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Between Iraq and a hard place: a critique of
the British government’s case for UN
economic sanctions
E R I C  H E R R I N G *

Abstract. In this article I outline the case made by the British government for UN economic
sanctions on Iraq, and indicate many of the silences in, and counters to, it. When these
silences and counters are taken into consideration, the British government’s denial of any
share of the responsibility for the devastation of Iraqi society becomes unsustainable. Iraqis
have had their human rights violated on a vast scale not only by the regime but also by UN
economic sanctions which have exacerbated the effects of the UN coalition’s bombing of Iraq
in 1991.

UN economic sanctions, bombing by a US-led UN coalition in 1991 and the policies
of the Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein have combined to produce a dramatic increase
in the Iraqi death rate, including 500,000 deaths above the anticipated rate among
Iraqi children under five years of age between 1991 and 1998.1 The deaths have hit
children disproportionately because they are less able to cope with chronic mal-
nutrition, polluted water and lack of proper medical care. Iraqis of all ages continue
to die at abnormally high rates, and many times more who survive will have their
lives blighted and shortened. The British government has been the key player along
with the United States in keeping the sanctions in place. How valid is the case made
by the British government under Prime Minister Tony Blair to justify that policy?
This is the central question I address. The question is particularly relevant for three
reasons. First, Blair’s New Labour government claimed for a time to have introduced
an ethical dimension to British foreign policy. Although it has backed away from
that position, it still claims to emphasize human rights. Second, those who attribute
to Britain the role of ‘humanitarian intervention’ need to consider whether that
assertion can be reconciled with how Britain has acted with regard to Iraq. Third,
New Labour asserts the value of ‘smart’ sanctions which, according to Tony Lloyd,



Minister of State at the Foreign Office, ‘sharpen the focus and effectiveness of
sanctions whilst trying to minimize their impact on ordinary people, including
children, and on our own commercial and economic interests’.2 I outline the case
which the British government makes for the sanctions on Iraq and I explore some of
the silences in, and counters to, that case. My argument is that, when these silences
and counters are taken into consideration, the British government’s denial of
any share in the responsibility for the devastation of Iraqi society becomes
unsustainable.

The British government and UN sanctions on Iraq: justifications, silences and counters

Iraq invaded and occupied Kuwait on 2 August 1990. The UN Security Council
declared this action to be illegal and imposed comprehensive sanctions under UN
Security Council Resolution (SCR) 6613 on 6 August 1990. All exports from Iraq or
Kuwait were banned, as was the sale or supply to Iraq and Kuwait of all ‘com-
modities or products, including weapons or any other military equipment’. Similarly,
all funds were to be denied to Iraq. Hence its assets abroad were frozen. SCR 661
set up a committee of the Security Council (generally known as the Sanctions
Committee, composed of the Security Council members, including permanent repre-
sentatives of the United States, Britain, France, Russia and China) to run the
sanctions regime. In the terms of the resolution, ‘supplies intended strictly for
medical purposes, and, in humanitarian circumstances, foodstuffs’ and ‘payments
exclusively for strictly medical or humanitarian purposes and, in humanitarian
circumstances, foodstuffs’ were to be permitted. However, as Iraq imported most of
its food and medicines, and as the UN refused until August 1991 to offer Iraq any
means of raising funds to buy them beyond the exhaustion of its cash reserves, the
sanctions effectively applied to these items too. The sanctions were described in SCR
661 as measures intended ‘to secure compliance of Iraq with paragraph 2 of
resolution 660 (1990)’ which demanded the immediate and unconditional withdrawal
of Iraqi forces from Kuwait and ‘to restore the authority of the legitimate
Government of Kuwait’.

Iraq did not withdraw from Kuwait. UN forces began an air bombardment of
Iraq and Kuwait on 16 January 1991, and between 24 and 27 February 1991 a land
offensive drove Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. The dire nature of the situation was
immediately apparent. A report by UN Under Secretary General Martti Ahtisaari
stated that, due to the ‘near apocalyptic’ bombing of the country’s infrastructure,
‘Iraq has for some time to come been relegated to a pre-industrial age, but with all
the disabilities of post-industrial dependency on an intensive use of energy and
technology.’ A Harvard University study team concluded, and the administration of
President George Bush senior concurred, that Iraq was heading for a ‘public health
catastrophe’ involving tens of thousands of deaths by the end of 1991 alone. In spite
of these assessments, comprehensive economic sanctions remained in place.4 Those
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policymakers who backed the sanctions cannot say that they did not know what was
going to happen. Whatever the political purpose, it was a conscious and callous
choice to deny an entire society the means necessary to survive. New Labour has
defended, not distanced itself, from this choice.

