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FOREWORD

BY JOHN PILGER

Mark Higson was the Iraq Desk Officer at the British Foreign Office in 1989. In a setting the great satirist Dennis Potter might have conjured, Higson sat behind a little Iraqi flag and directly opposite the Iran Desk man, who sat behind the Ayatollah's flag. When I met him several years later, Higson described to me how ministers and officials systematically lied to parliament about illegal shipments of arms to Iraq. 'The draft letters I wrote for various ministers,' he said, 'were saying that nothing had changed, the embargo on the sale of British arms to Iraq was the same.'

'Was that true?' I asked.

'No, it wasn't true.'

'And your superiors knew it wasn't true?'

'Yes. If I was writing a draft reply to a letter from an MP for Mr Mellor or Mr Waldegrave (then Foreign Office ministers) I wrote the agreed line. But they knew things had changed. I also wrote replies to go to members of the public who were concerned about the gassing of the Kurds at Halabja by Saddam Hussein and wanted to know what the government was doing about it. A lot of MPs and members of the public thought the £340 million trade credits we gave to Iraq [following the Halabja atrocity] was absolutely disgusting.'

I said, 'You and your colleagues at the Foreign Office knew that British weapons were going illegally to Iraq. Is that correct?'

'Oh yes, yes. We were quite well aware that Jordan was being used [as the way into Iraq]... you see, Iraq was regarded as the big prize.'

'So how much truth did the public get?'

'The public got as much truth as we could squeeze out, given that we told downright lies.'1

At the 1994 public inquiry into the scandal of illegal arms sales to Iraq, Higson's honesty was commended by Lord Justice Scott, the chairman, a rare accolade. Britain's foreign policy establishment, Higson told the tribunal, 'is a culture of lying'.

Tim Laxton, an auditor assisting the Scott Inquiry and one of the few to hear almost all the evidence, believes that had Scott's terms of reference allowed him to conduct a truly open and wide-ranging investigation, 'hundreds' would have faced criminal investigation. 'They would include', he said, 'top political figures, very senior civil servants from the Foreign Office, the Ministry of Defence, the Department of Trade and Industry ... the top echelon of the British government.'

The glimpse that Scott and Higson gave us of the ruthless and mendacious nature of great power was unprecedented. British imperialism has been second to none in projecting itself as benign, wise and essentially truthful, even a gift to humanity. With every generation, it seems, come new mythologists. That the opposite is true may shock some people. 'A truth's initial commotion', wrote the American sage Dresden James, 'is directly proportional to how deeply the lie was believed. It wasn't the world being round that agitated people, but that the world wasn't flat. When a well-packaged web of lies has been sold to the masses over generations, the truth will seem utterly preposterous and its speaker a raving lunatic.'

Mark Curtis' brilliant, exciting and deeply disturbing book unwraps the whole package, layer by layer, piece by piece. Not since Noam Chomsky's Deterring Democracy has there been such a disclosure, whose publication could not be more timely. In the aftermath of September nth, 2001, the truths told in the following pages will seem far from preposterous to a great many people, now made aware of the rapaciousness and cynicism of power politics by current events. They see clearly the exploitation of September nth by George W. Bush's gang and by Tony Blair and the unprovoked aggression against Iraq. At the time of writing these words, the claim of Blair and Bush of links between Iraq and Al Qaida, as justification for an attack on Iraq, is openly derided, having been contradicted by their own intelligence agencies. This was superceded by Blair's 'moral argument' for the attack, which is scorned by a significant section of the public, aware of the hundreds of thousands of deaths caused by the Anglo-American driven embargo of Iraq. Moreover, Blair's messianic promise to 'reorder the world' is increasingly referred to as imperialism: until recently, a word virtually struck from the dictionary and declared unspeakable by conservatives and liberals alike.

Those who have long sought to reclaim noble words, like democracy and freedom, peace and security, from their corrupt service to imperial propaganda, can take heart from these pages. Here, the truth is told largely from official records, whose private revelations and true intentions Curtis has assembled; I know of no other historian who has mined British foreign policy files as devastatingly. Most of these files have long been in the public domain; and it shames journalism, where history's first draft ought to be written, that most of the facts are published for the first time.

Web of Deceit follows Mark Curtis' other works, The Ambiguities of Power and The Great Deception. These, too, were landmark books, but through no fault of the author's, were not widely noticed, making his arrival in the mainstream all the more welcome. I am personally grateful to Mark Curtis for the fruits of his research, especially on Indonesia. It was he who first revealed British government complicity in the bloodbath that brought General Suharto to power in 1965-6 (see chapter 20). He coined a term of exquisite, black irony, 'unpeople', which I adopted as a description of the victims of Western state terrorism: for example, the 20,000 unpeople who died during the British-supported American attack on Afghanistan in October 2001, whose deaths are seldom, if ever compared with the deaths of the 3,000 victims of September nth. The American dead are worthy of our grief; the Afghan dead are not, for they are unpeople, like the Iraqis, whose deaths Madeleine Albright said were 'worth it'.

Near the top of his long list of unpeople, victims of British foreign policy, Curtis places the 1,500 Illois who were, to use the official term, 'removed' from their homeland in the Chagos island group in the Indian Ocean in 1966 by the government of Harold Wilson. This ruthless dispossession, secretly executed so that the largest island, Diego Garcia, could be handed to the American military, was 'the subject of systematic lying by seven British governments over nearly four decades,' writes Curtis. The Ministry of Defence even denied that the island had been populated at all. Today, Diego Garcia is controlled by the American air force as a staging point for its bombers that patrol and bomb the Middle East. Little is known about the fate of its people; BBC news readers routinely refer to Diego Garcia as 'uninhabited'.

In chapter 3, 'Explaining the "war against terrorism"', Curtis writes: "The idea that Britain is a supporter of terrorism is an oxymoron in the mainstream political culture, as ridiculous as suggesting that Tony Blair should be indicted for war crimes. Yet state-sponsored terrorism is by far the most serious category of terrorism in the world today, responsible for far more deaths in many more countries than the "private" terrorism of groups like Al Qaida. Many of the worst offenders are key British allies. Indeed, by any rational consideration, Britain is one of the leading supporters of terrorism in the world today. But this simple fact is never mentioned in the mainstream political culture.'

Indeed, it makes a mockery of the Blair government's own 'war on terrorism' as any appendage of George W. Bush's gunslinging. For the Anglo-American intelligentsia, if not for the public, it is as if there is a grand illusion, morally and intellectually, about all of this. Richard Falk, Professor of International Relations at Princeton, once described how Western foreign policy was propagated in the media 'through a self-righteous, one-way moral/legal screen [with] positive images of western values and innocence portrayed as threatened, validating a campaign of unrestricted violence.' As Curtis points out, in Britain and the United States, the media's relentless channelling and echoing of a veiled, violent agenda can make the difference between war and peace and, for countless unpeople, life and death. My own view is that had the great broadcasting institutions and newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic not merely channelled and echoed the agendas and lies of government, but instead exposed and challenged them, the Bush/Blair attack on Iraq would have been made untenable.

Curtis illuminates this insidious media power in the final section, 'The Mass Production of Ignorance', in which he describes a virulent censorship by omission that 'promotes one key concept . . . the idea of Britain's basic benevolence. Mainstream reporting and analysis usually actively promotes, or at least does not challenge, the idea that Britain promotes high principles – democracy, peace, human rights and development – in its foreign policy.' The truth is simply left out.

Apart from the current aggression against Iraq, the only British military intervention in the past fifty years to be condemned or even questioned in the mainstream was the invasion of Egypt in 1956; and the reason was that the British elite was divided about what it called the 'Suez crisis'. In striking contrast, there was silence in 1965 when the Labour government supplied warships, logistics and intelligence in support of General Suharto's bloody seizure of power in Indonesia. The slaughter of perhaps a million people was simply ignored; the headlines said that communism had been defeated and 'stability' restored. Many years later, the BBC correspondent in Southeast Asia, Roland Challis, told me: 'There were bodies being washed up on the lawns of the British consulate in Surabaya, and British warships escorted a ship full of Indonesian troops down the Malacca Straits so that they could take part in this terrible holocaust. . . There was a deal, you see. In establishing the Suharto regime, the involvement of the IMF and the World Bank was part of it. Sukarno had kicked them out; now Suharto would bring them back. That was the deal.' None of this was reported at the time. 'It was a triumph for western propaganda,' said Challis. 'My British sources purported not to know what was going on, but they knew . ..'.

At the Labour party conference in 2001, Tony Blair declared his 'moral commitment' to the world. 'I tell you,' he said, 'if Rwanda happened again today as it did in 1994, when a million people were slaughtered in cold blood, we would have a moral duty to act.' The following day, this statement was reported without a single journalist reminding the British people that their government had contributed to the slaughter in Rwanda. Curtis describes how the British government 'used its diplomatic weight to reduce severely a UN force that, according to military officers on the ground, could have prevented the killings. It then helped ensure the delay of other plans for intervention, which sent a direct green light to the murderers in Rwanda to continue. Britain also refused to provide the capability for other states to intervene, while blaming the lack of such capability on the UN. Throughout, Britain helped ensure that the United Nations did not use the word 'genocide' so the UN would not act, using diplomatic pressure on others to ensure this did not happen.' Not a word about this appeared in the media at the time.

British support for the apartheid gang in South Africa and death squad regimes in Central America, British abandonment of the Chechens in Russia and the Kurds in Turkey and Britain's long history of terrorism in the Middle East, from the use of poison gas to cluster bombs and depleted uranium, have all been consigned to what George Orwell famously called the memory hole. Curtis describes one of the major terrorist acts of the 1980s, the car bombing in Beirut in 1985 outside a mosque which killed eighty men, women and children and left more than two hundred injured. The aim of the bombers was to kill Sheikh Fadlallah, the Shia leader. He escaped. Those responsible – the CIA, Saudi intelligence and Britain's MI6 – have never been exposed in the mainstream media.

