dutch Defence Ministry asked prosecutors 
to look into a report that Dutch soldiers fired and killed 
civilians in Uruzgan, Afghanistan, in 2007. AOAV 
approached the Dutch Defence Ministry to comment 
on the status of this investigation. At the time of 
publication, we have received no response. 

Canada 
The Canadian military has been officially warned about 
a ‘culture of stealing’ amongst its special forces. Several 
members are being investigated. Stolen equipment 
included gun parts and ammunition. In 1995, the 
Defence Minister David Collenette, decided to disband 
Canada’s elite Airborne Regiment after it was revealed 
that troopers tortured and killed a 16-year-old Somali 
boy, Shidane Arone, in 1993, during a United Nations 
peacekeeping mission in what became known as the 
‘Somalia Affair’.

Chapter conclusion 

While many patterns of ill-discipline, such as no rank 
hierarchy, no uniform, drinking and drug-taking, have 
been observed across many nations’ Special Forces, 
the UK appears to stand alone amongst its allies in its 
lack of public review or redress of such behaviour. 

Defenders would say it’s wise for UKSF to not air its 
dirty laundry and to quietly reform behind closed doors. 
But without any sense of public accountability, it will 
mean those who have allowed rule-breaking of all 
shades, from excessive drinking to unlawful killings, will 
be the ones trusted to stamp it out. As has been 
evidenced throughout this report, that is not a formula 
for just outcomes. 

embedded with, in Ramadi, Iraq whilst they were on 
duty. He purports the sound of their machine-gun fire 
led them to hugging with joy. 

Despite ultimately doing more damage, the US has 
ostensibly gone towards being more transparent about 
special forces deployments and have sought to improve 
ethical standards. The MOD and UK government has 
been singularly resistant to reform and in denial of any 
systemic problems. 

Rest of the world

Germany 
A special forces company was dissolved by the Defense 
Minister for its links to far-right extremism. The KSK 
consisted of 300 soldiers and operated in Afghanistan 
and the Balkans. During one party, soldiers played with 
pig heads, listened to extreme-right rock music and 
performed the banned Nazi salute. The 2nd Company 
was disbanded but the rest of the KSK was threatened 
with the same fate if problems continued. Throughout 
the KSK, there was an apparent amnesty for troopers to 
return stolen ammunition, although some argued this 
had no legal basis and should have been punished 
more severely, especially considering the unit’s 
problems with far-right extremism. 

France 
In 2015, the French government confirmed that at  
least ten paratroopers and foreign legionnaires had 
absconded to fight for ISIS in Syria. This included a 
member of their elite First Marine Infantry Parachute 
Regiment, considered “one of Europe’s most 
experienced special forces units”. Internally the foreign 
legion, who enlist soldiers from all over the world, has 
been criticised for allowing frequent violence and ritual 
humiliation of its recruits. One 25-year-old Slovakian, 
Jozef Svarusko, who was on a march in 38C degree 
heat in the Djibouti desert, complained of a sore knee 
but rather than get treatment, he was beaten and had 
his water bottle emptied. He later collapsed and died 
following a heart attack caused by sunstroke. Four 
officers were indicted for acts of “torture and barbarity” 
but none appear to have stood trial. 
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including killing targets that were radicalised Britons. 
The legality of this extrajudicial procedure has been 
contested. This move coincided with a doubling of 
investment in UKSF, amounting to £2billion cash 
injection in the 2015 Spending Review, specifically to 
bolster “the capability of UK Special Forces to strike 
terrorists wherever they are in the world.”27 

The capability of a Prime Minister to order British troops 
into combat to any location in the world, with little to no 
oversight and without democratic consent, constitutes 
a grave risk for the UK’s security, particularly considering 
the geopolitical tinderbox that Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine has created. 

Three recommendations

1. AOAV calls for the creation of a privileged 
parliamentary committee to scrutinise the 
deployment of Britain’s Special Forces. Whilst 
maintaining the necessary secrecy during ongoing 
operations, both to protect the integrity of 
missions and the safety of military personnel, this 
measure would nonetheless act as a necessary 
check on any potential abuses of executive power 
involving Special Forces. 

