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Introduction

Violent turmoil and disorder within the Middle East has defined the first decades of the 21st century.  To many observers and analysts, the American invasion of Iraq in 2003 played a fundamental role in the cause of this instability.  Could the United States have avoided invading Iraq? Such a counterfactual question is unanswerable.  Among the reasons for the decision to invade were the possibility that Iraq was hiding weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), the ambiguity over its ties to terrorism in light of the 9/11 attacks, and the threat of the menacing and unpredictable tyrant of Iraq, Saddam Hussein, who had troubled American policymakers for over a decade.
 In dissecting these reasons to invade, scholars have often looked to the prewar “intelligence” provided by Iraqi dissidents on Saddam’s alleged WMD program that swiftly persuaded the U.S. government of the program’s imminent threat. There are still arguments over the vetting of that intelligence, the validity of the sources, and the officials who decided to use that intelligence to justify invasion, alongside a separate discourse over the lack of evidence that Saddam had any ties to the branch of Al Qaeda that conducted the 9/11 attacks. Above all, the biggest threat behind these reasons was the Iraqi dictator himself. Saddam Hussein had been an enemy of the United States for almost twelve years before the 2003 invasion, dating back to his invasion of Kuwait in 1990 that marked what became the First Gulf War.

 In an unprecedented policy unveiled in 1998, it became the official stance of the Clinton administration to “influence regime change” in addition to the already implemented containment of Iraq.
 Unfortunately, this policy was more a statement of position than a call to action. The Clinton Administration’s policy towards Iraq was once described as “rhetoric and a few symbolic airstrikes a month” a description that becomes only more unnerving in light of the eight years the United States spent at war in Iraq under President George W. Bush.
 The vast amount of literature surrounding the decision to invade Iraq focuses on other factors, as it is not typically the goal of historians to focus on “what ifs” or counterfactuals.  However, in the unique case of Saddam Hussein, it can be asserted that had he not been the dictator of Iraq, the United States would not have invaded in the spring of 2003. Saddam Hussein’s ruthless and cruel treatment of Iraqis, his resistance to United Nations weapons inspectors throughout the 1990s, his use of chemical weapons against his own citizens, and his history of suspicious relationships with terrorists are all attributes specific to Saddam’s rule of Iraq. It is for these reasons that I believe more attention should be directed to the time between the First and Second Gulf Wars. What were the United States policies toward Saddam Hussein during this crucial time period? 

In January 2000, the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) network put together a radio series called “The Survival of Saddam” aimed at helping the audience understand how Saddam Hussein had managed to remain in power for over twenty years at the time of the broadcast. The series featured an impressive lineup of Iraq and Saddam “experts”—namely members of Iraqi opposition groups, along with a few former CIA operatives who provided the American prospective on the horrific condition that Saddam had brought his country. Unbeknownst to the listener was the estranged relationship between several of the interviewees, who had all formally worked together for a common goal, and somewhat ironic to the topic of the series: the removal of Saddam Hussein. Frank Anderson, the former head of the Central Intelligence Agency’s (CIA) Near East Division, Dr. Ahmad Chalabi, the famous Iraqi exile and founder of the dissident group INC, or Iraqi National Congress, and Jalal Talabani, the longtime head of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) were all involved in efforts throughout the 1990s to unseat Saddam Hussein.
 


These efforts, known as covert operation DBACHILLES within the CIA, began immediately after the first Gulf War in 1991 and fell apart in a “blood bath” in the summer of 1996.
 The five years between its beginning and end saw figures such as Chalabi, Talabani, and Anderson as members of the same team, perhaps even allies, as they worked together to “create the conditions for the removal of Saddam Hussein” using propaganda, U.S. allocated funding, and commitment to uniting the fractured oppositional forces in Northern Iraq for a shared purpose.
 When they appeared on the PBS program, the three were estranged. Anderson left his position at the CIA at the end of 1994, Talabani’s PUK remained on the United States list of terrorist organizations (despite his assistance during the operation), and Chalabi had been blacklisted by the CIA since the end of 1996, following the end of the covert program.

 It is important to note that the PBS series was broadcast to a pre-9/11 world. It is a common and understandable argument amongst historians today that the 9/11 terrorist attacks served as a transformative event. Whether or not the United States would have invaded Iraq in 2003 if 9/11 had not happened is a question worthy of analysis, despite the present day understanding that the Iraqi government had no connections to the terrorists or prior knowledge of the attacks. 

***

The end of the Cold War left the CIA looking for a new mission, and new ways to help policymakers in Washington remain informed on threats that had not disappeared with the demise of the Soviet Union, such as Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. To begin unraveling the complicated background to the Iraq war, an important but overlooked piece of the puzzle lies in the CIA’s projects in the 1990s. From 1991 until 1996, the CIA conducted a secret war in Iraq that attempted regime change.
 Millions of dollars were authorized towards these efforts, and when the operation was compromised, more than 200 Iraqis who had worked alongside the CIA lost their lives. 

