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And ye shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free.


John 8:32


In memory of my mother


Margaret Robinson


Who always encouraged me to look at the wider world.
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INTRODUCTION


The Hanging Gardens of Babylon were one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. Baghdad, about 85 kilometres to the north of ancient Babylon, sits in a desert environment with summer temperatures reaching 50 degrees centigrade. When you’re there you can understand why Nebuchadnezzar II in the sixth century BC felt a need to bring blooms to the desert – the Baghdad landscape is as flat as the Hay plain in western NSW. Little grows easily in such a place.


In 2004, I served in the Iraq Survey Group (ISG) in Baghdad for six months as an Australian intelligence officer. The ISG was based in Camp Slayer, which occupied the grounds and buildings of what was formerly one of Saddam Hussein’s several palace complexes scattered across Iraq. Two plants characterise Baghdad: date palms and oleanders. The latter were planted liberally around Saddam’s palaces in a stubborn effort to give some botanic beauty. Pretty but poisonous, and with a sweet cloying scent, oleanders had proved to be one of the few flowering plants able to survive the intense summer heat. There were a metaphor for much of Saddam’s regime.


I had been working with the Defence Intelligence Organisation (DIO) as an analyst, and with my background as a science analyst and regional specialist I was seconded from DIO and deployed to Iraq as part of the 3rd Australian Contingent to the ISG. The ISG was a combined United States, British and Australian activity created immediately after the completion of the invasion of Iraq. Our mission was to find Saddam Hussein’s supposed weapons of mass destruction (WMD) or account for their non-existence if none were to be found.


This book is based around my six-month mission.


Why this book?


The 2003 Iraq War had many consequences. In the Middle East the war altered the strategic geography more profoundly than any event since the creation of Israel, not least by altering the strategic balance in Iran’s favour. It also paved the way for the strategic rampage of the selfstyled Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) through the region after the fragmentation of Iraq and the collapse of the Arab Spring – further shocks that had nothing to do with the WMD over which the war was fought.


The blood and treasure needed to fight an expensive war cost the US dearly. President George W. Bush’s launching of a major war in response to a non-existent WMD threat diminished much of the moral authority that the United States and the broader West had accumulated by the end of the Cold War.


Another consequence was the revelation of corruption involved in wheat marketing in Iraq and the ability of Saddam’s regime to manipulate malignly Australian commercial activity in the region.


For Australia, the war had seemingly unanticipated consequences. Like several other Western countries, Australia suffered from a postwar boost to Islamist terrorism. ISIL’s message of the need for violent revenge for Western involvement in the Middle East resonated with some impressionable individuals in the Islamic community in Australia.


In this book I interweave history and analyses with my own experiences. I give accounts of the lead-up and aftermath of the war in Iraq along with insights into Saddam Hussein and his regime and the Oil-For-Food scandal. I also reflect on my time in Baghdad, the Iraqi leaders we interviewed, and what we discovered about Iraq’s WMD program.


Before the Iraq war, Australian Defence scientists had long been involved in monitoring and arms control activities related to chemical and biological weapons (CBW) and WMD in the Middle East and beyond. An account of the history of this neglected aspect of Australian foreign policy is overdue; this book is not it but does contribute to this story and outlines a major chapter in it.


Australian operations in Iraq were not reported by war correspondents to the same extent as other conflicts, with much coverage limited to the work of embedded journalists. Much of the awareness of Australia’s activity in Iraq comes from a Canberra perspective. By that I mean the narrative of events given by Australian government figures and Australia-based commentators, journalists and officials. This book seeks to add a small measure of academic weight to understanding the relationship between Australia and the Middle East.


This book also hopefully gives an insight into a uniquely Australian and specialised space in Allied operations in Iraq. This includes Australia’s role in providing an assessment of the WMD issue and the strategic perspective of the Saddam regime. Building an understanding of Saddam and his dictatorship formed the core of my work in Iraq.


Conventions used in this book


WHICH WAR? 


Iraq was involved in four major wars in the Gulf region, and a national insurgency, between 1980 and 2017. Use of nomenclature such as ‘the Gulf War’ to describe any of them can be misleading. In this book I therefore refer to the ‘Iran–Iraq War’ to describe Saddam’s conflict with Tehran between 1980 and 1988. His invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and the allied responding liberation of that country in 1991 I refer to as the Kuwait War.


President George W. Bush’s invasion of Iraq in 2003 I describe as the Iraq War. The insurgency by different Sunni and Shia elements in Iraq that was underway by late 2003 I call the ‘Insurgency’. Iraq’s war against ISIL’s so-called Islamic State that began in 2014 is beyond the scope of this book but fits into the sequence of events within which the WMD search was a part. I refer to it as the ISIL War.


THE COALITION


In the Kuwait, Iraq and ISIL wars, the United States led a changing group of allied combatant nations, including Australia, described as the coalition. I have used this expression throughout the book. The coalition was elastic over time, with countries joining or withdrawing. At various times it included countries as diverse as Spain, Poland and Azerbaijan and even briefly (during the Kuwait War) Syria.


TRANSLITERATION OF ARABIC NAMES


Transliteration of Arabic names remains a disjointed practice internationally and I do not claim to be a canon of standardisation. This monograph uses the more familiar English rendering of many common Iraqi names and as such differs from the practice adopted by the Duelfer Report and US Defense Department. So this text uses Saddam Hussein not Saddam Husayn; Hussein Kamal, not Husayn Kamil.


