WEAPONS INSPECTORS IN IRAQ:  HISTORY 

World opinion favours a renewal of weapons inspections in Iraq, as part of a larger political process in the Middle East. Over the years, a series of disputes have undermined the inspection systems.  Yesterday, 17 UN inspectors arrived in Iraq, to re-commence work…

· On 3 April 1991, at the Gulf War ceasefire, UN Security Council Resolution 687 was passed.  Its core demand was that Iraq should unconditionally accept the disarmament of its weapons of mass destruction.  The UN Special Commission (UNSCOM) was created to oversee the process, alongside the International Atomic Energy Agency.

· Economic sanctions were re-imposed on Iraq, and in Paragraph 22 of the Resolution it was stated that the sanctions would be lifted once Iraq had complied with its disarmament.

· Up to February 1998, there were a number of disputes between the Iraqi government and UNSCOM over the inspection of ‘sensitive sites’ (with respect to national security, sovereignty and dignity).  Rolf Ekeus, head of UNSCOM between 1991 and 1997, later said that members of the Security Council ‘pressed the inspection leadership to carry out inspections which were controversial from the Iraqis’ view, and thereby create a blockage that could be used as a justification for a direct military action’.

· Three rounds of negotiations set up a number of special procedures:  ‘sensitive sites’ were to be inspected by maximum of four inspectors; large ‘sensitive sites’ might on a case-by-case basis have more than four inspectors; at ‘presidential sites’ inspection teams were to be accompanied by senior foreign diplomats.  It was not thought necessary to allow access to ‘anyone, any time, any place’.

· On 30 October 1998, the Security Council wrote a letter to Baghdad, proposing a ‘comprehensive review’ of Iraq’s disarmament effort.  This idea was introduced in an effort to wind up the inspection process, which had achieved a great deal.

· Iraq asked for confirmation that the completion of disarmament tasks would lead to the lifting of economic sanctions.  The US refused to give this.  On 31 October Iraq withdrew co-operation with UNSCOM.
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· The Financial Times wrote 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 ’.

· On 14 November, Iraq resumed co-operation, with its own proposals for the ‘comprehensive review’, in a letter that satisfied the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan.

· On 14 December, a report by Richard Butler, the then head of UNSCOM, concluded that ‘no progress’ was made that month in disarmament.  However, the report cited only five incidents out of the 300 inspection operations carried out.  The Washington Post revealed that US officials played ‘a direct role in shaping Butler’s text during multiple conversations with him at secure facilities’.

· On 15 December 1998, the US Ambassador Peter Burleigh, advised Butler to be ‘prudent’ with the safety of his staff.  UNSCOM was immediately withdrawn for the final time, without informing the Security Council.  UNSCOM was not ‘thrown out by Iraq’, but rather withdrawn by the US.

· The following day, the UN received news that the Anglo-American Operation Desert Fox had begun.  Almost half the targets were focused on the regime rather than weapons of mass destruction sites.

· A new inspection body was formed in December 1999:  the ‘UN Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission’ (UNMOVIC).

· Rolf Ekeus revealed in July 2002 that US intelligence penetrated UNSCOM, without his knowledge.  Scott Ritter, chief inspector until his resignation in August 1998, suspects that an UNSCOM inspection was co-ordinated with a CIA-backed coup attempt in June 1996.

· Hans Blix said on 18 August, ‘If the Iraqis conclude that an invasion by someone is inevitable then they might conclude that it's not very meaningful to have inspections’.

In November 2002, top US security advisor, Dr Richard Perle stated that a ‘clean bill of health’ from chief weapons inspector Hans Blix would not halt a US attack on Iraq.
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             40% of people are opposed to bombing Iraq (latest ICM/Guardian poll).         

Sign the Pledge of Resistance:
www.justicenotvengeance.org
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