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“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 25th May 2004 

Repeat:  Sunday 30th May 2004 

 

Producer:  Ian Muir-Cochrane 

Reporter:  Jenny Cuffe 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

ACTUALITY AT BRECON MEMORIAL 

 

MAN: …At the going down of the sun and in the morning, 

we will remember them. 

 

PEOPLE: We will remember them. 

 

MAN: Amen. 

 

PEOPLE: Amen. 

 

CUFFE: Ex paratroopers remember a colleague who died last 

month in Iraq, ambushed while on duty as a private security guard.  Yesterday another 

British security guard was killed.  They were part of an expanding army of private 

contractors, carrying weapons and guarding convoys in a situation that at some times 

seems very close to war.  British security companies lead the field and they are enjoying a 

bonanza – huge sums of money are being made.  In File on 4 we ask, who are these men?  

Who are they responsible to if things go wrong?  And why does the British government 

seem so reluctant to bring them under control? 
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SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY AT BOXING CLUB 

 

CUFFE: This boxing club in a loyalist area of Belfast is 

popular with former RUC officers and soldiers.  In the calm that has followed the troubles 

they need a go on the punchbag to keep fighting fit. But in the past few months their 

coach, Paul Johnson, has seen a drop in numbers as one club member after the other has 

signed up with a private security company and headed off to Iraq. 

 

JOHNSON: I think word spreads very quick, you know, when 

there’s a quick buck opportunity, word travels fast and they tick a lot of the boxes that the 

recruiting companies require in terms of previous experience, certainly through the 

troubles.  So they would be identified as good employees.  From what I gather it’s good to 

have the likes of Iraq on your CV, maybe to come back after a year and say, ‘Well I’ve 

worked in this kind of war zone,’ and that’ll stand by them if they want to progress further 

within the security industry. 

 

CUFFE: And how much are they earning? 

 

JOHNSON: I think it’s ranging from anywhere between £300 and 

£500 a day, so when you add that up compared to what they would be earning here, it’s 

quite a sizeable increase. 

 

ACTUALITY OF NEIL PACKING 

 

NEIL: These are really the tactical vests, tactical because 

they allow you to carry a lot of equipment.  It’s designed in such a way that ammunition 

can be removed to allow you to rearm yourself and continue to defend yourself and others 

in a hostile situation. 

 

CUFFE: A former soldier packs his kit for Baghdad.  Few of 

the men themselves are willing to talk about their new career in the shadowy world of 

private security, and he doesn’t want his identity known, so we’ll call him Neil. He left his  
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CUFFE cont: regiment last year for a job that pays three times as 

well, and says that the excitement outweighs the danger. 

 

NEIL: I expect to be off tomorrow afternoon, it just 

depends.  I usually get a call and you’re expected to mobilise within about 24 hours. 

 

CUFFE: And how recently were you recruited for this latest 

assignment? 

 

NEIL: Three days ago.  There is still a very large demand 

for people on the ground.  There are a lot of people coming home and they’re not returning 

to Iraq because of the increase in activities from militia and insurgency.  They’re also 

looking for people who have been there and proved themselves, say you’ve been out and 

done a couple of tours, you’re a very attractive commodity, and if companies know about 

you they’ll get in touch with you and ask you to come out with them, and they’ll offer you 

a very good package, which is wages, insurance, accommodation, good food. 

 

CUFFE: The security business, which is dominated by British 

companies, has never had it so good.  At least 10% of the cost of reconstructing Iraq goes 

on safeguarding contractors.  Facts and figures are hard to come by in this industry, but it’s 

estimated the annual turnover is around £1 billion. 

 

TONY: At the moment, for the larger security companies that 

are out there, and even some of the mediocre security companies out there, they’re making 

hay while the sun shines and so are the guys that are going out there. 

 

CUFFE: Tony is a former paratrooper, who prefers to keep his 

identity secret.  He’s about to go back to Iraq for the third time. 

And would you describe yourself and your colleagues as mercenaries? 