Some personalities were referred to by different parts of their extended name during 2003 and 2004 as allied agencies struggled to standardise their Arabic references. So Abd al Tawab Mullah Huwaysh was referred to either as Abd (probably the more correct rendering) or Huwaysh, the latter being favoured at the time to distinguish him quickly from - Abd Hamid Mahmud alTikriti, Saddam’s powerful private secretary. For ease, I have used Huwaysh. With Arabic place names, where a common definite article is commonly used, such as Al Muthanna, I have followed that practice.


Sources


This account of my time spent in Iraq in 2004 with the ISG does not draw on declassified source material. A fuller account of the Iraq Survey Group and Australia’s role in it and in the wider Iraq war of 2003 and subsequently will necessarily await the release of official records in the fullness of time. This account therefore draws on public material and my own observations.


So, a good part of this work is written in the first person and intended as a document of record. Where the views of senior Iraqis or Allied officials are mentioned, it is a record of what they said to me, unless otherwise noted.


I have included material related to me by others in Iraq where I believed their information was accurate and based on what they had seen or on which they acted. As numerous staff, US, UK and Australian, remain on active duty, I have not used their full names or have referred to them by first names only. I have also sought to respect the personal and professional privacy of others by not naming them. The exceptions are where names are already clearly on the public record.










CHAPTER 1:


IRAQ AND ITS WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION BEFORE PRESIDENT GEORGE W. BUSH


Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) program originated in President Saddam Hussein’s sense of strategic threat from Iran and to a lesser extent Israel. Israel was a long-standing strategic issue for Iraq. Iraq had been involved in the earliest Arab state armed confrontation of Israel in 1948.1 Iraq had seen itself as a leader among the Arab states and the common Arab position of hostility to Israel meant it always featured in Iraqi discourse on Middle East security. This propensity strengthened when Saddam formally came to power in 1979.


The sense of threat from Iran, though, was always more pressing than the growing power of Israel. This view had been present when Iran was still ruled by the Shah but was heightened with Iran’s 1979 Islamic revolution. The Iran–Iraq War in the 1980s cemented the threat in Iraqi thinking and throughout the 1990s, the posture of Iraqi ground forces was positioned against Iran. Iraqi leaders were always conscious of their demographic deficit compared to Iran, whose population generally outnumbered that of Iraq by roughly three to one. The deficit had been grimly apparent during the Iran–Iraq War when Tehran felt able to mount human wave infantry attacks against Iraqi positions. Breaking up such battlefield tactics had been one early consideration in Baghdad’s deployment of mustard and nerve agent against attacking Iranian infantry.


The Iraqi WMD program was broadly conceived. As Charles Duelfer pointed out in 2004, the Iraqi experience with WMD had stretched over thirty years and three wars.2 At various times it included nuclear, chemical and biological elements. These were accompanied by attempts to create strategic and tactical delivery systems including missile, aircraft, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAV) and supergun platforms. All were at very differing stages of development at any given time. Saddam interested himself in other advanced and even theoretical defence technologies such as rail-guns. He did so when he thought they were achievable within Iraqi industrial capabilities and if they gave a technological edge over Iran and other regional adversaries.


Iraq’s science culture distinguished it from its regional neighbours. Iraq’s scientific and secular intellectual tradition had an eminent pedigree and some deep roots not shared evenly in the region. So much so, a consciousness of this distinguishing tradition was a characteristic of the country’s elite, especially the Sunni and Christian elements of it. Baghdad had been founded in 762 as the new capital of the Abbasid caliphate, a young city compared to Cairo, Damascus, Jerusalem or some Iranian cities. An early Abbasid caliph and son of Harun al Rashid, Abu Jafar al Mamun (ruled 813 to 833) founded in Baghdad an institution styled the House of Wisdom (Bayt al Hikma). Al Mamun was fascinated by the secular intellectual achievements of the West and aware of other non-Islamic intellectual traditions in Iran (his mother was Persian), India with its mathematics and even China.


The institution al Mamun created, a kind of research university, was responsible for many of the early Arabic achievements in mathematics, science, cartography and philosophy. These included the work of the mathematician Muhammad ibn Musa al Khwarizmi, who was one of the originators of algebra and deviser of the decimal point system. The institution was noted for its vast library, perhaps one of the biggest in the world at the time, and was also responsible for a large body of translations into Arabic of Ancient Greek texts such as Ptolemy’s treatises on astronomy and the Roman writer Galen’s seminal works on medicine.


Scientific scholarship in Iraq went into profound decline after the sacking of Baghdad and destruction of the House of Wisdom by the Mongols in 1258. Although Iraq was thereafter an intellectual backwater for centuries, the early and distinguishing scientific and scholarly achievements of the Abbasids were a point of pride for later Iraqis. They were emphasised in school textbooks under the Baathists and their immediate predecessors3 and Saddam’s regime was to make a point of emphasising an historical continuity in Iraqi science and technology. A favourite reference for Saddam from this period was the mathematician and astronomer Ibn al Haytham (c. 965–c. 1040).


