































PRAISE FOR LOSING IRAQ


“It has become a truism that the Bush Administration had no plan for what to do after the military reached Baghdad. David L. Phillips offers a vivid and convincing personal narrative to demonstrate that this is a gross distortion of what actually happened. There were plans that dealt with every issue the Coalition Authority would encounter—but these plans were undermined and ultimately ignored by the Administration itself. An important and timely addition to our knowledge of the continuing Iraq drama.”




—Richard C. Holbrooke, former U.S. Ambassador
 to the United Nations





“Losing Iraq . . . [shows] how the neoconservatives’ blind faith might have benefited from a blunt reality check.”




—Austin American Statesman





“[Phillips’s] narrative does a good job of recording a long series of missteps, naming names as it does.”                                                                                —Kirkus Reviews










“In an ambitious attempt to render bureaucracy dramatic, Phillips, a defecting former senior policy adviser to President Bush, sets out to describe the policy meetings, memos and internal government negotiations behind the Iraq war, and to contrast what he sees as the reality of the occupation with the stated policies of the government. . . . Phillips documents the increasing rhetorical volume of Wolfowitz, Bremer, and Bush himself, while matter-of-factly describing what he sees as the disastrous effect of their policies on the U.S.’s effort to win the trust of Iraqis before the war. The Bush Administration, he charges, not only ignored the expert advice of this group, but duplicated and undermined its efforts.”                                                                                          —Publishers Weekly
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To SARAH and our newborn daughters, TARA and MAYA.


May future generations live in a world free from tyranny and war.
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INTRODUCTION


The Tigris River swept us downstream until the boatman started the outboard engine and we turned into the current and headed upriver. The wooden fishing boat labored against the swirling brown waters as we slowly made our way across the Tigris from Syria to Iraqi Kurdistan. A complex of military bunkers was visible on a hillside just a couple of kilometers away, and I could make out human figures manning the watchtower. Though we were well within range of skilled marksmen, I was assured that the boat’s crossing was a routine occurrence. The Iraqi soldiers in the tower were drinking tea, not readying their weapons.


As we approached the boat landing, a sign came into view:“Welcome to Iraqi Kurdistan.” I could see a fleet of Toyota land cruisers waiting in the car park under a Kurdish flag that listed in the hot summer sky. An official from the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) got out of the lead car to greet me. He was accompanied by a group of Kurdish fighters called peshmerga (“those who face death”). The peshmerga are revered in Kurdish society for their martyrdom in the struggle against Saddam Hussein.


The commander of our security detail wore traditional baggy pants, a colorful cummerbund and safari style shirt typical of peshmerga. Despite the dust, his high-laced army boots were perfectly polished. With military precision, he saluted smartly and barked orders as the peshmerga jumped into the back of their vehicles and our convoy got under way.
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My involvement in Iraq started in 1988. A Kurdish doctor named Najmaldin Karim visited my office at the Congressional Human Rights Foundation and showed me gruesome photos of Kurdish civilians killed in Halabja, a Kurdish city near the Iraq-Iran border. The photos depicted the twisted corpses of old men in turbans and small girls in colorful garb scattered like rag dolls on the street. Victims hugged their children in silent embraces, anguish frozen on their faces.


On March 16, 1988, an aircraft with Iraqi air force markings circled over Halabja before discharging a deadly yellow cloud containing mustard and sarin nerve gasses. The lethal chemical cocktail burned the skin, eyes, and lungs, and caused cancer, deformities, and neurological damage in its victims. During Saddam’s genocidal campaign against the Kurds, thousands of tons of chemical and biological weapons were used to attack as many as two hundred villages and towns in Iraqi Kurdistan.1 Up to 5,000 people died in Halabja that day.


Soon after the Gulf War, I traveled with Karim to Iraq. The journey started in southeastern Turkey, where we boarded a minibus with other guests traveling from Diyarbakir to Suleimania for a meeting of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). The scene in Habur on the Iraq-Turkey border was absolute chaos. Habur was a remote truck stop, but when the UN imposed sanctions on Iraq after the Gulf War, it became a major transit point for food and other commodities that were being illegally transported into Iraq. Smuggling oil to Turkey, Iraqi trucks strapped canisters under the lorry bed, causing a thick oil slick on the road for miles on either side of the border. Iraq felt like no-man’s land. Everyone was armed with an AK–47 or Kalashnikov. We stopped at a roadside eatery that served lamb kabobs before encamping at a private home partly collapsed from an artillery shell.


Though Karim worried that the roads would be impassable, there was no snow and we were able to make our way to Dohuk for lunch with Sami Abdul Rahman. Sami had served as governor of the Northern Territories in the early 1970s, but rejoined the peshmerga when Saddam failed to fulfill his promise of autonomy for Iraqi Kurdistan. Over the years, I would have many pleasant visits with Sami, including a meeting in July 2002 when we spent hours on his patio discussing Iraq’s draft constitution.


After Dohuk, Karim and I went to Erbil for an emotional reunion. Karim had not seen his family since fleeing Iraq in 1972. When we walked in the door, it seemed as though they had been waiting for their son all these years. Karim recalled, “It was exciting being with them again. The last time I had seen my brothers they were little boys. Everyone had aged so much.” The Karim family told stories about their life in Iraq under Saddam. The father was dignified, the brothers excited. The mother wept and described the family’s joy at hearing her son on the Voice of America; Karim reminisced, “My father was proud of what I had done for our people.”2


We finally arrived in Suleimania. There was no electricity or heat, so I wore my coat and boots to bed. Though Suleimania was under Kurdish control, the city is south of the 36th parallel and did not receive protection from Western aircraft patrolling the no-fly zone. The Kurds lived with insecurity born of the knowledge that Saddam’s forces could attack at any time. It had been just three months since Suleimania had been liberated. If Saddam wanted to send a message, there would be no better time than during the PUK Congress the next day.


Because I came from Washington, D.C., the Kurds assumed I was an official emissary of President George H. W. Bush. When I offered support from the American people for freedom, democracy, and human rights (Azadi, Democraci, Buji), the conference plenary erupted into wild applause. Barham Salih, a PUK official who would become Iraq’s deputy prime minister in 2004, translated my remarks. Covering the microphone, he leaned over and said with a grin, “You should run for president of Kurdistan.”


My focus, however, was on humanitarian issues. In Halabja, I spoke with traumatized victims hideously transformed from exposure to chemical weapons. I visited a clinic and saw young children with terrible deformities and brain defects. They recounted tales of torture.


One Kurdish boy described being led at gunpoint onto an army truck. There were thirty large vehicles in the convoy, each crammed with Kurdish women and children. After traveling overnight to an unknown destination in the desert, they were unloaded near a 100-foot-long trench. The Kurds were lined up and executed, their bodies toppling into the trench. The boy told me he was only wounded but feigned death as he lay in the pit filled with bodies and blood. He was able to sneak away before earth-moving equipment came to bury the corpses. A man described his detention by an agency of the intelligence services. His hands were tied behind his back and he was attached to a meat hook in the ceiling; electrodes were then hung from various parts of his body to increase the pain during interrogations.


