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INTRODUCTION


On August 19, 2003, a truck filled with explosives was driven into the Canal Hotel, the United Nations headquarters in Baghdad. The building contained the offices of O 300 international and Iraqi civil servants and humanitarian workers. The bomb was targeted directly at the office of UN Secretary-General Special Representative Sergio Vieira de Mello. 




This was the international version of September 11. 9/11 was an attack against America; 8/19 was an attack, by the same sort of people, against the international system.


The bomber killed more than twenty people, including UN officials, and wounded scores of others. This number is not to be compared with those who died on September 11, but the impact is enormous. The terrorists who carried out this attack murdered more UN officials in any single assault since the organization was created following World War II. It represented a direct assault against the principles of international civil society that the world has tried to create since 1945. It was an attempt to murder not only fine men and women but also all the humane values that the UN, for all its shortcomings, represents and strives to fulfill.


Sergio Vieira de Mello was one of the most brilliant diplomats at the United Nations. He was considered to be a possible successor to Kofi Annan as Secretary-General, and it would have been a great appointment. On his death, Brazil, his home country, at once announced three days of official mourning.


His working life covered the gamut of the world’s attempts to deal with evil and its aftermath. After joining the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, he had worked in the 1970s in Bangladesh, in southern Sudan, in Mozambique, in Latin America, and in Lebanon. Later he moved to Indochina to help first with the Vietnamese boatpeople and then in Cambodia. Everywhere he worked with the same mix of dedication and flair.


I had known Sergio for many years, and I had watched him work in Cambodia, in the Balkans, in East Timor, and in Africa. He was a joy to be with—a magnetic personality. He spoke at least five languages fluently.


In Cambodia in the early 1990s, he was in charge of the repatriation of several hundred thousand refugees. He dealt with the odious Khmer Rouge commanders and with the intransigent officials of the communist regime in Phnom Penh with equal charm, firmness, clarity, and skill. He made all the arrangements meticulously, and for an operation of that scale the repatriation was pretty flawless.


In Bosnia he slept and worked in one room in the headquarters of the UN Force Commander. I remember going with him to meet the egregious Bosnian Serb leader, Radovan Karadzic, in Pale. Karadzic was a psychiatrist of sorts, and Sergio gave him the latest edition of the New York Review of Books, in which a cover story was about war between psychiatrists. Having charmed Karadzic, Sergio then sat down to hours of tough negotiations with him.


He was intensely serious about his work, but he could also laugh and make fun of himself and the predicaments in which he often landed. He was debonair, immaculately dressed, remarkably handsome, carrying a smile that could launch a thousand cease-fires. Women adored him. Men admired him. One U.S. senator once said, “Whenever I meet Sergio, two things happen. First, I feel poorly informed and secondly, I feel poorly dressed.” I have never heard anyone speak unkindly of him. People talked of “Sergio’s magic.”


We used to joke that the only possible title for his eventual memoir was “My Friends—The War Criminals.” Now he will never get to write it because the war criminals got him.


In 1999 Kofi Annan had asked him to go to East Timor after the Indonesians had finally been compelled to leave after their brutal twenty-five-year occupation. Vieira de Mello helped lead the tiny society out of the wreckage left by Indonesia and into full independence, restoring its utilities and creating the foundations of civil society.


For this he and the UN were denounced by Osama bin Laden. Why? Because the UN had helped a basically Christian community secure its freedom from its Muslim occupiers.


Since then Annan had appointed him UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, a difficult job that he was just settling into at the time of the invasion of Iraq in spring 2003.


After the fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 1483 acknowledging the U.S.-led occupation of Iraq. Annan asked Vieira de Mello to go to Baghdad for just four months to set up an assistance mission. He was not very keen on the idea, but he understood the opportunities for Iraq as well as the dangers for himself and others.


His friend, the Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, visited him in Baghdad and asked him, “Aren’t you tired of so many horrors? Why did you agree to come to this place?” “I found no good arguments for refusing,” Sergio replied, “with his eternal ear-to-ear smile.”


Sergio saw that the UN role was to lay the foundations of civil society in a country terrorized by decades of brutal dictatorship. He said, “The people of Iraq have suffered enough. It is time that we all. . . come together to ensure that this suffering comes to an end. . . . We must not fail.” He quickly won the confidence of Paul Bremer, the U.S. administrator, and argued that the Iraqis must be empowered as quickly as possible. He spent his time meeting and talking to people and organizations from all parts of Iraqi society and traveling the region, trying to persuade the neighboring governments to give the new Iraq a chance.


He learned enough Arabic to charm Iraqis in their own language and was in every way a very good friend to them. That was one reason why the terrorists killed him and many of the well-chosen team of UN officials assisting him. They included Sergio’s chief of staff, the Egyptian diplomat Nadia Younes, who was a delightful iconoclast with a deep-throated and constant laugh, as well as one of Kofi Annan’s most trusted lieutenants, and dedicated young people including Rick Hooper, an American, Fiona Watson (British), and Ranillo Buenaventura (Filipino), along with many others.


