BACKGROUND TO BUSH'S WAR ON IRAQ

As the US attempts to gain international support for its policy of "regime change" in Iraq, it claims to be motivated by concern about threats to humanity from Saddam Hussein's weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and concerns about the abuses perpetrated by Saddam Hussein against Iraqis and Iraq's neighbours. However, the background to US involvement in the region suggests that these professed concerns don't make much sense. The US motivation for "regime change" makes more sense when it is viewed from the perspective of oil and wider US strategic interests.

Since early last century the oil resources of the Middle East have been viewed as a crucial resource by the developed world. After WW2 the US took a dominant role in the Middle East - motivated largely by these resources which were described by the US State Department as a "stupendous source of strategic power, and one of the greatest material prizes in world history". Iraq has massive oil reserves and (with large areas yet unexplored) may well have the largest reserves in the world.

A SORDID HISTORY

The US has frequently viewed the people of the Middle East as pawns in its
geopolitical machinations. 

In the early 1950s Iran had a democratic government under the leadership of Mohamed Mossadegh. However when he seemed intent on nationalizing Iran's oil reserves (and thus threatened US interests) the CIA initiated a coup and a chosen US puppet - the Shah - was imposed on the Iranian people. The Shah lacked legitimacy and sufficient popular support, so the US assisted him to create a vicious secret police - the SAVAK- who maintained control through repression and terror. Eventually this repression could no longer contain popular resentment and in 1979 there was an uprising - which was now led by Islamic fundamentalists implacably opposed to the US. Repressive US policies had turned a democratic country into an implacable enemy of the west.

US policies that were venal, self-serving and short sighted eventually brought about an outcome that was quite antithetical to US interests. Having created an enemy, the US responded by backing a proxy to attack the insubordinate former client. The US did this by supporting neighbouring Iraq to wage a war [the Iran-Iraq war from 1980 to 1988] aimed at the overthrow of the inconvenient Iranian regime. In that sense the history in Iran has parallels with what is now happening in Iraq. 

The Kurdish people of northern Iraq were used by Henry Kissinger as pawns of US global strategy in what former US Ambassador Peter Galbraith has called a "cynical double-cross" of the Kurds. Galbraith notes that "in the early 1970s, the Shah of Iran pushed the Kurds [in northern Iraq] to break off autonomy talks with Hussein and resume a rebellion that had begun in 1961. At the Shah's behest, Kissinger agreed to a CIA-run program of covert assistance to the Kurdish guerrillas... While the Kurds didn't trust the Shah, they were reassured by the American involvement, and in 1974 resumed their rebellion. A year later, Saddam Hussein traded a boundary settlement sought by Iran for an end to Iranian (and US) support for the Kurds. The rebellion promptly collapsed, and tens of thousands of Kurds fled to Iran. Kissinger's cavalier reaction to the ensuing suffering: 'Covert action should not be confused with missionary work'". The Kurds had been betrayed by amoral and expedient policies that, as usual, took no notice of the impact on those involved. 

It was not to be the last betrayal of the aspirations of the Kurdish people by the United States.

SADDAM - A FORMER U.S. ALLY 

To help deal with the problem that their policies had created in Iran (after the successful revolution there in 1979), the US turned to Saddam Hussein and encouraged the 1980 Iraqi attack on Iran that initiated the 8 year Iran-Iraq war. This assisted the US objective of weakening Iran – now ruled by a government opposed to US interests. The Iran-Iraq war cost the lives of about one million people. Saddam regularly used chemical weapons against the Iranians. According to the Washington Post the CIA provided intelligence to Iraq to help "calibrate" its mustard gas attacks on Iranians and provided data from US satellite photographs to assist Iraqi bombing.

During the 1980s Saddam Hussein was seen as such a useful ally by western governments (particularly the US and UK) that they endorsed the sale of vast amounts of conventional weaponry as well as the technology that enabled Hussein to obtain weapons of mass destruction (WMD) - chemical and biological weapons. 

Later, in 1988, Saddam used chemical weapons against his 'own people' - leaving an estimated 4,000 Kurdish people dead at Halabja . None of this concerned the Reagan Administration who subsequently successfully opposed the "Prevention of Genocide Act" designed by the US Congress to cut off military and non-military assistance to Iraq. Until this point, Saddam's activities were largely supported by Washington.

INVASION OF KUWAIT DAMPENS US SUPPORT FOR SADDAM

Saddam's crimes only began to be considered problematic by George Bush Snr's Administration when he invaded Kuwait in 1990 and potentially threatened the Saudi Arabian oil (the world's largest proven reserves). 

Suddenly Saddam was portrayed as a monster in our media - and stories of Iraqi troops throwing premature babies out of incubators in Kuwait were fabricated to justify the Gulf War. What was not reported was that Saddam had previously informed the US ambassador of his plans to invade Kuwait and had reason to believe that the US would not interfere. When it became apparent that the US was opposed to his annexation of Kuwait, Saddam attempted to negotiate conditions for an Iraqi withdrawal. However the US would not bargain and initiated the Gulf War. Operation 'Desert Storm' was a rout against a technologically inferior military. The media circus did not mention that many of those who died - blown to bits or buried alive in trenches - were conscripts from areas of Iraq which opposed Saddam. The forces of 'Desert Storm' were largely killing their potential allies - Iraqis who opposed the tyrant Saddam.

After Saddam was driven from Kuwait the Americans again betrayed many of the Iraqi people. According to Dr Mohamad Al Jabiri (former Iraqi Ambassador to the UN) Bush Snr. "asked the Iraqi people to uprise and [said] the Americans and the allies would come and support them. And [the Iraqi people, especially the Kurds in northern Iraq and the Shi'a Muslims of the south] did uprise, taking 14 cities out of 18. What happened then? The US allowed the Iraqi Republican Army to regroup and to collect all their armaments from Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, to march against the people and to torture them and to kill them, and nobody actually came to help us."

