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SINGAPORE, June 2 — Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld today defended the training

of American troops and insisted that the overwhelming majority respect the rights of

Iraqi civilians.

"We know that 99.9 per cent of our forces conduct

themselves in an exemplary manner," said Mr.

Rumsfeld. "We also know that in conflicts things

that shouldn't happen do happen."

Mr. Rumsfeld's comments came amid a growing

furor in Iraq over reports that American marines killed 24 Iraqis in the

town of Haditha last year. Iraqi Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki

charged on Thursday that American forces had regularly attacked Iraqi

civilians and said that the Iraqi government would take this conduct into

account in determining how long American troops should remain in Iraq

Mr. Rumsfeld declined to respond directly to Mr. Maliki's assertions,

saying that he had not read them. He also declined to discuss the

specifics of the Haditha deaths, saying that he did not want to interfere in the ongoing investigations.

But the American defense secretary sought to dispel the notion that there is a systemic problem involving the

conduct of United States troops in Iraq or heightened concerns over the ability of American forces to maintain

security in the Anbar province west of Baghdad. The major obstacle to progress in Iraq, he suggested, was not

the United States, but rather the slow efforts by Mr. Maliki's government to appoint Defense and Interior

Ministers, two ministries that are central to securing Iraq.

"My assessment of the situation is that the government that has been elected under the new constitution needs

to appoint a defense minister and a minister of interior and get about the task of governing the country," Mr.

Rumsfeld said.

Mr. Maliki said this week that he intended to present candidates for the two positions to the next session of

parliament on Sunday.

Mr. Rumsfeld arrived in Singapore today on the first leg of a swing through Asia. He is schedule to deliver a

speech on Saturday to at an annual conference of defense officials and will also travel to Vietnam and

Indonesia. He will return to the United States after a stop in Brussels to meet with NATO defense ministers.

But it was Iraq that was the focus of his brief meeting today with reporters. Mr. Maliki's assertions that

American troops habitually infringed on the rights of Iraqi civilians and often did them harm were an

indication of the pressure his coalition is under from Sunni Arabs who are upset about reports that United

States Marines killed civilians in Haditha. But they also reflect anger on the part of the Iraqi public about the

deaths of Iraqi civilians at the hands of Americans, either by accident or in the course of raids against

insurgents. Mr. Maliki's predecessor, Ibrahim al-Jaafari, had presented similar complaints to the American

military.

The charge was all the more striking since the Iraqi government depends on American forces for its security.

Just this week, the American command ordered 1,500 American soldiers who had been kept in reserve in

Kuwait to deploy to the Anbar province in western Iraq, where Marines have been doing battle with fighters

controlled by Musab al-Zarqawi and a resilient insurgency.
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Mr. Rumsfeld, however, focused on steps he wanted the Iraqi government to take, including picking officials to

run its defense and interior ministries. Mr. Rumsfeld said that it was not surprising that Mr. Maliki's

government would take some time to select officials to oversee such critical ministries. The Iraqi prime

minister, he said, understood that the ministries needed to be run by competent centrists and was taking his

responsibilities seriously. Still, he said, the delays were undermining efforts to improve security in Iraq.

"They have never done this and the period is long," Mr. Rumsfeld said. "The problem is that people are getting

killed during this period — coalition forces and Iraqis, innocent Iraqis are getting killed.. And that's

unfortunate, and therefore, there is a, needless to say, a sense of urgency on my part and I know on the part of

the people involved."

Mr. Rumsfeld also said that Mr. Maliki's government needed to move ahead with a process of reconciliation to

bring Sunnis opposed to the coalition into the government and, thus, take some of steam out of the insurgency.

"If we are worried right now about the final appointment of the last two ministers — which we are, we would

like it done — the next big step we are going to be looking towards is a reconciliation process that will, we

believe, contribute to a more peaceful Iraq," Mr.Rumsfeld said.

The American military is conducting several investigations into allegations that about two dozen Iraqi civilians

were killed in Haditha. While the investigations proceed, senior American commanders in Iraq have ordered

that all 150,000 coalition troops receive mandatory refresher training on the "legal, moral and ethnical

standards on the battlefield."

Mr. Rumsfeld said that such measures were useful as a reminder. But he insisted that American forces that

leave for Iraq already have a sound grounding in the laws of war and the discriminate use of force against an

enemy that hides among the civilian population. "I know they are trained," he said. "The services train them,

the training commands train them, and their leaders are required to see that they're properly trained."
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