The most comprehensive study of the operation is currently a 25-page excerpt in Andrew and Patrick Cockburn’s Out of the Ashes (1999). Details are also revealed in John Prados’s Safe for Democracy that was published in 2006, though Prados himself stated that any primary sources regarding the operation are classified—he primarily used interviews and news articles to construct the story. Given that this operation has been considered the biggest and most expensive failure since the Bay of Pigs, why have the details not been declassified, studied, dissected and learned from? In an analysis of DBACHILLES, the inherent tension between covert action and the priorities of a global superpower becomes suspect. In an operation that resulted in the deaths of hundreds of Iraqis, and subsequently failed to achieve its goal of regime change in Iraq, was the covert program legally, and morally, justified?

The goals of this study are to analyze the limited available information about U.S. covert action in Iraq in the 1990s and present it for analysis, as well as to assess the morality, legality, and the overall utility of covert action, and in particular, operation DBACHILLES. This thesis is divided into two time periods for analysis, including the length of the DBACHILLES program (1991-1996) and President Bill Clinton’s second term in office (1996-2000). In particular, this thesis will be evaluating how the U.S. policy towards Iraq changed from desiring a different leader to liberation; including the Clinton administration’s halfhearted attempts at regime change, political interference, and a policy failure that fell entirely on the CIA. 

Regime change in Iraq became an official policy during President Clinton’s second term, and would eventually become one of the main goals of the war in Iraq. Ahmad Chalabi, who was formally shunned from the U.S. government, was invited to the table after the 9/11 attacks, and policies that had failed during the DBACHILLES program were tried again as if they had never failed before. In the twelve years that passed between the First and Second Gulf wars, policymakers could not commit to removing Saddam Hussein, which came at the price of a war whose greater implications still remain to be seen. Even as a failed case, DBACHILLES shows both why the United States needs covert action, and what policymakers must do differently in the future. The deeply flawed Iraq policy of the Clinton era set the stage for the next decade of problems in the gulf. It would take a war to do what was a supposed “priority” of the 1990s, and in this case, posing the question of “what if” is essential to understand the why, how, and what next that the United States is now obliged to see through in Iraq. 
Chapter 1: Operation DBACHILLES

The date is June 26, 1996. In the early morning hours in Salah al-Din, Iraq, the temperature hasn’t reached an unbearable level yet, but throughout the day the heat would become as insufferable as the anticipation inside the CIA DBACHILLES operation base, which to the average passerby was just another run down house.
 Rick Francona, a CIA case officer working on project Achilles and General Mohammad Abdullah al-Shawani, a former Iraqi general working with the CIA, are waiting inside for updates on the outcome of the operation. The operation had been compromised—that much was certain. When the phone finally rings, General Shawani and his wife are painfully surprised to hear the voices of their three sons on the other line. Their sons, all members of the Iraqi military, played crucial roles in the coordination and intelligence collection for project Achilles. They had risked their lives for the ultimate goal shared by the CIA and Iraqi dissident groups alike: ousting Saddam Hussein. In a manner representative of the character of the ruthless Hussein regime, the Shawani’s sons were calling to say their goodbyes.
 

The previous account describes one of the last mornings of the DBACHILLES project, or the Clinton administration’s multifarious efforts to remove Saddam Hussein from power that had begun more than five years prior under former President George H. W. Bush. The “DB” was the CIA designator for Iraq operations, and “Achilles” was a reference to what the CIA thought to be Saddam’s “Achilles heel,” the fractured Iraqi military, whose loyalty “even Saddam questioned.”
 The DBACHILLES project served as the Clinton administration’s last known covert attempt to remove Saddam from power. The announcement of the Iraq Liberation Act in 1998 marked the Clinton administration’s official support for regime change in Iraq, but amounted to more rhetoric than action. The DBACHILLES project had roots dating back to the beginning of U.S. hostilities towards Iraq in 1991 in the first Persian Gulf War, the financial backing for the creation of the Iraqi National Congress in 1992, rotations of CIA case officers starting in October 1994, and then the failed attempts in 1995 and 1996.
 Details have emerged that contradict some of the facts reported in the earliest studies of this topic. For example, Andrew and Patrick Cockburn’s book Out of the Ashes references aspects of the operation that have since been refuted in interviews and primary sources since its publication in 1999. After the invasion of Iraq, studies focused more on the WMD debate and the intelligence that was used to support it, or lack thereof. After the operation failed, the CIA’s efforts in Iraq shifted towards convincing members of the Iraqi military that, in the event of a U.S. invasion, it would be in their best interests to “go quietly”.
 While twenty years have passed since the conclusion of the program, important questions remain unanswered in the literature written about the DBACHILLES operation regarding the mechanics of the program as well as the problems associated with politics and covert action in general. 

