

[image: ]








 


 


 


‘For a conflict whose justification turned on weapons of mass destruction, an account penned by Brian Jones, the Whitehall expert on the subject at the time, will, from the day of its publication, become and remain a crucial paving stone in any future reconstruction of the road to war in Iraq. It’s compelling and depressing stuff.’


Professor Peter Hennessy


Attlee Professor of Contemporary British History


Queen Mary, University of London
















FAILING INTELLIGENCE


THE TRUE STORY OF HOW WE WERE FOOLED INTO GOING TO WAR IN IRAQ


Brian Jones









[image: ]






















CONTENTS





Title Page


Acknowledgements


Abbreviations


People


Timeline


Preface


 


 


PART I: CONTEXT


 


1 1987–90: Intelligence, chemical warfare and biological warfare


Joining Intelligence


Chemical warfare


Biological warfare 


Pasechnik


 


2 1990–2000: The First Gulf War and its consequences


Iraq invades Kuwait


A problem for Washington


Ceasefire conditions


The WMD hunt begins


‘Supergun’ and the Scott inquiry


Helping the inspectors


Another interruption


Terrorists and proliferators


Enter al-Qaida


Operation Desert Fox


The creation of UNMOVIC


 


3 2001: 11 September


The world changes


Anthrax letters


The British perspective


Afghanistan


 


 


PART II: DECEPTION


 


4 January–July 2002: Iraq ascendant


Iraq, WMD and the State of the Union


A frantic reaction in Whitehall


Letters from America


More advice from Whitehall


Visiting Crawford


Iraq receding?


The secret Downing Street meeting


 


5 August–September 2002: The road to the dossier


Summer recess


A dossier ordered


New intelligence


An unusual paper


Political moves


Holiday over


A meeting with David Kelly


 


6 September 2002–March 2003: Concern and departure


Recording concerns


An unwanted liaison


Publication day


After the dossier


On the outside


 


 


PART III: COVER-UP


 


7 March–July 2003: The war and immediately after


Invasion


Kelly starts talking


The Iraq Survey Group shapes up


Kelly talks some more


Rumours and inquiries


Gilligan’s broadcasts


Mobile biological laboratories found?


Public evidence to the Foreign Affairs Committee


Campbell unleashed


The FAC report


Cameras on Kelly


Events near Oxford


Capitol acclaim


Ducking and weaving in Whitehall


 


8 August 2003: The Hutton inquiry begins


Hutton dawns


A shocking start


The intelligence evidence


A second letter to DCDI


More intelligence evidence


The evidence from the politicians


Going back


 


9 3 September 2003: My day in court


The day before


The morning session


The afternoon session


The escape


Afterwards


 


10 September 2003: ISC reports and Hutton hearings end


The ISC report


Hutton resumes with the DIS chiefs


The evidence of ‘C’


Cross-examinations


Summary statements


 


11 October 2003–January 2004: The Hutton report


Waiting for Hutton


At last the report


A review of the report


Presenting the report to the House


Response to the ISC report


The fallout from Kay’s resignation


Debate on the Hutton report


More fallout from Hutton


 


12 December 2003–April 2004: The Iraq Survey Group 204 and the Butler review


Inside the Survey Group


The DCI plays hardball


A surveyor’s view


Whitehall interferes


Resignations


Evidence for Butler


Bush fails Blair on the road-map


Giving evidence to Butler


 


13 May–July 2004: Panorama and the Butler report


Interviewed for Panorama


The report of the Butler review


Methodology


Main points


Butler on forty-five minutes


A flawed intelligence process


The personal specific issue


Comparisons


Initial reaction in the House


The Commons debate on Butler


The view from the Lords


Report of the Iraq Survey Group


Important revelations and admissions


Response to Butler


Accountability moments


 


14 2005–2010: Intelligence oversight and the Chilcot inquiry


The ISC and the implementation of Butler


The Chilcot inquiry


Intelligence issues


Political and legal issues


 


 


PART IV: CONCLUSION


 


15 Bigger issues


Introduction


Nuclear, biological and chemical arms control


Terrorism


Intelligence


The biggest of issues


 


 


Index


Copyright
















ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS





I am indebted to many professional colleagues in the civil service and beyond whose knowledge and experience, contributed over many years, has had an indelible influence on this book. None more so than those I worked with on the Defence Intelligence Staff, especially in my own branch. I cannot name many names but ‘my chemical warfare expert’ has a special place in a group of special people. I also thank those busy officials in Whitehall who have been additionally burdened by having to review drafts of this book to provide security clearance.


An important part of it has been made possible by the generosity of Hamish Killip and Rod Barton, two brave weapons inspectors. Without the tragic death of a third, David Kelly, much of the information on which this book is based might not have entered the public domain. I would also like to mention the encouragement and occasional direct input of Ian Dye, Alex Danchev, Michael Herman and Chris Ames. A number of people in the press and wider media have played an important part and, although it may be unfashionable to say so, my experience of their profession has been overwhelmingly positive.


I am grateful to Michael Smith, first for identifying this as a book worth publishing, and for the help I then received from him and his colleagues Jonathan Wadman and James Stephens at Biteback.


The support of my wider family throughout this entire experience has been very important. More specifically, the encouragement and humour of my sons, Ceri and Gavin, has been vital. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the load, predominantly emotional, shared with my wife, without whose courage, resolution, advice and occasional rage, none of this would have been possible. It is to her that I dedicate this book.
















ABBREVIATIONS















	ADI NBC ST

	Assistant director of intelligence for nuclear, biological and chemical weapons, scientific and technical – the title of my post in the DIS in September 2002






	BIG

	Butler Implementation Group






	BWC

	Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention (sometimes BTWC)






	‘C’

	Head of MI6






	CBDE

	MoD Chemical and Biological Defence Establishment at Porton Down






	CBW

	Chemical and biological warfare






	CDE

	MoD Chemical Defence Establishment at Porton Down (subsequently CBDE)






	CDI

	Chief of defence intelligence (head of the DIS)






	CIA

	Central Intelligence Agency






	CIG

	Current Intelligence Group, an ad-hoc inter-departmental committee of officials which produces an assessment for approval by the JIC






	CWC

	Chemical Weapons Convention






	CX

	Reports issued by MI6 (Secret Intelligence Service), often highly classified






	DCDI

	Deputy chief of defence intelligence (head of the DIAS)






	DIAS

	Defence Intelligence Analysis Staff (of the DIS)






	DIS

	Defence Intelligence Staff (of the MoD)






	DIST

	Director of Intelligence (Scientific and Technical)






	DTI

	Department of Trade and Industry






	FAC

	Foreign Affairs Committee (parliamentary select committee)






	FCO

	Foreign and Commonwealth Office






	GCHQ

	Government Communications Headquarters (Britain’s signals intelligence agency)






	IAEA

	International Atomic Energy Agency






	IIS

	Iraqi Intelligence Service






	ISC

	Intelligence and Security Committee (of parliamentarians reporting to the Prime Minister)






	JARIC

	Joint Air Reconnaissance Interpretation Centre






	JIC

	Joint Intelligence Committee, which authorises top-level assessments






	MI5

	Security Service






	MI6

	Common name used to describe the Secret Intelligence Service






	MoD

	Ministry of Defence






	MRE

	Microbiological Research Establishment at Porton Down (‘closed’ 1979)






	NOFORN US

	security marking denying foreign access to information






	NPT

	Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty






	OD Sec

	Overseas and Defence Secretariat of the Cabinet Office






	Report X

	Highly sensitive and compartmented intelligence on Iraqi WMD from MI6 received/issued on or about 11 September






	SIS

	Secret Intelligence Service, often known as MI6






	UN

	United Nations






	UNMOVIC

	UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission






	UNSCOM

	UN Special Commission, to eliminate Iraq’s biological and chemical weapons and missiles






	WMD

	Weapons of mass destruction





























PEOPLE















	Barton, Rod

	Australian intelligence official and weapons Inspector






	Blair, Tony

	British Prime Minister (1997–2007)






	Blix, Dr Hans

	Head of UNMOVIC (1999–2003), previous head of IAEA






	Blunkett, David

	British Home Secretary (2001–4)






	Braithwaite, Sir Rodric

	Former JIC chairman and FCO diplomat






	Bush, George H. W.

