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Saddam: Same Old Tricks, No End to Inspection Evasion

Introduction

Three months after beginning the current crisis with off again, on again and now off again inspections of Iraq's suspected Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) sites, the U.S. is again considering air strikes against facilities suspected of housing WMD projects. Saddam has put himself right back on the brink, perhaps growing bolder in the midst of the current siege of White House scandals. And the danger is that he may underestimate U.S. resolve to restrain his development of WMD.

In 1981, Israel destroyed an Iraqi nuclear facility just before it was to become operational. Seventeen years later, Saddam hasn't missed a beat; he has added biological and chemical capability and is coming perilously close to completing his objective of being able to use ballistic missiles carrying biological and/or chemical payloads as weapons of terror against U.S. troops and allies in the Middle East.

Tariq Aziz, Iraq's Deputy Prime Minister, was quoted in a January 22nd New York Times article as saying "(e)nough is enough," and that the inspections amount to "espionage, not disarmament." This newest gambit by the Iraqis would seem to be a tacit admission that the inspectors are now finally closing in on sites, including so-called "Presidential Palaces," containing components of WMD projects (chemical, biological and nuclear materiel, research facilities, etc.). Iraqi officials are betting on being able to either end the inspections or to stall long enough to be able to remove any evidence of WMD programs. Recently, Mr. Aziz gave Ambassador Richard Butler, the head of the U.N.'s search delegation, a list of eight areas deemed "off limits." Some of the areas are huge. Mr. Butler implied to Mr. Aziz that Iraq was risking bringing an attack upon itself for these actions, which "fly in the face" of inspection requirements. Mr. Aziz's response was, in short, "We'll take our chances."

Nuclear Problems

With a major scandal rocking the White House, the time is right for America's competitors to seize the initiative and try to weaken U.S. resolve in dealing with Iraq. For example, the use of force has been strongly opposed by China, Russia and France in the U.N. Security Council, where a single "no" vote can block U.N. initiatives, undercutting the political potency of that body's demands for continued inspections. A broad base of political support for even continued sanctions is in question. Russia, led by Foreign Minister Yevgenii Primakov, former Soviet specialist on the Middle East and head of the KGB, has long had close ties with Saddam Hussein, and other leaders in the Middle East. He tried to intercede on Iraq's behalf during the 1990 Gulf crisis, and the Bush Administration rightly rebuffed his efforts. This time around, the Clinton Administration failed to do so--if it even tried.

A particularly worrisome example of our troubles in the international arena is connected to Iraq's nuclear program. The January 23rd Washington Post reported Russian and Chinese efforts in the U.N. to certify that Iraq is complying with the cease-fire which ended the Gulf War, and has discontinued its nuclear program. But U.S. Ambassador to the U.N. Bill Richardson stated that there is no reason to "close the file" on nuclear programs, saying "...there are significant gaps (in information), in our judgement. There are still patterns of concealment, insufficient information provided by Iraq and a general lack of cooperation."

Biological Problems

Subterfuge isn't limited to the nuclear arena. In fact, Iraq's biological weapons are probably a more immediate threat. On November 16, Defense Secretary Bill Cohen sounded the alarm about the growing threat of chemical and biological weapons. To emphasize the potential lethality of such weapons, he held up a 5-pound bag of sugar and observed that a similar amount of anthrax could kill half the people in Washington, D.C. Such a lethal dose could be delivered to any city in many ways--including by ballistic missiles, and we have absolutely no defense. Ironically, he emphasized as an Administration priority defense of the American homeland, but then asserted there was no need to build missile defenses for America.

Last week, head U.N. biological weapons inspector Richard Spertzel reported he had "tantalizing information" that Iraq could be operating a biological weapons plant in defiance of inspectors. And according to CNN on January 27, U.N. Chief Inspector Butler indicated Saddam already had biologically-armed missiles that could "blow away Tel Aviv." Our only defense, Patriot, would be ineffective against such a threat--even an effective intercept of incoming missiles wouldn't stop the dispersion of deadly biological agents over the city.

There can be no doubt of Saddam's intention to develop biological weapons, which is easier to conceal than developing nuclear weapons. U.S. and international intelligence resources have long since concluded Iraq has a mature chemical and biological warfare (CBW) program. And it is very difficult to control even with unimpeded inspections. In a recent interview with reporters and editors of The Washington Post, Sweden's Ambassador to the U.S. and former U.N. Chief Inspector, Rolf Ekeus, revealed that Saddam uses mobility to avoid detection. When the commission was in Iraq after the Gulf War, the "cookbooks" for the biological weapons were loaded onto trucks and kept mobile at all times. Saddam's brother, who defected for a time in August 1995, revealed a system of safe houses was used, including farms owned by senior government officials. Most alarmingly, when asked how long it would take Iraq to re-acquire a biological capability if the inspectors were allowed to see everything and destroy all they wanted, Ekeus said that because of the impossibility of finding everything, it would only take a month or two for Saddam to develop a whole new capability. This would render moot all seven years of international attempts to rid Iraq of its WMD capabilities. Note: we are three months into the current inspection hiatus.

What to Do?

However undesirable, a direct attack on Iraq is rapidly becoming necessary to stop the proliferation of WMD. Such an attack will likely have to take place with the U.S. and perhaps Great Britain acting without the benefit of a supportive U.N. resolution condemning Iraq. While U.N. backing should never be an absolute requirement for action, it does help to have the support of our allies--and this will be difficult in the face of Iraq's growing WMD threat.

To counter this threat, we urgently need effective ballistic missile defenses to defend against missiles that could deliver WMD against U.S. troops and allies abroad. Such a system could have been built by now if the Clinton Administration had vigorously pursued the programs it inherited in 1993. Now, it may already be too late because of the time required to build the needed defense--it will still take at least three to four years to build much beyond current capabilities.

Currently, our only possible deterrent comes from the threat of nuclear retaliation. Saddam proved his ability to keep his missile launchers out of harm's way during the Gulf War. With no allied defense and Iraq's biologically-armed missiles, an allied conventional response, no matter how certain and severe, might not be enough to stop Saddam from attacking. He might expect a weakening of Western will if and when pictures of those stricken by biological agents are broadcast. The opposite would surely be the case, but betting that Saddam will reach that conclusion is a poor substitute for effective defenses.