It was not clear whether the murderers were Baathist remnants of the Saddam regime or Islamic fundamentalists who had in recent weeks been rushing to Iraq to create a new war against the “crusaders.” There were suggestions that the two groups might have collaborated for this operation. Whoever they are, they were determined to stop the international community from building a decent Iraq. They wanted despotism—either Baathist or Islamic—to prevail. They had no thought for the welfare of the Iraqi people whom the UN was attempting to assist.


A few days after the attack, a communiqué published by Al Qaeda described the bombing thus: “One of the Muja-hedeen broke in with a van full of explosives into the back part of the headquarters at the office of the personal representative of America’s criminal slave, Kofi Annan, the diseased Sergio de Mello, criminal Bush’s friend.” The statement asked: “Why cry over a heretic...? Sergio Vieira De Mello is the one who tried to embellish the image of America, the crusaders and the Jews in Lebanon and Kosovo, and now in Iraq. He is America’s first man where he was nominated by Bush to be in charge of the UN after Kofi Annan, the criminal and slave of America; and he is the crusader that extracted a part of the Islamic land [East Timor].”


Whether the murderers were inspired by Al Qaeda or were Baathists, they are people determined to destroy the international system we have slowly tried to build since 1945.





Mario Vargas Llosa was right when he wrote,




The attack was perpetrated by one of various sects and movements bent on provoking the Apocalypse in order to prevent Iraq from soon becoming a free and modern country ruled by democratic laws and representative governments, a perspective that rightfully terrifies and drives insane the gangs of murderers and torturers of the Mukhbarat and the Fedayeen of Saddam Hussein along with the fundamentalist commandos from Al Qaeda and Ansar al Islam as well as the terrorist brigades sent to Iraq by the ultra conservative Iranian clerics. All of them, totalling only a few thousand armed fanatics, but with extraordinary tools for destruction, know that if Iraq becomes a modern democracy, their days are numbered.





This book is not a narrative of the war in Iraq but a glance at one of the ways in which the international community, following 9/11, confronted evil. The nature of the threat to global security was now seen to be different to any posed before. Decisionmaking becomes more difficult and more tragic in a world threatened as never before by terrorism and the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).


It has placed unprecedented stress upon the machinery of international cooperation and diplomacy. It has caused old friends to disagree bitterly, and it has uncovered inconsistency and hypocrisy in many nations’ foreign policies.


In a sense this book takes up some of the themes I tried to discuss in my 2000 book Deliver Us from Evil. How can the international community best deal with tyrants, rogue states, and terrorists who threaten not only their own people but also others—and who defy the world’s attempts to restrain them?


Since 9/11 those questions have become even more important, even more difficult to answer. The risk to everyone engaged in dealing with evil is exemplified in the brutal destruction of those fine people in the Canal Hotel. It is symbolic of a wider risk to all nations and to the alliances that bind the international community—alliances that since 1945 have created the institutions that have advanced democratic civil societies around the world.


Iraq is at the center of the mission to face down fundamentalist malevolence and reactionary despotism. The nature of the battle was well described by Bahram Saleh, the prime minister of the Kurdish-controlled zone of northern Iraq. “Iraq is the nexus where many issues are coming together—Islam versus democracy, the West versus the axis of evil, Arab nationalism versus some different types of political culture,” he told the New York Times. “If the Americans succeed here, this will be a monumental blow to everything the terrorists stand for.”


The corollary of that is very simple. If the U.S.-UK-led effort to create a better system of government in Iraq fails, the men who carried out 9/11 and 8/19 will have won a terrible victory. The consequences for the world do not bear consideration.




London 
November 2003
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THE GATE OF FIRE




We entered the twenty-first century through a gate of fire.





KOFI ANNAN


This evocative and chastening description of September 11 was given by the UN Secretary-General in T December 2001 as he accepted the Nobel Prize for Peace personally and on behalf of the entire UN organization.


That gate of fire was awful, but not unexpected. For years terrorist threats had been made, and many had been carried out. There had been warnings, not just from intelligence agencies, of even worse to come.


In November 1998 Peggy Noonan, speechwriter to President Ronald Reagan, wrote,




We live in a world of three billion men and hundreds of thousands of nuclear bombs, missiles, warheads: it’s a world of extraordinary germs that can be harnessed and used to kill whole populations, a world of extraordinary chemicals that can be harnessed and used to do the same. . . . Three billion men and it takes only half a dozen bright and evil ones to harness and deploy. What are the odds it will happen? Put it another way: what are the odds it will not? Low. Non-existent, I think.







When you consider who is gifted and crazed with rage . . . when you think of the terrorist places and the terrorist countries . . . who do they hate the most? The Great Satan, the United States. What is its most important place? Some would say Washington. I would say the great city of the United States is the great city of the world, the dense, ten mile long island called Manhattan, where the economic and media power of the nation resides, the city that is the psychological centre of our modernity, our hedonism, our creativity, our hard shouldered hipness, our unthinking arrogance.





