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To Anne Kristin,


our daughters, Ane and Heidi,


and my mother, Margot












We—even we here—hold the power and bear the responsibility.




—ABRAHAMLINCOLN




A community is like a ship. Everyone ought to be prepared to take the helm.




—HENRIKIBSEN
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Preface










THIS BOOKis an eyewitness account from many years of travel and work in the disaster and war zones of our time. Both in the field and the world’s capitals I have met the best and worst among us. I have confronted warlords, mass murderers, and tyrants, but I have met many more peacemakers, relief workers, and human rights activists who risk their lives at humanity’s first line of defense.




I am convinced that for the majority of people, the world is getting better. There is more peace, more people are fed and educated, and fewer are forced to become refugees than a generation ago—in spite of the halfhearted investment by rich and powerful nations.




During my years in the United Nations as undersecretary-general, emergency relief coordinator, and special adviser for Secretary-General Kofi Annan, I saw firsthand how effective multilateral action saved vulnerable communities who were at the edge of the abyss. I saw how local and regional efforts, aided by the UN, brought a measure of progress and peace in war-torn societies. Millions received relief and even more got security as wars were ending in Liberia and Sierra Leone, Eastern Congo and Burundi, Angola and South Sudan, Northern Uganda and Lebanon, Kosovo, East Timor, and Nepal.




The UN coordinated and facilitated massive international relief for the victims of the Indian Ocean tsunami, the South Asian earthquake of 2005, the droughts at the Horn of Africa, the hunger of Southern Africa, and the ethnic cleansing campaigns in Darfur. In all of these emergencies hundreds of thousands of lives were predicted to be lost. These somber predictions were, against all odds, averted because multilateral action that builds on local capacities is effective.




Still, lives saved through emergency relief are too often not protected thereafter. The victims receive food and blankets, but not security, not peace, not human rights. We can succeed in ensuring real change only when we have unreserved political support from the leaders of the world’s powerful capitals and sufficient resources from its richest nations. We fail when there is no political unity of purpose among the member states. We fail, tragically and repeatedly, when the UN and regional organizations are not provided with the economic and security resources needed.




A billion lives are still at stake at humanity’s front lines. This is the number of fellow human beings without drinking water, daily food, or even a dollar a day to survive on.




Climate change makes all nations more vulnerable to extreme weather hazards. Only collective, multilateral efforts can prevent, respond to, and mitigate the effects of the “once in a generation” disasters that will increasingly strike in the south as well as the north. The vulnerability of even the strongest industrialized nations was amply proved in 2005 when Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed local and national emergency response systems in the United States.




On the following pages I offer a firsthand report from communities and crisis areas where much is still at stake and more needs to be done. I am not in any operational position in the United Nations and can reflect now on what I saw and what I learned. The most important thing I learned is that our generation has the resources, technology, and institutions to end the massive suffering that is taking place on our watch. It is a question of will.













A BILLION LIVES













1.





Always Speak the Truth










GUIGLO ISa small town in the lush western province of Ivory Coast, which in 2006 was engulfed in crippling fear. For many years it had been among the most prosperous areas of West Africa, with profitable cocoa plantations and a booming forestry industry. But behind the façade of peaceful economic growth there was mounting tension between those who considered themselves the original inhabitants, and the descendents of those who came from the north to find work. The few countries interested in western Africa woke up late to the fact that the former French colony was not the success story it had been promoting itself as. Ivory Coast was a nation torn by ethnic discrimination, war, violent youth gangs, and spectacularly bad government. Liberia and Sierra Leone lie to the west—places of child soldiers, mutilations, and massacres—and the poorest desert nations on earth are to the north. Consequently, few wanted to face the truth about a nation that had come to symbolize African recovery from generations of colonial rule. In 2002 and 2003 the country had been split in two, with the rebel New Forces movement in control of the northern half of the country and continuing strife in the south and west.




I came to this remote region in February 2006 as UN undersecretary-general and emergency relief coordinator. Our humanitarian operations had been attacked and our buildings in Guiglo had been burned down four weeks earlier. As world public opinion was focused on the growing carnage in post-invasion Iraq, another emergency was allowed to develop. It was my job, as head of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), to mobilize attention, gather resources, and promote positive change when disasters occurred. Coordinating humanitarian action within the United Nations and between the UN and other governmental and nongovernmental humanitarian organizations meant I had access to all the actors, good and bad, but could not order anyone to do anything unless they were convinced it was right. The pattern of the violence and the atrocities in Ivory Coast was too familiar to me from previous travels to the Congo, Kosovo, Darfur, Chad, Colombia, the Middle East, and too many other places where fighting takes place amid the civilian population and is often waged directly against them. The anger builds when I see, time and again, how in our age it is more dangerous to be a woman or a child in these battlefields than an armed, adult male soldier.




With the help of hate radio, the “Jeune Patriots,” the “young patriots” of President Laurent Gbagbo’s dominant political party, had specialized in beating, raping, and killing defenseless people, primarily those from the Burkinabe ethnic minority, and the political opposition. The United Nations was provided with peacekeepers from its member states to go to Ivory Coast and Guiglo to try to prevent further ethnic violence, but it was too late. And the troops were ill prepared and ill equipped to confront fanatical thugs.




When a young man was killed in a confrontation between the gangs and the UN force, hate radio immediately called upon “all patriots” to “avenge the death” by attacking the minorities, the opposition groups, and “all foreigners,” especially peacekeepers and humanitarian workers. In the violent chaos the peacekeepers, who were there to protect civilians and humanitarian operations, fled. The government forces and police, as usual, did nothing to stop the “young patriots.”




 




We walk amid the charred ruins of our local OCHA office and the destroyed offices, vehicles, and warehouses of the other UN agencies. The Save the Children compound and many other centers of relief have been looted, burned, and destroyed. The relief groups here have done effective humanitarian work for tens of thousands of vulnerable civilians for years. Now all international staff have been evacuated and most humanitarian services are at a standstill. The terrorized minorities who have fled to overcrowded camps receive no supplies and no protection.




I end the sad tour with an open-air meeting under a straw roof erected next to town hall. All the local dignitaries are there, sitting at a long table with a white cloth: the mayor, the government prefect, the military and police commanders, and the community leaders, including the chief of the dominant local tribe. They have come to meet me and my delegation from UN headquarters in New York, Geneva, and the capital, Abidjan, reluctantly. They know that I represent Secretary-General Kofi Annan and that I will report back to the powerful Security Council, which, after much time lost on futile discussions, has finally decided to impose sanctions on the head of the Jeune Patriots, on another leading politician working for President Gbagbo, and on a commander in the New Forces in the north. These men cannot leave the country without being arrested and will have their foreign assets frozen.




