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 The Australian Defence Force has promised a vigorous investigation
into allegations that SAS troops carried out torture and murder in East  Timor,  and will examine the exhumed bodies of two militia fighters. 
Defence officials said more than 200 people had already been interviewed during a two-year inquiry into claims that the troops beat captives, used torture in interrogations and shot one person in the head at close range after an ambush in the Suai district in 1999.  The inquiry was investigating 18 allegations against Australian troops and has dismissed 12 of the allegations.
 The UN is assisting military police and Australian Federal Police officers conducting the investigation. Defence Minister Robert Hill said the troops were entitled to the presumption of innocence. Australian forces were committed to operating within strict rules of engagement, he said.     No evidence warranting action was found over a dozen of the allegations, Defence spokesman Brigadier Mike Hannan said. "I can tell you that the investigation will be relentless. It will cover every aspect and no stonewill be left unturned."    Opposition defence spokesman Chris Evans attacked the length of time the inquiry had taken and said the SAS troops, if innocent, deserved to have their names cleared as soon as possible.  
The execution allegation arose from the aftermath of a militia ambush of Australian troops near the West  Timor  border, which wounded two SAS members. A SAS commander used his pistol to shoot dead a militia captive, it was claimed.  In a statement yesterday, investigation head Colonel Terry McCullagh said he was examining allegations of torture and brutality by the SAS.     "I'm hoping that we understand exactly how they were killed because it is important," Colonel McCullagh said.   
The exhumations were not done at the army's request, but were part of a  routine UN process, he said. After Colonel McCullagh had given one radio interview and issued the  statement, the Defence hierarchy gagged him.