On September 11, 2001, it happened. In George Bush’s words that evening, night fell on a different world.


The lessons of Vietnam, which since the 1970s had replaced the lessons of Munich and held U.S. policymakers and soldiers in thrall, vanished instantly. By September 12 the only lessons that mattered were those of 9/11 itself, and they were not instantly easy to comprehend.


It is impossible to overemphasize the importance of that day’s attacks. The last time something comparable happened on American soil was when the British burned the White House in August 1814. For Americans it made a new world, if not a new America. Yet some say that America just became more itself. Because America is the dominating power in the world, much that is happening today is the result of September 11. The republic was transformed, and the world’s polity with it.


In his Nobel speech, Kofi Annan emphasized the global nature of the new situation: “New threats make no distinction between races, nations or regions. A new insecurity has entered every mind, regardless of wealth or status. . . . This new reality can no longer be ignored. It must be confronted.” He was right. It is impossible to pass back through that gate. But the hardest task is now to determine the most effective way to confront the new, deadly, all-pervasive threat.


Annan’s words found an echo in those of the outgoing secretary-general of NATO, George Robertson: “A special breed of terrorism has come to the fore—driven not by achievable political aims, but by fanatical extremism and the urge to kill.” Robertson continued with an image, not of a gate of fire, but borrowed from an old tale from the Middle East. “It is difficult,” he said, “to imagine how one could return this cruel genie to its pre-9/11 bottle.”


Difficult? It is almost certainly impossible. When Western intelligence agents were able to examine Al Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan, they were alarmed to discover that the terrorists were far more advanced in the creation of so-called dirty bombs (i.e., crude radiological, chemical or biological weapons) than they had realized. Eliza Manningham-Buller, the head of MI5, the British intelligence agency, later warned that an attack against a major Western city with even a rudimentary radioactive, biological, or chemical weapon was “only a matter of time.”


She said that intelligence reports showed that “renegade scientists” had given terrorist groups the information they needed to create such weapons. “My conclusion, based on the intelligence we have received, is that we are faced with a realistic possibility of some form of unconventional attack that could include chemical, biological, radioactive, or nuclear attack.”


She warned also that the task of containing Al Qaeda was difficult because it operated on a global scale and was impervious to political dialogue. “If this is a war that can be won, it is not going to be won soon. The supply of potential terrorists among extreme elements is unlikely to diminish. Breaking the link between terrorism and religious ideology is difficult in the short term.” It is all the more difficult because of the failure of the Arab world—though not the entire Islamic world—to adapt to the twentieth century let alone the twenty-first.


Distorting Islam, ideologues like Osama bin Laden insist that all the evils in the Islamic world follow from the abandonment of the divine heritage of Islam. And governments of the region, oppressive and ineffectual, have all too often resorted to blaming their failures on the world outside, especially the United States—from which many of them also derive much of their financial and military support. They tyrannize and oppress and try to divert the fury of their peoples outward. Political dialogue and reconciliation is not possible with groups that have aims that are absolute and nonnegotiable.


The United Nations Development Programme has drawn attention to the overarching failure of the region in its Arab Development Report of 2002. It makes grim reading. Over the past twenty years, growth in per capita income was lower in the Arab world than anywhere else except sub-Saharan Africa. If current trends persist it would take the average Arab 140 years to double his income; other regions will do that in less than ten years. Labor productivity is declining, real wages have fallen, poverty has grown. The gross domestic product of all the Arab countries combined in 1999 was less than that of Spain. One out of every five Arabs lives on less than $2 a day. Unemployment is already about 15 percent of the labor force and is expected to double by 2010. There is also “poverty of capabilities and poverty of opportunities.” These have their roots in three deficits: freedom, women’s empowerment, and knowledge.


The report found that out of the seven regions of the world, the Arab region had the least freedoms of all—fewer civil liberties, fewer political rights, and less free media. Women were stifled more completely in the Arab states than anywhere else; one in two Arab women can neither read nor write. Scientific expenditure is lower than anywhere else—investment in research and development is less than one-seventh of the world’s average. The information technology revolution has barely touched Arabia—only 0. 6 percent of the population uses the Internet, and only 1. 2 percent have personal computers.


The report noted that very little of this will change until Arab countries somehow acquire decent governments and good governance. Political freedom and political representation must be freed up; public administration must be reformed; civil society must be liberated; the media must be freed.


Bernard Lewis, one of the great Western authorities on Islamic culture, argues cogently that the two dominant movements of the twentieth century, nationalism and socialism, have both been tried in the Islamic world, and both have failed. In some countries the combination has created something even worse: “The bastard offspring of both ideologies, National Socialism, still survives in a few states that have preserved the Nazi Fascist style of dictatorial government and indoctrination.” None more so than the Iraq of Saddam Hussein.