Iraq’s modern development of an indigenous scientific and technological community was one of its major social achievements. Iraqi scientific progress had its origins in the education reforms of Sati al Husri, the Sharifi4 long-time Director-General of Education, in that role from the formation of the Iraqi monarchy in 1921. Progress accelerated after the overthrow of the monarchy in 1958. After the Baath Party’s return to power in 1968 following the 17 July revolution, it sought to enhance Iraq’s scientific and technological (S&T) infrastructure by modeling it on Soviet lines, with specific applied science institutes. The Baathists were able to do so by building on a healthy existing educated scientific cadre. Saddam continued the trend. Under his rule the university system was extended to the extent that there was a university in every governorate.


Iraq had good reason to focus its development of scientific capability in disciplines that assisted its rural economy. One such area was the pesticides industry. As elsewhere, the biochemistry associated with agricultural pesticides lends itself to research and fabrication of nerve agents. As early as 1975, Baghdad sought to develop its agricultural pesticides capability at the more toxic organophosphate end of the spectrum most convenient for dual use applications in chemical weapons (CW).5


So, Iraq’s scientific establishment was able to advance Baghdad’s weapons programs indigenously, supported by manufacturing capacity within the country. Iraqi scientific planners also possessed the skill to find and access technology abroad discreetly. Discretion was seen as necessary both to avoid the prying eyes of Iraq’s foreign antagonists and because the never-trusting regime did not want to be mortgaged to foreign suppliers or experts from whom it sought help. But within these constraints, Iraqi talent spotting skills were considerable. So much so, that when formal and informal sanctions began to be applied to the regime, most emphatically after 1990, Baghdad was still able to identify, locate and acquire components or expertise abroad with consistent success.


In 1996, in the grip of sanctions and after (as it later became apparent) it had disposed of most of its WMD assets, Iraq established the Technology Transfer Committee. The committee chaired by Dr Ja’far Dhia Ja’far was responsible for identifying and tracking research outside Iraq germane to Iraqi needs. The committee tracked students studying abroad, attended trade shows and sought to develop educational exchanges.6 In this administrative innovation, Iraq was little different to the practice adopted by other non-Western developing countries such as China and India to accelerate scientific development by targeting specific enabling technologies and personnel abroad. What marked out Iraq was its military ambition and implications.


The beginnings of rogue innovation


An early example of Iraq’s defence S&T innovation was its effort to acquire supergun technology as a means of delivering nuclear or chemical warheads. After 1945, the Western allies had experimented with the concept of a very long-range supergun to deliver nuclear warheads as an alternative to missiles or manned bombers. Under what was known as the High Altitude Research Project (HARP), a prototype supergun was assembled on the south coast of Barbados in 1961 as a joint US/Canadian activity. The gun had a barrel length of 36 metres (still the world’s longest as a free moving barrel) and a calibre 424 millimetre. In 1963, HARP fired a projectile to an altitude of over 180 kilometres.7 The prototype was capable of a range of over 4000 kilometres8 and proved a projectile could be fired the length of the Atlantic, splashing down near the Falkland Islands.9


For a range of reasons, including the development of submarine launched ballistic missiles, the supergun was never further deployed by the Western allies. The experiment closed in 1967. The concept did not escape the notice of Iraqi officials, however. Baghdad managed to recruit one of the leading scientists involved in the allied supergun, the Canadian ballistician Dr Gerald Bull. Bull was to have a history of involvement with rogue regimes and earlier had helped the pariah apartheid South African government develop the revolutionary G5 howitzer.


In 1988, Bull had commenced an undertaking in Iraq known as Project Babylon, to construct a more rigid version of the supergun.10 A weapon 450 metres long (built into a hill to stabilise it) with a 1-metre bore (more than twice the calibre of the Barbados prototype) was under construction in Iraq at Jebal Hamrayn 200 kilometres north of Baghdad in 1990. Bull, however, was murdered in Brussels in that year. 11 His killers’ identity was never established, but Israeli operatives12 or even the Iraqis themselves were suspected. The Babylon supergun’s completion was stalled simultaneously when Customs officials prevented the export to Iraq of key components from the United Kingdom two weeks before Bull was killed in Brussels.


The capacity to seek out advanced military technologies remained a feature of Iraqi defence doctrine. These were dogged but not always successful. From 1990 to 2000 Iraq made multiple efforts to develop or obtain rail-gun technology. Rail-gun technology uses electromagnetic power to propel a projectile at extremely high speeds and can have nuclear engineering uses. Iraq’s interest, though, was with air-defence rather than nuclear applications.13 Iraq’s rail-gun aspirations proved fruitless.


Rise and fall of the nuclear program


Iraq had had a civil nuclear program since 1959 and gained its first reactor, supplied by the Soviet Union, in 1968. Iraq seems to have made the decision to try and built a nuclear weapon relatively late. It was not until April 1987 that it established a program known as the Al-Hussein project (not to be confused with a ballistic missile program with a similar name) under Hussein Kamal to ascertain what steps were necessary to clandestinely develop a nuclear weapons program.14 In the meantime, Iraq progressively developed a range of supporting technologies and infrastructure that were the building blocks towards giving it the option of going down the nuclear weapons route.