TONY: Yes, we are paid guns, but at the end of the day 

we’re there to help with the infrastructure, and maybe that’s a little bit naive way of 

looking at it, but that’s how a lot of us look at it.  A mercenary is a soldier for hire who 

will pick up arms to oppose the government.  So no, I don’t think we are mercenaries in 

that respect.   
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TONY cont: We’re there to protect our clients and do what we 

have to do to extract them out of any difficult situation. 

 

CUFFE: Like Neil, Tony works for one of the largest, well 

established companies with a British address and a good track record.  But he says there 

are plenty of other outfits to choose from, and he says he has met men working as security 

guards in Baghdad who were doormen back home and had no military training. 

 

TONY: There are guys that are living in the Al-Rashid Hotel, 

it’s right next to the business conference centre, guys are walking up to these businessmen 

saying, ‘Do you need security?  If you do, we can do it,’ and that’s how a lot of it is being 

done, and it’s not very professional.  I would see it very much as soldiers of fortune rather 

than a professional outfit. 

 

CUFFE: Where do they get their equipment from? 

 

TONY: [laughs]  Getting weapons in Baghdad, you just go 

down to the market, you can buy one in the market.  You can build contacts and you speak 

to someone and say, ‘I need four AK47s.’  The following day you’ve got four AK47s.  

Believe you me, they’re not expensive.  I know guys that have got grenades – smoke 

grenades, phosphorous grenades, you know, they’ve got every conceivable weapon that 

you can think of, to be honest. It’s like the Wild West.  Everyone, you know, literally is 

carrying weapons.  And that’s what sometimes is quite scary, if you’re in your vehicles 

and you’re moving from A to B and you see another vehicle that you know is not a private 

civilian contractor or is not military, and you’re so wary that they have the weapons, and 

because of the rules of engagement you have to wait until they actually make a move 

before you can engage.  But believe you me, we make sure that we’re well and truly ready 

to engage should they make that move. 

 

CUFFE: As the situation in Iraq deteriorates, so the death toll 

rises. 

 

ACTUALITY ON PEAK 
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CUFFE: About 70 former members of the Parachute 

Regiment and their families are climbing Pen-y-fan, the highest peak in the Brecon 

Beacons.  This is an annual event, but this year it’s in memory of Mike Bloss.  He was 

working for a private security company in Iraq when he was killed in an ambush, and the 

circumstances of his death raise questions about the way some of these companies operate. 

 

MAN: Right.  Thank you all for coming here, and we all 

know what happened to our airborne brother, Michael Bloss, in Iraq, very brave man, and 

we’d just like to say a few words.  And the reason we’re up here is to actually 

commemorate and celebrate the life of Mike Bloss.  So just a few words.  In the going 

down of the sun and in the morning, we will remember them. 

 

PEOPLE: We will remember them. 

 

MAN: Amen. 

 

PEOPLE: Amen.  [Applause] 

 

CUFFE: Mike Bloss from Bridgend in South Wales, had been 

in Iraq for less than a month when he was killed by insurgents west of Baghdad.  He’d 

been working with disabled youngsters in America and took a job with a Virginia-based 

company called Custer Battles.  Before going out to Iraq, Mike had been in regular contact 

with other ex Paras through their website, and he kept in touch with Ione, who’s one of the 

website organisers, in the weeks he was out there. 

 

IONE: I heard from him probably about an hour and a half 

before he died. 

 

CUFFE: And what did he say? 

 

IONE: Well I’ll read a few lines from his email.  ‘I don’t 

wish to alarm you.  We’ll probably be okay.  I’ll email you when I’m safe.  Should 

anything happen, you have my details.  Please make sure you do what I asked of you.  

We’re expecting to be overrun tonight and will have to fight our way to our safe havens.   
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IONE cont: Unfortunately all the safe havens have already been 

under attack.  I’ll let you know if I get out of this alive, and if not, thinking of you.  Love 

Mike.’  Which is quite hard. 

 

CUFFE: He’d been worried about the company that he was 

going out to work for, hadn’t he? 

 

IONE: He was worried.  He came on the message board and 

was asking just general advice on had there been any incidents, were they a good company 

to work for. 