The consequences are alarming. As Lewis puts it, “If the peoples of the Middle East continue on their present path, the suicide bomber may become a metaphor for the whole region, and there will be no escape from a downward spiral of hate and spite, rage and self-pity, poverty and oppression.”


But of course one has also to take into account the fact that Western governments have for decades supported Middle East regimes that may brutalize and impoverish the mass of the people but nonetheless provide stable oil supplies. The paradox is uncomfortable, the dilemma acute.


This terrible sense of failure is occurring in an increasingly unstable world. The Cold War imposed a kind of stability, often cruel, in which each superpower supported its own clients. Now many of those clients have been cut free without any means of support. In the Caucasus, in Central Asia, in northern Africa, and in the Middle East huge political and economic changes are taking place. They could easily lead to convulsions that will spill over into North America and Europe. There is a real risk that more states will fail and fragment into regions run by warlords who finance themselves through sales of drugs or guns or the new illegal growth industry—the smuggling of people.


In such a world, risks that we used to accept are intolerable. In particular, the covert manufacture or acquisition of weapons of mass destruction by states that defy the rule of law and the normal codes of conduct among sovereign powers has assumed a frightening urgency. Iraq, Iran, and North Korea are all such states. How can the rest of the world protect itself against them? That is the vital question. At the beginning of the twenty-first century, geography does not act as a shield.


It was their interpretation of this fundamental reality that led the United States, Britain, and their allies to deal with Saddam Hussein in 2003.







The challenge to the international community in 2003 derived from the great difficulty that the world has in dealing with a criminal state determined to defy international norms and rules.


Weapons of mass destruction are the greatest threat to mankind today. Biological weapons have often been called the poor dictator’s atomic bomb. Few people had been more diligent in trying to acquire and use them than Sad-dam Hussein. The roots of the crisis of 2003 stretch back through the desert into the tolerance of tyranny and its marriage to weapons that can kill millions. The problem can be stated simply: Saddam Hussein had made clear over decades that the death of hundreds of thousands of Iraqis was of no consequence to him. The death of millions of Iranians was to be desired. What would inhibit him from killing millions of Americans or Europeans as well if and when he had the means? Nothing in his record.


After rising through the use of ruthless guile through the Baath Party apparatus, Saddam Hussein became president of Iraq in 1979. His idol was Joseph Stalin, and he quickly set about purging his enemies (real or imagined) in the Baath Party and in the Iraqi government. In one of his first acts, he convened a meeting of senior party members and had one of them confess to leading a Syrian-backed plot. Saddam then read out the names of fifty-four more coconspirators, all of them sitting in the hall. In front of the cameras, each was led or dragged away, and Saddam then ordered all those party officials who had not been named to take part in the firing squads that dispatched the “guilty.” The nature of his rule was thus set.


Abroad one of his first acts was to invade Iran, which he hoped would be unable to defend itself in the chaos of the Islamic revolution that had suffused it since January 1979.


At that time, Iran was seen as one of the greatest threats to the West. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini had driven from power the Shah of Iran, on whom the United States had relied as an integral part of its defense of the Middle East oil fields, and established an expansionist theocratic rule in Teheran. In November 1979 militants seized the U.S. Embassy in Teheran, taking fifty-two Americans hostage, a crisis that lasted more than a year and ended soon after the inauguration of President Ronald Reagan in January 1981.


That was not the end of the story. Khomeini preached war against the United States and Israel, murdered his opponents at home and abroad, backed Islamic terrorist groups targeting Israel, and called for Islamic revolution throughout the region.


And so to Washington and its allies any attempt to curb the Ayatollah seemed to have some merit. Saddam’s invasion of Iran was a military failure, and Iraqi troops became mired in a long and costly war in which both sides lost enormous numbers of troops. In 1982 Khomeini launched a counterattack. The prospect of an Iranian fundamentalist victory was so alarming to Washington that the Reagan administration decided to give limited intelligence assistance to Saddam Hussein, despite his appalling record. France, already much closer to Saddam, assisted him as well. Germany supplied Iraq with industrial complexes able to produce chemical and biological weapons. Washington and its allies turned a blind eye when Iraq used chemical weapons against first Iran and then, in 1988, against Kurdish rebels in northern Iraq.


Iraq had begun to try to create a biological weapons program in the 1970s—after it had signed the 1972 international convention that banned the development and production of such weapons. Throughout the 1980s it developed biological and chemical weapons. It later acknowledged that it had used more than 100,000 chemical munitions against Iran. Iraqi insisted repeatedly that these weapons had been essential in stopping Iran’s human-wave attacks against Iraqi positions.


In March 1988 Saddam’s troops attacked the Iraqi Kurdish town of Halabja, in revenge for what he considered Kurdish collaboration with Iran. At least 5,000 people were gassed to death and another 7,000 were dreadfully injured. The massacre at Halabja was repeated in other Kurdish villages; this is the first time since the Holocaust that a government is known to have gassed its own people.


