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Investigating the Iraqi question in world politics has traditionally
consisted of an examination of Iraq’s relationship with international
forces and actors as part of an assessment of their impact on the
socio-economic evolution of the country. Scholars and other observers
of Iraq have recognized how this process eroded traditional society
and rapidly and irrevocably remade Iraq into a valuable and robust
member of the international system as well as maintaining its position
as a regional stalwart. Traditional studies have focused on the con-
sequences of Iraq’s increasing incorporation into the global capitalist
economy during the course of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.1 Iraq’s emergence and its capacity to maintain an
independent course of action within the system of nation states,
modeled on Europe, during the strife-ridden twentieth century were
governed by its experiences under the sway of, first, the Ottoman
empire and then the British empire in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.

The advance of British colonial power into the Gulf region, and
subsequently British dominance and rule of Iraq itself, led to economic
and colonial servitude. This included capitulations to European power
that largely dismantled the localized economy that had existed in
Iraq.2 The introduction of steam-powered locomotion, first at sea
and then by rail, rapidly made traditional forms of transport obsolete.
Urbanization and the early imitation of foreign technologies and
ideas, including market-orientated land reforms, previously alien to
the Iraqi historical experience, saw the abandonment of self-sufficient
pastoralism and the loss of cohesion within the mortar of traditional
society. With the British and French division of the Middle East
following World War I interrupting historical Iraqi trade relations
with Syria,3 and the establishment of a monarchy which depended
on outside support for political control, especially in the form of the
innovative establishment of a standing Iraqi army, Iraqi society
underwent a profound metamorphosis.4 The political, social and
economic change experienced within the country would lead to the

1

Ishmael 01 intro  25/7/03  13:13  Page 1
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development of alternative and distinct political actors that would
go on to shape the Iraqi political landscape to the present day.

Political affiliations and orientations increasingly came to be based
on one’s position within the new order, whether that of a winner or
a loser, an order that was highly penetrated by outside economic and
political influence. The sensation is one of a society in flux, with
widespread social mobility and the potential both for great leaps
forward and the loss of social and economic status individually and
collectively. The political debate arising from this period of immense
change would inform the political discourse of the ensuing national
experience from the 1918 Najef Revolt, the 1920 uprising, the military
coups of 1936 and 1941, the Wathbah uprising of 1948, the July 1958
Revolution, the Ba’athist coups of July 17 and July 30, 1968, and
finally the 1991 intifada of both north and south following the Gulf
War of that year.

Around no issue were the effects of international influence felt
more than the exploitation of Iraqi petroleum resources.5 Their
increasing importance from the independence of the state in 1920,
through the foreign domination of the industry, saw Iraq manipulated
and exploited until the 1961 passage of “Law 80”. This act limited
the concession rights of the Iraqi Petroleum Company (IPC), thereby
confining the petroleum reserves in the rest of the country to the Iraqi
state. The efforts by the IPC and foreign oil interests to curtail “Law
80” failed thanks to the overwhelming support it received from the
Iraqi people. Negotiations with foreign oil interests continued as the
Iraqi state whittled away at their influence. The country would play
a pivotal role in the founding of the Organization of the Petroleum
Exporting Countries (OPEC) in 1960, introducing a new element in
the radicalization of the relations between the oil-producing states
and the global oil industry and thus challenging foreign domination
of the natural resources of the region. The 1969 agreement to develop
the north Rumeila field with a Soviet corporation led to outrage and
reaction from Western oil interests sufficient to warrant the nation-
alization of the IPC on 1 June 1972 which, together with the OPEC
crisis of 1973, finally allowed Iraq to have the freedom to exploit its
own resources. The ability now to control Iraq’s petroleum resources,
as well as its mineral wealth, “the vast tracks of land to be reclaimed,
the big rivers to be harnessed, and above all [Iraq’s] human resources”
were to be harnessed in a national effort of development.6

However, Iraq’s development effort, both in its stunning successes
and disappointing failures, could not be separated from the outside
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environment.7 The aggressive planning by the state, resulting in the
meteoric development of Iraqi infrastructure and social programmes,
adopted the classic contours of what was identified as a rentier
economy, an economic relationship “in which income from rent
dominates the distribution of national income, and thus where
rentiers wield considerable political influence.”8 Nonetheless, the
emboldened political orientation of the period allowed for a positive
outlook, and the Iraqi position within global politics was that of a
confident state increasing in influence. The concentration of power
at the centre of the state apparatus, accentuated by the increased
bureaucratic requirements of the national petroleum industry and
the management of state expenditures as well as by the political vicis-
situdes of the clash between competing Arab leaderships in dealing
with Israel contributed to increasingly dictatorial rule and the eventual
rise of Saddam Hussein. The dramatic rise in the oppression of political
opposition, spurred on by the Cold War, and the increased prerogative
and privileges of the executive through petroleum wealth altered the
perception of the Iraqi question from one of Iraq’s increasing inter-
relation with the global economy and global society to one of the
role of dictatorship.

With the ruinous devastation of the Gulf War with Iran (1980–88)
this concentration of power and the attendant abuses and oppression
within Iraqi society intensified. Consequently, the development of
Iraq, both in terms of planning and implementation, was severely
damaged. The focus of the Iraq question in world politics became fixed
on the actions of a lone individual – Saddam Hussein. International
involvement and contributions to the war were largely ignored within
contemporary analysis, or dismissed by practitioners as the result of
dealing with the “greater evil” of Islamic revivalism embodied in the
Iranian revolution and the Islamic republic erected in its wake.
Increasingly world attention was drawn to the proliferation of
advanced weaponry in Iraq and the region. The Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait cemented both notions, and the Iraqi question was reformu-
lated yet again to be one of the containment of Arab radicalism and
the equating of Iraq, its 20 million people and vast resources, with
one individual. In an odd twist of propagandistic logic this reductive
exercise succeeded beyond the totalitarian efforts of a dictatorial
regime in equating an entire society with a lone individual. Iraq was
not the enemy of the international coalition assembled to liberate
Kuwait, it was Saddam Hussein. The people of Iraq were not the target
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of draconian economic sanctions put in place first to force Iraqi
evacuation of Kuwait and then bring about its compliance with
disarmament efforts – Saddam was.

The following decade saw efforts by international civil society,
human rights groups, UN member agencies, concerned states and
individuals, and eventually Iraq’s neighbors to put an end to the
suffering and near-genocide caused by the UN sanctions regime. By
2000 the Iraqi question was again altering to reflect and recognize
the role Iraq – including all of its human resources and rich cultural
heritage – was to play in world politics. The silence of an entire society
was louder than the propaganda a criminally corrupt and morally
bankrupt regime lavished on itself. Iraq, through its immense suffering,
was gaining friends and champions from across the globe. Famous
international citizens of great moral and intellectual standing and
many citizens of a shrinking globe lent their voices calling for an
end to the devastation. UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, discussing
the humanitarian situation in Iraq before the Security Council on 24
March 2000, pointed out that the United Nations was risking the
loss of support for continued sanctions in the court of international
public opinion, which assigned responsibility for the humanitarian
crisis to the embargo over the regime, “If we haven’t already lost it.”9

This was a stunning admission that the United Nations, in spite of
the reports of its own member organizations detailing the suffering
of the Iraqi people and the central causal role sanctions played in the
creation of that suffering (reports Annan in his next sentence stated
could not be ignored), was willing to accept the erosion of universal
human rights enshrined in the United Nations charter in pursuit of
security concerns based on the assessment of individual states that
comprised the Security Council. He was essentially warning the court
of judgement which had presided over Iraq for a decade, that
continued maintenance of its coercive sanctions regime, with its
genocidal effects on the Iraqi population, was being rejected not by
the dictates of the UN Charter or the Declaration of Human Rights
or even by any assessment of their success or failure to affect the
Iraqi regime, but rather in the “court of international public opinion.”
This new formulation of the Iraqi question, essentially from a
groundswell of the people of the global community, rejected the
sanctions regime and its devastating humanitarian consequences.
What those imposing the sanctions could not comprehend was that
this rejection was in no way support for the Iraqi regime, or the result
of Iraqi government propaganda, let alone an unwillingness to

Ishmael 01 intro  25/7/03  13:13  Page 4



Introduction 5

recognize the deadly coercion by those responsible for crimes against
humanity who infested the Iraqi regime. Rather it was a decision
which rejected the inflicting of punishment on an entire population,
indeed an entire society in all of its cultural and spiritual manifesta-
tions, as well as the humanitarian tragedy evident in the sanctions.

The bottom-up momentum to alleviate the suffering of Iraq was
a response from an increasing majority of ordinary people in many
countries the world over. That they were no longer willing to accept
the imposition of sanctions was resoundingly recorded in the “court
of international public opinion”, but it was not a call simply to end
the suffering of the Iraqi people, but rather a recognition of the
injustice resulting from the power being wielded by the Security
Council: a power that was not accountable to any authority outside
its veto-wielding five permanent members. The nature and role of
the Iraqi regime was not misunderstood, discounted or dismissed by
the opponents of sanctions, but its brazen disregard for its own
population was matched by a similar disdain exhibited by the Security
Council. Increasingly the United States and the United Kingdom,
identified as the principle perpetrators of the ongoing injustice, were
isolated, first in international opinion and then diplomatically. The
only remaining tools available to maintain the quarantine were their
veto-power and overwhelming military force.

The costs of maintenance were rising as efforts around the world
increasingly undermined not only the legitimacy of the sanctions
but also their implementation. The resignation of senior UN
employees such as Denis Halliday and Hans von Sponeck, the growth
of the international grass-roots campaigns against sanctions, the
arrival of humanitarian relief flights in September 2000, and the
dramatic rejection of Iraq’s diplomatic isolation by regional
governments as well as concerned states the world over were leading
to a near total collapse of the sanctions embargo. The outbreak of
the Aqsa intifada in October 2000, with the subsequent recognition
that a peaceful resolution between Palestinians and Israelis was not
at hand, again intensified linkage between the strife-ridden regional
political axes. Only the military presence of the US and UK and the
strict legal penalties for ignoring the quarantine prevented the human-
itarian relief the Iraqi people needed so desperately. Efforts to buttress
the sanctions regime, the implementation of so-called “smart
sanctions” were identified as just that: efforts to shore up the
weakening support for the sanctions, not a serious effort to relieve
the suffering of Iraqis. It was increasingly recognized, largely through
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the activist efforts of a handful of campaigners, that Iraq’s ordeal
would not end without the removal of sanctions and an immense
rebuilding effort undertaken to reconstruct the country’s economic,
material, and social infrastructure.

The diplomatic stalemate reached in 2000, which the Security
Council meeting in March was attempting to address, was rejected
by the Bush administration. A fundamental shift occurred between
the two principle enforcers of Iraqi sanctions. The British government
had long maintained that it supported the maintenance of sanctions
in an effort to bring about Iraqi compliance with the disarmament
goals of the Security Council Resolutions adopted at the end of the
1991 Gulf War. The Bush administration, however, advocated a more
daunting condition for the lifting of sanctions, the removal of the
Iraqi regime. This was regarded warily by sanctions opponents and
many US allies in the opening months of the new Bush administra-
tion. The tragedies of horror and destruction that visited the United
States on 11 September, however, altered the parameters of the Iraq
question yet again. In the face of the crimes against humanity
perpetrated that day, the Bush administration forcefully responded
with a sweeping array of policies. The erosion of American civil
liberties, the preponderant use of force in Afghanistan and around
the world in attacking fringe Islamic revivalist groups, the escalation
of racist and uninformed commentary about the Arab and Islamic
people and cultures, all resulted from the Bush administration’s
response to 11 September.10 Moreover, within days of 11 September,
the US Congress passed a joint resolution authorizing the president
to use force against nations that he determined had aided the terrorist
attacks.11 The resolution stipulated:

That the President is authorized to use all necessary and appropriate
force against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines
planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that
occurred on 11 September 2001, or harbored such organizations
or persons, in order to prevent any further acts of international
terrorism against the United States by such nations, organizations
or persons.12

Moreover, “the Congress declares that this section is intended to
constitute specific statutory authorization within the meaning of
section 5(b) of the War Powers Resolution.” By providing this author-
ization Congress gave great latitude to the White House in the
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prosecution of any military action it chose to pursue in its “war
on terror.”

However, contained within many of these reactionary policies and
publicly acknowledged from the moment of the attacks was a
concerted effort to tie the Iraqi regime to the now voracious public
support for the eradication of political terrorism. That the US
government, largely at the prompting of the Bush administration,
chose to prosecute a campaign solely against Islamic varieties of this
political phenomenon is well documented. Hardliners with a decade
of calls to engage Iraq militarily behind them, such as Deputy Secretary
of Defense, Paul Wolfowitz, New York Times columnist William Safire,13

former CIA director James Woolsey, and journalist Laurie Mylroie,
now propagated a US invasion as the panacea to international political
terrorism.14 The dubious claims connecting Iraq and the events of
11 September took the form of three implausible stories. The first
had one of the suicide attackers of 11 September, Mohammed Atta,
meeting with Iraqi intelligence in Prague,15 although the CIA and
FBI publicly acknowledged their own investigative timeline had Atta
in the United States during the same period and that therefore the
story lacked credibility due to their inability to produce corrobora-
tion.16 The second story had Iraq connected to the anthrax attacks
in the United States,17 a story which had no basis beyond the fact
that Iraq had an anthrax weapons programme prior to 1991.18 This
attempted connection took on a surreal quality when the United
States ousted the head of the Organisation for the Prohibition of
Chemical Weapons (OPCW), the agency established under UN
auspices to enforce the Chemical Weapons Convention,19 and scuttled
attempts to improve the verification and monitoring measures
surrounding the Biological Weapons Treaty while continuing to
maintain that their dispute with the Iraqi government was over
weapons proliferation.20 The third connection revolved around an
Islamic revivalist group in northern Iraq, Ansar al-Islam. This territory
was outside the control of the Ba’athist regime (in fact it fell under
the protection of US and UK pilots in the northern no-fly zone) and
the Iraqi leadership had no known ties to Islamic fundamentalism
of any variety prior to 11 September, which led many observers to
be sceptical of the motives and veracity of the allegations.21

The fact that they could not provide a single impartial credible
piece of evidence to support countless claims of Iraqi culpability did
not stand in the way of Bush administration officials implying that
such was the case. In the immediate aftermath of the attacks Paul
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Wolfowitz stated: “It’s not just a matter of capturing people and
holding them accountable, but removing the sanctuaries, removing
the support systems, ending states who sponsor terrorism.”22 No
question was raised as which states he was referring to. President
Bush made the connection clear on 29 January 2002 with his state
of the Union address delineating an “axis of evil” that threatened the
global community, with Iraq as its central member.23 European leaders
called for restraint, German deputy foreign minister Ludger Vollmer
went so far as to state “this terror argument cannot be used to
legitimize old enmities.”24 Wolfowitz also pressed the first public
version of the argument linking Iraq not only to the sponsorship of
terrorism, but also to the claim that the Iraqi regime would be a
willing supplier of weapons of mass destruction to terrorist organi-
zations.25 Other US officials, such as Secretary of State Colin Powell,
when asked to clarify the government’s position on Iraq, demurred,
preferring broader goals: “ending terrorism is where I would leave it
and let Mr Wolfowitz speak for himself.” Donald Rumsfeld, speaking
from his authority as US Defense Secretary, repeatedly expressed his
belief that Iraq had “a relationship” with al-Qaida, despite of the lack
of evidence.26

Efforts by a majority of the Bush officials cemented the alteration
of the Iraq question to that of being a threat to the civilized world.
In the words of President Bush:

we must prevent the terrorists and regimes who seek chemical,
biological or nuclear weapons from threatening the United States
and the world....Iraq continues to flaunt its hostility toward America
and to support terror. The United States of America will not permit
the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s
most destructive weapons....The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop
anthrax, and nerve gas, and nuclear weapons for over a decade.
This is a regime that has already used poison gas to murder
thousands of its own citizens – leaving the bodies of mothers
huddled over their dead children. This is a regime that agreed to
international inspections – then kicked out the inspectors. This is
a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.27

This volume is an attempt to redress this attempt to demonize
Iraq, its people and its history. A lack of specialized knowledge or
sophisticated understanding of Middle Eastern or Iraqi politics has
not prevented many people from making sweeping and highly
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reductive statements about the Iraqi state, Iraqi peoples, Iraqi political
culture, and the role Iraq plays in regional and international politics.
Here we seek to contribute to redressing the lack of understanding –
towards reasonable thinking and diversity of opinion present in the
wider debate, in an effort to avert the further devastation of the Iraqi
people. Muhammad Hamidullah opened his celebrated volume on
the conduct of Muslim states by pointing out that: “Conduct in time
of war, with regard to the enemy, has [for] all time been considered
as the mirror of the culture of a nation.”28 While so many propose
war as the sole means to carry out policy in Iraq and in the process
abandon the cries heard from the Iraqi people over the past twelve
years, other voices are being raised. Some are within the binding of
this volume, many others are struggling to be heard elsewhere. In the
words of Martin Luther King: 

Hate cannot drive out hate; only love can do that. Hate multiplies
hate, violence multiplies violence, and toughness multiplies
toughness in a descending spiral of destruction...The chain of
evil–hate begetting hate, wars producing more wars – must be
broken, or we shall be plunged into the abyss of annihilation.

In 1967 he said, “man must evolve for all human conflict a method
which rejects revenge, aggression, and retaliation.”

This edited collection includes several prominent public intellec-
tuals and academics who are known both as champions of social
justice and for the high academic standards of their work. While
certainly informed by activist passions and a resounding desire to see
sanctions lifted, the authors present detailed and sophisticated critical
arguments that can inform students, activists, policy-makers and
interested readers looking for both more information and a critical
approach. The conclusions drawn within this volume follow an artic-
ulation of the factual examination of the impact of twelve years of
economic sanctions and over 20 years of conflict on the people of
Iraq. This is most important as the authors, while detailing past events
and measuring their impact, have an inherent focus on the future of
Iraq and its people. 

Richard Falk, Eric Herring and Stephen Zunes all examine the post-
11 September world and the impact of the aggressive policies of the
US administration of George W. Bush. As pointed out by Falk, Zunes
and Alnasrawi, US policy has remained committed to the idea of
regime change in Iraq, and no difference in degree of Iraqi compliance
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with UN bodies has produced any significant change in this stated
goal. Quite simply, the US has designated Iraq as a “rogue state” and
therefore, a direct threat to its national security. According to the
National Security Strategy of the United States of America, “rogue
states” are defined as those nations that will:

• brutalize their own people and squander their national resources
for the personal gain of the rulers; 

• display no regard for international law, threaten their neighbors,
and callously violate international treaties to which they are
party; 

• remain determined to acquire weapons of mass destruction,
along with other advanced military technology, to be used as
threats or offensively to achieve the aggressive designs of these
regimes; 

• sponsor terrorism around the globe; 
• reject basic human values and hate the United States and

everything for which it stands.

Of course, the only characteristic defining a “rogue state” that the
US itself fails to fulfill might be the final condition. However, one
might even be bold enough to argue that the Bush administration
displays a contempt for “the United States and everything for which
it stands”, given Bush’s record in electoral politics, his attempt to
assign Henry Kissinger to head the 11 September probe,29 his unilateral
withdrawal from international treaties, his flaunting of the
International Court of Justice in the Hague, and countless other acts.

Additionally, the US has positioned itself as the champion of the
‘free market’– a term it ludicrously utilizes as a direct equivalent to
“democracy” and “civilization”.30 American policy, although
attempting to portray itself as benign, operates notably as a direct
threat to the sovereignty, well-being, health, liberty, self-determina-
tion and democratic structures of potentially every other nation in
the world. For this reason, it seems obvious that the US would use
its “unprecedented-and unequaled-strength in the world”31 to exempt
itself from the workings of International Criminal Court.32 Protecting
the advance of the capitalist empire has become the responsibility
of the US government and the British government (an inheritor of
one of the old colonial empires). The role of the British government
as it fits into the sanctions regime and its role as a US junior partner
is examined in detail by Milan Rai in this volume. Anyone standing
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in the way of this advance or posing a possible challenge by asserting
rights to sovereign control of resources, such as Iraq, will be made
an example and will pay dearly.

The costs suffered by the people of Iraq from a war waged via
military combat, diplomacy, and economic coercion through
sanctions is explored extensively in this volume, especially in the
works of Abbas Alnasrawi and Thomas J. Nagy. Nagy’s article is also
of importance because it addresses a declassified US report entitled
Iraqi Water Treatment Vulnerabilities in which the US government
clearly lays out an understanding of the implications of sanctions on
the water supplies of the Iraqi people. The fact that this document
is dated 22 January 1991 reveals that the United States government
was well aware of the impact of sanctions and suggests that the deaths
of hundreds of thousands of Iraqis may have even been a desirable
goal, or at least a secondary outcome that was “worth” the pursuance
of the primary.

However, in war there are always at least two parties. In this war
of economic and strategic control of resources, as usual the group that
suffers the most is the general public of Iraq. They are caught between
the economic advance of George Bush Sr’s New World Order and
Saddam Hussein’s vociferous thirst for power and control of the Gulf.
Isam al-Khafaji deconstructs some of the mythologies of the pre-
sanctions Iraqi paradise presented by many anti-sanctions activists
flying in the face of logic. People who seek to find justice and a return
to humane conditions for the Iraqi people cannot afford to assume
that Iraq was on the right track before. Only through the establish-
ment of a just system of organizing Iraq’s human and natural resources
can the Iraqi people recover and begin to pursue healthy and
productive lives as is pointed out by Abbas Alnasrawi.

Without these conditions yet being realized, even in advanced
representative democracies (i.e. the US and Britain) and given the
imperial tendencies of these bodies, it would be logical that these states
are in no position to offer a democratic solution for the Iraqi people,
let alone liberty. In adherence to even the most basic understanding
of liberty, neither the conditions of democracy nor liberty can be
forcibly applied from above but, rather, must be arrived at through
the development and accessibility of civil society. The US and Britain
are not interested in the liberty of the Iraqi people; they simply use
this as a rhetorical device. What they desire is the complete control
of the economic production and military strategic capacities of Iraq.
Contrary to US State Department claims, the liberty of the Iraqi people
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cannot coexist with the domination of US imperialism or any other
tyrannies, including the rule of Saddam Hussein.

We would like to express our gratitude to all of the authors who
have contributed to this critical examination of an extremely urgent
and vital discourse. Additionally, thanks must be extended to John
Measor, Lisa MacIsaac and Mark Bizek for their research assistance,
especially in chasing the latest developments and keeping a cheerful
disposition.
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1 Iraq, the United States, 
and International Law:
Beyond the Sanctions
Richard Falk

What accounts for the obsessiveness of American policy toward Iraq
over the course of more than a decade? Is it another Vietnam in the
sense that the US Government cannot bring itself to acknowledge
the failure of its approach to regime change in Baghdad since the end
of the 1991 Gulf War, Saddam Hussein having withstood compre-
hensive sanctions, a variety of covert assaults, and repeated American
harassment from the air without flinching? Is it the pique at the
White House and Pentagon associated with the electoral removal
from the scene of Bush Sr contrasting with the persistence of Saddam
Hussein and posing a filial challenge to Bush Jr.? Is it some sort of
Freudian response by the younger Bush in retaliation for Saddam
Hussein’s alleged plot to assassinate his father? Is it the long deferred
payback to Israel for staying on the sidelines during the Gulf War,
despite the Scud missiles being fired from Iraq? Is it a matter of
securing US control of the oil reserves being linked to periodic displays
of regional dominance, especially through the denial of weaponry
of mass destruction to those states in the Middle East that might seek
at some point to deter or challenge the US in some future crisis? Or
is it part of the American empire-building strategy that views Iraq as
both an obstacle, but also as an opportunity to demonstrate the
extent of military dominance possessed by the US Government and
its political will to deal harshly with states that stand in the way? Or
is it the new cover story, frequently repeated by Bush and senior
political aides, that the Baghdad regime has become more dangerous
since 11 September because it may enable al-Qaida to obtain weaponry
of mass destruction that would then be used against American targets?