 

CUFFE: What kind of replies did he get from that? 

 

IONE: Some were saying that they’d lost contracts, there 

had been several incidents.  The overall advice was no, don’t use them.  I wish Mike had 

have taken the advice of the guys off the website. 

 

CUFFE: And never gone to work for that company? 

 

IONE: Yes. 

 

CUFFE: It’s impossible to substantiate messages on the 

website about Custer Battles, but File on 4 has tracked down a former employee,  

Kevin White, from Texas, a serving police officer who had worked for the UN in Kosovo 

before going to Iraq.  He resigned from the company last year because he didn’t like their 

management style and attitude to safety. 

 

WHITE: We were very undermanned, we were very under-

equipped.  I was put in charge of a checkpoint on a highway between Baghdad and 

Baghdad Airport, and I would go out there with a team of about six to seven Gurkhas from 

Nepal and we basically took that over from the US Army.  I would take my team out there 

to relieve another team, and it was very common that for the drive out there, along a route 

of roughly 10 km, we would go without ammunition, because we would have to swap our 

ammunition when we arrived out there with the team that was coming off duty, and that 
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WHITE cont: particular route that we were travelling was 

nicknamed Ambush Alley.  So I was very uncomfortable about that. 

 

CUFFE: No one from Custer Battles was able to talk to File 

on 4 or give us an answer to written questions. So far the company hasn’t released any 

details of the circumstances leading to Mike Bloss’s death, and the inquest has been 

adjourned till later this year.  But Kevin White has been given an account of what 

happened by former colleagues still out in Iraq.  This has added to his concerns. 

 

WHITE: He was part of a three-vehicle convoy.  They had 

some what we call principals – the people that were being protected – and they were on a 

route, a highway in or near the town or city of Hit.  Well apparently that day there was a 

scheduled anti American demonstration in that town, and it was pretty well known to the 

military.  From what I understand, coalition forces were steering clear of it instead of 

having confrontation.  For whatever reason, the convoy entered into Hit and then ended up 

in the middle of this demonstration, and when they tried to turn around the first two 

vehicles were able to make the turn, but the vehicle that Mr Bloss was in dropped into a 

ditch, and at that point the crowd pulled him from the vehicle and Mike was executed on 

the spot. 

 

CUFFE: And was this just one of those tragic things that 

happen in Iraq because of the fragility of the situation there? 

 

WHITE: Certainly that plays into it, but why that convoy was 

on that highway when they should have known there was a demonstration going on, it was 

a disaster waiting to happen. 

 

CUFFE: In the past week another security guard with a British 

company has been killed, a fact reported in the media but not necessarily in coalition 

records.  Neil, the contractor we met in Belfast, fears the true picture of deaths and injuries 

may never be known. 
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NEIL: A lot of the security workers out there who have 

been hurt or in some cases killed, it may not be reported, whereas if you’re a coalition 

solder, yes it would be reported as a matter of due course.  Some people would say that 

this very large force of security workers are a very useful tool for the coalition, because 

they do a very important armed role in the country, and they can take casualties but those 

casualties are not reported, so it doesn’t affect the political capital of the respective 

governments who are controlling the coalition – i.e. the British and the Americans. 

 

CUFFE: Is that a widely held view? 

 

NEIL: Yes it is.  I think it’s a widely held view that security 

workers, if they don’t know before they leave, when they do get there they realise that 

very much they’re on their own. 

 

CUFFE: Although security companies are playing an 

increasingly vital role in the rebuilding of Iraq, defending installations, arming and 

training Iraqis, even guarding the head of the Coalition Provisional Authority,  

Paul Bremer, they operate without any common standards or rules.  Methods of vetting 

recruits and the quality of training and equipment vary widely, and it’s up to each 

company to gather its own on-the-ground intelligence.  Martin – not his real name – has a 

background in special services and an impressive military record.  Last month he came 

back from his second tour in Iraq with Hart, a London-based company which has a major 

contract for guarding power lines south of Baghdad. 