	US President (1989–93)






	Bush, George W.

	US President (2001–9)






	Butler, Lord

	Former head of civil service, chairman of 2004 review of intelligence on WMD






	Caldecott, Andrew, QC

	Legal representative for BBC at Hutton inquiry






	Campbell, Alastair

	Prime Minister’s head of communications at No. 10






	Cheney, Dick

	US Vice President (2001–9)






	Chilcot, Sir John

	Chair of the Iraq inquiry (2009–10), member of Butler Review Committee, retired senior civil servant






	Clinton, Bill

	US President (1993–2001)






	Cook, Robin

	British Home Secretary (1997–2001), leader of the House of Commons (2001–3). Died 2005






	Cragg, Tony

	Deputy chief of defence intelligence (1999–2003)






	Davis, Prof. Christopher

	Retired surgeon commander and former






	OBE

	biological warfare analyst






	Dayton, Maj. Gen. Keith

	Head of Iraq Survey Group






	Dearlove, Sir Richard

	Head of MI6 (‘C’)






	Deverill, Brig.

	John First head of British contingent of Iraq Survey Group






	Dingemans, James, QC

	Counsel for Hutton inquiry






	Dowse, Tim

	Senior FCO official






	Duelfer, Charles

	Chief investigator, Iraq Survey Group (2004–5)






	Ehrman, Sir William

	Senior FCO official






	Freedman, Prof.

	Member of Iraq Inquiry Committee Sir Lawrence






	French, Air Marshal Sir Joe

	Chief of defence intelligence (2001–3)






	Gilligan, Andrew

	Journalist, defence correspondent, once of BBC’s Today programme






	Greenstock, Sir Jeremy

	British ambassador to the UN






	Hewitt, Gavin

	BBC news correspondent






	Hoon, Geoff

	British Defence Secretary (1999–2005)






	Howard, Martin

	Deputy chief of defence intelligence (2003–5)






	Humphrys, John

	Veteran broadcaster, presenter of Today programme






	Hutton, Lord

	L aw lord who conducted an inquiry into David Kelly’s death






	Inge, Field Marshal Lord

	Member of the Butler Review Committee






	Jones, Prof. R. V.

	First director of scientific and technical intelligence






	Kamil, Hussein

	Iraqi general, son-in-law of Saddam Hussein






	Kay, Dr David

	Chief investigator, Iraq Survey Group (2003–4)






	Kelly, Dr David, CMG

	Microbiologist, biological weapons inspector






	Killip, Col. Hamish

	Inspector and adviser on WMD (retired)






	Lamb, Patrick

	Deputy head of Counter-Proliferation Department, Foreign Office






	Libby, J. Lewis ‘Scooter’

	Aide to Vice President Cheney and leading ‘neocon’






	Lyne, Sir Roderic

	Member of Iraq Inquiry Committee, former UK diplomat






	Manning, Sir David

	Prime Minister Blair’s foreign policy adviser and head of OD Sec (2001–3); UK ambassador to US (2003–7)






	Manningham-Buller,

	Director general, MI5 (2002–7, previously






	Baroness

	deputy DG)






	Mates, Michael

	Conservative MP and member of both ISC and Butler Review Committee






	Meyer, Sir Christopher

	UK ambassador to US (1997–2003)






	Morrison, John

	Deputy head of DIS (DCDI) until 1999, subsequently investigator for ISC until 2004 people xvii






	Murphy, Paul

	Chair of ISC (2005–8)






	Omand, Sir David

	UK intelligence and security coordinator (2002–5), previously permanent secretary at Home Office, director of GCHQ and policy director at MoD. Member of JIC






	Osama bin Laden

	Leader of al-Qaida network of terrorist organisations






	Pasechnik, Vladimir

	Defector from Soviet biological warfare programme






	Pearson, Dr Graham

	Director general of CDE and CBDE until 1995






	Powell, Jonathan

	Prime Minister Blair’s chief of staff






	Rice, Condoleezza

	US National Security Advisor (2001–5); Secretary of State (2005–9)






	Richards, Sir Francis

	Head of GCHQ and JIC member






	Ricketts, Peter

	UK policy director at Foreign Office






	Ritter, Scott

	Former officer in the US marines who was a chief inspector for UNSCOM






	Rumsfeld, Donald

	US Defence Secretary (2001–6)






	Rycroft, Matthew

	Prime Minister Blair’s personal secretary






	Scarlett, John

	Chairman of JIC, former MI6 intelligence officer, later head of MI6 or ‘C’






	Short, Clare

	UK secretary for international development (1997–2003)






	Straw, Jack

	UK Foreign Secretary (2001–6)






	Sumption, Jonathan, QC

	Legal representative for the government at the Hutton inquiry






	Taylor, Ann

	Chair of ISC (2001–5) and member of the Butler Review Committee






	Tenet, George

	Director of central intelligence and head of CIA (resigned 2004)






	Thatcher, Margaret

	British Prime Minister (1979–90)






	Walker, Sir John

	Air marshal (retired) and former CDI






	Ware, John

	Senior presenter, Panorama (BBC TV)






	Watts, Susan

	Science correspondent, Newsnight (BBC TV)






	Wells, Bryan

	Head of Proliferation and Arms Control Secretariat, MoD






	Wolfowitz, Paul

	US deputy Defence Secretary (2001–2005)





























TIMELINE















	1990

	 






	August

	Iraq invades Kuwait.






	 

	 






	1991

	 






	January

	An international coalition organised by President George H. W. Bush begins military operation Desert Storm to eject Iraq from Kuwait (essentially completed by end February).






	April

	Ceasefire agreed – UN Security Council Resolution 687. UNSCOM formed and with IAEA undertakes inspections in Iraq. Chemical weapons found, nuclear programme uncovered.






	 

	 






	1993

	 






	January

	President Clinton replaces Bush.






	February

	First attack on World Trade Center, New York City.






	 

	 






	1995

	 






	March

	Sarin attack by Aum Shinrikyo sect on Tokyo subway in Japan. (Draws attention to previous nerve gas attack in Matsumoto in 1994.)






	August

	General Hussein Kamil leaves Iraq, leading to more extensive Iraqi admissions on biological warfare and the nuclear programme.






	 

	 






	1996

	 






	June

	According to Scott Ritter, CIA supports a failed coup attempt against Saddam.






	 

	 






	1997

	 






	May

	New Labour led by Tony Blair wins UK general election.






	October

	Iraq refuses to deal with US inspectors working for UNSCOM. All inspections suspended. Intense diplomatic activity resolves dispute.






	 

	 






	1998

	 






	March

	According to Scott Ritter, American attempt to stimulate confrontation with Iraq ends in failure.






	May

	India and Pakistan conduct underground nuclear tests.






	August

	Al-Qaida attacks US embassies in west Africa. US missile strikes conducted against Sudan and Afghanistan. Iraq withdraws cooperation with UNSCOM and IAEA.






	December

	Inspectors withdrawn from Iraq. Operation Desert Fox conducted.






	 

	 






	1999

	 






	December

	UNMOVIC replaces disbanded UNSCOM.






	 

	 






	2001

	 






	January

	George W. Bush replaces Clinton as President.






	11 September

	Terror attack on US.






	 

	 






	2002

	 






	29 January

	George W. Bush in State of the Union address declares his objectives are to eliminate the threats posed by errorists and by regions that seek weapons of mass destruction.






	11 March

	Vice President Cheney visits Downing Street. A number of relevant policy-related papers and memos prepared at about this time were leaked in 2004.






	5/6 April

	Tony Blair in an NBC interview states: ‘We know that [Saddam] has stockpiles of major amounts of chemical and biological weapons.’






	6–7 April

	Blair visits Bush at Crawford, Texas. 1 June Bush declares doctrine of pre-emption.






	23 July

	Blair’s Downing Street meeting (briefing paper and memo leaked in 2005).






	29 August

	Bush approves ‘goals, objectives, strategy’ of war on Iraq. Donald Rumsfeld orders operation Southern Focus.






	3 September

	Blair announces: ‘There will be a dossier soon.’






	6–7 September

	Blair meets Bush at Camp David. timeline xxi






	24 September

	Dossier published.






