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Military Details Koran Incidents at Base in
Cuba
By ERIC SCHMITT
Published:  June 4, 2005

WASHINGTON, June 3 - A military inquiry has found
that guards or interrogators at the Guantánamo Bay
detention center in Cuba kicked, stepped on and
splashed urine on the Koran, in some cases
intentionally but in others by accident, the Pentagon
said on Friday.

The splashing of urine was among the cases described
as inadvertent. It was said to have occurred when a guard urinated near an air
vent and the wind blew his urine through the vent into a detainee's cell. The
detainee was given a fresh uniform and a new Koran, and the guard was
reprimanded and assigned to guard duty that kept him from contact with
detainees for the remainder of his time at Guantánamo, according to the
military inquiry.

The investigation into allegations that the Koran had been mishandled also
found that in one instance detainees' Korans were wet because guards on the
night shift had thrown water balloons on the cellblock.

In another case, a two-word obscenity was written in English on the inside
cover of an English-version Koran, but investigators could not determine
whether a guard or detainee had written it.

Last week, the head of the investigation, Brig. Gen. Jay W. Hood, commander
of the Guantánamo Joint Task Force, announced at the Pentagon that his
preliminary findings had uncovered five cases in which the Koran was
mishandled at the prison, but he refused to provide details.

In releasing those details in a final report on Friday, General Hood emphasized
that any abuse of the Koran was unusual and that the military had gone to great
lengths to be sensitive to the detainees' religious faiths.

"Mishandling a Koran at Guantánamo Bay is a rare occurrence," General Hood
said in statement released by the military's Southern Command. "Mishandling
of a Koran here is never condoned."

The investigation was started about three weeks ago after Newsweek magazine
published an article asserting that a separate inquiry by the military was
expected to find that a Koran had been flushed down a toilet at the detention
center. The magazine later retracted the article, but the assertion led to violence
in the Muslim world that left at least 17 people dead.

General Hood said last week that there was no credible evidence to substantiate
the claim that a Koran had ever been flushed down a toilet at the prison.
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The final report released on Friday said that four of the five incidents took
place after January 2003, after written procedures governing the handling of the
Koran had been put in place. That contradicted an account provided last
Thursday by General Hood, who was asked directly whether all five of the
incidents had taken place before January 2003, and replied: "Not all of them.
One of them occurred since then."

A spokesman for the task force, Capt. Jeffrey Weir, said in a telephone
interview that he could not explain General Hood's comments last week.
"Maybe he misspoke," Captain Weir said. "I'm not sure why he would have put
it that way."

The military released the findings of the investigation about 7:15 p.m., Eastern
time, well after the broadcasts of the network television evening news
programs. A Pentagon spokesman, Bryan Whitman, denied that the military
was trying to bury bad news late on a Friday night, a tactic often used by
government agencies. "It was completed and we try not to hold these things
after their reviews are completed," Mr. Whitman said in a telephone interview.

Military policy acknowledges that some Muslims consider a non-Muslim
touching the Koran as a desecration.

"The Southern Command policy of Koran handling is serious, respectful and
appropriate," said Lawrence Di Rita, the Pentagon spokesman, who was
traveling with Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld at a security conference
in Singapore. "The Hood inquiry would appear to affirm that policy."

The report said investigators had examined nine alleged incidents in which the
Koran was mishandled, either intentionally or unintentionally, and confirmed
five of them. Four involved guards at the detention center; one involved an
interrogator.

According to the military's statement on Friday, this is what happened in the
five confirmed incidents of Koran abuse.
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