The Security Council set out the conditions for lifting the sanctions on 3 April
1991 in SCR 687.5 Under its terms, Iraq had to unconditionally and indefinitely
renounce nuclear weapons, biological and chemical (BC) weapons and ballistic
missiles with a range of over 150 km and related capabilities; co-operate with the UN
Special Commission on Iraq (UNSCOM) regarding BC weapon and ballistic missile
issues and the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) regarding nuclear
weapon issues; provide full information about those banned capabilities; and accept
ongoing monitoring and verification of its compliance. SCR 687 could be
interpreted as saying that, once the Security Council was satisfied with the
programme of compensation and the completion of all actions by Iraq called for
above, all restrictions on Iraq exports were to be lifted. However, SCR 687 also
required Iraq to accept responsibility for its external debt, pay compensation to
those who incurred losses due to its invasion of Kuwait, respect its border with
Kuwait, account for all non-Iraqis missing since the invasion of Kuwait, return
property it had looted from Kuwait, and renounce terrorism. SCR 687 states that
the sanctions could be lifted or ‘reduced’ on the recommendation of the Security
Council ‘in the light of the policies and practices’ of Iraq. There has always been
uncertainty as to whether full compliance on these issues as well as disarmament
and monitoring was necessary for the lifting or reduction of the sanctions not only
on Iraqi exports but also on its imports and frozen assets.

At one level, things became clearer in that SCR 1284,6 passed in December 1999,
decided that, within 60 days of the resumption of disarmament and verification
work in Iraq, the IAEA and a new UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection
Commission (UNMOVIC) to supersede UNSCOM are to come up with a list of the
‘key remaining disarmament tasks’ for Iraq and ‘clearly defined and precise’ require-
ments for Iraqi compliance with those tasks. Once they report full Iraqi co-operation
with those tasks for 120 days and once effective ‘financial and other operational
measures’ are in place to ensure that Iraq does not acquire prohibited items, the
sanctions are to be suspended for periods of 120 days. In other words, suspension is
linked solely to prohibited weapons, and to co-operation with specified tasks rather
than to SCR 687’s more demanding requirement of completion of all tasks.
Although the introduction of the concept of suspension has been interpreted by
many as a retrograde step making the sanctions permanent, SCR 1284 states that
the Security Council will act in accordance with SCR 687 in terms of lifting the
sanctions. In May 2000, Jon Davies, then Head of the Iraq Desk at the Foreign
Office, accepted that ‘there is still some lack of clarity in exactly what the provisions
of suspension will be’.7 Which imports and exports will be allowed and which assets
if any will be unfrozen has not been specified. Davies notes that SCR 1284 only
requires the Security Council to begin the process of thinking about this upon
receipt of UNMOVIC and IAEA reports that Iraq has been co-operating fully for
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120 days. So Iraq has to co-operate with weapons inspectors for up to five months
before the nature and extent of suspension even gets discussed (and even that
assumes that the ‘financial and other operational measures’ are deemed satisfactory).
Iraq must be suspicious that Britain and the United States will work to ensure that
Iraqi compliance will be neither acknowledged nor rewarded. If they are sincere
about wanting compliance so that the sanctions can be lifted, this is no way to go
about it.

To what extent has Iraq complied with the relevant UN resolutions?

The sanctions are still being enforced, according to the Foreign Office, because ‘Iraq
has not yet fulfilled the obligations imposed upon it by the UN’ and because ‘each
review has concluded that Iraq has not yet met the conditions that would allow
sanctions to be lifted or even relaxed’.8 In October 1998, UNSCOM identified the
remaining issues as being disarmament work regarding biological weapons; further
information disclosure by Iraq in all areas but especially VX chemical warfare agent
production and weaponization; agreement of a system of long-term monitoring; and
unilateral destruction of materials by Iraq which made verification of what has been
destroyed difficult. On the other hand, it stated that, despite Iraqi obstruction, ‘the
disarmament phase of the Security Council’s requirements is possibly near its end in
the missile and chemical weapons areas’.9 Furthermore, while UNSCOM reported
this mixed picture, the IAEA reported on 15 December 1998 that it had eliminated
Iraq’s nuclear weapon programmes ‘efficiently and effectively’.10 Rolf Ekeus,
UNSCOM Executive Chairman from 1991 to 1997, stated that ‘in all areas we have
eliminated Iraq’s capabilities fundamentally. There are some question marks left.’11

According to former UNSCOM weapon inspector Scott Ritter, although the UN
had not brought about the quantitative disarmament of Iraq (involving ‘the
accounting of every last weapon or component, or related material’), it had achieved
the more important goal of its qualitative disarmament (‘the elimination of a
meaningful, viable capability to produce or employ’ nuclear or BC weapons).12 This
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was true for nuclear weapons, but without full information disclosure by Iraq harder
to judge for the others, and the longer the weapons inspectors are absent, the greater
the uncertainty. Despite spending nineteen years (1972–91) and perhaps $18,000 m
in a context of lax international monitoring, Iraq was unable to build a nuclear
bomb.13 Unless some new short-cut appears, nuclear weapons will be beyond Iraq’s
grasp for decades to come. At present, only nuclear weapons are weapons of mass
destruction if the criterion is that only one is needed to cause destruction on a vast
scale very quickly. The British government hypes the BC threat with statements such
as ‘Prior to the Gulf War, Iraq produced enough chemical and biological weapons
material to kill the world’s population several times over’.14 This is true only in the
ludicrous scenario of everyone standing still while a tiny drop is administered to
them individually. The potential to produce BC agents is inherent in even the most
basic of industrialized economies. However, it is much more difficult to weaponize
such agents, and extremely difficult to deliver such weapons to targets in a way that
will inflict significant casualties or do so with any reliability.15 Their destructive
potential can be minimized by counter-measures and their political value minimized
by education about their limited killing power. Iraq’s chemical weapons (CW) attack
on Halabja underlines this point: it involved the use of multiple chemical weapons in
ideal conditions. As John and Karl Mueller point out, ‘economic sanctions have
probably already taken the lives of more people in Iraq than have been killed by all
weapons of mass destruction in history’.16

Overall, the pattern is not one of simple non-compliance by Iraq, but one of Iraqi
compliance, however grudging, with most of what has been demanded of it, and
effective nuclear disarmament—the category that matters most. Yet this partial com-
pliance was not rewarded with the partial lifting of the sanctions and clear criteria
for the lifting of sanctions have never existed.17 This has fed into the debate about
what is the main objective of the sanctions.