In this chapter, I will piece together an operation that is scarcely known to the public but whose failure has frequently been compared to the size and scale of the Kennedy administration’s infamous Bay of Pigs.
 The analysis will involve a comprehensive study of the operation, why was it authorized, and what went wrong—all leading in to the long-term implications of this failure and highlighting the deeply flawed strategy of the Clinton administration. The idea that politics interfered in covert action in an inherently immoral way is one of the primary arguments about the failure of the Achilles program. This chapter analyzes how domestic U.S. politics undermined covert action and foreign policy in the case of DBACHILLES, which ultimately produced morally questionable actions. This chapter does not argue that operation DBACHILLES has been omitted from studies that detail U.S.-Iraqi relations before the war, but rather that its importance has been overlooked in light of the eight years the United States spent in the Gulf.
The Persian Gulf War


President George H.W. Bush experienced several great successes during his time in office from 1989-1992, though none of which secured his reelection. His administration witnessed the end of the Cold War, and the last decade of the twentieth century began with the fall of America’s longtime communist nemesis, the Soviet Union. The end of the Cold War also brought a series of new challenges to the CIA, which had been dealing with the threat of communism since its establishment in 1947. Critics of the agency asserted that the end of the Cold War meant the end of the reason for the agency’s existence, and one senator even suggested its responsibilities be “folded” into the State Department, but such a radical move would have been unlikely under Bush, who was a former director of the CIA.
 


When Iraq invaded Kuwait in the fall of 1990, countries quickly denounced this decision as a violation of Kuwait’s sovereignty, and the United Nations responded with Resolution 660, calling for immediate removal of Iraqi troops, followed by the imposition of economic sanctions.
 When it became clear that Saddam and his troops did not plan on leaving Kuwait, the United States formed a military coalition with 34 other nations. The United Nations set a deadline of January 15, 1991, as the last day for Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait before facing military retaliation.
 As the deadline came and went, President Bush signed National Security Directive 54, which marked the beginning of hostilities with Iraq.


Operation Desert Storm began initially with an air offensive deemed “Instant Thunder.” The air campaign was not followed by a ground offensive for over a month; the president was hesitant to engage the coalition troops stationed in Kuwait because of the estimates of several national security analysts who predicted high casualties.
 Nonetheless, on February 23, after giving Saddam another ultimatum to remove his troops, Bush ordered a full ground offensive against Iraqi troops in Kuwait. U.S. Marines headed the invasion, flanked by British, French, and American troops who rapidly took control of Southern Iraq and the highway to Kuwait. Saddam’s forces collapsed so quickly that on February 26, he ordered the remaining troops to retreat from Kuwait. This retreat ended up blocking the highway, giving coalition forces a chance to inflict one last heavy blow on the Iraqi army. Those trapped on the highway were killed instantly in what would later be deemed the “Highway of Death.” A temporary ceasefire was then issued on February 27, followed by negotiations and a full ceasefire on the February 28.


The last few weeks of the First Gulf War are now remembered as President Bush’s first and last opportunity to openly remove Saddam. His decision to end the war instead of sending the coalition troops to Baghdad was not critiqued immediately after the war, but in the years following, and especially after the 2003 invasion. When the war ended, the Bush administration felt that the primary mission had been accomplished, and that risking the lives of the coalition for a task that did not align with the original goals of the war would be dangerous and have far reaching consequences.
 However, Wafiq al-Samarrai, former chief of Iraqi intelligence and a soon-to-be crucial figure in the covert action plans of the Clinton administration, stated in 1997 that by the end of the war, Saddam’s troops had run out of ammunition and supplies. Al-Samarrai claimed that the army only had about two day’s worth of ammunition left when the ceasefire agreement was reached. His conclusion implies that had the coalition forces gone on to Baghdad, removing Saddam may have been a much easier task than they had imagined.
 This still left the issue of what would happen to Iraq if Saddam were removed by the coalition. President Bush’s National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft concluded that removing Saddam would leave the United States with the responsibility of determining “who the hell is going to govern Iraq.”
 