 

MARTIN: Well one of the biggest problems was 

communications.  When one went out on escort we had basic VHF radios, which would 

have a maximum range of a mile, perhaps two kilometres at the most.  If we had a vehicle 

breakdown, inevitably we were out of communication range.  Now Hart were planning to 

do long range communications, but it took time, a very long time in fact. 

 

CUFFE: How long? 
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MARTIN: Well, as they’re still being installed, six months after 

arrival, so patrols going out on the ground, out in the desert to patrol the lines, to check 

guards, we’d be out of radio range.  There were times where there were misunderstandings 

within the patrols and the patrols got separated and they couldn’t talk to each other. 

 

CUFFE: What about other basic tools of the trade?  Maps? 

 

MARTIN: We never had any.  We had to rely on tourist maps 

and maps that we took out from back in the UK or from maps we used previously 

elsewhere in the country.  That was a problem, and so we had to try and organise issues of 

maps via the coalition, which they weren’t very happy about, naturally enough.  But we 

had to have maps for the power lines, and the engineers had to have them, so that they 

could work from them.  But many maps were obtained just by personal contact, from our 

own guys coming out knowing other guys who were still within the army. 

 

CUFFE: Hart was set up in 1999 by former Scots Guards 

Officer, Richard Bethell, now Lord Westbury.  In the last year it’s grown beyond 

recognition.  To fulfil the power line contract, Lord Westbury has taken on 160 

international staff and 2,500 Iraqis. 

 

WESTBURY: If you ask any company to set up a guard force over 

350 kilometres to recruit, train, equip them over very difficult terrain, then there is going 

to be enormous pressure to do that.  I would like to look at it in the positive sense, that it 

was able to be done, but the management had to really work incredibly hard to actually 

deliver that. 

 

CUFFE: We’ve talked to somebody who has been employed 

by Hart and who has a lot of experience in special forces, and he describes a situation 

where there was a lack of communication, no maps even. 

 

WESTBURY: You cannot guarantee in a new country, in a new 

place, which has got very poor infrastructure, that your communications are going to be 

absolutely brilliant.  We have had no incidents, either at that time or subsequently, that 

have had any problems with the communications that have caused anything to go wrong in 

any way at all.  We would not jeopardise people’s lives in any way whatsoever. 
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CUFFE: Obviously it’s in the company’s interests to deliver 

what is required of it, but in a situation where there is such danger, have companies been 

trying to do too much too fast for profit? 

 

WESTBURY: Clearly companies have undertaken things to actually 

deliver a product.  It clearly was not for love.  It was clearly so that one made some 

money.  But the deliverable was to enable the reconstruction effort to remain on schedule. 

 

CUFFE: All the security companies we spoke to for this 

programme emphasised that their role is purely to protect their clients and not to engage in 

military activities.  In this way they distance themselves from companies like Sandline and 

Executive Outcomes, which gained notoriety in the nineties through mercenary activities 

in Angola and Sierra Leone.  But Duncan Bullivant, whose company Henderson Risks has 

a contract with the UN in Baghdad, says the distinction is blurred in Iraq. 

 

BULLIVANT: There is a very thin dividing line between the 

security sector and what is now generically known as the PMO, the Private Military 

Organisations, or the PMCs, the Private Military Companies.  One would not expect a 

normal security company, operating albeit in a high risk environment, to take any action 

beyond the protection of life and limb of the client or attempt to protect the assets of the 

client that would be seen as anything more than reactive.  One would not expect, for 

example, a security company to get involved in lengthy fire fights and exchanges of fire in 

an attempt to control ground, to take back ground.  The problem is that if you put security 

operatives in an environment like Iraq, where they are armed and a lot of them come from 

former military backgrounds, invariably from time to time, as has happened, they find 

themselves in a situation where they are having to protect their own lives as well as the 

lives of clients and the clients’ assets.  Consequently they end up providing a military 

function in terms of delivering fire power to the assailant. 

 

CUFFE: So how often is that line crossed in Iraq? 