After the initial introductions, I get straight to the point: “I am the envoy of your fellow West African, the United Nations secretary-general, and I have come from the other end of the world to speak the truth and to seek justice. You all know that my UN and humanitarian colleagues came here because there was violence against defenseless women and children here and many unmet human needs. We came here in good faith and as your guests. The attacks, the burning, and the pillaging I have witnessed today is criminal behavior of the worst kind. I know that you know who did this, as I know you know the voices of Radio Guiglo who spoke hate and started the violence. They have to be severely punished and you are accountable for making that happen. I have a letter to President Gbagbo from Kofi Annan asking for three million dollars in compensation for the losses we sustained. If there is continued impunity I will ask for more sanctions against your leaders from the Security Council.”




My French isn’t perfect, but a simple, straightforward, and angry message is not difficult to get across even with errors in grammar. Looking at the embarrassed mayor, prefect, police chief, and military commander, I can see that I have been understood. So why are the twenty or so young men who marched in as I was speaking apparently having trouble getting the message? A number of them stand and start shouting at me: “What about the UN soldiers who shot our comrade? What about the foreign tribes who came to take our jobs and our land? Who are really the criminals?”




I prepare to respond—they all know that the violence and pillaging was unprovoked—but the UN humanitarian coordinator for Ivory Coast, Abdoulaye Mar Dieye, who is Senegalese, leans over to whisper in my ear: “This is definitely when we take our leave. Those guys are the rank and file of the local Jeune Patriots, who you rightly labeled dangerous criminals.” As we go to our cars I notice the tribal chief engaging some of the young men in a shouting match. The policeman from Benin who is assigned as my one and only bodyguard, and who sat in a chair in front of my hotel room all last night, bravely takes a position in front of the car, his revolver in hand. Another large group of “young patriots” has arrived and now surrounds our four vehicles.




After a long twenty minutes inside our locked cars, the chief pushes himself through the mob and shouts some orders and a narrow opening is provided. Our local Ivorian colleagues later confirm that the paramount chief had single-handedly managed to convince the young thugs that it was a bad proposition to smash our cars and beat us up, as the leaders of the Jeune Patriots had wanted. They confirm that the chief is scared of sanctions and took it to heart when I said the community leaders are accountable for what happened. He says he will control the ‘patriots’ in the future and urges me to get the humanitarian organizations to return to the area.




We drive to the nearby camp where seven thousand displaced Burkinabe victims of the violence have taken refuge. Several hundred men, women, and children are waiting in an open space. Their greetings are formal and cordial, but the questions posed by their gray-haired leaders are honest and heartbreaking: “We have no protection nor supplies if we do not get it from the international community. So why did you all flee with your peacekeepers and aid workers and leave us behind to our fate?” A mother of three raises her hand: “The president, his tribe, and his Jeune Patriots have forced us away from the plantations that have been our homes for generations. If we cannot stay where our fathers and grandfathers lived, where can we go to live in safety and dignity?”




We are the only representatives of the international community that they will see during many days and nights of fear. And the only thing we can offer is to send new supplies by convoy in the coming days. With no security guarantees from the authorities and with no new peacekeepers from UN member states, we cannot call back our international staff. We cannot prevent future attacks nor guarantee that the meager supplies we may get through will not be looted.




The new millennium is six years old, man walked on the moon a generation ago, but we cannot provide these desperate civilians with even the most basic protection. As we prepare to leave the camp to drive back to Abidjan and then return to our comfortable safety in New York, Geneva, and Oslo, one of the camp spokesmen, who has a baby girl on his shoulder, will not let go of my hand: “You say you will not forget us. Will you remember? Do you realize that our destiny is in your hands? That tonight we will again be alone with no one to protect and to help us?”




The only promise I can make is that I will speak the uncensored truth about their plight to the powerful members of the UN Security Council next week.




Four days later I do exactly that in my briefing in New York. The ambassadors are attentive and share my concerns. The council condemns the indiscriminate violence, pledges increased humanitarian support, and promises to study my appeal for protection of the civilians through immediate deployment of a well-resourced peacekeeping force, more sanctions against the abusers, and more intensive mediation efforts. They know I will walk a few paces from their chambers to where the leading international news media are staked out. In a few hours, hundreds of millions all over the world will receive the message of the refugees in western Ivory Coast and hear who are accountable and why the member states must take action.




No nation can afford any longer to be seen as insensitive to mass murder or mass hunger. We who witness the unmasked realities have a responsibility as never before to shake up and embarrass the powerful. This generation has more economic, technological, and security potential than any in human history. Our only option is to speak the truth, always.















2.





The Bombs in Baghdad










THE LINESin front of passport control appear endless. It is August 19, 2003, and thousands of tourists have arrived at Newark Airport for a summer visit to New York City, the world’s most exciting metropolis. My summer break is over. This afternoon I will start four days of briefings at the United Nations before taking up the job as undersecretary-general for humanitarian affairs on September 1. I join the line for non–U.S. citizens behind a planeload of Chinese visitors and edge toward the first of several television monitors providing distraction for the slow post-9/11 immigration lines. It is 1P.M . and I can afford an hour in passport and customs control and make the 3P.M . meeting with my new colleagues in the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).




CNN is onscreen with the banner headline:BREAKING NEWS—UN BOMBED IN BAGHDAD . We fall silent as we see and hear the CNN Baghdad bureau chief say, “In the darkness behind us the effort is continuing to reach people who are trapped in the rubble from what appears to be a massive car bomb set off in a cement truck when this building, the headquarters of the UN here for many years, was crowded with UN people and others as well.” She goes on to say that the UN special envoy, Sergio Vieira de Mello, is trapped in the debris. The reporter then turns to a grief-stricken UN spokesman, Salim Lone, who confirms that they are “desperately trying to remove Sergio from the rubble. But, at the moment, all I can say is he’s very gravely injured, and we are praying for him and for some others who are trapped with him. But, you know, we have already lost some wonderful, wonderful people…amongst them friends of mine who came here to help the people of Iraq.”




I numbly follow the Chinese tourists toward the next monitors, where new horrific details of the bombing are shown. The death toll has grown from thirteen to seventeen. And then, just before I present my Norwegian passport to the security officer, the CNN news anchor pauses and announces, “We know now the dead include the UN special representative, the man in charge there, Sergio Vieira de Mello.”




At that moment I realize that everything has changed. The UN and its mission, its work, and its environment will not be the same again. The age of innocence has gone. I had expected to spend all my energies in the UN on the security and survival of disaster and conflict victims, not the security and survival of our own UN staff. Humanitarian work has always been risky in the crossfire between armies, militias, guerrillas, and child soldiers. From Colombia to Cambodia I have seen for many years how our field colleagues learn to live with the risks in danger zones. But it is something entirely different when well-organized terrorists callously plan for weeks and months to kill and destroy those who have come to help. The emotional and bewildered Salim Lone sums it all up before he goes off the air: “We are unarmed. We don’t have a lot of security, as this bomb shows. We don’t want a lot of security, because we are here to help the people of Iraq who have suffered so much for so long.”




