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AT Australia’s Brisbane airport last Saturday, a young doctor by the name of Mohamed Haneef boarded a flight bound for India. Four weeks earlier he had been taken into custody at the same airport while attempting to do exactly the same thing, and he remained incarcerated until last Friday.

His ordeal wasn’t extraordinarily traumatic by the standards of the “war on terror”. This crusade has for nearly six years now provided a context for appalling human rights violations.

Quite apart from their moral aspect, the means deployed by the United States in particular have generally proved counterproductive. Revelations about routine torture and the so-called rendition flights, whereby captives are flown to countries that have even fewer qualms about third-degree methods than the US, can hardly be said to have dampened the urge for violence.

In the current issue of the London Review of Books, John Foot offers a detailed account of the misfortune that befell Osama Nasr, a radical Egyptian cleric with no known terrorist connections who had been granted refugee status by Italy. He was kidnapped from a Milan street in February 2003, beaten, driven to a US air base and flown to Cairo, where he was subjected to months of harsh physical abuse.

The Observer last Sunday carried details about the “extraordinary rendition” of Bisher al-Rawi, a British resident of Iraqi origin, who had apparently helped the MI5 to keep an eye on Abu Qatada, a particularly turbulent cleric. He was humiliated by his American captors, who took him first to Afghanistan and then to Guantanamo Bay. After four years of incarceration without charge, he was freed last March.

The exact number is unknown, but it is commonly believed there have been thousands of such cases. Anecdotal evidence suggests that a majority of detainees at Guantanamo are, if not entirely innocent, then at worst peripheral supporters of the erstwhile Taliban regime. US military lawyer Colonel Stephen E. Abraham, who has become one of the most vociferous critics of the detention programme, says charges are commonly based on generalisations.

According to a report in The New York Times, he said intelligence reports often “relied only on accusations that a detainee had been found in a suspect area or was associated with a suspect organisation”. Some prisoners are described simply as jihadists, with no elaboration — including an Afghan who confessed during a tribunal hearing that he had indeed been a jihadi, but only back in the 1980s, during the US-backed jihad against the Soviet Union. When a clarification was sought from the tribunal’s presiding officer, he responded: “We don’t know what the time frame was, either.”

It is not entirely inconceivable that Dr Mohamed Haneef could have ended up at the US-occupied zone in Cuba had he chosen to seek employment in America rather than in Australia. There is no question that his rights were violated, but it’s worth remembering that there are places where the absence of evidence against a suspect does not automatically entail exoneration.

Even the Australian authorities made a clumsy attempt to lock him away on undisclosed grounds, but it proved unsustainable in the face of legal ridicule.

Haneef was initially detained a couple of days after the abortive attack on Glasgow airport on June 30. He had, it was said at the time, been apprehended while trying to flee to India on a one-way ticket. It was insinuated that he hadn’t mentioned his travel plans to the Gold Coast hospital where he was employed as a registrar. The vital piece of evidence against Haneef was that a mobile phone SIM card in his name had been found at the scene of the crime in Glasgow, and Kafeel Ahmed, one of the would-be perpetrators, happened to be his second cousin.After he had been interrogated by police, it was claimed that Haneef had no explanation for his one-way ticket, and that he had admitted sharing a home with Kafeel and his brother Sabeel Ahmed. A search of his Gold Coast flat yielded photographs of key landmarks in the area, and at least one newspaper, quoting police sources, hinted that Haneef may have been planning to bomb a local skyscraper.

An unverified news report from India that implied Haneef had been the local leader of a now banned Islamist student organisation back in Bangalore was cited as corroborating evidence of his complicity in terror.

The circumstantial evidence against him was hardly overwhelming, yet the authorities pressed the charge of “reckless support” for terrorism. A Brisbane magistrate, unimpressed by the government’s case, set reasonably lenient conditions for bail: in her opinion, close surveillance would suffice to prevent Haneef from posing any kind of danger to society.