At a refugee camp outside Suleimania, I met four Shi’a women dressed in black from head to toe. I remember their bright blue eyes filling with tears as they described the atrocities committed against them and their families. After the 1991 uprising, Saddam’s security forces had come to their village near Hilla. Their husbands, fathers, and sons were forced to perform sexual acts on each other. Glass bottles were inserted into their rectums and then shattered. Before being executed, the men watched as soldiers raped each of the women. I wanted to cry with them, to reach out and comfort them. However, I knew they were not seeking my comfort or consolation. They wanted me to go home and tell their stories so that the world would know of their suffering and take action against Saddam Hussein.


During the uprising of March 1991, Kurds captured millions of Iraqi secret police documents. The documents were compulsively detailed and unambiguously self-incriminating. In addition to written accounts, evidence included video and audiocassettes of executions and torture sessions. Meetings planning the use of poison gas were also recorded.


The PUK agreed to transport the materials to a secret location in North America. With logistical help from the Defense Intelligence Agency, fourteen tons—more than 4 million pages in 857 cartons—were stored in the U.S. National Security Archives. Jalal Talabani gave me a stack of documents to carry out. As one of the first couriers, I distributed the documents to policymakers and the media as soon as I arrived back in the United States.


During my return to Iraqi Kurdistan in August 1993, Ahmad Chalabi gave me a tour of the Iraqi National Congress (INC) headquarters. The facility was a beehive of activity. It bristled with state-of-the-art computer, communications, and spy equipment. Chalabi described the INC’s activities to overthrow Saddam. Over the next decade, Chalabi would emerge as a polarizing figure, not only with Iraqis but also with Americans.


In 1995, Chalabi had a falling out with the Central Intelligence Agency over a botched coup attempt that was infiltrated by Saddam’s agents. To make matters worse, conflict broke out between the KDP and PUK. When Talabani invited cooperation with Iranian forces, the KDP sought assistance from Saddam’s Republican Guard to drive the PUK out of their Suleimania stronghold and across the Iranian border. During the debacle, Iraqi Republican Guard units overran the INC headquarters in Salahuddin and executed scores of dissidents.


Saddam emerged stronger and in greater control. A perverse paradox came to pass. Saddam had become the guarantor of Kurdish autonomy. As long as he remained in power, the U.S. and Britain would protect the Kurds. In the event of Saddam’s removal, the Kurds’ future would be uncertain.
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During my visits to Iraq, I came to appreciate how Saddam’s authoritarian rule had suppressed simmering hostilities between Iraq’s ethnic and religious groups. Kurds were wary of Arab Shi’a, whom they thought would transform Iraq into an Islamist state on the model of Iran; Arab Sunnis feared domination by Iraq’s Shi’a majority; Iraqis and Arabs in neighboring countries were suspicious of Kurds for their secular ways and pro-Western positions. Alliances are always shifting in a part of the world where “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”


I learned several important lessons from working with Iraqis over the years. Iraq’s problems always arose because of abuses by the central government; therefore, decentralizing authority was the best way to harmonize competing claims between Iraq’s factions. Many Iraqis, especially Iraqi exiles and Kurds, see federalism as the most effective system for power sharing. By preserving a meaningful role for Baghdad, federalism can fulfill democratic aspirations while strengthening territorial integrity.


Historically, Iraq’s internal affairs had been influenced by meddlesome neighbors who seek a stake in Iraq’s future. The Gulf War was a victory for multilateralism; George H.W. Bush established an international coalition, including many Arab states that not only gave political and logistical support but also helped finance the military campaign. Establishing an international coalition helped foster international cooperation after the war.


Although George W. Bush is often criticized for not having had a postwar plan for Iraq, these charges are baseless. Through the Future of Iraq Project, extensive planning involved seventeen federal agencies and hundreds of Iraqis. It spent $5 million and produced detailed recommendations for running Iraq. Because I had hands-on experience working with Iraqis, the State Department asked me to facilitate the Democratic Principles Working Group, which the Iraqis called “The Mother of all Working Groups.”


The problem was not the absence of a plan. Iraq was thrown into crisis when Bush administration officials, especially Pentagon political appointees, rushed to war and decided to ignore the planning that was underway.


That the Bush administration attacked Iraq without a strategy to win the peace was a personal disappointment. Upon realizing that the Future of Iraq Project was being ignored, I resigned as a senior adviser from the State Department on September 11, 2003.
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Losing Iraq is necessarily a selective work, combining insider information with knowledgeable observation garnered from my position at the Council on Foreign Relations and as an analyst for NBC News. The book describes the extent of planning, what went wrong, and why. It also asserts that, after a year of failed occupation, the Bush administration came full circle in adopting many recommendations of the Future of Iraq Project. But by then, the well was poisoned. What would have been hard had been made even harder.


The book considers the context in which the United States decided on military action in Iraq. The September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks had a profound effect on President Bush and the American people. To confront terrorism, Bush abandoned the Cold War emphasis on deterrence and embraced a Doctrine of Preemption affirming the right of the United States to attack potential foes before they could harm the United States. By the time Bush gave his “axis of evil” speech in January 2002, preemption had become a core principle of U.S. foreign policy. The link between terrorist organizations and state sponsors of terrorism had emerged as the strategic cornerstone of the administration’s war against terrorism.


The 1998 Iraqi Liberation Act made regime change official U.S. policy, but efforts to organize the Iraqi opposition floundered until Bush’s election. Bush’s closest advisers turned their attention to Iraq immediately after 9/11. Vice President Dick Cheney was the chief proponent of toppling Saddam Hussein. Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld saw Iraq as an opportunity to demonstrate America’s unparalleled military might while transforming the military into a faster and more mechanized force. Pentagon political appointees, such as Deputy Defense Secretary Paul D. Wolfowitz, and other neo-conservatives such as Richard N. Perle, who chaired the Defense Policy Board, envisioned Iraq as a prototype for democratizing the Middle East. The “new Iraq” would be a launch point for undermining the Ba’athists in Syria; it would pressure the mullahs in Iran, enhance Israel’s security, and transform rogue states into democracies serving U.S. energy and security interests.


I believe that Bush decided to remove Saddam through force if necessary during the run-up to a meeting of his national security team in Crawford, Texas, on August 21, 2002. Bush had already proved his willingness to forego multilateral institutions and agreements that, in his view, impeded the pursuit of national interests. Cheney believed the UN was irrelevant and wanted to move immediately; however, Bush sided with Secretary of State Colin L. Powell in agreeing to give diplomacy a last chance.


When Bush addressed the UN General Assembly on September 12, 2002, he invoked the memory of terror attacks against the United States and challenged the world body to enforce its resolutions requiring Iraq’s disarmament. If the United Nations was not able or willing to disarm Saddam, Bush made it clear that the United States would act alone to eliminate a gathering threat and liberate the Iraqi people.
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How could such noble intentions go so wrong? The White House and Pentagon political appointees thought they could liberate a country without talking to those they were liberating. Of course, military victory was never in doubt. The problem occurred in the execution of postwar plans to stabilize and democratize Iraq.


When it came to nation-building, the Bush administration did not have a detailed program. All it had was one person—Ahmad Chalabi—whom neo-conservatives wanted to anoint as Iraq’s future leader. Chalabi provided bogus intelligence on Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD). He convinced the Pentagon that Iraqis would welcome coalition forces “with flowers.” When concerns were raised about chaos after Saddam’s removal, Chalabi claimed to control an underground security structure with tens of thousands of Iraqis, which he would activate as soon as coalition forces entered Baghdad.


