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ABC's Jennings tries to knock down Guantanamo walls

Pity the reporter assigned to write about the 600 or so prisoners held on the U.S. Navy base at Cuba's Guantanamo Bay. The Bush administration has classified virtually everything that goes on there. Interviews with the prisoners -- about their treatment, the reasons they're being held, or anything else -- are forbidden. You can't even talk to their lawyers, because they have none. It's the journalistic equivalent of a black hole: Reporters go in, but no news comes back out.

   So it's not very surprising that tonight's ABC News special on Guantanamo Bay, anchored by Peter Jennings, breaks little new ground. But it does deftly sketch the dimensions of a situation that could turn out to be extremely ugly.

   Most of the prisoners were captured during the collapse of Taliban forces in Afghanistan in late 2001. They were sent to Guantanamo Bay because it's ''the legal equivalent of outer space,'' as one Pentagon official puts it: largely outside the jurisdiction of U.S. courts.

   WITHOUT ANY RIGHTS

   There, the Bush administration insists, they can be held indefinitely, without lawyers, without charges, without trials -- literally without any rights at all. U.S. officials insist they are being treated humanely. Because access to the camp is so tightly controlled, we pretty much have to take their word for it.

   Even if they're telling the truth -- and the stream of sickening photos from Iraq's Abu Ghraib prison has not exactly bolstered the Pentagon's credibility on the subject -- the officials' definition of ''humane'' may not be the same one found in Webster's. ABC got hold of a 2002 memo in which Justice Department and Pentagon lawyers argued that laws forbidding torture were not relevant to Guantanamo Bay because ''infliction of pain or suffering per se does not amount to torture. The pain or suffering must be severe.''

   QUESTIONABLE CHOICES

   Largely blocked out of the story by official secrecy, ABC understandably resorts to some sources who are far from unimpeachable. The family of one young Kuwaiti man detained at Guantanamo Bay tearfully insists he was in Afghanistan only to work with refugees. But no humanitarian aid agency has stepped forward to claim him, and his decision to flee the country with the remnants of the Taliban army seems strange if he was just a do-gooding social worker.

   It was probably unwise for ABC to give the Kuwaiti detainee's family so much camera time, but it's a predictable consequence of government secrecy. Having so far managed to keep the American judicial system at bay, the White House feels no obligation to the court of public opinion, either.

   UNLIMITED TIME FRAME

   The Bush administration argues that the war on terrorism is just that, a war, and it can't be fought with Miranda warnings and bail bondsmen. ''In a war, there's an enormous premium placed on being able to act quickly and decisively,' ' said Brad Berenson, a former White House attorney interviewed by ABC.

   That argument made sense in the immediate aftermath of Sept. 11. But now the Bush administration seems to be saying it can hold the men forever, regardless of their importance in the war on terrorism. The chief interrogator at Guantanamo Bay said that as many as 50 of the prisoners are continuing to provide useful intelligence. As Jennings notes, that means 550 are not.

