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I.

Introduction

The disclosure of abusive United States (U.S.) detention and interrogation policies and
practices over the past seven years has engendered serious confusion about the U.S.
government’s commitment to the most fundamental of human rights: to be free from torture or
other cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment. The destruction of Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA) tapes of interrogations that allegedly involved waterboarding, exposure to frigid
temperature, and sleep deprivation; the withholding of memo after memo of highly suspect legal
opinions interpreting humane treatment obligations; and the admission of a secret prison system
to which the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) is denied access are just a few
examples of U.S. government actions that have done tremendous damage to international
humane treatment standards. These policies have also fostered the popular misconception that
respect for basic human dignity is incompatible with safeguarding our national security.
It is not surprising that a U.S. policy of official cruelty has emerged from a cloak of
secret and ever evasive legal opinions and clandestine detentions. Transparency in detention
practices and independent monitoring of detention facilities have long been acknowledged as an
inoculation against torture and other cruelty.1 When detention systems are removed from the
public eye and the accompanying pressure for accountability, conditions become ripe for
prisoner abuse.
The ability of the U.S. government to protect the secrecy of properly classified
information is unquestionably essential to national security. But no U.S. agency need be, or
should be, secretive about its commitment to upholding the ban on torture and other forms of
cruelty. Disclosing proof of U.S. adherence to humane treatment standards through thoughtful
and transparent mechanisms can only make the nation more secure. Restoring confidence in the
nation’s commitment to humane treatment is essential to assuring full intelligence and law
enforcement cooperation with other countries.2 The United States must unambiguously
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demonstrate that it understands its obligation to treat all prisoners in U.S. custody with the same
humanity that it would demand for U.S. citizens in foreign custody — including U.S. soldiers in
the custody of the enemy. Moreover, if the United States ever hopes to rebuild its status as a
human rights leader, it must make unparalleled commitments to strengthen the international
prohibition of torture and other cruel treatment.
This paper explores how the current situation became so dire and examines ways to
improve the situation in a new Administration. Part I of this paper provides an overview of the
continued role of ambiguity and secrecy in perpetuating distrust of the United States’
enforcement of its obligation not to engage in torture. Part II explores the costs of this ambiguity
and secrecy, and the benefits to be gained through increased transparency in prisoner treatment
policy and practice. In Part III, the paper suggests concrete steps for fostering greater
transparency, which has the power to expediently restore confidence in U.S. commitment to
humane treatment.
II.

The Torture Problem: A Legacy of Secret Law, Secret Policy, and Secret Prisons

Experience has proven that the failure of the United States to clearly enforce prohibitions
on torture and other cruelty is not due to weaknesses in the legal standards, but due to the
misinterpretation of the standards behind closed doors. Prisoner treatment is not the only area of
national security policy where excessive secrecy has created a deficiency in accountability.
However, prisoner treatment is clearly an area where lack of transparency both in policy
formation and practice has seriously obstructed any outside oversight of the Executive’s
adherence to the law.
A.