Relations between the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and the State Department became intensely acrimonious. U.S. officials vied for control over the Iraq policy. In the process, Pentagon political appointees ran roughshod over the State Department. As a consultant, I was never embedded in the State Department bureaucracy. However, officials with whom I was in contact often lamented that Powell took the brunt for advocating multilateralism and a UN role.


To foster partnership and enhance legitimacy, the Future of Iraq Project tried to engage Iraqis representing the country’s diverse ethnic and religious groups. However, it was clear from the beginning that empowering Iraqis was antithetical to the Pentagon’s goal of pushing Chalabi into power. Advocates of military action grew increasingly concerned that further planning would reveal difficulties and weaken the case for war.


A pattern was established during the planning for war, which kept recurring at key moments during Iraq’s postwar transition. U.S. officials either ignored the advice of Iraqis or listened only to Iraqis who told them what they wanted to hear. The OSD believed that after a brief transition period, authority could be handed over to an interim government dominated by Iraqi exiles. It thought that, after dismantling the Ba’ath Party, Iraq’s technocrats would transfer their loyalties to a new administration and Iraq would continue to function more or less as before. It assumed that the costs of reconstruction would be paid almost entirely from oil revenues.


The Future of Iraq Project was no silver bullet for Iraq’s problems. To be sure, its reports were not definitive blueprints. Pentagon officials thought the endeavor was too theoretical and academic. But their outright dismissal—and even undermining—of the project was a serious mistake. No formal directive was issued terminating the Future of Iraq Project; it just ceased to function after the White House assigned postwar responsibility to the OSD in January 2003.
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As the successor to the Future of Iraq Project, General Jay M. Garner’s Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance (ORHA) focused its planning on a humanitarian emergency involving the displacement of more than a million Iraqis, including the possible use of WMD. ORHA also anticipated oil-well fires and Iraq’s neighbors sending in troops. None of these contingencies came to pass. After just a few months on the job, Garner was dismissed and replaced by Ambassador L. Paul Bremer III.


After the statue of Saddam was toppled in Firdos Square on April 9, 2003, Iraqis could not believe that the formidable U.S. military was able to vanquish Saddam’s Republican Guard yet lacked the capabilities to prevent looting and control civil strife. More than any other factor, the coalition’s inability to curtail the escalating violence poisoned Iraqis against the United States. Worsening security conditions eroded America’s standing with Iraqis and transformed the “liberation” into what U.S. officials described as “occupation.”


Bremer made a series of catastrophic decisions that compounded problems. While the Future of Iraq Project anticipated that war criminals in the Iraqi armed forces and intelligence services would be prosecuted, it envisioned untainted elements in the security structure working in partnership with coalition forces. When Bremer’s Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) issued a decree disbanding the army and then failed to pay the salaries and pensions of army personnel, Bremer transformed 400,000 Iraqis and their extended families from potential partners into antagonists.


Instead of targeting individuals, Bremer’s de-Ba’athification plan emphasized guilt through association. Though the Ba’ath leadership was responsible for terrible atrocities, including genocide, not all Ba’ath members were war criminals. Many Iraqis joined because they had no choice. Even doctors and teachers were required to join the party if they wanted a job.


The United States limited the UN’s postwar role by scorning the world body at the outset. Charged with irrelevance, the UN was wary of involvement. Though UN Secretary General Kofi Annan believed the war was illegal, he sent Sergio Vieira de Mello, his special representative, to Baghdad. The United Nations suspended operations when Sergio and twenty-one others were killed during a terrorist attack on UN headquarters in Baghdad on August 19, 2003.


After decades of suffering Saddam’s tyranny, Iraqis wanted to assume responsibility for self-government immediately after liberation. When Bremer appointed the Iraqi Governing Council, it was rejected by Iraqis as a puppet of the United States. Subsequently he named a committee to develop plans for drafting Iraq’s constitution, but Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, Iraq’s most respected Shi’a cleric, insisted that the constitution could be drafted only by a democratically elected body. Sistani also rejected Bremer’s plan for indirect elections.


One of Bremer’s last decrees concerned national elections. Determining there was not enough time to conduct a census or draw district lines, he instructed block voting for nationwide elections to select a national assembly. The decision undermined the representation of minorities. It also precluded the possibility of postponing elections in parts of Iraq gripped by violence.


The Transitional Administrative Law (TAL)—Iraq’s interim constitution—was objectively the CPA’s greatest achievement. When it was adopted on March 8, 2003, the interim constitution was heralded as a breakthrough in Iraqi governance. It enshrined democracy, a bill of rights, and federalism. Drafted by some of the same Iraqis who participated in the Future of Iraq Project, the TAL bore a striking resemblance to documents produced by the Democratic Principles Working Group.


Many Iraqis, especially Arab Shi’a, rejected the interim constitution because of the CPA’s involvement. They complained that it was negotiated in a secret process and approved without hearings or public debate. In particular, Sistani objected to preferences for Iraqi Kurds and the limited role of Islam. Sponsored by the United States, UN Security Council Resolution 1453 recognized the interim government but failed even to mention the Transitional Administrative Law.
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The Bush administration will ultimately be judged for the reasons it went to war—and what it leaves behind in Iraq.


It is now known that U.S. officials exaggerated the imminent threat of Iraq’s WMD; Wolfowitz admitted, “For reasons that have a lot to do with the U.S. government bureaucracy, we settled on the one reason that everyone could agree on which was weapons of mass destruction.”4 Charles A. Deulfer, the chief U.S. weapons inspector, concluded in his report that, at the time of the U.S. invasion, Iraq did not possess chemical or biological weapons and was not seeking to develop nuclear weapons. The 9/11 Commission found no collaborative relationship between Iraq and al-Qaeda. Revelations that U.S. soldiers tortured detainees at Abu Ghraib eroded the virtuous claim that the United States went to war to end the era of torture chambers and mass graves. 
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It is still too early to assess the final outcome of developments in Iraq. However, the notion of establishing a liberal democracy has been lost. Despite the cost of troops and treasure, idealism was overwhelmed by a brutal insurgency and the halting process of restoring sovereignty to Iraqis.


After 9/11, the nexus between a rogue state, as Iraq was, and a terror organization, such as al-Qaeda, was a truly frightening prospect. Having seen firsthand the impact of chemical weapons in Halabja, I believed the president when he insisted that Iraq had WMD and maintained that Saddam was an imminent threat. As the drums of war beat louder, I reconnected with the Kurds and other Iraqis. If war was inevitable, I wanted Iraqis to have the best chance of realizing their democratic aspirations.
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The Iraq war will not be the last time the United States uses its military to eliminate a rogue regime or preempt an adversary from acquiring weapons of mass destruction. Lessons underscore the need for military action as a last resort. When absolutely necessary and after all diplomatic options have been exhausted, military action should be done in concert with allies, in accordance with international law, and accompanied by a detailed plan to win the peace. Though events in Iraq are still unfolding, I hope that applying lessons from Iraq can help inform the transition from authoritarianism to democracy in other countries.


The Future of Iraq Project did not have all the answers. However, its findings, had they been heeded, could have provided useful guidance enabling the U.S. to fulfill its promise of liberation. Ignoring it was just the first in a series of mistakes. The resulting postwar fiasco undermined U.S. interests and tragically betrayed the hopes of the Iraqi people.




