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40 SUICIDE RULINGS ARE CHALLENGED
By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

Despite evidence suggesting that some deaths were homicides, military investigators
concluded that the deaths of 40 soldiers at American bases around the world were
suicides, The Philadelphia Inquirer reported today.

The newspaper said that in reaching their conclusions the investigators
misquoted witnesses, failed to perform routine forensic tests and lost or destroyed
evidence.

The Inquirer said it had checked documents in the 40 cases after it was
contacted by the soldiers' families. Nineteen of the cases were also reviewed by four
retired military investigators, who said the evidence did not support the official
rulings of suicide, the newspaper said.

Spokesmen for three military investigative agencies said their investigations
were thorough and professional, and they disputed assertions that agents had
tailored evidence. A Question of Expedience

But Ronald F. Decker, a former Air Force criminal investigator, said the military
often uses suicide rulings to close nettlesome cases. "An unsolved homicide is a
terrible thing to have on the books," he said. "So they close them out as suicide."
Self-inflicted deaths are the third-leading cause of death in the peacetime military,
behind accidents and illness, according to figures provided by the Department of
Defense. From October 1979 to June 1993, the military ruled 3,375 deaths as
suicides, compared with 1,460 homicides, the figures showed. Among the American
civilian population in a typical year, the newspaper said, there were roughly 8
homicides to every 10 suicides.

The cases reviewed by the newspaper included that of Chad Langford, an Army
military policeman. Army investigators ruled that he shot himself to death inside his
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car near an Army arsenal in Alabama on March 12, 1992.
The Inquirer said the investigators could not find Mr. Langford's fingerprints on

the gun that killed him, nor could they determine if he had fired a gun. Unidentified
fingerprints were found on his radio and handcuffs, which were found hanging by
his left wrist. Cords were tied around his ankles and neck.

In many cases, the soldiers were under investigation for policy violations or had
complained about life in the military, the Inquirer said. Ten victims had told
relatives they discovered drug trafficking or weapons smuggling, the newspaper said.

Last summer Congress asked the Pentagon to review 14 cases in which suicide
rulings were disputed by victims' relatives. In November, Congress passed a bill
requiring the Defense Department to review its method of investigating military
suicides.
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