The main objective: not compliance, containment or overthrow but ‘stability’

The British government argues that the sanctions are aimed primarily at disarming
and thus containing the dire threat Iraq poses to its own population, its neighbours,
and the rest of the world. However, considerable scepticism is appropriate here.
Before Iraq invaded Kuwait, the regime engaged in horrific domestic repression, war
against Iran, CW use and ill-concealed weapon programmes. Far from perceiving a
threat, successive British governments ignored all this or made understanding noises
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while promoting, subsidizing and underwriting arms sales to Iraq.18 The argument
that the invasion of Kuwait changed everything and decision-makers woke up to the
threat also does not wash. When an uprising did take place in 1991, Britain showed
its clear preference for Saddam Hussein. British Prime Minister John Major said
petulantly ‘I don’t recall asking the Kurds to mount this particular insurrection’19

while General Sir Peter de la Billiere, who commanded the British element of the
coalition’s Gulf War forces, said after the uprising was crushed ‘The Iraqis were
responsible for establishing law and order.’20 This is not what you would expect of a
government desperate to deal with a cosmic threat to which it had just woken up.
Their priority was averting the possibility of Kurdish secession in the north and
the establishment of a Shi’ite religious state in the rest of Iraq, and have always
indicated their preference for a military coup. It is often thought that the primary
US and British objective of the sanctions is the overthrow of Saddam Hussein and
his regime. The United States is committed officially to this goal. Although the
Foreign Office insists that ‘it is not the Government’s objective to overthrow Saddam
Hussein’,21 Blair said in November 1998 that ‘We are looking with the Americans at
ways in which we can bolster the opposition and improve the possibility of removing
Saddam Hussein altogether. I entirely share the sentiments that President Clinton
expressed on that point.’ 22 US officials argue that Saddam Hussein will never
comply with the UN’s demands and hence it is unlikely that sanctions will be lifted
as long as he is in office. As it happens, the regime overthrow policy violates the very
UN resolutions with which Iraq is being expected to comply because SCRs 687 and
1284 affirm explicitly the ‘sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independ-
ence’ of Iraq. Anyway, the sanctions are in some ways reinforcing Saddam Hussein’s
position, encouraging even more corruption, possibly making him seem less vile
than the West to some Iraqis and requiring a rationing system which allows the Iraqi
state to monitor even more closely most Iraqis.23 Despite the talk of overthrow, the
fall of Saddam Hussein’s regime would not be welcomed by British and US policy-
makers if they could not control the process of regime change, and there is little
reason to believe that they could.

British policy under New Labour shows basic continuity with that of previous
governments in being aimed primarily at ‘stability’, that is, at having an Iraqi regime
weak enough to be influenced by them and yet strong enough to control its popu-
lation by any means necessary and guarantee their access to cheap oil.24 Only this
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explanation is consistent with their treatment of Iraq’s domestic repression and war
with Iran as being in their interests; their economic and military support for the
regime; the enormous force of their response to the invasion of Kuwait; their desire
for the 1991 uprising to fail; their determination to cut Iraq down to size ever since;
and the fact that former weapons inspectors have criticized the failure to prioritize
the disarmament of Iraq. Richard Butler, Executive Chairman of UNSCOM
between 1997 and 1999 portrayed the policy as ineffective; Ritter described the sanc-
tions as ‘morally bankrupt’; and Tim Trevan, another former UNSCOM weapon
inspector, criticized the sanctions in the following way: ‘pointless sanctions—
sanctions that have no chance of achieving a desirable effect—are immoral in that
they punish the weak, not those responsible for the situation’.25 Without waiting for
the Security Council meeting which was due to discuss the UNSCOM and IAEA
reports, the United States and Britain launched on 16 December 1998 the air attacks
on Iraq they called Operation Desert Fox which they said were designed to punish
Iraqi non-compliance and ‘degrade’ what remained of its banned capabilities. These
air attacks were illegal in that they were not, and in all probability would not have
been, authorized by the Security Council. UNSCOM and IAEA inspectors were
withdrawn on 15 December 1998 to avoid being present during the bombing. Only
advance-notice IAEA inspectors connected to the Non-Proliferation Treaty as
opposed to SCR 986 have been allowed to return to Iraq: they have declared them-
selves to have been satisfied with Iraqi co-operation.26 Aside from this, disarmament
within Iraq has been suspended since the bombing, including the no-notice
inspections which are vital to credible arms control. In the wake of Desert Fox, Iraq
said that it would never allow the return of weapons inspectors related to SCR 986.
No-one appears to believe that they ever will in the context of current policy.
Instead, the focus of British policy continues to be on shoring up the sanctions, and
offering Iraq some oil sales to purchase humanitarian supplies has been part of the
politics of doing so.

Why did Iraq initially refuse to participate in the UN oil sales programme?