2. AOAV also calls for an independent review into 
Operation Northmoor, in order to hold accountable 
those who interfered with or deliberately scuppered 
the investigations. This report has shown that  
the Service Police, primarily the Royal Military 
Police, have failed in their duty to sufficiently 
investigate the alleged extrajudicial killings by 
UKSF in Afghanistan: basic oversights were 
repeatedly made that cannot be put down to 
individual incompetence. AOAV believes a review 
of Northmoor would highlight any potential 
systemic flaws in the military chain of command 
that currently exists within the Service Police  
and would offer up recommendations for reform  
in a direction that protects the integrity and 
independence of investigations. 

3. AOAV, finally, recommends that all civilian deaths 
following UK military engagement at home and 
abroad be publicly listed in a detailed annual 
report – including civilian deaths following UKSF 
raids – so that the dead can be remembered, 

The evidence laid out in this report highlights two clear 
issues: that Special Forces retain a privileged position 
within the military and the wider political world, and that 
this position means they are immune from adequate 
legal scrutiny. 

The basic and numerous failures seen in the 
investigations, or lack thereof, of 54 alleged extrajudicial 
killings by UK Special Forces in Afghanistan all point to 
a series of interference from senior military officers or 
potentially even ministers.  

This is concerning. Special Forces occupy an anomalous 
position within the UK’s constitutional makeup. The 
most senior UKSF officer, the Director Special Forces, 
is only accountable to the Defence Secretary and the 
Prime Minister. Those who command the SAS or are 
Director SF, more often than not reach three-star rank 
or higher, a position of significant influence within the 
military. Parliamentary oversight of UKSF is de facto 
impossible, due to the blanket policy of ministers to not 
comment on their activities. There is not even a 
mechanism to conduct retrospective reviews of UKSF 
activity, as there is for MI6 via the Intelligence and 
Security Committee. 

In practical terms, UKSF receives little to no journalistic 
scrutiny, with a few notable exceptions. The little that is 
leaked relies on whistle-blowers risking serious criminal 
charges. UKSF-related freedom of information requests 
are legally exempt. As laid out in this report, UKSF have 
in recent history appeared to skirt any credible police 
investigation and military prosecutors seem reluctant to 
take on their cases. 

A central idea in the theory of liberal democratic politics 
is that an executive branch in possession of an area of 
unchecked power will inevitably seek to enlarge that 
area. As expected, then, successive Prime Ministers 
have expanded the size and remit of Special Forces. 
The partiality for UKSF inside No.10 and Whitehall 
bucks the trend of nearly every other area of the forces 
that have seen diminishing numbers.

Significant funding boosts for UKSF were implemented 
by Prime Ministers Blair, Cameron, May and Johnson.26 
Cameron was said to be particularly fond of SAS raids, 
reportedly he had given ‘carte blanche’ for UKSF to 
launch raids against IS in Iraq, Syria and north Africa, 
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compensation paid and justice served. Without 
properly acknowledging that, at the very least, 
civilians are killed when nations go to war, the UK 
military exsanguinates war and falls short of the 
very democratic accountability it professes to be 
protecting. 

This report has taken over 18 months of research.  
Thanks goes to BBC Panorama for working alongside 
us, albeit independently and at editorial distance, 
towards the same goal of accountabil ity and 
transparency. Thanks, too, to the Joseph Rowntree 
Charitable Trust, whose generous funding made this 
possible. And thanks, finally, to the men and women 
who took AOAV into their confidence to express 
concerns about UKSF activities in Afghanistan and 
beyond. Without their trust, this report would not have 
been possible.
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Ministry of Defence response to the Panorama investigation 

“We believe that BBC Panorama’s episode about SAS operations in Afghanistan, 
scheduled for broadcast Tuesday 12 July 2022, jumps to unjustified conclusions from 
allegations that have already been fully investigated.
 
“We have provided a detailed and comprehensive statement to Panorama, highlighting 
unequivocally how two Service Police operations carried out extensive and independent 
investigation into allegations about the conduct of UK forces in Afghanistan.
 
“Neither investigation found sufficient evidence to prosecute. Insinuating otherwise is 
irresponsible, incorrect and puts our brave Armed Forces personnel at risk both in the 
field and reputationally.  
 
“The Ministry of Defence of course stands open to considering any new evidence, there 
would be no obstruction. But in the absence of this, we strongly object to this subjective 
reporting.”
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1 All Afghan residences were referred to as compounds.  
2 Occasionally, no specific kill-count is given but is referred  

to as ‘several killed’. In these instances, we have calculated 
this as a minimum of three people killed.