Sergio Vieira de Mello has been my friend for many years, and is one of my predecessors in the job that I am to assume. We were both deeply involved in the humanitarian challenges of the Balkans, Central Africa, and Cambodia. Because of that experience, Kofi Annan called to ask me if I was interested in the job of emergency relief coordinator in 1997, but in the end Sergio was appointed. Three months ago Annan had again called to say he wanted me for this job, this time to succeed Japanese Kenzo Oshima, who had taken the position after Sergio and would be leaving at the end of June. When I got the offer from Kofi Annan, whom I so much admired as a principled UN leader, my wife and I agreed that our children were big enough for me to accept the challenge. Sergio had called me twice in recent weeks from Baghdad to give me advice and pledge his support. He said jokingly that it was not easy to get the large UN humanitarian agencies in line, and quoted Lenin: “Coordination must mean subordination!” He offered to rent me his apartment in New York but also had this request: “Please let me keep your soon-to-be personal assistant, Lynn Manuel, whom Oshima kindly let me borrow to start up work here. Lynn really looks forward to working for you in New York, but she is so important to me that I really need her here for a few more weeks, as I am wrapping up my mission in Baghdad at the end of September.”




I get a ride to town with Mark Malloch Brown, administrator of the UN Development Programme (UNDP), who has come to meet his mother who is visiting from London. The UNDP, like OCHA, has many staff members among the three hundred in the bombed UN building and Mark is on his phone trying to see if his staff is safe. “There will be a crisis meeting in the Steering Committee on Iraq at 4P.M .,” he says as I get out of the car. “You should come there, because you can forget about your briefing program.” All 191 flags of the member states have been taken down when I enter the familiar UN building on First Avenue along the bank of New York’s East River. Only one flag is flying, half-mast: the blue UN flag. In the hallways and offices I see my new UN colleagues clustered around every available TV set. Some are sobbing, others hugging one another. Virtually everyone has friends or colleagues who are part of the large and growing UN mission in Iraq that was reestablished after the United States–led invasion had crushed the Saddam regime.




“What a terrible day to start,” says Carolyn McAskie, the acting head of OCHA, as she greets me in my new office on the thirty-sixth floor, with a stunning view over the East River to Queens and Brooklyn. Carolyn was herself recruited by Sergio Vieira de Mello as his deputy. In Sergio’s and now in Kenzo Oshima’s absence she has ably led the department. We agree to scrap the briefings and the Iraq Steering Group meeting. The secretary-general is in Finland, where he had spoken as recently as yesterday with Sergio, his close friend and colleague of more than twenty years. Annan had persuaded him to take the difficult and controversial mission to help build a new Iraq after a war that had severely divided the UN Security Council and the international community at large. Annan had warned of the consequences of an attack by the United States and a coalition of like-minded nations acting without a mandate from the world body. Now he is suffering the worst blow of his many years at the helm of the organization, for going in and helping to pick up the pieces after an invasion he had opposed.




The meeting is chaired by the group’s regular leader, Deputy Secretary-General Louise Fréchette, an impressive woman who was formerly deputy minister of defense for Canada. The briefings in this and subsequent twice-daily meetings over the next few days confirm that August 19, 2003, is the worst day in the history of the United Nations. Twenty-two colleagues have died in the blast. More than a third of the three hundred UN staff members who serve in the old Canal Hotel, which constitutes UN headquarters, are wounded. Many are maimed for life. The main topic at this first grim crisis meeting is how to ensure that the dead, the wounded, and the remaining staff are handled or cared for properly in Baghdad or evacuated to Amman, Jordan, or elsewhere. We hear that the American forces arrived quickly at the scene and took the wounded by helicopter and ambulance to hospitals. Many of the wounded have horrific scars from the thousands of pieces of glass that flew from the shattered windows. Only a core group is to remain in Baghdad. OCHA is sending a four-person team from New York and Geneva to help manage the crisis; it will be led by Kevin Kennedy, a former U.S. Marine colonel who directs our Humanitarian Emergency Branch. He had returned a few weeks earlier from Baghdad, where he served as deputy humanitarian coordinator.




Near the end of the meeting, the global UN security coordinator reads from new lists with the names of the killed and the wounded. He reluctantly confirms what we already have heard rumors of: “I am afraid that Lynn Manuel is on the list from Baghdad of colleagues who did not make it,” he tells Carolyn and me. In a hastily convened OCHA staff meeting the terrible news is presented and reflected on. As I enter the packed meeting room next to my new office, Kevin Kennedy comes forward to introduce himself: “Welcome. I look forward to working for you, but now have to excuse myself to go and pack. I am leaving for Baghdad in a few hours.”




One of the main tasks of the United Nations in Iraq is humanitarian work and there are many colleagues from OCHA in Baghdad. Immediately below Sergio’s office, which was the direct target of the one-ton bomb, was OCHA’s Humanitarian Information Center. There the manager, who was from Iowa, died along with the Iraqi information assistant and the twenty-five-year-old Iraqi driver. In Sergio’s office a former OCHA staff member was also killed. And then there is the devastating news about Marilyn (Lynn) Manuel, who had worked for all my predecessors and whom everyone knew and loved.




Carolyn, who knows Lynn’s family, volunteers to go to their home. In the late evening a Catholic priest comes to the grieving family to hold an emotional wake. But two nights later the phone rings. “It is me. I am wounded and in the hospital. I couldn’t call before. Have you been worried?” Lynn had been found after the blast by a Palestinian colleague, Marwan Ali, who had gone back into the building to see if anyone needed help. On what remained of the second floor, he found Lynn staggering around, with multiple face wounds, in the hallway outside Sergio’s destroyed office. She was brought by the Americans to an intensive care unit at one of the U.S. military hospitals. Her Filipino name had been confused with the name of a Spanish military man who had died. I meet Lynn many times after she comes back to New York. The scars slowly heal, but the glass fragments in her eyes cannot be removed, and so even though she will take up important work within OCHA, she will not be able to take on the intensive job of personal assistant.




In the daily Iraq Steering Group meetings, the department heads and other undersecretaries-general sit around a mahogany table that dates back to the legendary secretary-general Dag Hammarskjöld. Support staff sit along the walls to take notes and provide information. These will be the first of hundreds of meetings on the secretary-general’s famed thirty-eighth floor, where Iraq and later Darfur, Congo, Lebanon, and other countries or issues will be discussed. The challenges often seem overwhelming: the participants are often eloquent, but the outcomes of the meetings are often underwhelming. Because I come from a tradition where the chair always starts by defining the purpose and expected outcome of a meeting, and ends by dictating a conclusion and expected follow-up, these top-level Secretariat meetings seem more like a debating society to me, in which participants discuss small and big issues alike. The actual conclusions and responsibilities for follow-up will remain unclear until Secretary-General Annan finally decides in 2005 to establish a more cabinet-style Policy Committee with proper procedures and decision making.




I have decided to lie low during the first months when the senior management of the UN is meeting on Iraq and other sensitive issues. I am the newest and youngest of the undersecretaries-general and my colleagues are more experienced in dealing with intergovernmental work from a multinational and multicultural headquarters. But the issue at hand is one that I cannot be silent about: Should the UN leave Iraq altogether or should our focus be on how to stay while still being the target of deadly attacks? I quickly see how deeply this issue resonates in the steering group, all the way back to its first meetings during the slow buildup to the war in late 2002.