Taken by surprise, the Australian government improvised a strategy to keep Haneef imprisoned: the immigration minister, Kevin Andrews, stepped in to say that as the doctor’s work visa had been cancelled, he would be confined in an immigration detention facility.

Predictably, this desperate measure provoked outrage from the legal community, civil rights groups and even a section of the media. By then the case against Haneef had well and truly begun to disintegrate.

As far as the SIM card went, it had some credit left on it when Haneef was about to leave Britain last September to take up the Gold Coast job, so he had given it to one of his cousins; contrary to the police claim, it had been found not in the jeep that crashed into a Glasgow airport barrier but in Liverpool, hundreds of kilometres away.

Nor was it true that Haneef was trying to slip out of Australia without informing his employers: he had taken leave and was travelling to Bangalore to be with his wife and their daughter, who had been born just a few days earlier.

When one of his lawyers released a transcript of Haneef’s police interview, it turned out that he had perfectly reasonable explanations for every circumstance that could be construed as suspicious, including the one-way ticket. He wasn’t particularly close to his second cousins, nor did he live with them. The photographs of “possible targets” were no more than tourist snapshots.

Furthermore, it turned out that while the British police had indeed tipped off their cousins down under after finding Haneef’s SIM card, they considered him at best a peripheral figure in the Glasgow and London investigations.

Eventually, Australia’s chief prosecutor stepped in to put an end to the sorry saga by withdrawing all charges. However, Haneef’s visa wasn’t restored, and when he flew out of Brisbane the following day, Kevin Andrews said the doctor’s decision to leave the country “actually heightens than lessens my suspicion”. Haneef’s lawyers aptly described his comments as “beyond bizarre”, particularly since the minister had said a day earlier that Haneef had no choice but to leave Australia.

The lawyers intend to pursue efforts for the restoration of the doctor’s visa, which was withdrawn on the grounds of his “unsuitable character”. Even if they don’t succeed in that, they should be able to win him substantial compensation in view of the damage to his career prospects. After all, the investigation was bungled at more or less every step, prompting the Queensland premier, Peter Beattie, to compare Australia’s federal police with the Keystone Cops.

It is widely assumed, however, that the police were under a great deal of government pressure — although it is the government that has been blaming the police for misinforming it, while the police have suggested it’s all the fault of Scotland Yard. The buck, clearly, doesn’t stop anywhere.

Haneef’s Indian nationality probably came in handy: chances are a Pakistani passport-holder wouldn’t have got off so lightly, given the reputation Pakistan has acquired as a terrorist hub.

The Manmohan Singh government intervened on his behalf at the highest level, and Canberra is disinclined to alienate New Delhi. Apart from the prospect of uranium sales, Australian universities play host to thousands of Indian students, and Indian doctors and information technology specialists account for a substantial proportion of their respective professions in Australia.

What’s significant is that the Haneef affair has backfired on a government striving hard to shore up its dwindling support ahead of elections that are due to be held within the next six months. Six years ago, Prime Minister John Howard employed subliminally racist rhetoric against a boatload of refugees to increase the size of his majority.

Over the years, his government has, much like its British and US counterparts, squeezed every possible political advantage out of the terrorist threat. Such tactics are often difficult to counter, because the threat does exist. Crying wolf invariably elicits a Pavlovian response from ill-informed segments of the population, but this time around the tactic was a miserable flop.

Although opinion polls over the past seven months have given the Howard government much to worry about, it has scored consistently well in the national security category. After the Haneef fiasco, that may cease to be the case.

Meanwhile, by chance or by design, the Labor opposition has played its cards well. It has now called for an inquiry, but while the saga was unfolding it remained conspicuously silent. That seemed unconscionable at the time, but the net result is the impression that the government stumbled and injured itself without any extraneous assistance.

The injury has further reduced the ruling conservative coalition’s chances of clearing the forthcoming electoral hurdle. It seems likely that a few months down the road, Dr Mohamed Haneef will be able to derive a spot of satisfaction from his small but not insignificant role in John Howard’s downfall.

mahir.worldview@gmail.com
