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Cook denies MI6 plot to assassinate Gaddafi
By Michael Smith 
ROBIN Cook yesterday dismissed claims by a former intelligence officer of an MI6 plot to assassinate the Libyan leader Col Muammar Gaddafi as "pure fantasy". 

The Foreign Secretary said he had investigated the claims and was satisfied that his Conservative predecessor, Sir Malcolm Rifkind, had not authorised any plan to kill the Libyan leader.  He pointed out that David Shayler, the disaffected intelligence officer who made the claims, was a junior member of the domestic Security Service MI5 with little or no knowledge of secret MI6 operations. 

Mr Cook said: "I do wish people would recognise that somebody who has left another service - not the Secret Intelligence Service MI6, he was never in MI6 - is making allegations, no doubt for his own reasons.  I have pursued these allegations.  I am absolutely satisfied that the previous Foreign Secretary did not authorise any such assassination attempt.  I'm perfectly satisfied that MI6 never put forward any such proposal. 

"Nor have I seen anything in the 15 months I have been in the job which would suggest that MI6 has any interest, any role or any experience over the decades of any such escapade.  There was no Government-inspired plan to assassinate Gaddafi.  There was no SIS proposal to do it, and I'm fairly clear there has never been any SIS involvement.  I'm perfectly clear that these allegations have no basis in fact. It is pure fantasy." 

Many Labour MPs are, however, unhappy with the treatment and pursuit of Shayler, and are calling for more accountability for the secret service.  Clive Soley, chairman of the Parliamentary Labour Party, supported Mr Cook's denial, saying the claims were a "ludicrous suggestion".  But he said they proved the need for more transparency.  He called for public questioning of intelligence chiefs and also reports which were less heavily censored before publication. 

Annie Machon, the girlfriend and former MI5 colleague of Shayler, who is being held in a Paris prison awaiting extradition to Britain to face charges under the Official Secrets Act, insisted that his claims were true.  She said: "I believe them absolutely.  He was a very, very good intelligence officer when he worked in MI5. He's got very good recall, and if he says something happened, then I believe that it did. 

"He headed up the Libyan section in MI5 for over two years, so he was very well informed about all matters relating to Libya.  He also managed to develop a particularly good working relationship with his opposite number in MI6 and I gather that is how he found out the details of the plot to kill Gaddafi." 

Shayler told the New York Times
 that MI6 paid an Islamic fundamentalist £100,000 to place a bomb under Gaddafi's car but the plot went wrong when the explosives were placed under the wrong car, killing a number of bystanders. 

One of the Libyan exile groups that intermittently reports such attempts to depose Col Gaddafi is based in London and may well have contacts with British intelligence, perhaps explaining why Mr Cook said he was "fairly clear" that MI6 was not involved. 

Under the 1994 Intelligence Services Act, MI6 can carry out acts abroad that would be outlawed in Britain providing they are authorised by the Foreign Secretary.  But while Col Gaddafi's reputation for backing terrorism is well known, former intelligence officers said the likelihood that MI6 would want to replace him with an Islamic fundamentalist regime would be remote. 

The Shayler allegations do bear a close resemblance to an alleged 1996 plot to kill Col Gaddafi by a dissident group of 45 officers, but it apparently took place in September 1996, two months after Shayler left MI5. 

8 August 1998: BBC airs Shayler spy claims
7 August 1998: Are Britain's covert operatives messing up? Don't even ask [text of The New York Times article]
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BBC airs Shayler spy claims


An edition of Panorama investigating the claims made by David Shayler, the renegade MI5 officer, of a plot to assassinate Colonel Gaddafi was broadcast last night after a change of heart by the Government. 

The BBC said the Government had decided not to use an injunction against Shayler to prevent it from showing the programme.  The Government denies his claims.  Richard Eyre, deputy chief executive of BBC News, said that the corporation believed that airing the allegations would enable a proper public debate about intelligence service activities. 

� I couldn't have given the information to the New York Times.  I was in prison denied access to visitors while my mail was censored