The United Nations offered to allow Iraq to sell some oil in August and September
1991 under SCR 706 27 and SCR 712,28 but Iraq refused to accept the conditions
attached. Britain and the United States have always used this as proof of their
humanitarianism. However, this claim does not survive scrutiny. First, SCR 706 gave
no indication of how the $1,600 m to be raised through the oil sales would be
divided between humanitarian relief, the full costs of the activities of UNSCOM
and the IAEA, half the costs of the Iraq-Kuwait Boundary Commission, and
payments to the UN Compensation Fund. Second, Iraq was required to accept UN
control of the funds raised plus extremely intrusive monitoring by UN observers
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throughout the country. Third, an indeterminate share of a one-off sum of
$1,600 m—about $73 per person—was hardly going to provide for the needs of the
Iraqi people. Fourth, there was always the possibility that, even when the money was
raised, governments would start legal action to claim it. SCR 712 indicated that the
funds would be insulated from legal action, but otherwise did little else than restate
the same offer. Finally, Saddam Hussein may have believed that the sanctions regime
would soon collapse and so the economy would begin to recover without him having
to accept a deal with so many strings attached. The credibility of the British and US
claim to humanitarianism is undermined by the paltry sum allowed at a time of
desperate need and by the incorporation of punitive compensation and disarmament
elements which made Iraqi rejection very likely.29 A policy of making access to
means to acquire vital humanitarian supplies conditional on extraneous demands is
simply monstrous. There was little reason to believe that Iraq would acquiesce and
when Iraq did not, Britain had what it wanted—a propaganda tool for trying to
avoid its share of the blame for the suffering in Iraq. Actually averting it was not a
priority.

The UN proposed another oil sales deal on 14 April 1995 under SCR 98630 which
was finally accepted by an increasingly economically destitute Iraq in May 1996.31

Under SCR 986, which was conceived only as a temporary measure, the revenue was
divided as follows: 53 per cent for humanitarian programmes in the centre and south
of the country run by the Iraqi government with UN monitoring; 13 per cent for
humanitarian programmes in the north run by the UN; 30 per cent for the UN
Compensation Fund, 2.2 per cent for administering the programme; 0.8 per cent for
the administrative costs of UNSCOM; and 1 per cent for the escrow account.
Hence, although the UN refers to it as ‘Oil For Food’ (OFF), only two-thirds of it
was intended for humanitarian purposes in Iraq. SCR 1330 of 5 December 2000
reduced the Compensation Fund proportion by 5 per cent and allocated it to the
centre and south. The Security Council initially set an oil sales ceiling of $2,000 m
for each 180 day phase co-ordinated through the UN’s Office of the Iraq Programme
(OIP) set up in October 1997. After the first three phases, this figure was increased to
$5,265 m per phase. SCR 1284 removed the oil export ceiling. However, low oil
prices in some of the phases and the state of Iraq’s oil industry due to the sanctions
meant that over the first seven phases between December 1996 and 31 March 2001,
Iraq sold oil worth a total of $38,602 m.32 OFF goods began to arrive in the rest of
the country only in 1997, and in large quantities only from the spring of 1998. In
addition to OFF goods, Iraqis have survived on what remains of the dinar economy,
government rations, selling their belongings, smuggling and the import of goods
approved under SCR 661 by the Sanctions Committee and paid for by aid or by the
Iraqi government’s other resources. SCR 661 goods to the value of $432.7 m between
1 January and 8 June 2001 (about $20 per person) were approved by the Sanctions
Committee or approved and notified to it by the UN Secretariat. By 31 March 2001,
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a total of $12,083 m—$549 per person—of OFF goods had arrived to pay not only
for immediate needs such as food and medicine but also to rebuild the society’s
shattered infrastructure. This averages a puny $52 per person per year of the
sanctions, or $118 per person per year of the OFF programme. The fact that the
figure is so low is indicative of problems with the British government’s claim that
Iraq is allowed to purchase humanitarian goods freely.

Is Iraq allowed to purchase humanitarian supplies freely?

The Sanctions Committee can veto exports to Iraq (the UN’s term for this is
‘blocked’) or withhold approval pending a final decision (put on ‘hold’). A key point
is that a hold can only be lifted by the Sanctions Committee member which imposed
it. The Foreign Office notes that ‘Food, medicine and other supplies for essential
civilian needs are not covered by the import ban’. It points out that only 4 per cent
of items requested are blocked 33 and stated that ‘The UK puts only a tiny
percentage of “oil for food” contracts on hold (about 1 per cent overall)’ .34 These
bland and positive points are clearly intended to communicate the impression that
contracts for humanitarian supplies are handled smoothly by the Sanctions
Committee, and that holds and blocks, especially those imposed by Britain, are of
trivial importance. Such an impression is false. The United States imposes about ten
holds for each one by Britain, whereas other countries rarely impose holds. In
August 1999, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan pointed out that the number of
holds was increasing and reiterated his appeal to the Sanctions Committee—in other
words Britain and especially the United States—to speed up its review of items it
had placed on hold.35 All to no avail: as of 12 October 1999, 23.7 per cent of
contracts for that particular OFF phase were on hold, including 100 per cent for
telecommunications, 65.5 per cent for electricity, 53.4 per cent for water and
sanitation and 43 per cent for oil spare parts and equipment.36 Almost half of the
holds involved requests for more information, while the next largest category
involved concerns about what the items will be used for and by whom (end-use and
end-user concerns). Benon Sevan, Executive Director of the UN OIP, complained to
the Security Council in July 1999 that ‘The improvement of the nutritional and
health status of the Iraqi people through [a] multi-sectoral approach ... is being
seriously affected as a result of [the] excessive number of holds placed on supplies
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and equipment for water, sanitation and electricity’.37 Giving examples, Sevan
showed that the absence of even one small item can be enough to stall an entire
project.