By the late 1970s, Saddam was operating its reactor from the Soviet Union without International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) safeguards and had acquired a stock of un-safeguarded highly enriched uranium (HEU) from France. In 1976, France also supplied the Osirak reactor to the nuclear facility at Tuwethah, on the southern outskirts of Baghdad. Tel Aviv was not prepared to give Iraq the benefit of the doubt as to what the Iraqi developments might lead to. The reactor was bombed by the Israeli air force in 1981. Despite this setback, Saddam persisted. Iraqi increased efforts at hiding the nuclear program and Tuwethah was given high surrounding earth berms to reduce its vulnerability to low-level air attack.


Iraq had already suffered other kinetic action against its nuclear program. In 1980, Yahya El Mashad, an Egyptian scientist who headed the Iraqi nuclear program, was murdered in his hotel room in Paris, allegedly by Israeli operatives, a charge Tel Aviv denied.15 Israel is alleged to have taken other measures to disrupt Iraqi access to nuclear technology including a string of killings of travelling Iraqi scientists and technicians in Europe throughout 1980.16 The year before Yahya El Mashad’s death, explosions in French warehouses claimed by a previously unheard of French environmentalist group delayed delivery of reactor components to Iraq.17


Iraq appears to have decided against industrial developments that would have allowed a path to a plutonium bomb. Such a structure would have required a new reactor un-monitored by the IAEA. Instead in 1982, following the start of the Iran–Iraq War, Iraq went down the HEU route and began an effort to achieve a uranium enrichment capability.18


Iraq always had other procurement problems associated with its WMD and strategic industries activities and the nuclear program was no exception. Acquisition of uranium in any form was an issue. Iraq had a low-grade uranium mine at Abu Skhair, close to the city of Najaf. But it was prepared to try expensive and novel extraction processes as alternatives to mining. It made some progress extracting uranium as a by-product of superphosphate production at the Al Qaim Superphosphate Fertilizer Plant, in the Euphrates Valley 380 kilometres from Baghdad near the Syrian border. This plant’s usefulness ended during the Kuwait War when it was destroyed by coalition air strikes.


Because Iraq had insufficient HEU, the regime sought to develop a high-speed centrifuge route to enrichment. It tried to hide early work on such a program by purporting to develop a civil carbon fibre program. The intention was that such an activity could allow it to plausibly buy maraging steel, an indispensable raw material in highspeed centrifuges.


After Iraq’s 1987 formal decision to formulate a nuclear weapons program, Iraq began work on a nuclear weapon research, development and production complex at Al Athir (Al Atheer), 68 kilometres south of Baghdad.19 By 1990, Iraq was in theory about three years away from a result.20


But secrecy and isolation imposed three technological impediments to further progress after 1990. One was the insufficient supply of U235, forcing Iraq instead to rely on difficult extraction from spent and under-irradiated uranium from French and Russian sources. More severe was the absence of a working design for a bomb, especially concerning a neutron initiator. Instead Iraqi scientists and engineers were moving down a gas gun route, which made Iraq’s separate rail-gun work important. Lastly, Iraq could not make progress on a high-explosive lens, needed for a triggering mechanism – although it appears to have gained access to Russian flyer-plate technology to get around this problem.


Iraq’s nuclear weapons program effectively ended in 1991 with major blows delivered by allied air-strikes associated with the Kuwait War.21 The Kuwait War provided the opportunity for the US-led coalition to stymie further progress. Most nuclear infrastructure was bombed out of existence and the Al Athir complex was demolished under IAEA supervision in 1993.


So, Iraq had no intact nuclear program when the coalition invaded in 2003. Airstrikes, sanctions and limits to indigenous engineering had forced its abandonment. Iraq retained skilled nuclear personnel, but an increasing problem was keeping them current in their skills and disciplines given regime reluctance to allowing them to maintain such knowledge by working abroad, even if they could gain such opportunities in the teeth of sanctions. And as will be seen, resort to their skills by other branches of the Iraqi state technological infrastructure was to be a further erosion of capability.


Building a nuclear weapon or a wide-area CBW device is one thing; developing the means to deliver it against an enemy is another. At various stages, Iraq had considered manned strike aircraft, the supergun and ballistic missiles as strategic delivery systems. Iraq had already shown, in the Iran–Iraq War, that it had mastered the tactical use of chemical weapons (CW), mainly through use of artillery. Iraq’s work on the supergun, directed initially against Israel, had shown the limits of the system in Iraqi hands. As the system was immobile – being built into the side of hill – it had a rigid and inflexible arc of fire. Targets were limited to those in an unchangeable projectile flight-path, though the range could probably be raised or lowered by alteration of the propellant charge. Firing a nuclear shell in such a fashion was still a strategic threat to Israel. But the system was not deployable against Iran and would have required a new system or systems to be built.


Iraq had only a small capacity to deliver a nuclear bomb by strike aircraft after 1991. Iraq’s previous air strike capability had been either largely destroyed by the coalition in the Kuwait War or lost when Saddam decided to send much of his air force into refuge in Iran in the last days of the Kuwait War – a decision he later bitterly regretted. Earlier, during the ‘tanker war’ in the Gulf, Iraqi Mirage aircraft had been able on occasion to launch strikes against Iranian oil loading facilities and nearby tankers. The Iraqi Air Force proved repeatedly it could strike as far south as Kharg Island in the Gulf 280 kilometres from the Iraqi coast and considerably further than its launching airfields. Because of payload configuration issues such a capability, even then, did not necessarily equate with an ability to reliably airdrop a nuclear weapon in Iran, especially in the teeth of Iranian air-defences. The limited pre-Kuwait capability in Iraq was largely gone with the war’s conclusion.