The lessons are all too urgent in 2003. At the time of writing, the British Defence Secretary, Geoffrey Hoon, has crossed a threshold by threatening, almost as a boast, to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear states. This, and the Blair government's extraordinary military interventionism, writes Mark Curtis, 'are sending a clear signal to others: any regime wanting to take on the West – or perhaps even any nation serious about pursuing an independent course of development – should now acquire nuclear weapons. If a country does not have these weapons, it may be threatened with destruction and pulverised, as in Afghanistan, Yugoslavia and Iraq ... This lesson is surely being drawn by every repressive regime around the world, not to mention terrorist groups and perhaps some more benign governments too.'

For the rest of us, the immediate lesson to be drawn from this superb history is that a previously unidentified enemy of sanity and peace in international affairs is close to home, and that only we can do something about that.






AUTHOR'S
 
INTRODUCTION

Since achieving power in 1997, New Labour government ministers have ceaselessly made extraordinary claims about the morality of their foreign policies and wanting to be a 'force for good in the world'. Never in British history has there been such a gap between government claims and the reality of policy.

The reality is that Britain under New Labour is a systematic violator of international law and ethical standards in its foreign policy – in effect, an outlaw state. It is a key ally of some of the world's most repressive regimes that is consistently condoning, and sometimes actively aiding, human rights abuses. During a so-called 'war against terrorism', Britain is in fact one of the world's leading apologists for, and supporters of, state terrorism by allies responsible for far more serious crimes than Al Qaida or other official threats. And, in the era of globalisation, Britain under Labour is championing a fundamentalist economic ideology that is promoting the increasing takeover of the global economy by big business.

A web of deceit is obscuring this picture. People in Britain are largely unaware of what has been done in their name, even as government policies undermine our own interests. The public's understanding of Britain's real role in the world is being obscured by an ideological system – principally, the mainstream media – that is largely accepting at face value New Labour's rhetoric on its moral purpose.

Current British foreign policies are generally not only immoral, but also dangerous, for the British public as well as others. These policies are helping to make the world more insecure, unequal and abusive of human rights. In the post-September nth world, the threat of terrorism by organisations like Bin Laden's Al Qaida is certainly real, but it is the policies of our own government, and our principal ally, the US, that are in reality the greatest threat to the public. It is in our self-interest, therefore, to press for fundamental changes to Britain's role in the world.

Blair government claims are often extraordinary. Labour's first Foreign Secretary, Robin Cook, spoke of 'putting human rights at the centre of foreign policy' and outlined an 'ethical dimension' to foreign policy one month after taking office. Tony Blair promises to help heal the 'scar on the conscience of the world', referring to poverty and conflict in Africa, and to 'fight for justice' globally. He ceaselessly stresses the concept of global interdependence and has outlined 'a new doctrine of international community', saying that national interest is 'to a significant extent governed by international collaboration'. 'We are all internationalists now', he declared in a speech in Chicago in April 1999.1

Former Foreign Office minister Peter Hain has written of 'our mission to conquer world poverty and build international peace and a world based upon justice, equality and human rights'. The International Development Secretary, Clare Short, says that British aims are to 'systematically reduce poverty and promote sustainable development in the poorest countries'. Even the Trade Secretary, Patricia Hewitt, says at ever)' available opportunity that Britain is promoting 'fair trade' globally and is on the side of developing countries in the international trade negotiations that are reshaping the global economy. Officially, Britain is on the side of the angels.2

Never before has the public of a democratic country been subject to such an extraordinary ongoing tirade of propaganda. For the government is, quite generally, promoting actual policies that are directly opposite to this rhetoric.

The reality of Britain's current and past role in the world can be shown by taking an independent look at current policy using a variety of sources beyond the mainstream and by revealing the formerly secret, now declassified government planning files. This book argues that we need to extricate ourselves from the web of reporting and analysis that obscures this reality and from the deceit promoted by the elite – and that behind the diplomatic language and presentation of policy-makers lies a peculiar British viciousness, evident all around the world, past and present. It is not that British elites are evil or that everything they do is immoral and dangerous. There are some exceptions to promoting generally unethical foreign policies – but they are few and pale in comparison with the broader picture.

Britain's real role in the world is a great betrayal of people in this country. I believe they expect the government to uphold the moral values abroad that most people uphold in their daily lives. This is partly why, as I argue in this book, the public is in reality seen by elites as the great threat to pursuing their priorities.

In the chapters that follow, I look at some of the major foreign policies of the Blair government: its illegal wars; its support for a 'war against terrorism' that is acting as a pretext for a new phase of global intervention and US imperial power; its support for repressive elites and state terrorism; its arms exports that help sustain repressive governments; its aim to reshape the global economy; and its extraordinary new role as recognised international expert on state propaganda (mislabelled 'spin').

I also tell the story of several long-forgotten past British interventions revealed in now declassified documents – in Iran, Malaya, British Guiana and Kenya. These interventions were much more brutal than usually believed and make exceedingly worrying reading – in Kenya alone, 150,000 Africans died as a result of British policy in the 1950s. These interventions reveal a contempt for grand ethical principles that has passed easily from Conservative to Labour and from the colonial era to the present.

I also sketch an outline of the ideological system that prevents the public from seeing the reality of Britain's role in the world. This system makes it easier for elites to pursue policies in their interests and against the public interest. It is not a conspiracy; rather, the system works by journalists and academics internalising sets of values, generally accepted wisdom and styles of reporting.

It means that even big stories can rarely if ever see the light of day. One example is how the British government was complicit in the genocide of Rwanda in 1994 that killed a million people. Another is Britain's role in the slaughter of a million people in Indonesia in 1965 – a story as much buried as British complicity in Indonesia's invasion of East Timor in 1975. Meanwhile, the people of Diego Garcia, thrown off their islands and the subject of a decades-long Whitehall conspiracy to banish them from history, continue to seek justice in a brave struggle but remain largely unknown to the British public.

The liberal intelligentsia in Britain is in my view guilty of helping to weave a collective web of deceit. Under New Labour, many commentators have openly taken part in Labour's onslaught on the world, often showering praise on Tony Blair and his ministers for speaking the language of rights, development and global security as they proceed to demolish such noble virtues in their actual policy. To read many mainstream commentators' writings on Britain's role in the world is to enter a surreal, Kafkaesque world where the reality is often the direct opposite of what is contended and where the starting assumptions are frighteningly supportive of state power. My view is that the intelligentsia suffers from the same malady of 'elitism' as policy-makers, generally choosing to side with them, often being willingly taken in. The British liberal intelligentsia generally displays its servitude to the powers that be rather than to ordinary people, whether here or abroad.

The view has long been held that Britain 'has lost an empire and not yet found a role', in the famous words of US Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, several decades ago. Yet Britain's real role is easily discovered if we are concerned enough to look; the problem is that the results of such a search are quite unpleasant. Britain's role remains an essentially imperial one: to act as junior partner to US global power; to help organise the global economy to benefit Western corporations; and to maximise Britain's (that is, British elites') independent political standing in the world and thus remain a 'great power'.

In the final chapter, I end with some thoughts on the major challenges ahead if we are serious about changing for good Britain's role in the world – a truly necessary task, in the light of its past and present record.





PART I

THE OUTLAW STATE

For any government committed to promoting the highest ethical standards in its foreign policy, violating international law would surely be an ultimate sin. Under New Labour, however, violating international law has become as British as afternoon tea.

As the chapters in this section show, even before the war against Iraq started in March 2003, the Blair government had apparently indulged in at least six specific violations of international law: in conducting without UN authorisation the wars in Afghanistan and Yugoslavia; in committing violations of international humanitarian law in the bombing of Yugoslavia; in the illegal bombing of Iraq in December 1998; in maintaining the illegal 'no fly zones' over Iraq, a permanent 'secret' war; and in maintaining sanctions against Iraq, contributing to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people.

Even this is only half the picture. The other half is that Britain under New Labour has been supporting, or condoning, numerous further violations of international law and human rights by its key allies, such as Turkey in its Kurdish regions, Russia in Chechnya, and Israel in the occupied territories.

The reality is that the Blair government is seriously out of control – an outlaw state, undertaking its foreign policy in open contempt for international ethical standards, including riding roughshod over the United Nations. As one of the dominating facts of New Labour's foreign policy, this is hard to miss, but it has been obscured by a web of government propaganda and media and parliament's failure to disclose the reality of state policy.





1

IRAQ:

IGNORING PEOPLE,

MAINTAINING ORDER

It [the crisis over Iraq] does have to be resolved, yes to deal with Iraq, but also to ensure that the authority of the international order is maintained.

Foreign Secretary Jack Straw

Imagine a criminal in front of a judge being asked whether he will in future obey the law, replying 'well, it depends on the circumstances' and 'it is desirable but not absolutely essential'. This is the British government's view of international law over Iraq.

By defying the UN in launching the invasion of Iraq – which has begun as I write – British leaders could hardly have displayed more open contempt for international law. Tony Blair has said starkly that 'lawful and legitimate are not necessarily the same thing'. Foreign Secretary Jack Straw has said that 'we do not regard it as absolutely essential' to secure a UN Security Council resolution that would explicitly authorise the use of force against Iraq; simply that this would be 'desirable'. Similarly, Defence Secretary Geoff Hoon, asked whether such a resolution was needed, replied: 'it depends on the circumstances'. He added: 'it is always a matter for individual member states as it is for the United Kingdom to determine whether or not force will be used'.1

In fact, the circumstances under which force can be legally used are very limited under the UN charter, restricted to action taken in self-defence and collective action authorised by the security council. Tony Blair hit on a formula of saying that 'what the UN has got to be is a way of dealing with it [Iraq], not a way of avoiding dealing with it'. The message from London has clearly been: we will work through the UN if it gives us what we want and ignore it if it doesn't. Only massive public pressure made the Blair government think twice about upholding the UN charter and principles. London's position has echoed the US, whose White House Chief of Staff, Andrew Card, said that 'the UN can meet and discuss but we don't need their permission'.2

The government abandoned the attempt to secure a UN resolution explicitly authorising the use of force in the face of opposition from France, Russia and most non-permanent members of the Security Council. Even if London and Washington had secured that resolution, however, they have long served notice that upholding international law is not an imperative. Bribes, sweeteners and pressure were being used to bring other states on the security council into line, making a mockery of multilateral cooperation. Blair even introduced a new concept to justify ignoring the UN – the 'unreasonable veto', that could be cast by other permanent members of the security council.