	10–11 October

	US Congress gives Bush war powers.






	November

	UN Security Council Resolution 1441. UNMOVIC inspectors in Iraq.






	 

	 






	2003

	 






	29 January

	Bush’s State of the Union address.






	7 March

	UNMOVIC inspectors out.






	16 March

	US–UK draft second UN resolution on Iraq abandoned.






	17 March

	Bush gives Saddam final ultimatum.






	18 March

	Blair wins House of Commons support for military action.






	20 March

	Invasion.






	6 April

	UK forces enter Basra.






	7 April

	US forces take control of central Baghdad.






	9 April

	Televised toppling of Saddam’s statue in Firdaus Square.






	1 May

	Bush declares major fighting over.






	7 & 12 May

	D avid Kelly talks on phone to Susan Watts.






	22 May

	Kelly meets Andrew Gilligan at Charing Cross Hotel.






	29 May

	Gilligan’s Today broadcasts; Kelly, in New York, speaks with Gavin Hewitt; Blair visits Iraq.






	30 May

	Kelly talks on phone to Susan Watts and sends email.






	1 June

	Gilligan’s article in Mail on Sunday.







	2 & 4 June

	
Newsnight broadcasts by Watts.






	5 June

	Kelly in Iraq.






	15 June

	
Observer article on ‘mobile biological warfare labs’.






	19 June

	Gilligan gives evidence to FAC






	25 June

	Alastair Campbell gives evidence to FAC.






	28 June

	Campbell appears on Channel 4 News.






	2 July

	MoD informed about Kelly.






	3 July

	FAC report on decision to go to war with Iraq completed.






	7 July

	FAC report released.






	8 July

	Kelly ‘agrees’ to press release and it is issued (no name). I write to DCDI about FAC report.






	9 July

	(Wednesday) Kelly named in some papers. MoD confirms name.






	c. 12 July

	UK’s Iraq Survey Group civilian contingent deploys to Iraq.






	15 July

	Kelly gives televised evidence to FAC.






	16 July

	Kelly appears before ISC in closed session. xxii failing intelligence






	17 July

	(Thursday) Gilligan recalled by FAC in closed session; Kelly sets out on ‘suicide walk’.






	18 July

	(Friday) Kelly’s body found; Blair orders Hutton inquiry; DCDI (Martin Howard) signs off Geoff Hoon’s brief for ISC inquiry.






	19 July

	Kelly post mortem.






	20 July

	BBC announces Kelly was Gilligan’s source.






	22 July

	Hoon, CDI and DCDI give evidence to ISC.






	1 August

	Lord Hutton ‘opens’ inquiry.






	11 August

	Witnesses begin appearing before Hutton.






	3 September

	I give evidence to Hutton.






	4 September

	Hutton Part I closes.






	10 September

	ISC report issued.






	15 September

	Hutton Part II opens.






	24 September

	Hutton Part II closes.






	3 October

	Iraq Survey Group issues interim report.






	mid-December

	D avid Kay leaves Baghdad; Rod Barton arrives in Baghdad.






	 

	 






	2004

	 






	19 January

	Howard visits Barton in Baghdad.






	c. 21 January

	Iraq Survey Group video conference, London/Washington/Baghdad.






	23 January

	Kay resigns from Iraq Survey Group.






	28 January

	Kay gives evidence to Congress; Hutton report published.






	c. 15 February

	Charles Duelfer, new Iraq Survey Group leader, arrives in Baghdad.






	8 March

	John Scarlett’s ‘nuggets’ to Baghdad Iraq Survey Group.






	c. 18 March

	Iraq Survey Group video conference, London/Washington/Baghdad.






	c. 23 March

	Barton resigns. In the preceding few days two other senior Iraq Survey Group members, Hamish Killip and John Gee, had resigned.






	21 April

	I give evidence to Lord Butler’s review.






	7 July

	Senate Intelligence Committee report on Iraq published.






	14 July

	Butler report published.






	30 September

	Iraq Survey Group final report published.






	2 November

	Bush re-elected US President. timeline xxiii






	 

	 






	2005

	 






	5 May

	Blair re-elected UK Prime Minister.






	7 July

	London Underground and bus bombings.






	 

	 






	2007

	 






	27 June

	Blair resigns; Gordon Brown becomes Prime Minister.






	 

	 






	2009

	 






	15 June

	Brown agrees to Chilcot inquiry.






	24 November

	Chilcot public hearings begin establishing a framework.






	 

	 






	2010

	 






	12 January

	Inquiry begins Phase 2 and a more inquisitorial approach.






	8 March

	Public hearings suspended for general election.






	29 June

	Public hearings resume. During the interim the Inquiry Committee had visited US and interviewed a number of people and held private hearings in UK.






	30 July

	Public hearings concluded. Final report anticipated at the end of the year.





























PREFACE





I was born in the blitzed city of Bristol towards the end of the summer of 1944, as the age of nuclear weapons was dawning. Before I was a year old there had been three atomic explosions, the Second World War had ended and George Orwell had christened the evolving conflict of ideologies between west and east as the ‘Cold War’.


In July 1945 the Americans exploded the first nuclear device at a site in New Mexico they called Trinity. Three weeks later, three days apart, two atom bombs were dropped on Japan, incinerating tens of thousands of civilians in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Those three shots were the starting pistols for a nuclear arms race; and the world was in the icy grip of a Cold War that was to last forty years.


The Soviet Union exploded its first atom bomb at about the time I went to infant school in 1949. By the end of a miserable decade, the earth’s atmosphere was contaminated for an eternity by minute quantities of man-made radioactive particles. I was unaware of these momentous events or, indeed, of the more primitive chemical weapons that had occasioned the general issue of ‘gas masks’ during the war.


My childhood was punctuated by announcements about atomic power and atomic weapons. The news on television and in the papers brought an awareness of ‘mushroom clouds’ marking the progress ‘Ike’ and ‘Uncle Joe’ were making in their developing race, first with atom bombs and next with hydrogen bombs. Somewhere amongst it all there must have been celebrations as well as criticism when Britain joined the notorious club. But when our first nuclear weapons became ‘operational’ in the mid-1950s, at about the time I went to secondary school, it passed me by. Nor was I aware that the government coincidentally decided to abandon Britain’s chemical weapons and biological weapons programmes and capabilities.


In 1962 I went off to Cardiff University to study metallurgy. In my first weeks there, the world held its breath as Kennedy’s United States and Khrushchev’s Soviet Union confronted each other over ballistic missiles in Cuba. Thoughts of a nuclear holocaust were dragged from the backs to the fronts of our minds. Four minutes was all the warning we might get and suddenly this was a potent symbol of the fragility of our lives, and they were never quite the same again.


On graduation in 1965 I landed a PhD contract with the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority to study a new zirconium alloy that was under development for the construction of nuclear power reactors. That summer, I went to work for a few weeks at the Chalk River Nuclear Laboratory on the banks of the deep Ottawa River in Ontario, where I was able to learn something about nuclear reactors. Little, if anything, was said about nuclear weapons. Canada did not have any and, although I picked up vague hints of earlier links with the Manhattan Project, that was not something I took much interest in.


In 1968 I was awarded my doctorate and started my first job, returning to Canada as a research and development scientist at the brand new but remote Whiteshell Nuclear Research Establishment in Manitoba, about 80 miles north of Winnipeg. In 1973 I returned with my young family to Britain to continue my career in research and development with the Ministry of Defence. Through the eight years I was involved with the nuclear power industry, nuclear weapons was not a subject that seemed at all relevant to me. The negotiation during that time of the Nuclear Non-proliferation Treaty was something else that passed me by. I had even less reason to be aware of President Nixon’s decision that America would abandon its biological and toxin weapons and press for a convention to ban them.


In 1973 I became a member of the scientific civil service at the Admiralty Materials Laboratory (AML) on the south coast of England. The AML was one of numerous Ministry of Defence research and development laboratories that existed at that time. I studied structural materials for submarines, including Polaris, which brought me closer to the world of nuclear weapons. However, the weapons were fairly incidental to my work and we had virtually no contact with the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston, which dealt with the bomb behind a screen of security that was much more exclusive than our own.