Secret Law and Policy

In recent years, secret legal opinions interpreting humane treatment standards have
continued to play a central role in the Administration’s attempt to justify the continuation of
interrogation policies that lack the support of Congress,3 U.S. allies, and the American public.
As formerly classified legal opinions on humane treatment standards are released, often
provoking outrage from the legal community, the Administration has engaged in the equivalent
of a legal opinion shell game. Time and again, the Administration states that it has revoked a
given controversial legal interpretation, but stops short of renouncing the analysis or admitting
that the new analysis requires a change in practice. In this manner, Administration officials
continue to avoid having to state their understanding of the legal standard for humane treatment.
For instance, in late 2004, the Office of Legal Counsel (OLC) of the Department of
Justice replaced John Yoo’s memorandum of August 2, 2002, which came to be known as the
“torture memo”, with a memorandum written by Daniel Levin.4 However, the Administration
never repudiated the August 2002 memo and the superseding Levin memo explicitly states that,
3
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“[w]hile we have identified various disagreements with the August 2002 Memorandum, we have
reviewed this Office’s prior opinions addressing issues involving treatment of detainees and do
not believe that any of their conclusions would be different under the standards set forth in this
memorandum.”5
Another example is the manner in which the Administration maneuvered in response to
congressional attempts to restore integrity to U.S. interpretations of treatment standards. In the
wake of the Abu Ghraib scandal, Congress passed an amendment, sponsored by Senator McCain,
establishing a single standard of conduct for all U.S. interrogators. The amendment prohibits the
use of cruel, inhumane and degrading treatment or punishment (CIDTP) against all detainees in
U.S. custody, regardless of their nationality or location. But while the McCain amendment was
still being considered by Congress, Steven Bradbury, acting OLC head, prepared an opinion that
remains secret but reportedly asserts that all “enhanced interrogation techniques” — including
exposure to frigid temperatures, sleep deprivation and waterboarding — were permissible under
the CIDTP standard, which Bradbury has apparently interpreted as a nearly frictionless sliding
scale.6
In response to questions during his confirmation hearings regarding his understanding of
humane treatment standards, Michael Mukasey assured the Senate Judiciary Committee that
once confirmed as Attorney General, he would review all DOJ legal interpretations related to
detainee treatment.7 Many members of Congress and human rights groups assumed that this
would include memoranda that the Committee had reviewed and that had been reported in the
press, such as the Bradbury memorandum on the McCain amendment. They further expected
that, after the review, the new Attorney General would respond with an analysis of the approach
taken in these documents. But at the Committee’s first oversight hearing, Mukasey sidestepped
difficult questions about the legal opinions — including opinions written by current DOJ
officials such as Bradbury — by stating that he had only evaluated the current and undisclosed
2007 opinion.8
At an April 2008 hearing of the Senate Judiciary Committee on “secret law,” the
Administration committed to making Justice Department legal opinions justifying harsh
interrogation techniques available to Senate and House intelligence committees. 9 Unfortunately
it remains unclear what, if any, opinions will be disclosed to the judiciary committees,10 and no
commitment has been made to disclose the opinions to the public.
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It remains unclear why legal opinions that do not include operational information should
be classified. As long as the executive branch continues to hide the ball when it comes to its
understanding of the definition of torture, outside actors will likely — and justifiably — assume
that these interpretations are motivated by a desire to continue abusive interrogation practices. 11
Secretly changing previously publicly announced executive branch policy is part of a
larger pattern of troubling behavior. The executive branch has also asserted that it is following a
given humane treatment standard as a matter of policy as opposed to a matter of law. The U.S.
government has taken the position that under the Convention against Torture neither Article 312
— prohibiting the transfer of individuals to places where a risk of torture exists—nor Article 1613
— prohibiting cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment (CIDTP) — binds the
United States when it is acting outside of U.S. territory. When Congress explicitly applied the
Article 16 CIDTP standard to all detainees in U.S. custody or control regardless of location or
nationality in a defense appropriations bill, the Administration issued a signing statement
indicating that the executive branch might not always consider itself bound by the provision.14
Moreover, there is reason to believe that the Administration understands its current
application of Common Article 3 of the Geneva Conventions to all detainees regardless of their
status15 to be as a matter of policy, not as a matter of binding law. Troublingly, the Attorney
General indicated in his confirmation testimony that he understood the Supreme Court’s holding
in Hamdan v. Rumsfeld to address only the application of Common Article 3’s statutorily
codified trial requirements, as opposed to the Article’s prisoner treatment standards.16 In his
written questions for the record, Mukasey wrote that “whether the President otherwise may order
a violation of Common Article 3, beyond the grave breaches [under the Military Commissions of
2006], is more complicated because a non-self-executing treaty obligation stands on a different
footing than an act of Congress.”17 Mukasey then went on to state that it was the
Administration’s policy to remain committed to upholding the Geneva Conventions.
11
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If it is the Department of Justice’s official position that violations of Common Article 3
“beyond grave breaches” are prohibited only as a matter of policy and not as a matter of law,
then the Administration would likely not consider itself legally bound to continue to follow its
policy under: (1) Executive Order 13440, which states that the President has determined that
Common Article 3 “shall apply to a program of detention and interrogation operated by the
Central Intelligence Agency;” or (2) Directive 2310.01E, which mandates that the Department of
Defense (DoD) shall apply, “without regard to a detainee’s legal status, at a minimum the
standards articulated in Common Article 3 … as construed and applied by U.S. law … until their
final release, transfer out of DoD control, or repatriation.”18
The uncertainty about whether the Administration perceives humane treatment standards
as legally binding is compounded by the Administration’s position that it can stop, and has
secretly stopped, abiding by publicly declared executive branch policy. To Congress’
understandable dismay, an assistant attorney general from OLC recently testified to the
President’s ability to waive or modify a published executive order without providing notice to
the public or Congress—simply by not following it.19 Regardless of the President’s
constitutional authority in this area, not knowing whether the executive branch is following its
own publicly disclosed rules on detainee treatment is clearly a troubling impediment to public
and Congressional oversight.20
Finally, the Administration has also been evasive about the implementation of its
obligation under Article 3 of the Convention against Torture not to transfer individuals to
countries where they are at risk of torture, particularly in the context of renditions. Under current
regulations, the Administration has relied upon “assurances” obtained in secret from the
receiving government—including governments with pervasive torture problems. The individual
being transferred is allowed no opportunity to challenge the assurances’ reliability, and very little
is known about how these assurances are obtained, what they consist of, and what happens to
individuals who are rendered in reliance on them. In a recent hearing, Legal Advisor to the
Secretary of State John Bellinger refused the request of the Chairman of the House Foreign
Affairs Subcommittee on International Organizations, Human Rights and Oversight to provide
the Committee with copies of these assurances for oversight purposes.21
In spite of the cloak of secrecy over the diplomatic assurances process, in at least one
case the U.S. government’s reliance on assurances resulted in an individual being transferred to
torture: the case of Canadian citizen Maher Arar. Arar was taken into U.S. custody at JFK
Airport and eventually transferred to Syria where he was held for thirty days and tortured. The
details of how the assurances were obtained and relied upon in the Arar case were redacted from
the Department of Homeland Security Inspector General report on the incident.22
18
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B.

