Former UK Special Forces veterans expose decade of alleged unlawful killings in Iraq and Afghanistan

[image: ]
Former members of the UK Special Forces have come forward to share harrowing accounts of alleged war crimes committed by their colleagues during operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. Speaking to BBC Panorama, these veterans have revealed shocking incidents that include the murder of unarmed individuals and the execution of detainees, including minors. One veteran recounted a chilling episode in which a young boy, clearly non-threatening, was handcuffed and shot. "Killing detainees became routine," he stated, emphasising the grave moral and legal breaches occurring within the ranks of Britain’s most elite armed forces.
The allegations extend over a decade and encompass systematic extrajudicial killings that surpass the three years currently under examination by a judicial inquiry in the UK. Notably, the Royal Navy’s Special Boat Service (SBS) is implicated for the first time, with first-person accounts of their troops engaging in similarly barbaric behaviours. A former SBS operator described a "mob mentality" amongst his peers, claiming he witnessed some soldiers exhibit “serious psychopathic traits” during operations, feeling emboldened and above the law. This deeply unsettling behaviour occurred against a backdrop of considerable peril for UK forces in the region, where 457 British service members lost their lives.
Eyewitnesses detailed that the laws of war—which permit lethal measures only when facing immediate threats—were routinely disregarded. "If a target had showed up more than once, we'd go in with the intent to kill," shared a SAS veteran, detailing the shift from capturing suspects to executing them. This trend of executing detainees has raised profound concerns, not just about moral integrity but about the structural and operational culture of the UK Special Forces. Reports have surfaced of injuries inflicted on seemingly harmless individuals and a general expectation among soldiers that civilians would be executed without hesitation.
The Ministry of Defence has responded to these appalling claims, reaffirming its commitment to the ongoing inquiry but refraining from commenting on specific allegations. This inquiry, which has gained momentum following long-standing public concern and investigative reporting by BBC Panorama, aims to clarify a series of troubling incidents where British forces allegedly took the lives of civilians, including children. An independent investigation has also been initiated, addressing claims of unlawful killings during counterinsurgency operations between 2010 and 2013, with families claiming that over 80 unarmed Afghan nationals were killed in suspicious circumstances.
The evidence presented not only includes eyewitness accounts but also recorded operational videos, showing SAS personnel counting their kills, further suggesting a culture of violence and a competitive spirit surrounding lethal engagements. One SAS soldier's notorious record included multiple killings over a six-month deployment, raising questions about individual accountability when these actions reflect a broader operational ethos.
Legal challenges prompted by affected families have revealed troubling patterns, including accusations that military personnel and their commanding officers engaged in deliberate obfuscation of facts. Reports were allegedly manipulated to suggest military engagement involved hostile acts, despite photographic evidence showing the stark reality of executed individuals bearing no arms. Previously, police investigations by the Royal Military Police culminated without any prosecutions, leaving families desperate to uncover the truth surrounding the deaths of their loved ones.
Concerns regarding oversight and responsibility extend to high-ranking officials, including former Prime Minister David Cameron, who was made aware of allegations concerning civilian deaths yet allegedly failed to act decisively. Former Afghan officials have indicated that these claims were frequently raised in high-level discussions, suggesting a troubling complicity or neglect at the state level.
In the wake of these testimonials and revelations, there is a pressing call for accountability. Former officials and legal experts hope that the current inquiry will delve into the extent of knowledge surrounding these operations and the systemic failures to uphold international law. With deep-rooted issues of secrecy and a culture of impunity highlighted, the inquiry represents a critical opportunity to reckon with the past actions of UK Special Forces and the enduring impact on the lives of those affected.
The unfolding story reflects not just on individual conduct but on the very fabric of military ethics and legal adherence, urging a re-examination of the rules of engagement imposed on those who serve in theatres of conflict. As the inquiry continues, it may well set a precedent for how military operations are scrutinised and how past transgressions are faced.
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