To reduce the number of holds, the Security Council’s Humanitarian Panel
proposed in March 1999 that ‘green’ lists of foodstuffs, pharmaceuticals, and
medical, agricultural and educational equipment and supplies should be drawn up.
All contracts for such items were merely to be notified to the Sanctions Committee
rather than being circulated to it for approval.38 It took the Security Council until
December 1999 to agree to these proposals as part of SCR 1284 regardless of
whether or not Iraq accepts the disarmament and monitoring elements of the
resolution. The green list system plus efforts by the UN regarding information flows
improved matters only marginally. Between the adoption of the first green lists in
March 2000 and 25 May 2001, the OIP processed 2,314 contracts for over $4,760 m
of such pre-approved supplies.39 In June 2000, Annan reported that holds were still
‘seriously impairing the effective implementation of the programme’. He urged the
approval of water, sanitation and electricity contracts ‘without delay’ because of
their ‘paramount importance to the welfare of the Iraqi people’, and stated that the
number of contracts for oil spare parts and equipment put on hold ‘remains
excessive’.40 Iraq and its suppliers could speed up the lifting of some of the holds by
providing more information or by removing specific items, but that does not absolve
the United States and Britain of all blame. The United States has obstructed the
setting up of the green lists and once again Britain has failed to act. For example, in
February 2001, the OIP circulated the draft green list of items for the housing sector
aimed at prioritizing the most vulnerable in Iraq.41 Even though the entire list had
been approved by UNMOVIC, the United States without explanation vetoed the
inclusion of 27 out of 53 of the items, including switches, sockets, window frames,
ceramic tiles and paint.42 Despite the (heavily truncated) green lists, the use of holds
has continued to be extensive and damaging. On 25 May 2001, there were 1,696
OFF holds with a value of $3,670 m, amounting to 17.4 per cent of the total value
of all contracts circulated to the Sanctions Committee, 52.2 per cent for more
technical or end use/user information; 33.4 per cent as ‘1051 list’ items; 8.3 per cent
supposedly ‘dual use’; 1.15 per cent for oil industry spares and equipment seen as
inappropriate; and 0.25 per cent for other reasons.43 From the foregoing analysis, it
can be seen that the Foreign Office figure of 1 per cent serves to distract attention
away from the overall figure for holds, whoever imposes them.
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The argument that these holds were necessary to prevent Iraq from acquiring
potentially dangerous dual use items (that is, items which may be diverted to prohi-
bited weapons activities) rarely stands up. First, according to George Somerwill, UN
OIP spokesperson, ‘Not one of ... [the UN’s] observation mechanisms has reported
any major problem in humanitarian supplies being diverted, switched, or in any way
misused’.44 Second, the items objected to are often available in Iraq due to the black
market. This was the case in 1999 with 16 heart and lung machines which were put
on hold because of the computers used to run them.45 This was also the case with a
contract for $5.7 m worth of ambulances, put on hold because they contained
vacuum flasks (used for keeping medical supplies cool).46 Third, the ‘1051 list’ is a
list of dual use items in support of SCR 1051. Nearly all of the items simply require
that the UN be notified that they are being exported, but the US tends to treat them
as prohibited. Fourth, the US uses the vague phrase ‘dual use’ because it found itself
being challenged by UNMOVIC on whether items are indeed on the 1051 list.

The measures being developed in line with SCR 1352 of 1 June 2001 and being
presented by Britain as ‘smart’ sanctions would drop the system of holds completely.
Instead, there would be a red list of banned items, and contracts with other items
would be approved, blocked completely, have items within them blocked or have
specific additional monitoring. They are developing these measures because they
have felt themselves to be losing the propaganda war over the costs being imposed
on the Iraqi people to the point where the sanctions regime might collapse com-
pletely and because Iraq was circumventing the sanctions through the sale of
smuggled oil and under-the-table charges for OFF oil sales. The impact of these
measures on OFF remains to be seen: it will depend both on their precise contents
and how they are interpreted. Thus far, the signs are that, although important
infrastructural supplies would still be blocked, they would assist OFF in that they
are likely to result in a substantially greater flow of goods. An indication of this is
that the United States accompanied SCR 1352 with the lifting of its holds on 410
contracts worth $703.5 m. However, as I now discuss below, the British government
claims that Iraq is deliberately not distributing many of the supplies that are
delivered.

Why have some medical supplies not been distributed?

