Aid workers in Afghanistan slam US call to bring armed guards into field
by Rachel Morarjee 

KABUL, Aug 8 (AFP) - Aid organizations in Afghanistan Sunday angrily dismissed a US military suggestion that armed escorts would prevent escalating attacks on humanitarian workers, saying the presence of guns would do little to deter militants and could provoke more violence. 

Taliban insurgents and other militants have stepped up their attacks on aid and electoral workers and civilians, as well as US and Afghan troops, in a bid to derail the country's first presidential elections October 9. 

Nick Downey, who oversees security for aid organisations, called the suggestion "condescending" and said it reflected a poor grip of the security situation on the ground. 

"Certainly coalition forces cannot suggest that armour and arms prevents or protects (against) attacks -- it is clearly evident that guns have not prevented deaths, and that high profile measures have invited attacks," said Downey, who heads the Afghanistan NGO Security Office in Kabul. 

The US call came four days after two Afghan staff with the German charity Malteser were gunned down in southern Afghanistan's Paktia province in the latest of a string of attacks which have seen over 30 aid workers killed in the a last 18 months. 

US-led coalition spokesman Major Scott Nelson said Saturday that it was impossible to prevent increasing attempts by the Taliban and other militants to target aid workers in the field and called on them to provide their own security. 

"I don't know what they can really do other than think about providing some sort of security for themselves. I know that is a difficult task and some would say that's against (the aid organizations') mission," he said. 

Aid workers here dismissed the suggestion that armed escorts would make them safer, pointing to the latest attack on an armed convoy of electoral workers Friday in southcentral Uruzgan province which killed two and left one person missing. 

Since May 12 electoral workers have been killed and 33 injured. 

The aid community has argued for months that the establishment of civilian-military Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) around the country has blurred the lines between humanitarian work and military operations and has put aid workers in the line of fire. 

The military "driving non-governmental organisation (NG0) vehicles and doing NGO type work in areas where NGOs are operating has certainly made our life more difficult because it confuses people," said Paul Barker with the US charity CARE International. 

Barker said armed protection was no guarantee of security and was likely to be counter-productive. 

"I hope we don't get to the sort of situation like in Somalia where you do end up bringing in armed guards because it become a racket and nothing gets sorted out," he said. 

Anja Debeer, executive coordinator of the Afghan aid umbrella body ACBAR, said using armed escorts to deliver emergency relief had been done in Somalia but was impossible for the kind of work ongoing in Afghanistan. 

"We are working on community building projects and how do you do that with armed guards?" she asked. 

Aid agencies said they are alarmed by the marked deterioration in the security situation in recent months and many be forced to curtail their operations in some provinces to ensure their safety. 

The German aid agency Malteser has frozen its operations across the country after the killing of its two staff while many other organisations have mothballed programs in the Taliban strongholds of south and southeastern Afghanistan. 

Others rolled back their presence in western Afghanistan, which had previously been considered safe before five Medecins Sans Frontieres (MSF) staff were shot dead in Badghis province on June 2. 

The Nobel-prize-winning medical relief agency, known in English as Doctors Without Borders, announced last month it would quit Afghanistan after 24 years and accused the government of failing to lock up the murderers of its staff. 

MSF also blamed the military for using aid to further its political aims and creating a context where providing humanitarian help was no longer seen as a neutral act, saying the operating environment in Afghanistan had become impossible.

