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The 'liberal' darling of the State Department establishment, William Arkin, will soon be heading for Afghanistan, leading a Human Rights Watch team gathering data on civilian casualties of U.S bombing. He is the same person who produced the Human Rights Report on U.S bombing of Yugoslavia, which estimated the 78 day bombing campaign had resulted in a mere 500 civilian deaths. Numerous other accounts including estimates by Fred Kaplan, Michael Parenti, etc. and even the NATO's own internal review, cited figures of 1'200 - 2'000- deaths.
  We can fully expect that Arkin's Afghanistan report will, once again, present one-third of the truth, and be wholeheartedly embraced by the mainstream corporate media and the Washington establishment.  

Mainstream sources are already anticipating the 'true' Afghan body count which will be assembled during March 2002, after a team from the New York-based Human Rights Watch [HRW] visits Afghanistan. But, that report augers to present a gross underestimate of the actual civilians killed in Afghanistan, if the past HRW documents on the Iranian and Yugoslav conflicts and the October 22/23rd midnight bombing of the small farming village, Chowkar-Karez, are any indication. 

A reasonable question is:  who are the people behind Human Rights Watch?  How does the organization fit into the foreign policy establishment? George Soros, international financier, is the main financial backer and the board contains many persons linked to Soros institutions.
 Stephen Gowan of the Montreal-based Centre for Research on Globalisation. presents an interesting assessment:

"And what of New York-based Human Rights Watch? Is it part of Washington's propaganda machine, part of its plan to prevent the public from rethinking its support for the war? 

You wouldn't think so, at first. Didn't Human Rights Watch document the deaths of 500 Yugoslav civilians, and chastise NATO for not taking sufficient care in its bombing of Yugoslavia? And didn't the group establish that there were between 25 and maybe as many as 35 civilians killed by US warplanes at Chowkar-Karez? 

Yes, it did. But its estimate of the number of civilians killed in Yugoslavia (500) was on the low side of other estimates, even less than NATO's own initial estimate. And Human Rights Watch never accused NATO of war crimes, not even for the bombing of Serb Radio-TV. 

The group's finding that between 25 and 35 civilians were killed at Chowkar-Karez is consistent with its estimates of casualties in the 1999 NATO air war against Yugoslavia -- both contradict the other side's estimates and therefore corroborate the Washington line that the number of civilian casualties is being exaggerated. The Pentagon never denies that civilian casualties have occurred. Instead, it argues that the true number is inflated (although how it could know since it doesn't have soldiers on the ground is a question the media steers clear of), making the case that the enemy has an interest in inflating the numbers, which, of course, it does (just as the Pentagon has an interest in minimizing them.) 

Human Rights Watch, presenting itself as an impartial observer, corroborates the charge by producing lower estimates than the enemy government does, and thereby underscores Washington's claim that the enemy is exaggerating for propaganda purposes. The result is that attention is deflected from more pertinent matters: there are civilian casualties; the reasons for inflicting harm on civilians are entirely bogus; the civilian casualties may not be unintended at all. So it is that Human Rights Watch will grant that there were civilian casualties at Chowkar-Karez, making the point that there are fewer casualties than the Taliban says, without addressing the issue of whether US warplanes committed a war crime by deliberately attacking the civilians? Absurdly, the question becomes, were there 35 killed or 100? as if 35 is all right. 

Who is Human Rights Watch, anyway? Take a look at the organization's web site and it becomes immediately clear that this isn't a group of financially struggling human rights advocates, camped out in a low-rent office in some crummy part of town, proudly maintaining its independence from government and corporate elites. On the contrary, it's well-funded, and it's well-connected. Its links snake through the foreign policy establishment of the United States, through the State Department, and through the government's propaganda arm, Radio Free Europe."

William Arkin, Human Rights Watch chief investigator for its report on NATO's the Kosovo air campaign, spent two weeks in former Yugoslavia rushing around in a car, visiting 250 of the documented 900 targets, admittedly a mere sample of the total universe. Small wonder that the corporate media and Western government agencies quickly stamped the HRW report as truth independently verified.  Numerous other civilian casualty assessments came out with much higher figures. In an internal report, NATO itself estimated 1'200 - 2'000 civilians having been killed.
 Another report covering only the first month of the NATO air war, documented at least 1'000 civilians killed.

Andrew Gumble in an article captioned "Who is winning the War of Lies?" [The Independent, November 4, 2001],  lays out contrasting 'stories' about different bombing incidents---the Red Crescent clinic attack of October 31st, the Red Cross warehouse hit in Kabul on October 16th, the case of the military hospital in Herat on October 21st, and the destruction of Karam village on October 11th.   He mentions the attack upon Chowkar-Karez. 