The stockpiling of medical supplies is given by the British government as conclusive
proof of the irrelevance of sanctions to the suffering of ordinary Iraqis. In January
1999, George Robertson, then British Defence Secretary, stated that Saddam
Hussein ‘has in warehouses $275 million-worth of medicines and medical supplies
which he refuses to distribute’ and asked rhetorically ‘what kind of leader watches
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his children die and his hospitals operate without drugs, but keeps $275 million-
worth of medicines and medical supplies locked up in a warehouse?’ 47 However,
Robertson failed to note that the UN reports from which those figures are taken
offer very different reasons for the stockpiling. In the period before such allegations
began to be made, not only did the UN favour stockpiling, but the World Health
Organisation (WHO) argued for more of it. In November 1997, Annan reported
that Iraq was maintaining a buffer stock for emergencies and that it ‘releases
supplies from the buffer stock as newly arrived stock becomes available as replace-
ment’.48 Annan commented approvingly in June 1998:

The current stock, consisting of a 5 to 10 per cent reserve has been designed to cope with
emergencies and has assisted in ensuring the availability of needed items. ... WHO has
indicated that a more substantial reserve is the only practical solution to the procurement
cycle with a delay of some four to five months before the start of arrivals [of replacements for
depleted items].49

Nevertheless, he expressed concerns about distribution bottlenecks caused by ‘poor
logistics, the absence of proper warehousing, inadequate management tools and a
lack of staff support and training’.50

The problems were exacerbated, according to Annan, by ‘a surge in arrivals of
commodities from April 1998 onwards’, lack of transport, bulky equipment, and
failure of some suppliers to indicate how to test supplies.51 In February 1999, Annan
described the stockpiles as ‘alarmingly high’, but again the reasons given were not
those stated by Britain.52 The first was ‘slow contracting by Kimadia, the Iraqi state
company for drug imports’ due to problems in Kimadia’s attempt to computerize
the ordering process and its use of inexperienced people to do it. No suggestion was
made of sabotage by Kimadia. The second, and as far as the report was concerned,
‘more serious’ factor was ‘the slow pace of distribution from Kimadia central ware-
houses to the governorate warehouses, and further to health centres’. The reasons
given by Annan for this were ‘lack of modern managerial tools’, ‘poor working
conditions within the warehouses’, ‘lack of transport for moving the supplies’, ‘the
rigid hierarchy in the Ministry of Health administration which makes it difficult for
functionaries to approve deliveries without approval of superiors’, and ‘superiors
may have deliberately withheld supplies in anticipation of emergency needs’ after
tensions increased as of September 1998. This last point refers to bombing by the
US and British air forces. The third factor given was over-prescribing by physicians
and the Iraqi Ministry of Health’s desire to prevent waste of medicines by control-
ling supplies more tightly.

In an atmosphere of increasing political controversy over the warehousing issue,
Annan argued in May 1999 that the reasons for the slowness of distribution were
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‘multiple and complex’, but he identified ‘the decline in professional competence and
motivation’ as a ‘key reason’.53 It could be that they have been demotivated by years
of poverty and ill health. Aside from this, Annan identified contributory factors
external to Iraq: ‘erratic arrivals’, confusion caused by the fact that various brand-
names refer to the same generic product, space problems caused by the delivery of
bulky equipment, increased total volume of deliveries, and delays in the arrival of
complementary parts and technical staff. In July 1999, Sevan indicated that ‘lengthy
delays’ caused by the Sanctions Committee approval process meant that previously
reliable suppliers had withdrawn, and so Iraq had been ‘obliged to procure through
less reliable brokers’. Sevan indicated that he wanted ‘to demystify’ the issue of
warehoused humanitarian supplies through a comprehensive inventory.54 Results
from the inventory showed the situation to be improving. By 31 July 1999, of drugs
delivered to Iraq, 68.8 per cent had been distributed with 26.7 per cent set aside as
buffer and working stock. Of medical supplies delivered to Iraq, 65 per cent had
been distributed, and 15 per cent was being quality tested, had failed quality testing
or was awaiting complementary accessories.55 Again, the British government’s story
is sustained by ignoring the contents of the reports on which it purports to be based
and by making other accusations, including ones related to differences in the
conditions prevailing in different parts of Iraq.

Why are conditions worse in the centre and south of Iraq?

The British government has made much of the contrasts between the north of Iraq
which is UN-controlled, and the centre and south of the country where the
programme is administered directly by the Iraqi government and monitored by the
UN. UNICEF calculated that the mortality rate among children under five in the
north fell between 1979 and 1989, rose until 1994, and then fell again until 1999 (to
below the rate for 1979 to 1989).56 In contrast, in the centre and south of Iraq it fell
during the 1980s but rose catastrophically during the 1990s.57 According to Peter
Hain, then Minister of State at the Foreign Office, ‘exactly the same sanctions
regime applies [in the north] ... The difference is that Saddam’s writ does not run
there. Why do sanctions critics prefer to ignore that inconvenient but crucial fact?’58

Actually, as sanctions critics point out, Hain prefers to ignore the fact that the very
body which announced this contrast also explicitly rejected from the outset the
interpretation on which Hain relies. According to UNICEF:
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the difference in the current rate [of child mortality] cannot be attributed to the differing ways
the Oil-for-Food Program is implemented in the two parts of Iraq. The Oil-for-Food Program
is two and a half years old. Therefore it is too soon to measure any significant impact of the
Oil-for-Food Program on child mortality over the five year period of 1994–1999 as reported
in these surveys.59

Caroline Bellamy, Executive Director of UNICEF, listed a number of reasons for
the difference—sanctions have been more easy to evade in the north, agriculture is
easier there, and it has been receiving aid for a much longer period.60 The Economist
is right to argue that ‘the main reason for the relative prosperity of Iraq’s autono-
mous Kurdish region is that it has an economic life beyond oil-for-food’.61 In
addition, the north has received 22 per cent more per person from the oil sales
programme (though this was reduced slightly by SCR 1330) and gets 10 per cent of
the funds raised in cash (unlike the centre and south which gets only goods).62 This
disproves the Foreign Office claims that the sanctions regimes in the two parts of
Iraq are identical and that the only difference is that the north is controlled by the
UN. Nevertheless, the Foreign Office continues to claim that Saddam Hussein is
solely responsible for the suffering in Iraq.