Whitehall's position in 2003 echoes that over the British invasion of Egypt in 1956. Anthony Nutting, Conservative Foreign Office minister at the time, explained that Britain then refused to commit to a UN route to deal with its enemy, nationalist Egyptian president Nasser, since 'neither the security council nor the general assembly could give us what we wanted'.3

Open defiance of the UN is a permanent feature of British foreign policy. In the last twenty-five years of the cold war, 1965-1990, Britain cast twice as many vetoes in the security council as the Soviet Union – twenty-seven compared to thirteen, mainly to support the racist regimes in South Africa and Rhodesia. I can find no mention of this fact anywhere in the mainstream political culture, which continues to promote the myth of Britain's enduring support for the UN.

As London and Washington were insisting that Iraq comply with UN resolutions, they were themselves violating the very same. Resolutions 687 and 1284, for example, affirm the 'sovereignty, territorial integrity and political independence' of Iraq. Although the Iraqi regime is despicable, British and US policy is clearly to remove it, which obviously undermines Iraq's 'political independence' agreed at the UN. Well before the invasion was launched, Blair had said that: 'I agree entirely that a broad objective of our policy is to remove Saddam Hussein and to do all that we can to achieve that . . . If we can possibly find the means of removing him, we will.'4

Resolution 687 also calls for the establishment of a nuclear-weapon free zone and the 'control of armaments' in the Middle East. This is also being defied by London and Washington as the US de facto supports Israel's possession of nuclear weapons, and both the US and Britain continue to arm their allies in the region. Thus the dominating fact about the Iraq crisis has been both sides' contempt for international legal processes.

It is a myth, in my view, that Britain and the US have mainly wanted Iraq to comply with UN resolutions requiring it to be disarmed of weapons of mass destruction. Rather, their policy was initially based on punishing and 'containing' the regime, notably through a policy of sanctions. Policy then became based on overthrowing the Saddam regime. It is quite clear that Iraq has hampered and blocked weapons inspectors and has only grudgingly complied with some of the UN demands. But Iraq's disinterest in weapons inspections has essentially been matched by Britain and the US. US leaders more or less openly said that inspections were simply a tool for proving Iraq's lack of compliance with the UN so as to justify the military attack Washington was already bent on.

Evidence of disinterest in weapons inspections (ie, the UN route) was legion before the current crisis set in. In an article in Foreign Affairs, Rand corporation analyst Daniel Byman argued that 'an impasse over [arms] inspections is actually the best realistic outcome for the United States' and its allies. The 'most dangerous' scenario 'is the possibility that Saddam will cooperate' which could 'spell... the end of sanctions'.5

The Times reported in February 2002 that: 'Key figures in the White House believe that demands on Saddam to readmit the United Nations weapons inspectors should be set so high that he would fail to meet them unless he provided officials with total freedom.' A US intelligence official said the White House 'will not take yes for an answer'. The Financial Times also reported that the US' dilemma would 'grow even sharper if a diplomatic solution is devised which satisfies the UN and its arms inspectors.'6

US and British leaders have openly said for years that sanctions would not be lifted while Saddam was in power, whatever the status of Iraq's weapons of mass destruction. Madeleine Albright, Clinton's Secretary of State, said in 1997 that 'we do not agree with the nations who argue that if Iraq complies with its obligations concerning weapons of mass destruction, sanctions should be lifted'. Clinton also said, according to the New York Times, that 'sanctions will be there until the end of time, or as long as he lasts'.7

The British Foreign Office's view in 1994 was reportedly that sanctions could never be lifted 'whatever the degree of Iraqi compliance with UN resolutions, as long as President Saddam remains in power'. John Major had said in 1991 that Britain would veto any attempts to weaken sanctions 'for so long as Saddam remains in power'. Similarly, Malcolm Rifkind, Major's Foreign Secretary, said in 1997 that 'we won't lift the sanctions while he's in power'.

New Labour leaders were more careful not to state that this was also their policy, partly, presumably, since they were advised that such a policy was illegal – but there is little doubt that this has been their longstanding policy, as Blair informs us above.8

Rather than being an attempt by the US and Britain to uphold international law and the UN, the current attack on Iraq is better viewed as a next step in the creation of a new US-led imperial order. Initially New Labour leaders appeared to see the war as following other military adventures against Yugoslavia and Afghanistan in helping to rewrite international law to make such interventions even easier in the future. Foreign Office minister Mike O'Brien said in September 2002, for example, that 'if our peers accept that what we are doing is a proper, indeed a moral, response to the situation we face, it will become a building block for the development of international law'.9In other words, if we invade other countries enough times under a moral pretext, and our peers (ie, NATO allies) accept it, we will rewrite the law. This is how the new rulers of the world, in John Pilger's phrase, are trying to rewrite the rules of the game to impose their priorities. Unfortunately for Blair and Bush, some key allies this time refused to play along.

Even more frightening are US and British military plans. The past few years have seen a massive increase in 'power projection' capabilities, most recently under the cover of the 'war against terrorism'. Both British and US leaders now openly speak of using military forces as 'coercive instruments' and of using 'pre-emptive' military force worldwide, evidently to maintain US global hegemony as the sole superpower, with the junior partner in tow, described further in chapter 3.

The key overall aim is to maintain 'the authority of the international order', Jack Straw explains in the quote cited at the beginning of this chapter. This echoes the view of his predecessor, Robin Cook, who said in 1998 that a 'dominant theme' of Labour's first year in office was 'the necessity of backing diplomacy with the credible threat of force against those who challenge international stability.' The enemy, Straw explained in a speech to British ambassadors, are 'those who seek to undermine global stability', whether states like Iraq or terrorist groups like Al Qaida.10

Robert Cooper, a British diplomat despatched by Blair to become special envoy in Afghanistan, has written that 'international order is created by force, preserved by force and backed by the threat of force'. He added that 'questions about whether it is legal or not seem – at this stage in world history, at least – merely pedantic'.11

The outlaw state under Blair is acting according to these concerns – that the world will continue to be ruled by force, and that it will be our force rather anyone else's. The aim is consistent with that of British foreign policy described in this book – whereby upholding 'international order' means preserving the privileged position of Anglo-American power and ensuring that key countries and regions remain under their overall control. Moral pretexts are deployed as required.

In this light, it is worth asking why exactly Iraq under Saddam is regarded as such a threat to Western leaders. They have, after all, gone to extraordinary lengths to counter the regime – the 1993 and 1996 cruise missile attacks, the 1998 bombing campaign and various escalations of bombings in the 'no fly zones' over the past decade, and now again in 2002/03. The official answers are obviously false. Clearly, it has nothing to do with Iraqi human rights abuses against Kurds – as noted below, Britain supported Saddam during the 1980s' terror campaign against Kurds and stepped up that support after the worst of the atrocities.

Also, as noted above, the issue is only partially to do with disarming Iraq of weapons of mass destruction. If the regime does possess them and if this were the major concern, the obvious course would have been to prioritise the UN weapons inspections process, which has substantially disarmed Iraq and which was proceeding relatively successfully at the time war was launched.

Rather, the Iraqi regime is a threat to the Anglo-American conception of international order, with the previous punitive attacks against Iraq surely intended to demonstrate who's boss; but which failed to instil the proper discipline in the Iraqi regime, which continued to defy the US. The major threat posed by Iraq under Saddam is of an independent regime in a critical region that the US by definition controls.

The 1991 Gulf war following Iraq's invasion of Kuwait served notice that anyone challenging fundamental US interests would be obliterated. As then US Secretary of State James Baker told Iraqi Foreign Minister, Tariq Aziz, just before the onslaught was ordered, 'Iraq will be turned into a backward and weak state'. And so it was, as the US and Britain proceeded to destroy Iraq's civilian infrastructure, such as factories, the electricity network and water treatment facilities, committing mass violations of international law in so doing. The punishment continued with sanctions, holding the nation 'hostage', as described by UN humanitarian coordinators to Iraq, because of the failure of the Iraqi leadership to obey orders from Washington. Pentagon spokesman Kevin Bacon cheerfully said in 2000 that 'Iraq is contained ... It has a broken economy. It is an isolated state'.12

The timing of the most recent US attack against Iraq is instructive. First, following Yugoslavia and Afghanistan, and now acting under a new pretext for global intervention following September nth, the US clearly sees a greater opportunity for removing major threats to its hegemony. Second is the serious current situation concerning Middle Eastern oil.

The war against Iraq is occurring when the trio of key oil-producing states are all beyond current Western control: Iran is an official enemy while the rule of the Saud family in Saudi Arabia, a key Western ally, is facing unprecedented challenges and may even be on the brink of collapse. The controllers of 'international order' must, in this situation, ensure that the other part of the trio – Iraq, with the world's second largest oil reserves – is brought firmly into the Western orbit.