Missiles going backwards


The situation was only a little better after 1991 with Iraq’s formerly strong ballistic missile capability. Iraq had had a solid base of Soviet-supplied missiles and supporting equipment that had been arriving since the 1970s. By 1991, the Soviet Union had supplied 819 Scud-B missiles.22 Iraq used Scud components to build the Al Hussein ballistic missile with a conventional warhead to strike Tehran and other Iranian cities in the so-called War of the Cities in the closing stages of the Iran–Iraq War. Iraq progressively developed both a capacity to modify and improve these systems, and when foreign supply was cut after the Iran–Iraq War to develop and manufacture its own delivery system using cannibalised Scud airframes.


In August 1990 in the Kuwait War it launched ballistic missiles against Israel and Saudi Arabia, again with only conventional warheads. These missile strikes had a petulant character. Iraq’s development of ballistic missiles was unaccompanied by any strategic doctrine or purpose for their use beyond a very basic level of attempting to terrorise civilians and thereby exert some pressure on their governments.


Always conscious of the limits of its airpower after Kuwait, Iraq worked hard throughout the 1990s on ballistic missile systems, but with disappointing results. Unlike formerly, it could not rework Scud systems: the ISG confirmed Iraq had expended or destroyed all of the 819 Scud airframes received from the Soviets. UN Security Council (UNSC) resolutions and UN agency inspections after 1991 had indeed eliminated most of Iraq’s missile inventory and production capability.23 UN resolutions did allow Iraq to develop and possess ballistic missiles with a range not exceeding 150 kilometres.


Accordingly, Iraq devoted its considerable stock of personnel and expertise into systems development within this window. Principal effort went into the Al Samud II liquid propellant and the Al Fatah solid propellant missiles. In the event a UN expert panel decided in February 2003 that the Al Samud II exceeded the 150-kilometre rule and ordered its destruction. The opening of the Iraq War prevented the United Nations (UN) completing its destruction program.


More important than the finer points of the Al Samud II’s range was the skill preservation its production program endowed. Probably more than in any other WMD program (except perhaps biological weapons – BW), Iraq preserved a rapid rearmament ability in its ballistic missile program. Iraq had reassembled some production facilities, such as a casting pit for larger diameter rocket motors24 that would have allowed it to move quickly to manufacturing longer-range missiles.


The ballistic missile program assumed greater significance, especially in view of Iraqi fears about advances in the rival Iranian ballistic missile program. But even prior to Kuwait, Baghdad’s focus was on CBW delivery capabilities. Iraq had weaponised a 122 millimetre diameter rocket in 1989. And Iraq had been able to stabilise BW payloads within specialised containers, which went into production in 1991. Iraqi scientists and technicians went on to weaponise a 500 millimetre rocket (Al Fatah) for such warheads by 1997. Iraqi personnel sought to enhance the terminal effects of their warheads with the introduction of a 900-bomblet warhead in 2000 and barometric fuses (allowing airburst munitions) by 2002.


That said, ISG assessed that the development of appropriate capabilities notwithstanding, there was no evidence Iraq intended to weaponise the Al Samud II with CBW warheads.25


More broadly, Iraqi civil science under Saddam became caught in a tug-of-war between civil activities and the relentless, if economically inefficient, build-up of Iraq’s Military Industrial Commission (MIC) first under Saddam’s erratic son-in-law Hussein Kamal and then his successors after 1996. The Iraqi Atomic Energy Commission (IAEC) charged with Iraq’s legitimate civil nuclear programs suffered. With many of its facilities destroyed by air attacks in the Kuwait War, two thirds of its staff were reassigned to military roles in the 1990s, with the best people going to the MIC. Only after 1996 did Saddam again favour the IAEC with the best graduates, but he also directed an increase in dual use programs, adaptable to either military or civil uses, including within the universities.


Bad chemistry


Formal international sanctions on Iraq began to develop in response to the widening tactical resort to CW in the Iran–Iraq War of 1980– 1988. CW was, throughout, the form of WMD with which Iraq was most popularly associated abroad. Iraq began to use, in an escalating fashion, a progressively more sophisticated set of chemical agents in munitions. Iraq’s initial CW agent consisted of material used in World War I – phosgene and mustard. Iraqi scientists and engineers moved on to the nerve agent sarin sometime later.


Iraqi doctrine usually mandated the use of CW in the form of artillery shells, artillery rockets and aerial bombs to halt Iranian human wave infantry attacks that had breached Iraqi lines. The purpose was defensive and usually a means to disrupt the Iranian breakthrough long enough for highly capable Iraqi reserve armour to arrive and plug the gap in the lines. In this respect, Iraqi practice was distinct from the experience of World War I where the earliest use of CW was an inefficient attempt to assist offensive infantry operations.


Iraqi use of CW in an offensive fashion did not appear until the closing stages of the war. It did so, however, in a highly effective manner and appears to have had a powerful tactical effect in the Al Faw offensive that allowed Iraq to claw back ground lost in the early stages of the war in the sensitive Shatt al Arab waterway area at the head of the Gulf.