Is the suffering of the Iraqi people due solely to the policies of Saddam Hussein?

Hain has asserted bluntly that ‘There is no reason why anyone outside the Iraqi
regime should be blamed for the condition of the Iraqi people’.63 If Iraq had not
invaded Kuwait, the sanctions would not have been imposed. Under sanctions,
Saddam Hussein has prioritized his own survival and ambitions by ensuring that his
military and terror apparatus is well resourced and loyal. He could have acted to
ensure that the Iraqi state performed significantly better in protecting those most
vulnerable to the sanctions (the poor and the young) such as through the targeted
nutrition programmes urged upon him by the UN. He has sought to draw attention
to their suffering as a means of getting sanctions lifted without having to give up his
pursuit of prohibited weapons. The Iraqi regime, despite UN pressure, orders less
food and medicine than it could. This is all part of the British government’s case,
and is accepted by opponents of the sanctions concerned with the fate of ordinary
Iraqis.

However, although the Iraqi regime could do much more, it does not follow that
the sanctions are not causing great suffering. In spite of the repression and the costs
of the war with Iran, before the sanctions and the bombing, the people were mostly
well fed with over 3,000 calories per day, adult literacy was around 95 per cent, 92
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per cent had safe water, and 93 per cent had free access to modern health facilities.64

UNICEF concluded that ‘Iraq had converted oil wealth into enhanced social well-
being with considerable success’65 and The Economist’s Economic Intelligence Unit
observed that ‘the Iraqi welfare state was, until recently, among the most compre-
hensive and generous in the Arab world’.66 Saddam Hussein wanted to be as
powerful as possible, and he saw an educated, well-fed, healthy population as well as
military capabilities as a means to that end. According to Blair in February 1999
‘The Iraqi authorities can import as much food as they need. If there are nutritional
problems, they are not the result of sanctions’.67 The UN is indeed highly critical of
Iraq’s slowness to secure contracts for targeted nutrition, but Sevan also wrote:

We should not ... be simplistic on this very serious issue. Targeted nutritional feeding
programmes on their own will not reverse the trends ... The Security Council has a crucial
role to play in expediting the approval of applications which have a direct impact on the
health and well being of children. What is required is an all out effort to approve most
expeditiously applications submitted under the water and sanitation, health and electricity
sectors.68

The UN has stated repeatedly and consistently that the OFF programme would be
totally inadequate even if the Iraqi government did optimize the effectiveness of its
humanitarian programmes. According to its Humanitarian Panel:

Regardless of the improvements that might be brought about in the implementation of the
current humanitarian programme ... the magnitude of the humanitarian needs is such that
they cannot be met within the context of the parameters set forth in resolution 986 (1995)
and succeeding resolutions ... Nor was the programme intended to meet all the needs of the
Iraqi people ... the humanitarian situation in Iraq will continue to be a dire one in the absence
of a sustained revival of the Iraqi economy, which in turn cannot be achieved solely through
remedial humanitarian efforts.69

Pentagon spokesman Ken Bacon said triumphantly that: ‘Iraq is contained ... It has
a broken economy. It is an isolated state.’ 70 This broken economy, seen by the
United States as an achievement, is central to the problems facing ordinary Iraqis
and led Denis Halliday and his successor as UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq,
Hans von Sponeck, to resign in protest at the sanctions. The fact that the line taken
so far has not led to any prospect of the return of weapons inspectors or the end of
sanctions has contributed to the continuing debate over whether other policy
options are available.
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Have opponents of the sanctions failed to offer an alternative policy?

The basic elements of Britain’s ‘smart’ sanctions proposal are much freer movement
of civilian goods into Iraq (within the system of handling contracts indicated above)
and much tighter control of Iraq’s oil sales and borders so that as much of its
revenue as possible goes into the UN’s escrow account rather than to the regime.71 It
would also involve payments to Turkey, Syria and Jordan, but probably not Iran, to
compensate them for the profits they would no longer receive through smuggling
Iraqi oil. The crucial element is the escrow account: the humanitarian gains of
increased goods flows are likely to be much less than the humanitarian costs of
continuing the sanctions and stemming the flow of cash into the economy from
smuggling. A hand-out economy is no substitute for a cash economy, including
foreign investment. Hence these sanctions would not be smart—they would only be
a shift from dumber to dumb at best. Worryingly, Britain is increasingly signing up
to the US line that lifting the sanctions would make ordinary Iraqis worse off
because oil for food would become oil for weapons. This claim requires one to
assume that the lifting of the economic sanctions automatically entails a lifting of
the arms embargo, to ignore all the UN studies indicating that Iraqis need a revival
of the country’s economy, impossible under sanctions, and to ignore the fact that
Saddam Hussein has always believed that a powerful Iraq requires a prosperous
Iraqi people. With the Iraqi regime adamant that the weapons inspectors will never
return and Britain making propaganda headway with its proposal, the Iraqi people
could be faced with the nightmare of indefinite sanctions.