 

BULLIVANT: I think it’s being crossed on a fairly regular basis. 
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EXTRACT FROM BBC RADIO 4 6 O’CLOCK NEWS BULLETIN, 31st March 2004 

NEWSREADER:          (CROWD NOISE)…With smoke from burning vehicles billowing 

behind them, a cheering crowd kicked and stamped on the bodies of four people ambushed 

in the town of Fallujah.  Those killed were foreign contractors who had been driving 

through the town … 

 

CUFFE: The public execution of four American security 

guards in Fallujah in March shocked the public and showed how deeply embedded in the 

conflict private contractors had become.  And the following month, in the same week that 

Mike Bloss died, Hart lost one of its most experienced guards in a siege.  He was close to a 

coalition building which came under attack.  Stranded on a roof top, he made repeated 

calls for help on his mobile phone, but as Lord Westbury, managing director of Hart, 

explains, the military backup he would have expected never materialised. 

 

WESTBURY: It had always been stated that if there was an incident 

of the nature we had, which was of five international personnel close to the CPA building, 

who were part of the attack on the CPA building in Al Kut, would be supported by 

coalition forces, and it was never envisaged that we would have to hold that position for a 

considerable length of time over a full night. 

 

CUFFE: And as a security company, would you expect to 

have to hold a position?  I mean, that’s a military task, isn’t it, that seems to cross the line 

between what is security and what is military? 

 

WESTBURY: I would agree totally with that.  No we wouldn’t, and 

that was never envisaged within the specifications of how we were working.  These things 

do occur in a high risk environment. 

 

CUFFE: Although the coalition has decided to outsource 

many of its tasks to members of the private security sector, it prefers to keep them at arm’s 

length.  There are even times, according to Martin, who guarded the power lines for Hart, 

when the coalition puts obstacles in their way. 
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MARTIN: There wasn’t a Brit army company in the location to 

protect the power stations.  They were in the area but they weren’t there on the ground.  

We had to rely on the local Iraqis to guard the power stations themselves.  And there was 

the Danish army.  They had their work cut out just doing their own tasks.  And though 

they tried to patrol the power lines, they only did it, not to protect the power lines 

necessarily, but to find anyone carrying weapons. And quite often they would arrest our 

own guards for carrying weapons.  Those guards would have ID cards and cards saying 

they were authorised to carry the weapon, but nevertheless those weapons were still 

confiscated.  We then had to go back to the Danes or the Brits or whoever the area was and 

say, ‘Look, please can we have those weapons back?’ 

 

CUFFE: Most British security guards prefer to keep a low 

profile, dressed in ordinary clothes, driving unmarked vehicles.  But as the situation has 

deteriorated, Martin says it has sometimes put them at risk, even from the coalition itself. 

 

MARTIN: We had an incident where part of our company 

working in Baghdad went out with interpreters and local drivers and our own guys to do 

an inspection of various areas, and on the way back they passed an American convoy.  

Wave wave, because it’s all a very delicate situation – make sure they knew who we were 

– and there was a roadblock up ahead, so our guys decide to turn around and go another 

route.  And as they were coming back, so they were fired upon by Americans, and the 

interpreter was killed, the young lady who was doing this job for the first time.  The Iraqi 

guards were killed and the driver was killed.  Now fortunately our own guys, two Brits, 

got away unscathed, by probably their professionalism, their reaction.  But that wasn’t the 

first time that happened.  We were more scared of the Americans than the Iraqis. 

 

CUFFE: The presence in Iraq of all these international guards, 

equipping themselves and following their own rules, adds to a sense of chaos on the 

ground.  Some fear it may even exacerbate an already volatile situation.  Duncan Bullivant 

believes it certainly raises questions of accountability. 