Secret Prisons & Ghost Prisoners

In addition to shielding legal opinions, authorizations, and diplomatic assurances from
the public scrutiny, the Administration has also engaged in a broad attempt to shield prisoners
themselves from any form of outside monitoring that would provide oversight and accountability
for their treatment. Many of the abuses suffered by detainees in U.S. custody took place in secret
detention facilities or in DoD facilities where certain individuals were kept from the ICRC.23
There have been no recent reports of the military holding “ghost prisoners,” but the CIA
presumably continues to detain individuals in secret, undisclosed facilities to which the ICRC is
denied access. In September 2006, President Bush publicly acknowledged for the first time that
the CIA had been secretly detaining suspected terrorists in facilities outside the United States.
Such sites have reportedly been operated in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Jordan, Poland and Romania
as well on U.S. ships including the USS Bataan and USS Peleliu.24 The continued existence of
the secret detention program was confirmed as recently as March 14, 2008, when the Pentagon
announced that Muhammad Rahim al Afghani had been transferred to Guantánamo Bay from
CIA custody.25
Moreover, the fate of many detainees who have been transferred out of secret custody has
been withheld from the public. In a recent report, human rights groups identified 39 individuals
who are thought to have been subjected to enforced disappearance whose whereabouts remain
unknown.26
III.