Undoubtedly there is no single correct answer because different
members of the Bush inner circle are drawn to various combinations
of these lines of analysis and advocacy, and they seem mutually
reinforcing in any event. What is beyond doubt, however, is that
American policy toward Iraq since the ceasefire in 1991 that ended

16
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the Gulf War has violated the most basic precepts of international
law, including the UN Charter, and the fundamental economic and
social rights of the Iraqi people.1 To the extent that the UN Security
Council has endorsed American policy, it has weakened respect for
the UN around the world. Iraq was defeated in a war, accepted
humiliating conditions for a ceasefire, which effectively encroached
upon the basic sovereign rights of Iraq as a state. In the ensuing
period Iraq has not been offered any kind of protection by the inter-
national community even in the face of an increasingly threatened
and unprovoked armed attack by the United States.

This chapter discusses the changing context of US policy toward
Iraq, followed by a consideration under international law of sanctions
and war threats, concluding with a criticism of the approach taken
by the United States and by the United Nations over this period of
more than a decade. In sum, for more than a decade the interna-
tional community as shaped by the United States has imposed an
extremely punitive peace on Iraq, abruptly forgetting the lessons
supposedly learned as a consequence of the disastrous effects of the
punitive peace imposed by the victorious powers on Germany after
World War I. These lessons were self-consciously and successfully
applied to Germany and Japan to promote the recovery of these
defeated countries in the aftermath of World War II. In retrospect, it
seems reasonable to wonder whether these “lessons of Versailles”
were only meant for those countries associated with the North in
some integral way. The South, subordinate in any event, has remained
fertile ground for indefinite punishment of any political actor that
challenged the established geopolitical order. Iraq, formerly a strategic
junior partner in the maintenance of such an order, especially during
its long war with the Islamic Republic of Iran during the 1980s,
became and remains the arch enemy of this post-Cold War American
design for the region. Iraq currently faced for some years dire threats
of invasion and attack that were openly discussed by American
political leaders, with alternative plans for the military operation
openly debated in mainstream media.2 The debate focuses on means,
their supposed effectiveness and their anticipated costs and risks,
and treats the acceptability of the ends as taken for granted or
irrelevant, although in stark violation of the most basic rules of the
UN Charter prohibiting recourse to non-defensive force in the settling
of an unresolved international dispute. Looking sympathetically at
the plight of Iraq as a beleaguered state should not be confused with
an endorsement of the Baghdad regime, or its brutal and bloody past
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behavior, both with respect to neighbors and its own internal
minorities. In this regard, there is little doubt that Saddam Hussein
is indictable for crimes against humanity and crimes against the
peace. Nontheless, the criminality of a head of state or of official
policies pursued does not impair the sovereignty of that state, nor
does it provide grounds for suspending the application of interna-
tional law. The reclassification of Iraq as “enemy” and “rogue state”
that occurred in the 1990s was purely a consequence of altered geopo-
litical priorities as the worst excesses of the Iraqi government were
committed years prior to its attack on Kuwait, and provoked no
change of strategic relationship.

THE CHANGING CONTEXT

From every perspective except that of geopolitics, American policy
toward Iraq since the end of the Gulf War has been a disaster. The
imposition and retention of comprehensive sanctions for more than
a decade after the devastation of the Gulf War has resulted in hundreds
of thousands of civilian casualties: more than a million according to
some estimates.3 This assessment has been abundantly documented
by reliable international sources, and affects most acutely the very
young and the poorest sectors of the Iraqi population.4 Although,
regrettably, receiving formal backing by the United Nations through
a strained interpretation of Security Council Resolution 687, with
some modifications in recent years, the cruel impact of sanctions so
appalled the most senior international civil servants of the UN
entrusted with administering programs of oil-for-food programs as
to prompt that rarest of bureaucratic impulses, successive resigna-
tions by the lead administrators on principle!5 The political objective
of this highly punitive diplomacy was justified as a way to destabilize
and contain the repressive regime of Saddam Hussein, but the evidence
clearly indicated that as the years passed, the government in Baghdad
gathered political strength while the internal and external opposition
among Iraqis seemed ever more inconsequential. It was ordinary Iraqi
people who were paying the main price for this continuing encounter
between Saddam Hussein and the United States Government.

Throughout this period, as well, American and British planes
continued to patrol extensive no-fly zones that had been established
in the north and south of Iraq, initially justified by the US Government
as indirectly authorized by Security Council Resolution 688 as a way
to protect endangered minorities, but later maintained as a way to
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challenge Baghdad militarily on a daily basis, exhibiting its helpless-
ness as a sovereign state. Unlike sanctions, these military incursions
lacked clear Security Council authorization, were quite unconnected
with their original protective function benefiting the Kurds in
northern Iraq and the Shi’ia minority in southern Iraq during the
immediate aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War when Baghdad was seeking
revenge against those elements in the Iraqi population that had sided
with the American-led military campaign.

At issue all along was the UN mechanism, the United Nations
Special Commission (UNSCOM), that was imposed on Iraq after the
ceasefire in the form of an inspection mechanism that claimed
extensive rights to oversee the destruction of existing Iraqi stockpiles
of weaponry of mass destruction and ensure that no activities were
continuing secretly to acquire such weaponry in the future.6 There
was much controversy surrounding UNSCOM activities, associated
with alleged Iraqi evasions and denials of access, but also counter-
charges by Iraq contending that the inspection procedure was being
used for espionage purposes and to harass and humiliate the Iraqi
government. Some years ago Iraq refused to grant further access to
UNSCOM, creating a new pretext for intervention and the resumption
of war, as well as debates about whether such inspections, however
extensive, could ever provide confidence about Iraqi compliance
with the conditions of disarmament imposed by UN Security
Resolution 687. In the years of the Bush Jr presidency there have
been assertions that without inspection a pre-emptive war is needed
to ensure that Iraq does not pose a threat to the United States in the
future, but also assertions from Washington that inspections even if
restored would not provide sufficient confidence to overcome the
justification for a military attack designed to impose a regime change.
Complicating the picture further, the UN, with strong backing from
Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, has been seeking to negotiate a renewal
of an inspection arrangement positing an UNSCOM arrangement as
an alternative to war, and coupled with some indication that sanctions
could be ended if the new scheme worked successfully. It became
clear that Washington rejected such an approach, and viewed the
inspection issue as a diversion and distraction from its goal of regime
change. The US was playing a double game: if Iraq resisted inspection,
this would validate the need for intervention, but if it assented, then
the unreliability of inspection would also validate the need for inter-
vention, a deadly Catch-22!
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In the meantime, during the latter half of the 1990s, a cruel
stalemate arising from the imposition of sanctions and intrusive US
claims persisted. It had long been apparent to objective observers
that these undertakings were not succeeding, but policy-makers in
Washington lacked the political courage to acknowledge, even
indirectly, that their approach had failed to dislodge Saddam Hussein
and was doing great damage to the people of Iraq, as well as to the
humanitarian reputation and political autonomy of the United
Nations. The Clinton Administration had so committed itself to the
support of sanctions, as well as the continuation of periodic bombings
within the no-fly zones, that it seemed completely unable and
unwilling to re-evaluate the policy in light of the harm being done
to Iraqi civilian society. Such a reluctance was consistent with the
overall approach in the Clinton years to exhibit “toughness” in
foreign policy, especially in the Middle East, so as to minimize criticism
from the hard right that made little secret of its push all along for a
renewal of outright war against Iraq with the goal of coercing a regime
change in Baghdad.7 Reminiscent of Vietnam, leaders in Washington
could not bring themselves to admit that their policy was a dreadful
failure, and so it went on and on, with no end in sight. During his
presidential campaign and upon arrival in Washington, George W.
Bush announced that sanctions against Iraq would be continued,
and intensified, although the undisclosed intention was to move
from sanction to the more proactive option of intervention and war.

From the perspectives of international law and morality these
policies directed at Iraq were of a highly dubious character, yet their
continuation in the face of widespread criticism from most
governments in the region and the world, revealed the extent of
American influence within the United Nations specifically, and inter-
national politics generally. The whole experience was a demonstration
of the primacy of geopolitics at the expense of basic standards of law
and morality. Despite the pragmatic and humanitarian misgivings
of many governments, there was little disposition to challenge openly
the American position.

Then came the 11 September attacks on the World Trade Center
and the Pentagon, which inflicted heavy symbolic and substantive
damage on the United States, and produced a claim to use force in
self-defense. Despite some criticisms directed at the way the claim
was formulated and applied to Afghanistan, it did represent a
reasonable effort to retaliate against the main locus of al-Qaida
operations and to diminish the prospect of future attacks.8 In the
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face of these attacks, President Bush in his 20 September 2001 address
to a Joint Session of Congress, outlined the resolve of the US
Government to wage an overall war against “every terrorist group of
global reach.”9 Iraq was mentioned by name in the speech only to
make the point that the character of the war being launched was
different from the 1991 Gulf War: “This war will not be like the war
against Iraq a decade ago, with a decisive liberation of territory and
a swift conclusion.” True, a generalized warning declared that “[f]rom
this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or support
terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a hostile regime.”

The truth was that the hawks in Washington had smelled Iraqi
blood from the moment of the al-Qaida attacks. There were early
statements by right-wing think-tank analysts urging the extension
of the military response to Iraq. Leading members on Congress sent
a bipartisan letter to the President, coordinated by Senators Joseph
Lieberman and John McCain, insisting that the war on terrorism
could not succeed unless the threat posed by Saddam Hussein was
confronted by military force. Israel, also, made little secret of its wish
to extend the battlefields of Afghanistan to Iraq (and Iran). Various
efforts were made to encourage war against Iraq by trying to show
(on the basis of slim and unconvincing evidence) that there were
links between Baghdad and al-Qaida agents prior to September 11,
or to imply that Iraq was the source of the anthrax distributed via
the US Postal Service. Throughout this period there were inconsis-
tent and inconclusive comments deriving from top members of the
Bush security team. The Secretary of State, Colin Powell, was still
seen soon after 11 September as reluctant to endorse such a belligerent
stance, realizing that it would interfere with his diplomatic priority,
which involved building up a global coalition against the al-Qaida
network and finding some way to dissipate anti-Americanism arising
from the unresolved fate of the Palestinians. Such caution seems to
have disappeared in the wake of the successful campaign by American
military forces to turn the tide of battle within Afghanistan so quickly
and decisively in favor of the Northern Alliance, producing the
collapse of the Taliban regime, the destruction of the Afghan nerve
centre of al-Qaida and the dispersal of its leadership. This American
victory was achieved with almost no American casualties sustained
during the air campaign. At first, it seemed far more dangerous to be
a journalist covering the US war in Afghanistan than to be a soldier
on the American side. Later on, this state of affairs changed somewhat,
as American forces were used on the ground to deal with enclaves of
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Taliban and al-Qaida resistance and some deadly fire-fights occurred.
A new wave of American triumphalism emerged, being painted in
vivid colors of geopolitical achievement in the course of President
Bush’s State of the Union Address on 29 January 2002.10 This occasion
was seized to expand the scope of the war against global terror by
extending its goals to include a series of countries, Iraq, Iran, and North
Korea, which were provocatively labeled “the axis of evil.” Ever since
that speech, the assumption has permeated media treatments and
public attitudes that a US decision to wage war against Iraq had been
made by the White House, and the only uncertainty that remained
was related to the adoption of specific war plans, the extent, timing,
and nature of the attack, the degree of dependence on a ground attack
and the availability and relevance of Iraqi opposition forces both
inside and outside the country.

This further turning of the screw by the US Government has moved
the sanctions debate into the background, shifting world attention
towards the avoidance of war. The UN is still pursuing a course that
would suggest that a reliance on the inspections mechanism
authorized by UNSC Res 1441 could avert a second Gulf war. Despite
this sidelining of sanctions, it remains important to consider the
sanctions regime, which continues to impose hardships on the civilian
population of Iraq, from the perspective of international law and
morality. The sanctions regime, whatever else, stands before our
political understanding of liberty as a severe descent by the organized
international community into criminality, subjecting it to serious
analysis as to whether or not the wrongdoing and harm amount
cumulatively to genocide.11

THE SANCTIONS REGIME

It seems helpful to separate the sanctions regime into five distinct
phases, each of which poses the question of legality and morality in
a different way:

1. pre-war reliance on sanctions in the months after the Iraqi invasion
of Kuwait in August 1990;

2. immediate post-war reliance on sanctions to achieve compliance
with Security Council Res. 687;

3. persisting reliance on sanctions during the UNSCOM period in
the face of growing evidence of civilian suffering;
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4. shift to “smart sanctions” to deflect criticism of early sanctions
regime, and to sustain UN consensus for their imposition;

5. maintenance of sanctions as a secondary policy, with increasingly
blatant “war talk” as the primary policy, threatening a military
attack unless a satisfactory regime change in Baghdad occurs.

Pre-war sanctions

It is of great importance to distinguish between the imposition of com-
prehensive sanctions by virtue of UNSC Resolution 660 prior to and
after the initiation of the first Gulf War on 15 January 1991. In the
months following Iraq’s conquest and annexation of Kuwait in August
1990, the approach advocated publicly by the United States, and
adopted by the United Nations Security Council, was to endorse
Kuwait’s right of self-defense and to seek a resolution of the conflict
by a combination of diplomacy and sanctions. The limited goals of
this policy were to restore fully the sovereign rights of Kuwait, and
to impose on Iraq the costs of the harm inflicted. The issue of Iraqi
actual and potential possession of weaponry of mass destruction was
not part of the UN engagement in this phase. Such a response to the
Iraqi invasion received wide and genuine support, including support
from the members of the Security Council with the sole exception
of Yemen, which abstained. Reliance on sanctions, even if it meant
imposing hardships on Iraq’s population, was seen as reasonable and
appropriate means to obtain Iraqi withdrawal, and the best way to
fulfill the Charter goals of protecting states that have been victims
of international aggression while doing everything possible to avoid
recourse to war. In this fundamental sense, sanctions prior to the
1991 Gulf War were fully consistent with international law and
morality, and enjoyed the virtually unanimous backing of the
membership of the United Nations, including most of the countries
of the Middle East.

Indeed, to the extent criticism was made, it moved in the direction
of advocating a greater reliance on the mix of sanctions and diplomacy,
especially providing more time to generate effective pressure on
Baghdad. A related criticism was that the United States did not
genuinely seek a diplomatic resolution of the dispute, and put forward
the demand for withdrawal in such unconditional and rigid terms
as to ensure that the Iraqi government would respond negatively,
thereby building the US case for war. The UN Secretary-General at
the time, Javier Perez de Cueller, supports the view in his memoirs
that a somewhat more flexible approach might well have achieved
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the stated UN goals without war.12 However, even then, for undisclosed
reasons, Washington preferred a military solution that would eliminate
Iraq as a regional power and as a threat to the Gulf oil reserves and
to Israel. Part of this preference was the possibility of connecting the
aggression against Kuwait with the quite separate concerns arising
from Iraq’s efforts to acquire weapons of mass destruction, including
biological, chemical, and nuclear weaponry. Only with war, and an
imposed ceasefire, could this wider security concern be addressed, as
was done in Resolution 687, which established the mandate for
destruction and inspection of such capabilities.

Post-war realities

In contrast, the perpetuation of sanctions by way of UNSC Resolution
678, in the period after the ceasefire and Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait,
was justified initially as leverage needed to ensure compliance with
Iraq’s various obligations to make various amends for the harm
inflicted, as well as to satisfy the most serious disarmament demands
imposed on a sovereign state since the end of the two world wars. It
is to be noted that after the Second World War, in contrast to the
punitive reparations burden imposed on Germany after the First
World War, the defeated countries were not subjected to economic
sanctions. On the contrary, despite the terrible harm they had inflicted,
these countries were given help with economic reconstruction, and
soon achieved positive economic growth.

The devastation wrought by the war in Iraq was extensive, including
the civilian infrastructure. The former president of Finland, Martti
Ahtisaari, presented a report to the UN on the basis of a fact-finding
mission, shortly after the military campaign ended, that indicated
the destruction of Iraq’s entire industrial and modern sectors,
suggesting that it had literally been bombed back to a pre-industrial
reality.13 Declassified documents from the US Defense Intelligence
Agency (DIA) confirm early complaints that the United States delib-
erately targeted the civilian infrastructure of Iraq, especially the water
treatment system, with the acknowledged purpose of disrupting
civilian life throughout the country.14 Under these circumstances, the
imposition of comprehensive sanctions was legally and morally
dubious from the outset. It was perfectly obvious that the war had
left Iraq in a situation of great vulnerability to a major health crisis,
and that increasing pressures by sanctions would exact a heavy toll
on the civilian society.15 To go ahead with comprehensive sanctions
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under such circumstances would seem certain to have the effect of
imposing massive indiscriminate death and illness on the civilian
population, while, ironically, exempting the military and political
leadership of Iraq from harm, thus engaging the moral, and possibly,
the legal responsibility at some level of those countries that supported
post-war sanctions. Such an approach to implementing the agreed
ceasefire also eroded the legitimacy and moral standing of the United
Nations, first, for agreeing to sanctions given its knowledge of their
probable effects, and then, for extending the ceasefire to cover aspects
of coercive disarmament and inspection that were not closely
connected with the claim of collective security that was put forward
as a proper justification for the war.

Sustaining the sanctions

As the months and years went by, evidence accumulated to confirm
what should have been anticipated: the sanctions were exacting an
enormous toll among the civilian population, and were doing virtually
nothing to hamper the activities and life style of the Iraqi elite. The
US Government favored the maintenance of a tough sanctions regime
even in the face of well-documented reports detailing the suffering
of the Iraqi people, contending in the notorious words of Madeline
Albright in 1996 (while serving as US ambassador at the UN and not
long before becoming Secretary of State), when confronted by statistics
as to the loss of life among Iraqi women and children, “[w]e think
the price is worth it.”16

Humanitarian considerations were only part of the disquiet
experienced by governments when asked periodically to extend the
sanctions under UN auspices. Similar hostility was expressed in
various ways by public opinion outside the United States. Another
part of the growing anti-sanctions movement within the UN had to
do with the degree to which the United States was seen to be throwing
its weight around in the UN and elsewhere, without finding a path
that could lead to a quick resolution. Closely related here was the
European concern that business opportunities in the Middle East,
especially in the field of energy development, were being sacrificed
for no plausible reason.

Maintaining sanctions under these conditions certainly seems to
run counter to international humanitarian law, as well as to the
more general just-war doctrine in its application to sanctions. The
most basic concept embedded in the law of war at the close of the
nineteenth century, in the Hague Convention, was the idea of
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agreements by governments that force could be legally used in warfare
only if directed against military targets and the related broad
injunction against the “unlimited” use of force against an enemy state.
Admittedly, there are conceptual and interpretative issues present.
International law is directed at states, not at international organiza-
tions such as the UN; the imposition of sanctions in this
comprehensive form was initially authorized and periodically
reaffirmed by the Security Council. Is the Security Council bound
by the restraints of international humanitarian law? There are no clear
answers given by existing international law to such questions. By
analogy and by moral reasoning, it would seem that the UN as
political actor should not be exempt from rules of behavior which
seek to protect civilians from the ravages and excesses of warfare, but
can such an analogy be legally relied upon in the absence of its
acceptance by the UN Security Council? Cautiously, then, it could
be concluded that the maintenance of sanctions, given the evidence
of their effects, is both immoral and in violation of the just-war
doctrine, involving three separate aspects: sanctions as applied seem
indiscriminate, disproportionate, and have little prospect of achieving
the ends being pursued.17

The move to smart sanctions

In response to the rising tide of anti-sanctions sentiment, especially
in Europe, the United States took a series of backward strides from
its preferred unyielding position so as to prevent the international
consensus from falling apart. It had earlier agreed to an oil-for-food
program that allows Iraq to sell its oil on the world market, importing
civilian goods, with the use of the revenues by Iraq scrutinized by
the UN Office of the Iraq Program (OIP) in such a cumbersome and
restrictive way as to compromise the humanitarian rationale.18 In May
2001 after elaborate diplomatic negotiations in which the United
States did its best to maximize sanctions while retaining the support
of the Security Council, a much heralded move to “smart sanctions”
was finally approved by the UN.19 Then, in November 2001, with
the adoption of UNSC Resolution 1382, the sanctions regime
somewhat modified this focus, banning all traded goods that had
military or dual-use applications. Any Iraq overseas contract is subject
to scrutiny, and rejection by UN administrative action. Any member
of the Security Council can delay a contract almost indefinitely by
seeking review if any of the challenged items appear on the extensive
Goods Review List. The OIP turns any questionable contract with

Ishmael 01 intro  25/7/03  13:13  Page 26



Iraq, the United States, and International Law 27

Iraq over to the United Nations Monitoring, Verification and
Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) and the International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) to determine whether the trade goods are
related to Iraqi military applications. The so-called 661 Committee
of the Security Council has the last word on whether a contract
survives this review process.

In reality, Iraq appears to have circumvented many of the
constraints associated with the early years of sanctions via internal
adaptation and regional smuggling arrangements designed to sell oil
outside the sanctions regime, especially to Syria. Iraq and the UN
have played a cat-and-mouse game related to the renewal of
inspection, which at times has turned into a bargaining move,
exchanging access by inspectors for a gradual lifting of sanctions. In
addition, the smuggled goods tend to reflect state priorities relating
to security and regime stability rather than the alleviation of the
humanitarian tragedy. While the US has at times seemingly accepted
the situation, it has nevertheless maintained a degree of ambiguity
by stressing its lack of confidence that inspection will be able to
determine whether Iraq is observing its obligation to refrain from
the production, development, and possession of weaponry of mass
destruction. In recent months this ambiguity has almost been entirely
suppressed by the unilateralist climate of opinion in Washington
that expresses its intention to take whatever steps are necessary to
achieve a regime change in Baghdad. As a consequence, sanctions
seem of diminishing relevance both to advocates of a hard line on
Iraq, who favor a military solution, and advocates of normalization,
who favor an end to sanctions.

What became clear long before 11 September is that, to the extent
that sanctions were seeking political results beyond a punitive effect,
their impact was negligible even though they were maintained for
more than a decade in the face of strong objective evidence that
massive loss of civilian life was being caused month by month over
the course of many years. Consequently, it can be concluded that the
indiscriminate civilian suffering caused was not “collateral”, especially
after the initial period when it might have been reasonable to suppose
that over time the sanctions would erode internal support for Saddam
Hussein’s leadership, possibly stimulating internal and external Iraqi
forces to achieve a regime change. Despite this assessment, and by
making adjustments of the sort involved in the adoption and admin-
istration of smart or selective sanctions, without the intervening
reality of September 11 American-led policy toward Iraq would in all
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likelihood have maintained its futile course indefinitely, squeezing
the people of Iraq without any realistic hope of achieving political
objectives. Of course, some supporters of the US approach argue that
sanctions did succeed to the extent of keeping Saddam Hussein
pinned down, “within his box” to use Beltway jargon.20 Further,
without sanctions, Iraq would have by now acquired a formidable
arsenal of weaponry of mass destruction. Even if this latter conjecture
is accurate, there is no reason to doubt, particularly in light of the
1991 Gulf War and US/Israeli regional security policy, that
containment and deterrence could be relied upon, with every prospect
of success, to minimize the risk of Iraqi expansionism. A careful
examination of Iraqi behavior under Saddam Hussein discloses an
ambitious approach to the use of power in regional settings, but also
a rational one to gains and losses, and a willingness to back down
rather than to engage in self-destructive warfare. In effect, then,
sanctions after 1991 were essentially punitive and, although supported
by the UN, seemed to violate the most fundamental values embodied
in international humanitarian law, and arguably raise plausible
allegations of genocide. Some have argued that, although they were
atrocities, the sanctions do not qualify as genocide because there is
no showing of specific intent.21

From sanctions to war

There is no doubt that 11 September created an opportunity for those
seeking regime change in Iraq to acknowledge tacitly the failure of
the sanctions approach, yet still escalate their demands with respect
to Iraq. Recourse to war against al-Qaida gave the Bush Administration
great latitude in foreign policy. There were attempts in the immediate
aftermath of the attacks to intimate that there were Iraqi connections
with al-Qaida, a supposed meeting in Prague between an Iraqi intel-
ligence official and Mohammed Atta, the claim that Iraq was behind
the anthrax dispersal, and other more generalized allegations of the
connections between Iraq as rogue state and the new threats posed
by mega-terrorism.