The story of Halabja and the Kurds is of immense importance. If Saddam was prepared to use outlawed chemical weapons on Iraq’s own citizens, how could he ever be trusted not to use them on others?


Saddam had gained nothing from the Iran-Iraq War, but he had ruined and bankrupted his country. The dreadful conflict had helped the West in that it slowed the Ayatollah’s long arm of revolution. But Washington had failed to understand adequately the nature of the Iraqi devil with whom it was supping.


Then Saddam took an extraordinary risk. In August 1990, partly in order to secure its great oil wealth, he invaded Kuwait and announced its annexation as Iraq’s nineteenth province. If that conquest had been allowed to stand, it would have created a precedent to be feared by all small sovereign nations. Moreover, Saddam would have controlled 9 percent of the world’s oil production, almost as much as the Saudis, who themselves feared assault by their aggressive neighbor.


Washington finally understood the threat to stability that Saddam posed, with his regional ambitions, his merciless tyranny, and his dedicated pursuit of weapons of mass destruction. President George H. W. Bush and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher announced in Aspen, Colorado, the day after the invasion that it must not stand. The UN Security Council passed Resolution 678, which authorized the allies to expel Iraq from Kuwait and to use force in support of all “subsequent relevant resolutions needed to restore international peace and security” to the region. President Bush sent then–Defense Secretary Dick Cheney to Riyadh to persuade the Saudis to accept U.S. protection. He succeeded, and U.S. troops were immediately airlifted into the country. Saddam refused to accede to demands that he withdraw, and Washington and London began to build up troops and recruit the partners needed to drive Saddam from Kuwait.


On January 17, 1991, the U.S.-led Coalition launched Operation Desert Storm with a massive air offensive against Iraqi positions. The ground campaign was begun on February 24. Despite predictions of disaster from those who opposed the use of force against Iraq, Coalition forces immediately succeeded in destroying large Iraqi formations. Indeed, Saddam risked losing his entire army, in particular the Republican Guards on which his regime depended. On February 28, President Bush ordered a halt to the ground offensive. As a result many of Saddam’s best troops escaped.


U.S. reluctance to complete the removal of Saddam seems in retrospect a terrible mistake, even if some of the reasons were understandable at the time. The UN mandate was for the liberation of Kuwait, not the overthrow of Sad-dam, and however much many of the Arab Coalition partners might have privately longed for his removal from their area, they dared not say so publicly, let alone cooperate in his overthrow. The UN system was already stretched to the limit by U.S. pressure. Moreover, there was widespread belief that Saddam, having suffered such a terrible defeat and such an extraordinary loss of face, would likely be overthrown from within.


Then another mistake. President Bush called upon “the Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands and force Saddam Hussein the dictator to step aside.” Iraqis, particularly the Shiite majority always oppressed by Saddam, responded to his call. But as rebels began to rise up against the defeated dictator, the United States stood on the sidelines. Despite the initial rhetoric of encouragement to rebel against the man that President Bush likened to Hitler, we abandoned them; thousands were slaughtered. We even allowed the Iraqis to use their helicopter gunships to finish the job. Here is how it happened:


At the time of the Gulf War cease-fire talks in Safwan in March 1991, Shiites began a desperate rebellion against Sad-dam in Basra. General Norman Schwarzkopf met to agree to the cease-fire and surrender terms with the Iraqi representative, General Sultan Hashim Ahmad. The Iraqi general said, “We have a point, one point. You might very well know the situation of the roads and bridges and communications. We would like to agree that helicopter flights are sometimes needed to carry some of the officials, govern-a ment officials or any member that is needed to be transported from one place to another because the roads and bridges are out.” Schwarzkopf was careless in his response, saying there was “absolutely no problem” with this—as long as Iraqi military helicopters did not fly over U.S. positions.


“I want to make sure that’s recorded,” said the American general, “that military helicopters can fly over Iraq. Not fighters, not bombers.” Hashim Ahmad: “So you mean even helicopters that [are] armed in the Iraqi sky can fly, but not the fighters?” “Yeah,” said Schwarzkopf. “I will instruct our Air Force not to shoot at any helicopters that are flying over the territory of Iraq where we are not located.”


And so Schwarzkopf, the victorious American general, unwittingly enabled the terror to begin. Over the next few weeks, Saddam’s helicopter gunships were trained against the Shiite rebels of Najaf and Karbala. Saddam murdered at least 60,000 people, whose bodies were flung into mass graves, to be dug up only after his fall in 2003. If Schwarz-kopf had denied the Iraqi forces the use of their gunships, Saddam might not have been able to defeat the massive insurgencies.