3 For a detailed breakdown of Britain’s approach to ‘assassi-
nation missions’, see Reprive’s 2016 Report: Britain’s Kill List.

4 This was expressed to Operation Northmoor investigators. 
One officer told them: “It was my suspicion that the TTP  
was being abused for [redacted] own purposes. There was  
a frustration with the fact that often those who were detained 
shortly after, [redacted] and so I was concerned that 
[redacted] would rather set up a scenario that would allow 
them to kill rather than detain.”

5 N2107, Described as “Officer Commanding (OC) of 
[redacted] which was a sub-unit of [redacted].”

6 N1466- Assistant Chief of Staff Operations.
7 The extent to which this is true is laid out in Section 5. 
8 However, there is a record of the reasoning for this data not 

being looked at in a so-called ‘SILVER policy’ directive. The 
claimant in the Judicial Review application has asked for 
documents relating to this to be released. 

9 It was called Operation Teamwork. Although the official press 
release said Chief of General Staff, Sir Mark Carleton-Smith, 
stated he “believed there wasn’t necessarily a wholesale 
problem with the culture in the Army.”

10 Parallel situations from the Australian SASR in Afghanistan 
are laid out in detail in the Brereton Report, which we 
discuss in Section 7. 

11 Open Society Report – footnote 5.
12 In an incident in May 2011, a 12-year-old girl was shot when 

she ran away from an intruding force during a night raid. 
According to an ISAF statement following the incident:  
“An individual ran out the back of the compound toward the 
outer security perimeter and was killed when the security 
force mistakenly identified what they suspected was a 
weapon on the individual…Later, the force discovered the 
individual was an unarmed Afghan female adolescent.”

13 Rear Admiral Greg Smith, Nato’s director of communications 
in Kabul, denied that there had been any attempt at a 
cover-up. He said that both the men who were killed were 
armed and showing “hostile intent” but admitted “they were 
not the targets of this particular raid. I don’t know if they fired 
any rounds, if you have got an individual stepping out of a 
compound, and if your assault force is there, that is often the 
trigger to neutralise the individual. You don’t have to be fired 
upon to fire back.”

14 Chris Ryan, The History of the SAS, 2020.
15 A full strength squadron in the SAS is around 80 personnel, 

including officers and those at Squadron Headquarters. 
16 Hawley CA, de Burgh HT, Russell RJ, Mead A. Traumatic 

brain injury recorded in the UK Joint Theatre Trauma Registry 
among the UK Armed Forces. J Head Trauma Rehabil. 2015 
Jan-Feb;30(1):E47-56. doi: 10.1097/
HTR.0000000000000023. PMID: 24714212.

17 Further studies into the impact of TBI on British Armed 
Forces is currently being conducted at Imperial College 
London. 

18 Albania, Czech Rep, Denmark, Estonia, France, Hungary, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Norway, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, 
Australia, New Zealand: all Special Forces are mentioned  
in the ISAF records. As well as Jordan, UAE, South Korea, 
Colombia. Although that number is likely higher as it’s hard 
to conceive that a nation would withhold its Special Forces 
from its only active conflict. 

19 In 2012 at least; One Hundred Victories, Linda Robinson,  
p. 87.

20 Point 19, p. 29 Brereton Report.
21 Point 41, p. 34.
22 See Britain’s Shadow Army, Oxford Research Group, Remote 

Warfare Programme.
23 An investigation by AOAV and Declassified found that this 

‘long-standing policy’ was invented in the late 1980s to 
deepen the culture of secrecy in Whitehall. 

24 See Chapter 5: They added that: “Behaviour that would 
seem relatively innocuous in a less tense situation—for 
example sleeping near a weapon, running away from the 
intruders or even merely “stepping out” of a compound 
during a night raid—have been deemed signs of hostile 
intent during night raids in Afghanistan, triggering lethal 
force. During a March 2010 night raid, an 81-year-old man 
was deemed to have hostile intent for picking up his cell 
phone while in bed.”

25 “The political costs for any U.S. administration in taking and 
holding detainees are now enormous. … Politically, the most 
powerful institutional incentive today is to kill rather than 
capture them.” - “Targeted Killing in U.S. Counterterrorism 
Strategy and Law,” May 11, 2009, Hoover Institution.

26 The overall UKSF budget is classified.
27 Interestingly, concerns were raised at the time that this 

would result in a lowering of UKSF standards.
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