However, the decisive move was made in the 2002 state of the
Union address when Iraq headed the list of “axis of evil” states, and
a doctrine of pre-emption was set forth by President Bush. Drawing
on public anxieties about mega-terrorism, Bush declared that “axis
of evil” countries with the will and capability to produce weaponry
of mass destruction posed severe threats, not so much through the
likelihood that such weapons would be used directly, but rather that
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they would be transferred to al-Qaida and possibly other terrorists
groups with global agendas. Without explicitly indicating that an
attack upon Iraq was forthcoming, the clear implication of what Bush
and others in Washington were saying was that it would do what was
necessary to supersede the Saddam Hussein regime thereby achieving
regime change comparable to Afghanistan.

It is important to underscore the degree to which such war talk is
at odds with the most fundamental rules and principles of interna-
tional law, as well as being incompatible with the just-war tradition
that continues to be influential in religious and ethicist circles.
Throughout the twentieth century there were major efforts to outlaw
non-defensive wars, the core undertaking of the UN Charter being
designed to fulfill the pledge of the Preamble “to save succeeding
generations from the scourge of war.” The Nuremberg/Tokyo prose-
cutions of German and Japanese leaders after the Second World War
proceeded on the premise that aggressive war was a crime against the
peace, and that, as such, was the most serious form of international
criminality. The Charter was drafted to minimize the role of subjective
factors – self-serving explanations by governments as to why war is
justifiable. The Nicaragua decision of the World Court in 1986 upheld
this Charter approach as also being contained in general interna-
tional law applicable under all circumstances of conflict. It is arguable
that the 11 September attacks by al-Qaida cannot be addressed within
this template of modern international law as the threat and capability
cannot be territorialized, and the idea of defensive force needs to be
extended to enable a threatened state to protect its people and uphold
its security.22 Such reasoning does not apply in the setting of the axis
of evil states, since deterrence offers an adequate way to reconcile
containment with the avoidance of war – the security policy used by
both sides in the Cold War for over 40 years. In this regard, the war
talk directed at Iraq is a direct challenge to the overall framework of
modern international law concerning war/peace issues. If war is
unleashed against Iraq, it will establish a dangerous and unaccept-
able precedent validating recourse to international force in a wide
range of circumstances. First of all, anticipatory defense and preventive
war would be used as a rationale. Secondly, recourse to war would
be undertaken by the United States without a UN mandate, and
without even the collective procedures invoked to justify recourse to
war in 1999 in relation to Kosovo.
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CONCLUSION

The Iraq experience with sanctions needs to be understood by
reference to the five distinct temporal intervals discussed above. No
blanket generalizations can be applied to the sanctions regime as a
whole. The imposition and maintenance of sanctions after the 1991
Gulf War needs to be condemned as a deliberate and indiscriminate
policy designed to inflict harm on the civilian population of Iraq. The
UN discredited itself by endorsing sanctions, although efforts were
made to mitigate the humanitarian catastrophe being caused by
initiatives of the Secretary-General and others, and the UN generally
is no stronger and more accountable under international law than
it is leading members permit. Accordingly, it is the United States and
the United Kingdom, the most ardent proponents of sanctions and
the enforcers of the no-fly zones, who bear a particularly heavy
political, legal, and moral responsibility for the harm inflicted on
the people of Iraq.

The debate about sanctions was superseded at the end of the
Afghanistan War by the debate about recourse to an American-led
war against Iraq. President George W. Bush claimed that such a war
was necessary as part of the anti-terrorist campaign that represented
the American response to September 11. Most of the world disagreed,
despite the general recognition that Saddam Hussein was an oppressive
ruler who had committed numerous crimes against humanity during
his period as head of state. In an attempt by the Bush administra-
tion to build greater international support for the war, the United
States agreed to work through the UN as of September 2002 so as to
give Iraq one last chance to avoid war. The Security Council was
persuaded to establish a very intrusive mechanism of unconditional
inspection that Iraq accepted, presumably seeking to avert the
threatened American attack. This inspection process was tasked with
the job of ensuring the complete “disarmament” of Iraqi weapons
of mass destruction, with Iraq facing the prospect of “serious conse-
quences” if it foiled the inspectors or was found to be in “material
breach” of the operative Security Council resolution, 1441. As the
process went forward it was evident that there was a widening gap
between the American-led war party and the French-led inspection
party. At the time of writing, it seems as though the French will
prevail within the UN, and US will proceed with its war plans in
defiance of the UN.
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Despite this overshadowing of sanctions by the clouds of war,
however, it is important to assess the sanctions imposed on Iraq that
set the stage for the initiation of an aggressive war. What we should
learn from this reliance on sanctions, first, to induce Iraq to withdraw
from Kuwait, and then for more than ten years as a punitive peace
in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War, is that such a policy can have
devastating effects on the civilian population. This is especially true
when the sanctions are imposed on a country whose centralized
water purification system has been destroyed. Indeed, in such a setting
sanctions are both more indiscriminate than war itself and more life-
threatening as the experience of Iraq since 1991 demonstrates. In
such circumstances, sanctions amount to the continuation of war,
without even the loose constraints of international humanitarian
law. For the United Nations to have formally endorsed such a sanctions
policy when these realities were widely reported, and essentially
uncontested, is a severe blight upon its own mission to prevent war
and to raise the moral standards of the world politics, especially
concerning the protection of vulnerable peoples confronting a human-
itarian disaster. Let us hope that these dismal lessons of Iraq sanctions
will be learned, and the suffering caused to the people of Iraq will
not be repeated elsewhere in the future. 
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2 Power, Propaganda and
Indifference: An Explanation
of the Maintenance of
Economic Sanctions on Iraq
Despite their Human Cost
Eric Herring 

Indifference is the rejection of common humanity.1

The United Nations Security Council imposed economic sanctions
on Iraq in August 1990 in response to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait,
and those sanctions were still in place in March 2003, though with
the prospect of being lifted in the wake of a US-led invasion. What
explains the continuation of the sanctions despite voluminous
evidence of their human cost in terms of the blighted lives of millions
and premature deaths of hundreds of thousands?2 This is a crucial
question for those who have opposed the sanctions on principled,
humanitarian (as opposed to pragmatic, instrumental) grounds, yet
little attention has been paid to it. The growing academic and policy
literature on the sanctions on Iraq focus more on their human cost,
their political effectiveness, whether and how their human cost can
be reduced or their effectiveness increased, whether they should be
lifted, whether they are legal, whether a US-led war should be endorsed
to bring about their lifting or how they relate to the broader theory
and practice of sanctions.3 That officials (by which I mean politicians
and civil servants at both national and international levels) are willing
to accept the human cost is a given for this literature: how it is they
can think that way is left unexplored. Social, ethical and interna-
tional relations theorists could shed significant light on this but have
shown almost no interest in the sanctions on Iraq.4 Nor have those
who see themselves as working in what they call critical security
studies, premised explicitly on a commitment to common humanity
as opposed to prioritizing one fraction of humanity over another in
the pursuit of some supposed national or other sectional interest.5 I
share that ethical commitment to common humanity and argue in

34
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this chapter that a crucial underpinning of an acceptance of the
human cost of the sanctions on Iraq has been the denial of the
common humanity of people in Iraq.

The answer to the question I posed needs to be considered at two
levels. The first is the specifics of why the sanctions have been
maintained, and the second is the permissive, more general set of
assumptions that enable officials to think in terms of those specifics.
I start out with the first level, and examine the argument that it is
all very simple – the sanctions achieve important political objectives
at acceptable human cost. I then go on to examine what makes it
possible to see that human cost as acceptable. Some officials argue
that, while the human consequences of the sanctions have been
terrible, what matters most is that those consequences were
unintended. In contrast, I argue that, in many respects though not
all, the human consequences of the sanctions are intentional. It is
noteworthy that the human cost of the sanctions has not made them
unacceptable to most of the public in the state principally responsible
for keeping the sanctions in place, namely the United States. I argue
that this is to a great extent due to the manufacture of consent
through the news media in terms of the rarity of coverage of the
human cost of the sanctions and also in terms of how that human
cost is framed. I examine the role of propaganda in this process, and
the ways in which officials engage in self-deception as well as
deception, and in which bureaucratization fosters indifference to the
human cost of the policy. In combination, this analysis provides an
answer to the question I posed. In Michael Herzfeld’s terms, it explains
the acceptability of “behavior that ‘normally’ – that is, when the
victims are seen as insiders rather than outsiders – would be outrageous
and even psychopathic.”6 It is an account of how those who run the
sanctions are able to preside over such havoc and live with themselves.
Even if the sanctions are lifted following a US-led invasion, this
question of how such a devastating policy could continue for so
many years is of great significance.

THE ACHIEVEMENT OF POLITICAL OBJECTIVES AT ACCEPTABLE
COST

The apparently simple answer to my question of why the sanctions
have continued despite their human cost is, as Madeleine Albright,
then US Ambassador to the UN, put it infamously in response to the
figure of 500,000 dead children in Iraq: “the price is worth it.”7 In
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other words, the political gains outweigh the human cost. However,
far from there being one sensible account of the sanctions there is a
mass of overlapping and competing accounts. It is routine to divide
views on the sanctions into pro- and anti- positions. That does indeed
represent an important dimension of what is going on. However, it
is not simply that those in favor of the sanctions all agree that they
are aimed at making Iraq comply with the relevant UN resolutions;
that they have achieved a great deal of Iraqi compliance; and that
all of the human cost of the last twelve years can be attributed solely
to Saddam Hussein. Nor do all opponents of the sanctions take the
line that the sanctions are aimed at the overthrow of Saddam Hussein;
that the sanctions have actually allowed him to tighten his grip on
the country; and that the sanctions are the main reason for the
suffering in Iraq. Instead, individuals have more complex, ambivalent
and shifting sets of preferences and disagreements over the objectives
and “ownership” of the sanctions.

In terms of objectives, the sanctions are variously seen as aimed
at securing Iraqi compliance with UN Resolutions; overthrowing
Saddam Hussein; overthrowing anyone, including his successors,
who are not compliant with US wishes; or serving a broader US
strategy of global dominance.8 The relationship between sanctions
and overthrow has been disputed. Has it been to make the lives of
ordinary Iraqis so miserable that they will accept the risks associated
with an uprising, or to bring about a coup from within the Iraqi elite,
probably by the armed forces? Others have interpreted the sanctions
not in terms of overthrowing Saddam Hussein but, on the contrary,
keeping him in power in order to prevent a breakaway Kurdish state
in the north and the establishment of a Shi’ite Islamic state in the
rest of the country, but weak enough to prevent him from launching
a military challenge to US oil interests in Saudi Arabia. Arms control
motivations are seen by some as residing at the core of the policy
(limiting Iraq’s nuclear, biological and chemical weapon, and ballistic
missile capabilities) and by others as mere propaganda cover (because
those same countries had previously sold Iraq military and dual-use
technology and provided financial assistance to Iraq at the peak of
its efforts to acquire such capabilities). Related to this is disagree-
ment over whether or not the actors involved even want the sanctions
to be lifted. The starkest version is that neither the United States nor
Iraq want the sanctions to be lifted as they achieve various goals only
possible through their presence such as a permanent sense of
emergency and siege. The United States effectively controls most of
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Iraq’s finances while Saddam Hussein has extended his control within
most of Iraqi society through the population’s reliance on handouts.
In contrast, some hold the view that one side but not the other wants
the sanctions lifted, while disagreeing on which side is which.
Furthermore, according to journalist Stephen Farrell: “a senior UN
official in the Middle East…believed that the only reason sanctions
were still in force in their present form was because no one could be
seen to back down.”9 Hence the sanctions can be seen in terms of
symbolic politics (such as looking tough or at least not looking weak)
in which the achievement of the stated policy objectives is irrelevant
or at least secondary. 

There is even dispute over whose sanctions they are. Do the
sanctions symbolize the will of the “international community” made
manifest in UN resolutions? Or the hi-jacking of the UN by the United
States through the use of its Security Council veto with Britain as its
poodle? Are the United States and Britain the only actors responsible
enough to take on the tough tasks of both trying to ensure that Iraq
does not acquire prohibited weapons and dual-use technologies but
does adhere to a system in which the proceeds from Iraqi oil sales
are spent on the Iraqi people and individual and corporate victims
of the invasion of Kuwait in 1990? From this perspective, only the
United States and Britain have the political courage to take the flak
for making hard choices while countries like France and Russia are
so focused on chasing lucrative oil contracts dangled in front of them
by Iraq that they ignore the threat posed by Saddam Hussein inter-
nationally and to the people of Iraq. Another way of looking at the
policy ownership issue is that current national and UN level decision-
makers did not choose the sanctions policy but inherited it from
their predecessors. Decision-makers often continue with policies put
in place by their predecessors even if they would not have chosen
to adopt them in the first place, perhaps because of the uncertain-
ties and criticism they may face. Policies acquire inertia as they
become institutionalized and normalized, making for a tendency
towards only incremental change (of course, this is only a tendency
rather than a rule, as decision-makers can and do institute basic
policy shifts).

Moreover, the supposedly simple answer suggested above is not an
objective assessment but is, in international relations theory terms,
a realist one. The basic thrust of this version of a realist view is that
the sanctions are instrumentally necessary to deal with a major, even
apocalyptic, threat to US interests. While some realists might make
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a different, more relaxed assessment of the threat, the key enabling
feature of realism is a particular view of identity and the ethics of
responsibility. For realists, the practical and ethical responsibility of
decision-makers is solely to the citizens of their own state, hence
costs borne by populations of other states are simply irrelevant unless
they result in political pressures which may undermine the
achievement of national political goals. John Mueller and Karl Mueller
argue that Americans do not care much about the death of foreigners.10

However, they do not probe why it is that Americans (supposedly)
think that way. They also take us in the wrong direction by essen-
tializing the notions of “American” and “foreigner.” In other words,
they treat those concepts as if they have a single, fixed and self-
evident meaning. Not all Americans actually think that way – not
all are indifferent to the loss of foreign lives, either generally or in
this specific case, as can be seen in the work of the US citizens within
the Iraq Action Coalition (IAC) which opposes the sanctions on
principled, humanitarian grounds.11 Writing the way Mueller and
Mueller do unwittingly excludes from “American-ness” those who
do care. To such IAC activists, a US citizen who does not care about
the human cost of the sanctions is in significant respects more
“foreign” than a citizen of another state that does care about them.
How one comes to see oneself and others is a vital part of making it
possible to accept or reject the continuation of the sanctions with
their related human cost. In the end we need a more complex picture
of how the sanctions have been maintained, and an important
element of that picture has been the representation of the human
cost of the sanctions as unintended.

REPRESENTATION OF THE HUMAN COST OF THE SANCTIONS AS
UNINTENDED

Intentions matter, and intending to inflict human cost is morally
worse than not intending to inflict it. Hence, for example, whereas
some leaders have sought the death of vast numbers of people, mass
death is not an objective of the sanctions. Furthermore, remedial
measures have been instituted which have been intended to reduce
the scale of suffering in Iraq, especially since 1996 and the establish-
ment of the UN Oil For Food (OFF) programme permitting Iraqi oil
exports from which most of the proceeds go towards the purchase
of humanitarian goods under UN supervision. Another difference is
that the killing is indirect rather than direct: in other words, the
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deaths are caused by shortages of necessary items rather than by
individuals being executed or bombed. As Mueller and Mueller put
it, the deaths caused by sanctions are “dispersed rather than concen-
trated and statistical rather than dramatic.”12

This means that responsibility for the deaths is much less obviously
attributable or intentional. However, when we say that we did not
intend something to happen, it usually means that a consequence
was not functional to the pursuit of our objectives, was unexpected,
the product of omissions rather than actions, unavoidable, something
we try to end or reverse once we become aware of it, or some
combination of these. There is a clear sense in which the human cost
of the sanctions is functional to various versions of the objectives of
the sanctions. Iraqi society is a resource for Saddam Hussein to survive
and be powerful. Damaging Iraqi society can contribute to limiting
his power or reducing his chances of survival, and it can also be seen
as a means of putting pressure on Saddam Hussein to comply with
the relevant UN resolutions. Consequences matter as well as
intentions, and where consequences are anticipated and, once they
have occurred and are known, culpability is increased. From the
outset, the huge scale of death and suffering in Iraq was a fully
anticipated consequence of the sanctions due to their reinforcement
of the effects of Iraq’s long war with Iran in the 1980s and especially
of US-led bombing in 1991.13 When those anticipated consequences
became a reality, the sanctions continued.

Furthermore, the human cost in Iraq is not merely a product of
omissions, but of actions as well.14 The sanctions were set up and run
one way rather than some other way even though it is correct to say
that thesanctionswouldnothavebeen imposed if Iraqhadnot invaded
Kuwait. This is particularly important in that international law and
human rights conventions do not give decision-makers, at the state
or UN level, the right to act in any way they see fit in pursuit of their
perceived interests. In this vein, the UN General Assembly’s Inter-
Agency Standing Committee of UN, non-governmental and
inter-governmentalhumanitarianagencies emphasized to theSecurity
Council that: “The design of a sanctions regime should ... take fully
into account international human rights instruments and humani-
tarianstandardsestablishedby theGenevaConventions.”15 Ina report
commissionedbytheUN,BelgianlawProfessorMarcBossuytconcluded
that: “The sanctions regime against Iraq is unequivocally illegal under
existing international law and human rights law” and “could raise
questions under the genocide Convention.”16 Hence culpability is
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further deepened by the fact that these omissions and actions are those
not of just any actors but of those with specific role responsibilities.

The avoidability or otherwise of consequences also comes into
play. Even within the sanctions regime, much of the human cost
could have been avoided by offering from the outset a large-scale
programme of supervised oil sales for humanitarian supplies. Instead,
the offers that were made by the UN in 1991 involved an unspecified
share of a one-off lump sum of money (working out at approximately
$73 per person). A revised offer made in 1995, and accepted by an
economically shattered Iraq in 1996 as the OFF programme, at least
specified and increased the amount of money to be available for
humanitarian supplies.17 The offers of remedial action allowed pro-
sanctions officials to refuse to accept blame for the human cost by
enabling them to argue that a humanitarian programme had been
offered to Iraq: making a strictly humanitarian offer aimed at saving
Iraqis was not a priority.

In sum, the human cost of the sanctions has been instrumental
in the pursuit of policy objectives, anticipated, known, a product of
actions rather than omissions, avoidable, subject only to limited
remedial action and that remedial action has clearly not been
motivated primarily by a desire to avoid that human cost. These
points do not undermine the unintentionality defense completely,
because we need to retain the capacity to identify and condemn those
who do intend such things in the sense that the human cost of a policy
is seen as an end in itself. However, even here the distinction is not
absolute because what they have in common is a strong streak of
indifference, involving both an uncaring awareness of human cost
and also a sheer lack of attention to that human cost through
avoidance of thinking about it or acting to avert it. What I wish to
turn to next is a consideration of the extent to which the US public
– the people in the state which matters most in retaining the sanctions
through the US veto in the UN Security Council and UN Sanctions
Committee, and through US political efforts more broadly – are aware
of what is going on and are indifferent even if they are aware.

MANUFACTURE OF CONSENT FOR THE SANCTIONS THROUGH
THE MEDIA

One of the main tactics of anti-sanctions campaigners has been to
publicize the human cost of the sanctions in the belief or at least
hope that public disquiet would bring about the end of the sanctions
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on humanitarian grounds. Whether or not this belief or hope is valid
needs to be examined. One possibility is that the US public do know
of the human cost and most of them do not care greatly for the
reasons indicated above. This is the view of Mueller and Mueller: “In
fact the news media have covered the story, albeit limitedly, but
stories that do not incite much response from their audiences tend
not to be followed up (so much for the famed ‘CNN effect’).”18 We
do not have the research to support or refute this analysis. It is just
as plausible that there is a correlation in general terms between the
limited amount of coverage and the limited amount of public concern
– more coverage could therefore produce more public concern. A
productive line of enquiry here might be to explore the role of the
Internet. Having had their concern triggered by a small amount of
coverage, some may have responded not by writing to traditional
outlets such as the New York Times but may instead have turned to
Internet sources, including those of anti-sanctions campaigning
groups, to find out more. Madeline Albright’s comment of the price
being “worth it” is now staple campaigning material amongst anti-
sanctions groups.19 As Mueller and Mueller note correctly, that
statement did not result in a massive US public outcry, but it is unclear
whether or not that was because most people in the United States
see the world Albright’s way.

On the notion of a CNN effect – in which mainstream news media
coverage produces a public response which in turn forces a change
of a policy to which a government had been committed – Mueller
and Mueller are right to be skeptical. Piers Robinson has shown that
the CNN effect is a myth: space for news media influence is severely
limited, primarily to areas of policy in which the government is
divided or uncommitted.20 Instead, the news media usually
manufacture consent in the sense that, while the news media can be
adversarial, they are generally only adversarial within a framing of
the situation broadly shared by the government.21 Hence, what
matters is not only the volume of coverage of the human cost of the
sanctions, but also the nature of it. The manufacture of consent
model predicts that coverage will be framed in a way that creates
emotional distance with regard to that cost, casts doubt on the role
of US policy in bringing it about, or provides justification for it.22

For example, Albright’s comment was made in the context of a
report titled “Punishing Saddam,” instead of, say, “Punishing Ordinary
Iraqis For the Crimes of Their Dictatorial Leader.” Another good
example of this kind of framing occurred when the Guardian reported
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the fact that the campaign group Voices in the Wilderness had
imported into the UK half a ton of Iraqi dates in deliberate breach
of the sanctions as an act of civil disobedience. While Voices will
have been gratified to get front-page coverage, they would have been
displeased to have the coverage framed by the following headline:
“Say No to Saddam This Christmas – Turn Down A Date.”23 This
framed Voices as asking people to say “Yes to Saddam”, and the
headline even instructed the reader as to how to act.

The proposal for supposedly “smart” sanctions (presented as
involving plans for tighter control of Iraqi revenues but an increased
flow of civilian goods into Iraq) emerged in 2001 from the British
government with qualified US support. A major purpose of the
proposal was to ensure that Saddam Hussein rather than Britain and
the United States would be blamed for the suffering in Iraq. The
preceding year, UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, was worried that
the UN was taking the blame: 

here we are accused of causing suffering to an entire population.
We are in danger of losing the argument, or the propaganda war
– if we haven’t lost it already – about who is responsible for this
situation – President Saddam Hussein or the United Nations.24

News media coverage critical of the sanctions was boosted by the
fact that Russia and especially France were active opponents of the
US and British approach to the running of the sanctions. For example,
the French Permanent Mission at the UN actively promoted negative
coverage of US decisions on the UN Sanctions Committee not to
permit various exports to Iraq in the hope that the United States
would be embarrassed into relenting. However, one should not be
too quick to assume that the “smart” sanctions proposal was the
result of publicity for the human cost of the sanctions. It is at least
as likely that it was triggered by the crumbling of the sanctions,
principally in the form of increasingly successful efforts by the Iraqi
government to earn money through smuggled oil and through under-
the-table payments for oil sales permitted by the UN.

If the occasional item is broadcast or published which contradicts
the dominant framing, it is unlikely to have more than a marginal
impact overall, even if it does produce an initial flurry of attention
outside that smaller sub-cultural group which shares its framing.
Anti-sanctions campaign groups tend to be well aware of these issues
and hence put substantial efforts into challenging the dominant

Ishmael 01 intro  25/7/03  13:13  Page 42



The Maintenance of Economic Sanctions on Iraq 43

framing of the sanctions in the news media as well as expanding
their sub-cultural group through their campaigning activities. The
occasional appearance of an item which contradicts the dominant
framing is helpful for the manufacture of consent because it can be
held up as “proof” that all voices are heard and the anti-sanctions
campaigners are the losers in a free market of ideas.

In order to shape news media coverage and public perceptions in
their favor, the US and British governments engage in propaganda
exercises. These are characterized sometimes by outright lies (which
are easy to refute) and more often by misrepresentations of facts and
analyses (principally those of the UN). Reports are quoted selectively
so as to change their meaning, and inconvenient facts are left out
with the aim of deceiving the audience into arriving at a different
conclusion from that contained in the original reports.25 For example,
UN reports indicating that medicine has not been distributed are
used as the basis for the claim that the Iraqi government is deliber-
ately not distributing them, when those UN reports indicate that the
problems are due to other issues such as large volumes of arrivals
that have caused distribution backlogs.