On Salisbury Plain in Wiltshire, about 40 miles from the AML, were two other establishments of which I was only vaguely aware, partly because they related most strongly to the army. They were both at Porton Down; one was called the Chemical Defence Establishment and the other the Microbiological Research Establishment. My interest in what they did was stimulated only briefly when an unfortunate employee at the latter had an accident which attracted the attention of the national press. He inadvertently injected himself through his rubber glove with something described as ‘green monkey disease’ for which there was no known cure, and he could not be saved. I remembered wondering at the apparent potency of such a disease and about its terrible potential as a weapon. However, I assumed someone somewhere was taking due account of such things and returned my briefly distracted focus to issues that were much closer to the nuclear deterrent that was the cornerstone of our defence.


I loved being an R&D scientist, but the MoD was gradually reducing the amount of in-house research it funded. I moved on to take charge of a facility that provided technical support and advice on naval aircraft for the Fleet Air Arm. During this period, whilst on a management course, I briefly met Dr David Kelly, another middle-ranking civil service scientist. I recollect that I found him quite hard going but I did learn that he had only recently joined the MoD. He had been recruited at an unusually senior level to lead the microbiology work at the Chemical Defence Establishment. I would understand later that this was part of an attempt to recover expertise in biological defence that had been lost when the MRE closed in 1979, but for the moment the significance of that escaped me. I had no reason to suppose our paths would ever cross again.


In the autumn of 1986 I was visited at my laboratory by a senior Whitehall scientist. He had come to persuade me to move on to a job in Whitehall in intelligence. The prospect of working in central London was not appealing, but I thought a job in intelligence might be interesting. I had previously had slight contact with that world and was intrigued by the experience and thought the suggestion worth exploring.


A few weeks later, I had a peculiar interview with the director general of scientific and technical intelligence in London. The job on offer was to organise and manage a group of about fifteen assorted scientists who analysed intelligence on a range of subjects including my specialism of ‘structural materials’. The director general described the range of the work of ‘Defence Intelligence 53’, which would be my branch, and almost as an afterthought he mentioned that a couple of ‘desks’ covered chemical warfare and biological warfare. He said that he was not allowed to tell me much about the work because I did not have the higher security clearances necessary. Unfortunately they could not begin the expensive process by which I would gain these clearances unless I committed myself to the job: Catch-22. I talked to some of the staff who would work for me and their enthusiasm was obvious and infectious. I was a little concerned about the CBW element of the branch because I knew nothing about these subjects. However, I rationalised that it would represent only a small proportion of my responsibility and these were not matters that were of great significance to MoD – the MRE at Porton Down had recently closed down. I accepted the appointment, subject to detailed security checks.


‘Positive vetting’ for security clearance is a slow and complicated process that takes months to complete. Whilst it was in process I had a heart attack. It was a great shock, not least to my wife and teenage sons. Thankfully it turned out to be relatively mild. I was in hospital for a week and then sent home to recuperate. I recovered quickly, went back to work within a month or so and was able to take up my new job in the Defence Intelligence Staff on 13 July 1987. By that time, after several months of diet and exercise, I was fitter than I had been for years. I needed to be.


I was surprised to suddenly find myself immersed in the strategic security of Britain by virtue of the two desks in my branch that I had too readily relegated as ‘also-rans’. I had not fully understood that biological and chemical warfare are the poor relations to nuclear warfare in an unholy trinity that some called ‘weapons of mass destruction’ or ‘WMD’.


For ten years my main focus was to be on biological and chemical weapons. I found that not only did I have to overcome my own initial ignorance about them, but I also had to tackle that of many of my colleagues in intelligence and the wider Whitehall community. Britain had ceased its interest in the offensive potential of CBW in the technologically juvenile 1950s. Visibility of them was lost in the glare of the new nuclear weapons that had just been deployed. After this it was only a tiny part of the intelligence community and a few hidden experts at Porton Down that gave even the scantest attention as to how increasingly advanced and sophisticated versions of biological and chemical weapons might be used against the United Kingdom.


When, in the mid-1990s, in the wake of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, my job embraced nuclear weapons intelligence, I expected that widespread unfamiliarity would be much less of a problem. We had possessed nuclear weapons since the 1950s and applied advances in technology to improve their design as the years passed. As a result, we had modified and updated our perception of how they might be used. However, although a broader familiarity with nuclear weapons did exist, in the 1990s it remained frozen in a Cold War mindset. The real issues associated with the nascent threats arising from nuclear proliferation and the evolving world order remained obscured by visions of mutually assured destruction in a nuclear winter which would surely have followed a confrontation between superpowers.


Ironically, all of the issues I had wrestled with since 1987, misconceptions about WMD and confusion about the capability of intelligence, came together as my career ended in 2003. This took the form of a war the declared objective of which was to disarm Iraq of its WMD and, coincidentally perhaps, to remove Saddam Hussein from power. The war proved to be a disastrous misjudgement. There were no WMD and Saddam’s terrifying totalitarian regime was replaced for many years by an environment no less terrifying. Meanwhile, Britain and the world was left more confused than ever about WMD and increasingly sceptical about the threat they might pose, and the value of arms control. It is my purpose in this book to reflect on how that came about and to highlight the important lessons to be learned from the experience.


Central to my purpose is the need to dispel some of the confusion about the weapons involved and about how intelligence and government should work. I begin by explaining the reasons for my own initial misconceptions about WMD since that might chime for others who, from a distance, continue to struggle to understand their relevance. A description of how the mists of my ignorance were slowly lifted might help explain some of the nuances of this difficult subject. And the problem we experienced in explaining the related strategic issues to a mainly sceptical and uninterested Whitehall audience might cast some light on why so many errors of judgement were made and why they have been concealed for so long.



















PART I


CONTEXT






















CHAPTER ONE


1987–90: Intelligence, chemical warfare and biological warfare





Joining Intelligence


I was transferred to the Defence Intelligence Staff (DIS) in July 1987. At that time its headquarters occupied one corner of a floor in the massive green-roofed MoD Main Building on Whitehall. However, a sizeable chunk, including the Scientific and Technical Directorate, was housed in the Metropole Building, about a hundred yards away on Northumberland Avenue. Once a grand hotel, the Metropole had now been reduced, behind its original facade, to the utilitarian standard typical of most government building. It looked as though it had suffered even further since Professor R. V. Jones, the first ever director of scientific and technical intelligence, took up his job almost forty years earlier.1


Over the first months, I was introduced to a world that would fascinate and frustrate me for the rest of my career and beyond. In all that time I never stopped learning about the mysterious and sometimes perplexing community of intelligence in which I found myself. What is more, the range of scientific and technical subjects in which I was involved was now so wide and complicated that there would always be elements that remained a mystery to me. And Whitehall and its politics were unlike anything I had ever imagined.


Intelligence is something that few people have thought about in a more than superficial way. It is often presented as a subject of mystery, adventure and romance. Authors, playwrights and film makers exploit its exciting facets. However, such things are just a small part of the real intelligence world. It is difficult to represent the laborious, office-bound process of intelligence analysis and assessment as a subject to occupy the interest of the casual observer.


In the DIS we were the analysts of all available information (all-source) on foreign military matters. All-source includes secret intelligence supplied by the ‘intelligence agencies’ or ‘collectors’ as well as any other information we could get from diplomatic and attaché reports, liaison with foreign intelligence services, academic journals and the news media. I quickly learned that the DIS was the only large group of dedicated intelligence analysts in the UK government, and hence the recipients of the largest amount of ‘raw’ secret intelligence from the agencies. It was part of the MoD and funded by it. Its main function was to evaluate the military capabilities and intentions of potential enemies of Britain in order that our military services could be shaped, trained and equipped to do their job and to reduce any risks they might encounter. If our forces were in action then information for their immediate requirements and safety was the highest priority.


Apart from that, at the strategic level, the Warsaw Pact led by the Soviet Union was the only identified threat to our national security. It had the military capability and the perceived intention to expand communism into western Europe and across the world. It was by far the most technologically advanced and militarily powerful potential enemy we had and in the field of scientific and technical intelligence it was the dominant driver for our work.