David L. Phillips 
New York City
July 1, 2004





























CHAPTER 1

THE DRUMS OF WAR


GEORGE W. BUSH DID NOT IMAGINE THAT PREEMPTION and nation-building would preoccupy his presidency. However, the 9/11 terror attacks gave Bush a defining mission. To defend the American homeland and U.S. global interests, the United States would retaliiate against failed states, such as Afghanistan, that provided sanctuary to al-Qaeda or other shadowy terrorist networks. It would also act preemptively, targeting rogue regimes to prevent them from developing weapons of mass destruction (WMD), which could be used against the United States or given to terror groups.


Having traveled overseas only a couple of times, it is clear that Bush lacked knowledge about international issues before he won the White House. His farthest trip away from home was to China, when his father was ambassador. During that visit, the younger Bush never left the embassy compound.


Bush’s lack of international experience did not, however, make him an isolationist. During the 2000 campaign, he professed support for U.S. engagement in world affairs, insisting that “to build a proud tower of protectionism and isolation would invite challenges to our power.”1


George W. Bush embraces the use of U.S. diplomatic, economic, and military might to build a better world and to promote global freedom. Consistent with America’s tradition and heritage, Bush maintains that the United States would never use its unparalleled military strength for national advantage. Speaking for the president, national security adviser Condoleezza Rice extolled the purity of America’s mission: “We may be the only great power in history that prefers greatness to power and justice to glory.”2




BUSH’ S global goals are consistent with those of his predecessors dating back to President Harry Truman. According to Truman, “It must be the policy of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation.”3 To this end, Truman made a strategic decision that U.S. power could be effectively projected via international organizations. He sponsored the Marshall Plan to rebuild Europe; the creation of NATO (the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation) in 1949 also affirmed the link between U.S. security interests and those of Western Europe. Regarding the means to achieve objectives, Truman’s successors all affirmed the view that America’s extensive overseas interests could best be defended through international organizations and alliances— until George W. Bush. 




Bush differs from his predecessors, including his father, on the instrumentalities for exercising power. He is wary of working with international organizations lest those entanglements impede U.S. interests. He is prepared to engage multilaterally, but only on his terms. Bush believes that leadership means the courage to do what he thinks is right and in the national interest. Even if other countries object at first, Bush is convinced that they will eventually come around to the U.S. point of view.


Bush’s antipathy towards internationalism and his willingness to go it alone stand in marked contrast to the views of President Bill Clinton, who championed globalization and relied extensively on a web of interconnected interests. However, Bush reflexively rejected Clinton’s initiatives, accusing him of tainting America’s image and squandering its prestige internationally.


Decrying the principle of humanitarian intervention, Bush and his advisers criticized Clinton’s deployment of U.S. forces to Haiti, Somalia, Bosnia, and even Kosovo. Using troops for nation building was anathema. As Rice flatly stated, “The 82nd airborne should not escort kids to kindergarten.”4 Bush was just as emphatic: “We should not send our troops to stop ethnic cleansing and genocide outside of our strategic interest. I don’t like genocide and I don’t like ethnic cleansing, but the president must set clear parameters as to where troops ought to be used and when they ought to be used.”5


During the first months of Bush’s presidency, U.S. allies realized that Bush was serious about foregoing multilateral institutions and agreements. Though fifty-four countries ratified the Kyoto Protocol, Rice proclaimed that the climate-control treaty was “dead.”6 The administration withdrew from the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty; balked at a new protocol to the Biological Weapons Convention; opposed a pact to control small-arms trafficking; and launched a determined and heavyhanded campaign to undermine the International Criminal Court.


But when it came to Iraq, Bush was initially content to continue his predecessor’s policy of exerting pressure on Saddam Hussein through multilateral sanctions and support for groups in exile. Bush endorsed the 1998 Iraq Liberation Act, which allocated $97 million in U.S. government goods and services to support Iraqi oppositionists trying to overthrow Saddam. In 2001, Bush sought to strengthen the UN’s role by replacing existing sanctions with so-called smart sanctions targeting dual use and military goods. Colin Powell stated, “We have kept [Saddam] contained, kept him in his box.”7


Though Bush’s national security team focused on traditional threats and big power politics, Bush bore a personal grudge against Saddam. Indeed, Bush came into office with the idea of addressing unfinished business from the Gulf War and avenging Saddam’s attempted assassination of his father in 1993. To George W. Bush, Saddam was more than a tyrant bent on developing weapons of mass destruction. He was the “guy that wanted to kill my dad.”8




IF George W. Bush had ever been inclined to find false security behind America’s borders, 9/11 changed all that. The terror strikes had a huge impact on Bush personally, as they did upon every American: The continental United States was attacked for the first time since the War of 1812. The American people felt an unprecedented sense of vulnerability. 




Within a few days, the U.S. Congress unanimously gave Bush permission to use “all necessary and appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001.”9 Reflecting the international community’s united support, France’s Le  Monde bore the headline, “We Are All Americans.”10 A few days later, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1368, which condemned the attacks and authorized all necessary steps in response; NATO invoked Article 5, affirming that the attack on the United States represented an attack on the Alliance.


Bush concluded that the United States should aggressively prosecute a global war on terror and destroy its enemies. He warned, “We will not wait for the authors of mass murder to gain weapons of mass destruction. We must act now, because we must lift this dark threat from our age and save generations to come.”11


The 9/11 attacks also prompted a reevaluation of the overall U.S. security strategy that had existed since the beginning of the Cold War. Bush came to believe that




deterrence—the promise of massive retaliation against nations means nothing against shadowy terrorist networks with no nation or citizen to defend. Containment is not possible when unbalanced dictators with weapons of mass destruction can deliver those weapons or missiles or secretly provide them to terrorist allies. The war on terror will not be won on the defensive. We must take the battle to the enemy, disrupt his plans, and confront the worst threats before they emerge. In the world we have entered, the only path to safety is the oath of action. And this nation will act.12





The internation community grew increasingly alarmed by Bush’s penchant for unilateral action. Fears were compounded by his moral invocations concerning the conduct of U.S. foreign policy. In language sounding like Osama bin Laden’s jihadist vocabulary, Bush discarded nuance by dividing the world into good and evil. With deep conviction, he proclaimed that “our responsibility to history is already clear: to answer these attacks and rid the world of evil.”13 He also threatened: “We will pursue nations that provide aid or safe haven to terrorism. Every nation in every region now has a decision to make. Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists.”14 Bush pronounced U.S. intervention in Afghanistan a “crusade” and declared that “liberty is not America’s gift to the world. Liberty is God’s gift to every human being in the world.”15


The United States was at war, but it was not clear who the enemy was. The Defense Policy Board, a standing group of defense and national security experts that advises the secretary of defense, met in the Pentagon on September 19, 2001. The former Pentagon adviser Richard Perle was accompanied by Ahmad Chalabi, the leader of the Iraqi National Congress. Chalabi proceeded to make a strong argument for skipping Afghanistan and attacking Iraq. Though al-Qaeda was harbored by the Taliban in Afghanistan, Chalabi argued that Iraq was more threatening in a dangerous world where, according to the seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, “Life is war of all against all.”