In response to accusations of lying and deliberate misrepresenta-
tion, there is an appeal to politeness and some sort of vague liberalism:
what can be criticized are arguments but not intentions, honesty or
integrity. Robert Solomon has noted the phenomenon of “the belief
that even if this particular ‘fact’ is false, the truth that the lie is
protecting is far more significant than the act of lying.”26 I came
across a striking case in an interview with an official who accepted
that UN reports were misrepresented to play down the human cost
of the sanctions and blame it solely on the Iraqi government. However,
I was informed that I was merely thinking about “micro truths” when
the “macro truth” is that the sanctions policy is the right policy. The
defense of this offered was that if officials were truthful about what
was happening, the public would be unhappy, and the public do not
want to be unhappy and do not want to know, and so it is the
democratic duty of the state to comply with these wishes and tell the
public either nothing or what they want to hear. When journalists
and academics lambast officials for misrepresenting the human cost
of the sanctions and responsibility for them, some officials feel that
the criticism is unfair because they are doing their democratic duty
whereas academics and journalists are elected by no-one and are
telling the public what they do not want to hear and so are anti-
democratic. This is what I call the “propagandist as victim” defense.
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There is an old saying that diplomats are honest persons sent
abroad to lie for their country. Whatever lies they tell, they are still
honest. Note that the buck stops nowhere – not even with the person
committing the act.27 There is an associated defense that, if I didn’t
do it, someone else would. This has never been an acceptable defense
for a thief or murderer and yet some officials are quite happy to use
it for themselves. Officials may engage in self-deception as well as
deception of others. Self-deception involves, in Ted Honderich’s
definition, “avoidance of evidence, or of pointers or clues, with the
aim of avoiding belief.”28 That way one does not have to deal with
a situation if one remains unsure that it exists, or is sure that it does
not exist. Officials will sometimes not see a connection between their
actions and the resultant human cost because they do not want to
see it. Distance between cause and effect assists both deception and
self-deception. Self-deception is made much easier when one operates
in an environment in which those deceptions are shared, and even
more so where internalizing the deceptions is vital as proof of loyalty
and indeed competence. Great value is placed on skill in making
those deceptions at least plausible so that people who are reasonable
and open-minded, but have not examined the original sources, come
to believe them or at least are willing to entertain the possibility that
they are true. Self-deception plays an important role in sustaining
indifference because it allows for the evasion of personal responsi-
bility. Indifference and irresponsibility can reinforce each other
strongly within bureaucracies, and the sanctions policy has spawned
an extensive bureaucracy.

INDIFFERENCE, BUREAUCRACY AND EVASION OF PERSONAL
RESPONSIBILITY

Within bureaucratic roles there is substantial room for individual
choice and thus for personal responsibility. Some find their position
within a bureaucracy intolerable and resign so that they can work
for fundamental policy change. This has famously been the case with
Denis Halliday and Hans von Sponeck, both of whom resigned the
post of UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq to campaign against
the sanctions. Their job was not to enforce the sanctions directly but
to try to run a humanitarian programme within its limitations. Others
stay in their posts and speak up vigorously about significant aspects
of the policy. Kofi Annan, current UN Humanitarian Coordinator in
Iraq, Tun Myat and Executive Director of the UN Office of the Iraq
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Programme (OIP), Benon Sevan, fall into this category.29 Myat has
stated “If by resigning today sanctions would be lifted tomorrow I
would be very happy to do so.”30 Most commonly, bureaucrats are
loyal. Some have doubts, but keep their heads down and look forward
earnestly to the day they get transferred to a new posting in another
area. Others with doubts push them to the back of their mind. Those
who remain loyal often argue that they can achieve more working
from within than from outside. This tends to be the case with British
officials who will not disagree publicly with the United States on
sanctions policy, and who claim that they can exercise a moderating
influence on the United States in contrast to France and Russia which
they say criticize the United States openly and are ignored. Voicing
disagreement publicly is thus presented as self-indulgent and
ineffective, and they feel hard done by in being categorized with the
United States when the sanctions are criticized. While that can be
true, it is also the case that, as Albert Hirschman noted: “Opportunism
can…be rationalized as public-spirited, even better it can masquerade
as secret martyrdom.”31

For some, doubts never surface. The mutual reinforcement of
individual indifference and the dynamics of bureaucratization is
brought out clearly in Hannah Arendt’s study of Adolf Eichmann, the
SS Lieutenant-Colonel who was chief of the Jewish Office of the
Gestapo during World War II. His task was to arrange for the killing
of Jews and others deemed undesirable by the Nazi regime.32 Eichmann
escaped to Argentina after the war but was abducted by Israel and
tried and convicted by an Israeli court in 1961 and hanged in 1962.
Experts in Israel found Eichmann to be psychologically normal in
terms of his relationships with family and friends and to be devoid
of fanatical anti-Semitism or ill-feeling at all towards his victims.
Similarly, those who run the sanctions are neither crazy nor driven
by a passionate desire to bring about the deaths of Iraqis. Iraqis have
died in huge numbers nonetheless. In referring in the subtitle of her
book to “the banality of evil”, Arendt is suggesting that such people
are not characterized by great drives. On Eichmann she commented:

Except for an extraordinary diligence in looking out for his personal
advancement, he had no motives at all.…He merely…never realized
what he was doing…It was sheer thoughtlessness – something by
no means identical with stupidity – that predisposed him to become
one of the greatest criminals of that period.33
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Those who run the sanctions are career officials, with their
performance in handling this difficult and important assignment
likely to have a substantial impact on their career trajectory. What
some of them worry about more is a dead-end job than the dead that
are the end result of their job, just as what Eichmann felt most pained
by was his belief that he had not been promoted as far or as fast as
he thought he should have been. This kind of individual indifference
reinforces and is reinforced by the dynamics of bureaucracy. Arendt
suggests that “the essence of totalitarian government, and perhaps
the nature of every bureaucracy, is to make functionaries and mere
cogs in the administrative machinery out of men, and thus to
dehumanize them.” It appears to be “the rule of Nobody.”34

For those relatively low down in the system, there can be a sense
of not really being in charge of the policy because of their minor
role, and so they will tend to concentrate on trying to carry out their
allocated task to the best of their abilities. For those further up the
bureaucratic ladder, the sanctions will be only one of many tasks
they are juggling at any one time and this also promotes disengage-
ment from the realities of the task. They can comfort themselves that
they are acting on expert advice and therefore in making a decision,
actually have no choice. Leaders like British Prime Minister, Tony
Blair and US President, George W. Bush, know very little about Iraq,
while many of those supposed experts are actually officials who have
rotated in their posts from other completely unconnected areas and
hastily occupy themselves with becoming fluent in, and internaliz-
ing, existing propaganda. In other words, it is possible for everyone
involved in carrying out a policy to not really feel responsible for it.
A policy can thus appear to acquire a momentum of its own, and that
appearance assists the evasion of responsibility. As Herzfeld puts it,
blaming the system “is the ethical alibi that enables its own func-
tionaries to function.”35 Blaming the system is a way of saying that
there is no point in opposing the bureaucracy, rather than saying
one fears the costs to oneself of doing so.

A way of blaming the system is to reify bureaucratic rules, that is,
act as if the rules are transparent and have fixed meaning; then
officials can hide their politics and personal choices behind them.
They can present their actions as simply following fixed rules and
deny to others and themselves that they are interpreting the rules
for ideological or personal purposes.36 When others with different
ends do the same, what is really going on – a battle of reifications as
part of a power struggle – becomes obscured by what is claimed to
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be going on – a struggle over the true meaning of words. Opponents
in this situation try to beat each other at the game of who is most in
line with “transparent” language. As long as this is the case, the
parties to this dispute effectively “institutionalize the evasion of
responsibility in the name of responsibility itself.”37 All of the bureau-
cratic rules and resolutions which make up the sanctions require
interpretation, and those interpretations are informed by normative
values and political objectives. This does not mean that interpreta-
tions are completely arbitrary. For example, whether or not an item
is on the UN’s “1051 list” (that is, its list of items related to United
Nations Security Council Resolution 1051, some of which Iraq is not
allowed to import and most of which it is allowed to import as long
as the UN gives its permission) can usually be verified against the fairly
precise descriptions on the list.

The rules by which the sanctions are run on a day-to-day basis still
leave plenty of wiggle room for politics, as all such things must.
When Iraq wishes to import something, the contract for that import
must by approved by the UN OIP or the UN Sanctions Committee,
the membership of which mirrors that of the UN Security Council.
The system up to May 2002 for contracts that went to the Sanctions
Committee was that any member of that committee could “block”
a contract (that is, veto a contract completely) or put it on “hold”
(that is, refuse to approve it until some specified condition is met or
concern is addressed). Only the Sanctions Committee member which
imposed the hold could lift it. In practice, few OFF contracts were
blocked whereas many were put on hold.38 Nearly all of the holds
were imposed by the United States, and nearly all of the remainder
by Britain. The application of the rules was driven predominantly by
political choices presented by those who made those choices as being
derived from the rules. The US representative on the Sanctions
Committee imposed “holds” on contracts for proposed Iraqi imports,
claiming that they contained 1051 items. When the UN Monitoring,
Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) challenged
those claims in some cases, the US representative was sometimes
forced to drop the claims. The new reason given was that holds were
imposed because contracts contained items which were “dual use”
for civil and military purposes, without providing a definition of
dual use or explaining why the 1051 list was inadequate. This
persistent vagueness meant that some holds could be effectively
permanent because the action required to get the hold lifted was
unclear, allocated funds were tied up and unavailable for other urgent

Ishmael 01 intro  25/7/03  13:13  Page 47



48 Iraq

humanitarian purposes, and it would not be possible to ensure that
items to which the United States might object could be omitted from
future contracts.39 One British official I interviewed defended the US
position by saying that “UNMOVIC is not serious about arms control.”
The reason given was that UNMOVIC’s job is merely to check items
against a list, whereas the job of the US representative on the Sanctions
Committee is to look out for US national security interests. The same
official also argued that when US Department of Defense experts
looked at the contents of contracts, they were worried that if they
let an item go through they could end up in trouble for looking too
soft and they knew that all the political rewards lay with appearing
to catch Iraq trying to do something underhand. When being quizzed
on holds, an exasperated Benon Sevan said: “Don’t look for logic in
the Iraq programme. There is no logic.”40 Similarly, the UN’s oil
experts complained that there was no consistency in whether or not
a hold would be placed on proposed exports of particular items of
oil industry equipment to Iraq.41

There is no logic if by that we mean the straightforward application
of clear rules, but that can never be the case – rules invariably work
within one political logic or another, and avoiding serious damage
to the UN’s humanitarian programme is not at the forefront of the
political logic used by Britain and especially the United States. This
is not necessarily a concern with preventing Iraq from getting
prohibited items: it has also provided a way of expressing more general
hostility towards the Iraqi government. Efforts to alter the UN’s
procedures for running the sanctions are part of an effort to wrest as
much power as possible from the United States in the running of the
sanctions to protect the OFF humanitarian program. In December
1999, the United States agreed to accept the establishment of “green
lists” of goods which could be approved by the OIP bureaucracy and
not require the approval of the US representative on the Sanctions
Committee. However, the United States fought a rearguard action to
restrict what went on the green lists, right down to objecting to paint
and light switches.42 $7.9 billion of the total $31.3 billion of contracts
approved by January 2002 had been fast-tracked through the green
lists system. The United States also compensated by imposing many
holds on contracts containing non-green list items. In January 2002,
Sevan wrote to the Chair of the Sanctions Committee to express his
“grave concern at the unprecedented surge in volume of holds placed
on contracts.”43 The figure for holds was already at a record high of
$3.93 billion on 7 September 2001. By January 2002 it had risen to
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$4.96 billion.44 Despite Sevan’s voicing of his concern, holds reached
another all-time high of $5.32 billion on 28 February 2002.45 This
seems to be part of the hardening US line on Iraq after the 11
September 2001 attacks on the United States rather than a result of
the failure of the contracts to conform to the rules of the sanctions.46

The new system which the US and British government called
“smart” sanctions was adopted via UN Security Council Resolution
1409 of May 2002. All items which are not on the UN Goods Review
List of dual use items (that is, civilian technologies which also have
potential for use in developing prohibited weapons) are approved
automatically. Items which are on the GRL may be blocked or may
still be approved, possibly with the requirement for specific additional
UN monitoring in Iraq. Hence entire contracts are not put on “hold”
over the presence of specific items, and the green lists were abandoned
in favour of the GRL. Furthermore, with the green lists everything
that is not specifically permitted for export could possibly be denied,
whereas with the GRL everything that is not specifically an item of
concern is to be permitted. By 7 March 2003, $2.2 billion worth of
holds on 1,118 contracts had been lifted through the GRL system.
However, it does not address the fact pointed out by Sevan that the
OFF programme “is increasingly facing a financial crisis” due to falling
Iraqi oil income. As of 7 March 2003, there was no money to pay for
2,632 approved OFF contracts worth some $5.1 billion.47 Even more
important, if “smart” sanctions are meant to be ones which minimize
the human cost of such a policy, then the new system is certainly
not “smart” because it does not address the basic reason for the
continuing suffering in Iraq. According to Myat: “The markets are
quite full of things, the problem is whether or not there are people
who have the purchasing power to buy them. Until such time as
people can reasonably afford to buy and live naturally everything else
you will see will only be superficial.”48 Ordinary Iraqis need proper
wages rather than handouts, the economy needs international
investment and the sanctions have prevented both.

These inter-bureaucratic struggles on holds, green lists and the
GRL underline the point that all bureaucrats are not equally indifferent
or evasive of personal responsibility. There is clear evidence of
individuals speaking out publicly and/or working quietly to use their
resources to reduce the human cost of the sanctions. Some UN officials
emphasize that the OFF programme was only meant to be temporary,49

and that it was never expected to be able to meet all the needs of the
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people of Iraq or be a substitute for a return to normal economic
activity.50 OIP officials put pressure on both the US and Iraqi
governments to act in ways which would optimize the effectiveness
of the UN’s humanitarian programme. For instance, they attack a
characteristic feature of the exercise of power and expression of indif-
ference through bureaucracy, namely, acting as if time is a matter of
no importance. Clearly, in a situation in which there is large-scale
suffering and death due to lack of vital items, time is of the essence.
In its weekly updates and other reports the OIP has sought to draw
attention to this. It pointed out that, as of January 2002, over $1.7
billion of contracts were still on hold even though information
requested by the “holding” Sanctions Committee member (in nearly
all cases the United States) had been submitted over 60 days previously.
At the same time the OIP pointed out that $0.3 billion of contracts
had been on hold for over 60 days as additional technical information
demanded by the “holding” Sanctions Committee had not been
submitted by suppliers. In addition, it drew attention to the fact that
the Iraqi government had not yet spent around $1.8 billion and €0.6
billion available to it in the OFF account (it had done so by late
February 2002).51 The prompt and extensive posting of documenta-
tion to the OIP website has in many respects been a crucial resource
to those who are challenging indifference to what is happening to
people in Iraq. However, it has also been a resource for those prop-
agandizing in favor of the sanctions. The OIP presents itself as an
even-handed advocate of a non-political approach to the OFF program
but all of its statements are politically significant. It needs to judge
carefully whether its statements are having the political effects it
intends (but does not always do so). Despite its self-proclaimed image,
it is not and cannot be non-political.

CONCLUSION

The sanctions on Iraq have been maintained despite their human cost
because US officials believe that the sanctions serve US interests while
the cost to people in Iraq is acceptable. How it has been able to portray
the situation that way with some success has been the subject of this
chapter. With British assistance, it has worked hard on propaganda
campaigns based on misrepresentations of what is actually going on.
US and British officials often end up believing their own propaganda,
as it is psychologically easier to accept it as the truth and also because
their facility in working within that framework is an indispensable
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part of being accepted within their national bureaucracies. Underlying
this is a basic indifference to the human cost in Iraq of the sanctions
which is made possible by seeing those people as less worthy of
concern. Comments made by Bush are instructive: “any time anybody
suffers in Iraq, we’re concerned about it…[T]o the extent that the
sanctions are hurting the Iraqi people, we’re going to analyze that.”52

This is not an expression of total indifference – he did not state “I
do not care.” However, the basic indifference is evident: there is an
evasion of any direct admission that the sanctions are hurting anyone
in Iraq, by suggesting that this is something in need of analysis at
some undefined point in the future and by the United States. The
vast amount of evidence gathered by many international bodies for
many years counts for nothing. Claims of humanitarianism are false
if thought and action are premised on the denial of common
humanity. The maintenance of the sanctions for so long has been
assisted by self-deception and indifference among officials of other
states and the UN itself, and by some mix of indifference and pro-
pagandization of the public in the United States and elsewhere. Noam
Chomsky made a comment on the war fought by the United States
in Vietnam which applies equally to the sanctions policy:

the…very…terrifying aspect of our society, and other societies, is
the equanimity and detachment with which sane, reasonable,
sensible people can observe such events. I think that’s more
terrifying than the occasional Hitler or LeMay or other that crops
up. These people would not be able to operate were it not for this
apathy and equanimity…[The] sane and reasonable and tolerant
people…share a very serious burden of guilt that they very easily
throw on the shoulders of others who seem more extreme and
more violent.53

The people of Iraq face a long haul beyond the sanctions in relation
to their country’s crippled economy, compensation to be paid for
losses related to the invasion of Kuwait, and external debt.54 Bossuyt’s
recommendation that the people of Iraq to be compensated for the
damage caused by the sanctions has gone unheeded.55 Instead, the
UN Compensation Commission has awarded $36 billion in compen-
sation against Iraq and is considering further claims of $217 billion:
if the pattern thus far is anything to go by, it will agree to $83 billion
of that amount. The UN has already paid out $13 billion in compen-
sation from the proceeds of Iraqi oil sales. Iran is also seeking $100
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billion for losses due to the Iran–Iraq war in the 1980s. By the
beginning of 2002 Iraq had about $130 billion of external debt, and
the figure is increasing steadily due to compound interest. As long
as the sanctions are in place Iraq cannot even begin to address it.
Against all of this, Iraq has exported $51 billion of OFF oil exports
in five years, and has made some much smaller, uncertain amount
through smuggling. To expect Iraqi society to bear this horrendous
burden for the crimes and borrowings of a leader over whom it has
had no control and who received Western backing while committing
many of those crimes and amassing many of those debts is to combine
indifference and evasion of responsibility in great measure.
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3 British Policy Towards
Economic Sanctions on Iraq,
1990–2002
Milan Rai 

HUNGER AS A WEAPON

While British policy-makers would no doubt rather place the sanctions
on Iraq within the context of international non-proliferation efforts,
or the defense of small nations (such as Kuwait) from “rogue states”,
it is much more appropriate to consider the siege of Iraq in the light
of a long-standing British military tradition, a shameful but consistent
strand of British “counter-insurgency” strategy over the centuries.

By the late Middle Ages, we are told, European war “consisted very
largely of military pressure involving the destruction of the means
by which life is maintained.”1 This lesson was taught to the Irish by
the British with brutal repetition over the ages. In the 1580s, during
the long Desmond rebellion, Sir William Pelham pursued a fourfold
strategy against the Irish: drive the rebels out of Limerick and into
the poor mountainous county of Kerry; blockade the Kerry coast to
deprive them of supplies; devastate the country to deprive them of
any sustenance; and finally, drive Desmond into one corner of the
territory to be destroyed.2

In 1599 and 1600, the Earl of Essex and Lord Deputy Mountjoy
scored significant victories against Irish rebels. The Earl surprised
the O’Connors before they had hidden their corn, and his troops
burned the harvest “so that all the county was on fire at once”, as
a contemporary (English) observer put it. The Lord Deputy, on the
other hand, led a successful expedition to Leix and Offaly to cut
down the corn and confiscate a number of cattle in July 1600, and
then continued his campaign into the winter: “The enemy’s cattle
were wasted by being driven to and fro. The stored grain was sought
out and burnt. The seed could not be sown. The Irish were driven
into woods now bare of leaves.”3

57
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The control of food continued to be a critical element in British
(and US) “counter-insurgency” warfare throughout the imperial and
post-colonial period. In the post-World War II Malayan Emergency,
Britain expended considerable energy in attempting to cut off the
food supply of the Communist Party of Malaya. Sir Robert
Thompson, whose expertise in Malaya in the 1950s earned him the
position of Special Advisor to the US military in Vietnam in the
1960s, remarked later on the stringency of Emergency Regulations:
“Very strict food control was enforced and in some areas rice was
not only rationed but had to be cooked before issue (it quickly goes
sour)” and “Tins of food had to be punctured as they were sold.”4

The guerrillas could not be defeated militarily; they could be
overcome only by hunger.

The tactics employed in Ireland became part of an Anglo-Saxon
military tradition transmitted to the United States. US General
Sheridan explained the matter clearly in his memoirs: “I do not hold
war to mean simply that lines of men shall engage each other in
battle…War means much more and is far worse than this…Reduction
to poverty brings prayers for peace more surely and more quickly
than does the destruction of human life.”5

The principle of attacking the civilian population was of course
carried out more directly. In Ireland, the most famous of the many
British massacres was carried out in September 1649 in Drogheda,
when Cromwell’s soldiers took the lives of 3,500 men, women and
children. Cromwell justified the blood-letting because it would “tend
to prevent the effusion of blood for the future, which are the satis-
factory grounds for such actions, which otherwise cannot but work
remorse and regret.”6 A corollary principle was set out by the plain-
speaking General Sheridan, contemplating one aspect of the
destruction of Native America: “If a village is attacked and women
and children killed, the responsibility is not with the soldiers, but
with the people whose crimes necessitated the attack.”7

Here we have two principles underlying British and US policy
towards Iraq over the twelve years under review: the destruction of
thousands of civilian lives (hundreds of thousands in the case of Iraq)
is justified to prevent future loss of life (unquantified); and the burden
of responsibility for this massive loss of life lies not with those who
initiate and continue the attack, but with those whose actions “neces-
sitated the attack.”
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CONSEQUENCES: DEEPENING HATRED

11 September has cast an enormous shadow across world affairs. The
terrorist atrocities have provoked an extraordinary degree of self-
questioning in the United States, alongside the predictable jingoist
reaction. Western society has asked, “Why do they hate us?” and
some painful answers seem to have been arrived at quite widely. Time
magazine commented two months after the attacks: “liquidating the
al-Qaida command will only fix part of the problem...The long-term
solution requires tackling the underlying political, economic and
social roots of terrorism – unresolved demands for Palestinian rights,
perversion of Islam by radical clerics, corruption and poverty in many
Arab states and grievances over US policy in the region” (emphasis added).8

Newsweek carried an article by US historian Stephen Glain which
observed that: “The embargo [against Iraq] fed the anti-Americanism
now consuming the Middle East and became a recruiting tool for
Islamic militants, including Osama bin Laden.”9 As momentum grew
for a new US invasion of Iraq, Time warned that: “By fostering more
anti-American resentment, a long-term neo-colonial presence in Iraq
could breed a new generation of suicide bombers ready to wreak
havoc on the US.”10 One of the roots of 11 September seems to lie
in the suffering inflicted on the people of Iraq for over a decade.

Within Iraq, the economic sanctions have also had an embittering
political effect: respected analysts Anthony Cordesman and Ahmed
Hashim of the US Center for Strategic and International Studies
comment that, “maintaining sanctions inflicts a high cost on the
Iraqi people, and makes it progressively less likely that any future
regime will not seek revenge.”11 One of the “key policy complica-
tions” in formulating an Iraq policy, they suggest, is the fact that
“The Gulf and the West must live with the Iraq that UN sanctions
are creating”: 

The suffering caused by UN sanctions is creating broad Iraqi
resentment of the US, Kuwait and Saudi Arabia – who are now seen
as largely responsible for the continued enforcement of sanctions.