Why Transparent and Humane Treatment Policy Makes America Safer

Some assert that opacity in U.S. interpretation and application of the law requiring
humane treatment of prisoners in U.S. custody is necessary for national security. Yet there is
significant evidence to the contrary: that transparency in prohibiting cruelty actually improves
security by facilitating intelligence-gathering cooperation with allies, advancing strategic
counterinsurgency goals, and ensuring that the United States can demand humane treatment for
U.S. citizens in the custody of foreign governments.
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One justification that various Administration officials — including the President — have
repeatedly given for refusing to take particular cruel techniques off the table is that Al Qaeda
members will be trained to resist all approaches to U.S. interrogations.27 The military considered
and rejected this reasoning when it revised its interrogation manual in 2006.28 When announcing
the release of the new manual, Lt. Gen. John Kimmons, Army Deputy Chief of Staff for
Intelligence, stated that over a period of months the Army considered including a classified
annex in the manual, but decided against it because it would inhibit cooperation with our allies,
confuse interrogators, and the enemy would learn of the methods regardless.
We weighed that [possibility of including a classified appendix]
against the needs for transparency and working openly with our
coalition partners and also the need to be as clear as we can be in
the training of these techniques to our own soldiers, sailors, airmen
and Marines as to reduce the risks of inadvertent migration from a
classified domain into a(n) unclassified text by virtue of them
being separated.
We also felt that even classified techniques, once you use them on
the battlefield over time, become increasingly known to your
enemies, some of whom are going to be released in due course.
And so on balance, in consultation with our combatant
commanders, we decided to go this route. We're very comfortable
with it; so are our combatant commanders. 29
The new Counterinsurgency Manual issued in June 2006 further emphasizes how
transparency in adherence to the rule of law, including to humane treatment standards, is
essential to our counterinsurgency effort. It states:
Efforts to build a legitimate government though illegitimate
action—including unjustified or excessive use of force, unlawful
detention, torture, or punishment without trial—are self-defeating,
even against insurgents who conceal themselves amid
noncombatants and flout the law. [ ] Any human rights abuses or
legal violations committed by U.S. forces quickly become known
throughout the local population and eventually around the world
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because of the globalized media and work to undermine the COIN
[Counterinsurgency Operations] effort.30
The Manual makes clear that in order to gain the popular support it needs to confront
insurgency threats, the United States must send an unequivocal message that it is committed to
upholding the law and basic principles of human dignity. General David Petraeus, former
commander of the Multi-National Force-Iraq reiterated this message in a May 2007 letter which
states:
This fight depends on securing the population, which must
understand that we—not our enemies—occupy the moral high
ground. [ ] In everything we do we must observe the standards and
values that dictate that we treat noncombatants and detainees with
dignity and respect.31
Transparency in humane treatment policy and practice helps to prevent and detect abuse
that General Petraeus and the counterinsurgency manual asserts is detrimental to our strategic
security goals. The ICRC alerted military authorities in Iraq to the abuse at Abu Ghraib, leading
to some of the military’s first disciplinary actions against those involved.32 The Army’s
investigations into the Abu Ghraib abuses suggest that if the military had given the ICRC
monitors more complete access and followed the ICRC’s recommendations it could have
avoided the tremendous damage done to the international standing of the United States.33
Finally, opacity in U.S. interpretation of its obligations to treat detainees humanely puts
U.S. citizens taken into foreign custody at risk. When the United States is elusive about what it
means when it says that it follows Common Article 3 and does not torture, it becomes extremely
difficult to argue that other governments should not use particular forms of cruelty, such as
waterboarding and sleep deprivation, against U.S. citizens. On September 12, 2006, forty-nine
Admirals and Generals, including former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff John
Shalikashvili, sent a letter to the Senate Armed Services Committee that stated: “We have people
deployed right now in theaters where Common Article 3 [of the Geneva Conventions] is the only
source of legal protection should they be captured. If we allow that standard to be eroded, we
put their safety at greater risk.”34
There are many costs to allowing the uncertainty in U.S. prisoner treatment policy to
persist and many strategic security gains to be reaped from shifting to a policy of increased
transparency. Accordingly, the U.S. government should be exploring new ways to publicly
demonstrate its renewed commitment to upholding the ban on torture or other cruelty.
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IV.

Recommendations

To overcome the recent legacy of secret law and policy regarding detention and
interrogation, and the practice of secret prisons, the United States will have to do far more than
publicly assert its commitment to upholding its humane treatment obligations. Instead, it will
need to build a model system to prevent prisoner abuse. Transparency and accountability must be
the core principles upon which that model system is built. Specifically, the U.S. government
needs to: (1) bring the past six years of detainee treatment policies out in the open; (2) issue new
and publicly available interpretations of humane treatment obligations and apply the same
standards of humane treatment to all U.S. agencies; and (3) ensure sufficient and transparent
outside monitoring of all U.S. detention facilities.
A.

Illuminate the Past to Inoculate Against Future Abuse

Any agenda of increased transparency in prisoner treatment will most likely require
disclosure of past policies and practices. Only by publicly acknowledging the extent of past
mistakes will the United States be able to demonstrate to the world that, going forward, it is
taking the most effective steps to inoculate against future abuse.
There are a number of legal, policy and investigatory documents on detainee treatment
that have not yet been released. Documents that should immediately be made public include: the
September 17, 2001 Executive Order establishing the CIA covert prison system;35 CIA inspector
general reports and CIA legal memos on detention, interrogation, and humane treatment
standards; 36 and a number of rescinded OLC legal memos on humane treatment standards.37
Any legal opinions interpreting the crimes established by the Military Commissions Act’s
amendments to the War Crimes Act, particularly the definition of cruel and inhuman treatment,
should also be made available.38 Finally, DOJ’s Inspector General’s investigation and the Office
of Professional Responsibility investigation into the role of lawyers in interrogation and related
opinions need to be completed and made public in some form.
Limited progress has already been made in shedding light on how abusive prisoner
treatment was authorized and employed within particular executive branch agencies. DOJ’s OIG
issued an extensive report in May 2008 on the FBI’s involvement in, and observations of,
interrogations in Iraq, Afghanistan and Guantanamo. This report recognizes for the first time the
role of various players involved in the decision-making process and the fielding of complaints of