Oil is, of course, the fundamental Anglo-American interest in the Middle East, and was described by British planners in 1947 as 'a vital prize for any power interested in world influence or domination'. 'We must at all costs maintain control of this oil', British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd noted in 1956.13

US planners outlined in secret files at the beginning of the post-war world a 'mutual recognition' with Britain that the two countries' oil policy sought 'control, at least for the moment, of the great bulk of the free petroleum resources of the world'. The US, planners stated in 1947, should 'seek the removal or modification of existent barriers to the expansion of American foreign oil operations' and 'promote .. . the entry of additional American firms into all phases of foreign oil operations.'14

Over half a century later the goal is the same. General Anthony Zinni, commander in chief of the US Central Command in the Middle East, testified in Congress in 1999 that the Gulf region, with its huge oil reserves, was a 'vital interest' of long standing' for the US and that the US 'must have free access to the region's resources'.15In the current crisis, the protection of the oilfields is 'issue number one', according to a US State Department meeting on the future of Iraq reported in early 2003.16

Oil is designated to be controlled by Western allies in the Middle East to ensure that industry profits accrue to Western companies and are invested in Western economies. A traditional threat in the past has been that nationalist regimes would use oil wealth primarily to benefit local populations and to build up independent sources of power to challenge US domination over the region. Traditionally, such regimes have been overthrown or prevented from arising by British and US power. The declassified documents show that British and US policy has always been to support the authority of favoured repressive ruling regimes in the Gulf and has helped them counter internal challenges, as outlined in chapter II.

The US gained greater influence over the Iraqi oil industry after the 1991 war. A quarter of Iraq's oil revenues under the UN's 'oil for food' programme currently go to Kuwait, hence indirectly to Western corporations, while sanctions serve as a way of keeping Iraqi oil off the market. A major problem with Iraq arose from its nationalisation of oil in 1972; before this, British and US oil companies had long held a three-quarters stake in Iraqi oil production. Overthrowing the regime now offers the prospect of privatising oil operations and of Western oil companies regaining their previous position. The prize is indeed great – some estimates put the value of Iraq's likely foreign oil contract awards at over $1 trillion. The prize may be even greater, however, since US control of the world's second largest oil reserves in Iraq could break Saudi Arabia's hold on the oil-pricing cartel, Opec, and set prices in the future.

The historical rivalry among countries and companies for control of this large pie is ongoing. According to one industry source, 'there is not an oil company in the world that doesn't have its eye on Iraq'. BP's Lord Browne has said that 'we would like to make sure, if Iraq changes its regime, that there should be a level playing field for the selection of oil companies to go in there.' And the Chief Executive of Chevron, Kenneth Derr, has said that 'Iraq possesses huge reserves of oil and gas – reserves I'd love Chevron to have access to', in a speech where he pronounced strong support for the sanctions that have kept Chevron's rivals at bay.17

US strategy is clearly to fend off Russian and French domination over Iraqi oil. Contracts with Baghdad signed by oil companies from these two countries are likely to be torn up once a pro-US government is installed, as the pro-US opposition group, the Iraqi National Congress has pledged to do if it achieves power. But Washington was willing to hold out the carrot of future French and Russian oil deals with Iraq to try to secure their backing for war. Former CIA Director James Woolsey said that 'the French and the Russians should be told that if they are of assistance in moving Iraq towards a decent government, we'll do our best to ensure the new government and American companies work closely with them'.18Again, both countries refused to play ball.

The new heights of state propaganda

"This is not about oil, it's about peace', Jack Straw told a reporter for the Iranian newspaper, the Persian Morning Daily.19 It is obvious that the conflict is significantly about oil. However, state propaganda during the current Iraq crisis has gone much deeper: since late 2002 in particular the British public has been subject to a campaign of perhaps unprecedented heights in the post-war world.

At one level, it has been seriously funny watching the clique around Tony Blair try to work through various pretexts for attacking Iraq. It appears that the population is regarded as a giant focus group to test each new argument, a hurdle to be overcome by anything that enables elites to achieve their objectives. The Iraq crisis, to me, provides further evidence that the public is regarded as the major threat to policy-makers. The fact that the strategy emanates from a tiny clique around Blair – with major opposition from within the elite – confirms that the British political system's 'elective dictatorship' is alive and well. I return to the theme of Britain's secretive, elitist and undemocratic policy-making in chapter 13.

In 2002, ministers were mainly seizing on the argument about making Iraq comply with the UN; however, the problem here was that too many people saw little or no similar pressure being applied to Israel and other allies. Then, Saddam's human rights record was tried; however, the problem was that this appalling record is comparable to that of many regimes supported by Britain and that London had anyway backed Saddam throughout the period of the worst atrocities in the 1980s. So by early 2003, the two favourite pretexts for a full onslaught against Iraq became the regime's development of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and the alleging of a link' between it and Al Qaida. Only once these two had been tried (and failed) did Blair hit on his bottom line, asserting the 'morality' of a war against Iraq.

The government's dossier on Iraq's development of WMD published towards the end of 2002 contained all kinds of allegations. But as the Guardian reported: 'British government officials have privately admitted that they do not have any "killer evidence" about weapons of mass destruction. If they had, they would have already passed it to the inspectors.' On the day before Blair announced that the dossier would soon be published, a Whitehall source was quoted as saying that the dossier was based on information found up to 1998, when the inspectors withdrew from Iraq, and that there was 'very little new to put into it'.20

The public refused to budge, so propaganda needed to reach new heights. Towards the end of 2002, official pronouncements began to allege a link between Saddam Hussein and Al Qaida. As outlined in chapter 3, Al Qaida is the new official threat of our age to at long last replace that of the Russian hordes and act as a pretext for all manner of Western policies, notably military intervention. A truly comic episode then began. First, planners were unable to present any evidence of this link whatsoever. In October 2002, before the government appeared to formally seize on the new pretext, the Guardian quoted a well-placed intelligence source who, asked whether Saddam had any links with Al Qaida, said: 'quite the opposite'. The paper noted that 'the clear message from British intelligence' is that far from allying itself with Al Qaida, the Iraqi regime was distancing itself from it. This was the interpretation of the murder in Baghdad of the Palestinian terrorist, Abu Nidal, in August 2002.21Indeed, the Iraqi regime has been consistently opposed to Islamic fundamentalist groups (unlike London and Washington, incidentally, who can count many as allies, such as the ruling family of Saudi Arabia, the world's most fundamentalist state).

Planners then hit on a new formula: 'Terrorism and rogue regimes are part of the same picture', Jack Straw started saying around the turn of the year. The reason was that 'the most likely sources of technology and know-how for such terrorist organisations are rogue regimes'. Then, in speech after speech the same message was delivered. The assertion is plainly false since the record shows that the spread of WMD technology is likely to come as much from NATO countries as anywhere else (Germany, for example, probably provided the biggest aid to developing Iraq's WMD). But this mere truth is of course not the issue; simply asserting the link is. The media have largely taken their cue, generally reporting government assertions as serious, even if with some criticism and, most importantly, failing to ridicule them as obvious propaganda.

Since the alleged 'link' was hit upon, all sorts of imminent terrorist threats to Britain have arisen in the media, apparently the result of the 'security services' leaking unattributable stories. Examples are the supposed London underground nerve gas attack, reported threats to cross-channel ferries and the story of a tiny quantity of ricin found in the flat of a group of Algerians, together with numerous high-profile arrests. Much of the media have dutifully covered these stories, with some papers adding racist diatribes against asylum seekers now conveniently lumped into the camp of official terrorist threats. As noted by Mike Berry of the Glasgow University Media Group, Britain's foremost body critically analysing media reporting, these operations usually result in few arrests, but by then they 'have already served their purpose in helping to generate a climate of pervasive fear across the country'.22The message the public is meant to get is that removing Saddam will also remove a terrorist threat to us.

The wider context of ongoing state propaganda is critical to understand and little known. Judging from the abyss between its rhetoric and the reality of policy, the Blair government may have broken all postwar British records in state propaganda on its foreign policy, and is recognised as a global leader in this area. When Peter Mandelson, the architect of Blair's election victory, became a minister, he said that 'of course we want to use the media, but the media will be our tools, our servants; we are no longer content to let them be our persecutors.'23Everyone knows about 'spin', but this term is itself spin, while the media has only reported some aspects of it: the extent of state propaganda goes much deeper.

The Ministry of Defence has a new name for state propaganda. It used to call it 'psychological operations' but New Labour renamed it 'information support' (a change Orwell would have understood). 'But', the House of Commons Defence Committee has said, 'the concept has changed little from the traditional objective of influencing the perceptions of selected target audiences'. The aim of these operations in Britain is 'to mobilise and sustain support for a particular policy and interpretation of events.'

In the war against Yugoslavia in 1999, the MoD identified four target audiences, according to the Defence Committee: the British public, Milosevic and his supporters, NATO allies and Kosovo Albanians. Thus the government identified the British public and Milosevic as targets; both enemies, albeit in different ways.

The Defence Committee commented that with the British public 'the prime task was to mobilise and to keep on-side public and political support for the campaign'. It said that 'the whole campaign was designed with one and half eyes on media perceptions' and concluded approvingly that:

Ministers could not be accused of neglecting the media aspects of the battle. From the top-down, the UK government committed its considerable media operations resources to the campaign and to the task of mobilising international and British public opinion.

Just before the bombing campaign against Yugoslavia was launched, NATO quadrupled the size of its media operation in Brussels on the advice of Alastair Campbell, Blair's director of 'communications'. The number of ethnic Albanians killed by Milosevic's forces in Kosovo was exaggerated, with the Foreign Office claiming 10,000 at the time, later revising the figure to 2,000. The bombing of Yugoslavia proceeded with an array of propaganda about good versus evil, a moral test for the future and government acting from the deepest humanitarian values (largely taken seriously, and actively promoted, by a willing media, as noted in chapter 6).

"The campaign directed against home audiences was fairly successful', the Defence Committee noted approvingly. It outlined Britain's role as NATO's chief propagandist, saying that the 'UK was rightly seen as the most proficient member of a generally underperforming Alliance' in media operations. It also noted that 'if anything, the UK's contribution to the war of perceptions was of more significance than its strictly military contribution'. But 'if anything, the UK's efforts to shape perceptions were less efficient than they could have been'.24

So, an all-party group of MPs supported a government strategy to deceive the public, even saying it didn't go far enough – a nice illustration, perhaps, of the degree to which elected elites serve the public.