There were other security risks. The Falklands war had occurred a few years earlier. The IRA was a persistent thorn in Britain’s side and a constant disruption during my first decade in Whitehall. Travel was frequently disrupted by bomb threats and once the window of my office was blown out. Thankfully we had heeded one of the many warnings received of the impending blasts. On another occasion, a mortar was fired across Whitehall into the garden of 10 Downing Street.


But neither Argentina nor Irish terrorists threatened our national survival or our democracy. The unspoken assumption was that, give or take a few marginal issues, if we were equipped to deal with the Soviet threat we would be able to handle any other military challenge.


The DIS’s responsibility to the MoD and the armed forces sometimes brought it into contention with other departments of state that went beyond the inevitable competition for funding from the Treasury. The two main areas were arms control and exports involving technologies which had defence applications. Dealing with such problems, I soon found myself, suitably escorted by a policy chaperone, haunting the offices of various ministers around Whitehall or in the Houses of Parliament to explain the background to some specific advice we had offered. None of the other departments of state had dedicated and experienced intelligence analysts and I soon began to realise that this was a fundamental flaw in the organisation, especially when it came to discussing the strategic technical subjects in which my branch was involved. In the scientific and technical area this was much more difficult for the ‘gifted amateurs’ that other departments relied upon. Consequently, the DIS specialists were an essential component of, and contributor to, the national as well as the departmental, intelligence capability.


Because of this, the priorities in our work were linked with those of the Cabinet Office and the Joint Intelligence Committee, whose function it was to coordinate the various departments with an interest and involvement in intelligence. However, our pan-departmental role and authority on specialist matters tended to be acknowledged by other departments only when our assessment were convenient to their policy requirements. When they were not they would charge us with departmental bias.


The intelligence business has three corners to its eternal triangle – collectors, analysts and customers. The main intelligence collection organisations included MI6 or the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), which provided intelligence collected from human sources. GCHQ (Government Communication Headquarters) provided intelligence obtained from intercepted messages and signals. The Foreign Secretary was responsible for both MI6 and GCHQ. The Joint Air Reconnaissance and Intelligence Centre (JARIC) provided photographic or imagery intelligence. It was part of the MoD and managed by the DIS. The Security Service, more popularly known as MI5, also provided some intelligence. MI5 belonged to the Home Office but was not strictly speaking a ‘collector’ of intelligence. Its remit required it often to conduct rapid analysis of the information it collected and to organise an active response to it in the fields of counterterrorism or counter-intelligence.


Within three months I had attended eye-opening courses organised by each of these organisations to explain the nature of the information they provided, how they obtained some of it, and to point out some of the pitfalls in interpreting it. I quickly formed the impression that each was staffed mainly by extremely professional, competent and imaginative personnel. GCHQ and JARIC were staffed mostly by ‘backroom boys’, much like ourselves. We received information into our offices and processed it. MI5 was more mysterious and far less visible to us. Its staff seemed to be forever ‘out and about’ vaguely ‘doing things’, with one or two liaison people calling in on us occasionally to ask us oblique questions without much context – ‘Does the term “such-and such” mean anything to you?’ or ‘If I were to tell you “pigs might fly” what would you think?’ MI5 has an important interface with law enforcement which places certain constraints on any information, including secret intelligence, that might be used in a prosecution. This sometimes acted as a barrier to MI5’s total integration with the rest of the intelligence community.


But MI6 were the real thoroughbreds. They acted like the spies in the novels. They knew everyone in Whitehall and were everywhere. They were highly polished in all that they did. They drifted in and out of meetings unidentified or sometimes giving a false affiliation. But they always made sure everyone knew how clever they were. And they were clever. Occasionally over the years, I would leave a meeting with an individual or a team from MI6 with my mind reeling at the brilliance and audacity of some plan they had devised. They would only have told me in order to seek some background advice or to provide important context to information that they had obtained for us. There was always a great deal going on of which I, correctly, remained unaware, but this factor sometimes makes it difficult to be confident as an analyst that you have the best picture available.


As time went by I was to learn that, like their MI5 counterparts, MI6 sometimes organised action as a consequence of the information they received to prevent something happening or confound someone’s plan. Often this would be in some far-flung corner of the globe. This was their ‘James Bond’ role. Acting at or beyond the limits of acceptable diplomatic behaviour, such business was afforded the very highest level of secrecy and security. This was played to maximum effect with the politicians and senior civil servants, demonstrating MI6 as a ‘can-do’ organisation that made things happen. The population at large expects that such things are being done in its name, forswears the democratic right of detailed oversight, and lends ‘the system’ an exceptional degree of trust over these matters. It is essential that ‘the system’ honours that trust.


The other part of the intelligence world I had to get to know was the central intelligence machinery. This was organised within the Cabinet Office and was directly responsible to the Prime Minister, placing him at the head of the intelligence community. It exists to coordinate the community and to ensure that assessments are independent of motives and pressure which may distort judgements. That is, independent of the vested interests of those who collect the intelligence and are likely to be biased in favour of their own input, and of those who will use the product who might be biased to interpret the intelligence to match their own policies or prejudices.


The Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC), which brought together the heads of the various elements of the intelligence community with representatives of the important policy departments that used the intelligence, was both a ‘management board’ responsible for directing the community and dictating its priorities, and a working committee that approved assessments. A main function of the central machine was to provide ministers and senior officials with coordinated intelligence assessments on a range of issues of immediate and longer-term importance to national interests, primarily in the fields of security, defence and foreign affairs. The assessments the JIC issued were used at all levels of government to guide policy decisions.


The JIC was served by the Assessments Staff, which was part of the command of the committee’s full-time chairman and based in the Cabinet Office. It comprised about thirty senior and middle-ranking officials on temporary secondment from other departments for periods of up to three years.


The Assessments Staff was much too small to deal with the full range of subjects and fields of expertise that fall within the scope of the government’s intelligence requirement. For example, during the years of my involvement, the Assessments Staff and the JIC often did not include a single technically qualified official. In fact in many areas, including WMD, the Assessments Staff served as little more than a powerful, able and well-informed secretariat for the JIC, marshalling specialist inputs from around Whitehall. As the major repository of all-source intelligence and career intelligence analysts and specialists, the DIS was often the only knowledgeable and experienced contributor to the process. Thus the laudable concept of unbiased assessment was undermined.


Members of the Assessments Staff entered the job with a subconscious bias inherited from the culture of their ‘home’ departments and perpetuated by their eventual return to those same ranks. Generally their lack of specialist expertise meant they had to rely on others in the intelligence community which, as noted above, was set up on departmental lines. When it came to disputes, the hierarchical nature of Whitehall could be a factor in their resolution, with the Foreign Office and the Home Office having the bigger ‘guns’ in the form of the more senior and powerful Cabinet ministers at their head.


The Assessments Staff was led by its chief, who was a member of the JIC in his or her own right. The chief was supported by about half a dozen deputies, each of whom covered a defined geographical or subject area. The central machine would generate assessments. The JIC sometimes asked for an assessment, but the requirement was often triggered by a request from a department to inform a particular policy issue, or support an anticipated meeting such as a summit or conference, or even by some new, important intelligence. In an emergency, an assessment would be done quickly through informal consultation and issued immediately for retrospective approval a few days later by the JIC, which met once a week. More normally a planned programme of assessments stretching into the future was established, continuously revised, dealt with and updated. When necessary planned papers were overridden by matters of greater priority as they arose.


The normal process would be that, with or without the assistance of other departments, the relevant desk officer on the Assessments Staff would draft a provisional assessment and circulate it around Whitehall. It would then be reviewed and debated at a meeting called a Current Intelligence Group. CIGs involve a different group of people for each category of paper, and include middle-ranking intelligence collection and analysis experts in the relevant subject, as well as representatives from the government departments with a policy interest. Under the chairmanship of the appropriate Assessments Staff deputy chief, the CIG would consider the existing draft and work up and usually agree a modified draft assessment that would be sent to JIC members for consideration and minor adjustment before being submitted to the weekly JIC meeting for approval and formal issue.