 

BULLIVANT: If you rely on the private sector and if one relies on 

mercenaries, you are not projecting an image of competence and of control and of 

discipline, which is essential in internal security operations.  There is no control 

mechanism to ensure that your hired guns are adhering to the policy that is being laid out  
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BULLIVANT cont: by the generals running the military side of life or the 

politicians who are directing the generals.  You have broken the chain of command.  And 

private security companies are running to their own agenda, which is to deliver the best 

they can for their clients.  Nobody can blame them for that.  But if one is sitting at home as 

an Iraqi, and all one can see are civilian contractors bristling with weapons, it begs the 

question who are these people?  Who ultimately do I turn to if, God forbid, they shoot my 

son or my husband, who do I turn to?  From our own point of view we would find it pretty 

extraordinary to have armed civilians from a plethora of nations walking our streets, and in 

certain cases, as has happened in Iraq, setting up vehicle checkpoints and getting involved 

in controlling the population with no clear legal authority to do so. 

 

CUFFE: And the lack of legal authority is particularly 

worrying when you look at the record of some of the private contractors employed in Iraq.  

Take Derek Adgey, a former soldier from Northern Ireland, recently dismissed from his 

job with a British company.  He’s well known to Alan Murray, an authority on 

paramilitary groups. 

 

MURRAY: This man, Derek William Adgey, was a soldier with 

Forty Commando, based at Fort Whiterock in West Belfast, and he made it known 

through, we understand, going to the Shankhill Road, which is a Loyalist heartland, that he 

would have been prepared or was prepared to hand over some details about Republicans 

whose background he had picked up, because he was being briefed about them.  And he 

made contact with a man called Johnny Adair, who was a notorious Loyalist paramilitary 

in charge of what was called C Company within the Ulster Defence Association, a Loyalist 

terrorist group.  He was sentenced to four years imprisonment after he admitted passing on 

information as a soldier to terrorists.  It was suggested in evidence that was given that he 

had been instrumental in one or two deaths and that he provided directly information 

which enabled Adair to kill a person or two persons. 

 

CUFFE: How long eventually did he serve? 

 

MURRAY: Well, he served about two years with 50% remission, 

and obviously after that we didn’t hear of him.  He was someone who just disappeared.  

And while his family may still be in Belfast, we didn’t hear anything of him until February  

 



 14

MURRAY cont: of this year when it emerged that someone of his 

name was serving in Iraq, and then this story came out that he was employed by Armor 

Group. 

 

CUFFE: Armor Group is one of the largest and most 

established British companies.  Its services in Iraq are used by the Foreign Office, among 

others.  No one from the company would be interviewed by File on 4, but in a written 

statement it says an inquiry was held after news of Derek Adgey’s past came to light. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: As a result of the inquiry, the company revised its 

vetting processes.  Nevertheless the company is satisfied that Mr Adgey was suitable for 

deployment, that his subsequent performance was exemplary, and his successful 

rehabilitation was unnecessarily damaged by unhelpful reporting. 

 

CUFFE: And Armor isn’t the only company to employ 

someone with a shady past.  Erinys International is a company which operates in Britain 

and South Africa and it has an $80 million contract to protect oil installations in Iraq.  

Earlier this year, when two of its South African staff were caught up in a Baghdad suicide 

bombing, details came to light about their links with the apartheid regime.  Frans Strydom, 

who died in the incident, was a former member of the notorious Koevoet counter-

insurgency unit and Deon Gouws, who was injured, was revealed to be a self-confessed 

member of a death squad.  News that they were operating in Iraq came as a shock to many 

South Africans, including Judge Richard Goldstone, who chaired a commission of inquiry 

into government-sponsored hit squads. 

 

GOLDSTONE: They committed murders, they blackmailed people 

who were, particularly in the black community, who were activists against the apartheid 

systems.  They wanted racial oppression to continue. They were very strongly opposed to 

majority rule, to democracy.  I’m the last person in the world to say that people who have 

committed offences in the past are beyond redemption and shouldn’t be employed, but it’s 

a question employed to do what, and I would imagine, having regard to the background 

that these people have, they shouldn’t be employed to try and bring peace to a very 

troubled area, and certainly shouldn’t be put in a position of power over people in a 

situation such as we have in Iraq. 
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CUFFE: There are some who say that, as long as they are 

professional in what they do and they have military skills, then that really is more 

important than what they have done in the past. 

 

GOLDSTONE: Well, you know, I think that’s the sort of attitude that 

leads to the horror stories that have been coming out of Abu Ghraib prison. 