Bush’s unwillingness to finish the job of ousting Saddam had more immediate implications for minority groups in Iraq; some of the same people who would become critical allies in the covert war against Saddam: the Kurds. The Kurdish people living in northern Iraq were no strangers to Saddam’s brutality. Between 1987 and 1989, Saddam launched a series of attacks against the Kurdish region in what were called the “Anfal” campaigns. What ensued was the attempted extermination of the Kurdish population in Iraq. Saddam used chemical and biological weapons against Kurdish civilians in an attempt to destroy their will to fight for independence, which had roots in Iraq dating back to the 1970s. During the two years of attacks, Saddam’s regime committed genocide against the Kurds, slaughtering tens of thousands of people and leaving the region in ruins.
 At the conclusion of the First Gulf War, the Kurdish people, as well as some Shi’ite groups in the south, started a series of uprisings and rebellions against what they understood to be a gravely weakened regime. This decision to rise up against Saddam can be attributed in part to Bush’s speech in mid-February that urged the Iraqi people to “take matters into their own hands” and force Saddam Hussein to “step aside.”
 


President Bush can be criticized most harshly for encouraging rebellions but not helping them, as his decision not to wage a ground offensive in Baghdad could be supported by the argument that American lives were spared. Bush’s speech aimed at encouraging the Iraqi people to rise up against Saddam ultimately achieved its purpose, and uprisings in the north and south were waged amidst the disorder in Iraq. However, Bush’s statement was portrayed by some Iraqis as a promise of American support if uprisings were waged, and when they were, it was not given.
 Indeed, the Bush administration had an extremely different perception of what would happen after the Iraqi army was defeated. Additionally, aiding the uprisings would have been complicated for the administration given the political dynamics of the Middle East. Aiding the Kurds could imply support for an independent Kurdish state, which would greatly displease the neighboring Turkish government, and aiding the Shi’ites could encourage a “pro-Iran” policy in Baghdad, something the Bush administration particularly feared.
 In the end, the Bush administration simply watched the uprisings unfold, hoping that at best the Iraqi military would turn on Saddam because of the crushing defeat and his cruel treatment of the rebels. Instead, the opposite occurred. Saddam and the Iraqi army crushed the rebellions, killing some 350,000 people and leaving the Kurdish and Shia regions in pieces once more.
 


In 1994, President Bush acknowledged his misjudgment of the situation, stating:

 I did have a strong feeling that the Iraqi military, having been led to such a crushing defeat by Saddam, would rise up and rid themselves of him. We were concerned that the uprisings would sidetrack the overthrow of Saddam by causing the Iraqi military to rally around him to prevent the breakup of the country. That may have been what actually happened.
 

Because of Bush’s role in encouraging the uprisings, many believed he should have at least offered support to the rebels when Saddam’s army began to crush them with alarming brutality. However, the administration was clearly hoping for a coup and not a revolution, and a revolution was not something the administration was willing to get behind at that time.
 


After the end of the war and failure of the rebel uprisings, President Bush almost certainly realized that the job was not finished. Even as the middle of 2018 approaches, the only National Security Council (NSC) meeting still classified that occurred during Bush’s time in office took place on April 30, 1991, with the topic of “the Persian Gulf.”
 Agency employees and former members of the Bush administration have hinted that sometime during the beginning of May 1991, President George H. W. Bush issued a still-classified “lethal finding” that tasked the CIA with “creating the conditions for the removal of Saddam Hussein.” Presidential findings are used to authorize covert action, and a “lethal” finding entails a covert action program that is specifically targeted against certain individuals, and could ultimately result in fatalities.
 The finding was carefully written, avoiding any mention of assassinations, which are illegal under United States federal law.
 Frank Anderson, who served as the CIA’s head of the Near East division from 1991-1994, said that when the finding landed on his desk, he scribbled in the margins “I don’t like this.”
 Anderson stated that he thought the CIA had no capability to do this, no resources in Iraq, and no good place to begin.


There is no doubt that the nature and reach of the CIA had changed since the Church Committee’s investigation into the agency in 1975. In what is commonly referred to as the “CIA’s Family Jewels,” a Senate Select Committee investigation led by senator Frank Church unveiled tales of assassination plots, illegal surveillance, unauthorized operations, involvement in regime change, and essentially “25 years of Agency misdeeds.”
 A direct result of the committee’s findings was Executive Order 12333, which outlawed all types of assassinations, including indirect participation.
 Congressional oversight of the intelligence community was also back in the spotlight for congress again after the Iran-Contra scandal of the late 1980s. In 1991, President Bush passed the Intelligence Authorization Act of 1991, which defined covert action for the first time in a statute and also imposed a series of requirements pertaining to presidential findings on covert action.
 This would be the last time that legislation pertaining to covert action would change significantly after two decades of constant reforms, and it is worth noting because of the many problems that arose with the implementation of covert action in Iraq. 

These are the circumstances under which the Bush administration’s unofficial policy of regime change in Iraq was born. It would take another seven years before the Clinton administration would make it a part of official U.S. policy, but what happened in those years would help solidify the fate of Iraq.