Richard A. Clarke, Bush’s antiterrorism chief, was amazed when, days after 9/11, Donald Rumsfeld broached the idea of bombing Iraq. Clarke pointed out that there was no evidence linking al-Qaeda and Iraq. According to Clarke, Rumsfeld complained about the poor selection of high-value targets in Afghanistan. “I don’t want to put a million-dollar missile on a five-dollar tent.”16 “No, no. Al-Qaeda is in Afghanistan,” Clarke responded, “We need to bomb Afghanistan.”17


Bush instructed Clarke to find a link between Iraq and the al-Qaeda terrorist attacks. According to Clarke, “The president dragged me into a room with a couple of other people, shut the door, and said, ‘I want you to find whether Iraq did this.’ The entire conversation left me in absolutely no doubt that George Bush wanted me to come back with a report that said, ‘Iraq did this.’”18


Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill said that regime change in Iraq was on the agenda at Bush’s first National Security Council meeting on January 30, 2001. Instead of focusing on Osama bin Laden and a strategy for securing and stabilizing Afghanistan, Bush and his advisers seized on 9/11 to make the case for overthrowing Saddam Hussein.




BUSH insisted: “I’m tired of swatting flies. I’m tired of playing defense. I want to play offense. I want to take the fight to the terrorists.”19 Recalibrating America’s approach to terrorism, Bush also wanted to send an unambiguous warning to countries that sponsor terrorism: “We want to cause them to change their views.”20 


The administration saw Afghanistan as the first stage in an open-ended global war against terrorism. Bush wanted action. One week after the terrorist attacks, George J. Tenet, the CIA director, presented Bush with a “Worldwide Attack Matrix” detailing ongoing or planned covert antiterrorism activities in eighty countries. Anxieties were fueled by anthrax mailings. Americans felt a sense of imminent risk when it was reported that a “dirty bomb” had been smuggled into the United States.


After 9/11, the administration focused on failed states that provided haven to terrorists. The administration was also concerned about states that aided or provided safe harbor to terror groups such as Afghanistan, Iran, Syria, Yemen, and Sudan. In addition, U.S. troops were deployed and military assistance significantly expanded to weak states such as Georgia, Nepal, and in the Philippines. By the time President Bush delivered his “axis of evil” speech on January 29, 2002, the link between terrorist organizations and state sponsors of terrorism had become the cornerstone of the administration’s national security strategy.


Bush addressed the nation: “States like Iran, Iraq, and North Korea, constitute an axis of evil. By seeking weapons of mass destruction, these regimes pose a grave and growing danger. They could provide these arms to terrorists, giving them the means to match their hatred. They could attack our allies or attempt to blackmail the United States. In any of these cases the price of indifference would be catastrophic.” Presaging the “Doctrine of Preemption,” Bush fired a verbal shot at those who might conspire to harm the United States. “I will not wait on events, while dangers gather. I will not stand by, as peril draws closer and closer. The United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.”21


The preference for unilateral action reflected a growing aversion to diplomacy, which is inherently about negotiation and compromise. Some senior officials disdained diplomacy and believed there should be no negotiation with states that support terror groups. They also argued that force is the only appropriate response to terrorist threats.


Administration hawks were mostly concerned about Iraq, which had defied sixteen UN Security Council resolutions demanding its disarmament. “The leader of Iraq is an evil man,” he proclaimed in ratcheted-up rhetoric. “We are watching him carefully.”22 Bush underscored the danger posed by terrorists possessing weapons of mass destruction, demanding that Saddam surrender his WMD and allow enforcement by international monitors. When asked what he would do if Saddam refused, Bush replied, “He’ll find out.”23


Public statements about Iraq coincided with private instructions laying the groundwork for war. Within days of the Taliban’s fall, Bush began accelerating plans to topple Saddam. In December 2001, he told General Tommy R. Franks that the Defense Department’s Central Command (CENTCOM) should start preparing war plans for Iraq, to include lines of attack, specific targets for U.S. missiles and warplanes, and the composition of highly mechanized ground forces. From $100 to $200 million in additional funds was given to the CIA for covert operations. Clarke also asserted that the White House diverted $700 million from Afghanistan to pay for infrastructure that could be used for military operations in Iraq.










“FUCK Saddam. We’re taking him out,”24 Bush told Rice in March 2002. Abandoning disarmament in lieu of regime change represented a sea change in America’s approach to Iraq. On Face the Nation,  Rice left no room for doubt: “The world will be much safer when the Iraqi people have a regime that they deserve, instead of the regime they have.”25 




The adminstration cherry picked intelligence assessments to make the case for war highlighting mobile biological weapons labs, stockpiles of anthrax, and aerial drones designed to deliver WMD. The administration also insisted there was a link between Iraq and al-Qaeda, the insinuation being that Saddam was behind the World Trade Center bombing of 1993. Press reports indicated that Mohammed Atta had met with an Iraqi agent in Prague just months before 9/11.


Bush was convinced that “Iraq was involved.”26 Dick Cheney was the administration’s most vehement and persuasive advocate of regime change. In 2002, he made approximately ten visits to the CIA headquarters at Langley Field to discuss information that could be used to support the administration’s war plans in Iraq. Cheney threw down the gauntlet in an address to the Veterans of Foreign Wars Association:




Armed with an arsenal of these weapons of terror, and seated atop 10 percent of the world’s oil reserves, Saddam Hussein could then be expected to seek domination of the entire Middle East, take control of a great portion of the world’s energy supplies, directly threaten America’s friends throughout the region, and subject the United States or any other nation to nuclear blackmail. . . . Simply stated, there is no doubt that Saddam Hussein now has weapons of mass destruction. There is no doubt he is amassing them to use against our friends, against our allies, and against us. And there is no doubt that his aggressive regional ambitions will lead him into future confrontations with his neighbors—confrontations that will involve both the weapons he has today, and the ones he will continue to develop with his oil wealth.27





As it became clear that the administration wanted to attack Iraq, Powell accepted the inevitability of a confrontation with Saddam. He testified to the Senate: “It has long been, for several years now, a policy of the United States government that regime change would be in the best interests of the region, the best interests of the Iraqi people. And we are looking into a variety of options that would bring that about.” 28 The former allegation was later dismissed, the latter went unverified.




BY the time I traveled to northern Iraq to discuss constitutional power-sharing arrangements in the summer of 2002, the United States had already telegraphed plans to broaden the war on terror beyond Afghanistan.


Though North Korea boasted about its nuclear weapons program, Bush depicted Iraq as the most dangerous country in the axis of evil. He asserted that Saddam intended to use his weapons of mass destruction to attack the United States, or that he would provide WMD to terrorists intent on attacking America.


“America must not ignore the threat gathering against us,” Bush said. “Facing clear evidence of peril, we cannot wait for the final proof—the smoking gun—that could come in the form of a mushroom cloud.”31 In graphic terms, Bush also invoked Saddam’s torture chambers and rape rooms. Having face-to-face contact with Saddam’s victims, during my trips to Iraq, I needed no persuading about the brutality of the Iraqi regime.


In the years between 2002 and my previous visit to Iraqi Kurdistan, the Kurds had made the most of their de facto independence to realize progress and prosperity. They had a lot to gain by getting rid of Saddam and establishing a democratic Iraq, but they also had a lot to lose. I wanted to hear directly from the Kurds what they thought about U.S. military action, so I contacted them to arrange my passage to Iraqi Kurdistan.


