It was claimed frequently by Hain that ‘The truth is that the critics have no
alternative except one which would leave Saddam free to do as he likes’.72 However,
if he cared to look, he would find many different ideas being circulated.73 The
essential components of such an alternative involve a return to a cash economy and
foreign investment in Iraq’s infrastructure while still retaining an arms sales
embargo, an embargo on narrowly defined dual use technology, and UN-authorized
military deterrence. Furthermore, there is a need to act on paragraph 14 of SCR 687
which treats Iraqi disarmament as a step ‘towards the goal of establishing in the
Middle East a zone free from weapons of mass destruction and all missiles for their
delivery and the objective of a global ban on chemical weapons’. It is unrealistic to
expect Iraq to accept without response indefinitely such weapon programmes in
Israel and elsewhere, and the deployment of advanced conventional weaponry in the
region. Finally, the International Criminal Court should investigate not only the
regime but also the UN bombing and sanctions which have violated the human
rights of Iraqi civilians on a vast scale by denying them many of the means neces-
sary for survival. In a report written for the UN, Belgian law professor Marc
Bossuyt stated that ‘The sanctions regime against Iraq is unequivocally illegal under
existing international law and human rights law’ and ‘could raise questions under
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the genocide Convention.’ Bossuyt argues that the victims of the sanctions should be
entitled to all legal remedies, including compensation, and that, as the sanctions are
illegal, they ‘need not be respected’.74

Conclusion: a callous policy defended dishonestly

The British government asserts that:

• Iraq poses a potentially apocalyptic threat;
• Britain’s policy is driven primarily by the need to deal with that threat;
• Iraq has not complied with the relevant UN resolutions;
• Iraqi non-compliance is the reason why sanctions are in still in place;
• Iraq refused for years to accept an offer to allow it to sell oil to buy humanitarian

supplies, thus demonstrating the British government’s freedom from any
responsibility for the plight of Iraqis;

• Iraq is allowed to buy humanitarian supplies freely and can buy all it needs;
• Problems with the distribution of medical supplies are solely the result of

deliberate Iraqi government policy;
• Conditions are much worse in the centre and south than in the north solely due

to the policies of Saddam Hussein;
• The sanctions are not causing suffering;
• Critics of the sanctions offer no alternative policy other than lifting the sanctions

and letting Iraq do whatever it wants.

However, examination of the UN documentation on which the British government
claims to rely, and other sources, indicates that:

• Iraq’s nuclear weapon programme has been effectively eliminated while what
remains of its BC weapons programmes is not capable of mass destruction;

• Extensive, if incomplete and unwilling, Iraqi compliance has not been rewarded
with partial relaxation of sanctions;

• Iraqi incentives to comply are undermined further by the unclarity of the criteria
for the suspension or lifting of sanctions;

• The oil sales programme for humanitarian supplies offered was held hostage to
Iraqi compliance with demands for compensation, disarmament and monitoring;

• The humanitarian programme has been seriously and unnecessarily damaged by
US and British actions on the Sanctions Committee;
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• Many of the problems in the distribution of medical supplies, and many of the
factors explaining why conditions are worse in the centre and south, are a
product of UN decisions and factors outside the control of the Iraqi government;

• There would be large scale suffering in Iraq even with optimum Iraqi co-operation
with the OFF programme;

• Alternative policy ideas have been proposed which abandon the economic
sanctions but still address disarmament and related issues.

Despite having all of this pointed out to it many times, the Foreign Office repeats its
misrepresentations of UN reports and invents new ones. Hain’s successor for a time,
Brian Wilson, made the incredible statement that ‘There is no evidence that
sanctions are hurting the Iraqi people’ .75 If he really thinks this nonsense, it demon-
strates the extent to which self-deception is possible. One official I interviewed
agreed that the misrepresentations are deliberate but said that I dealt in ‘micro-
truths’, meaning that my individual points are accurate, but the ‘macro-truth’ is that
the policy is the right one, and that even if the policy is the wrong one, the more
important priority is maintaining good relations with the United States.

New Labour’s talk of an ethical dimension to foreign policy, humanitarian
intervention and ‘smart’ sanctions is all unpersuasive in the case of the sanctions on
Iraq. In all the elements of the British government’s case examined in this article,
one can see the construction and reiteration of portrayals of the British state as an
unblemished moral actor, the Iraqi state as evil, and opponents of sanctions as
dupes of that evil state.76 There is a frightening sense in which Iraq is merely a screen
onto which to project those images, and the terrible consequences for ordinary Iraqis
an irrelevance. In an interview with Madeleine Albright, then US Ambassador to the
United Nations, Leslie Stahl said ‘We have heard that half a million children have
died ... is the price worth it?’ Albright replied: ‘I think this is a very hard choice, but
the price—we think the price is worth it.’ 77 If Saddam Hussein had made such a
statement, the British government would have unhesitatingly, and rightly, called him
a monster. For his part, Saddam Hussein has learned how to live with the sanctions.
Meanwhile, the Iraqi people are being ground to pieces, caught between the two
sides.
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