Even after the slaughter of the rebels had begun, it would have been possible to revoke the license Schwarz-kopf had given the gunships. Once again this was not done. It seems that the administration was above all anxious lest Iraq disintegrate along ethnic or religious lines, leaving Iran the dominant power in the region and thus able to exploit and harness Iraq’s Shia majority.


Any hopes that Saddam would be overthrown in a military coup were misplaced. Instead, by exercising his usual brutality and killing tens of thousands of people, Saddam survived. But his demise was still imminently expected in Washington, and so the policy of “containment” was devised. The doleful path of the next twelve years had begun.


Resolution 687—the ceasefire resolution—passed in March 1991, was intended to punish Iraq for its invasion of Kuwait, and to ensure that it never could threaten its neighbors again. It demanded that Iraq unconditionally accept, under international supervision, the destruction, removal, or rendering harmless of all its weapons of mass destruction (chemical, biological, nuclear) and its ballistic missiles with a range over 150 kilometers. It created an inspection system (the UN Special Commission on Iraq [UNSCOM]) to see that these requirements were adhered to. Until this was certified, an oil embargo against the country would remain in place.


UNSCOM had a wider significance than just disarming Iraq. It was part of a thirty-year struggle by the interna-tional community to create a tapestry of treaties to prevent the spread of weapons of mass destruction. With it went the attempt to create a climate of opinion that insisted that the use of chemical, biological, or nuclear weapons was wrong. There was no one more ready to defy that convention than Saddam Hussein. “For him,” said Richard Butler, the aggressive Australian diplomat who became executive director of UNSCOM in 1997, “chemical warfare is as normal as crowd control.”


Saddam presumably expected that UNSCOM would be a typically ineffective UN operation, like the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), which before the Gulf War had failed to detect Iraq’s extensive nuclear weapons programs. In fact UNSCOM was a uniquely strong organization that was actually empowered to disarm Iraq. Western and UN officials expected that in order to get the oil flowing again, Saddam would quickly cooperate and surrender his weapons programs.


He did not. Instead of taking ninety days, as Resolution 687 proposed, the inspectors’ task stretched over twelve years as Iraq constantly denied and defied the inspectors, lying all the time about the nature and extent of its WMD programs. The concealment was sophisticated and often successful. In 1995 UNSCOM came under pressure from many member states, in particular France and Russia, to give Iraq a clean bill of health on biological weapons. Their motives were not identical, but each was anxious to promote its commercial links with the Saddam regime, and each wished to be seen as acting independently of Washington.


The inspectors were about to respond to the pressure when suddenly Saddam’s son-in-law, Hussein Kamal, defected to Jordan and informed the UN about a massive biological program, documentation of which could be found on a chicken farm. The inspectors discovered that the weapons program was far more extensive than they had previously realized. They learned also that before the Gulf War Iraq had developed VX nerve agent (one of the deadliest chemical weapons) and had weaponized missiles, which they might have launched against the Coalition had it marched on Baghdad.


Despite Iraq’s prevarication, obfuscation, harassment of UN personnel, and bald-faced lies, the policy of containment continued.


Charles Duelfer, the deputy executive chairman of UNSCOM, later said that one of the things he had learned in his work in Iraq was the regime’s “dedication to all types of weapons of mass destruction.” Iraqi officials reiterated that chemical weapons had saved them from the Iranian attacks. Long-range missiles were seen as vital to attacking cities deep in Iran.


The regime had dedicated billions of dollars to the creation of a nuclear weapon as well as chemical and biological weapons. Duelfer observed that Saddam knew “it was a serious blunder to invade Kuwait before they had a nuclear weapon. Regional states know this as well and recognize they will have to accommodate Saddam once a nuclear weapon is achieved.”


This was correct. Duelfer’s perception was at the core of the long years of Western argument over Saddam’s WMD and how to deal with them. Everyone—his Arab neighbors, Israel, Western governments—was terrified that Saddam might acquire nuclear weapons.


But such fears were not often voiced loudly enough. Hypocrisy governed, and another argument was allowed to dominate political debate. Containment was an unsatisfactory policy compromise, and it came under increasing pressure. At the end of 1997 Iraq was cheered by the fact that its friends on the UN Security Council, notably France, China, and Russia, were pressing for sanctions and inspections to be relaxed, if not lifted.


Iraqi propaganda was effective for those who were disposed to believe it; Baghdad convinced much of the world that the UN sanctions were starving a generation of Iraqi children. This was not true: The many exceptions granted for the importation of food and medicine under the UN oil-the for-food program meant that no one in Iraq would have starved if Saddam had allowed the distribution of supplies.


But it was convenient to the regime to create starvation and use it as a political weapon. And so it did. Far too many credulous Western journalists swallowed Saddam’s propaganda. Arab journalists did the same, and Arab governments, most of which hated Saddam privately, exploited the anti-American feelings generated by such reports.