CHAPTER 2

IRAQI KURDISTAN


AFTER THE U. S. HAD ESTABLISHED A NO-FLY ZONE FOR Iraqi Kurdistan, Saddam Hussein tried to squeeze the Kurds by withdrawing his troops and imposing a total embargo of food and fuel. The plan backfired. Instead of returning to the fold, Kurds established self-rule, transforming the Kurdish area into a laboratory for Iraq’s future democratic development. During my visits to Iraqi Kurdistan in 1992 and 1993, I was impressed by how the Kurds had made the most of their isolation to recover from Saddam’s genocide and start rebuilding their homeland. 


As a special government employee, I had the latitude to initiate projects so long as they were consistent with U.S. objectives. When I told Undersecretary of State Marc Grossman of my plan to return to Iraqi Kurdistan, he arranged for his colleagues in the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs (NEA) to brief me; Grossman asked that I report back after my trip.


Qubad Talabani, who represented the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) in Washington, D.C., offered to arrange my transit through Syria to Iraqi Kurdistan with Syria’s Interior Ministry. Turkey had tightened its border with Iraq. The only way of entering, other than through Baghdad, was by way of Syria and then by boat across the Tigris River. Qubad assured me that Syrian intelligence would approve the application because it was endorsed by the “big guy.” Qubad was referring to his father, Jalal Talabani, the long-standing PUK leader. After a delay of several weeks, Qubad called to tell me that the Syrians expected me at the border crossing on July 5, 2002.


When I asked for a letter confirming the arrangements, Qubad was amused. Instead of a letter, I was given a code number—3462—and told to appear at an outpost in the eastern desert of Syria, about an hour’s journey from the city of Qamishle. There, in a cinderblock hut, an official would be waiting with a registry containing my name, passport information, and code number. He would certify my departure and provide a document permitting my return from Iraq back into Syria.


The PUK’s Damascus representative was supposed to meet me at the airport and take care of loose ends. When my flight from Vienna arrived after midnight, the airport was chaotic with throngs waiting outside customs to greet friends and family. Though I had a sinking feeling when no one stepped forward to meet me, Muhammad finally approached after everyone else had left the terminal. We went to his flat for a couple hours of rest and, before dawn, returned to the airport just as the Syrian Airlines domestic counter opened. I paid $20 in cash for a ticket on the first flight to Qamishle.


Upon arrival, the Kurds gave me a breakfast of yogurt, cheese, and toast. We then drove through the desert, passing small oil-pumping stations that shimmered in the oppressive morning heat. After crossing the Tigris into Iraqi Kurdistan, I was greeted by officials from the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP). Our convoy sped off to the home of Massoud Barzani, son of the legendary Kurdish leader Mula Mustafa Barzani.




AN old Kurdish adage goes: “The Kurds have no friend but the mountains.” Kurds have a bitter history of betrayal and disappointment.


When the United States helped broker the Algiers Accord, which ended a border dispute between Iraq and Iran in 1974, Tehran withdrew its support for the Iraqi Kurds and so enabled Saddam to use brute force in putting down the Kurdish rebellion. When the Iraqi Kurds sided with Iran during the 1980–1988 Iran-Iraq War, Saddam Hussein feared a joint Iranian-Kurdish offensive. In 1988, he appointed his first cousin, Ali Hassan al-Majid (“Chemical Ali”), secretary general of the Ba’ath Party’s Northern Bureau and gave him “special powers . . . to solve the Kurdish problem and slaughter the saboteurs.”1 Chemical Ali then banned “all human existence” in a thirty-kilometer swath of territory on the Iraq-Iran border and ordered “random bombardments using artillery, helicopters and aircraft in order to kill the largest number of persons present in these prohibited zones.” He proclaimed: “All persons captured shall be detained and interrogated by the security services and those between fifteen and seventy shall be executed after useful information has been obtained.”2


From February 23 to September 6, 1988, Ali led a systematic effort to exterminate the Kurds of northern Iraq. The campaign was called Anfal, which means literally “the spoils.” The term is drawn from the Quran’s eighth verse (Sura), which describes how the followers of Muhammad razed and pillaged the villages of nonbelievers. As many as 182,000 people perished during the Anfal campaign, which included the use of chemical weapons in an attack against Halabja on March 16, 1988.


Although human rights activists were outraged by Saddam’s actions, the Reagan administration fought hard against the Prevention of Genocide Act of 1988 (S. 2763). In large part due to the efforts of Reagan’s national security adviser, Colin Powell, the legislation never made it out of committee.


The Anfal campaign’s scorched-earth policy had destroyed half of Iraq’s farmland. Washington responded by expanding food assistance to Iraq through the U.S. Agricultural Commodities Export Credit Program. Legislators protested the U.S. coddling of Iraq. At a hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on June 15, 1989, Senator Alfonse D’Amato, a Republican from New York, called Saddam the “mad dog of the Middle East.”3 Senator Jesse Helms, a Republican from North Carolina, unfurled a chart that listed companies providing chemical weapons to Iraq. Senator Nancy Kassebaum, a Republican from Kansas, courageously advocated cutting ties, even though wheat farmers in her home state would be adversely affected. When Iraq invaded Kuwait, President George H.W. Bush reversed U.S. policy and started a massive military buildup, its mission being to oust Saddam.


After a six-week pounding by coalition armed forces, the Gulf War ended on February 28, 1991. At the urging of Dick Cheney, who was then the defense secretary, the United States decided not to march on Baghdad. Cheney forcefully argued that invading Iraq would cause the country’s bloody breakup. “I think if we were going to remove Saddam Hussein, we would have to commit a lot of force . . . and [after] we’d gotten rid of Saddam and his government, we’d have to put another government in its place. What kind of government? Should it be a Sunni government or a Shi’a government or a Kurdish government or a Ba’athist regime? Or maybe we’d want to bring in some of the Islamic fundamentalists? How long would we have to stay in Baghdad to keep that government in place? What would happen to the government once U.S. forces withdrew? How many casualties should the United States accept in that effort to try and create clarity and stability in a situation that is inherently unstable? It would [be] a mistake for us to get bogged down in the quagmire inside Iraq.”4


Iraq is a mosaic of ethnic and religious groups. Under Ottoman rule, which stretched from the Balkans to Basra and lasted for centuries, the territory of modern-day Iraq was divided into administrative regions called “villayets,” their provincial capitals being Basra, Baghdad, and Mosul. Though Arab Sunnis represented less than 20 percent of the population, the Ottomans assigned them leading positions in Iraq’s administration. When the state of Iraq was created after World War I, Britain preserved the dominant role of Iraq’s Arab Sunnis. Severely marginalized by the Ottomans, the British, and the Ba’athists, Iraq’s Arab Shi’a majority launched an insurgency during the final days of the Gulf War.


By mid-March, 70 percent of Basra province in southern Iraq was in open rebellion. The Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq (SCIRI), an Iranian-backed Shi’a group, reported that their militia had executed the provincial governor, the chief of police, the security chief, and the head of the local Ba’ath Party. They also captured the city of Hilla in the Euphrates River Valley, sixty miles south of Baghdad.


When the Kurds launched an uprising of their own, Saddam faced insurrections across the country. On March 19, Kirkuk fell to the Kurdish peshmerga, who fired celebratory shots in the air as they rolled into the city on pick-up trucks. Their jubilation was short-lived. Ceasefire terms denied Iraq the use of fixed-wing aircraft, but permitted helicopter gun ships. Using American-made Sikorsky helicopters, Saddam counterattacked agains Shi’a militia in the south and Kurdish peshmerga in the north.