CIG meetings are of fundamental importance in the British system and, although branch heads from the DIS did not normally attend them, I was initially keen to see some of them in action. For various reasons, including the often contentious nature of my field, I occasionally attended such meetings over the years. Because of their varied constitution and the competing interests of the participants, the dynamics of the meetings could be fascinating. The collectors were always keen to see their own intelligence included prominently in the assessment because it would demonstrate their worth. The customers would generally like to see an assessment compatible with existing or developing policy. Some of the customers, especially those from the Foreign Office which attracts the brightest and the best, displayed debating skills of the highest order to try and fit assessment to policy. From time to time I was filled with admiration, as well as annoyance, at seeing such high flyers, who clearly had little background knowledge, weave complex arguments around the expert contributor to convince the non-specialist deputy to shade a judgement to suite their department’s purpose. Scientists fresh from the laboratory and the scientific leading edge were rarely used to debating with non-scientists, let alone such silver-tongued political operators. Until they adjusted, they were first baffled, and then thoroughly frustrated by the experience. Some were so outraged at having their scientific authority repeatedly challenged by people who were transparently ignorant in their field that they gave up in despair. Some became so disenchanted that they walked away from intelligence and quickly returned to the lab. There is little sympathy in Whitehall for those who are not familiar with its arcane ways.


Other devices were used to sway an argument. Early on I was involved in a CIG where the Foreign Office was clearly losing the argument until it was ‘rescued’ by a representative from MI6, keen to support its paymaster, who suddenly presented the meeting with some new intelligence ‘hot off the press’. The rather bluff deputy who was chairing challenged me to change my mind in the light of this new information. Having listened to the evidence, I protested that I could not possibly do so until I had time to have my experts analyse it thoroughly and give it due thought.


‘You can do it by the morning,’ I was told.


I said that it was impossible for me to promise something like that until I had considered the detail and consulted others about it. Until then we would not change the DIS position.


A few days later I was called in by my boss, the director general of scientific and technical intelligence, who said the Assessments Staff was complaining that I was being uncooperative. Could I be more considerate of their needs in future? I was appalled that my boss did not even ask me about the detail of the issue. When I emerged from his office, his secretary told me she had never heard anyone shout at him like that before. However, it transpired that I had been right not to change my position and I heard no further complaints when I, or any of my staff, dug our heels in – not that we won every argument.


Intelligence was disseminated at various levels and in different forms. The JIC-approved assessments were sent to ministers, senior officials and to appropriate recipients throughout government. Really important papers were sent also to the Queen.


JIC assessments invariably offered a consensus view. As distinct from the practice for national-level assessments in the US,2 minority or dissenting views were not recorded. If, at the end of its debate, the JIC was still uncertain, it could report agreed alternative interpretations of the available intelligence but did not attribute such views to individual members or organisations. However, there was always a great desire to avoid ambiguity and provide a unanimous assessment that constituted clear advice and this sometimes imposed a peculiar ritual on a JIC process which was designed to minimise, if not disguise, differences of view. What started out as a difference of assessment that required detailed explanation and argument with reference to the original intelligence reports often became distilled, as time went by, to a debate about wording so that an acceptable interpretation could be claimed by either side in an unresolved argument whilst maintaining a facade of unanimity. Thus a much more detailed debate might reduce to an argument about whether the intelligence ‘shows’ or ‘indicates’ a particular thing. If an analyst thought the evidence was not conclusive he or she would argue against the word ‘shows’ and in favour of the more equivocal ‘indicates’.


One difficulty with a central intelligence process that provides papers for use across government is that the special interests and sensitivities of individual customer departments or organisations are not easily catered for in general assessments – one size does not always quite fit all requirements. It is important to remember that particular customer groups have specific requirements that do not necessarily match, and the focus of the assessment and the language used to describe it, ideally, should be tailored for its purpose. Unfortunately, the British system as it existed up to the time I retired did not have the capacity at the top (JIC) level to fine-tune assessments for individual customers. Even within the MoD, for which the DIS was able to provide assessments tailored to the needs of the individual customer, the existence of more ambiguous top-level assessments sometimes caused problems.


A good example of this, in WMD intelligence, is the differing requirements of the military commander and the arms controller. The operational requirement of the military commander is much less demanding than that of the arms controller (although his needs may be greater if he is concerned about the position of impending military action in international law). Once committed to a particular operational engagement he needs to know as much as possible about the likelihood of encountering WMD, its nature, quantity and means of delivery. He needs to consider if he has or does not have the capability to detect and protect against the threat to his forces and then he can decide what risks he might take and balance them against the possible consequences. He needs guidance on the probability of the threat arising but can accept and work around the uncertainty involved.


However, the arms controller demands a much greater degree of certainty, which implies a more comprehensive and detailed knowledge of the overall WMD programme, before he can make quasi-legalistic challenges about possession or capability in formal pursuit of those who renege on treaties or agreements. His accusations may ultimately be tested by independent weapons inspectors and voted on at the UN Security Council.


Politicians wanting to influence parliamentary or national or international public opinion about a particular policy must make judgements about the degree of certainty in the intelligence assessment that is required to carry their argument.


Chemical warfare


My hope that intelligence on chemical and biological warfare (CBW) would be a minor part of my responsibility was dashed within hours of taking up my post. Without any previous hint having been given, it was quickly revealed to me that my predecessor had been moved to a new job following a major disagreement over intelligence on chemical warfare. Furthermore, the chemical warfare desk officer would be moving to another job within a few months, for similar reasons. Although the details were sketchy, there had apparently been a breakdown in the relationship between the DIS and the Chemical Defence Establishment at Porton Down. In my first interview with the director general as a member of his staff with full clearances, he told me my highest priority was to rebuild a good working relationship with the CDE. I began to see that my main qualification for this job had been my near-complete ignorance of anything to do with CBW and the absence of any ‘baggage’ in relation to Porton Down. This worked because within weeks, by taking a very direct approach with the director general of the CDE, I was able to start the bridge-building process towards establishing an excellent working relationship that endured beyond my tenure. Dr Graham Pearson was the director general at the time, and I will be forever in his debt for the positive, considerate and enthusiastic contribution he made to this process. He made arrangements for me to visit Porton Down and any of his staff almost at will and I developed contacts with many of the CDE’s leading scientists. It was about this time that I met David Kelly again and spoke with him from time to time on biological warfare issues. However, at this stage David did not become greatly involved with intelligence, not least because of his commitment to the decontamination of Gruinard Island.3


The dispute between the organisations had centred on the interpretation of intelligence gleaned from information on research and development in the field of chemistry in Russia that might be linked to military capability. In those days, in the depths of the cold war, there was little direct intelligence from well placed sources on our subjects. We had to work with scraps of secondary information about individuals and organisations which seemed to be related to military interests. In the chemical warfare field this had led to assessments of new chemical compounds that might be effective as weapons. Unfortunately, scientists can be very sceptical about the revolutionary new ideas of others and Porton Down rejected the DIS assessments as theoretically naive. Shortly before he died, I learned from Britain’s long-retired first director of scientific and technical intelligence, Professor R. V. Jones, that the experts at Porton Down had rejected the notion of nerve agents, which was contained in intelligence brought back from Hitler’s Germany during World War II.


A few months before I arrived in the job and unknown to me as one with no interest in such things at the time, President Gorbachev abruptly announced that the Soviet Union was ceasing the production of chemical weapons. Since it had not previously admitted to having such weapons, this was a very significant statement. It was enough to stimulate a thorough reassessment of the intelligence estimate and the process of producing a new JIC assessment was drawing to a close as I took up my new job. Because of the lack of expertise on the Assessments Staff, the DIS had been invited to write the first draft. The wrangling within the DIS and at the CIG in those first few weeks provided me with my first experience of both intelligence and chemical warfare. I was on a very steep learning curve.


Soon the UK was pitched into an exchange of ‘confidence-building’ visits between Soviet and British laboratories and although the main Soviet chemical warfare trials centre remained hidden from us at that time, what we learned from the exchange did nothing to increase our confidence in the old enemy.


I quickly learned about the very haphazard and unscientific process of intelligence assessment that was in place. It was quite often difficult to trace from the draft JIC assessments exactly what the base intelligence input was. Nonetheless we achieved what proved to be a groundbreaking assessment – chemical warfare was acknowledged as an existing Soviet offensive capability and a threat that had a new but poorly defined dimension. In its aftermath I insisted we would generate fully referenced papers in which the underlying intelligence was fully cited. It had some profound benefits but this approach to formulating assessments was something that never permanently penetrated to the Cabinet Office. Many years later I would reflect on what a problem that must have been for Lord Butler and his committee as they tried to review WMD intelligence in the aftermath of the 2003 Iraq War.