In 1997 Iraq began to block the weapons inspectors in order to create a crisis. In October the Security Council voted on Resolution 1134, which threatened to impose travel restrictions on Iraqi officials if Iraq continued to do this. The resolution passed the Council, but from Iraq’s perspective the important point was that five countries, including three permanent members—France, Russia, and China—abstained. This emboldened Saddam to increase his defiance of the UN inspectors. One issue was his attempt to bar them from vast and lavish “presidential palaces” that he had built for himself while his people starved. At the end of 1997 the United States and Britain threatened a military response.


In early 1998 Kofi Annan, who had become UN Secretary-General a year before, acceded to international pressure from France, Russia, the Pope, and other powerful forces to intercede in an attempt to defuse the crisis. Despite concern in Washington, he flew to Baghdad, met Saddam, and signed a new agreement with the regime to allow inspections to restart on condition that the inspectors “respect the legitimate concerns of Iraq relating to national security, sovereignty, and dignity.”


Inspections did begin again, but Saddam had no intention of respecting either Annan or the international institution he represented. Very soon the Iraqis had reneged on their agreement with the Secretary-General. By December 1998 the position of the inspectors had become untenable. They were withdrawn, and the United States and Great Britain began a short, punitive bombing campaign designed to degrade Saddam’s command and control facilities. A few of the targets were WMD sites, but the truth was that the allies simply did not know the concealed location of Iraq’s principal WMD programs.


The UN inspectors were not allowed back into Iraq for the next four years—plenty of time for the regime to conceal whatever weapons it had or created during that time.


UNSCOM saw significant successes over the years; the inspectors found many weapons and programs that the regime had tried to conceal. But its experience contained a general lesson for the international community’s attempt to stop proliferation. It proved that inspections alone could not deal with the long-term threat posed by a regime determined to defy the world.


The disarmament that UNSCOM accomplished was neither complete nor permanent. Against the full resources of an entrenched and vicious dictatorship, its powers were limited. After 1998, when the inspectors were banned from Iraq, it had no powers at all. UNSCOM’s final report in 1999 detailed the weapons that the inspectors still believed were missing in Iraq. It was a massive, damning indictment.


The inspectors could not account for about 6,000 chemical aerial bombs or for at least seven Iraqi-made missiles and two Russian-made SCUD missiles. They doubted Iraq’s claim to have destroyed twenty-five missile warheads filled with bioweapons and could not account for fifty conventional missile warheads.


They reported that Iraq had not accounted for the materials to produce 26,000 liters of anthrax and 1.5 tons of VX gas. They reminded us that a warhead filled with just 140 liters of VX could kill 1 million people. They wrote that Iraq’s disclosures on biological weapons were “incomplete, inadequate, and contai[n] substantial deficiencies.”


Such threats were by any standard intolerable, but in early 1999 Western attention had shifted from Iraq to the Serb persecution of Muslims in Kosovo. Saddam Hussein and his allies took advantage of the West’s Balkan preoccupation. On February 19 a prominent Shiite leader in Najaf was murdered, almost certainly by government agents. His death led to the most intense antigovernment riots since the 1991 uprisings. They were crushed by Saddam’s security forces, who were reported to be accompanied by troops in white uniforms with gasmasks. The people of Najaf immediately feared that Saddam was about to use poison gas against them. The incident was telling. In order to terrorize his own people, Saddam was prepared to encourage the idea that he might use chemical weapons against them.


Iraq’s friends increased the pressure at the United Nations. On April 7, 1999, Richard Butler, the executive chairman of UNSCOM, was barred by the Russians from entering the Security Council chambers, where UNSCOM and Iraq’s WMD programs were to be discussed. Butler’s diligence had infuriated both Iraq and its advocates abroad. Russia’s UN permanent representative, Sergei Lavrov, said they would continue to ban Butler. In Baghdad the government-controlled press exulted.


The administration of President Bill Clinton was well aware of the dangers that Saddam posed. But after vigorous internal debate, the administration had decided to leave Saddam “in his box.” Containment would continue.


In the second half of 1999 complicated negotiations took place in the Security Council to craft a new Iraq resolution. Eventually it created a new inspections regime (UNMOVIC) and extended the oil-for-food program. UNMOVIC’s terms of reference continued the weaknesses of UNSCOM, and Resolution 1284 lifted many of the restrictions on trade with Iraq. By now this trade was worth some $17 billion, and Sad-dam’s regime was skilled at using its lure to induce France, Russia, and China to ignore Security Council strictures.


The measure was passed as Resolution 1284 by the Council 11-0 with four abstentions—Russia, China, France, and Malaysia. The French had promised Washington that they would support the resolution, but at the last minute Paris reneged because it learned that Russia was abstaining. French officials feared that if they did not do the same, Iraq would switch its lucrative oil-for-food contracts from France to Russia. Once again the permanent members of the Security Council weakened the UN’s own stance against Iraq.