A chronology of important markers of the Chowkar-Karez attack follows:

· October 22/23  :  night of the attack, picked up by the international media on October 24th ;

· October 25th    :   the Pentagon claims ignorance of civilian casualties in the attack;

· October 26th   :   the Pentagon admits that an AC-130 gun ship fired on the village because it was a legitimate target, adding later that "the people are dead because we wanted them dead." If fleeing unarmed civilians sympathize with the Taliban, we will kill them.;

· October 30th   :   HRW releases a brief report based upon interviews with 6 wounded survivors in a hospital in Quetta, Pakistan;

· November 2nd :  the mainstream U.S press picks up the story, with articles in the New York Times  on page B3 and in the Washington Post  on page 21
;

· November 3rd :   the Canadian press---the Toronto Globe & Mail---publishes an article on the Chowkar incident.

Whereas the foreign presses --- of Britain and Pakistan, Qatar and India but also the Agence France-Presse --- had been running stories on the bombing of Chowkar-Karez, the North American press remained mute, up until a western organization [HRW] mentioned the bombing. When mention was finally made, the figures of casualties cited were exactly those of HRW on the basis of its limited interviewing six victims outside of Afghanistan.

A pattern is revealed:  HRW in both the Chowkar-Karez and the Yugoslav instances, reports figures which are about one-third those from other reputable sources. In the case of Yugoslavia, HRW counted ~500 civilian casualties whereas others mentioned 1'200-1'500.
 Fred Kaplan, a staff writer for The Boston Globe, put the death toll in Yugoslavia at 1'200. In the Chowkar-Karez attack, HRW mentions 25-35, whereas others report 60-100.   Recently, Human Rights Watch offered an estimate of at least 1'000 civilians killed in Afghanistan, somewhere between 1/4 and 1/3rd of my estimate.
 

Let us examine this case more closely.  Chowkar-Karez is a small farming village in the Daman district of Kandahar province, located about 40 kilometers north of the capital.  The Pentagon said Chowkar was a "fully legitimate target" because it was a nest of Taliban and Al Qaeda sympathizers.  HRW interviewed a mere 6 survivors in a hospital in Quetta and concluded that 25-35 persons had been killed in the attack, including the family of Mehmood.  This figure was also reported by the DAWN newspaper in Pakistan and The Hindu in India. 

The Taliban claimed 90-100 civilians died.

Reports in The Independent [November 4, 2001] and DAWN [November 2, 2001] cited respectively the figures of 35 and 60 deaths. The Agence France-Presse [October 24th] mentioned 50, which was also reported in The Oman Observer [October 25, 2001].  The Al-Ahram daily put the toll at 93. Al Jazeera, and the BBC News Online reported the 93 figure. Al Jazeera reported greater detail, including photos, citing 93 deaths including 18 members of one family, and 40 other injured [which was cited in The Guardian too]. Both the Hindustan Times [October 24th ] and the Jordanian Times [October 23rd ] reported a figure of "at least 52 civilian deaths."

Villagers said several aircraft were involved in the midnight attack.  The strike lasted for one hour, from 11 p.m. until midnight of the 22/23rd. An initial series of bombs pulverized the mud walls of houses and left gaping craters 15 feet deep. The planes then returned and opened fire on the terrified villagers running through the streets, which created most of the deaths [The Independent, November 3, 2001]. The entire family of Naseer Mohammed, including his14 year old niece, Najia, was killed by gun fire after they had run out into the open after the initial bombing. This suggests an initial strike by U.S Navy jets dropping the 500 lb Mark 82 bombs which create craters of the size noted, followed with strafing by the AC-130 gun ships.  A BBC journalist reported that 40-50 houses were completely destroyed. The average size of the Afghan family is 7-8 persons and the U.S attack took place in the middle of the night when everyone was asleep. A single man, Mangal, said he alone had lost 30 relatives [4 men, 12 women, and 14 children].   The HRW report likely did not count this.
  Witnesses told Western reporters there were no Taliban in the region. 

The 'evidence' from the sources cited in the hours and days after the U.S midnight raid upon Chowkar Karez, suggest a death toll close to 90, the figure reported in the media of four nations [Britain, India, Qater, and Egypt]. Just the two families of Mangal [who lost 30 members] and of Mehmood [who lost 19 members] give a total of 49 deaths. The 'method' employed by HRW of merely relying upon interviewing six survivors in a Quetta hospital, leads to a gross underestimate of the civilians who died…… 

an estimate of about one-third the likely deaths.
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