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Camp X-Ray:  Humane or not?


The U.S. Naval Base at Cuba’s Guantanamo Bay is the selected site where al Qaeda and Taliban prisoners are temporarily being detained.  At first glance, the Naval Base, which has been given the slang name Camp X-Ray, appears to be a delightful place to stay. The atmosphere is almost inviting with its lush green landscapes and seemingly Caribbean appeal. However, after looking more closely at its “six-by-eight foot cage-like rectangles and chain-link fences,” vastly different circumstances are revealed according to the Washington Post.  The detention center at Guantanamo Bay and its management are currently under investigation regarding the alleged inhumane treatment and poor living conditions of those being held there.

  CNN reports that the detainees each receive two towels, a rubber mat and three meals a day. Only one meal a day will be prepared to meet their religious requirements.  CNN also reports that the detainees are allowed daily showers and that they will each be given basic hygiene supplies such as a toothbrush, toothpaste, and a bar of soap. Officials explain that the detainees each receive a physical examination upon their arrival at Guantanamo Bay. If medical attention is required, the inmates will be given proper medical treatment.  CNN further reports that the detainees will be receiving several snacks, including raisins, cereal, peanuts, and granola bars in addition to the three meals and water. U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft added, “Their basic needs are regarded…they have the right food, they have the right shelter, and the right capacity to avoid injury.”

 In the January 13th edition of the Washington Post, Brig. General Michael R. Lehnert, a Marine Task Force Commander, commented on the treatment of the detainees stating, “We have no intention of making it comfortable for them.  We’ll make it humane.” Lehnert went on to say, “I’m prepared to hold them for a long time,” and explained that he had not yet been instructed to make any arrangements for military tribunals for the prisoners.  

Following the recent accusations of mistreatment, President Bush clarified his orders for the specific treatment of both al Qaeda and Taliban members.  The President did so by conducting several news conferences in mid-January where he outlined the type of treatment that each group would be receiving, as well as how the appropriate treatment would be enforced. Officials at Guantanamo Bay commented on his regulation calling it “easier said than done.”  In his interview with the Washington Post, General Lehnert responds to the President’s policy of “proper treatment” by stating, “Keep in mind that though the President has made that distinction [proper treatment of the prisoners], many of the detainees are not forthcoming.”

Another key humanitarian issue currently under investigation involves the transmission of images of the shackled prisoners. Pictures taken while the prisoners were being transported from the Middle East to Guantanamo Bay, as well as photos of the prisoners in their cells, have reached the media and are under public scrutiny.  The St. Petersburg Times reports that Pentagon officials have “ordered several news organizations not to transmit images of the masked and chained prisoners.”  In the report, Rear Admiral Craig Quigley reminded officials that, “the Geneva Convention prohibits humiliating, debasing photos.”  

The Geneva Convention and the War Crimes Committee have established a specific set of rules for our current situation. The problem, however, is that the conditions under which these rules were set are no longer being abided by. On September 11th all previous rules of engagement were disregarded. Our current war against terrorism does not fall under the traditional conflicts regulated by the Geneva Convention, which is why the treatment of the prisoners at Guantanamo Bay is not protected by the behavioral policy against prisoners of war.  The privileges and policies of the Geneva Convention spell out specific regulations that are to be used when dealing with prisoners. Reports on the current situation in Guantanamo Bay have exposed evidence that shows that “proper care” for the prisoners has in fact been provided. 

The al Qaeda and Taliban prisoners who are being detained at Guantanamo Bay will undoubtedly be tried and receive full punishment for their actions and participation in the terrorist attacks of September 11th. The deliberation period will definitely be a trying time for all Americans.  Issues concerning the alleged inhumane treatment of the detainees, as well as defining their legal rights, will require extensive legal consideration.  
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