Ousting Saddam: From Concept to Contemplation
“If the U.S. could have killed Saddam, it would have. And Washington could have found ample justification for its actions,” Kenneth Pollack stated in his study The Threatening Storm: The Case for Invading Iraq which was published in the fall of 2002.
 Pollack was an analyst for the CIA from 1988 to 1995 and he also worked for the NSC on two separate occasions.
 His book analyzes the problems the United States has faced with Iraq over the years, and he proposes several interesting points about the practical problems of assassination with respect to Saddam. Because of Iraq’s turbulent history of dictatorships, Saddam was well aware that his position was never secure. As Pollack stated, he was “obsessed” with his own security, usually carrying a weapon and wearing a bulletproof vest, among other precautions. He consistently traveled in caravans, and even ran decoy convoys with decoy Saddam impersonators to ensure that following him was complicated ordeal. His paranoia was apparently so extreme that he did not even sleep in the same place twice.
 Apart from personal security measures, Saddam organized his military in a hierarchal manner. The regular army was underpaid, did not have access to the capital, and patrolled the periphery of the country. The Republican Guards were somewhat better off than the regular army, but were also not allowed in the capital. At the top of the hierarchy were the Special Republican Guards, who work in the capital and did not follow orders of the General Command—they reported directly to Saddam. However, even the Special Republican Guards were not excluded from Saddam’s precautionary measures; officers among them were tasked with reporting to Saddam’s Special Security Service on the conversations and movements of their fellow officers.
 It is with these extreme measures that Saddam surpassed his predecessors as the longest ruling dictator of Iraq. As he stated before and clearly believed: “I know a person who betrays before he does.”


In 1993, a U.S. National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) titled Prospects for Iraq: Saddam and Beyond detailed what the Intelligence Community had deduced about Saddam’s position in Iraq and the most likely ways he would fall. The estimate discusses the probability of regime change in Iraq and the necessary factors needed for a coup to take place.
 The report states: “Any regime change would be sudden, violent, and fatal” and continues by outlining the most plausible causes: “Assassination by a person with access to Saddam or a military coup by officers he trusts appears to be the most likely ways in which Saddam would be overthrown.”
 The report also notes that since 1932, the Iraqi military has played an important part in all seven of the regime changes in Iraq. 
 

With these understandings about the nature of regime change in Iraq and virtually no where to begin, the CIA turned to Iraqi exile groups and one exile in particular, Dr. Ahmed Chalabi. Born in 1944 and raised in Baghdad, Ahmed Chalabi and his family moved to London in 1958 after the overthrow of the monarchy, fearing that their identities as Shias and former supporters of the monarchy would get them killed.
 Chalabi received a Western education, obtaining degrees from the University of Chicago and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, respectively.
 He never fell out of the loop with Iraqi politics, however, and after the Ba’ath party came to power in 1968 he frequently traveled to the Middle East, which is where he would establish connections with Iranian intelligence and develop a strong relationship with the Kurds, who were always anti-Ba’athist.  During this time he also forged relationships with American reporters and prominent news correspondents, which would serve as important connections for Chalabi in the following years.
 

Ahmed Chalabi’s years of persistence and connections in Washington made him a prime candidate for the CIA, which needed someone to provide direction and consolidate the resistance efforts in Iraq. Chalabi had been advocating for the creation of an umbrella resistance group since the U.S. announced hostilities with Iraq before the First Gulf War. It is thought that with President Bush’s “lethal finding” in May of 1991, Chalabi finally received the promise of American support to combine the various anti-Saddam oppositional factions, regardless of religious affiliation.
 In the coming years, this would prove to be the most difficult task of all, but at the time, the CIA saw it as the best option. Thus, the Iraqi National Congress (INC) was formed using covert CIA funds at a convention in Vienna in June, 1992.
 To do this, the CIA used a subcontractor, John Rendon of the Rendon group, to funnel the money. The premise of the INC was creating and distributing anti-Saddam propaganda, which fit into the direction of the presidential finding to create the “conditions” for the removal of Saddam Hussein.
 Chalabi, acting separately from the CIA, held a second conference in October, 1992, in the Kurdish controlled city of Salah al-Din, and established it as the official headquarters of the INC. He also drafted a charter and helped create an executive council which elected him as the chairman of the group, a move that infuriated the CIA because of his newly established status as a political leader instead of just a helping hand.
 He even proclaimed that he held the October conference because he knew the CIA would not be able to establish a base in northern Iraq for a long time.