35
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POST, May 14, 2006; Douglas Jehl, Questions Are Left by CIA Chief on the Use of Torture, N.Y. T IMES, Mar. 18,
2005.
37
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38
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36
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abuse.39 Recently, certain congressional committees have also begun to demonstrate a rigorous
— if somewhat belated — focus on investigating the involvement of the DOJ and the DoD in
prisoner abuses, holding over six hearings on the issue in early 2008.40
However, there needs to be a serious inquiry into the roles of particular departments and
of White House officials, including the Principals Committee and Policy Coordinating
Committee of the National Security Counsel (NSC).41 While news and government reports have
alluded to the involvement of White House officials — such as then National Security Advisor
Condoleeza Rice, then Secretary of State Colin Powell, and then NSC Legal Advisor John
Bellinger42 — these assertions have received surprisingly little attention from Congress or the
public. Though unlikely to happen until there is a change in Administration, the involvement of
even these most senior officials needs to be fully and publicly investigated.
B.

Establish Transparent Law and Policy on Humane Treatment Standards

While uncovering the full extent of how past detainee treatment policy led to abuse is
important, such investigations should not delay the production of public, good-faith
interpretations of the humane treatment obligations of the United States. New memoranda
should take on the fallacious legal reasoning of prior legal interpretations and lay out contrary
understandings of obligations that rightfully consider all existing precedent and that are
motivated by a genuine desire to uphold and strengthen the ban on torture. This new good-faith
interpretation of the law should be applied to all U.S. agencies.
In particular, there should be public memoranda issued with understandings of the
humane treatment standards in and scope of applicability of our obligations under: the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Human Rights; Common Article 3 of the Geneva
Conventions; Articles 1, 3, and 16 of the Convention against Torture; the Anti-Torture Statute
(18 U.S.C. § 2340); the McCain amendment; and the War Crimes Act as amended by the
Military Commissions Act of 2006. As current OLC opinions slowly become public, it has
39
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40
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become clear that no legitimate national security interest has been served in keeping secret such
legal interpretations.
New interpretations of existing humane treatment standards need not and should not
attempt to include a comprehensive list of prohibited interrogation techniques or forms of
abuse.43 Doing so would inevitably leave the door open to forms of cruelty that were omitted
from the list and would ignore the importance of circumstance and combined effect to the
ultimate physical and mental impact of abuse on the victim.44 However, a non-exclusive list of
specific forms of cruelty reported to have been authorized for use in the past as “enhanced”
interrogation techniques — such as waterboarding, sleep deprivation, sensory deprivation, and
exposure to frigid temperatures — should be renounced as illegal.
There are also a number of substantive changes in this analysis that could indicate a
renewed commitment to promoting human rights and enforcing the prohibition on torture. The
Administration can make clear that it understands the executive branch to be bound by laws
regulating prisoner treatment by: (1) denouncing the signing statement that accompanied the
passage of the McCain amendment, (2) declaring that the amendment is a constitutional exercise
of Congress’ authority, and (3) expressing an intention to implement the amendment under all
circumstances.45 The U.S. State Department should also explicitly recognize and report to the
international Committee against Torture that it understands Article 3 (prohibiting returns to
torture) and Article 16 (prohibiting cruel, inhumane or degrading treatment or punishment) of the
Convention against Torture to apply extraterritorially.46 Moreover, the United States should
change the position it has held since 1995 and accept the Human Rights Committee’s
interpretation of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights as applying
extraterritorially.47
Policies regarding the use of assurances from destination countries in implementing our
obligations not to transfer an individual to torture also need to be rewritten in a way that subjects
the process to adequate outside scrutiny. So long as the practice of obtaining and relying on such
assurances occurs in secret, the practice will continue to be extremely vulnerable to mistake and
abuse. It is particularly important to ensure that an individual being transferred — whether from
the United States or a third country — has the ability to challenge the reliability of the assurance.
This is a change that can most effectively be done by the executive branch, and it will necessarily
involve amending regulations.48
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Publicly acknowledging the legally binding nature of humane treatment standards is one
way to instill confidence in the permanency of a changed U.S. approach to prisoner treatment.
There should also be a mechanism to ensure that new detention and interrogation policies will
not be secretively superseded as they have been in the past. One way to approach this challenge
would be to adopt a formal mechanism for the public cataloguing of all executive orders —
particularly such orders related to detainee policy — and/or to announce a commitment to
publicly disclose any revocation or change of all such orders.49
Finally, there should be extensive, frank, and open discussion about how obligations
under the Convention against Torture must be incorporated into the intelligence-gathering
policies and practices of the United States. This discussion should extend even to situations
where the individual at risk of torture or other cruelty may never be in direct U.S. custody.
Difficult questions must be approached directly. For instance, what obligations does the U.S.
incur when providing intelligence information that could lead to an individual’s detention within
another country, and what reasonable steps can and should be taken to ensure that intelligence
information received by the United States is not obtained through torture or other cruelty? These
difficult questions have been largely overshadowed by more direct examples of interrogationrelated abuse over the past six years, but they are undeniably questions with which any
Administration will eventually have to grapple. These questions should also include a reexamination of U.S. reservations to the Convention against Torture that have been used over the
past six years to justify abusive detainee treatment. Unless the U.S. government tackles these
admittedly complex problems openly, there will continue to be allegations that the United States
has simply farmed out abusive practices of the past to foreign countries through the use of proxy
detention and interrogation and other manners of intelligence sharing. 50
C.

