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Rights groups sue over U.S.
authority to use terror kill list

BY SPENCER S. Hsu

The American Civil Liberties
Union and the Center for Consti-
tutional Rights filed a federal
lawsuit Monday challenging the
U.S. government’s authority to
target and kill U.S. citizens out-
side of war zones when they are
suspected of involvement in ter-
rorism.

The civil liberties groups sued
in U.S. District Court in Washing-
ton after being retained by the
father of Anwar al-Aulagqi, a radi-
cal U.S.-born cleric who is in
hiding in Yemen.

The CIA placed Aulaqgi on its
list of suspected terrorists it is
authorized to kill earlier this
year; the cleric had been on a
separate list of individuals target-
ed by the Joint Special Opera-
tions Command.

“The United States cannot sim-
ply execute people, including its
own citizens, anywhere in the
world based on its own say-so,”
Vince Warren, executive director
of the Center for Constitutional
Rights, said in a written state-
ment. “That the government adds
people to Kill lists after a bureau-
cratic process and leaves them on
the lists for months at a time flies
in the face of the Constitution
and international law?”

The groups said that the Con-
stitution prohibits targeted kill-
ings absent a trial and due proc-
ess, except as a last resort to
prevent specific and imminent
threats of death or serious injury.

As part of the suit, the groups
have sought a preliminary in-
junction to halt the U.S. practice
of targeting American citizens.
Separately, they asked the court
to order the government to dis-
close the standards under which
it places individuals, including
U.S. citizens, on target lists, not-
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ing that it remains unknown how
many Americans or other people
are on such lists.

“Whatever people think about
the merits of the program, we
think at a minimum Americans
have a right to know under what
circumstances the government
has the right to impose the death
penalty without charge or trial,”
said Jameel Jaffer, director of the
ACLU’s National Security Project.

A spokesman for U.S. Attorney
General Eric H. Holder Jr. said
the Obama administration “is
using every legal measure avail-
able to defeat al-Qaeda, and we
will continue to do so as long as
its forces pose a threat to this
nation.”

The Justice Department de-
clined to comment on the specific
allegations, but spokesman Matt
Miller said Congress has autho-
rized the use of “all necessary and
appropriate force” against al-
Qaeda and its allies.

“The U.S. is careful to ensure
that all its operations used to
prosecute the armed -conflict
against those forces, including
lethal operations, comply with all
applicable laws, including the
laws of war,” Miller said. “The
government has the authority
under domestic and internation-
al law, as well as the responsibili-
ty to its citizens, to use force to
defend itself in a manner consis-
tent with those laws.”

U.S. authorities have said that
Aulaqi played a direct operation-
al role in the attempted bombing
of a Northwest airliner en route
to Detroit on Christmas Day.
Intelligence officials think he is
also increasingly involved in the
operations of al-Qaeda’s affiliate
in Yemen.

The Treasury Department
named Aulaqgi a “global terrorist”
on July 13.
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