The ISG found that following the Kuwait War in 1991 the regime used air-dropped CW against Shia insurgents in southern Iraq. Revolt and disorder had broken out across much of the country as Iraq’s defeat in the war became obvious and a follow-on Allied occupation of Iraq a possibility. As part of its wider efforts to crush the revolt, CW – mostly sarin and tear gas – were dropped from Mi-8 helicopters at An Najaf and elsewhere. The sarin munitions used were a type of binary bomb, one where two separated innocuous chemicals combine when the bomb detonates to form sarin. Despite earlier Iraqi success in the Iran–Iraq War with sarin delivered as a binary munition, the weapon performed poorly dropped from helicopters.26 Regime success in crushing the revolt probably resulted instead from its wide use of conventional violence and terror.


Saddam ‘never abandoned his intentions to resume a CW effort when sanctions were lifted and conditions were judged favourable’.27 Saddam thought CW had saved Iraq twice, against Iran and when (he believed) it had deterred a US invasion in the closing stages of the Kuwait War. He believed Iraq’s legitimate chemical industry was basically robust. He believed that when it was restored after sanctions were lifted its dual-use capabilities and the knowledge base and intellectual capital that had been created and preserved among Iraqi scientists would allow Iraq to rearm.


That said, ISG also found that Iraq had destroyed its remaining CW in the early 1990s and was disarmed of CW at the time of the 2003 invasion. Moving to build CW is relatively simple for any country with an established chemical industry. Iraq was unremarkable in this respect.


Iraq was able to undertake a slow reconstruction of its chemical industry in the late 1990s for sound civil reasons. For Western watchers of this development it illustrated the challenges of assessing capability and intent around CW. Intent was hard to judge. But Saddam in 2003 was resigned to not having CW for the present. He saw the future as another story, but was innocent of President Bush’s CW charges against him in 2003.


Earlier Iraqi use of CW against Iranian forces in the 1980s, and rumours of its development of BW, prompted an Iranian move to follow suit. Concerns rose quickly in the West and elsewhere that a WMD arms race in the Gulf would be a major threat and a dangerous precedent with wider implications. The proliferation and use of such systems had largely been prevented by common international adherence to the Geneva Protocol of 1925.28


The global response to the Middle East arms race


One consequence of this growing threat was the emergence in 1985 of the Australia Group, conceived in part by then Australian Foreign Minister Bill Hayden. Hayden became aware that senior UN officials were pleased with the results of having borrowed senior Australian defence scientists in 1984 – notably Dr Peter Dunn from the Defence Science and Technology Organization (DSTO) – to investigate Iranian complaints of Iraqi use of chemical agents in combat during the Iran–Iraq War then raging. Seeing an opportunity to build Australian diplomatic profile, Hayden’s successor Gareth Evans strongly encouraged continuing Australian Defence Science involvement with multilateral counter-proliferation efforts.


The Australia Group was (and remains) an international control regime, joined by a widening group of countries, whose purpose is to identify CW and BW precursors, supporting technology, components and equipment and to embargo their export to designated proliferator countries. Iraq and Iran were early targets of such action and sanction.


One consequence of Iraq coming to the attention of the Australia Group was an escalating set of measures that obstructed its access to precursor materiel and enabling technology for its CW campaign against Iran – and its ability to develop its BW capability. In particular, Western European companies previously happy to develop their newfound market in Iraq for dangerous goods became more cautious.


Iraq’s isolation as a result of its WMD activity increased after it lost the Kuwait War in 1990–91. Iraq entered a period where it was subject to growing international sanctions beyond those related to CW and BW. United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 661 in response to the invasion of Kuwait put in place financial sanctions that were to last until the 2003 invasion of Iraq itself.


Despite sanctions, Iraq’s WMD moved forward in several areas, shepherded initially by Hussein Kamal. But Baghdad needed sanctions lifted and the first break it achieved was the introduction of the UN-sponsored Oil-For-Food (OFF) program in 1996. Having achieved this advance, including renewed access to illicit funds through corruption of OFF, Saddam sought to eliminate UN inspections of Iraqi WMD programs which had been undertaken by UNSCOM (UN Special Commission) since 1991 after the Kuwait War.


UNSCOM had been vigorous and effective. It built on coalition bombing during the Kuwait War, which wrought crippling damage on Al Muthanna and other Iraqi WMD sites. Between 1992 and 1994, UNSCOM’s Chemical Destruction Group supervised the documenting and destruction of CW equipment and stocks at Iraq’s main CW facility at Al Muthanna. This included use of a purpose-built incinerator for the destruction of mustard agent.29 Up to 1996, UNSCOM had overseen destruction of 30,000 pieces of CW-ordnance, 480,000 litres of chemical agent and over 2 million litres of CW precursor chemicals. UNSCOM’s BW and nuclear activities were equally intrusive and, as with inspection of CW sites, gave a good insight into the effect and comprehensiveness of the aerial bombing campaign.


Iraq’s BW program followed a similar trajectory to the bigger CW effort. The ISG found that Iraqi BW between the mid-1970s and 2003 experienced roller-coaster-like fluctuations in its fortunes, reaching a peak in 1991 from which it plummeted only to begin another slow but strong rise to 1995 only to crash again then sputter forward once more to the destruction of the regime. But a strong body of intellectual capital persisted throughout.