The Economist has also encouraged our leaders to mislead the public. Just before bombing Afghanistan in October 2001, it pondered on the 'requirements of the propaganda war', noting that there were critics of military action in Afghanistan even in the US. One danger was that a massive refugee exodus following bombing could be blamed on the US. 'America has to do what it can to defeat this argument', the paper noted.25

A new phrase for state propaganda currently popular with the liberal intelligentsia is 'public diplomacy', understood as directed towards foreign rather than domestic audiences. Mark Leonard, director of the Foreign Policy Centre, a think tank established by New Labour, is one exponent of this new, more stylish form of state propaganda. In an article for the US magazine Foreign Policy, Leonard explains that 'public diplomacy' is 'more important than ever' due to the 'rise of global Non Governmental Organisations (NGOs) and protest movements.' These, he explains, 'have put ever greater constraints on national governments.' So the 'last decade is rife with examples of popular perceptions, rather than governments, setting the pace for international diplomacy' – traditionally, the great threat to elites.

He adds that 'propaganda will not persuade populations in reluctant countries to support war, but perceptions of Western motivations as imperial or self-interested can damage the chances of success'. So diplomats 'must transform themselves from reporters and lobbyists who react to issues into shapers of public debates around the world.' 'The challenge' for governments, Leonard states, 'is to move from supplying information to capturing the imagination.' Leonard goes on to advise governments thus:

If a message will engender distrust simply because it is coming from a foreign government, then the government should hide that fact as much as possible. Increasingly, if a state is to make its voice heard and to influence events outside its direct control, it must work through organisations and networks that are separate from, independent of, and even suspicious of governments themselves. Three of the most effective mediums for this type of public diplomacy are NGOs, diasporas and political parties.26

In the 1991 Gulf war against Iraq, Britain and the US established a tightly controlled 'news management' system. No journalists were allowed to Saudi Arabia without official permission and, once there, were under the control of a Joint Information Bureau, run by British, US and Saudi officials. Their movement was organised, their film vetted and their copy read.

Various disinformation was provided by the government. The strength of the Iraqi army was played up, as was the degree of damage caused by an oil slick off the Kuwaiti coast – an ecological threat blamed on Iraq but which was partly caused by Western bombing of oil storage tankers. An apparent plant story was that Saddam had sent his family to Mauritania; at other times Saddam and his associates were said to be 'hiding in hotels'. The BBC reported disinformation about Iraqi soldiers surrendering and helicopter pilots defecting to Saudi Arabia. British military sources put out disinformation saying that Iraq had moved chemical weapons to the front line – part of the alleged Iraqi chemical threat well covered in the media, and that never materialised. The story of Iraqis taking babies from incubators became the most influential fabrication from the US/Kuwaiti side, and directly changed Congressional opinion in the US.

The media's tendency to report government propaganda as fact helped ensure that such disinformation was publicised then, just as the new stories are now.27

The Guardian described the 1998 bombing of Iraq by the US and Britain as involving 'a government propaganda campaign unprecedented since the end of the cold war'. There were reports of an Iraqi plot to 'flood Britain' with anthrax while briefings and leaks from Whitehall about the Iraqi regime increased as the government sensed the lack of popular support for the bombing. The government set up an 'Iraq Media Group' to coordinate propaganda across Whitehall in order 'to blacken Baghdad and prepare public opinion' for the attacks. Themes included how Saddam's regime, and not sanctions, were responsible for killing Iraqi children and how close the regime was to making biological weapons.28

As for the current phase with Iraq and the 'war against terrorism', no one can now say they have not been warned. A recent MoD paper freely available on its website called 'The future strategic context for defence' notes that 'we need to be aware of the ways in which public attitudes might shape and constrain military activity'. It continues:

Increasing emotional attachment to the outside world, fuelled by immediate and graphic media coverage, and a public desire to see the UK act as a force for good, is likely to lead to public support, and possibly public demand, for operations prompted by humanitarian motives.

Therefore, 'public support will be vital to the conduct of military interventions.' In future, 'more effort will be required to ensure that such public debate is properly informed'.29

Clearly, the government has no intention of objectively informing the public. So the meaning of this appears to be: first, government propaganda is key to attaining objectives and we should expect a lot more of it; second, this propaganda will tell us that the government is acting from humanitarian (rather than baser) motives. It is interesting to see a government openly committing itself to a strategy of propaganda; there are no longer any excuses for journalists simply to report government statements or opinions at face value, without ridicule.

Don't mention the war

The full-scale onslaught against Iraq began in March 2003 but the war began much earlier, although this was barely noticed in the mainstream political culture.

Britain really started the new phase of the war against Iraq in August or September 2002, when British and US attacks in the 'no fly zones' (NFZs) in northern and southern Iraq were significantly stepped up. We cannot be precise about the date since this secret war was not announced by the government and was barely reported by the media. Indeed, the continual British and US bombing of Iraq in the NFZs for well over a decade received the barest of attention in the mainstream.

In August 2002, US and British aircraft undertook nine missile and bomb attacks against Iraqi air-defence targets in the NFZs, the highest strike rate since May 2000. This was followed on September 5th with a British and US attack on an Iraqi military air-defence centre west of Baghdad involving 100 jets, reported cursorily in the Guardian and barely elsewhere. Further regular bombings were (sparsely) reported in October and November, in what was obviously a prelude to full-scale war and invasion. By December, the Guardian reported that RAF fighters based in Saudi Arabia were practising bombing runs on Iraqi targets in the NFZs.30

From 1991 to December 1998, the RAF flew 15,500 sorties in the northern and southern NFZs. By November 1999, US and British forces had flown 28,000 sorties, dropping over 1,800 bombs and missiles on 450 targets.31

The bombing was secretly stepped up in 1998: 150 bombs were dropped on southern Iraq between December 1998 and June 2000. British aircraft dropped 0.025 tonnes of bombs on average per month between April 1991 and December 1998 and five tonnes on average between December 1998 and February 2001.32

This previous new phase in the war was not announced or explained to parliament; nor were the changes in the 'rules of engagement' for British and US pilots. The official argument was that they only acted defensively when fired upon by Iraqi forces on the ground, but the reality was of a gradual creep towards offensive operations.

Soon after the December 1998 bombing, President Clinton quietly sanctioned changes in the rules of engagement. This allowed US pilots to strike at any part of the Iraqi air defence system, not just those that directly targeted their aircraft. This role was escalated further when anti-aircraft batteries were attacked for locking on their radar screens to allied aircraft, even without firing. In February 1999, a US Defence Department spokesman said that the targets included missile sites, antiaircraft sites, command and control sites, relay stations and some intelligence gathering sites. The Bush administration escalated things still further, targeting radar and command and control installations well beyond the NFZs.33

In early 1999, the British government conceded for the first time that the changes affected its pilots as well. It was reported that the 'self-defence' policy had been expanded into 'an active campaign aimed at fatally weakening' the Iraqi regime. Also reported was a government go-ahead to the commander in the southern zone to hit Iraqi aircraft moving north, away from the no fly zone.34

The Guardian also reported briefly in February 1999 on five weeks of heightened skirmishes, which had done more damage to Iraq than the four-day bombing campaign in December the previous year. US and British fighters had reportedly destroyed or damaged about forty targets since 28 December.35

A similar secret escalation in the war seems to have been ordered in August 2001, when fifty US and British aircraft struck missile sites, a radar installation and a military communications centre in the southern NFZ. One press report noted a recent National Security Council meeting at which President Bush called for more 'robust reinforcement' of the NFZs. It seems that the US and Britain changed the rules of engagement at will, and stepped up attacks when they so desired by always citing self-defence.36

The NFZs were plain violations of international law, having received no UN authorisation. London justified its patrolling of the zones – which was only rarely required, given the lack of scrutiny of the policy – by referring to UN Security Council resolution 688. This resolution, from 1991, 'demanded an end of Saddam Hussein's repression of the Kurds in the north and the Shia in the south for clear humanitarian reasons'. The purpose of the zones, the government argued, was to monitor Iraqi compliance with resolution 688. 'Such action is entirely justified within international law in response to a situation of overwhelming necessity', Geoff Hoon said in April 2000. This was the same justification the government used for the bombing of Yugoslavia, which was also illegal.37

According to its own argument, Britain had as much justification for its military action in the NFZs as, for example, Iran (or Iraq, for that matter) would have if it declared, say, Palestine, a 'humanitarian catastrophe' and decided to patrol the skies over the West Bank, deterring Israeli aircraft from repeatedly striking Palestinian homes.

The existence of the NFZs undoubtedly deterred the Iraqi regime from further repression of the Kurds. However, the argument that the NFZs were there for humanitarian purposes, to protect Kurds, was more or less openly refuted by British officials, at a time when increased airstrikes were acting as a prelude to full-scale onslaught. The Guardian noted, for example, that 'British defence sources have now given up the pretence that the southern no-fly zone is a humanitarian exercise designed to protect Iraqi Shias and Marsh Arabs.'38

It is unclear how many civilians were killed in the undeclared war in the NFZs. UN officials documented 144 killed by bombing in 1999. On 25 January 1999, for example, a guided missile killed more than ten people when it struck a civilian neighbourhood in Basra, according to the UN's Office of the Humanitarian Coordinator for Iraq. Baghdad claimed that 323 civilians were killed and 960 injured between December 1998 and the beginning of 2001.39

There was no effective parliamentary scrutiny of this secret, permanent war, as with so many other policies considered in this book. A Defence Committee inquiry into the NFZs failed to mention civilian casualties and kept to the myth that 'coalition' aircraft (ie, British and US) acted only in self-defence. It also stated that its view on the legality of the NFZs was the same as on Kosovo: 'of dubious legality in the current state of international law' but 'justified on moral grounds'. It supported the aim of 'establishing in the United Nations new principles governing humanitarian intervention'.40

Thus the all-party committee concluded that military action can be viewed as moral even when it is illegal, and that we should set about rewriting the law so that it supports our policy – a nice illustration of the thinking of the British political class, consistent with New Labour's attempts to rewrite international law to suit its interests in Iraq.