 

CUFFE: We have contacted the British managing director of 

Erinys International, Jonathan Garret.  He said he couldn’t leave his Baghdad control room 

on an errand that wasn’t mission critical, so spoke to us by phone.  He says that before the 

media reports, he didn’t know about the background of the South African guards. 

 

GARRET: Firstly they weren’t employees of ours.  They were a 

subcontractor who were subcontracted to us and they hadn’t carried out the correct 

backgrounds checks and vetting process.  We, on the other hand, have a very extensive 

and quite complex vetting process. 

 

CUFFE: How closely do you monitor the subcontractors’ 

procedures in recruitment now?  I mean, you can’t really distance yourself from this.  You 

employed the subcontractor to do a job for you.  You presumably laid down standards for 

them and felt it necessary to monitor them. 

 

GARRET: Yes. 

 

CUFFE: So you have to accept responsibility for recruiting 

two South Africans with pasts which were extremely questionable.  I mean, one had been 

accused of forty to sixty petrol bombings and a car bombing that claimed the life of a 

homeland cabinet minister. 

 

GARRET: Yes.  Well obviously had we known about this 

individual, he most certainly wouldn’t have been accepted by ourselves to perform 

security functions or duties here inside the country or on our behalf. 
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CUFFE: And since discovering these cases, have you checked 

your subcontractor more carefully? 

 

GARRET: The relationship has been terminated. 

 

CUFFE: Ironically, South Africa is one of the few countries to 

have prohibited its citizens from serving as mercenaries abroad.  But its Regulation of 

Foreign Military Assistance Act hasn’t stopped the likes of Strydom and Gouws from 

being employed in Iraq.  Judge Goldstone says that British companies that employ these 

men are breaking the spirit of the law, and there’s a need for international and national 

control. 

 

GOLDSTONE: One of the problems, I think, international law dealt 

fairly well with mercenaries acting in war, people going to actually join either regular 

armies or irregular armies, but the change now is that a lot of the work that was done by 

armies is now being done by private companies, and the law is very very much behind 

those times.  I’m really very strongly opposed to any government using private contractors 

for doing the sort of work that regular armies should be doing, with proper command and 

control, and above all accountability.  It certainly seems to me that this is something that’s 

crying out for some sort of control. 

 

CUFFE: The British government is a major employer of 

private security companies around the world, though there is no central register of security 

contracts.  The Ministry of Defence refused to say who they were employing in Iraq “for 

security reasons” and because it was confidential information.  Only the Foreign Office 

released the name of companies it has contracted in Iraq – Armor and the Control Risks 

Group.  Foreign Office minister, Bill Rammell, is an enthusiastic supporter. 

Is Britain relying too heavily on private security companies? 

 

RAMMELL: No, I don’t think we are.  Bluntly, we do not have the 

capacity always within the existing military forces to be able to provide this level of 

support.  Now I’m sure you might say to me, well should we not increase our own military 

capacity?  But as there will be an ebb and flow in terms of demand over the years, the idea 

that we staff up to the maximum level and then don’t have work for people to do I don’t 

think would be a sensible way forward. 
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CUFFE: Judge Goldstone says that he is strongly opposed to 

any government using private contractors to do the work of regular armies and without the 

same accountability. 

 

RAMMELL: Well I’m not sure that that is actually a practical and 

a realistic proposition if we are to deliver the degree of support that is needed to countries 

that are in conflict and where the populations actually want support from the international 

community. 

 

CUFFE: But even within the security industry, there is 

recognition that some control is needed.  Duncan Bullivant, managing director of 

Henderson Risks, says it’s astonishing that of all industries, this one isn’t subject to 

regulation. 

 

BULLIVANT: The delivery of violence has for so long been the 

preserve of the state, and now we’re getting into a situation where we are subcontracting 

or franchising the use of violence to civilian organisations without any real checks and 

balances, and certainly with no serious debate on the subject.  There are contracts out there 

where businesses have effectively hired a private army.  It is unbelievable that private 

armies like this can actually operate in an environment like Iraq with no clear legal, moral 

or operational guidelines being imposed upon them.  This isn’t sort of kindergarten stuff.  