After American forces took Baghdad in April 2003 and the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) was set up, there was acrimonious debate in the UN on whether and when to return the international staff that had been evacuated before the invasion. Colleagues from the two heavyweight Secretariat departments for political affairs and peacekeeping generally favored staying away until a clearer picture emerged and security would be better. The UN humanitarian agencies and OCHA in the Secretariat of the Secretary-General wanted to go back as soon as possible. Secretary-General Annan also felt that the UN should be present in this most important and difficult of international dramas and so on April 28 the decision was made to go back with humanitarian staff. On May 22, the Security Council passed the now-infamous Resolution 1483, giving a weak and ambiguous political mandate to a new special representative who was supposed to “assist” and “facilitate” the work of the CPA, United States, and United Kingdom, with the resolution explicitly recognizing the two states as “occupying powers.” Thus between May and August the number of international staff assigned to Iraq has grown to well over six hundred even though the U.S. led CPA is not willing to give the UN or Sergio Vieira de Mello a meaningful political role.




After the bombing the mood in the steering group changes completely from April’s reluctant support for an Iraq presence to a nearly unanimous opinion that we should leave Baghdad and probably the northern Kurdish and southern Shia areas as well. Throughout the fall of 2003, the strongest dissenting voice is mine. I came to the job with a deep conviction that organizations such as the United Nations and the Red Cross, and humanitarian groups in general, have a moral and political obligation to try to stay where there is crisis and unmet basic needs. If able-bodied people in international agencies rush to the lifeboats when the situation becomes critical, what then of our obligation to seek to protect and provide for the women and the children who are left behind without international aid and without witnesses? In the weeks before I took up my new job I had watched with growing frustration how the UN country team evacuated twice from war-torn Liberia during the summer of 2003, while the International Committee of the Red Cross and Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders), among others, stayed behind and provided physical and moral support to the needy caught in the crossfire.




There are many advocates for evacuating all international staff from Iraq, especially Baghdad, but the strongest among them is probably Sir Kieran Prendergast, the British diplomat heading the UN Department of Political Affairs (DPA). I had gotten to know and to appreciate Prendergast when I worked as UN envoy to Colombia in 1999. Early on he had taken the view, which I shared, that the unilateral decision of the United States, the United Kingdom, and their allies to invade Iraq was a wrong and dangerous move that would undermine the order the UN stands on. Hans Blix, the UN’s able chief arms inspector, and his team were not given time to prove or disprove the existence of possible weapons of mass destruction. We all knew very well that Saddam had had such weapons, and had used them even against civilians. As a Norwegian Red Cross official, I had seen the terrible wounds suffered by victims of Iraqi poison gas attacks (I helped organize hospital care for Iranian patients in Norway at the end of the 1980s). But Saddam had not used such arms for more than a decade, and with the arms inspectors in place it was hardly the time to start attacking Iraq. Moreover, the job was not finished in Afghanistan, where it was indeed proved that al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden had established a safe haven.




Since late August, Kevin Kennedy has been in charge of the “stay-behind” team living and working next to the Canal Hotel ruins in Baghdad. At our daily morning meeting, usually chaired by Deputy Secretary-General Fréchette but at times even by Annan himself, Kevin gives his updates through a speakerphone in the middle of the meeting table. It is close to midnight in Baghdad when Kevin, in his succinct military style, says his daily “good morning DSG” to Ms. Fréchette and then provides a point-by-point update on how programs continue with Iraqi national staff; how extra security measures are being built one sandbag at a time; and how the U.S. military and Iraqi guards are providing extra security for the outer perimeter. Then, on September 22, Kevin reports that a suicide bomber in a car approaching the UN compound has just blown himself to pieces and killed or wounded several Iraqi guards at the outer perimeter of barbed wire and concrete barriers.




Prendergast has argued against an early return of UN staff to Iraq after the war. Prendergast’s talented special assistant, Richard Hooper, whom I knew from his fine work in the Middle East, died in the August 19 blast. Prendergast feels it would be “reckless to the extreme” to stay on in Iraq after we have become targets of deadly attacks. It was Prendergast who had first called to sound me out on whether I might be available to return to the UN as undersecretary-general for humanitarian affairs. Now he is arguing that I “behave like an NGO activist.”




In the wake of the first attack, most members of the Iraq Steering Group wanted to recommend leaving Baghdad with all international staff. Now, following this second attack on September 22, all members but me want a unanimous recommendation from the steering group to the secretary-general that the UN leave with all international staff immediately. I argue that by leaving now we are setting a dangerous precedent: we will prove to the terrorists that by attacking our headquarters in Iraq and elsewhere they can succeed in driving us out of an entire country, with the civilian population left to their plight of increasing chaos and violence. Twice in late August and September the secretary-general has decided that we will not leave entirely, but instead keep a minimum of staff with a maximum of security measures. This increases the pressure on me since some feel my dissenting voice is the fig leaf that gives Annan a chance to keep his staff in harm’s way.




The pressure is nearly unbearable. Am I, an official safe in New York, reckless with the lives of colleagues? When I speak daily with Kevin on the phone he assures me that neither he nor his courageous colleagues in the new bunker-like compound next to the Canal Hotel want to pull the plug and leave. I understand, however, that given the constant danger we can only defend a continued presence if the actual benefit of our work and our presence is commensurate with the risk. Thus in early October, I convince a reluctant Annan to let me go to Baghdad to assess what the UN actually can and should be doing under the new and adverse circumstances.




The secretary-general and the heads of security in New York and Baghdad set down one condition: I must go with four UN bodyguards from New York and Cairo. These are American and Egyptian policemen with special forces training. My delegation consists only of two German colleagues: my chief of staff, Hansjoerg Strohmeyer, and our New York–based desk officer, Oliver Ulich. In Amman, Jordan, on October 18, we get a series of briefings into the night by the large UN community of staff who were evacuated from Iraq. Several hundred of them are crowded into Amman hotels, waiting to go back if and when conditions permit. Some feel it is important to find a way to go back as soon as possible, to finish the important humanitarian and developmental programs of the UN in Iraq. Others are still traumatized; they are unwilling and unable to return to a country where so many colleagues were killed and maimed.




Early the next morning, I fly to northern Iraq with Hansjoerg and the close protection team in a Belgian C-130 Hercules military plane that continuously ejects antimissile devices as we prepare for landing. On the plane my close protection unit converts from being easygoing blue-shirt UN guards to their new and impressive special forces incarnation with blue-black uniforms, automatic guns, and bulletproof vests. This is my third visit to Iraq in less than a year. I had visited Iraq as secretary-general of the Norwegian Red Cross the previous December during the intense military and political buildup to war, and then again in May, a month after the Saddam statue fell.