According to Galbraith, when George Bush Snr asked the Iraqi people to "take matters into their own hands and force Hussein to step aside", the Kurds "assumed he really meant it". A few days after the Gulf War ended, the Kurds staged an uprising that took over the entire north of Iraq. Galbraith continues that "concerned that the rebellion's success might lead to the break-up of Iraq into a Kurdish state in the north and Shiite state in the south, which could destabilize the region, President Bush and his key advisers had already decided to leave the Kurds to their fate. Apparently, it made no difference that this was a rebellion the president had called for, or that the Iraqis were crushing it with military helicopters that General Norman Schwarzkopf, the US commander, had with much swagger promised to destroy." 

A US Foreign Relations Committee reported the "snub of Kurdish and other Iraqi leaders was read as a clear indication that the US did not want the popular rebellion to succeed". It said officials indicated they were looking for "a military, not a popular, alternative to Saddam Hussein".

The net impact of US policies on the people of Iran and Iraq has been appalling. Clearly any claim now made by the US to be concerned about the well-being of Iraq's citizens is difficult to take seriously. 

It is reasonable to ask why - having labelled Saddam as a threat to peace - did the US choose to leave him in place ? As Thomas Friedman, writing in the New York Times, noted Saddam's dictatorship had served (would continue to serve) US interests. He wrote that Saddam's "iron fist simultaneously held Iraq together.. and prevented Iranian Islamic fundamentalists from sweeping over the eastern Arab world. It was only when the dictator decided to use his iron fist to dominate Kuwait and Saudi Arabia that he became a threat. But as soon as Mr. Hussein was forced back into his shell, Washington felt he had become useful again for maintaining the regional balance and preventing Iraq from disintegrating". 

Illusions that the Gulf War might have been fought to support democracy in Kuwait (difficult to sustain as Kuwait is a feudal monarchy) were dispelled when Bush Snr. himself confirmed "the war wasn't fought about democracy in Kuwait". Clearly the US was not interested in democracy in Iraq either.

Leaving Saddam in power meant continuing sanctions that have caused further severe suffering for the Iraqi people - and the preventable deaths of an estimated 5000 children per month. The sanctions have done nothing to dislodge Saddam. However, leaving Saddam in place with sanctions imposed has also resulted in Iraq's vast oil reserves remaining largely intact.

WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION AND AL-QAEDA

The evidence suggests that the Bush administration was committed to the removal of Saddam long before September 11 - the 'War on Terror' has simply provided the public rationale for pursuing their longstanding objective. According to Peter Harcher writing in the Financial Review "as soon as [Bush] was in the White House in February 2001 he told his staff privately of his 'determination to dig Saddam out of power in Iraq' according to. his former speechwriter David Frum." Harcher continues that the day after September 11 (when al-Qaeda had already been identified by the CIA as the perpetrator) Rumsfelt asked "why shouldn't we go against Iraq, not just al-Qaeda?" Clearly key people in Bush's administration arrived in office with a pre-determined agenda and have simply been looking for excuses to put it into effect.

It is claimed that Saddam's potential arsenal of WMD justifies the proposed war. Yet Iraq is probably less of a threat now than it was before the Gulf War (when Saddam received US support). Former UN weapons inspector Scott Ritter states that "since 1998 Iraq has been fundamentally disarmed: 90 –95% of Iraq's weapons of mass destruction capability has been verifiably eliminated". 

On the subject of alleged links between Iraq and al Qaeda (recently floated by the US Administration), Ritter says " there are no facts to back up claimed connections between Iraq and Al Qaeda". He also notes that al Qaeda and the Iraqi government are ideological enemies who would not cooperate. Others have noted that al-Qaeda would probably use WMD against Saddam if they had them (because of the bitter ideological differences between the them) but that if anything might get Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda to cooperate it would be the US attack that is currently being organised. It has been noted that such an attack (undertaken with the clearly articulated intention of eliminating Saddam) is in fact the most likely way to prompt the use of any effective WMD that Saddam Hussein may still have.

So, it is reasonable to ask (if Iraq is not a particular threat in terms of WMD and support for terrorism) - what is the real motivation for the proposed war? The evidence suggests that oil interests are a major consideration in US decision-making.

THE OIL FACTOR

After the Gulf War Saddam acted to thwart US interests by apportioning major oil exploration contracts to Russian and French companies (amongst others). According to the Washington Post "American oil companies have been banished from direct involvement in Iraq since the late 1980s, when relations soured between Washington and Baghdad". Peter Hartcher in the Australian Financial Review notes "the big oil firms from Russia, France and Italy already have deals to explore major new oilfields in Iraq the moment UN sanctions against Baghdad end".

So, if sanctions were to be lifted with Saddam remaining in power, US oil companies would be excluded from the booty, whilst others would cash-in. Conversely, according to the Washington Post, the US led removal of Saddam "could open a bonanza for American oil companies long banished from Iraq, scuttling oil deals between Baghdad and Russia, France and other countries". Representatives of the Iraqi National Congress (INC - the US backed organisation of Iraqi opposition groups) have already made it clear that the ousting of Saddam would benefit US oil companies. Their representatives have stated that all existing oil agreements (with non US companies) will be 'reviewed' and the INC leader (Ahmed Chalabi) has said he favours the creation of a US led consortium to develop Iraq's oil fields noting that "American companies will have a big shot at Iraqi oil".

With rising oil prices and unstable economic conditions, could the US desire to gain access to and profit from Iraqi oil (as well as neutralize a military opponent in a strategically vital area) be the main reason why the US administration has decided that "regime change" in Iraq is now necessary?  
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