Advancing the BW program


Iraq’s BW program dated from the 1970s under the first Baathist president Ahmed Hassan Al-Bakr. As the program developed under Saddam, though, it had some organisational differences to the CW experience. The ISG found that the BW program had its origins in the requirements of the Iraqi Intelligence Service (IIS), which continued an association with the program from the early 1970s almost to the fall of the regime. Until 1985 Iraqi BW development focused in IIS assassination and murder requirements and not military applications.30


The Iraqi BW program moved up a gear after 1985 into military weaponisation driven by the demands of the Iran–Iraq War. What followed was some of the most creative military science of the entire Iraqi WMD experience. A five-year plan towards BW weaponisation was introduced with the political and industrial muscle of Hussein Kamal at the MIC coupled with the scientific clout of Dr Rihab Taha, herself an anthrax specialist.


By 1991 Iraq had made some innovative BW advances. Large quantities of BW agent were available from indigenous Iraqi production including anthrax, botulism as Clostridium perfringens, aflatoxin and some ricin. Some of these agents were weaponised (though not always deployed) into ballistic missiles, aerial bombs, artillery shells and aircraft spray tanks.31


Notable among these advances was the program for ballistic missile warheads loaded with anthrax spores. This program represented considerable original research and development. (Whether the spores would have survived impact was a much-discussed issue in arms control circles.) But Iraq was also bringing comparatively simple adaptions of civil technology to the program. While the aircraft spray tanks for BW were an adaption of crop dusting aircraft concepts, Iraqi ambitions led to efforts to modify drop-tanks on fast jets. Considerable work went into adapting drop-tanks on an Iraqi Air Force Mirage F1 before the Kuwait War, a development the Iraqis considered a success. 32


Saddam had confidence in the systems, however, and the ISG found that prior to the Kuwait War he was prepared to use them in the event there was a direct attack on the Iraqi leadership or if the United States used any form of WMD against Iraq. In the event, despite Allied forces crossing into Iraq and the collapsing state of Iraqi defences, it seems he did not come near giving an order to strike with BW.


Iraqi BW facilities suffered slightly less from the Kuwait War airstrikes than other elements of the WMD family. The extent of Iraq’s BW capacity was a better kept secret than its nuclear and CW programs. Nonetheless in late 1991 Iraq suddenly initiated a unilateral destruction of its BW stocks and most of its related production equipment. The ISG examination of the background to this impulsive event showed a picture of fear, panic and chaos in a regime normally far more measured and patient in the management of its international engagement and its WMD strategy.


The decision appears to have resulted from a misguided inspection by the IAEA in the aftermath of the Kuwait War. IAEA inspectors in late June 1991 were barred from entering sites in Abu Ghraib and Fallujah, neither of which had direct nuclear associations. (The Abu Ghraib facility was a precision-machining plant more closely connected with Iraq’s ballistic missile program.) Shots were fired over the inspectors’ heads.


The resulting international outcry convinced many in the Iraqi leadership that Iraq would now face a heightened and more intrusive level of inspections of suspect sites. Some even thought a new war with the United States could result.33 Effective inspections would reveal Iraq had been lying about significant WMD programs, especially in BW. Orders were issued to begin wholesale destruction of stocks and equipment. But ISG found evidence that some in the leadership, notably Hussein Kamal, had resolved to destroy the BW program as early as April seeing its continuation as too politically dangerous with Washington’s next moves still unclear following the liberation of Kuwait.


The destruction proceeded in secret and in a decentralised and undocumented fashion that would haunt Iraq later. How complete Saddam’s knowledge was of the destruction was unclear. Hussein Kamal had a record of lying to him (and his colleagues) and Hussein Kamal was a main driver of the destruction decision. But Saddam’s sons Uday and Qusay involved themselves in the exercise, so it seems unlikely Saddam was uninformed.


Iraqi confidence soon returned. Between late 1991 and 1996 Iraq was again expanding its BW infrastructure, especially that centred on the Al Hakam facility 65 kilometres south-west of Baghdad. The facility had produced anthrax Bacillus anthracis and botulism Clostridium botulinum toxins among a range of other agents. It had new five cubic metre fermenters in 1995 and was looking to acquire fermenters ten times that size.


The rapid progress of Iraqi BW development came to a halt with Saddam’s decisions in 1995 and 1996 to cooperate with UNSCOM and acquiesce34 in the closure and sealing of Al Hakam. The ISG found no evidence that the BW program was revived before the 2003 invasion.


Iraq in the lead-up to the 2003 invasion


Iraqi diplomacy was relentless, though, and Saddam managed to eliminate UNSCOM effectively by 1998. But this seeming success came with a cost. President Clinton, under pressure domestically from a Republican attempt to impeach him, responded to Saddam’s alleged obstruction of UNSCOM by launching a four-day bombing campaign in December 1998 - including supporting airstrikes by the RAF - without UNSC approval. This action was styled Operation Desert Fox. Given that much of Saddam’s WMD stockpile had been disposed of by this stage, much of the damage done by the airstrikes was to physical infrastructure such as laboratory buildings, some of Saddam’s palaces and Republican Guard facilities. Nonetheless there was an effect on WMD activity. One of the ISG’s findings under its initial leader David Kay was that Desert Fox had succeeded beyond what seemed apparent at the time.35


The sum of these developments was that Saddam was forced to readmit UN inspectors in 1999 in the form of UNMOVIC (UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission for Iraq),36 but money was now flowing into Iraq and sanctions were crumbling. The international tone changed after 11 September 2001 (‘9/11’) and President George W. Bush’s articulation of the concept of the ‘Axis of Evil’ in January 2002. The Iraqi strategy of the gradual erosion of the pressure on it collapsed with Bush’s decision in 2002 to radically escalate the pressure on Baghdad and eventually to initiate the Iraq War in 2003.