The irrelevance of human rights

British planners have always claimed that they are acting to support the human rights of Iraqis. They have had various recent chances to show such a commitment; how have they fared? Let us turn first to the issue of sanctions.

Sir Timothy Garden, a former Air Marshal and director of the Royal Institute of International Affairs, has written that 'the international community has had a remarkably successful policy of containing the Iraq problem', referring especially to sanctions.41These were imposed in August 1990 when Iraq invaded Kuwait and have been consistently renewed every six months since. The US and Britain have ensured that sanctions remain in place, defying much of the rest of the world, as report after report shows their devastating impact.

Sanctions have helped to kill more children per month in Iraq than were killed on September nth. The UN estimates that 500,000 Iraqi children under five have died since 1990, as a result both of the sanctions and the effects of the Gulf War in 1990-1. Former UN humanitarian coordinator for Iraq, Denis Halliday, has said that the death toll is 'probably closer now to 600,000 and that's over the period of 1990-98. If you include adults, it's well over 1 million people.' An August 1999 Unicef report found that under-five mortality had more than doubled since the imposition of sanctions. It said in 1997 that 'malnutrition was not a public health problem prior to the embargo. Its extent became apparent by 1991 and the prevalence has increased greatly since then ... By 1997 it was estimated about one million children under five were chronically malnourished.' Such is the reality of the 'remarkably successful policy' to which Sir Timothy Garden was referring above.42

Certainly not all the human suffering in Iraq is the result of sanctions; Saddam Hussein's brutally repressive regime is also responsible. But as the UN Security Council's Panel on Humanitarian Issues put it: 'Even if not all the suffering in Iraq can be imputed to external factors, especially sanctions, the Iraqi people would not be undergoing such deprivations in the absence of the prolonged measures imposed by the Security Council and the effects of war.'43

A July 2000 report by the UN Secretary General noted the 'suffering of Iraqi children' and the 'immediate and long term costs [of sanctions] to children, including the collapse of health and education infrastructures . . . and increased infant morbidity and mortality'. And an article in the US establishment journal, Foreign Affairs, estimated that Iraqi deaths from sanctions exceed the number 'slain by all so-called weapons of mass destruction throughout history'.44

The British government that now professes its commitment to the human rights of Iraqis has, for the previous decade, consistently rejected the overwhelming evidence about the impact of sanctions. Foreign Office minister Brian Wilson said bluntly in February 2001 that 'there is no evidence that sanctions are hurting the Iraqi people'. Tony Blair had previously informed the House of Commons that 'we reject claims that the Iraqi people are suffering because of sanctions'.45

To me, these are simply cold-blooded apologias for the slaughter of children. The reality is that Britain has helped to kill people by the tens of thousands in Iraq; indeed, it is likely that Britain has contributed to the deaths of more Iraqis than Saddam. London's attitude is no different to Washington's: when asked about the deaths of half a million children from sanctions as a result of the US policy of containment, US Secretary of State under Clinton, Madeleine Albright, replied that it was a 'hard choice' but that: 'We think the price is worth it'.46

Former UN Humanitarian Coordinator in Iraq Denis Halliday resigned in protest over sanctions and has since said that 'this policy constitutes genocide and Washington and London are responsible ... It... is a deliberate policy to destroy the people of Iraq . . . We are in the process of destroying an entire society. It is illegal and immoral.'47

Halliday's successor in the role of Humanitarian Coordinator to Iraq was Hans von Sponeck, who also resigned in protest against sanctions. Together they have written:

The UK and the US, as permanent members of the [UN security] council, are fully aware that the UN embargo operates in breach of the UN covenants on human rights, the Geneva and Hague conventions and other international laws . . . The two governments have consistently opposed allowing the UN security council to carry out its mandated responsibilities to assess the impact of sanctions policies on civilians. We know about this first hand because the governments repeatedly tried to prevent us from briefing the security council about it.48

Many international lawyers argue that, even though the sanctions are applied by the UN (though in reality maintained by the US and British veto), they are nevertheless violations of international law. A report written for the UN by Belgian law professor Marc Bossuyt, for example, notes that 'the sanctions regime against Iraq is unequivocally illegal under existing international law and human rights law' and 'could raise questions under the Genocide Convention'. Former US Attorney General Ramsay Clark has said the economic blockade is a weapon of mass destruction, 'a crime against humanity, in the Nuremberg sense . . . The blockade is a weapon for the destruction of the masses, and it attacks those segments of the society that are the most vulnerable. Inherently, it attacks infants and children, the chronically ill, the elderly and emergency medical cases.'49

Sanctions against Iraq have violated the majority of the articles in the preamble of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, while a protocol to the Geneva convention states that the starvation of children is illegal and ethically indefensible. As a signatory to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, Britain is also obligated to 'take appropriate measures' to reduce child mortality, to ensure necessary health care to all children and to combat disease and malnutrition, all of which have been exacerbated by sanctions.50

Whitehall has claimed that only the Iraqi regime is responsible for suffering in Iraq and Tony Blair said that 'the Iraqi authorities can import as much food and medicines as they need. If there are nutritional problems in Iraq, they are not the result of sanctions.'51

In response, Halliday and von Sponeck noted that in October 2001 the US and Britain were blocking $4 billion in humanitarian supplies, which was 'by far the greatest constraint on the implementation of the oil-for-food programme' (the deal whereby Iraq is allowed to sell its oil in exchange for importing food). They noted a UN report stating that the Iraqi government's distribution of humanitarian supplies was fully satisfactory and concluded that 'the death of some 5-6,000 children a month is mostly due to contaminated water, lack of medicines and malnutrition. The US and UK governments' delayed clearance of equipment and materials is responsible for this tragedy, not Baghdad.'52

In May 2002, sanctions on Iraq were renewed and the sanctions regime moderated in a way likely to relax the policy of holds but with potential 'dual-use' goods still needing approval. By this time $5 billion in goods were being blocked, about 90 per cent by the US and Britain. This included $4.6 billion of humanitarian supplies, according to the UN Office of the Iraq Programme.53

Items blocked by Britain in the 1990s included boxes of nail polish and lipsticks, consignments of paper for hospital doctors, cotton for medical use (swabs, gauze etc), water purification chemicals, a consignment of children's bicycles, and a consignment of ping pong balls from Vietnam. Drugs, various medical supplies and even such basic items as soap and syringes, have either been permanently blocked or delayed to the point where their usefulness has been eroded. Antibiotics have been held up for so long they passed their sell-by dates. The government admitted in January 2000 that it had held up the delivery of 'a number of vaccines which were of potential dual use concern'.54

Von Sponeck and Halliday have sought to 'encourage people everywhere to protest against unscrupulous policies and against the appalling disinformation put out about Iraq and by those who know better, but are willing to sacrifice people's lives with false and malicious arguments'.55

However, British policy has been met by a terrible silence on the part of parliament and much of the media. It is simply amazing that a government policy which, by credible indicators, has led to the deaths of hundreds of thousands of people has been widely met with only murmurs of objections, and sometimes outright support, in the mainstream political culture. The political class has acquiesced in the deaths of half a million children.

The second test of the British government's commitment to human rights concerns the worst atrocities committed by Baghdad against the Kurdish population in northern Iraq in the 1980s. These past brutalities are now regularly invoked by the Blair government to justify attacking Iraq. It is simply amazing that Blair is able to deploy this argument without immediate ridicule from journalists and others, in light of London's backing for Saddam at that time.

Before the country became an Official Enemy by invading Kuwait in August 1990, Western policy had been to support Saddam's Iraq since it served two useful functions: first, fighting the new Ayatollah's regime in Iran and second, brutally suppressing Kurds in Iraq: London has always opposed full self-determination or statehood for the Kurds for fear of destabilising its allies in the region, principally Turkey and Iraq.

From 1980 to 1990 Britain provided £3.5 billion in trade credits to Baghdad – critical economic support that had the effect of freeing up resources for the Iraqi military. British ministerial trade missions were regular throughout the war years and continued as Iraq used poison gas against the Iranians in 1983-4. In 1987, following the extension of export credits after UK-Iraq trade talks, a Department of Trade and Industry press release noted that 'the new facilities amounted to an expression of confidence in UK/Iraq commercial relations'.56

Britain sold Iraq £2.3 billion worth of machinery and transport equipment between 1981 and 1990, according to DTI figures, much of it military-related. As early as January 1981 the Cabinet's Overseas and Defence Committee, chaired by Prime Minister Thatcher, was discussing how to 'exploit Iraq's promising market for arms'. In the 1980s, Britain exported a huge range of equipment to Saddam's war machine, including explosives, electronic surveillance equipment, a launch site for Exocet missiles, long range radio systems, pistols, rifles and shotguns, military vehicles, fast assault craft and night-vision equipment.57

Ministers permitted exports of much 'dual-use' equipment knowing they would be used to make weapons and help Baghdad build up its arms industry and develop weapons of mass destruction: this was clearly revealed in the Scott enquiry into arms to Iraq in the mid-1990s, brilliantly analysed by Guardian journalist Richard Norton-Taylor.58A secret June 1988 report by MoD official, Lt. Col. Richard Glazebrook, for example, warned ministers that 'UK Ltd is helping Iraq, often unwillingly, but sometimes not, to set up a major indigenous arms industry.' He stated that Britain's contribution to Iraq included establishing a research and development facility to make weapons, machinery to make gun barrels and shells, and a national electronics manufacturing complex. Taken together, the exports represented 'a very significant enhancement of the ability of Iraq to manufacture its own arms and thus to resume the war with Iran.'59

Machine tools from the company Matrix Churchill played a major role in this. Its final batch of exports was approved on 17 July 1990, two weeks before Iraq invaded Kuwait, sold knowing they would be used to make shells and missiles. Indeed, even after the invasion of Kuwait, Britain sold 5,000 shells to Jordan, despite knowledge that it was a diversionary route for exports to Iraq.60