Ahmed Chalabi was certainly a problematic figure for the CIA, and not just because of his independent initiatives and inability to be controlled. Chalabi had a far from perfect past, including convictions in a Jordanian court of embezzlement from the bank he established in Jordan in 1977, Petra Bank.
 John Maguire, a longtime CIA operative who had been working in Iraq since the start of the First Gulf War, attended the conference in Vienna to ensure that things went smoothly, and was one of the first case officers assigned to DBACHILLES to feel skeptical about working with Chalabi.
 He noticed that at the conference, Chalabi seemed to be telling different stories to different people, pitting them against each other and making himself the “bridge” that held them all together.
 Maguire stated: “As a case officer, you’re thinking, ‘Wrong guy. This will not work. This one’s gonna be too hard to manage.’”
 But nonetheless, the CIA moved forward with Chalabi and the INC, and Maguire and Chalabi would inevitably butt heads down the line. Chalabi’s connections to Iran also troubled the CIA, and for these reasons, the agency also started secretly working with a separate dissident group, the Iraqi National Accord (INA).

The Iraqi National Accord was a small group of elite Iraqi exiles, many of whom were ex-Ba’athists who had defected from the regime and shared the common goal of removing Saddam from power.
 It was established in 1990 and funded by the Saudis, and their head, Iyad Allawi, had a dodgy reputation prior to his defection. The CIA agreed to work with him only if he severed his ties with another member of the organization who was present at several executions during Allawi’s time in the Hussein regime. One study describes the INA as the CIA’s “pet project,” but John Maguire explained the INA’s role as a “balance” to Chalabi’s INC, chiefly because of Ahmed’s alleged ties to Iranian intelligence.
 Indeed, the INA did provide the most feasible alternative after plans with the INC went south in March of 1995. Theoretically, a group like the INC espoused the original goals of the presidential finding—influence by propaganda and dissident unity, which would hopefully inspire either a military coup or a revolution. However, the INA represented a group whose intentions were much blurrier in regards to legality, which is presumably why the CIA needed to be involved with the INC at the same time, as their proclaimed intentions aligned more with what the U.S. was legally permitted to do.  
Clinton Takes Over

As the formation of the INC came to a close at the end of 1992, so did President George H. W. Bush’s first and only term in office. William “Bill” J. Clinton, a democratic governor from Arkansas, won the presidency on November 3, 1992. One of the biggest issues that the Clinton campaign had focused on was President Bush’s lack of attention to domestic issues. Clinton’s promise to focus on the economy and domestic issues that Bush had “neglected” was a big part of his campaign platform.
 Iraq, in particular, has been described as less of a “personal matter” to Clinton like it was for Bush.
 In a speech at the beginning of his presidency, Clinton stated: “The people of Iraq would be better off if they had a different ruler. But my job is not to pick their rulers for them.”
 In this setting, it is interesting that President Clinton reauthorized former President Bush’s finding for covert action in Iraq, which would have been necessary for the program to continue operating.
 On May 18, 1993, Clinton’s new policy towards Iraq and Iran was announced by one of his advisors, Martin Indyk. The policy was titled Dual Containment, which called for the mutual containment of the two states and efforts to keep Saddam “in his box.”
 Some felt that Indyk’s announcement of the policy showed that the “senior level” had minimal concern or interest in Iraq or the policy, which this thesis argues becomes a major part of the narrative of DBACHILLES.

Meanwhile at the agency, there was an “intense debate” over whether or not to have a CIA ground presence in northern Iraq.
 In October 1994, Warren Marik, a CIA case officer and veteran of the covert war in Afghanistan, began leading four man teams in and out of northern Iraq to monitor the progress of the INC.
 Around the same time, Saddam sporadically mobilized his troops near the Kuwait border, which led to the U.S. responding by reinforcing military presence in Kuwait, and Saddam backed down.
 This was a confidence boost for the U.S. and their commitment to covert efforts in Iraq. It was shortly followed by the crucial defection of a high ranking member of Saddam’s regime, which raised morale among case officers and helped get a permanent CIA base established in Salah al-Din. General Wafiq al-Samarrai, mentioned previously, showed up at INC headquarters on December 2, 1994, ready to join the opposition.
 Al-Samarrai’s arrival solidified the agency’s belief that the Hussein regime was becoming weaker and covert action was of high importance. Less than two months later, the CIA finally established a safe house with a permanent team of CIA operatives in northern Iraq. Ironically enough, this is when DBACHILLES would begin to unravel. 

For starters, northern Iraq was riddled with sectarian problems. As a predominantly Kurdish region, the two major political parties, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) divided the region and were in constant conflict. Their leaders, Jalal Talabani of the PUK and Masud Barzani of the KDP were sworn enemies, and the INC’s new presence in region was the only tentative factor uniting the parties against Saddam. Barzani was particularly suspicious of the United States because his father, the former leader of the KDP, had worked with the CIA in 1975, only to be “sold out” when the Shah of Iran made a separate deal with Baghdad.
 This “betrayal” of the Kurds in the 1970s is just one part of a long and unfortunate history of American-Kurdish relations, a situation on which Henry Kissinger once commented to Congress: “Covert action should not be confused with missionary work.”