But Saddam’s efforts to erode sanctions did not equate to a decision to renew the pathway to WMD. Nor was Iraq’s military industrial capability in a state to do so even if Saddam wished. Beginning work in 2003, the ISG came to the view that Iraq transitioned after 1998 from a state able to build and maintain a modern war machine into a technological scavenger.37


In hindsight, both UN agencies did an effective job.38 As the later ISG was to establish, doubts about Iraqi compliance with UN resolutions on its WMD disarmament were less to do with Iraqi compliance than with a determination by Saddam to preserve ambiguity on the issue in order to maintain deterrence against regional antagonists, principally Iran.


Nor was Iraq an exporter of WMD or of WMD technology. Such exports would have been difficult in the teeth of UN sanctions and demanding given the forced reduction of Iraqi WMD capabilities in the 1990s. The ISG concluded that Iraq had not been a deliberate WMD exporter, not even to Syria, which actively aided the undermining of UN sanctions,39 although a limited amount of material may have been moved by individuals.


Dissent over WMD in Iraq


Prior to the 2003 invasion, the consensus among Australian Defence analysts was that there was no significant WMD in Iraq and that apparent evidence to the contrary was unconvincing.40 These analysts and intelligence managers did not, for example, agree with US Secretary of State Colin Powell’s statement to the UNSC in 2002 that the US had identified mobile anthrax laboratories in Iraq. The Australian analysts were correct. The ISG found the vehicles to be weather balloon support caravans. Separately, John Gee, a former senior analyst in the Office of National Assessments (ONA), Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) officer and UN weapons inspector wrote in his private capacity to the then Minister of Defence Senator Hill also dissenting from the US analysis, but the Minister declined to receive his letter.41 According to The Guardian, Gee wrote a similar letter to Foreign Minister Alexander Downer in early 2004. Downer allegedly directed that the letter be classified Secret.


Some Australian analysts within ONA did not share the perspectives of their Defence colleagues or experienced inspectors such as Gee. At times these differences did translate into personal animosities between some ONA staff and their colleagues elsewhere.42 Whatever the basis of the ONA officers’ views, it is likely the ONA view came to the attention of the Prime Minister, under whose ministerial aegis ONA sat. Conceivably the ONA minority opinion gave him a basis to assert intelligence supported the existence of Iraqi WMD. While his Cabinet colleague the Minister for Defence would have had contrary advice, Howard chose to cleave to a public belief in Iraqi WMD.


But ONA views were not unanimous. In a different category was the March 2003 public dissent and resignation of an ONA analyst (and later MP) Andrew Wilkie.43 Wilkie was not a former weapons inspector or WMD science analyst, unlike Gee and other dissenters. He did not have a first-hand insight into the complex world of Iraqi WMD. He had formed a particular critical view about the role of the United States in the world that was not that of the Australian intelligence community (AIC) mainstream. His dissent focused strongly on what he saw as Prime Minister Howard’s dissimulation about the threat from Iraq. He therefore questioned the motives for Australia going to war. Wilkie considered Iraq in 2003 was not an immediate threat to any other country. He formed the view that the WMD justification for going to war in Iraq was without foundation and in this latter regard he was in strong company within much of the AIC, which in all other respects was usually closely in agreement with the direction of US strategy.


UK analysts were in a similar position to Australian colleagues. The UK 2004 Butler Report (more formally the Review of Intelligence of Weapons of Mass Destruction) documented the strong doubts within the Defence Intelligence Staff (DIS) in London.44


US dissent to the invasion of Iraq came most conspicuously from inside the US military, rather than within the intelligence community. In keeping with wider senior military dissent from Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld’s direction for the US Armed Forces, a number of senior officers opposed plans to invade Iraq in principle and in terms of how it might be done. Best known was LTGEN Gregory Newbold, who as Director of Operations (J3) at the Joint Chiefs of Staff retired in 2002 after disagreeing with Rumsfeld over the planned war. Newbold continued to criticise Rumsfeld into retirement and in 2006 published an article in Time magazine entitled ‘Why Iraq Was a Mistake’.45


Distinct from the issue of whether Iraqi WMD existed was the nature of the Iraq that was to be invaded. In the United Kingdom especially, academic and former diplomatic Arabists warned of the consequences of invading Iraq.46 They made little impression on Tony Blair. London’s disinclination to exploit the vast intellectual capital and knowledge of the Middle East and especially the Gulf, available in the United Kingdom ahead of the war is one of many puzzles surrounding the coalition decision to invade. No UK Gulf scholar or specialist thought invading was a good idea. The chasm between the UK scholar-specialists and the policy-makers says much about the often-limited influence of specialists on government. Australia’s own scholarly Arabic community and that of former DFAT personnel with Middle East experience was much smaller, did not noticeably raise its voice and was of inconsequential influence with government.
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