There are no other passengers on the plane. Looking through the small, round military-style windows at the long-tormented Kurdish areas of Iraq, I think back to my Red Cross mission to the country when the Saddam regime was firmly in control. I had never, except for in North Korea, seen and felt totalitarianism as complete as the Baathist regime’s. Saddam images were everywhere, inside and outside, just as Kim Il Sung and his son were pictured everywhere when I traveled for the Red Cross in North Korea. No one, not even Iraqi Red Crescent colleagues, dared to speak about anything remotely political, even in private. Most families have seen relatives or colleagues detained, exiled, tortured, or killed.




But Iraq was also a complex, multicultural, and industrialized society where the extensive infrastructure and previously high standards of living were crumbling due to neglect by the regime, as well as from long-lasting, crude, failed sanctions. This is no poor third world country like those I normally work and travel in. It has a sizable, well-educated middle class, extensive highways, and a capital, Baghdad, that goes on and on with well-built public buildings and apartment blocks. But in December 2002, the decay was visible everywhere. In Basra in the Shia-dominated south, with a population of more than two million, we saw large, poor communities virtually floating on a sea of sewage and wastewater because of the failing facilities. There was nothing charming in what was once called “the Venice of the Middle East.” When I returned to Oslo I wrote an article titled “A Chronicle of an Announced Disaster,” in which I argued that a war could have disastrous consequences for the vulnerable civilian population in Iraq, a country rife with internal tension.




I came back to Baghdad in May for a meeting of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and Red Crescent to plan humanitarian work. I then realized that we had exaggerated the immediate negative consequences of the invasion. It was clear that the U.S.-led bombing and ground offensives had caused limited destruction and little movement of people. There had been no breakdown in supplies to the civilian population. The struggling water and sewage facilities, vital for public health, had not been dramatically affected. The “shock and awe” campaign of thousands of cruise missiles and air attacks had caused relatively few casualties. To me it did indeed look like precision bombing as we drove by the destroyed bridges, military installations, telecommunications centers, ministries, and Saddam’s palaces.




Our vast humanitarian preparedness in the neighboring countries was as unused and overstocked in early 2003 as it had been underprepared and wanting after the first Gulf War in 1991, when Saddam’s Republican Guards attacked Kurds in the north and Shiites in the south and hundreds of thousands of civilians fled toward Turkey, Iran, and Jordan. The scandalously weak and chaotic international humanitarian response at that time had triggered the creation of a UN Department for Humanitarian Affairs, which was later renamed and became OCHA, as well as my new post as undersecretary general for humanitarian affairs and emergency relief coordinator. UN member states wanted to ensure that the UN could and would mobilize lifesaving support before, during, and after wars and natural disasters. In Iraq in May 2003, it looked as if the humanitarian community had mobilized too much and too early.




I was part of the “lessons learned” effort when I visited Iraq in 1991 as political adviser for the Norwegian foreign minister. We brought a planeload of fifty Norwegian relief workers and supplies for the Kurdish war victims in northern Iraq to help jump-start new and improved UN standby arrangements for humanitarian operations. The operation became a model for hundreds of future joint ventures involving UN agencies and resources from UN member states. The relief workers were soon deployed all over the northern Kurdish areas. However, I was grounded in Baghdad by the Iraqi regime because I was traveling on a diplomatic passport from one of the countries in the U.S.-led coalition that liberated Kuwait.




The possibility of building a new and better Iraq on the ruins of dictatorship dissipated before our eyes twelve years and one war later, in May 2003. The successful military campaign was followed by a vacuum of authority and order—an invitation to chaos, crime, and pillaging. These were the weeks when the U.S.-led coalition lost the advantage that it had won through a well-prepared war, because there was no plan for the day after Saddam fell.




I had not expected to be back only five weeks after the war, but our Red Cross delegates in Baghdad felt it was safe for internationals to visit. The Iraqis were generally relieved that Saddam was gone and welcomed our presence. People who even in private had not dared to speak their minds in December 2002 now welcomed the freedom to talk, to discuss and hope for real and positive change. The eerie, nightmarish feeling that Big Brother was watching was gone along with Saddam’s images.




But the Iraqis had already started to feel that freedom was coming with an excessive price. Not only political prisoners but dangerous criminals had been set free. The streets were filled with the looters. We saw no police anywhere. The U.S. soldiers and Marines patroling downtown streets stayed in their vehicles and made no attempt to perform police functions. High-ranking U.S. and British occupation officials who briefed our international Red Cross delegations were surprisingly candid. Not even in our wildest fantasies had they believed that Saddam’s armies and regime would collapse so fast and so completely after three weeks of fighting. They had detailed plans for extended urban warfare and for large refugee movements, but had neither capacity nor plans for taking over all law and order functions and all administration so soon. Now, they admitted, they were at risk of losing the peace after winning the war.




The sense that something was fundamentally wrong sank in when we visited water works and sewage stations that had survived the invasion but were now shutting down because their instruments and metal components had been looted. However, the most wrenching sign of collapse came in a visit to the al-Rashad mental hospital on the outskirts of Baghdad. The international and Norwegian Red Cross organizations had helped rehabilitate this institution in recent years since the Saddam regime did not want to care for the mentally ill. By early 2003 it had become a model institution, with committed staff and new wards treating a thousand patients, many with serious mental illnesses. In May 2003 at the hospital, the few remaining doctors and nurses told me that looters from the nearby Sadr City neighborhood had gathered outside the walls in the days after Baghdad fell. They were unable to break into the hospital until U.S. Marines used tanks to smash through the western wall of the facility at three different points. The American soldiers then stood by as the mobs looted and burned hospital facilities, including laboratories and pharmacies. All one thousand patients were let loose into the streets of Baghdad, including, the hospital director said, 117 individuals who had been charged with serious crimes, including murder. “Why on earth would the U.S. Marines want to destroy a Red Crescent hospital?” I asked incredulously as I walked through one ward after another in which windows, beds, sinks, pipes, and equipment had been smashed or stolen. (Much of it had been funded with Norwegian aid money.) “Well, it probably was some twenty-five-year-old sergeant who thought he helped freedom-loving Iraqis to free the prisoners of Saddam,” a female psychiatrist answered. “There hasn’t been much logic to anything the Americans have done in the weeks after the dictatorship crumbled.”




Five months later in Iraq, the atmosphere is very different. A sense of freedom and optimism has given way to an intense and growing fear among Iraqis. Erbil, in the Kurdish north, is still much calmer than the central and southern parts of the country, but the security measures are extreme. An entire neighborhood around the UN offices has been cordoned off and a large contingent of Kurdish security forces checks anyone entering or leaving the compound. Still, we meet confident and optimistic Kurdish politicians who command their own local army and look forward to governing themselves after many years of fierce oppression by the Baath Party and the tense, internationally assisted self-rule Saddam was forced to accept for the Kurds after the 1991 Gulf War. We see some of the half million internally displaced people who are living in miserable camps in Kurdish areas. Many are victims of the “Arabization” campaigns that drove the Kurds out of cities and towns in the northern areas, but tens of thousands are refugees from the internal battles between the two main Kurdish political factions. Through the evening we receive briefings from UN colleagues and nongovernmental organization (NGO) workers on their vast humanitarian programs, which have operated since the 1991 refugee crisis.