The middle class, which had a good level of education and which
was liberal and Westernized to a certain extent, is dying out and
the West will pay the price for that. Its disappearance will open
the way for broad inroads to be made by all the fundamentalist
movements, no matter who they are.
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Cordesman and Hashim warn that: “The resulting revanchism
may well survive Saddam Hussein, and could play an important role
in shaping Iraqi politics and actions for several decades.”12

Furthermore, 

if the UN attempts to enforce all of its current demands on Iraq in
terms of sanctions, potential war crimes trials, reparations, and
loan repayments, it may end in creating the kind of “peace the allies
forced on Germany after World War I”: this was “a peace which J.
M. Keynes quite correctly warned the victorious powers could only
lead to chaos and a second war.”13

CHOICES: DESIGNING A SANCTIONS REGIME

There are at least three separate criteria one can use in evaluating (or
designing) a sanctions regime: how much they respect human rights;
how targeted they are; and how punitive they are. These different
criteria are linked, a matter we will return to.

Clearly, one central concern is the way in which sanctions affect
the fundamental human rights of the targeted group. This is partic-
ularly the case when the party imposing the sanctions is the United
Nations Security Council (UNSC). The Center for Economic and Social
Rights (CESR), a New York-based human rights group, has pointed
out that the UNSC is under a legal obligation to protect human rights:
Article 24 of the Charter directs the Council “to act in accordance
with the Purposes and Principles of the United Nations” in the use
of its authority to maintain peace and security. The CESR points out
that: “Among the most fundamental Purposes and Principles listed
in Article 1 is the promotion of human rights”, and: “Indeed, the
Preamble to the Charter begins by stating its determination ‘to reaffirm
faith in fundamental human rights and in the dignity and worth of
the human person.’”14 A large body of human rights law has developed
since the end of World War II – from the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, unanimously endorsed by the UN General Assembly
in 1948, to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, ratified in
1990 by almost every country in the world. While the Security Council
is not technically party to these treaties in the manner of a ratifying
state, the CESR argues that “each of these treaties represents an
elaboration upon the UN Charter’s original vision of human rights,
making the treaty principles (if not the specific provisions) binding
on the Security Council” through Article 24 of the UN Charter.15 In
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brief, the Security Council is obligated to act in accordance with
human rights and humanitarian principles when pursuing collective
action. To suggest otherwise is to ignore “not only the Charter but
also common sense”, observes the CESR, citing a World Court judge:
“one only has to state the proposition thus – that a Security Council
resolution may even require participation in genocide – for its unac-
ceptability to be apparent.”16

The second important aspect of a sanctions regime is that of
“distinction”, or targeting. Distinction is an important concept in the
“laws of war” – both humanitarian law based on the Geneva
Conventions and the narrow laws of war based on the Hague
Conventions and recent Additional Protocols to the Geneva
Conventions. The UN General Assembly made it clear in 1968 that
belligerents must distinguish between civilians and combatants at all
times, and must direct attacks only against military targets – this is
the principle of distinction.17 Like military actions, sanctions can
either be targeted or indiscriminate in their effects, depending on the
means employed, the method of employment and the circumstances
in which action is taken. In 2000 the House of Commons Select
Committee on International Development considered the issue of
sanctions, and “targeted” sanctions in particular: “The idea behind
targeted sanctions is that, rather than targeting all imports and exports
of all goods and services to a given state under a sanctions regime, a
limited range of goods and services are targeted.” The UK government,
in evidence to the Select Committee, accepted that “quite a lot of the
product of our review [of sanctions policy] is precisely the conclusion
that we need to move away from blunderbuss, hit the whole
population type sanctions towards targeted, hit the regime and its
supporters type sanctions.” 18 The Select Committee focused its
attention on financial sanctions and arms embargoes as workable
forms of “targeted sanctions”.

The third dimension to any sanctions policy is how punitive it is.
If punishment is the central goal and motivation of the sanctions,
then this will affect both the structure and the thresholds of the
sanctions regime. One can distinguish here between sanctions focused
on the punishment of past behavior, and sanctions aimed at securing
improvements in present and future behavior. Sanctions aimed at
changing behavior will clearly offer relief in return for positive changes
in behavior. Punitive sanctions will tend not to make such clear dis-
tinctions, despite the fact that this lessens the incentive for change.
When the sanctions are complex and large-scale, there is the
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opportunity for a gradual lifting of sanctions in response to positive
changes in behavior. Punitive sanctions, on the other hand, will be
all-or-nothing, maintaining the full weight of sanctions measures
until total compliance is achieved. Turning to another aspect of
“punishment,” the thresholds for compliance are of critical
importance in determining whether incentives are being provided
for positive behavior, or whether the intent is rather to cause harm.
A improvement regime will offer clear, realistic and limited
benchmarks of achievement, which will secure the end of sanctions.
A punitive assault will offer vague, confusing, and extendable
thresholds. In sum, a punitive sanctions regime provides sticks without
carrots, and moving goalposts.

For each of these three dimensions, one can establish a spectrum.
A sanctions system can embody high respect for human rights, low
respect for human rights, or no respect for human rights (the zero
point). Conceivably, a sanctions system could be designed to violate
human rights (the negative region). Similarly, a sanctions regime can
be tightly focused on decision-makers (highly targeted), or it can be
a “blunderbuss” affecting the civilian population (highly untargeted,
the negative region). On our last measure, a sanctions regime can be
focused on eliciting positive future behavior (highly positive), or it
can be focused on punishment of past misconduct (highly negative).
The three measures tend to correlate positively with one another,
and it could be argued that they also correlate positively with “legality”
and perhaps even with “effectiveness” (depending on the definition
of effectiveness). We can apply this three-dimensional analysis to
the Security Council’s approach towards the sanctions regime against
Iraq, and British Government policy, at key points over the period
1990–2002.

IMPOSING COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC SANCTIONS ON IRAQ:
AUGUST 1990

Following the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, the United Nations Security
Council Resolution (UNSCR) 661 of 6 August 1990 called for all
countries to halt all trade and financial dealings with Iraq (and Iraqi-
occupied Kuwait). The clear purpose, stated in the final paragraph of
the resolution, was to “put an early end to the invasion by Iraq.” The
British Government was, by Margaret Thatcher’s own account,
influential in the decision to resort to economic sanctions early on.19

The crucial point to note here is that the measures instituted by
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UNSCR 661 amounted to comprehensive economic sanctions. All
economic and financial trade was halted, with some humanitarian
exceptions – “supplies intended strictly for medical purposes, and,
in humanitarian circumstances, foodstuffs.” UNICEF adviser Dr Eric
Hoskins comments, “customary international law forbids the
starvation of civilians,” and Iraq, a net food importer, “was already
showing signs of food shortage even before the war had begun, with
malnutrition rates on the rise, food prices escalating, and, during the
war itself, early signs of famine in evidence.” Dr Hoskins notes: “The
Security Council’s prohibition of foodstuffs is viewed by most legal
scholars as being in breach of customary international law.”20

There is no reference to human rights in UNSCR 661, and the
Center for Economic and Social Rights (CESR) charges the Security
Council with a double dereliction of duty on this score. According
to the CESR, the Security Council failed procedurally, by not setting
up any form of monitoring for the human-rights impact of the
sanctions imposed, and it failed substantively, by violating the human
rights of the ordinary people of Iraq. On the first matter, the CESR
believes that the Security Council had a legal duty to “recognize
explicitly its obligation to promote and respect core principles of
human rights and humanitarian law, and to take concrete measures
to monitor and hold itself accountable to these principles.” Such
procedural duties are “especially important” for the Security Council
“given that no other institution has express authority through the
UN Charter to review Security Council decisions.” The CESR points
out that for many years the Security Council “devoted considerable
resources and personnel to five newly-created commissions to monitor
the implementation of the Council’s resolutions in such areas as
inspecting Iraqi weapons programs, establishing the border with
Kuwait, and locating Kuwaiti prisoners of war,” and the work of these
commissions “has frequently been supported by actual or threatened
military action.”

Yet the Security Council has not created a commission or devoted
funding to monitor the human rights impact of sanctions, instead
occasionally taking note of reports by other UN bodies and
independent research groups.

This omission is particularly glaring in light of clear evidence of
the enormous suffering in Iraq. The CESR notes that 
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Shortly after the [1991] Gulf War, UN Secretary-General Javier Perez
de Cuellar warned that: “the maintenance of food supply and
consumption as well as the close monitoring of the nutritional
and health status of the Iraqi population over the next few months
are absolutely necessary to prevent full-scale famine and major
human disasters developing in the country.”21

Turning to the remaining dimension of our evaluation, the
threshold for lifting sanctions was stated clearly in Resolution 661
– Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait. On the other hand, US/UK policy
undermined the effectiveness of the sanctions by ruling out any
negotiated solution to the crisis. Noam Chomsky lists some of
Baghdad’s attempts to negotiate a solution: an offer to withdraw on
12 August 1990 (in return for Israeli withdrawal from the Occupied
Territories, and Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon); a proposal
transmitted via a former high-ranking US official to Brent Scowcroft,
National Security Adviser to President Bush, on 23 August 1990,
offering withdrawal in return for the lifting of sanctions, guaranteed
access to the Gulf, and full control of the disputed Rumailah oil field
on the Kuwaiti border; and an offer in late December 1990 to
withdraw “if the United States pledges not to attack as soldiers are
pulled out, if foreign troops leave the region, and if there is an
agreement on the Palestinian problem and on the banning of all
weapons of mass destruction in the region.” Economic sanctions
had succeeded in moving Iraq to what State Department officials
described as a “serious pre-negotiation position.”22 So economic
sanctions were successful in moving Iraq to offer a negotiated
withdrawal, but this success was negated as all these offers were
dismissed out of hand by the United States, with crucial British
support. The US and UK were intent on military action. Percy
Craddock, Foreign Policy Adviser to Prime Minister John Major during
the Gulf War of 1991, has acknowledged that “our special nightmare
was an Iraqi partial withdrawal, which would have flung the coalition
into disarray and delayed the military campaign, perhaps indefi-
nitely.”23 On his first meeting with President Bush Sr. as Prime
Minister, John Major agreed with the US President that partial Iraqi
withdrawal was “the most difficult option”.24 The Iraqi Government
had to be punished militarily, even if it had withdrawn to the border,
retaining only the Kuwaiti segment of the Rumailah oil field. Iraqi
compliance, in this view, was an obstacle to the desired policy
outcome, rather than being the desired outcome itself.
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REIMPOSING COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC SANCTIONS ON
IRAQ: APRIL 1991

Iraq was finally forced out of Kuwait at the end of February 1991. The
sanctions imposed by UNSCR 661 continued to be enforced, however,
until they were revised and superseded by UNSCR 687 of 3 April
1991. Sarah Graham-Brown, a former Christian Aid worker, comments
on the long list of requirements imposed by 687: “If Resolution 661
had been a coercive measure, the new post-war resolution could also
be regarded as punitive.”25 The fundamental character of the sanctions
regime remained unchanged: no human rights protection or
monitoring was incorporated into the resolution; no targeting was
introduced into the economic sanctions; all exports and all interna-
tional financial flows and all imports continued to be banned – with
humanitarian exceptions for medical supplies, and now also for food. 

The main innovation of the resolution so far as the sanctions were
concerned was the division of the economic sanctions on Iraq into
import restrictions and export restrictions, and the setting of different
thresholds for the lifting of the two kinds of sanctions. 

The sanctions on Iraq’s civilian experts

Paragraph 22 of the Resolution said that restrictions on Iraq’s exports
and the “financial transactions related thereto,” would be lifted once
Iraq had complied with internationally-supervised disarmament of
its weapons of mass destruction. “International supervision” was to
be conducted by the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM), a new
body established by the Resolution, and “largely a British idea,”
according to British Foreign Policy Adviser Percy Craddock.26 The
core demands (set out in paragraphs 8 and 12) were that Iraq should
“unconditionally accept the destruction, removal, or rendering
harmless, under international supervision” of:

(a) All chemical and biological weapons and all stocks of agents
and all related subsystems and components and all research,
development, support and manufacturing facilities; 
(b) All ballistic missiles with a range greater than 150 kilometers
and related major parts, and repair and production facilities;
and (c) Nuclear weapons or nuclear-weapons-usable material or
any subsystems or components or any research, development,
support or manufacturing facilities related to the above.
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Iraq was forced to accept not only a disarmament process (under
international supervision), but also a long-term monitoring program
(again under international supervision).

Moscow and Paris strongly defended the significance of Paragraph
22 – the Russian view was that: “As soon as the chairman of UNSCOM
reports favorably, then paragraph 22 is engaged, allowing oil sales
without limits.”27 As the years went by, the US and UK came to a
different position. By 1994, the US and UK “believed sanctions should
remain in place until ‘all relevant resolutions’ were complied with,
choosing to ignore or play down the separate requirements of
Paragraph 22.”28 In April 1994, Warren Christopher, US Secretary of
State, wrote in the New York Times: “The US does not believe that
Iraq’s compliance with Paragraph 22 of Resolution 687 is enough to
justify lifting the embargo.”29 The effective deletion of this one
“carrot,” or staged lifting of the sanctions, was to have fateful con-
sequences in 1998.

The sanctions on Iraq’s civilian imports

Paragraph 21 was extraordinarily vague by comparison: restrictions
on exporting to Iraq would be lifted by the Security Council after
considering “the policies and practices of the Government of Iraq,
including the implementation of all relevant resolutions of the Security
Council.”30 The punitive nature of the resolution is revealed both in
the breadth and depth of the demands made throughout the
resolution, but it is revealed particularly in the vagueness of this
paragraph’s “policies and practices” threshold. The reference to “all
relevant resolutions of the Security Council” was subsequently twisted
by the British and US Governments. For example, in May 1994 US
Ambassador to the UN, Madeline Albright’s, demands included among
other things an end to Iraqi military action in the southern marshes
– an issue that had been addressed in UNSCR 688. Dilip Hiro
comments, “Clearly, the phrase ‘all relevant resolutions’ applied to
the ones that had been passed on or before April 3, 1991. But what
Albright had done was to invoke also the Council resolutions passed
after that date.”31

The Center for Economic and Social Rights suggested in 1997 that:
“A fundamental problem in the application of sanctions on Iraq has
been the lack of clearly-defined objectives and steps that Iraq could
take to comply with the cease-fire resolutions.” The proper course
would be for the Security Council to “detail the requirements for
compliance, specifying the aspect of sanctions to be removed at each
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step of compliance.”32 In the same year, from a very different position
on the US political spectrum, mainstream political analysts Anthony
Cordesman and Ahmed Hashim recommended: “Setting forth exact
conditions for changes in the behavior of the current regime in return
for a step by step lifting of sanctions and/or easing of sanctions.”33

In April 1991, months after UNSCR 661 was passed, and weeks after
the expulsion of Iraq from Kuwait, months and weeks in which
Britain and the United States contemplated and shaped policies for
the post-war era, the decision was made consciously and explicitly
to fashion the comprehensive economic sanction regime in precisely
the opposite direction.

The arms embargo

For completeness, it may be worth pointing out that paragraphs 24
to 28 of the Resolution established a separate conventional arms
embargo of Iraq, which would be lifted after “taking into account Iraq’s
compliance with the resolution and general progress towards the
control of armaments in the region.” In August 1990, paragraph 3(c)
of UNSCR 661 had banned the sale or supply of “any commodities
or products, including weapons or any other military equipment.”
Now in April 1991, the Security Council had established a distinct
arms embargo of Iraq and had made clear that the comprehensive
economic sanctions and the targeted arms embargo required different
circumstances for their lifting.

OBJECTIVES: LEADERSHIP CHANGE, NOT REGIME CHANGE

In early 2002, both US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, and British
Prime Minister, Tony Blair, adopted the language of “regime change”
in regard to Iraq. Tony Blair embraced the term during his visit to
see President Bush Jr. in April 2002.34 Colin Powell confirmed that
sanctions were aimed at wider political change in Iraq, and not simply
the securing of Iraqi disarmament: 

sanctions and the pressure of sanctions are part of a strategy of
regime change [along with] support for the opposition, and
reviewing additional options that might be available of a unilateral
or multilateral nature.35
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However, the phrase is misleading, as long-standing policy has
been to aim at “leadership change” rather than a more thoroughgo-
ing “regime change.”

Removing Saddam

What was the real objective of Resolution 687? A glimpse of the truth
was given when, at the end of April 1991 Iraq requested the unfreezing
of $1 billion of Iraqi assets in foreign assets, to be spent on emergency
food and medicine. Iraq offered to spend the released funds in the
nations where they were currently frozen.36 White House spokesper-
son, Marlin Fitzwater, demanded exact details of the goods to be
purchased, and added: “If he [Saddam Hussein] were not in power,
we would probably have a different view on all these issues.”37 British
Ambassador to the UN, Sir David Hannay, commented during the
discussions leading up to the passing of UNSCR 687: “My Government
believes that it will in fact prove impossible for Iraq to rejoin the
community of civilized nations while Saddam Hussein remains in
power.”38 There was an ambiguity in the formula, used more than
once in the years ahead, in that it could indicate simply a certain
pessimism regarding the Iraqi leader’s willingness to comply with
UN Resolutions. The true British position was announced by Prime
Minister, John Major: “Britain will veto any UN resolution designed
to weaken the sanctions regime we have set in place for so long as
Saddam Hussein remains in power.”39

In the aftermath of 11 September, Major revealed that the Iraqi
President had been personally targeted for assassination during the
1991 war (contradicting direct denials by British ministers at the
time): “If you mean in the [Gulf] war, did we try and kill Saddam
Hussein by finding out where he was and dropping a bomb on him,
of course we did, we were at war then.”40

Major’s Foreign Policy Adviser, Percy Craddock, was forthright
about the purpose of the economic sanctions in his memoirs:

The combined effect of these measures [economic sanctions, no-
fly zones, and so on] was to keep Iraq in the strictest form of
tutelage. As I saw it, our object was to demonstrate particularly to
the Iraqi people, that while Saddam survived, their country would
remain a pariah, impoverished and with incomplete sovereignty.41

Iraq and its people were to be taught a lesson, a very “strict” lesson,
about international politics. On 12 May 1996 the same message was
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set out in stark terms in a CBS television program by the then US
ambassador to the UN, Madeline Albright. “More than 500,000 Iraqi
children are already dead as a direct result of the UN sanctions,” said
CBS presenter Lesley Stahl, “Do you think the price is worth paying?”
Albright responded, “It is a difficult question. But, yes, we think the
price is worth it.”42

Preserving the regime

While the objective of the economic sanctions was to depose, and
presumably to cause the death of, Saddam Hussein, the US and Britain
were both constrained by the desire to maintain the current power
structure created by that same Saddam Hussein. Sarah Graham-Brown
puts the matter well: the post-1991 “containment” strategy 

can be seen as an attempt to manage a dilemma for which successive
US administrations have found no solution: a strong centralized
Iraqi state threatens to become too powerful and pursue regional
ambitions to the detriment of US allies; but an Iraq too weakened
might fall prey to disintegrative tendencies and interference from
US regional foes, especially Iran.43

In July 1991 Thomas Friedman, Diplomatic Correspondent of the
New York Times, explained US thinking: sanctions were to be
maintained to induce the Iraqi military to overthrow Saddam Hussein.
If another general took over, “then Washington would have the best
of all worlds: an iron-fisted Iraqi junta without Saddam Hussein,” a
return to the days when Saddam’s “iron fist... held Iraq together,
much to the satisfaction of the American allies Turkey and Saudi
Arabia.” This prospect had been described months earlier by Iraqi
opposition leader Ahmed Chalabi as “the worst of all possible worlds”
for the Iraqi people.44

The results of over a decade of the “coup-by-sanctions” strategy are
plain to see. “Many analysts of the Iraqi political and socio-economic
scene, including many Iraqi government officials and intellectuals,
felt that sanctions have only had a moderate effect in weakening
Saddam Hussein’s grip on power.” The economic sanctions “focus
the Iraqi people’s attention on sheer survival,” as life has become “a
search for food.”45 Veteran reporter Robert Fisk reported on the impov-
erishment of the Iraqi people in 1998. He encountered a “dispirited
Western aid official” who told him: “They may not like Saddam, but
these people have been reduced to penury. They live in shit. And
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when you have no money and no food, you don’t worry about
democracy or who your leaders are. All you care about is surviving.”46

In 1997, the two analysts warned that “the time may well have
come to focus on the conduct of the Iraqi regime, rather than its
leadership, and to use sanctions to alter Iraq’s behavior rather than
its political leadership.”47 One option for policy-makers would be to
reach “a clear decision as to whether sanctions are or are not tied to
the survival of Saddam and his coterie, and making this clear to Iraq.”
Cordesman and Hashim judged US, British, Kuwaiti and Saudi policy
to be “a de facto attempt to remove Saddam,” but as a policy “it is
all stick and no carrot.” “It does not make clear that Iraq would
benefit if it does so, or what kind of new government would be
acceptable.”48 In the terms of our earlier discussion, the suggestion
being made was to move from a punishment-centered sanctions
policy towards a behavior-centered one.