One of the absurdities of the current crisis is that London and Washington are attacking Iraq supposedly on the basis of the latter's development of weapons of mass destruction aided by London and Washington. Exports from Britain included three tonnes of sodium cyanide and sodium sulphide, that can be used as nerve gas antidotes, delivered in April 1989, and plutonium, zirconium, thorium oxide, and gas spectrometers, all essential for nuclear technology. A 1992 UN report noted that Matrix Churchill machine tools exported to Iraq had 'technical characteristics required for producing key components needed in a nuclear programme'. An unnamed nuclear inspector told the Independent in November 1992 that machinery supplied by Matrix Churchill was at an engineering complex used for producing gas centrifuges and at a manufacturing site involved in producing calutrons, needed to make nuclear weapons.61

In March 1989, the government agreed to provide export credits to underwrite goods from Matrix Churchill that a civil servant warned were bound for an Iraqi 'chemical weapons factory'. The previous month, ministers approved another batch of Matrix Churchill exports to Iraq that included computer-controlled lathes capable of making shell casings or centrifuges for enriching uranium. In 1990, Foreign Office minister William Waldegrave approved an Iraqi order for integrated circuits capable of being customised for use in nuclear weapons, chemical and biological warheads and delivery systems. In the end this equipment was not provided because Baghdad delayed providing letters of credit.62

The month before Iraq invaded Kuwait, the US tried to persuade the Foreign Office to prevent Britain's export of vacuum furnaces to Iraq since they could 'enhance Iraq's nuclear or missile capabilities'. Waldegrave nevertheless approved this export but the August invasion made it academic.

Defence Intelligence Staff warned in the 1990s that there was a 'strong possibility' that British chemicals exported to Egypt were being passed to Iraq; nevertheless, many licences were granted by ministers. Exports to Egypt also included parts for ground-to-ground missiles which could be adapted to fire chemical weapons. After the Gulf War, UN inspection teams in Iraq discovered missiles of the same type fitted with nerve-gas warheads. International Military Services, a wholly owned subsidiary of the MoD, supplied chemical agent antidotes to Jordan despite repeated warnings from the Defence Intelligence Staff that they were likely to be diverted to Iraq. Thatcher personally signed a £270 million military package to Jordan in 1985, which included the sale of 1,000 chemical warfare training suits. In fact, Britain sold Iraq 10,000 NBC (nuclear, biological and chemical) protective suits which the Iraqis might have used for their first experimental use of poison gas against Iranian troops in late 1983.63

This trade continued throughout the late 1980s when Baghdad was ordering the destruction of 3,000 Kurdish villages in a gruesome terror campaign (the same Kurds we now are 'defending' out of our natural humanitarianism). A key date is March 1988, when Iraqi forces used poison gas at the town of Halabja, killing 5,000 Kurds, an event now invoked to show that the Saddam regime is the personification of evil. While this is surely true, London's reaction then was instructive.

As noted above, many military-related exports were approved to Iraq after March 1988; in fact, London deepened its military support for Saddam after Halabja. First, the government expressed its outrage over the use of chemical weapons by doubling export credits for Baghdad, which rose from £175 million in 1987 to £340 million in 1988. A DTI press release of November 1988 cheerfully boasts that export credits 'are almost double those for 1987' and 'this substantial increase reflects the confidence of the British government in the long term strength of the Iraqi economy and the opportunities for an increased level of trade between our two countries following the ceasefire in the Gulf war.'64

Second, the government made it easier to sell arms to Iraq by relaxing the export guidelines. Five months after Halabja, Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe noted in a secret report to Thatcher that with the Iran-Iraq peace deal agreed in August 'opportunities for sales of defence equipment to Iran and Iraq will be considerable'. The secrecy of this policy was vital, since, as one Foreign Office official noted, 'it could look very cynical if, so soon after expressing outrage about the treatment of the Kurds [at Halabja], we adopt a more flexible approach to arms sales.'

In October 1989 Foreign Office minister William Waldegrave noted of Iraq that 'I doubt if there is any future market of such a scale anywhere where the UK is potentially so well-placed' and that 'the priority of Iraq in our policy should be very high.' The government had already allowed numerous British companies to exhibit equipment at the Baghdad arms fair in April, attended also by arms salesmen from the government's Defence Exports Services Organisation.65

Third, the government only went through the motions of protest at Iraq's use of chemical weapons. For almost a year after Halabja Whitehall refused to concede that Iraq had definitely used chemical weapons, stating that the evidence was 'compelling but not conclusive'. Only in January 1989 did it admit that the evidence was 'convincing'. The US organisation Human Rights Watch recently said that when it collected evidence of abuses at Halabja and elsewhere in the Kurdish region at that time, the Foreign Office ignored it. It also said that the government was 'singularly unreceptive' to its campaign to indict the Iraqi regime at the international court of justice.66

Consistent with a key theme of this book that Britain tends to side with aggressors, Whitehall did manage at this time to block some chemical warfare-related exports to Iraq. A story on 26 April 1988 in the Independent noted that British export restrictions were preventing a group of scientists and doctors sending defensive equipment to Kurdish civilians attacked with poison gas. The report noted that 'according to the group their attempts to buy equipment have been rebuffed by companies acting on instructions from the Ministry of Defence.'67

Britain's backing for Saddam in the 1980s also ensured that London turned a blind eye to Iraqi assassinations of political opponents abroad, including in London – a form of terrorism, that is, at which our leaders now supposedly reel in horror. Britain even helped train the Iraqi military under Saddam, though little is publicly known about this programme. MI6 is believed to have put Barzan Tikriti, then Saddam's chief of intelligence, into contact with former SAS officers to train Iraqi special forces at a sensitive military location in Iraq.68

The extent of US aid in developing Iraq's weapons of mass destruction has recently emerged in reports by the US Senate's Committee on Banking, Housing and Urban Affairs. They reveal that the US sold anthrax, nerve gas, West Nile fever germs and botulism to Iraq up until March 1992, even after the Gulf War, as well as germs similar to tuberculosis and pneumonia. Britain sold the drug pralidoxine, an antidote to nerve gas, in March 1992. US assistance included 'chemical warfare-agent precursors, chemical warfare-agent production facility plans and technical drawings, chemical warfare-filling equipment, biological warfare-related materials, missile fabrication equipment and missile system guidance equipment'.69

Soon after Halabja, the US approved the export of virus cultures and a $1 billion contract to design and build a petrochemical plant the Iraqis planned to use to produce mustard gas. 'The use of gas on the battlefield by the Iraqis was not a matter of deep strategic concern', Walter Lang, a former senior US defence intelligence officer recently told the New York Times.70

The third test: Forgetting Turkey

If London's support for Saddam during brutalities against Kurds is widely known, what is not widely known is a worse recent case of similar atrocities committed by our ally, Turkey, again with British backing. Tony Blair has said that Britain 'could not allow in the case of Kosovo ethnic cleansing and genocide to happen right on the doorstep of Europe and do nothing about it'.71But this is simply untrue, if we look at this other country on the doorstep of Europe, next door to Iraq, which further reveals the British government's attitude towards human rights.

Then Defence Secretary George Robertson said in 1998:

I hope that the Turkish government will use their discretion and wisdom when the world community is focusing on the iniquities of Saddam and will be as generous and humanitarian to the Kurds as they have been in the past.72

These astonishing words were said of a Turkish government that over the previous four years had destroyed 3,500 Kurdish villages, made at least 1.5 million people homeless and internally displaced, and killed untold thousands more. Turkish abuses committed in the campaign against the PKK Kurdish organisation in the southeast of the country reached their peak in 1994-6, but have continued in the New Labour years.

In that peak period of atrocities, the British government under John Major stepped up arms exports to Turkey and continued trade links and normal diplomatic relations. The figures show that Britain delivered more weapons (£68 million worth) to Turkey in 1994 – the year Ankara began major offensive operations against the Kurds – than in previous years. Exports trailed off the following year and reached a new peak of £107 million in 1996. Britain also provided export credits for arms and military equipment in this period, reaching £265 million worth in 1995. British equipment was used by Turkish forces for repression, including armoured cars and the Akrep vehicle, produced locally in Turkey under licence from Land Rover, which was used by Turkish forces pursuing Kurds over the border into northern Iraq.73

Only eleven export licence applications for arms and military equipment to Turkey were refused between 1 January 1994 and November 1997, spanning the end of the Conservative government and the beginning of the Blair government.74

Atrocities substantially decreased at the end of the 1990s since the scorched earth policy succeeded in terrorising the population and pacifying the region. The PKK renounced the armed struggle in 1999 and its leader, Abdullah Ocalan, was captured by the Turkish authorities. However, abuses against Kurds in the southeast of the country are ongoing, a story now almost totally buried in the media, while Blair's claims to be acting in defence of human rights in the region go largely unchallenged.