Robert “Bob” Baer was the head of the first CIA team to be deployed to the safe house in Salah al-Din in late January, 1995. A CIA veteran of almost twenty years when he arrived in Northern Iraq, Baer was surprisingly new to the field of covert operations, as he typically worked in collection. Baer’s foray into covert action in the spring of 1995 would mark the beginning of the end of the career of one of the CIA’s most accomplished employees, and inspire Baer to write a tell-all book about his time in the CIA and its bitter ending. 

In Bob Baer’s See No Evil, critical details regarding the first coup are filled in. The attempt took place on March 4, 1995 and is heavily debated as to whether it was officially sanctioned or not.
 On March 3, 1995, President Clinton’s National Security Advisor, Tony Lake, sent a cable to the CIA base in Salah al-Din, Iraq, which was received by the case officer directing the project at the time, Robert Baer. The message read: “The action you have planned for this weekend has been totally compromised. We believe there is a high risk of failure. Any decision to proceed will be on your own.”
  In his book, Baer is very critical of the events that followed, but still provides useful information about the specific details of the failed coup. At the time of the first coup attempt, Chalabi’s efforts with the INC and Baer’s attempts to unite the Kurdish parties in the North were not parts of a cohesive whole—and adding in Baer’s recruitment of General Shawani to help coordinate the efforts only complicated things further.
 General Muhammad al-Shawani was a former member of Saddam’s Ba’athist regime who fled to Jordan in the 1980s over fear that Saddam thought he was too popular, and thus a threat. General Shawani’s presence in Jordan caught the attention of the INA, as he still had three sons in the Republican Guard who were willing to provide him with information on the regime. One of Baer’s first tasks upon arrival was to meet with Shawani, and he, along with his colleagues, said the general was a remarkable man.

  Baer maintains that Washington left the operatives running the DBACHILLES project in the dark. He claims that all of his messages regarding updates on Chalabi’s plan and complications with the Kurds were avoided or just unanswered. When Lake’s cable came in the day before the plan was to be set in motion, everyone was confused and frustrated. Nonetheless, Baer relayed the message to Chalabi, General Shawani, Jalal Talabani and Masud Barzani.
 Talabani and General Shawani felt that it was too late to turn back—so on March 4th, they proceeded anyways. General Shawani’s part of the plan was shut down immediately; Saddam had grounded his special forces in Baghdad so that no one in the military could possibly join the fight.
 Talabani’s forces fought diligently, taking prisoners and crushing at least two divisions of Saddam’s defense forces.
 All the while Baer was sending live updates to Washington detailing the success of Talabani’s forces and requesting that the U.S. send immediate air support. According to Baer, Washington could not send air support because the administration could not verify via drone that the uprising was occurring. Talabani’s forces held up for a week, but were ultimately defeated. Baer was outraged, asserting that the U.S. missed “a historic opportunity to unseat Saddam Hussein.”
 At the end of his account, Baer adds a note with considerable irony: “So if we want him out now, it will probably take a war, not a coup.”

Bob Baer’s book is certainly a source that should be treated with caution, but his anger over the operation and his opinion on how it was regarded by policymakers should be noted in a broader analysis. I reached out to Martin Indyk, who Baer mentions several times in his book and specifically in his chapters about northern Iraq, for a comment about how Baer’s experience was viewed by people in the administration at that time. Indyk responded:

The version put out by Bob Baer is highly tendentious. Since he was out where the wildfires burn in northern Iraq, he had no visibility into what was actually happening in Washington. His CIA boss found it convenient to blame the NSC to Baer and to blame Baer to the NSC.  Such is the way with covert operations that go awry.  You should bear in mind that covert agents lie for a living.  If you watch Syriana (which was based on Baer's life as an agent) you'll see that he lied to everybody.

Martin Indyk’s statement speaks volumes as to how the Clinton administration may have regarded the covert program at that time. Kenneth Pollack also comments on the consensus in Washington regarding the March operation in his book The Threatening Storm, “Although it is unclear who back at the CIA headquarters knew what the CIA officers in the field were up to, no one in the administration had been aware of the operation.”
 However, while Indyk’s comment represents an insightful opinion on the situation, Pollack’s analysis, which was also mirrored in Out of the Ashes by the Cockburn brothers and Neighbors, Not Friends by Dilip Hiro, has been partially disproven by a Senate Select Committee Report that came out in 2006 titled “The Use by the Intelligence Community of Information Provided by the Iraqi National Congress.” The report focuses mainly on investigating information that the INC provided which may have influenced the 2003 invasion, but it begins with a “history” of CIA and INC involvement, in which Baer’s claims are justified. The report details a series of cables sent from field officers in Iraq to CIA headquarters, but does not mention any responses from either headquarters or the administration, although the cables were clearly received.
 The report also addresses the misconception that the field officers did not send updates on the program, and the false notion that Chalabi was planning a rogue operation, unknown to the CIA.
 The report recognizes how the CIA’s presence in northern Iraq, along with the establishment of a base in Salah al-Din, “signaled U.S. support” for the plan, but maintains that the details of the March coup plan somehow “never made it” to the White House.
 