CONSEQUENCES: THE HUMAN COST OF ECONOMIC SANCTIONS

An emerging consensus

An international consensus (excluding Britain and the US) has
emerged regarding the economic sanctions on Iraq. A panel of human-
itarian experts appointed by the UN Security Council reported in
March 1999: “Even if not all suffering in Iraq can be imputed to
external factors, especially sanctions, the Iraqi people would not be
undergoing such deprivations in the absence of the prolonged
measures imposed by the Security Council and the effects of war.”49

In the Middle East, Arab opinion has hardened against the sanctions
with each passing year, so that in March 2001, even Kuwait signaled
its opposition to economic sanctions. Kuwaiti Foreign Minister, Sheikh
Sabah al-Ahmad al-Sabah, announced that: “Kuwait has no objection
to the launching of a call to lift the economic sanctions from Iraq.”50

A group of Western non-governmental organizations (NGOs) wrote
a letter to the Security Council in March 2000 warning that “human
rights principles have been consistently subordinated to political
considerations in the [UN Security] Council’s approach to Iraq.” A
“radical redesign of the sanctions regime” was required, said the
NGOs, including Human Rights Watch and Save the Children (UK).51

French Foreign Minister, Hubert Vedrine, marked the tenth
anniversary of the imposition of sanctions by observing that the
economic sanctions on Iraq were 
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cruel, ineffective and dangerous...cruel because they punish
exclusively the Iraqi people and the weakest among
them...ineffective because they don’t touch the regime, which is
not encouraged to co-operate...[and] dangerous because
they...accentuate the disintegration of Iraqi society.52

The UN Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of
Human Rights observed, soon after Vedrine’s statement, that the
economic sanctions on Iraq have “condemned an innocent people
to hunger, disease, ignorance and even death.”53

The Economist had spoken out on behalf of a section of the inter-
national business community a year earlier:

Slowly, inexorably, a generation is being crushed in Iraq. Thousands
are dying, thousands more are leading stunted lives, and storing up
bitter hatreds for the future. If, year in, year out, the UN were sys-
tematically killing Iraqi children by air strikes, western governments
would declare it intolerable, no matter how noble the intention.
They should find their existing policy just as unacceptable.”54

A group of Anglican Bishops, reflecting widespread concern in their
churches, reported in May 1999, “we believe that the vast majority
of the Iraqi civilian population is suffering grievous harm both
physically and psychologically as a direct result of the sanctions
policy imposed on the country by the UN Security Council.” The
Bishops concluded that: “Sanctions in their present form are ethically
untenable, because they are hitting the weakest and most vulnerable.
As Christians we find this utterly opposed to the mind of Christ.”55

Julian Filochowski, Director of the Catholic aid agency CAFOD,
reflecting long-standing Vatican policy, condemned the economic
sanctions harshly as he helped to launch a report on sanctions by
leading European Catholic aid agencies in February 2001: “The
sanctions are humanly catastrophic, morally indefensible and
politically ineffective. They are a failed policy and must be changed.”56

As these statements indicate, the emerging international consensus
has had its counterpart in Britain also. John Nichol, a former RAF pilot
shot down over Iraq and held by the Iraqis in 1991, has observed that
“sanctions are having little effect on the regime; the only people
suffering are the poorest....It is time they were lifted. Whatever the
options are, they have to be better than the current stalemate.”57

The turning of public opinion has even affected party politics in
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Britain, altering the position of the Liberal Democrat party. Menzies
Campbell, Foreign Affairs spokesperson for the Liberal Democrats, told
his party conference in September 2000: “It should now become the
policy of the British Government that sanctions other than those
directly relevant to military or military related equipment should be
lifted.”58

The House of Commons Select Committee on International Affairs,
in the report “The Future of Sanctions,” already referred to, concluded
that, “although sanctions may well represent a low-cost alternative
to war in financial terms, they are all too often as damaging – in
humanitarian and developmental terms – as armed conflict.” The
Select Committee stated that it was “particularly concerned” at the
impact of “comprehensive economic sanctions” and “regional
sanctions regimes.” “However carefully exemptions are planned,”
said the parliamentarians, “the fact is that comprehensive economic
sanctions only further concentrate power in the hands of the ruling
elite...The UN will lose credibility if it advocates the rights of the
poor whilst at the same time causing, if only indirectly, their further
impoverishment.” The committee observed: “We find it difficult to
believe that there will be a case in the future where the UN would
be justified in imposing comprehensive economic sanctions on a
country.” Referring specifically to Iraq, the MPs proposed in February
2000 what amounts to the “radical redesign” called for by Save the
Children and the other NGOs in their letter to the UN Security Council
a month later:

Whatever the wisdom of the original imposition of sanctions,
careful thought must now be given as to how to move from the
current impasse without giving succour to Saddam Hussein and
his friends. Any move away from comprehensive sanctions should
go hand in hand with measures designed to target the real culprits,
not the poor of Iraq but their leadership. Possibilities include a
concerted attempt to target and either freeze or sequester the assets
of Saddam Hussein and those connected to him, and the indictment
of Saddam Hussein and his close associates as war criminals.”59

Before war and sanctions

Kana Makiya, an Iraqi exile, one of the harshest critics of the Iraqi
regime, penned the monumental Republic of Fear as a savage attack
on the Ba’athist system. Nevertheless, even Makiya acknowledges
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that the Iraqi Government made a substantial investment in social
welfare over the decades:

A regime of terror actually presided over an across-the-board increase
in the standard of living in Iraq, and it significantly improved the
lot of the most destitute layers, furthering the leveling of income
differentials that began after 1958. The changes are impressive:
the prices of most basic necessities was stabilized by state subsidy;
the minimum daily wage was greatly increased over the rate of
inflation, which was kept low; new labor laws provided complete
job security; the state became an employer of last resort for all
graduates; free education and health care was provided; and per
capita national income increased from 195 ID [Iraqi Dinar] in 1970
to 7,564 ID in 1979.60

Stephen Glain, US author of a forthcoming study of the Arab middle
class, provides a regional perspective in a post-11 September edition
of Newsweek magazine:

Iraq’s place on George W. Bush’s “axis of evil” obscures the fact
that Saddam developed his nation’s economy while other Arab
leaders were plundering theirs. Viewed from the slums of south
Beirut, Jordan’s desert villages, the dilapidated hamlets of the Upper
Nile, Iraq’s economic debility is a more subversive threat to regional
stability than its hidden weapons...Saddam was largely responsible
for Iraq’s development even before he became president. As vice
president in the 1970s, he led a modernization drive in the name
of Baath socialism. While other Arab states traded their petrol dollars
for palaces, Iraq built roads, schools and factories, and sent engineers
and doctors to study in the United States and Europe. Saddam
ordered sweeping land reform, a health-care system and minimum-
wage laws. He opened male-dominated professions to women. Iraqi
Airways boasted some of the world’s best-trained pilots and
engineers. Iraq became the Arab world’s first modern economy.61

Glain points out that Iraq’s consumption of imported goods and
services from its neighbors was a motor of economic growth for
the region: “Until the late 1980s, it was Iraq’s voracious middle
class that buoyed the economies of Turkey, Jordan, Saudi Arabia,
Syria, Lebanon and even Kuwait.” “Iraq was the only major Arab
economy diversified enough to weather the collapse of oil prices in
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the mid-1980s, providing a lift to the region,” according to Glain,
while the 1991 Gulf War “all but silenced the beating heart of Arab
capitalism.” Between 1990 and 1999 the aggregate per capita income
of Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Egypt averaged
less than 2 percent growth against a population growth of about 4
percent. Glain warns that: “The wider war on terror cannot be won
without an Arab middle class, which cannot be rebuilt with Iraq
choked by sanctions.”62

Returning to the pre-war situation in Iraq itself, Cordesman and
Hashim summarize the situation: “Before the war, Iraq had achieved
a high level of economic and social development which had placed
it in the World Bank category of upper middle income countries like
Greece, Venezuela, and Czechoslovakia.” The per capita calorie intake
of Iraqis in the late 1980s was “just under 3,000 per day – above
average for an upper middle income country.”63 The two analysts
observe that: “Iraq’s health system was one of the best in the Third
World.” According to the World Health Organization, prior to 1991
free state health care reached 96 percent of the urban population
and 78 percent of rural residents.64 By 1990, nearly all urban dwellers
and 72 percent of rural residents had access to clean water.65 During
the 1985–9 period, in other words, in the midst of the Iran–Iraq war,
the proportion of fully immunized one-year-olds increased from 15
to 68 percent.66 According to the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the literacy rate in
Iraq increased from an estimated 52 percent of the adult population
in 1977 to 80 percent in 1987, as the result of a “massive literacy
campaign conducted during the late seventies and early eighties”. The
Government of Iraq was awarded an international trophy for this
remarkable progress in eradicating illiteracy.67

The steady investment in social welfare had measurable impacts
on life expectancy and child survival rates. Between 1960 and 1990
life expectancy climbed from 49 to 67 years, a level comparable to
many Latin American countries, including Brazil and Mexico.68

There were also dramatic declines in infant and child mortality
(deaths of children under one year of age, and under five years of
age) during the same period. According to figures compiled by the
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), between 1960 and 1990
infant mortality in Iraq dropped steadily from 117 deaths per 1000
live births to 40 deaths per 1000 live births, while child mortality
dropped from 171 deaths per 1000 live births to 50 deaths per 1000
live births (see table).
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Table 3.1 Under-5 and infant mortality rates (U5MR and IMR) in Iraq,
1960–98

Year U5MR IMR

1960 171 117
1970 127 90
1980 83 63
1990 50 40
1995 117 98
1998 125 103

Mortality rate: deaths per 1000 live births. UNICEF, August 199969

A group of economists from the London School of Economics
(LSE), Peter Boone, Haris Gazdar, and Athar Hussain, pointed out in
1997 that the Iraqi commitment to social welfare “is not new-found,”
and “must be viewed in the historical context of welfarist interven-
tions by successive governments in Iraq”: 

These interventions, which include action by the government on
a variety of social and welfare issues, such as education (particularly
the education of girls), public health care, development of infra-
structure and indeed radical land reforms, have been consistent
and substantial features of public policy at least since the late 1950s.70

After war and sanctions

There have been dramatic effects on well-being in most if not all
parts of Iraq as a result of the war of 1991, the post-war uprising, and
the ongoing sanctions.

Child mortality after war and sanctions

One measure is provided by death rates among children under five
and infants under one year of age. A 1999 UNICEF survey revealed
that in the south and center of Iraq – home to 85 percent of the
country’s population – under-five mortality more than doubled from
56 deaths per 1000 live births (1984–9) to 131 deaths per 1000 live
births (1994–9). Likewise infant mortality – defined as the death of
children in their first year – increased from 47 to 108 deaths per 1000
live births within the same time frame. UNICEF Executive Director,
Carol Bellamy, noted that, if the substantial reduction in child
mortality throughout Iraq during the 1980s had continued through
the 1990s, there would have been half a million fewer deaths of
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children under five in the country as a whole during the eight-year
period 1991 to 1998.71 500,000 children died who would otherwise
have lived. UNICEF were careful not to attribute all these deaths to
economic sanctions, but emphasized the judgment of the Security
Council’s own Humanitarian Panel investigation of the situation in
Iraq: “Even if not all suffering in Iraq can be imputed to external
factors, especially sanctions, the Iraqi people would not be undergoing
such deprivations in the absence of the prolonged measures imposed
by the Security Council and the effects of war.”72

Child malnutrition after war and sanctions

The World Health Organization reports that before 1990, “calorie
availability was 120 percent of actual requirement, nutritional defi-
ciencies were at very low levels, while clinical disorders due to excessive
and unbalanced consumption of foods were increasingly
encountered.”73 Before turning to the post-war situation, we should
perhaps distinguish between two main forms of child malnutrition.
Acute malnutrition, also known as “wasting,” is more life-threatening
than chronic malnutrition or “stunting,” but it is also more easily
remedied. According to Linda S. Adair, Ph.D., Associate Professor of
Nutrition at the University of North Carolina: 

High levels of stunting among children suggest that there will also
be long-term deficits in mental and physical development that
can leave children ill-prepared to take maximum advantage of
learning opportunities in school. This can also have consequences
for children’s success later in life.74

Immediately after the Gulf War, a number of independent nutrition
surveys were carried out in Iraq, the most representative sample being
taken by the national International Study Team, which found 12
percent of children under five experiencing chronic malnutrition.75

UNICEF uses a lower estimate of 9.2 percent for children in
south/central Iraq in 1991. In May 1997 the children’s agency reported
that the rate of malnutrition had risen to 25 percent, “or some 750,000
children.”76 In November 1997, UNICEF announced that the rate of
chronic malnutrition among children under five had risen to 32
percent – “some 960,000 children” – a rise of 72 percent since 1991.
Almost one quarter of children under five were underweight – twice
as high as the levels found in neighboring Jordan or Turkey. “It is clear
that children are bearing the brunt of the current economic hardship,”
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said Philippe Heffinck, UNICEF Representative in Iraq. “They must
be protected from the impact of sanctions. Otherwise, they will
continue to suffer, and that we cannot accept.”77 Almost two years
into the UN oil-for-food program, almost a million young children
in south/central Iraq were at risk of lifelong deficits in mental and
physical development. UNICEF observed in 2000 that child malnu-
trition continued to be “entrenched” in south/central Iraq. 

An FAO/WFP Nutrition Assessment mission in 2000 found the
prevalence of acute malnutrition (low weight-for-height) in children
under five years of age to be over 10 percent in three south/center
governorates surveyed. This is slightly better than the figure of 12
percent obtained by the mission in 1995 in the same governorates,
but remains much higher than the 1991 level of 3 percent.78

The September 2000 Nutrition Assessment mission by the UN Food
and Agriculture Organization and the UN World Food Program found
that “since the six-monthly surveys began in 1997 it appears that there
has been little further improvement [in child malnutrition rates]
except for chronic malnutrition which decreased from 27 percent to
21 percent.” Despite this reduction: “Still, at least about 800,000
children under the age of five are chronically malnourished.”79

Chronic malnutrition can lead to lifelong physical and mental
stunting. Anupama Rao Singh, UNICEF’s director in Baghdad and a
veteran of African famine work, points out that chronic malnutri-
tion is “extremely difficult to reverse, if not irreversible.”80

The wide impact

While international concern has focused on the persistence of high
levels of child malnutrition and high levels of excess child mortality
in Iraq, there are other grave consequences of the sanctions. “Iraq’s
population has been devastated socially, economically, and psycho-
logically.” Cordesman and Hashim observe that there has been a
“dramatic rise in corruption and bribery in a government which
prided itself on being one of the least corrupt in the region.” “Social
ills such as theft, begging, prostitution and rural thievery that were
rare or ‘efficiently’ controlled in this once well-policed authoritarian
state have become widespread.” The two analysts add that the
sanctions “game” has reduced Iraq to “an economic and social ‘basket
case’ and may limit its economic development for several decades to
come.”81 US epidemiologist, Richard Garfield, notes in particular the
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decline in adult literacy from 80 percent to 58 percent, suggesting
that this is “perhaps at least as condemning a statement about human-
itarian conditions in Iraq as data on mortality,” a dramatic
deterioration in the “long-term assets” of Iraqi society.82

A human rights assessment

Earlier we discussed the procedural duties of the Security Council
with regard to protecting human rights. The Center for Economic and
Social Rights has also focused attention on the “substantive duties”
of the UN’s highest body; to ensure that its activities do not result
in violations of human rights principles, “particularly among
vulnerable populations such as children and women, which enjoy
special protection under international law.” “The foreseeable and
avoidable deaths of hundreds of thousands of children clearly
implicate a number of fundamental human rights,” the CESR notes.
Most important among them is the right to life, considered by the
UN Human Rights Committee to be “the supreme right from which
no derogation is permitted even in time of public emergency.” The
New York-based NGO points out that the comprehensive economic
sanctions have also contributed to violations of the rights to health
and to an adequate standard of living, guaranteed by the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the International Covenant on
Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, and other international treaties:
“It is significant that children have suffered disproportionately from
sanctions.” Under human rights law, children are considered uniquely
vulnerable and are granted special protection. More countries have
ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child than any other
human rights treaty in history, including all permanent members of
the Security Council. The Convention specifically recognizes that
“every child has the inherent right to life.” It calls on all states “to
ensure to the maximum extent possible the survival and development
of the child” and “to take appropriate measures to diminish infant
and child mortality.” The CESR comments: 

It is hard to think of a more grave breach of child rights in modern
history than the suffering and death of hundreds of thousands of
children under the age of five caused by a political dispute between
“their” government and the international community.83

The CESR also assesses the economic sanctions against humani-
tarian law, the laws of war. Two basic principles of the laws of war
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are “distinction” – the imperative to distinguish between combatants
and civilians, and to attack only military targets – and “proportion-
ality.” The principle of proportionality is designed to ensure that
attacks against military targets do not cause excessive civilian damage.
In relation to the issue of targeting, the CESR observes that: “Imposing
comprehensive sanctions that cause total economic collapse and the
deaths of hundreds of thousands of civilians appears on its face to
violate the principle of distinction.” The Center also refers to an
Additional Protocol to the Geneva Convention which explicitly
outlaws the use of starvation as a method of warfare: “in no event
shall actions...be taken which may be expected to leave the civilian
population with such inadequate food or water as to cause its
starvation.” It is hard to see how the comprehensive economic
sanctions can be said to be aimed at the regime, causing collateral
damage to civilians. It appears much more plausible that the
economic sanctions are targeted at the entire population as a means
to influence the regime – “a clear violation” of international law, the
CESR comments.

If one takes the position that the economic sanctions are directed
against the regime rather than against the people, the Security Council
must still demonstrate that there has not been a disproportionate
impact on civilians. The Geneva Conventions define proportional-
ity as prohibiting any “attack which may be expected to cause
incidental loss of civilian life, injury to civilians, damage to civilian
objects...which would be excessive in relation to the concrete and
direct military advantage anticipated.” The CESR refers to “the author-
itative legal commentary on the laws of war” for some guidelines: 

A remote [military] advantage to be gained at some unknown time
in the future would not be a proper consideration to weigh against
civilian loss...The advantage concerned should be substantial and
relatively close...There can be no question of creating conditions
conducive to surrender by means of attacks which incidentally
harm the civilian population.84

It is difficult to see when, in the period 1991–2002, there has been
the prospect of a “substantial and relatively close” advantage to the
international community from the economic sanctions, compared
to the massive loss of life that sanctions have caused, and the general
demoralization, “lobotomization” and impoverishment of an entire
nation as a result of the economic sanctions. The CESR points out
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that it is difficult to know how much progress on Iraqi disarmament
is attributable to sanctions: “Iraq has often revealed valuable
information” regarding its weapons of mass destruction programs
“in response to high-level defections or threatened military strikes.”85

In brief, a careful examination of the law demonstrates that the
sanctions regime has violated both human rights law and the human-
itarian laws of war – on a considerable scale. Hence the judgment of
Marc Bossuyt, Belgian law professor, in a report for the UN Sub-
commission on Human Rights, that the continuation of economic
sanctions on Iraq, despite knowledge of their toll in human lives, was
“unequivocally illegal.”86

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE HUMANITARIAN CRISIS

One can discuss the causes of what UNICEF calls the “humanitarian
emergency” in two ways: a chronological examination of the sequence
of events that created the crisis, or a logical analysis of the obstacles
that must be overcome. We will follow both procedures.

Macroeconomic shock I: the fiscal crisis (before oil-for-food)

The economic sanctions imposed in August 1990 were extraordinar-
ily successful in cutting off all trade with Iraq. Shortly before the
1991 war the CIA estimated that sanctions had been 97 percent
effective in stopping Iraqi exports.87 Boone, Gazdar and Hussain
observe that the sanctions on Iraq “stand out in their scope and effec-
tiveness,” compared to multilateral sanctions against other states.
Iraq was heavily dependent on oil revenues, so that at the market
exchange rate, oil exports provided 75 percent of national income:
“These oil revenues formed the basis for Iraq’s economic structure
and policies,” comment Boone, Gazdar and Hussain. They point out
that “during the 1970s and early 1980s the [Iraqi] government built
up state industry and agriculture by introducing sizeable direct and
indirect subsidies, but since it grew with the aid of subsidies and
inexpensive foreign exchange, it was, in effect, highly dependent on
oil revenues.” There was also considerable investment in education,
health and welfare, including subsidizing the cost of a range of food
items. “In short, the state was a key player in all areas of the economy:
production, employment, private consumption and provisioning of
public goods.” The interdiction of oil exports cut off oil revenues, and
therefore government revenues and government spending collapsed,
creating a fiscal crisis. The economy was severely damaged and there
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was, quite predictably, a direct and serious impact on the civilian
population – “One of the most important results of sanctions is that
the government has sharply curtailed producer and some consumer
subsidies.” The government was starved of revenues (there were, and
are, few if any taxes in Iraq) and therefore suffered what is known as
a “fiscal crisis.” Baghdad responded by allowing public sector salaries
to lag behind inflation, and by printing money to pay these salaries,
creating hyperinflation. The result was that by 1996, public sector
workers were earning $3 to $5 per month, in contrast to their pre-
sanctions salaries of $150–200 per month.88

In other words, there was a direct link between the economic
sanctions, the fiscal crisis, economic deflation, and mass poverty. At
the macroeconomic level, sanctions collapsed government revenues,
thereby badly damaging the provision of public services. At the micro-
economic or household level, families could barely earn enough to
survive and the prices of necessities were no longer subsidized in the
way that they had been.

Macroeconomic shock II: the foreign exchange crisis

The LSE analysts argued in 1997 that: “The most important impact
of the decline in oil revenues was a severe tightening of the available
funds for imports.”89 Prior to 1990 Iraq imported over 75 percent of
the calories consumed in the country, at a cost of over $2 billion in
1989.90 “As with food, most of Iraq’s industrial base was heavily
dependent on the import of sophisticated machinery, equipment,
spare parts, and raw materials procured abroad.”91 Agriculture
depended on imported seeds, fertilizers, pesticides, spare parts for
irrigation systems, and harvesting and processing equipment.92 With
a decline in the availability of foreign exchange to buy imported
goods, they became more expensive in relation to domestic goods,
and in particular in relation to labor. Imported goods became more
and more difficult for ordinary people to purchase. The LSE economists
comment, “we believe the greatest impact of sanctions has come
through the oil export restrictions – with reduced purchasing power,
people are simply unable to buy the goods they used to purchase.”93

Iraqi companies reduced production (by over 70 percent in many
cases), and therefore employment, not because there was a corre-
sponding shortage of inputs (spare parts, raw materials and so on),
but because there were “limits on market demand associated with
reduced incomes.”94 The external market was denied by sanctions,
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and the internal market was radically shrunk as a result of sanctions-
induced impoverishment.

One key to the crisis: family purchasing power

The crucial factor here is “purchasing power”. Household purchasing
power is of critical significance to the revival of the Iraqi economy;
it is also critical to the capacity of families to provide for their needs.
Economists Jean Dreze and Haris Gazdar warn against the focus on
“aggregate commodity supplies”:

The “effects of sanctions” have often been analyzed in terms of what
these sanctions do to aggregate commodity supplies – how far food
supplies, or medical supplies, or the supply of cement, fall short
of ordinary levels. What really matters, however, is how the
sanctions affect the ability of households (or enterprises, in the case
of raw materials and intermediate inputs) to acquire the
commodities in question. “Effective sanctions” in that sense can
be quite different from what sanctions look like on the basis of
supply-centered analysis.95

The food supply in a country might be cut in half by sanctions,
but if the average nutritional value of those supplies rose dramati-
cally, and if the food was shared much more equitably than before
sanctions, the human impact of sanctions might actually be positive
(rather in the way that food rationing is said to have produced
healthier children in Britain during the World War II). The key factor
is the capacity of families (or businesses) to acquire the goods and
services they need. In Iraq, family purchasing power is affected by
state subsidies for necessities, employment (in both the public and
private sectors), government wages and salaries, and the value of the
Iraqi dinar – the currency in which wages are paid.

After the passing of UNSCR 687 in early 1991, Dreze and Gazdar
commented, “now that the embargo on food imports has been lifted,
it is tempting to assume that there is no need to worry about the food
situation in Iraq.” While food was “readily available” from neighboring
countries, and in that sense “food supply” was no longer a problem,
“nutritional deprivation continues to remain endemic, and may even
be increasing”:

Effective sanctions on food remain, due to the crippling effects of
general sanctions on economic activity and employment, despite
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the formal exemption spelt out in Resolution 687 and the ready
availability of food from neighboring countries.96

This is the key to understanding the persistence of child malnu-
trition and mass suffering even after the influx of humanitarian goods
under oil-for-food. “Real earnings fell by around 90 percent in the
first year of the sanctions, and then fell by around 40 percent more
between 1991 and 1996.”97 The average Iraqi income in 1993 was
400 Iraqi dinars; “whereas ID 1000 was needed to feed a family
adequately.” As a result of the depreciation of the Iraqi dinar, “its
buying power was 100 times less than in mid-August [1990], whereas
salaries had only doubled.”98 The UN World Food Program notes
that the amount of food consumed by the Iraqi family with an average
income in 1993 was only 31.3 percent of what that family had
consumed in 1988; by 1993 an average of 72 percent of household
incomes were used for the purchase of food; and the Family Purchase
Power Indicator (FPPI) for Iraq declined steadily from 3.62 in 1990
to 0.15 in 1993, and then to 0.06 in 1995. The FPPI is the ratio
between the lowest monthly income and the total cost of a basic
food basket for a six-member family, including an infant. The post-
1990 FPPI values are well below the 1.25 level which FAO considers
as signal of household nutritional deficiency; this level means that
least 80 percent of a family’s income is spent on food.99 Millions of
breadwinners were either denied employment altogether, or were
paid starvation real wages as a direct result of the economic sanctions,
and millions of families were therefore unable to provide for their
younger and more vulnerable members.

Macroeconomic shock III: the war and the uprisings

The Arab Monetary Fund estimated the value of destroyed infrastruc-
ture and economic assets during the 1991 war at $232 billion.100 (By
contrast, the decade-long Iran/Iraq war caused only $67bn worth of
economic damage.101) For over five years Iraq was completely
prevented from exporting oil, and was thus denied tens of billions
of dollars of revenues, sharply deflating the economy, and preventing
reconstruction.