As time passed I learned about the complicated variety of chemical warfare agents that were possible and the wide range of scenarios in which they could be used. The technologies involved were complex: from synthetic chemistry through chemical engineering to aerosol technology; weapons engineering, storage and logistics to toxicology and medical counter-measures. I learned about British forces’ poor state of preparedness at that time to deal with a chemical warfare threat and about arms control diplomacy and the control of the export of chemicals and equipment. I am struck now as I look back by the comment of the US presidential commission in 2005,4 which, despite being very critical of the US community over Iraq and its WMD, said: ‘We have been humbled by the difficult judgments that had to be made about … weapons [of mass destruction] programs. We are humbled too by the complexity of the management and technical challenges intelligence professionals face today.’ It reminds me of what just a few of us had to cope with two decades earlier, in an environment that was reluctant to accept our assessments. The revelations accompanying the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the focus on the subject generated by the first Gulf conflict, would improve our credibility by demonstrating the existence of significant offensive chemical warfare and biological warfare capabilities which had previously been viewed with scepticism by many.


In 1987 and 1988, the threat from the Soviet Union was the dominant factor but we were also working on the problem of proliferation. Intelligence about a chemical warfare programme in Libya was accumulating, and Iraq was already employing chemical weapons in an otherwise primitive war with Iran that had raged for much of the decade. Iraq attacked the Kurdish town of Halabja close to the border with Iran in a region where Kurdish militants supported frequent Iranian incursions. It made the headlines because chemical weapons were used and caused many civilian casualties. There was no doubt chemical weapons had been used but it was never properly established exactly which chemical warfare agents or how many casualties they had produced.


Biological warfare


I neglected biological warfare for the first year or so that I ran my branch. The chemical warfare desk was very busy, there was not much intelligence coming through on biological warfare, the demands of export control were continuous, and I was so short of staff that I could afford to give it little attention. Luckily, there were no significant consequences of this and my appreciation of biological warfare was that much better for it being allowed to evolve in a more measured way. I could not have guessed at the time, and no one was able to warn me, what a major issue biological warfare would become.


When I think about the wider awareness of chemical and biological warfare in Whitehall in the 1980s, I am reminded of some words written in the aftermath of World War I. They were in an ancient report I came across by a military body called the Holland Committee. Its conclusion, reached in 1919, was of great significance in relation to weapon systems that the UK had abandoned thirty years earlier:




It is impossible to divorce the study of defence against gas from the study of the use of gas as an offensive weapon, as the efficiency of the defence depends entirely on an accurate knowledge as to what progress is being or is likely to be made in the offensive use of the weapon.





Britain had opted out of offensive biological and chemical warfare in the mid-1950s. The Americans retained their programmes partly because they were just beginning to understand the additional dimension that scientific and technological developments were starting to offer, especially in the case of biological warfare. An appreciation of two factors combined to greatly enhance the impact that could be achieved with some biological weapons. The first was that only minute quantities of some biological warfare agent had to reach its target to infect a human being. The second was that the properties of aerosols (solid or liquid particles suspended in the air) provided a means by which amounts of biological agent could be spread over very wide areas in sufficient quantity to cause such infections. Although biological weapons had been available for decades or even centuries, it was not until there was a coincidence in the development of the understanding of micro-organisms and of aerosol technology that their potential to cause massive numbers of casualties – as weapons of mass destruction – was realised. It is noteworthy that this appreciation lagged the development of nuclear weapons by over a decade.


Through the 1960s, the Americans made great strides in their highly secret investigation and development of biological weapons. As well as exhaustive work in research and development laboratories, extensive aerobiology testing was undertaken, much of it in field trials covering vast areas of land and sea. Some land-based trials were conducted in which large numbers of American civilians were unwittingly exposed to notionally harmless micro-organisms. These experiments were designed to simulate the behaviour of real biological warfare agents. However, most testing was done at sea, mainly in the Pacific Ocean, where human exposure was minimal and, sometimes, real agents and animal targets could be used. The scale of the activity was so large that the fleet of ships the Americans devoted to this work would, on its own, have constituted the fifth largest navy in the world. In addition to the work done in the context of more traditional military scenarios, the Americans investigated the potential of biological warfare agents for covert delivery by individuals and small groups against both military and civilian targets. The vulnerability of the UK to attack from biological agents using aerosols and other delivery methods was confirmed by tests conducted as part of the British biological defence programme in the same period.


Towards the end of the 1960s the enormous success of the American biological warfare programme was, at the same time, the cause of great dismay in some influential circles which gained ‘access’ to the Nixon administration in its early months and years. That access was achieved mainly through Henry Kissinger, who was President Nixon’s first National Security Advisor. The problem was that once the potential of biological weapons was understood, it became clear that, being so much easier and cheaper to acquire than nuclear weapons, they were within the reach of many countries that could never contemplate the nuclear option. Whilst the technical complexity and enormous cost of nuclear weapons was a challenge even to rich and advanced countries, here was a weapon of comparable, if slightly different, strategic potential that almost anyone could afford.


The American government considered the circumstances under which it, as a nuclear power, might wish to use biological weapons. It seemed there were very few. However, possession of them might stimulate other nations to investigate their potential. American intelligence assessments indicated that the Soviet Union’s capabilities in the field of microbiology were lagging behind those of the West. Soviet biology had been severely retarded by the influence of deeply flawed political doctrine and, apparently, the Russians had not grasped the potential of biological weapons. The Nixon administration was persuaded that the dangers of continuing the US offensive biological warfare programme outweighed the advantages. On 25 November 1969 in Washington DC, the President, with frequent reference to his script, haltingly made the following announcement:




Biological warfare, which is commonly called germ warfare … this has massive, unpredictable and potentially uncontrollable consequences. It may produce global epidemics and profoundly affect the health of future generations. Mankind already carries in its own hands too many of the seeds of its own destruction … Therefore, I have decided that the United States of America shall renounce the use of lethal biological agents and weapons and all other methods of biological warfare.





There was no hint in this statement of the success of the US programme. There was more than a hint that such weapons were uncontrollable, and this may have been playing on public perceptions of recent issues on which the US government was being widely criticised – the use of the defoliant agent orange in Vietnam, and a recent accident in a trial of nerve agent in the Rocky Mountains, which killed many free-grazing sheep. Whether or not Nixon’s strategy amounted to a deliberate confidence trick from the outset – a clever double bluff as far as biological warfare was concerned – it soon became one. The administration may not have encouraged the view that Nixon’s fine words concealed the disastrous failure of America’s huge investment in biological warfare and that biological weapons were useless, but it chose never to challenge that perception as it grew over the ensuing years. On 14 February 1970 Nixon clarified that his decision encompassed toxin weapons as well as live biological agents. America now expressed strong support for British proposals for a biological weapons convention towards which it had previously been lukewarm.


Most appeared to swallow the idea that biological warfare was a waste of time but, unfortunately, the Soviet Union did not. It believed America’s renunciation of biological weapons was a trick and that black programmes would continue in secret. Presumably, it was aware of some aspects of the huge US programme such as the vast field trials. They would have been difficult to hide. Moscow was unconvinced even by Washington’s attempts to demonstrate its sincerity by sharing information on newly discovered micro-organisms such as that which causes Lassa fever. Even if Soviet science lagged significantly behind America’s in the field of microbiology in the period around 1970, influential Soviet biologists understood what recent developments meant to the potential of biological weapons. Leonid Brezhnev, himself a scientist, was convinced and, as the convention was being negotiated, the Soviet Union embarked on a massive covert investment in biotechnology. Its aim was to exploit for military purposes the revolution in microbiology that was at last gaining momentum in the wake of Francis Crick and James Watson’s discovery of the double-helix structure of DNA back in 1956.