Ensure Transparency and Oversight of Detention Facilities

Increased transparency in the legal interpretations of, and policies regarding, humane
treatment standards will mean little if not accompanied by monitoring mechanisms that ensure
that such laws and policies are properly implemented at the site of detention. Centuries of
experience in detentions have clearly demonstrated that outside monitoring and accountability
are essential to preventing abuse inside prisons. According to the Commission on Safety and
Abuse in America's Prisons, a committee comprised of civic leaders, experienced corrections
administrators, scholars, and law enforcement professionals, “[t]he most important mechanism
for overseeing corrections is independent inspection and monitoring.”51 By adopting concrete
49
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policy reforms that allow objective observers inside the walls of U.S. detention facilities, the
United States can prove that it is putting into practice a renewed commitment to humane
treatment.
1.

ICRC Notification and Access for All Detainees in U.S. Custody

An obvious first step in ending the practice of secret prisons would be to immediately notify
the ICRC of, and provide the ICRC access to, any and all detainees in U.S. custody, including
those in the custody of the intelligence community.52 There are no practical obstacles to
allowing immediate access to all detainees. The ICRC has already requested access to all foreign
terrorist suspects held by the United States,53 and the U.S. Armed Forces have extensive
regulations that could be used as a model for providing ICRC access to prisoners in the custody
of other agencies.54 In the interest of accounting for all individuals that have gone through the
secret prison system, the United States should also make available to the ICRC the names,
nationalities, and last known locations of all prisoners who were previously kept in secret U.S.
custody.55
2.

New Monitoring Mechanisms for U.S. Detention Facilities

Providing ICRC access and notification by itself will likely prove insufficient to signal a true
shift in U.S. detention policies. This is understandable, given the severity and pervasiveness of
recent U.S. abusive detention practices and the ICRC’s confidentiality requirements and limited
mandate. In an attempt to restore faith in its commitment to uphold the ban on torture and other
cruelty, the United States will have to go far beyond the transparency mechanisms that existed
before 2001 and adopt a more stringent and transparent oversight regime for prisoners in its
custody.
One particularly powerful option would be for the United States to sign and ratify the
Optional Protocol to Convention Against Torture (OPCAT). OPCAT came into force in October
2006 and, as of June 2008, 61 parties had signed and 35 had ratified the treaty.56 The protocol
provides mechanisms for international and national inspection of all places of detention, very
similar to the European system that came into force in the late 1980s.57 This April the Protocol’s
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subcommittee presented its first report, including accounts of subcommittee visits to Mauritius,
Maldives and Sweden and upcoming visits to Benin, Mexico and Paraguay.58
In addition to providing much needed transparency for U.S. detention facilities, becoming a
member state to the Optional Protocol would signal a renewed commitment to the Convention
against Torture, the primary instrument codifying the international norm against torture. There
are few steps that the United States could take that would send as strong an anti-torture message
as signing up for domestic and international inspections of all U.S. detention facilities.
3.