Infrastructure damage: the water sector

In the water sector, Hoskins points out that “there were some early
postwar gains” as Iraq drew on its prewar stockpile, and cannibalized
damaged facilities. “Yet, the condition of the water sector began to
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deteriorate again after the initial restoration effort,” as Iraq was
prevented by sanctions from acquiring the equipment and the
chlorine supplies needed to purify water. Poor water quality has
caused many deaths through the spread of diarrheal disease, including
cholera, typhoid, and dysentery.102 The UN Development Program
noted in March 1999 that: “The quality of [drinking] water deterio-
rated substantially from an average 5 percent of water samples
contaminated in 1989 to 35 percent in 1997.”103

The effect of sanctions on the supply of clean drinking water was
not simply in terms of water purification and pumping equipment
and supplies of chlorine; there was also the underlying problem of
electricity. For an anodyne account, we may turn to a sequence of
UN reports. In November 2000, Kofi Annan warned in his regular
report on the progress of oil-for-food that “treated water” was “at
risk from the incidence of cross-contamination in the distribution
network.”104 In September 2001 the UN Secretary-General noted
that, while the incidence of most communicable diseases seemed to
be declining, amoebic dysentery and typhoid showed “slight
increases”. He commented: “The high incidence of water-borne
diseases can be largely attributed to the poor state of water and
sanitation infrastructures in the country.” While the overall efficiency
of water treatment plants had increased somewhat because of the
arrival and installation of equipment and spare parts bought through
the oil-for-food program, “the lack of continuous power supply
lessened this benefit, reducing actual performance efficiency of water
treatment plants by 10 percent.”105

For a vivid appreciation of the interconnection between the
electricity sector and clean drinking water, Robert Fisk, reporter for
the (London) Independent, interviewed Philippe Heffinck, UNICEF
Representative in Baghdad. He explained to Fisk in early 1998, “it’s
not just the water-treatment plants that need repairing in Iraq but
the pipes as well. Then you have the lack of electricity that contributes
to the deterioration in health.” Fisk noted:

I already understood the revolting mechanics of electrical power
and water; a UN hygiene official had explained it to me, equally
coldly, 24 hours earlier: when electricity is cut – which it is every
three hours, for example, in Basra – the pumps stop and the pressure
in the leaking water pipes falls. Into the vacuum is sucked sewage
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which runs out of the taps. Even the original source of the water
is now contaminated in Iraq.106

The electrical power system was in disrepair because it was deliber-
ately targeted during Operation Desert Storm. Dr Hoskins observes
that: “Eighteen of Iraq’s twenty power-generating plants were rendered
inoperable [during the 1991 war], reducing [immediate] postwar
electricity to just 4 percent of prewar levels.” Food storage facilities,
industrial complexes, oil refineries, sewage pumping stations, telecom-
munications facilities, roads, railroads, and dozens of bridges were
destroyed during the war. Hoskins comments: “It took Iraq many
decades, vast amounts of foreign currency, and considerable foreign
expertise to build the estimated $232 billion worth of assets destroyed
in the forty-three-day bombing campaign.”107 Significantly, this
damage was deliberate. “Gen. Buster Glosson, responsible for
compiling the target lists [for the US-led bombardment] commented
that after the war the US and its allies expected to rebuild the damaged
infrastructure,” according to an interview with the Chicago Tribune.108

General Glosson’s colleague, Colonel John Warden, explained after
the war that, “Saddam Hussein cannot restore his own electricity. He
needs help. If there are political objectives that the UN Coalition
has, it can say, ‘Saddam, when you agree to do these things, we will
allow people to come in and fix your electricity.’”109

Contaminated drinking water is a major contributor to the
increased level of child deaths and the increased level of child mal-
nutrition in Iraq.

Contaminated water supplies and poor sanitation have created
health conditions enabling diarrhea to emerge as the leading child
killer during the post-war period. During both 1991 and 1992,
mortality due to diarrhea was estimated at more than three times
the 1990 levels.”110

UNICEF observed in 2000 that the “case fatality rate” due to
diarrheal diseases in children under five years “has remained high at
2.4 percent’: “Diarrhea leading to death from dehydration, and acute
respiratory infections together account for 70 percent of child
mortality.”111 This is due in large part to the deliberate destruction
of Iraq’s electricity system in the 1991 war, and the deliberate
prevention of reconstruction by comprehensive economic sanctions
in the years thereafter.
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War and sanctions: the allocation of responsibility

Cordesman and Hashim comment: “There is no question that the
war and the rebellions caused extensive damage”; they observe that
it may be “methodologically impossible” to distinguish the cost of
these “calamities” from the effects of sanctions.112 While acknowl-
edging that it is “extremely difficult” to separate the effects of sanctions
from those of the 43-day bombing campaign and subsequent ground
war (and from the uprising that followed the ground war), Eric Hoskins
suggests that, with the passage of time “the effects of sanctions have
increased and have come to outweigh the lingering effects of the
war.”113 In particular: “A nonsanctioned country could reasonably
be expected to achieve at least partial recovery from wartime damage
within two to three years of the end of a conflict”, but sanctions
prevented Iraq from acquiring the revenues necessary for reconstruc-
tion.114 The early, temporary, signs of recovery in the water sector,
and the restoration of the power generating system (though at a
much reduced level), are indications of the kinds of improvements
that might have been possible in the absence of economic sanctions,
despite the destruction caused by the war. In fact, Cordesman and
Hashim acknowledge that while “sanctions are scarcely the only
problem that the Iraqi economy has faced since 1990,” “they are the
primary cause of its present crisis’: the economic sanctions “have
done much more damage to Iraq than the Gulf War.”115

THE OBSTACLES TO RECOVERY

If we recast the discussion in terms of the requirements for recovery,
and the obstacles which must be overcome if the humanitarian
emergency is to be resolved, there seem to be at least six areas to be
addressed. From the foregoing discussion it is clear that two critical
domains are, on the one hand, the reconstruction of essential civilian
infrastructure, such as water purification and pumping stations,
sewage and sanitation facilities, health centers and hospitals, power
stations and electricity distribution networks, and so on; and, on the
other hand, the restoration of family purchasing power, through the
generation of employment, the appreciation of the Iraqi dinar, and
the general re-inflation of the Iraqi economy.

UNSCR 1409, passed in May 2002, introduced a set of amendments
to the “oil-for-food” deal which were popularly referred to as “smart
sanctions.” We will address the resolution below in more detail, but
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it is worth noting that as the first drafts of the resolution were being
circulated, The Economist, among others, commented, 

although the country would be able to import more, it would still
be denied the free movement of labor and capital that it desperately
needs if it is at last to start picking itself up...Iraq needs massive
investment to rebuild its industry, its power grids and its schools,
and needs cash in hand to pay its engineers, doctors and teachers.
None of this looks likely to happen under smart sanctions.116

The Financial Times observed that “the US plan [i.e. “smart
sanctions”] will not revive Iraq’s devastated economy while control
over Iraq’s oil revenues remains in the hands of the UN, and foreign
investment and credits are still prohibited.”117 The Economist again: 

To recover from its 11 years under the sanctions battering-ram –
which has crushed the country’s industrial and agricultural infra-
structure – Iraq needs the freedom, and overseas investment, of a
huge reconstruction effort...the British proposal of ‘smart sanctions’
offers an aspirin where surgery is called for.”118

Here, foreign investment and foreign loans are identified as critical
to the reconstruction effort, and direct access to foreign exchange is
seen as vital to restoring the real pay levels of public servants.

In general, as the UN Security Council’s own Humanitarian Panel
observed in March 1999, “the humanitarian situation in Iraq will
continue to be a dire one in the absence of a sustained revival of the
Iraqi economy.”119 A Western aid agency official in Iraq said of the
so-called “smart sanctions” package: “It won’t improve life for the
ordinary Iraqi. It will be a dole, a handout to Iraq as a whole. It will
do nothing to tackle the real issue – how to stimulate the internal
economy and allow civil society to come back.”120 The essential
ingredients of a serious recovery package should include free access
to foreign investment, foreign loans, foreign exchange, and foreign
markets – to allow Iraqi businesses to earn their way in the world.

A moratorium on debt and compensation

Cordesman and Hashim state unequivocally, “one thing is clear, any
strategy for dealing with Iraq must deal with debt and reparations as
well as sanctions.” Iraq’s debt burden in mid-1990 was an estimated
$80 billion. With unpaid interest, this will have swollen to even
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greater dimensions. The two Center for Strategic and International
Studies analysts quote estimates of the total cost of Iraq’s debt, recon-
struction and reparations burden to 2000 amounting to $141 billion.
Clearly, “unless debt and reparations are reduced or forgiven, they
will be a major hindrance – if not a crippling burden – on Iraq’s ability
to rebuild its economy regardless of how and when sanctions are
lifted.” For Cordesman and Hashim, “Iraq’s rich oil resources should
be used to rebuild and rehabilitate the country and not to pay punitive
damages to be shouldered by the next generation.” They warn of the
dangers of another Versailles. 

DESIGNED TO BE REFUSED: THE FIRST ‘OIL-FOR-FOOD’DEAL

For many years, the British and US governments were able to absolve
themselves of responsibility for the mounting human toll resulting
from the economic sanctions by referring to the refusal of an early
form of the oil-for-food deal by the Iraqi Government in 1991.
Paragraph 23 of UNSCR 687, passed in April 1991, opened up the
possibility of allowing Iraqi oil exports “when required to assure
adequate financial resources on the part of Iraq to carry out the
activities under paragraph 20 above.” Paragraph 20 dealt with the
purchase of food, “medicines”, “health supplies.” It also referred to
the possibility of Iraq being permitted to purchase other materials
and supplies for “essential civilian needs” identified in “the report
of the Secretary-General dated 20 March 1991,” and in “any further
findings of humanitarian need by the [Sanctions] Committee.” To
my knowledge, the Sanctions Committee has never made any
“findings of humanitarian need” in Iraq.

The Ahtisaari report

The “report of the Secretary-General dated 20 March 1991” was a
report on conditions in Iraq compiled by UN Under-Secretary-General,
Martti Ahtisaari, after a visit to the country from 10 to 17 March
1991. This report contained the famous phrase, “nothing that we
had seen or read had quite prepared us for the particular form of
devastation which has now befallen the country”:

The recent conflict has wrought near-apocalyptic results upon the
economic mechanized society. Now, most means of modern life
support have been destroyed or rendered tenuous. Iraq has, for
some time to come, been relegated to a pre-industrial age, but with
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all the disabilities of post-industrial dependency on an intensive
use of energy and technology.121

Ahtisaari identified a number of “essential civilian needs” which
should then have become candidates for any oil-for-food deal,
including the lack of inputs for the agricultural sector. The mission
recommended that “sanctions in respect of food supplies should be
immediately removed, as should those relating to the import of agri-
cultural equipment and supplies.” In the subsequent UNSCR 687,
the sanctions on food were finally lifted, but those on agricultural
equipment and supplies were not. The mission also identified the
“energy and communications vacuum” as possessing “far-reaching
implications” for the nature and effectiveness of the international
response to the humanitarian crisis in Iraq. It was seven years before
“the need to restore electrical power was accepted by all Sanctions
Committee members” in UNSCR 1153, passed in February 1998.122

It was another year after that before telecommunications were finally
accepted as part of the oil-for-food deal.123 Water and sanitation were
identified as key areas, as was transport in support of the health
system. None of these sectors was identified in UNSCR 687 as of
particular significance.

The Sadruddin recommendations

Following UNSCR 687, mounting international pressure led to passing
of UNSCR 706 in August 1991 (clarified by UNSCR 712 the following
month) offering a limited, one-off oil sale by Iraq to fund humani-
tarian purchases. It was the refusal of this offer by Baghdad that led
to Western condemnation of Iraq, and which for many years led to
the blame for the human suffering being laid at the Government of
Iraq’s door. For example, Cordesman and Hashim wrote in 1997:
“The human cost of sanction [sic] to Iraq’s people has scarcely,
however, been the fault of the UN,” as it was Baghdad that refused
UNSCRs 706 and 712.124 The actual course of events is instructive.

Following the passage of UNSCR 687, the UN Secretary-General sent
an Executive Delegate, Prince Sadruddin Aga Khan, to visit Iraq and
to report on humanitarian conditions. Sadruddin reported in July
1991. He estimated that it would cost $22 billion to restore the power,
oil, water, sanitation, food, agriculture and health sectors to pre-war
levels, and argued that Iraq should be allowed to sell $6.9 billion
over one year to restore the health services fully; the electrical sector
to 50 percent of its prewar capacity; the water and sanitation services
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to 40 percent operation; northern oil facilities to a limited extent (to
be able to supply more oil in the future, to fund more humanitarian
spending); to rehabilitate agriculture; and to provide subsistence food
rations to the entire population. As a short-term measure, Sadruddin
proposed an initial sale of $2.65 billion-worth of oil over the four
months (a third of the total amount, plus a small sum for start-up
costs), to be renewed if arrangements were satisfactory. During
discussions in the Security Council, the period for the one-off oil sale
was lengthened to six months, which under the Sadruddin formula
would have required $3.8 billion-worth of oil sales (half the annual
amount, plus start-up costs of $350m). The UN Secretary-General,
seeing the way the argument was drifting, argued for Iraq to be allowed
$2.4 billion-worth of oil sales. However, not all of these revenues
were to be available for humanitarian goods. The Security Council
had decided by then that 30 percent of all Iraqi oil revenues should
be reserved for war compensation payments, and a small proportion
was also set aside for UN costs. Under the Secretary-General’s proposal,
instead of Iraq receiving $3.8 billion for humanitarian spending over
the six months, as suggested by the Secretary-General’s own Executive
Delegate, Iraq would receive only $1.6 billion for humanitarian aid
– just over 40 percent of its assessed needs for six months. This
proposal was rejected by the UN Security Council – by the United
States, in effect – and UNSCR 712, passed in September 1991, actually
offered Iraq only $1.6 billion in total oil sales over the six months,
reducing the sum available for humanitarian aid to “approximately
$930 million over six months” less than 25 percent of the UN’s expert
assessment of humanitarian needs.125

According to an aid agency staff member involved in the
discussions in Baghdad, UN officials had already become convinced
by late July 1991 that “the US intention was to present Saddam
Hussein with so unattractive a package that Iraq would reject it and
thus take on the blame, at least in western eyes, for continued civilian
suffering.”126 This objective was achieved: Iraq did reject the offer
contained in UNSCRs 706 and 712, and did take on the blame for
the humanitarian crisis. James Fine, who was in Iraq in 1991 as a
consultant to the American Friends Service Committee on relief and
reconstruction later revealed that, in July 1991 “Iraqi officials told
UN humanitarian administrators in Baghdad that Iraq would accept
the Executive Delegate’s recommendations.”127 But they refused the
25 percent offer.
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Apart from the monetary value of the offer, there was also the
curious way in which Resolution 687 bundled together into one
account funding for the humanitarian program, war reparations, and
funding for the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM)
weapons inspectors. According to Graham-Brown, humanitarian
observers, “argued that humanitarian needs should have been entirely
separated from questions of compensation and payment for the work
of UN weapons inspectors.” The latter issues were for the Iraqi state
alone, and government resistance to paying for these items should
not have been allowed to affect the condition of the civilian
population. Graham-Brown says there were “many humanitarian
observers who felt that the ‘package’ deal offered under Resolutions
706 and 712 was one which it could have been anticipated Iraq would
refuse.”128

Much of the hostility to UNSCRs 706 and 712 lay in the infringe-
ment of Iraqi sovereignty. According to the former UN
Secretary-General, Resolution 986 “took into account some of Iraq’s
concerns over Resolutions 706 (1991) and 712 (1991) by reaffirming
‘the commitment of all Member States to the sovereignty and territorial
integrity of Iraq’ and describing the new exercise as ‘temporary.’”
Citing this statement, Boone, Gazdar and Hussain remark,

This implicit admission that Iraqi objections to those resolutions
could be and were accommodated somewhat contradicts the
position taken by the Security Council over a period of three years
of stalemated negotiations [1992–5] that Iraq bore “full responsi-
bility” for the suffering of its civilian population.129

Similarly UN staff were asked to “monitor” the distribution of oil-
for-food goods in UNSCRs 706/712, while under UNSCR 986, UN
officials were to be allowed to “observe” the distribution of human-
itarian goods.130 UNSCR 712 specified that oil must be transported
by the Kirkuk–Yumurtalik pipeline passing through Turkey. “This
was meant not only to benefit Ankara, but also to give a lever to the
anti-Saddam leaders in Iraqi Kurdistan which had been placed under
the Western air umbrella since June 1991.”131 Iraq protested against
this inflexibility. This diktat was also dropped three and a half years
later in UNSCR 687.

Another device used to make the 706/712 offer unpalatable to the
Iraqis involved the financial arrangements for the scheme. Sadruddin
Aga Khan had proposed that Iraq’s existing oil revenue accounts in
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the United States be used for the channeling of funds for the new
humanitarian program. According to Fine, privy to the discussions
among international humanitarian staff in Baghdad: “Under these
proposed control and monitoring safeguards, Iraq would have had
no more opportunity to divert or misuse relief supplies than under
the very similar arrangements eventually mandated by the Security
Council in August [UNSCR 706] and September [UNSCR 712].”132

However, instead of using Iraq’s State Oil Marketing Organization
(SOMO) account, the Resolutions established a new UN “escrow”
account, through which Iraq’s oil wealth would flow. “The escrow
account afforded the UN no greater measure of security of control,
but provocatively raised the issue of national sovereignty by taking
direct possession of Iraqi national resources.”133 Despite this, and all
the other unnecessarily insulting arrangements, according to Sarah
Helms, diplomatic editor for the (London) Independent, “President
Saddam might have accepted the resolution if the higher sum
[proposed by Sadruddin] had been agreed.”134

Shoring up the sanctions

Some of the pressure for an oil-for-food deal came from Kuwait and
other Arab states, seeking war reparations from Iraq (recall that there
was a 30 percent compulsory deduction for compensation built into
the oil-for-food scheme). France, the Soviet Union and China all
supported oil sales for their own reasons.135 Part of the picture was
the considerable international concern aroused by bodies such as
the International Study Team (IST), which were documenting the
human suffering in post-war Iraq. The IST conducted a survey in
August 1991, the month that UNSCR 706 was passed, which indicated
that 47,000 children under the age of five had died in the first eight
months of 1991 as a result of war and sanctions.136 In April, Ahtisaari
had warned: “It is unmistakable that the Iraqi people may soon face
a further imminent catastrophe, which could include epidemic and
famine, if massive life-supporting needs are not rapidly met.” In July,
Sadruddin Aga Khan reported, “it is evident that for large numbers
of the people of Iraq, every passing month brings them closer to the
brink of calamity.”

In London and Washington, however, these were not the overriding
concerns. Sarah Graham-Brown reports that an observer “closely
involved in the discussions suggested that the main preoccupation
of the US and UK was to ensure that the pressure on Iraq was
maintained.” She quotes a US official as saying that the proposal for
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a limited oil sale was “a good way to maintain the bulk of the sanctions
and not be on the wrong side of a potentially emotive issue.” She
also refers to British Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd’s statement that
the arrangements had to be “limited and watertight.”137 The
“potentially emotive issue” was, of course, the deaths of tens of
thousands of Iraqi children in an oil-rich country. In May 1998 US
Under Secretary for Political Affairs and formerly US Ambassador to
the UN, stated, “In a very real sense, the ‘oil-for-food’ program is the
key to sustaining the sanctions regime until Iraq complies with its
obligations.” As Iraq was unlikely to comply: “That means, as far as
the US is concerned, that sanctions will be a fact of life for the
foreseeable future.”138

London diverges

Interestingly, during the failed negotiations around this first oil-for-
food proposal, the British Government indicated greater openness
than was shown by Washington. “In January [1992], the British
Government had indicated to the new UN Secretary-General, Boutros
Boutros-Ghali, that it was willing to see minor ‘face-saving’
adjustments if the Iraqis agreed to the resolutions as a whole.” The
modifications Britain and other Security Council members adopted
“proved too drastic for the US Government, which refused to accept
them.”139 Washington had crafted a resolution designed to be refused:
no softening of its terms was to be permitted, despite the interna-
tional pressure and the mounting evidence of a humanitarian
emergency. This was an early sign of British queasiness, which was
to result in some important initiatives.

Rights, distinction and punishment

Neither UNSCR 706 nor UNSCR 712 mentioned the human rights
impact of the sanctions, or indeed of the oil-for-food deal. Neither
resolution referred to the need to monitor any human-rights impact.
Neither resolution improved the accuracy of the comprehensive
economic sanctions. Neither resolution showed any deviation from
the punitive stance embodied in UNSCR 687. Consciously and delib-
erately offering a quarter of the funds that a UN humanitarian mission
had calculated were necessary amounts to a deliberate assault on the
general population, and a premeditated violation of their human
rights on a large scale. Offering these funds in the most insulting
possible fashion, to minimize the risk of the offer being accepted,
confirms the punitive character of the sanctions regime.
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A RESIGNING MATTER: THE SECOND “OIL-FOR-FOOD” DEAL

As the humanitarian situation inside Iraq experienced a “rapid dete-
rioration” in 1994, pressure mounted for a response from the Security
Council. “Some observers maintain that that the US promoted a new
resolution for a limited sale of oil for humanitarian purposes in order
to lessen the pressure for sanctions to be lifted.” Graham-Brown
points to the Congressional testimony of US Assistant Secretary of
State, Robert Pelletreau – “Implementation of the resolution is not a
precursor to lifting sanctions. It is a humanitarian exception that
preserves and even reinforces the sanctions regime” – and a remark
by US Ambassador to the UN, Madeline Albright – “Frankly it is the
best of all possible ways to make sure that the sanctions regime
remains in place so that Saddam Hussein is not entitled to pretend
he is concerned for his people and shed a lot of crocodile tears.”140

Growing US isolation had become visible in March 1994, when the
Security Council had to discontinue presidential statements on Iraq,
as Russia, France and China demanded a statement reflecting Iraq’s
cooperation with UN Resolutions.141 UNSCR 986, adopted by the
Security Council in April 1995, was “drafted by the US, which this
time was interested in getting Iraq to accept.”142 Iraq finally accepted
the Resolution in principle in January 1996, and negotiations began,
which Washington – and London – did little to help. “The US and
UK directly intervened in negotiations between the UN Secretariat
and the Iraqi Government, prolonging the process of agreeing to a
memorandum of understanding for its implementation.” The UN
Secretariat and other Security Council members “did not conceal
their annoyance at this approach.”143 In April 1996, an agreement
was derailed when US and British negotiators “insisted on 20 new
conditions before the deal could be ratified.”144

Raising and abolishing the ceiling on oil sales

As noted, UNSCR 986 introduced some soothing phrases regarding
Iraq’s sovereignty and transformed UN “monitors” into UN
“observers.” It also established a separate escrow account for the
purchase of goods for the three northern governorates of Iraq, which
had established a semi-autonomous Kurdish administration under
the protection of US and British power. Under paragraph 8(b),
roughly 13 percent of Iraqi oil revenues would go into this account,
mainly to be used by the UN itself to buy goods for the northern
governorates.145
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Crucially, the resolution also increased the amount of oil that Iraq
could sell every six months from $1.6 billion to $2 billion – still
roughly $1.5 billion short of Sadruddin Aga Khan’s recommenda-
tions. The ceiling on oil sales then underwent two more stages. In
February 1998 UNSCR 1153 more than doubled the amount of oil
Iraq was allowed to sell, as that the six-monthly maximum income
was set at $5.52 billion. With deductions, that meant that Iraq could
earn up to $3.6 billion for humanitarian purchases. Almost two years
later, in December 1999, UNSCR 1284 removed the ceiling on oil
sales entirely.

At its original level of $2 billion per six-month phase, oil-for-food
was clearly incapable of addressing the infrastructural needs of Iraqi
society. In a February 1998 review of the operation of the oil-for-food
deal, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan demanded the provision of
more resources to begin to halt the continuing deterioration of the
civilian infrastructure, and, in particular, to address the needs of the
electricity sector. UNSCR 1153, which adopted his figure of $5.52
billion per phase, was passed on 20 February 1998, in the midst of a
protracted international crisis over weapons inspections in Iraq. The
military crisis drew international attention to the humanitarian crisis,
setting a pattern for a new period in Iraq’s fortunes. Graham-Brown
comments that the massive increase in revenues “was evidently
intended to send a signal that the Security Council was not targeting
the Iraqi people, so retaining the high moral ground for hard-line
states and ensuring that sanctions remained in place.”146 The lifting
of the ceiling on oil sales at the end of 1999 raised the question of
why, given the extensive controls over oil revenues and humanitar-
ian purchases, there had ever been any ceiling at all.

Some limitations of oil-for-food

Earlier, we noted the dual challenge of recovery: reconstructing the
public health infrastructure in Iraq, and restoring family purchasing
power. The oil-for-food program could hope to stem deterioration in
certain sectors, and in the case of the food ration in particular it could
increase the nutrition available to family members, but it was
inherently incapable of repairing the infrastructure to create a healthier
environment, or of re-inflating the economy to provide jobs and
higher real incomes. Hence the protest resignations of, first, Denis
Halliday, and then Hans von Sponeck, from the position of UN
Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, in charge of the operation of oil-
for-food on the ground in Iraq in September 1998 and January 2000
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respectively. While the ceiling on oil sales existed, the revenues
available were clearly inadequate: in April 1998, Denis Halliday told
reporters that $10 billion was required to restore the electrical system,
“but only $300m can be afforded” every six months under oil-for-
food.147 Human Rights Watch, Save the Children (UK), and four
other NGOs pointed out in August 2000 that, “short-term emergency
assistance is no longer appropriate to the scale of this crisis”: “The
deterioration in Iraq’s civilian infrastructure is so far reaching that it
can only be reversed with extensive investment and development
efforts.”148 Estimates of the sums required for reconstruction of the
infrastructure range from $50 billion to $100 billion, “of which $30bn
must be spent on imported equipment, machinery and spare parts”.149

Hence the need for foreign investment and foreign loans, as suggested
by The Economist.