It’s fine to have industry associations in liberal democracies like Britain, where the 

security industries sit down and they draw up regulation and they interface with the 

government, but we’re talking about highly competent, heavily armed individuals, in 

formed groups walking around a sovereign state.  You can’t expect them to regulate 

themselves.  They need to be controlled. 

 

CUFFE: In the absence of leadership from the government, 

it’s left to security companies to steer the debate about regulation. As you’d expect, they 

have their own commercial interests firmly in mind, and as Lord Westbury of Hart points 

out, they don’t want to lose their competitive edge in a global market. 

 

WESTBURY: My question is, regulation fine, but what is it actually 

going to do and how is it going to be done, and is it actually going to achieve anything in 

the first place? 
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CUFFE: You could, presumably, license companies and you 

could license them for particular tasks that they are asked to fulfil. 

 

WESTBURY: You could, and people could try and apply for 

additional licences or anything else like that.  But the process of that would disadvantage a 

British company in competing in a perfectly normal bid with another international 

company like American, French, German, then why should that company be 

disadvantaged by a licensing regime which would not be run throughout the rest of the 

world? 

 

CUFFE: The British government did consider options for 

regulation two years ago in response to the Sandline scandal in Sierra Leone.  The Foreign 

Affairs Select Committee took evidence and concluded that self-regulation would be 

unacceptable.  It recommended that companies should be registered and licensed.  But 

committee member, Andrew Mackinlay, Labour MP for Thurrock, says the response was 

negative. 

 

MACKINLAY: I would say it was the most perfunctory dismissal of 

our intentions, and informally ministers did indicate to me there was absolutely no 

prospect whatsoever of this being, you know, brought to Parliament with a view to a bill 

being passed.  I think, very worryingly, is that the United Kingdom government, through a 

number of ministries – the Foreign Office, Overseas Aid, Defence Ministry – are actually 

some of the best customers of these firms, and I think they foresaw that.  Supposing there 

was a very great loss of life, either amongst civilians or indeed amongst these personnel 

themselves, it wouldn’t be a matter that was likely to be raised in the House of Commons 

so much because they wouldn’t be British service personnel with name, regiment, rank, so 

there just wouldn’t be the same interest.  Also sometimes one fears that in some of the 

dark corners of the world – I’m not just talking about Iraq – there could be perhaps an 

atrocity happen.  It would allow a government to say, ‘Nothing to do with us.  We know 

nothing about it,’ and it would be shaking of heads.  That’s my great fear. 

 

CUFFE: But Foreign Officer minister Bill Rammell remains 

unconvinced.  He says the record of the private security industry doesn’t give rise for 

concern. 
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RAMMELL: Certainly we’re working with the industry to develop 

best practice so that there is a uniformity of standard. 

 

CUFFE: Are you content to let the industry regulate itself? 

 

RAMMELL: No, we’re working with them on best standards, and 

I think that is the most effective thing that we can do in these circumstances, so this is not 

an issue that we’re ignoring, and it is not an issue that we are negligent upon.  But I think 

without evidence of large scale abuse, to have a clamour for legal remedies that actually 

we have a genuine concern wouldn’t be enforceable, I don’t think would be a sensible way 

forward for any government. 

 

CUFFE: One British company, for instance, has employed 

someone with a criminal record and paramilitary connections in Northern Ireland.  

Another company has employed South Africans who have committed atrocities under the 

apartheid regime.  There is nothing to stop this from happening. 

 

RAMMELL: Well I think there is.  If people have evidence of 

allegations such as that, I would urge them to put them before the British authorities and 

we will thoroughly investigate it. 

 

CUFFE: There is no doubt private security companies are 

doing a dangerous and necessary job in a situation that often reminds you of the Wild 

West.  Like the British government, the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq is currently 

talking to them about guidelines for the industry, but it too is avoiding regulation.  It’s 

ironic that the loudest call for stricter control is from within the industry itself, where 

they’re only too conscious of the damage one rogue cowboy can do. 
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