The United States did nothing to prevent Saddam’s deadly strikes. Calculating that neither the Kurds nor the Shi’a were strong enough to take over Iraq, George H. W. Bush decided to forsake the very people he had incited into rebellion. He was influenced by key coalition partners. The Saudis were concerned that a pro-Iranian Shi’a leadership would emerge in the south, giving Tehran a power base on Saudi Arabia’s border. The Turkish government in Ankara, which was waging its own struggle against Kurdish separatists, worried that the emergence of an independent Iraqi Kurdistan would further incite Turkey’s restive Kurdish population. To rid Iraq of Saddam, the United States was banking on a coup by one of the army’s generals rather than a popular uprising. The Arab world concluded that, for all its talk about democracy in the Middle East, the United States preferred dictatorship to an unpredictable political process.


Saddam’s reprisal was merciless—about 200,000 Arab Shi’a were killed. Near Hilla, a mass grave contained an estimated 30,000 victims. Saddam also caused an ecological disaster by draining the marshes of southern Iraq, which displaced half a million people.5 In northern Iraq, 1.5 million Kurds fled over the mountains to Turkey and Iran. Television cameras showed Kurds shivering in the cold and dying from exposure.


Iraqi Kurds called on the United States to intervene and create conditions for the return of refugees. They asked the Bush administration to prevent Iraq’s attacks, to deploy a special force that would create a safe haven, and to deliver emergency food rations for those encamped in the mountains. Najmaldin Karim also asked U.S. officials to establish direct contact with Kurdish leaders for the purpose of negotiating Iraq’s future governance. However, U.S. officials remained noncommittal. They were concerned that involvement would delay the return of U.S. troops or draw the United States deeper into a quagmire in Iraq. Bush explained that the UN resolution had only authorized the U.S.-led coalition to drive Iraq out of Kuwait.


When Secretary of State James A. Baker visited Turkey, U.S. Ambassador Morton I. Abramowitz insisted that Baker see for himself the severity of the crisis. Baker was so appalled that he called Bush and Defense Secretary Dick Cheney from his plane and insisted that the United States undertake a humanitarian intervention.


Bush was chastened by Turkey’s President Turgut Ozal and other allies. By mid-April, the United States, Great Britain, and France announced a no-fly zone above the 36th parallel, thus creating a safe haven in Iraqi Kurdistan. Abramowitz worked closely with the Turks in arranging facilities to assist in delivering food and blankets. As part of “Operation Provide Comfort,” the U.S. military set up and supplied refugee camps on the border between Iraq and Turkey. When more than 10,000 American soldiers established humanitarian enclaves in Iraqi Kurdistan, Kurds returned to their homes in a crescent-shaped slice of territory along the Turkish, Syrian, and Iranian borders. Though “Operation Northern Watch” was never approved by the UN Security Council, U.S. war planes used Incirlik Air Force Base in southeastern Turkey to secure the air space against reprisals by Saddam.


On April 25, 1991, Jalal Talabani and Massoud Barzani visited Baghdad to discuss arrangements for Kurdish administration of the northern territories. The world was shocked when they were photographed kissing Saddam. Their meeting was a reminder that no enmity is permanent in a region where alliances are expedient and routinely refashioned.




ON the day the Gulf War ended, the Congressional Human Rights Foundation, which I led from 1988–1995, convened a Capitol Hill conference on “The Future of Democracy in Iraq.” Jalal Talabani, Hoshyar Zebari, and Sami Abdul-Rahman came from Iraqi Kurdistan. Arrangements were made for the Kurdish delegation to meet Richard Schifter, the assistant secretary of state for human rights, but the meeting was canceled at the last minute because the Bush administration was concerned that an official meeting would be interpreted as support for Kurdish independence. The Kurds were not even allowed inside the building. Instead, a low-level official met them at the Columbia coffee shop, around the corner from the State Department.


Though Iraqi Kurds were barred from federal offices in Washington, D.C., discreet contact was under way between Barzani, Talabani, and Marc Grossman, who was then deputy chief of mission at the U.S. Embassy in Ankara. Grossman was not allowed to meet the Kurdish leaders on the embassy’s premises, but he invited them to his home, where they discussed the humanitarian crisis and Kurdish plans for stabilizing and governing Iraq after Saddam.


After Kurds and Arab Shi’a were slaughtered during the uprising, the world started to pay attention to their plight. In May 1991, I hosted a roundtable with members of the Kurdistan Front that included Kurds, Turkmen, and Assyrians. Previously, persuading people to attend meetings of Iraqi opposition figures had been a struggle, but this time the Capitol Hill conference room was flooded with legislators, staffers, and press representatives. A State Department notetaker was present, but U.S. officials were still reluctant to meet openly with Saddam’s opponents.




IRAQI Kurds refer to the period between 1991 and 2003 as the “golden years.” From my visit in 1992, I remembered Dohuk as a sleepy hamlet nestled in the mountains. Ten years later, it had become a teeming metropolis. Dohuk’s streets were filled with traffic, including large trucks openly transporting oil and other goods from Iraq to Syria and Turkey. Dohuk’s commercial outlets were stocked with Turkish consumer goods and Japanese electronics. A shopping mall had sprung up in the city center. The Mazi supermarket, built on the site of a former Republican Guard base, was fully stocked with staples and exotic foodstuffs. Dohuk University’s modern campus occupied the former Ba’ath Party headquarters and prison. An Armani knock-off outlet sold Italian-style suits.


Iraqi Kurdistan is a remote, landlocked territory that straddles trade routes to Turkey, Syria, and Iran. In violation of UN sanctions and with full cognizance of U.S. authorities, the Kurds derived significant benefits from transit fees and smuggling operations, which generated up to $50 million a month.


Money also flowed into the local economy from the United Nations Oil for Food Program, which supervised the sale of Iraqi oil and used the proceeds for food and medicine and to repair infrastructure. Of the total revenues, 13 percent were earmarked for humanitarian activities in Iraqi Kurdistan. The Kurds complained about UN acquiescence in allowing Iraqi authorities to obstruct projects that could contribute to Kurdistan’s becoming self-sufficient; they also resented UN officials who skimmed funds from their portion of the account. Despite the Kurds’ grievances, corruption was less serious in Iraqi Kurdistan than in other parts of the country. For the first time in Iraq’s history, the Kurds were benefiting from a share of the nation’s oil wealth.


When I saw Massoud Barzani in July 2002, he welcomed without reservation George W. Bush’s pledge to overthrow Saddam Hussein. I was surprised by Barzani’s wholehearted support for regime change. Given Iraqi Kurdistan’s progress, the Kurds had a lot to lose.


With the moment of liberation drawing near, Barzani suggested that the Kurds were developing their own plan for governance in Iraq. He believed that the Kurds’ experience with democratic self-rule would inspire other Iraqis. According to Barzani, Iraqi Kurdistan was a model for the rest of Iraq. He was careful not to be too publicly outspoken in calling for Saddam’s ouster lest Saddam vent his anger with the United States by launching a preemptive strike against the Kurds.