Many in the American intelligence community urged caution over the complacent assumptions that were being made in Washington about the Soviet Union, but they did not have hard evidence and they were overruled by the politicians. Perhaps American policy makers were comforted by the sort of logic explained by the British Defence Secretary, Denis Healey, in July 1968, when he told the Commons Select Committee on Science and Technology: ‘We have not felt it necessary, nor indeed did the previous [Conservative] government, to develop a retaliation capability here [with chemical or biological weapons] because we have nuclear weapons, and we might choose to retaliate in that way if there were a requirement.’ Perhaps such logic was further attributed to the Soviet Union and this may have been a contributory factor in the eventual agreement in 1973 to a BWC ‘without teeth’ – that is, with no provision for the verification of compliance. This is exactly what the Soviet Foreign Minister, Andrei Gromyko, had promised the worried Soviet military, whose investment in biological warfare was continuing to grow.


Unfortunately, a factor that most of the strategists in America and Britain failed to recognise was that the different political doctrines of the West and of the Warsaw Pact meant that the potential utility of the various weapon systems was also viewed differently. But that devil was in the scientific and technical detail of the subject. When that knowledge is married to a detailed understanding of modern warfare it quickly emerges that biological weapons have no easily definable place in a politico-military philosophy which is non-expansive, non-aggressive and based primarily on defence and deterrence. However, the expansionist communist thinkers had long appreciated and practised the subversion of capitalism by non-military means and aspects of biological warfare capability aligned closely with such an objective.


For the Americans the problem with what had become a confidence trick was that knowledge of the real truth had to be held close. In domestic democratic politics, the ratification of an international treaty relating to national security is a transparently sensible step to take. Thus after 1975, when the BWC entered force, the majority within government as well as outside it held the flawed perception that biological weapons were not particularly useful and that the BWC was proving effective. This left those concerned about the security risks of biological weapons with a mountain to climb in their attempts to warn their respective governments.


For the next fifteen years biological warfare defence was almost ignored in the West. Intelligence was neglected and research and development reduced. In Britain the Ministry of Defence cut back work so much that in 1979 it dispensed with its Microbiological Research Establishment at Porton Down.


Even as the Soviet Union, despite the huge investment, was experiencing difficulty with its biological warfare programme, clues about its activities did arise. However, intelligence assessments to this effect were fiercely resisted and undermined by poor political judgements. President Reagan’s Secretary of State, Alexander Haig, reacted too hastily to incomplete evidence of the Soviet use of fungal toxins in remote areas of south-east Asia. US intelligence was put under unnecessary pressure to prove the claims and this led to their ridicule, especially by those responsible for ending the US biological warfare programme a decade earlier. Intelligence was said to have mistaken the ‘yellow rain’ caused by mass defecation from swarming bees for Soviet-inspired biological agent attacks on troublesome Hmong tribesmen close to the Chinese border with Vietnam and Laos. In the same period substantial evidence of an accident at a military facility in the closed city of Sverdlovsk in Siberia was rapidly dismissed by the same influential people as poisoning from the consumption of diseased meat sold on the black market, rather than the accidental aerosol release of anthrax spores from a biological warfare production plant. A decade later, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the intelligence assessment of a military accident was revealed to be accurate.


As the evidence accumulated through the 1980s that the Soviet Union was engaged in a massive secret biological warfare programme, the prevailing ‘wisdom’ and entrenched attitude to biological warfare continued to exert an influence on the interpretation of what was being detected. To the West the tactical or operational utility of chemical warfare on the battlefield was easier to comprehend than the strategic value of biological weapons to a state that already had nuclear weapons. (America retained its ‘more useful’ chemical warfare capability beyond the Reagan administration into the Bush era of the early 1990s.) There was a tendency to explain the Soviet biological warfare programme as a drive to produce super-effective ‘chemical warfare-type agents’ for use on the battlefield. This conclusion represented the worst kind of mirror imaging – the reflection of Western value judgements in the assessment of Soviet thinking – and it was the prevailing view when I joined the intelligence community.


At that time, the Soviet Union was unnerved by the challenging ‘Evil Empire’ rhetoric of the Reagan administration. This was exacerbated by Reagan’s investment in the ballistic missile defence programme, which became known as ‘Star Wars’ because the concept involved the interception and destruction of Soviet ballistic missiles outside the earth’s atmosphere, thus negating their deterrence value. In December 1987, whilst accompanying President Gorbachev on a visit to the United States, Valentin Falin, who had been Soviet ambassador to West Germany at the height of the Cold War in the 1970s and was now the influential head of Moscow’s Novosti Press Agency, attempted to get an important message across. With the benefit of hindsight we can reflect that he may have been acknowledging the impact of the surge in US defence spending on the Soviet economy by illustrating an alternative but dangerous response. He said in an interview on American TV:




We won’t copy [the US] any more, making planes to catch up with your planes, missiles to catch up with your missiles. We’ll take asymmetrical means with new scientific principles available to us. Genetic engineering could be a hypothetical example. Things can be done for which neither side could find defences or counter-measures, with very dangerous results. If you develop something in space, we could develop something on earth. These are not just words. I know what I am saying.





Despite this brazen reference to biological warfare as a strategic factor in the superpower struggle, it took another three years and a significant intelligence breakthrough for the west to begin to grasp the strategic nature of the Soviet biological warfare programme.


Pasechnik


Vladimir Pasechnik defected to Britain late in 1989 from the institute he ran in Leningrad. His motives were unclear and probably complex but he told us his institute had been created specifically to support the Soviet offensive biological warfare programme and that he had been appointed in the early 1970s to lead it. The main surprise he had for us was that an important part of the Soviet programme was strategic in nature. It was aimed at selecting, improving and optimising lethal biological warfare agents and weapons based on micro-organisms. We had been fooling ourselves by believing the programme was about producing super-effective ‘chemical’ weapons. We suddenly had a wealth of scientific and technical information on the Soviet biological weapons effort that my branch did not have the capacity and, in some areas, the expertise to analyse. On advice from my biological warfare expert, I approached the CDE and asked if David Kelly could be nominated for additional security clearance and provide us with some assistance. Thus it was that he became involved with the intelligence community, and was eventually nominated to join the joint UK–US team that visited the USSR to conduct the first ever biological warfare inspections.


During the first half of 1990 we were busy analysing the huge amount of information Pasechnik was giving us. We were now sure that the Soviet Union had thought lethal biological warfare agents and weapons worth investing in even when it possessed a massive nuclear arsenal, and despite the existence of the BWC. Why did it need them and how did it plan to use them? There was a great deal of discussion. Most who heard about it displayed an initial scepticism, doubting that our source was telling the truth. Their subsequent reaction was to suppose the capability persisted through some irrational adherence to obsolete military concepts. But our intelligence was telling us otherwise.


The good relationship I had built with the CDE at Porton Down was invaluable at this stage. Key experts, in addition to David Kelly, were enlisted to help. The director general, Dr Graham Pearson, and I embarked on a programme of ‘education’ for anyone in Whitehall who would listen, from ministers to chiefs of staff and from select committee parliamentarians to Foreign Office diplomats. Graham, with the great advantage of rank, was able to gain access to more senior people and the message we carried seemed to be understood. We could not have anticipated how soon many of those we briefed would have to confront the problem of biological and chemical warfare – and, indeed, in 1991 the CDE became the Chemical and Biological Defence Establishment in recognition of the threat from both biological and chemical warfare.


MI6 rightly accumulated much kudos for having ‘acquired’ Pasechnik. JIC papers were written and the intelligence was shared with the Americans. The information quickly found its way to the highest levels and soon Prime Minister and President were involved. Diplomatic activity went into overdrive, Gorbachev was confronted, negotiations began. All this involved my branch in hectic amounts of work analysing what we had and writing papers and briefing to support top-level international discussions.


NOTES




1 R. V. Jones, Reflections on Intelligence (Mandarin, London, 1989) describes the dilapidated state of the interior of the Metropole Building at that time.


2 US National Intelligence Estimates are the nearest equivalent of JIC assessments. There are some similarities but also major differences in the mechanism by which they are produced.


3 Gruinard Island, off the west coast of the Scottish Highlands, had been used to test biological weapons in WWII. Parts of it remained contaminated with anthrax until it was declared safe in 1990 after a four-year decontamination campaign.


4 Report of the Presidential Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction, 31 March 2005.
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