Rt Hon Bob Ainsworth MP

House of Commons
Westminster
London SW1A 0AA 

July 27th 2009
Dear Secretary of State
I am writing to you as the Director of MEDACT, an organisation of health professionals with extensive experience of health in conflict. 

As health professionals concerned with the health consequences of conflict, we were very interested to hear the recent announcement that only 3 civilians were killed in Operation Panther’s Claw. We of course welcome low civilian casualties and would be very grateful for further information as to how this estimate was achieved. 

We understand the operation took place in an area of approximately 400km2 with an estimated population of 80,000 people, which means a population density of 200 people / km2. This is similar to the population density of West Berkshire or East Hampshire. Given the unofficial estimate of Taliban killed that have appeared in the newspapers this would make a civilian / military mortality ratio of 1:77. A respected estimate of a similar ratio in Bosnia was 1:5 (excluding policemen)
. We would be very interested to know how this ratio was achieved in this situation and how you are defining civilians. 

We would also welcome information on how your information was obtained. It has been widely reported that the operation began with an air assault on a bazaar and to secure river crossings. There appears to have been an element of surprise consistent with such operations with more than 350 soldiers from the Black Watch being airlifted in by Chinook helicopters. These were backed up by Apache and Black Hawk helicopter gunships, a Spectre gunship, Harrier jets and unmanned drones.  We would be grateful for information as to how you can know how many civilians were killed in such a situation and the sources of information used. 

We very much look forward to your reply 

Yours sincerely 

Marion Birch

Executive Director 

� Research & Documentation Centre Sarajevo (2007) The Bosnian Book of the Dead as assessed in Ball et al (2007) The Bosnian Book of the Dead: Assessment of the Database Institute of Development Studies. University of Sussex











Rt Hon Bob Ainsworth MP


House of Commons�Westminster�London SW1A 0AA 


August 18th 2009





Dear Secretary of State





Following our previous letter to you of two weeks ago (copy enclosed) I am writing to you again to express concern regarding information on civilian casualties in Afghanistan. 





Civilian casualties are a major concern in themselves. Given that they also influence attitudes towards the coalition forces, minimising injury and death to civilians must also be a key consideration in helping to safeguard UK and other coalition troops. 





We are awaiting a reply to the questions raised in our previous letter about Operation Panther’s Claw. Since then there have been other attacks – for example by coalition and Afghan army troops on Dehaneh. We understand that this attack contained an element of surprise with subsequent air support. We are unaware that there was any opportunity for the estimated 2000 civilians who live in Dehaneh to leave. 





We appreciate that there has been at least one instance when a British Harrier Jet pilot declined to fire because of uncertainty about who would be hit along with the target. However there is evidence that civilians feel very threatened by these operations. Recently at Gorup-e-Sheshkalay as part of Operation Tor Shadey, we understand announcements were made asking the Taliban to leave and reassuring the residents to stay. In this instance the residents chose to evacuate. 





It has been reported that there was a 40% increase in civilian deaths in Afghanistan in the first 8 months of 2008 and the level and location of conflict gives no reassurance that this trend has not continued.





Minimising the number of civilian deaths and injuries is crucial - for the people of Afghanistan, for the safety of our troops, and under international humanitarian law. We would appreciate a reply outlining how you are estimating civilian casualties and what measures are being taken to prevent them. 





Yours sincerely 








Marion Birch


Executive Director 


 