A key reason why we have not seen any major humanitarian crisis in Iraq in recent years, and don’t see one on this day in September 2003, is the effective assistance that UN agencies and NGOs, working with Iraqi partners, have been able to deliver using resources from the controversial Oil-for-Food program and generous donor support gained through broad humanitarian appeals in 2002 and 2003. Since April, some two billion dollars’ worth of humanitarian assistance has been delivered. The local Iraqi UN employees are fearful of the plans to hand over Oil-for-Food, the largest assistance program in UN history, to Iraqi authorities and the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) at the end of November without knowing whether their expertise will be accepted. Thanks to the competence of the highly qualified Iraqi staff, most of the large public services programs have continued while only core international staff remains in Baghdad and Erbil after the attacks in August and September. Most impressive is that our support for the Public Distribution System has allowed the delivery of more than two million tons of food and other commodities since April. It is clear to us that the Americans we met in the CPA office in Erbil and in Baghdad do not understand how much this support has contributed to meeting basic needs and maintaining stability. “We are ready. Hand it over,” they tell me. As the deadline for taking over approaches and the magnitude of the task becomes evident, the American and British officials in charge end up asking the UN World Food Programme and other UN agencies to extend most of their services beyond November.




The next morning we fly to Baghdad. A rapid downward spiral over the airport leads to a quick “combat-style” landing complete with flares to deflect missile attacks. It is already clear at the airport that no one travels with a sense of security. As we sit in the comfortable unused chairs from Saddam’s palaces in the waiting room of U.S. forces at the Baghdad Airport, the soldiers tell us that the danger of attacks and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) starts just outside the airport gates. Recent weeks have seen a growing insurgency and an influx of foreign terrorists. My close protection officers order me never to leave the bulletproof car without their signal of two bangs on the roof. We will move as little and as fast as we can outside the airport, the CPA Green Zone headquarters, and the provisional UN compound next to the Canal Hotel. When we arrive at Baghdad’s Town Hall, I obediently wait for the signal while our UN guards have their guns at ready. Immediately upon leaving the car, I am ordered to dive back to my seat. After a few minutes there are two knocks on the roof again. “I saw a movement on that roof, but it turned out to be some workers. Sorry,” the head of the team says as we enter the office of the deputy mayor of Baghdad, Faris Abdul al-Assam.




Al-Assam is a talented technocrat responsible for all public services in Baghdad. He was the respected head of the water and sewage networks under Saddam. He urges a return by the UN, with its proven strengths in Iraq. “We need you here. We must work together to build a new and better Iraq. We are struggling to get looting and common crime under control locally. We will also work hard to get the worsening national security situation reversed. For that to happen we need to have the Americans stay in their barracks and get more Iraqi security forces out into the streets. I myself go around by foot in Baghdad without bodyguards. I want to be close to the people I represent.” One week later this good man is shot pointblank in his own neighborhood. He is not the only one of our interlocutors who will lose his life in the coming months as security worsens.




From Town Hall we go in our bulletproof black vehicles to the infamous Green Zone where Saddam once reigned and where Iraq’s new rulers, the Coalition Provisional Authority, now resides. The heavily fortified six-square-mile enclave is located on an elbow-shaped bend in the Tigris River in the heart of Baghdad. Here Saddam built palaces, exclusive homes, ministries, offices, Baath Party headquarters, the al-Rashid Hotel, and the gigantic Conference Center, which later is to become the parliament. There are hundreds of mainly American civilian and military planners busily running around in the old ministries as they try to come to grips with the chaotic situation. The whole area is sealed off with fortifications guarded by American soldiers and private security personnel. A group of Nepalese Gurkha soldiers are at the gates when we enter the old Republican Palace of Saddam to meet with the CPA leadership. The chief administrator and presidential envoy, L. Paul Bremer, is not in Baghdad, so we meet with his American and British deputies. Rank and file sit together behind rows of desks in the large and crowded reception halls of the palace.




The Americans we encounter are stressed and edgy, but oddly confident as we sit down in a smaller meeting room. There is surprisingly little awareness of the effects the security crisis is already having on their ambitious plans to rebuild a new and democratic Iraq outside the fortified Green Zone. And there is no sympathy for the UN evacuations after the bombing. “It was wrong to evacuate. We need a more activist engagement from the UN. There are many places in the world with worse security even than central and western Iraq. Under these circumstances you should ask for volunteers. You just don’t leave. That is what we do in the U.S. services,” Bremer’s chief of staff, Ambassador Patrick Kennedy, informs me. I find his attitude wholly inappropriate. “I don’t think you are right,” I tell him. “All U.S. diplomats have just been evacuated from Gaza because one car took one bullet. We lost twenty-two colleagues in a place where we have not been asked, as you well know, to play any central political role at the moment.”




The British CPA staff have a more nuanced view of the UN dilemmas. They explain the importance of the first twenty billion dollars in reconstruction aid, which is on its way from the U.S. Congress to the CPA. A multitude of ambitious programs are being drawn up to answer to the challenges, from the production of electricity and oil to restoring law and order by training a large Iraqi security force. I ask whether the British representatives could get the CPA to consult more broadly with national and international actors on what is going on, and on what should happen in this crucial transition phase. One British ambassador smiles. “Believe me, we are trying. But be aware that in terms of who decides what, the ‘coalition’ is ninety-five percent American, four percent British, and the remaining one percent is divided among the other one dozen partners.”




When we arrive in the UN compound it is already late afternoon. Here, as in Erbil, one sees the revolting fact that international civil servants who have come to help must live behind numerous layers of concrete barriers, barbed wire, and sandbags. American soldiers and Iraqi police guard the outer security perimeters. They provide indispensable protection, given the threat against us, but it also makes us more vulnerable in the long term since we are not seen as impartial do-gooders, but rather as part of the invading coalition.




We first pay an emotional visit to the Canal Hotel ruins. Where Sergio’s office was there is a gaping hole in the floor and in the wall facing the street, where the truck came through with its ton of explosives. It is worse than I had expected. Papers from the filing cabinets are spread all over the floors in the adjacent offices with smashed glass and pieces of furniture, walls, floors, and roofs. I look at a paper I have just stepped on. It is a thank-you letter to Sergio from a visitor, “for taking the time to give us such a good briefing.” Next to it is part of a torn map where actual and planned UN programs are marked.




We then visit some twenty representatives from nongovernmental organizations doing humanitarian work in Iraq, many in partnership with the UN. They have arrived to see me in the compound. They do not hide the fact that they feel uncomfortable going through the massive security precautions and meeting me with armed guards outside. Many of them have worked in Iraq as UN agency staff have done for years. They all tell of growing problems and extreme risks in their work. I am particularly impressed by the analysis of the CARE representative, Irishwoman Margaret Hassan, who is married to an Iraqi engineer and has worked in Iraq for decades. She is highly critical of how the coalition forces and the CPA have mishandled things in the months after the fall of the regime, and she is pessimistic about the future. (Exactly one year later, in October 2004, Margaret Hassan will be kidnapped by armed men in Baghdad. The heroic relief worker who did so much good for so many vulnerable Iraqis is killed a month after that.)