The Kurds’ precarious position was apparent the next day during my drive to Suleimania. The road winds through beautiful and lush countryside along the Zab River before coming to a dead-end on the outskirts of the city. We turned left and drove up the hill a few hundred yards into Suleimania. A wrong turn would have been disastrous because a Republican Guard military checkpoint lies down the hill on the outskirts of Chamchamal. If Saddam ever decided to attack, his armored divisions could overrun major cities such as Suleimania and Erbil in a matter of hours. A humanitarian emergency would ensue, as UN stockpiles contained rations sufficient only for a few days.


When we reached Suleimania, I went immediately to see Barham Salih. He was receiving petitioners when I arrived at his office, and, although I do not speak Kurdish, I could see the skill with which he listened, asked questions, and made people feel that the PUK administration was responsive to their needs.


Barham was full of pride. He pointed out that in 1991 there were only 804 schools; but, during more than a decade of self-rule, the Kurdistan Regional Government had built another 2,700. In 1991, Kurdistan had only one university, but by 2002 there were three, in Erbil, Dohuk, and Suleimania. In ten years of self-government, the Kurds had built twice as many hospitals for themselves as were built over the past seventy years. There were 1,870 doctors, as opposed to 548 in 1991. Civil society was vigorous; 138 media outlets operated in Suleimania alone. Barham and I drove by the former Ba’ath Party headquarters, which had been turned into a museum of atrocities. We strolled through Freedom Park, a former military garrison and mass gravesite now transformed into a recreational area. Children were flying kites and families gathered under the shade trees for summer picnics. Barham pointed out the fashionable ladies of Kurdistan, who wore high heels and make-up.


Barham took me to his home, which was surrounded by a cement and stone wall, and showed me the courtyard where he had narrowly escaped assassination by Ansar al-Islam, a radical Islamist group made up mainly of Kurds with ties to al-Qaeda. In April 2002, Barham was leaving home when the phone rang. As he ducked back into the house, a team of assassins opened fire, killing five of his bodyguards. Two of the assassins were killed in the ensuing shoot out. Another fled, but was later captured by Kurdish security services. After interrogation, the detainee confessed that he was a member of Ansar al-Islam.


When Ryan C. Crocker, the deputy assistant secretary in the State Department’s Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, briefed me before my departure for Iraq, he warned me not to visit Halabja. In the rugged mountains near Halabja along the Iran-Iraq border, about eight hundred Ansar al-Islam fighters were encamped; among them were a handful of Arab Afghans who, after the Taliban regime collapsed, had made their way from Herat in western Afghanistan across Iran and into Iraq. According to Barham, Saddam supported Ansar al-Islam as a force against the Kurds. Both Saddam and Ansar al-Islam hated the Kurds for their secular ways and ties to the United States.


The next day, Barham and I had dinner at a restaurant set high on a hill overlooking a green fertile plain north of Suleimania. We drank scotch and reminisced about the months he spent in my office back in 1993. Barham and the Kurds had come a long way since then.


Looking out over the valley below, Barham described the abundant natural resources of his homeland. The Tigris, Zab, Khaboor, Khazir, and tens of other smaller rivers, flow through Iraqi Kurdistan. He pointed to the horizon where, somewhere in the distance, the Dokan dam generates electricity for local use as well as for export. Kurdistan, the country’s breadbasket, produces wheat, barley, rice, tobacco, cotton, and fruit. Northeastern Iraq has about 5,000 square miles of mountain forest. In addition to iron, copper, zinc, and other minerals, Iraqi Kurdistan is rich in natural gas and oil, with an estimated reserve of 10 billion barrels;6 new energy fields, such as Tak Tak, may also have great potential.


I asked Barham how he felt about the possibility of war. He maintained that the Kurds were not embarking on anything new, as they have been fighting the Iraqi regime for decades. Barham explained that the Kurds had come to realize that it was in their interest to help shape Iraqi politics and bring about a representative federal government in Baghdad. He admitted that Kurds dream of an independent state, but, resigned to historical and geographic realities, they realized that their only real option was to remain a part of Iraq. Though Barham preferred that the Iraqis topple Saddam on their own, he doubted that a coup was in the cards. He believed that Iraqis looked with pride at what had been achieved in Iraqi Kurdistan and, in the struggle to build a democratic Iraq, Kurdistan should be seen as a model for remaking the rest of the country.


Barham genuinely believed that “Iraq’s transformation would change the dynamics of Middle Eastern politics.”7 He was convinced that the new Iraq could become a pillar of stability in the Middle East and a catalyst for major change in the region’s balance of power. “There are very few cases in history when moral and political arguments coincide,” Barham added. “It is morally right to help the people of Iraq, to stop genocide or end these terrible abuses. It is politically right for stability in the Middle East to bring about a representative government that will be at peace with the region.”8


He insisted that Iraqis were not afraid of war. Their biggest fear was that the United States would lose resolve and leave Saddam in power, thus allowing another Ba’athist general to take his place. Powell insisted that if Saddam launched a preemptive strike against Iraqi Kurdistan, the United States would respond at a time and place of its choosing. But the Kurds wanted a guarantee that the United States would defend them, and Talabani asked for gas masks in case chemical weapons were used.




T

HE next day I visited the commander of the KDP peshmerga. When the general invited me for a special tour of his “war room,” I was expecting a state-of-the-art facility with computer simulations and sophisticated communications. Instead, there was a large table covered with mud structures that were meant to signify villages and wooden soldiers for peshmerga. A yellowing plastic-covered map was tacked to the wall. Pins identified the location of Iraqi troops.


Barham had boasted about the peshmerga’s command and control system. But no matter how brave the peshmerga, they were clearly no match for Saddam’s well-trained forces. The general acknowledged that Kurdish cities would be quickly overrun, but maintained that his men could mount an effective resistance from the mountains. He asked me to carry back to Washington a list of weapons the peshmerga would need if they were attacked or for use during the first phase of a military offensive against Saddam.


My last meeting in Iraqi Kurdistan was with Sami Abdul-Rahman, a respected elder statesman with vast experience in Kurdish and Iraqi politics. After the Kurdish rebellion of 1968, Saddam extolled “brotherhood” between Arabs and Kurds and amended Iraq’s constitution to provide for Kurdish cultural autonomy. He appointed Sami as minister for Northern Affairs. When Saddam failed to carry out the autonomy agreement of March 11, 1970, Sami resigned and joined the peshmerga.


We sat on the patio of his office in Salahuddin and gazed out at the vast Mesopotamian plain; Sami reflected on the difficulties facing Iraq; indeed, many of the issues he raised that day would dominate the deliberations of the Future of Iraq Project. His views were also prescient of problems that affect Iraq today.


Religion and ethnicity matter to Iraqis who, as a people, lack a strong sense of national identity. Sami insisted that Iraq’s problems were typically caused by the central government’s efforts to suppress ethnicity. Governance was always characterized by a high degree of centralization, a situation dating back to the 1925 constitution. He emphasized that decentralization was critical to the development of democracy in Iraq and that the best way to balance the competing demands for democracy and unity would be through a federal structure. Sami explained that Kurds prefer federalism because it offers a greater guarantee than simple autonomy, whose entrenchment can be more easily revoked. Federalism is a voluntary association between parties who decide it is in their common interest to form a unified state. It is a contract binding equal groups, whereas autonomy is bestowed by the central government to a lesser party.
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