‘You don’t understand.  

Our policy is to get rid of Saddam, not his regime’

(Richard, Haas, director of Middle East Affairs, US National Security Council, Feb 1991)
In May 2002, US Secretary of State Colin Powell stated, “US policy is that regardless of what the inspectors do, the people of Iraq and the people of the region would be better off with a different regime in Baghdad.”  

A ‘regime’ is a system of government, encompassing not only the leader and dominant party, but also the military, police, civil service and centres of economic power.  Evidence suggests, however, that US/UK policy is to replace Iraq’s leader and his inner circle, leaving the political system – and thus the lives of ordinary Iraqis - unchanged.

· The current government, the Ba’th Party, seized power from the popular government of Qasim in a US-supported coup, in 1963.  It is dominated by Sunni Muslims, a minority in Iraq (60% Shia, 32% Sunni), and is now overshadowed by Hussein (president since 1979), his family and close allies, and the elite security service, the Republican Guard.

· Before the eight year long Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988), oil wealth allowed an impressive welfare state, and government investment in irrigation, schools, health care and other fields, contributed to steadily rising living standards. 

· However, the Party, since its inception - and throughout its long alliance with the West - has relentlessly suppressed basic civil and political rights to preserve its power. Violations include arbitrary arrests, enforced disappearances, mass killings, assassinations of political critics and routine torture.

· The decades-long repression of the Kurds in northern Iraq escalated into the Anfal campaign (February to September 1988) after Iran procured military support for the Iran-Iraq war from the two main Kurdish parties.  On March 16 1988, the government attacked the Kurdish town of Halabja with a mix of poison gas and nerve agents, killing 5,000.

· Ten days after the British Foreign Office condemned the Halabja massacre, the Secretary of State for Trade and Industry rewarded Iraq by extending £400 million worth of credits to trade with Iraq.

· Hussein fell out of grace with the West on invading Kuwait (1990).  In February 1991, a month into the Gulf War, President Bush Sr. called on ‘the Iraqi military and the Iraqi people to take matters into their own hands and force Saddam Hussein, the dictator, to step aside’.

· A fortnight later, powerful popular revolts from the north and south, were effectively sabotaged by victorious US forces, who ensured the survival of the elite security services, permitted armed Iraqi helicopters to fly against the rebels and denied rebel forces access to Government arms caches under US control.

· The US gives ineffective support to the Iraqi National Congress, the coalition of Iraqi opposition groups, for public relation purposes.  Its real backing (including a multi-million dollar failed coup attempt in June 1996) goes to the Iraqi National Accord, a grouping of exiled officers of the Sunni elite.  They stress ‘the need to encourage Iraqi military leaders to switch sides by promising that no more than 20 of Saddam’s closet henchmen would be treated as criminals by an Iraqi government’.

· There is great uncertainty what will follow the overthrow of Hussein.  Some predict not one, but several civil wars inside Iraq.  Mr Blair and Mr Bush have been said to prefer a referendum.  Troops may be used to help stabilise Iraq.  However, Mr Rumsfield, the US Defence Secretary, ‘believes that the toppling of the Iraqi dictator should mark the successful completion of the operation’ (The Times, 11/02).

· Whilst the US/UK claim to want democracy in Iraq, the Financial Times has commented, ‘Washington’s calculation is that a break-up of Iraq would fundamentally alter the balance of power in the Middle East, especially if it led to the creation of an independent Kurdistan.’ (February 2002)  Whitehall officials noted this as a ‘possible nightmare scenario…fiercely opposed by Turkey [a steadfast US ally with a large Kurd minority], Iran and Syria’.  The rise of democratic politics in Iraq would be an unfavourable ‘instability’ to Saudi Arabia, the world’s primary supplier of oil, and may lead to a Shi’ite alliance with Iran.

A former British Ambassador to Iraq spoke of the great temptation to replace Mr Saddam ‘with another Saddam – another iron-fisted military man.’(2002)  Certainly, any efforts to overthrow Saddam within the present ruling Sunni elite are likely to be followed by continuing repression of the Shi’ites and Kurds, the arrest and execution of many rivals and supporters of Saddam.

In March 1999, the UN Security Council’s Panel on Humanitarian Issues concluded that ‘even if not all suffering in Iraq can be imputed to external factors, especially sanctions, the Iraq people would not be undergoing such deprivations in the absence of the prolonged measures imposed by the Security Council and the effects of war’.  An impoverished population, 65% dependent on government food-rations, cannot restructure and rebuild its country.  The long process of true regime change could be assisted by reducing the people’s economic dependence on Hussein, and investing in Iraqi education, economy and civil society.
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