More and more countries began to cooperate with Baghdad, both legally and illegally. There was no downside. Trade and smuggling exploded. Iraq used low-cost oil supplies to bribe neighbors like Jordan and Syria. Indeed, Syria actually opened an oil pipeline between the two countries and started pumping out some 200,000 barrels of oil per day in total disregard of UN sanctions. Baghdad started to insist that foreign companies pay illegal surcharges on every barrel of oil exported through oil-for-food—to be paid outside the UN accounting system. Companies and countries genuflected. It showed that general sanctions can never succeed over a prolonged period. Too many people profit from breaking them.


Iraqis undoubtedly continued to suffer greatly under the continual assault of terror and economic privation. The sanctions enriched Saddam’s ruling class, which deliberately impoverished the common people while blaming the international community. Saddam built more and more sumptuous and extravagant palaces for himself and his sons Uday and Qusay, his partners in the crimes committed against the Iraqi people.


The weakness of Iraqi society enabled Saddam’s family to rule even more despotically than ever. The regime gouged out the eyes of children to force confessions from their parents. It fed people into huge shredders, feet first to prolong the agony, or into vats of acid. It forced prisoners to watch their wives, daughters, and sisters being repeatedly raped by guards or having white-hot rods jammed into them.


Uday, Saddam’s eldest and most trusted son, was schooled for this task. As a child, he had been taken by his father to watch men being tortured; he was brought up to indulge his tastes in fast cars, drink, and violence against women as well as enemies. Women whom he picked up often disappeared once he had used them; so did those who resisted his will.


In the 1990s Uday was able to control the revenues from the ministries of oil and foreign trade, and he commanded the band of 25,000 killers known as the Saddam Fedayeen. This made him probably the second most powerful man in Iraq by the mid-1990s. Uday was badly wounded in an assassination attempt in 1996, and after that Saddam handed over more power to his second son, Qusay, who had long been involved in Iraq’s ruthless security services, the Mukhbarat.


Qusay was less explicitly violent in his sex life. He did not beat people to death on a whim like Uday. He was more calculating and more cunning—and he committed even more terrible crimes on a far larger scale. From the end of the 1980s, he had been involved in several rounds of prison cleansing—the mass execution of prisoners on the grounds that they were costing the state too much money. And he was in charge of suppressing the Shiite Muslim revolt after the Gulf War in 1991. He was thus responsible for draining the southern marshes, once the home of a quarter-million Marsh Arabs. He and his men made sure that their communities and way of life were completely destroyed. In the late 1990s Qusay’s father gave him more and more power; he was made head of the Republican Guards and the Special Republican Guards, the self-styled “elite” troops of the Iraqi army.


Iraq was a wonderland for this gangster family. Max Van der Stoel, the former UN special rapporteur for human rights in Iraq, had good reason to say that the brutality of the regime was “so grave that it has few parallels in the years that have passed since the Second World War.” Since the policy of containment had begun, tens of thousands of Iraqis had been murdered and cast into mass graves.


All this happened as the regime continued to flout UN demands that it disarm.


The policy of containment had other consequences. Above all, it meant that U.S. troops had had to remain in Saudi Arabia since 1991 to deter Saddam from further attacks on the region. Osama bin Laden cited these “armed Christian soldiers” in the sacred land of the two mosques as the ultimate sacrilege that his jihad was to end. It is legitimate to speculate that had Saddam been overthrown in 1991, and had U.S. troops then been withdrawn from Saudi Arabia, Osama bin Laden’s greatest proclaimed grievance and rallying cry would have been removed.


Saddam’s defiance of the world weakened the United Nations and the international rule of law. Saddam showed contempt for the international system, and he got away with it. He refused to abide by any of the fifteen binding resolutions passed by the Security Council. Nothing could demonstrate better how easy it was for dictatorships to flout international law. His continued pursuit of weapons of mass destruction was documented and apparently unstoppable. His survival provided hope and example to rogue states everywhere.


Furthermore, he had done everything he could to fuel the fire of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, including paying the families of Palestinian suicide bombers $25,000. Almost all possibilities of progress and development in the Middle East were distorted or corrupted by the continued existence of his regime. Charles Duelfer, the deputy executive chairman of UNSCOM, concluded, “The Security Council’s inability to force permanent compliance by Iraq with the very intrusive and stringent disarmament and monitoring measures leads to the case for regime removal.”


The crisis of Iraq was pending when President Bill Clinton left office in January 2001. Containment had succeeded in stopping Saddam from attacking any of his neighbors again. But the costs had been immense, and the intelligence suggested that it had not stopped him from pursuing WMD capabilities. The sanctions were being constantly eroded, to the point where they would soon be meaningless. The Iraqi people were suffering greatly. The UN Security Council needed to adopt a new direction; the West had to agree on a new consensus. Into the middle of these challenges strode one of the most controversial and radical U.S. presidents of modern times.
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“If you read just one book
on the Iraq war
and its aftermath, this is it ....
Enlightening and
morally invigorating.”
—Weekly Standard

WILLIAM SHAWCROSS