That night we have a barbecue using an old oil barrel, next to the sandbag bunker to which we are supposed to run if there are mortar attacks from beyond the outer perimeter. It all resembles a bad Vietnam movie. The spirit, however, is surprisingly good among the small UN band of volunteers led by Humanitarian Coordinator Ramiro Lopes da Silva, who survived the August bombing and is back to oversee future UN action. They are all determined to keep “the UN flag flying,” as Larry Hollingsworth, the white-bearded veteran of the UN refugee and Oil-for-Food programs, puts it. The Swiss head of the ICRC, Pierre Gassman, whom I know well from Colombia, has joined our evening picnic. The ICRC, which had a group of delegates in Baghdad through the recent war, has deliberately kept a much lower profile than the UN, and believes it can avoid being targeted like us. As in so many other armed conflicts, the committee relies on all armed groups to respect the Red Cross and Red Crescent emblems. Gassman privately tells me that he hopes to raise the number of international staff in Iraq from thirty-five to fifty in the near future.




We spend hours with Iraqi and international colleagues discussing what my recommendations to Secretary-General Annan should be on the future work and presence of UN agencies in Iraq. Again I am struck by how the UN programs are surviving in extreme conditions. Some four million gallons of water are being transported every day to deprived areas of Baghdad, Basra, Mosul, and Kirkuk. Fuel and chemicals are likewise being delivered to support water and sewage facilities, many of which we are helping to rehabilitate. An immunization campaign reached about one million children last month, and a campaign to support more than 1,100 primary health care centers started in late September. Other programs include employment generation, rehabilitation in the electricity sector, assistance to internally displaced people, and support to agriculture. The operations depend on the efforts of more than four thousand Iraqi staff who now often work from their homes rather than going to the UN offices. We also work with several dozen NGOs and the Iraqi private sector.




We sleep well in the sandbag-covered containers that were trucked to the Canal Hotel compound after the August bombing. Returning the following day to Amman, I outline to the heads of UN and nongovernmental organizations that I hope “we can continue our presence and programs in Iraq, but those who return cannot anymore represent their own organization alone. In the future we must work as ‘clusters’ of organizations focusing on broad common themes and programs where experts on health, logistics, nutrition, water and sanitation, or administration of funds would go on behalf of the whole humanitarian community. It was wrong that we rushed back into Iraq, where there is no humanitarian crisis, with hundreds of provocatively visible and mostly Western staff.”




Strohmeyer, Ulich, da Silva, and I travel from Amman to Madrid, where on October 23 the first major donor conference for the “reconstruction” of Iraq is taking place on the initiative of the United States. Kofi Annan decides, after much internal discussion, to go to Madrid, too, as do a large number of ministers from countries supporting the invasion and from those who were against it. Few in Madrid want to dwell on the growing threats to the stability of Iraq that I have just witnessed. All delegations seem to want to leave the acrimonious divisions of the past behind, and even the French and the Germans agree to generous European Union pledges for a new and democratic Iraq. Altogether an incredible $4.5 billion is pledged for rehabilitation and reconstruction in Iraq. Europeans and Japanese tell me they are eager to spend a lot of money through the UN. We may get as much money for Iraq, with its still limited humanitarian needs, as we have for all African wars and disasters combined. I remind the delegates that United Nations humanitarian assistance to the Iraqi people is more than two decades old, and that “this continued commitment to assist always has, and always will be independent of the political circumstances at the time.” I pledge that the UN will try to “start a new and important phase in our humanitarian operations as we help build a bridge from emergency operations to reconstruction and development,” but stress that the “security environment will remain the single most important factor that will determine our ability to initiate, monitor, and carry out new assistance programs.”




The day after we return to New York, a large bomb goes off in front of the Baghdad headquarters of the ICRC in an attack similar to the one against the UN. Two Iraqi Red Crescent members are dead. If the early morning bomb had been detonated a short while later, it could have killed many international staff. Not even the most impartial and neutral of humanitarian agencies has managed to stay beyond the reach of this new kind of international terror, one that systematically pursues soft-skin targets that offer much publicity, paralyzes vital programs, and thereby adds to the chaos and despair that is its goal. The Americans in the CPA had said when I visited Baghdad that the bombing campaign “is a sign of desperation” among the armed opposition. This opinion is repeated again and again by high administration officials in Washington, D.C., in the coming months, but nothing could be more wrong. Instead the violence, the terror, and the internal strife worsen.




At the end of October, Secretary-General Annan decides to close down the Canal Hotel compound and withdraw all international staff from Iraq. The bombing of the ICRC was the final straw. Larry Hollingsworth sends desperate e-mails arguing that it will be hard to return if we leave now; “the flag must not be lowered.” But I am no longer putting up a fight. If terrorists have decided to target international relief again and again inside Iraq, the work that our small remaining staff can do is of little consequence compared to the risks. We will also scale down our presence in Amman, since it is another potential target for terrorists. No new programs are started, but none of the ongoing humanitarian operations are closed down, thanks to the resilience of Iraqi national staff and private Iraqi contractors directed remotely from Jordan, Kuwait, and various agency headquarters.




With all our colleagues out of the country, there is increased attention to whether the August bombing could have been prevented. Sergio Vieira de Mello himself had last July addressed the Security Council about the risks to the organization and acknowledged that “the United Nations’ presence in Iraq remains vulnerable to any who would seek to target our organization, as recent events in Mosul, described in the secretary-general’s report, illustrate. Our security continues to rely significantly on the reputation of the United Nations, our ability to demonstrate meaningfully that we are in Iraq to assist its people, and our independence.”




In reality, little has been done to undertake physical protective measures. In the angry aftermath of the bombing, many wanted to pin down “who was responsible for what.” The UN staff association played an active and, in my view, unconstructive role when it noisily demanded that managers be held “accountable” for what had happened. The staff association at the New York headquarters is a trade union dominated by office workers with little or no field experience. Their frustration about other justifiable management-employee issues has spilled over into a call for punitive action against “those responsible” for not preventing the tragedy. The critics concentrate on why the UN decided to go in without proper security assessments in late April and why it apparently was “business as usual” in and by the UN even after the Jordanian embassy and other international targets had been attacked earlier that summer.




Annan meets the criticisms by setting up a commission of inquiry with external experts, led by the respected Finnish statesman and former UN envoy, Martti Ahtisaari. The report from the panel contains scathing criticism of the lack of action by the chain of command in Baghdad and by security officials at headquarters. The panel asks for an “individual audit” of who was responsible for what, including the lack of protective barriers and walls and the lack of bomb-blast film on the windows of the building. My humanitarian colleagues who know the operation well are, however, highly critical of the quality of the report. They find factual errors and little understanding of the actual realities in Baghdad.