Kurds had been forced from their homes by government gendarmes and 'village guards' whom Ankara had armed and paid to fight the PKK. This was an arbitrary and violent campaign marked by hundreds of 'disappearances' and summary executions. Villagers' homes were torched, and their crops and livestock destroyed before their eyes. As of early 2003, hundreds of thousands of people forced out of their homes by Turkish security forces in this way are unable to return to their homes. Most live in poverty and conditions of overcrowding in cities across Turkey. Local governors and gendarmerie are forbidding some returns on the grounds that villages are within restricted military zones. Others have found that village guards have occupied their lands while many are too afraid to return lest they be detained and harassed. Governors are often refusing villagers the right to return unless they sign a form relinquishing all rights to compensation. The form also contains a declaration that excuses the state from criminal responsibility for the displacements.75

According to Human Rights Watch, 'the government village return programme is largely fictional and most abandoned settlements remain no-go areas, in some cases occupied by government-armed village guards.' Turkish forces are continuing sporadic forced evacuations and destroying houses in the Kurdish areas. In a number of recent judgements, the European Court of Human Rights has said that security forces are responsible for house destruction, torture, 'disappearance' and extra-judicial execution in the southeast of the country.76

Ankara scored a major success in January 2000 when the EU decided to make it a candidate for joining the EU (to be reviewed in 2004). Since then Turkey has tried to convince the world that it is drastically improving its human rights record. Human Rights Watch initially noted that Ankara's strategy 'consisted mainly of vague and general undertakings that were clearly designed to delay or avoid significant change'. For example, in October 2001 the government announced constitutional changes supposedly to improve human rights; but within forty-eight hours, a book by a Kurdish writer was banned, a local Kurdish politician was detained, trade unionists were indicted for preparing invitations to a meeting in the Turkish and Kurdish languages, a journalist was sentenced to twenty months' imprisonment and a magazine was shut down. By early 2002, Amnesty International was saying that 'no concrete steps have been taken at grass roots level to effect real improvement in the human rights situation.'77

Major human rights improvements did occur in 2002, however. In August the Turkish parliament voted to lift many restrictions on the use of the Kurdish language in broadcasting and education, ending decades of discrimination. Yet numerous restrictions on human rights remain: Turkish law continues to heavily constrain free expression, Kurdish former parliamentarians such as Leyla Zana remain in jail after a plainly unfair trial, and police torture remains systematic and widespread.

A former president of Turkey's parliamentary human rights commission has said that 90 per cent of imprisoned children have been tortured in police custody. Many lawyers and human rights defenders say the use of torture and ill treatment has increased in recent years while 'the climate of impunity for torture [has] remained unchanged', according to Human Rights Watch. It remains to be seen whether the new Turkish laws will have any effect on torture.78

How has New Labour reacted to this situation of horrific and ongoing human rights abuses on the doorstep of Europe and just over the border from Iraq? The government issued 101 export licences for arms and military equipment to Turkey in its first half year in office, from May to December 1997, rejecting just one application. Arms exports were worth £84 million in 1998, dropping to £9.5 million in 1999 before rising to £34 million in 2000 and £179 million in 2001.79

Dozens of Turkish military officers are undergoing training in Britain, as are the Turkish police, guilty of many of the worst human rights abuses. The police staff college at Bramshill even trained a chief superintendent from Northern Cyprus, brutally invaded by Turkey in 1974 and remaining under illegal occupation.80

Arms exports and training are to the real power brokers in Turkey, the military. The military's National Security Council does not make government policy and its role is technically an advisory one, but in reality it sets the parameters within which government policy is made. It can effectively remove prime ministers, as it did in the military coup of 1980 that instituted a bloody regime. It also did so in June 1997 when elected prime minister Necmettin Erbakan of the Islamist Welfare party was forced to 'resign' in an effective coup by the military.

A wire story just before the coup noted a classified report presented to Bill Clinton characterising Erbakan as having an 'unfriendly stance' towards the US, especially on the 'defence accord Turkey signed with the United States'. The report said that the Welfare party was threatening the country's secular status which 'was working perfectly for seventy years' and hailed the military as a 'guardian of the Turkish republics' secular character'.81

This effective coup against an elected leader elicited not the slightest concern from the British government, or media, as far as I can tell: testimony to the same contempt for democracy evident in the case of Russian destruction of Chechnya under elected president Maskhadov; and indeed evident throughout the post-war period (see chapter 10).

Turkish Chief of the General Staff, General Kivrikoglu, said in October 2001 that as long as there was a 'reactionary danger' – code for the threat of Islamist parties gaining ascendancy – the military would be ready 'for a thousand years' to intervene in politics. Human Rights Watch comments that 'there can be little confidence in the stability of democracy and law while the military openly threatens democratically elected politicians in this way.'82

Britain has consistently downplayed massive human rights violations by Iraq's neighbour, and never seriously pressed the Turkish government. London says that 'Turkey is an important partner for Britain and the EU, a NATO ally which provided vital support in the Gulf and Kosovo crises and a major market for UK exporters'. In 1998 Britain identified Turkey as 'a top emerging market' and initiated a campaign entitled 'Turkey – Positioned for Business', before tripling the number of trade missions in the country. Britain is the largest recipient of Turkish direct investment and its third largest export market.83

London has also aided Ankara by labelling the PKK a 'terrorist organisation', continuing Conservative policy. This supports Ankara's false framing of the conflict as a war against terrorism, and is similar to helping Russia in its framing of the conflict in Chechnya (see chapter 7). The Blair government has helpfully banned the PKK in the post-September nth clamp-down. While the PKK certainly committed atrocities, the Turkish government has committed far more and has been systematically repressing the culture and identity of the Kurds as it has proceeded to obliterate their homes. Despite this, the House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee can still note that because of Turkey's 'utter commitment to fighting terrorism, Turkey is an extremely valuable ally in the ongoing war against terrorism.'84

This echoes Ankara's special relationship with Washington. Most of the arms used by Turkey in its campaign against the Kurds were supplied by the US. Former Turkish Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit recently offered strong support for the US 'war against terrorism' because, he said, Turkey owes the US a 'debt of gratitude' since Washington 'had backed Ankara in its struggle against terrorism'.

New Labour also helped Ankara out by closing down the Kurdish TV station, MED-TV, in April 1999. In the same month, BAE struck a deal through its subsidiary Heckler & Koch to provide facilities for the production of half a million assault rifles for the Turkish army. Kamal Mirawdeli, a Kurdish poet, wrote to Tony Blair saying that 'thus, on the one hand, we were deprived of access to our language, culture and free speech through our own satellite channel; on the other you rewarded us for this by facilitating better killings of our children.'85

Britain under New Labour has been especially active in supporting Turkey's bid to join the EU. Robin Cook told the Foreign Affairs Committee that 'the question of rejection does not arise' – being inconceivable that Britain would invoke mere human rights atrocities to block Turkish entry.86While it may be true that joining the EU will force Turkey to improve its human rights performance, London's policy towards Ankara hardly betrays much concern for human rights, but rather with bringing a strategic ally firmly into the Western orbit. Past atrocities will, it can be safely assumed, remain forgotten. This contrasts to Iraq's atrocities, of which Blair reminds the British public every other day. Most media comment also ignores such atrocities: the debate on Turkish accession to the EU is confined largely to absurdities as to whether Turkey is 'too Muslim', or not, to be part of'Europe'.

There is even more evidence of the Blair government's indifference to human rights. While Britain and the US have been patrolling the northern 'no fly zone' in Iraq supposedly to protect the Kurds, Turkey has been more or less permanently invading northern Iraq in brutal pursuit of Kurds. The 'no fly zone' allows Turkish warplanes to operate in Iraq virtually at will. Ankara launched invasions with 20,000 troops in 1992, 35,000 troops in 1995, 50,000 troops in 1997, 10,000 troops in 1998, and 10,000 troops in 2000. Turkish forces have sometimes stayed for months while destroying villages and committing widespread human rights abuses. No other country has conducted so many invasions in recent times, all with the tacit consent of Washington and London. When the US and Britain launched their full onslaught against Iraq in March 2003, Turkey already had thousands of troops in the north of the country and was poised to conduct a deeper invasion.

Britain and the US have been more directly complicit in Turkish actions. An article in the US Air Force Times in December 1994 noted that:

When Turkish bombing missions ... are being flown, the Turks ground coalition aircraft... Turkish military officials are privy to virtually all intelligence gathered not only from Americans but from Britain and France . . . The Turks continue to have access to information from AWACS aircraft . . . The Turks also review American and British reconnaissance aircraft data compiled during Provide Comfort flights'.87

RAF pilots protested in 2001 about being ordered to return to their base in Turkey to allow the Turkish air force to bomb Kurds. The Washington Post reported that 'on more than one occasion [US pilots] have received a radio message that "there is a TSM inbound" – that is a Turkish Special Mission heading to Iraq.' The US pilots are then required to return to base. When the pilots flew back into Iraqi air space they would see 'burning villages, lots of smoke and fire'. When Turkey invaded in December 2000, for example, most patrols in the NFZ were suspended to allow Turkey to continue bombing.88

The House of Commons Defence Committee asked Defence Secretary Geoff Hoon: if Britain was 'supposed to be defending those Kurds in the no fly zone, what has been your reaction in relation to Turkey when those events take place?' Hoon replied: 'It is not something that I need to react to in my present position.' He added that 'it is not something that the government is specifically aware of as far as incursions by the Turkish government is concerned.'89

The argument that the British government is motivated by human rights concerns in Iraq is simply laughable. Humanitarian concerns are always invoked to justify terrible policies and Britain's real role in the world has other motivations – as we see in the next chapter, by looking at the first phase in the supposed 'war against terrorism' in Afghanistan.

Finally, in terms of the international community's approach to Iraq, the issue is not whether the Iraqi regime is evil – clearly it is – nor whether Iraq's people would be better off without it – clearly they would. To me, there are two important sets of questions: first, how regimes that abuse human rights, like Saddam's (and Turkey's) arise, and how in some cases they are enabled to develop weapons of mass destruction; second, how the international community should deal with such regimes. These are big questions and brief answers cannot be sufficient. But on the first, it is clear that Britain and the US are partly (though of course not solely) responsible, as they are for helping to create many of the world's monsters, due to their basic foreign policy priorities and their conception of 'international order', described elsewhere in this book.

In answer to the second question, my view is that there is surely hope for the world if all countries are treated equally according to due processes of international law and if genuine global cooperation is seen as paramount. Following these concerns would have been a better route to dealing with the Saddam regime, together with taking all steps to encourage the Iraqi people themselves to overthrow the regime, a strategy that would have been aided by the lifting of sanctions. British and US policy generally rejects action genuinely based on multilateral, legal and ethical standards to cover all nations equally, including themselves and their allies, like Turkey (and many others described in this book). Although this is a far from easy outcome to aim for, it has real prospects, not least given the stupendous power now available to those who control world order. The latter's pursuit of unilateral options puts them in the same camp, ultimately, as the Iraqi regime, and is making the world far more dangerous for ordinary people.
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