Mandate the Videotaping of Interrogations

A fairly straightforward policy that would quickly increase transparency and restore
confidence in U.S. interrogation policy would be to mandate videotaping of all interrogations of
detainees in the custody of the U.S. military or the intelligence community.59 Recording
interrogations protects interrogators from false accusations, protects prisoners from abuse, and
provides records that are extremely useful for gathering intelligence and for refining
interrogation approaches. Any regulation mandating the recording of interrogations can and
should account for the practical limitations of battlefield captures, when such videotaping might
prove impracticable.60
The Army Inspector General emphasized the many benefits of capturing interrogations
on videotape in a July 2004 report on detainee operations:
Because interrogations are confrontational, a monitored video
recording of the process can be an effective check against breaches
of the laws of land warfare and Army policy. It further protects the
interrogator against allegations of mistreatment by detainees and
provides a permanent record of the encounter that can be reviewed
to improve the accuracy of intelligence collection. All facilities
conducting interrogations would benefit from routine use of video
recording equipment.61
The Army Field Manual on Human Intelligence Collector Operations also asserts a
strong preference for videotaping interrogations. It states that: “video recording is possibly the
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most accurate method of recording a questioning session since it records not only the voices but
also can be examined for details of body language and source and collector interaction.”62
Recording only interrogation is not in and of itself sufficient to prevent against
interrogation-related cruelty, which — as was demonstrated at Abu Ghraib — can occur outside
of the interrogation booth. However, a codified policy mandating the creation and preservation
of such tapes will signal confidence that all authorized interrogation techniques are legal and
may help counter the suspicion sown by the CIA tape destruction scandal.63
4.

Embracing the legal prohibition on secret prisons and enforced
disappearances.

Long-standing U.S. law and policy reflect adherence to the principle of transparency in
government detention,64 and secret detentions are already prohibited under existing U.S.
obligations under international human rights and international humanitarian law. But the current
Administration has refused to recognize these commitments. The United States could easily
accept an international legal obligation to prohibit enforced disappearances and secret detentions
by signing and ratifying the International Convention for the Protection of All Persons from
Enforced Disappearance.65
The Convention was open for signature on February 6, 2007, and as of April 2008 has 73
signatories; the Convention will come into force once 20 of these signatory nations have ratified.
The Convention not only prohibits enforced disappearances and secret detention, but also
requires the criminalization of participation in enforced disappearances, and bans the return of
persons to another state when there are substantial grounds to believe the individual should be
disappeared. Furthermore, it contains basic requirements on the maintenance of certain records
and the communication of information to the counsel of the detained person.
V.

Conclusion

A new page must be turned in U.S. adherence to prohibitions on torture and other cruelty.
The next Administration will have a limited window of opportunity to signal its intention to
realize the dramatic shift in U.S. prisoner treatment policy that is necessary to repair the
tremendous damage caused by the abusive policies of the past six years. Swift steps must be
taken to shed light on past abuses, replace faulty opinions with new commitments to adhere to
good-faith interpretations of legal standards, and create new oversight mechanisms. Some of the
steps outlined in this paper — such as releasing key policy documents and abandoning faulty
legal opinions — can be taken within the first month of office. Others — such as treaty
ratification — will take more time and will require the cooperation of Congress.
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The stakes are incredibly high. In the balance hangs the ability of the United States to:
maintain the integrity of our counterterrorism policy; improve intelligence cooperation with
allies; empower the human intelligence community to effectively employ proven, effective
methods for gathering actionable information; and re-establish the moral authority necessary to
restore the United States as a leader in upholding human rights. To meet these goals, it is
essential not only that the government adhere to its international and domestic legal obligations
to treat prisoners humanely, but that it makes this adherence abundantly clear to the public. Only
transparency in implementing humane treatment obligations can send the message to the
American public that these standards are indispensable to our national security.
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