When the decision is made to do the individual audit, and when investigators subsequently recommend firing, demoting, or reprimanding three UN officials in Baghdad and New York, there is full-scale rebellion among the humanitarian veterans from Iraq inside OCHA. The most senior colleagues who are singled out for punishment, Tun Myat and Ramiro Lopes da Silva, are veterans in humanitarian work but are now seen as scapegoats for a system that failed to interpret the early warnings adequately and take appropriate action. Angry staff in OCHA organize a petition to the secretary-general signed by hundreds in the humanitarian agencies. They ask, “When did witch hunts become the fashion in this organization and why does not the secretary-general and deputy secretary-general publicly acknowledge that the buck stops with them and key decisions were taken by them as for when, how, and with how many the UN would go to Iraq?”




I agree with much of the criticism. A bad process leads to individual colleagues paying the price. The system must learn from this. However, now we see managers so afraid of not being careful enough that they retreat into risk aversion in conflict situations where you cannot assist and protect civilians without some degree of risk. Retreating to bunkers, evacuating staff, and avoiding contact with the people in the crossfire is not the way we should work. In contrast, the ICRC stays on in Baghdad even after the bombing against them; they learn to live with the risk.




In the years that follow, all of the grim predictions from the visits in 2003 turn out to be true. The security situation continues to worsen and in October 2006, exactly three years after my last visit, humanitarian agencies still working in Iraq again ask me to go public on the carnage in the country. I give press briefings in Geneva and Washington, D.C. Among my statements: “The violence inside Iraq has dramatically worsened as armed sectarian militias and death squads murder an average of one hundred people every day. They are policemen and their recruits, judges, lawyers, journalists; and increasingly, they are women targeted for so-called honor killing. Revenge killings between Shiites and Sunni armed groups are also totally out of control.” My report is based on information from our staff inside Iraq and in neighboring countries. It includes daily reports from morgues, hospitals, and displacement camps.




The briefing material I get from the small international staff we now have in the Green Zone in Baghdad is worse than I expected. In less than eight months in 2006, at least 315,000 people have fled their homes, driven by military operations or sectarian violence that escalated after the Shiite shrine in Samarra was bombed in February. By 2007 there were more than 2.2 million internally displaced persons within Iraq, as well as more than two million Iraqi refugees in neighboring countries. Iraq is experiencing a serious “brain drain,” with reports that some universities and hospitals in Baghdad have lost up to 80 percent of their professional staff. In total, a third or more of Iraqi professionals are estimated to have left their country in recent years. Toward the end of 2007 there was a hopeful decline in violence due to local talks with insurgents, fewer arms flowing in from Iran, and a U.S. troop “surge.”




I end the press conference in 2006 with the following: “Our appeal goes to everybody who can curb the violence. Religious leaders, ethnic leaders, and cultural leaders have to see that this has spiraled totally out of control—Sunnis being pressured out of Shiite areas, Shiites out of Sunni areas. Exchanges of people in the tens of thousands are happening. That means that those who remain as minorities in areas with such ‘ethnic engineering,’ as some call it, become increasingly vulnerable. And you have then an accelerating trend of mass movement of people. It has to stop and all of those who can influence it must do their utmost to stop it.”




In 2006 and 2007 there is, finally, a willingness even in U.S. political and public opinion to see the reality in Iraq. In no other place on earth, Darfur and the Congo included, have so many lives been lost to violence as in Iraq after 2004. Moreover, it was glaringly clear as early as late 2003 that the American and British arguments for the war—to rid Saddam’s Iraq of weapons of mass destruction and an al-Qaeda terrorist presence—were false. The chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons programs had already been either destroyed or shelved in the 1990s. And al-Qaeda got its first serious foothold in Iraq onlyafter the invasion. It was equally clear in 2003 and 2004 that the invasion led to a nation-building process that failed as Iraq headed for horrific internal strife and widespread terror against innocent civilians. These bitter realities led to soul-searching by the United Kingdom and most other European coalition allies in 2003 and 2004. However, the trauma lingering in the United States from the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks seemed to prevent the same openness to the facts.




In October 2006, an X-ray on a post-Saddam Iraq engulfed in violence was provided by experts at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health working with al-Mustansiriya University in Baghdad. Two years earlier, a mortality study undertaken for March 2003–September 2004 found a staggering 100,000 excess deaths—beyond normal mortality levels—attributed to the war in Iraq. The massive new survey in May–July 2006 looked at 1,849 households with 12,800 individuals. Each family was interviewed and death certificates were studied. While a large survey done by the Iraqi Health Ministry and the WHO, published January 2008, concluded that an estimated 151,000 Iraqis had died in the first forty post-invasion months, the John Hopkins study concluded that an estimated 655,000 Iraqis died as a consequence of the war in the three years and four months that followed the 2003 invasion. The vast majority, 601,000, died from blunt violence. Gunfire was the most common cause of death, but deaths due to car bombings were on the increase.




I have absorbed many mortality studies through my years as global emergency relief coordinator. Three were particularly significant: from Darfur in 2004, from the Democratic Republic of Congo in 2003 and 2005, and Iraq in 2006. In Darfur, where an estimated 10,000 civilians, mostly children, died each month in the summer of 2004, our UN and Sudanese Health Ministry teams found that the majority died from preventable disease and acute malnutrition due to the conflict and the government-sponsored terror campaigns. In the Congo, the survey by the International Crisis Group found that as many as 1,200 died per day, again mostly due to preventable disease in a chaotic and brutal war. Both the Darfur and the Congo studies were accepted in Washington, D.C., without hesitation. The Darfur study was even an important premise when the Bush administration declared that the Sudanese government was responsible for genocide in the western provinces of the country, and started a massive relief operation in partnership with the UN. But the Iraq study, which is more representative, was belittled and ridiculed by the same American authorities. They refused to see the real extent of the violence that has torn Iraqi society apart since the U.S.-led invasion.




The story of Iraq—in all its multifaceted conflict, strife, hope, and tragedy—is partly one of impotent multilateralism, but it is first and foremost a damning verdict on the limits and pitfalls of unilateralism. Multilateral weapons inspectors were forced to withdraw before they could finish their inspections, so a unilateral invasion could prove that the bilateral intelligence that led to the war was wrong. The bitter lesson of Iraq is that the United Nations in general and the Security Council in particular cannot allow themselves to be paralyzed in the face of member states’ noncompliance with international norms and regional peace and stability. There is an obligation inherent in being a Security Council nation to reach common ground and take collective action. Once massive military action is unleashed by any nation or groups of nations it cannot be undone, and the consequences of force may be very different than what was expected. An invasion can end a dictatorship and crush old security regimes, but building a new, democratic nation cannot and will not be done from the Pentagon in Washington, D.C. Only coherent efforts from many Iraqi communities, from neighboring states, from the UN and the U.S.-led coalition can in the end lead to the political reconciliation that the improved security situation has yet to produce.
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