Guatemala ex-dictator may face genocide charges
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GUATEMALA CITY, Oct 6 (Reuters) - Former Guatemalan dictator Efrain Rios Montt may face genocide charges related to widespread massacres of Maya Indians at the height of one of Latin America's bloodiest civil wars in the early 1980s.

Guatemalan prosecutors are reviewing evidence dating to the 1960-1996 civil war to determine whether human rights activists have a case against the 80-year-old retired general, public prosecutor Nancy Lorena Paiz said on Friday.

Two prominent human rights groups have spent five years scouring war-ravaged hamlets and villages for evidence, which includes first-hand accounts of massacres by survivors of the conflict in which an estimated 200,000 people died.

If public prosecutors deem the evidence sufficient, a Guatemalan judge will decide whether Rios Montt, who ran for president in 2003 two decades after his 1982-83 coup-led rule, can stand trial.

Rios Montt, the second of three anti-communist rulers between the early 1970s and early 1980s, declared an all-out war on leftist guerrillas fighting his U.S.-backed government in Guatemala's predominantly Mayan highlands and jungles.

His brief rule was characterized by army and paramilitary massacres of entire villages thought to sympathize with rebels and is considered by human rights groups to be the bloodiest period of the war, which U.N.-brokered peace accords ended.

All previous efforts to prosecute Rios Montt have failed.

Earlier this year a Spanish high court judge visited Guatemala to gather genocide evidence against him but he returned empty-handed and his later calls from Spain for Rios Montt's arrest have not been heeded. 
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