As for family purchasing power, the oil-for-food deal can barely
affect this vital parameter. Tun Myat, von Sponeck’s replacement as
UN Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq, said in January 2001, “the
sad fact is that the average poor Iraqi household has become so poor
that they can’t afford to eat all the food they get for free…For many
of these people, the food rations they get on a monthly basis represent
the major part of their household income.” Part of the ration must
be sold to purchase clothes, travel, medicines, and so on.150 Hanny
Megally, director of the Middle East and North Africa division of
Human Rights Watch, said in August 2000:

Sanctions intended to block the government’s access to foreign
exchange have contributed to pervasive life-threatening public
health conditions for millions of innocent people. An emergency
commodity assistance program like oil-for-food, no matter how well
funded or well run, cannot reverse the devastating consequences
of war and then ten years of virtual shut-down of Iraq’s economy.151

As the Humanitarian Panel observed in March 1999, “the humani-
tarian situation in Iraq will continue to be a dire one in the absence
of a sustained revival of the Iraqi economy.”152 The simple supply of
goods – “aggregate commodity supplies” as Dreze and Gazdar referred
to them – cannot solve the problems of family purchasing power.

The essential ingredients of a serious recovery package seem to
include free access to foreign investment, foreign loans, foreign
exchange, and foreign markets – to allow Iraqi businesses to earn
their way in the world.
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The sanctions committee

Under the oil-for-food deal, each six months there is a new “phase”
of the program. Iraq submits a “distribution plan” to the UN, setting
out the humanitarian budget in each sector for the next phase. Once
the UN Secretariat agrees to the plan, Iraq then arranges contracts to
acquire these goods from suppliers around the world. In its original
form, once the contract had been signed, it was submitted to the
Sanctions Committee for approval. The Sanctions Committee is made
up of the 15 members of the UN Security Council – five permanent
members, and eleven temporary members rotating in and out of the
Council, and therefore also in and out of the Sanctions Committee.
If a contract is approved, the money is released, and the goods supplied
to Iraq. Contracts can be vetoed by a single member state – no reason
need be given. No record has ever been published of the Committee’s
proceedings. Graham-Brown notes that: “Until 1995, no record of its
discussions or decisions was made public or even circulated to
interested parties such as Humanitarian Organizations, Security
Council members, or the sanctioned state, Iraq.”153 Interestingly, no
list was compiled of “banned items”, until UNSCR 1051 formalized
the procedures for potential dual-use items in March 1996.

According to Graham-Brown, the Sanctions Committee came to
a “gentleman’s agreement” in December 1991 that members would
“generally look favorably on requests” within certain categories of
humanitarian items. Among these items were civilian clothing,
supplies for babies and infants, and, most important, spare parts and
materials for water treatment and sewage disposal plants. The
Ambassador for Zimbabwe, on behalf of the non-aligned members
of the Security Council, argued for certain sectors to simply be exempt
from the Sanctions Committee veto – to be pre-approved. “However,
the hard-line members of the Committee would not accept this, and
the informal understanding was a compromise.”154 Britain and the
US were not to relent for another eight years.

OPERATION DESERT FOX

The events of 1998 marked a turning point for Iraq, as the military
crises at the beginning and end of the year moved the country to the
center of international attention, and the human suffering caused
by economic sanctions gained salience. I do not propose to examine
either crisis in detail here, but there is an aspect of the December
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crisis which is relevant to our concerns. The bombardment of Iraq
in December 1998 followed a long, slow decline in relations between
Iraq and the UNSCOM weapons inspectorate. The reason given by
Britain and the United States for their bombing raids was that the
head of UNSCOM, Richard Butler, had found Baghdad guilty of non-
compliance with its obligations under UNSCR 687, and that Iraq had
ceased cooperating with UNSCOM. On the first charge, Richard
Butler’s hard-line report took UN diplomats by surprise: “The whole
diplomatic community, which has been closely monitoring these
inspections, was surprised by the report,” said a senior Western
diplomat. “We did not consider that the problems reported during
the one month of inspections were major incidents.” This was not
to justify Iraqi actions, “but many of the problems encountered point
to the need to establish clearer rules for inspections,” according to
the diplomat. “UNSCOM’s mandate says it should have full access
but take into account Iraq’s sovereignty, dignity and national security
concerns. This leaves room for questions, and will always give rise
to problems.”155

As for the ending of co-operation with UNSCOM, the Financial
Times reported that “Mr. Saddam’s decision to cripple UNSCOM was
triggered by the US refusal explicitly to commit itself to lifting the
oil embargo if Iraq complied with disarmament requirements – as
stipulated by” Article 22 of UNSCR 687.156 Iraq had been seeking
various reassurances from the Security Council before resuming full
cooperation with the weapons inspectors. It had asked in particular
about Paragraph 22 of UNSCR 687. On 30 October 1998, the day
before Iraq ended cooperation, “the US rejected proposals by Russia,
France and China that would have clearly committed the security
council to a lifting of the oil embargo if Iraq complied with require-
ments to eliminate its weapons of mass destruction.”157 The Economist
observed: “Iraq interpreted this as confirmation of its long-held – and
plausible – belief that, even if it did come clean on all its weapons,
no American administration would lift the oil embargo so long as
Mr. Hussein remained in power.”158 Paragraph 22 of UNSCR 687
says that once nuclear, chemical, biological and missile disarmament
has been verified, the oil embargo will be lifted. The US with crucial
British support, refused to reaffirm this. The 30 October Security
Council “clarification” which refused to reaffirm Article 22 was
“drafted by Britain’: it “triggered Saddam’s decree on 31 October
that stymied UNSCOM entirely.” The Independent commented,
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“Saddam had some reason for anger – the integrity of Article 22 is
crucial for him.”159

Britain and the United States said that there was no alternative to
the use of force in response to Iraqi obstructionism. There was an
alternative. It was to reaffirm the provisions of UNSCR 687. A Security
Council Resolution was subverted not by Baghdad, but by London
and Washington, and the consequence was the collapse of the
weapons inspection process and more loss of life and property
destruction during Operation Desert Fox.160

THE FIRST MAJOR REFORM OF OIL-FOR-FOOD: UNSCR 1284

At the beginning of 1999, Washington was forced to repair some of
the diplomatic damage caused by the December raids. One reason
for international anger was that the US/UK attacks had violated
paragraph 5 of UNSCR 1154, passed in March 1998, which stated
that the Security Council would “remain actively seized” of the matter
concerning Iraqi non-compliance, explicitly reserving to itself any
decisions on how to respond to future Iraqi noncompliance.161 The
Anglo-Saxon alliance was also on the defensive once again, as France
introduced a proposal that the oil embargo be suspended as soon as
a long-term weapons monitoring system was established.162 On 13
January 1999, the US responded by calling for the removal of the
ceiling on Iraqi oil exports – though this was not actually implemented
until December 1999. The Times, reporting Britain’s support for the
US proposal, commented:

Since Iraq cannot meet existing UN oil sales quotas because of the
low price of crude, the practical effect would be small. But the
political effect would be huge: Britain would be free of claims that
it is punishing the Iraqi people, while Baghdad could claim success
in ridding itself of the embargo.163

Britain could replace a formal ceiling on oil sales with a de facto cap,
and would undermine the mounting criticism of the two sponsors
of the sanctions. The Washington Post noted that: “The growing sense
in many countries that the sanctions have outlived their usefulness
seemed a major factor in spurring the US proposals.” It was “an open
secret” that a growing majority of countries on the Security Council
favor “or are leaning toward” lifting the sanctions. If the trend
continued, UN diplomats believed the United States could become
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so isolated that it would be able to maintain the sanctions only by
using its veto. “In that case, the same diplomats predict, it would be
only a matter of time before Arab countries and possibly France and
Russia, which are in line to win concessions in the Iraqi oil industry,
start to break the embargo.”164

The Green Lists

The ceiling on oil sales was finally lifted in December 1999, with
UNSCR 1284. A number of other reforms were also introduced,
including the first of the “green lists”. Early in the life of the Sanctions
Committee, according to Hoskins, lists of approved items were occa-
sionally circulated “to guide member states and other applicants.”165

The Green Lists were an expansion and public formalization of this
process, along the lines Zimbabwe had proposed eight years earlier.
In each favored sector, items that were uncontroversial were described
in a list of pre-approved goods that need not come before the Sanctions
Committee, and which therefore could not be subject to the veto of
the Committee members.

The water sector

Earlier we referred to what Graham-Brown described as a “gentlemen’s
agreement” in December 1991 not to interfere overly with imports
in certain sectors, including spare parts and materials for water
treatment and sewage disposal plants.166 We do not know how long
the “agreement” lasted, or how well it functioned, but it is clear that
water and sewage treatment did not receive “favorable” treatment in
later years. In October 1999, Benon Sevan, the Executive Director of
oil-for-food, reported that 54.4 percent of all applications in the water
and sanitation sector circulated under phase V of the program had
been placed on hold. An anonymous UN official told the US magazine
Counterpunch: “Basically, anything with chemicals or even pumps is
liable to get thrown out.”167

The Secretary-General reported in September 2000 that: “In the area
of water and sanitation, infrastructural degradation is evident across
the sub sectors, from water treatment to water distribution.” He noted
that the “the decay rate of the entire system is accelerating.” Four
years of oil-for-food had resulted not in an improved situation, or in
a stabilization of the situation, or even a steady decline. Four years
of oil-for-food in one of the most critical sectors for child health had
produced an “accelerating” rate of decay within the sector. The cause
being “the absence of key complementary items currently on hold
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and adequate maintenance, spare parts and staffing.”168 As of 31
April 2000, $702 million worth of contracts had been submitted to
the Sanctions Committee for the water and sanitation sector. $447
million (63.8 percent) had been approved, and $168 million (23.4
percent) remained on hold.169 As in many sectors, the absence of
some of the goods on hold may have impaired or blocked the
performance of equipment which had been approved and imported
and installed. This is the problem of “complementarity”, described
by oil-for-food coordinator Benon Sevan in a report in October 1999.
Sevan noted that a “serious issue” arises when applications are
approved by the Sanctions Committee, and the equipment arrives
in Iraq but then has to be kept in storage for an extended period
“because another interrelated or complementary application is on
hold’: “The absence of a single item of equipment, sometimes insignif-
icant in size or value, can be sufficient to prevent the completion of
an entire project.”170 “What is the use,” Sevan asked, in a statement
to the Council in September 2000, “if approval is given for the
purchase of a very expensive truck and the application for the purchase
of its ignition key is placed on hold?”171 On this occasion, Sevan also
made the following extraordinary remarks:

I am sure some of you will now tell me: “Benon, come on, not
again, you sound like a broken record!” Well, so be it. As the
Executive Director of the Iraq Program, I feel duty bound to draw
the attention of the Council to the unacceptably high level of
holds placed on applications.

A Green List for the water and sanitation sector, containing over
1500 items was approved by the Sanctions Committee on 11 August
2000. Despite this, in November 2001 the Secretary-General was still
forced to complain that, “In order to significantly increase and
improve water production and quality in the 15 governorates, major
rehabilitation of water treatment plants is necessary and can be
undertaken only when electromechanical equipment for the plants
are released from hold”.172

Suspension of sanctions

The other main plank of UNSCR 1284 was the offer to suspend
sanctions in return for Iraqi cooperation with a new UN weapons
inspection body named the United Nations Monitoring, Verification
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and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC). The resolution was caught
between two competing priorities. On the one hand, it held out the
prospect of clarity of thresholds for lifting sanctions – UNMOVIC
and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) were to develop
work programmers identifying “the key remaining disarmament tasks
to be completed by Iraq,” where “what is required of Iraq for the
implementation of each task shall be clearly defined and precise”
(paragraph 7). On the other hand, this work program was not drawn
up for up to two months, during which time Iraq was to permit new
weapons inspectors into the country. Then, Iraq was asked to cooperate
“in all respects” with the inspectors for another four months before
sanctions on imports and exports might be lifted. The Security Council
expressed its “intention” of suspending sanctions on civilian goods
in those circumstances (paragraph 33). Calling the resolution’s
wording “too ambiguous,” French Foreign Minister Hubert Vedrine
said “we think it may give rise to an interpretation allowing some
countries to keep on forever saying that the co-operation hasn’t taken
place and that, consequently, the embargo can’t be suspended. That’s
what we fear.”173

The Anglo-Dutch proposal

An interesting aspect of the resolution is that it originated in an
independent initiative by London, one that Washington was quite
unhappy with. Britain co-sponsored a draft UN resolution with the
Netherlands which offered Iraq more than the US was willing to
contemplate. For example, it seemed at one point as if the Anglo-Dutch
proposal contained an offer to allow foreign firms to invest in Iraq’s
oil fields if Baghdad cooperated with UN weapons inspectors. The BBC
reported that the United States was backing “most provisions” in the
Anglo-Dutch draft resolution.174

In the event, the foreign investment component was watered down
– the Secretary-General is supposed to establish a group of experts to
“make recommendations on alternatives” to increase Iraqi oil exports,
“including on the options for involving foreign oil companies in
Iraq’s oil sector.” The Council “expresses its intention to take measures”
based on these recommendations, after being notified by UN
inspectors that Iraq has demonstrated “full cooperation” with
inspectors for a period of 120 days (paragraphs 30, 37).

The Anglo-Dutch draft also included a pledge to (temporarily)
reduce the proportion of Iraq’s oil revenues diverted to non-human-
itarian purposes. Paragraph 24 stated that one-third of the funds
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which would otherwise be transferred to the Compensation Fund shall
be loaned, “on a fully reimbursable basis,” to the humanitarian escrow
account for northern and south/central Iraq.175 In other words, the
proportion deducted for war reparations would fall from 30 to 20
percent. This was dropped completely from the final resolution.

The British initiative had succeeded in shaking the US sufficiently
for Washington to accept the lifting of the ceiling. British and Dutch
officials argued that, “America had for the first time agreed to a
graduated easing of sanctions as a trade off for Iraqi co-operation
with UNMOVIC and IAEA inspectors, instead of demanding cast-
iron evidence of Iraq’s total compliance on disarmament and/or
Saddam’s overthrow.”176

On the other hand, White House National Security Adviser ‘Sandy
Berger’ revealed the traditional motivation for US support for the
reforms when talking to CBS News: “I think the sanctions will have,
in some sense, a greater degree of legitimacy and acceptability around
the world because we offered them [the Iraqis] an opportunity to a
path to come out of sanctions if they disarm, which they’ve
rejected.”177

SAME OLD STUPID SANCTIONS

Oil-for-food has now embarked on its third stage. The humanitarian
program entered its second stage when the ceiling on oil sales was
removed and the Green Lists were introduced. Now, with UNSCR
1409, the Green Lists have changed color, and it owes a great deal to
British efforts.

UK/US convergence?

Observers detected somewhat divergent paths taken by Britain and
the United States nearly a year after UNSCR 1284 had been passed.
According to The Times

In a move that could cause serious friction with the United States,
which is working for the overthrow of the Saddam regime, Peter
Hain, the Foreign Office Minister responsible for the Middle East,
said that he wanted to see the decade-long embargo lifted.

Hain restated the need for six month’s cooperation with weapons
inspectors before sanctions could be suspended. “Although his
message was a broad restatement of existing policy, the tone was
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vastly different from earlier statements.” Again according to The
Times, “Britain has been under growing pressure from moderate Arab
countries to ease the ten-year embargo on Iraq, which is being broken
almost daily by flights, VIP visits and cross-border trade.” Across the
Arab and Islamic worlds, Britain and America’s tough stand against
Baghdad has been “widely criticized” for punishing the Iraqi people
and leaving the regime intact. Hain revealed publicly that Britain
had been making indirect approaches to Baghdad through friendly
Arab governments in an effort to persuade the Iraqis to change their
minds. He even hinted that if the Iraqis began to cooperate there
could be movement on the question of the no-fly zones, the areas
of northern and southern Iraq being patrolled by British and American
warplanes. “Taken together, Mr. Hain’s remarks suggest a reorienta-
tion of British policy towards Iraq.”178 BBC News Online reported that:
“Both Britain and the US are worried about the erosion of sanctions
around the edges, demonstrated by a wave of international flights
to Baghdad which have taken advantage of loopholes in the air
embargo.”179 The flights had been one powerful symbol of a dramatic
upwelling of sympathy with ordinary people in Iraq, part of a wave
of concern around the tenth anniversary of the imposition of sanctions
– note that most, if not all of the anti-war statements in the earlier
section come from precisely this period.

However, there had been similar stirrings in Washington. US
Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs, Thomas Pickering, had
said in 1998 that sanctions would continue “in perpetuity”. In August
2000, Pickering rejected any alternatives to total sanctions as having
“huge consequences and great difficulties.”180 Then, in November
2000 Pickering declared that while US Iraq policy had been “a very
effective course of action”, it was “inevitable” that “time marches
on and circumstances require us to adapt.” Pickering laid out what
was seen at the time as “a blueprint for the next administration” for
narrowing the sanctions: keep sanctions on “dual-use items,”
“weapons of mass destruction delivery vehicles” and “the full range
of military capabilities.” Crucially, “make certain the UN and not
Saddam Hussein continues to control money that comes from Iraqi
oil exports.”181 Faint traces of new thinking could be found at the
beginning of the year. The Christian Science Monitor reported that on
25 February 2000, President Clinton said he was considering if there
was “some way to continue our policy of meeting human needs
without allowing Saddam Hussein to rearm.”182
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It is a curious coincidence that Hain and US Undersecretary of
State Pickering made their more conciliatory remarks on almost the
same day in November 2000, just days after a high-level meeting
between UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and Vice-President Ezzat
Ibrahim of Iraq. In this connection, it is worth noting that Menzies
Campbell, in his November 2000 condemnation of the government’s
“undeclared war” on Iraq, also reiterated his party’s call for the lifting
of non-military sanctions against Iraq. The Guardian reported: “His
remarks, coming at a time when sanctions against Iraq are crumbling
fast, are particularly significant since Mr. Campbell is close to the
Foreign Office establishment. There are many in the FO [Foreign
Office] who believe that the government’s policy towards Iraq is
unsustainable.”183

So there is reason to believe the Daily Telegraph when it reported
that: “Foreign Office officials have been privately rethinking the
sanctions policy given the growing difficulty of defending it in the
Arab world, and even at home.”184 “According to British and
American sources, the British recently told the Americans that the
allies needed a new, more focused and effective strategy against
Saddam.”185 While the context suggests these remarks were primarily
concerned with military strategy, the evidence suggests that British
pressure almost certainly addressed the sanctions issue as well, and
that there was a convergence in Washington and London – in some
policy-making circles, at least. Hence, the reports at the beginning
of 2001 that, “America and Britain are preparing to offer radical
changes to answer charges that the sanctions disproportionately
harm the Iraqi people.”186

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1409

The first step came from Norway, which took charge of the Sanctions
Committee in January 2001, and promptly proposed lifting the export
ban “on around 80 percent of the goods on the sanctions list.” “We
have gone through all the rejected export applications to Iraq, and
shown where unsubstantiated withholding of contracts have taken
place,” said Norwegian Foreign Minister, Thorbjoern Jagland. “We
have shown this to other members of the Security Council, and
received a positive response,” he said.187 This initiative became the
basis of UNSCR 1409, passed in May 2002, which was, in essence,
very simple. Instead of having Green Lists of pre-approved goods
which did not have to go before the Sanctions Committee, the new
oil-for-food program would have an Amber List (or “Goods Review

Ishmael 01 intro  25/7/03  13:13  Page 105



106 Iraq

List”) of suspect dual-use goods, which would have to go before the
Sanctions Committee. The presumption of innocence was introduced
– unless the item was identified on the military or dual-use lists, it
was acceptable.

The problem here is that the flow of goods is not in itself the root
of the problem. The humanitarian crisis cannot be solved by increasing
“aggregate commodity supplies.” The framework created by UNSCR
1409 merely reformulates the perennial problems of human rights
impact, lack of distinction, and punitive structure and intent. There
is no effort to address the problems of massive infrastructure costs
and collapsed family purchasing power. There is nothing here to
facilitate direct access to foreign investment, foreign loans, foreign
exchange or foreign markets. The purpose is still to buttress rather
than erode sanctions. As an unnamed US official said in May 2001:
“In reality this is a change in perceptions.”188

CONCLUSION

Applying the three-dimensional analysis of human rights, distinction,
and punishment, it is clear that throughout the twelve years under
discussion, the economic sanctions have retained their lethal power
even as the flow of humanitarian goods has increased dramatically.
Insofar as the sanctions have been concerned, Britain has never
championed either a human-rights-impact assessment, at the
procedural level, or internationally recognized human rights
themselves, at the substantive level. While sponsoring discussions
developing the concept of “smart sanctions” for use elsewhere in the
world, London has steadfastly refused to accept a withdrawal from
comprehensive economic sanctions with regard to Iraq, despite the
concerns raised by, among others, the House of Commons Select
Committee on International Development. Britain has played a crucial
part in attacking the integrity of UNSCR 687, supposedly the
foundation stone of the sanctions regime, by denying the validity of
Paragraph 22, which promised Iraq an end to restrictions on its
exports in return for an internationally validated disarmament process.
It was the October 1998 Security Council letter drafted by Britain –
which refused to re-affirm Paragraph 22 – that led to the final
breakdown in relations between Baghdad and UNSCOM; which led
to Operation Desert Fox and the withdrawal of UN weapons inspectors
at the behest of the United States189; and which led to the inspections
vacuum from December 1998 to the time of writing in June 2002.
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On the other hand, Britain has played a part in reducing the punitive
character of the sanctions – for example, by helping to develop the
offer of a staged suspension of economic sanctions in UNSCR 1284.
Unfortunately, such changes have been marginal in character. They
have been part of a series of tactical retreats by both Britain and the
United States, in response to increasing pressure from world opinion.
Both London and Washington have remained committed to the
priority of their own interests over the basic needs and human rights
of the 22 million people of Iraq. The fundamental dual objective of
the United States and of Britain appears to have been the defeat and
destruction of Saddam Hussein while retaining the Ba’athist regime.
This goal has remained steady, regardless of the human cost, and the
strategy has experienced only tactical modifications as the political
costs have mounted. Britain has shown signs of feeling greater pressure
than the United States, hence its early wobbles on UNSC Resolutions
706 and 712, when it apparently indicated its willingness to accept
a removal of some of the more humiliating aspects of the oil-for-
food deal, and its sponsorship of the precursor to UNSCR 1284 – the
Anglo-Dutch draft resolution which went considerably beyond
Washington’s zone of tolerance. There is evidence to suggest that
Britain also played an important part in the process leading up to the
latest revision of the sanctions regime, the presumption of innocence
for civilian imports into Iraq built into UNSCR 1409, and that it has
sought strenuously to achieve Iraqi acceptance of the
disarmament/suspension process involved in UNSCR 1284. However,
the block on direct access to foreign investment, foreign loans, foreign
exchange and foreign markets has remained absolute. The civilian
infrastructure has been denied speedy reconstruction, and millions
of ordinary Iraqi families have been denied the opportunity to earn
living wages. Foreign Office Minister, Brian Wilson, was forthright
in June 2001: “There can be little doubt that the resumption of normal
economic activity would benefit the Iraqi people” – he went on to
repeat the disingenuous line that “this cannot happen while the Iraqi
regime continues to defy UN resolutions.”190 The core of the UN
resolutions is the disarmament process, and Iraq’s incentive for
complying with the disarmament process was fatally wounded by
Britain’s sabotage of Paragraph 22. Britain remains committed to
maintaining Iraq in “strict tutelage”, and the lessons are learned
every day by Iraqi children. Lessons taught in Drogheda. Lessons
which have been taught through the centuries. Lessons of hunger
and despair.
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