For Bob Baer, who was sent home after the debacle and subsequently charged with conspiracy to assassinate a foreign leader, these findings would come as no surprise.
 However, they came out in a time when the focus had completely shifted to the faulty WMD intelligence, almost ten years after Baer’s claims of incompetence on the Clinton administration’s behalf. The Cockburn brother’s study maintained that there was a separate aspect of the plan known as “the bob plan” which involved a conspiracy to assassinate Saddam, but has since been proven to be a rumor because Baer was cleared. Whether or not the administration knew of Chalabi’s coup plans, several questions remain to this day: Why would a covert program in Iraq not be of a higher priority level to the president, whose administration was apprehensive about its very existence? How could updates on an operation be ignored or not requested for almost two months? Were Baer’s, Warren Marik’s, and Ahmed Chalabi’s claims about the promise of the operation true?
 And if they were, did the administration truly miss a “historic opportunity” to remove Saddam Hussein from power?

These questions only highlight a few of the problems associated with the failed coup attempt, to which there was presumably never an official investigation until the 2006 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) report. The report analyzed the history of the U.S. government’s relationship with the INC, focusing primarily on post-9/11 intelligence provided by the group.
  After the failure of the first coup, and in need of distance from the crumbling INC, the CIA moved on to its “alternative” plan. Operational planning continued to speed up and focus shifted toward Iyad Allawi’s Iraqi National Accord (INA) instead of the INC to be the main coordinators of the coup.
Andrew and Patrick Cockburn assert in Out of the Ashes that with the arrival of the new CIA director, John Deutch, shortly after the first coup debacle in March of 95, planning for the second coup became rushed and Deutch’s ulterior motives became more clear.
 The Cockburns cite several interviews with unnamed CIA personnel who believed that Deutch was using the CIA as a sort of “stepping stone” to get closer to becoming the new Secretary of Defense if Clinton was reelected in 1996.
 The Cockburns are not the only scholars to reference the election as the presumed cause for the urgency regarding coup planning. John Prados as well as Kenneth Pollack in his book The Threatening Storm mention the effect the election had on the coup preparations.
 The Cockburns mention several CIA personnel who were under the impression that there was a directive that detailed the utility of having the coup the summer before the election, but they believe it was and still remains “closely held.”
 Warren Marik described the change of pace as “pressure from the top for a quick kill—for a coup on a deadline—and we lost our way.”

From the “Congress” to the “Accord”


Even though the CIA was actively trying to distance itself from the INC, Chalabi’s funding was not immediately cut. Later in 1995, John Maguire was tasked with conducting an audit of the INC’s CIA funded facilities in northern Iraq, as Maguire was already in Amman working with the INA on the separate part of the project.
 Although Chalabi had frequently discouraged CIA personnel from visiting the facilities, citing “security concerns,” Maguire made a series of surprise visits to ensure that the INC’s $4-million-a-year propaganda budget was being used wisely. This was far from the case. Maguire reported empty broadcasting stations and abandoned newspaper facilities that hadn’t produced a propaganda newspaper in nearly eight months, though they were supposed to be producing 5,000 a day.
 He concluded that Chalabi was spending the money on his own agenda, on a large security force and an intelligence network in Iraq, which was not the purpose of the CIA’s funding for the INC. Maguire cut the INC’s budget on behalf of the agency, but received fierce accusations from policymakers that the CIA was trying to sabotage the INC.
 Maguire concluded that Chalabi was probably never interested in propaganda from the start—but that had been the CIA’s offer.


Meanwhile, the CIA’s planning with the INA continued in Amman. The specific details regarding this part of the operation are the most vague of the entire length of the DBACHILLES program. This plan was much more sensitive than promoting propaganda and funding the dissident groups of Iraq—the Accord’s plan involved the recruitment of, and frequent contact with generals in the army, air force, RG, and even the SRG.
 As mentioned previously, General Shawani’s sons were involved in this effort. The group had also received another important defector on August 7th, 1995—Hussein Kamel, Saddam’s son in law. The defection of Kamel was regarded as another sign that Saddam’s regime was weakening.
 When Chalabi heard about the advancement of the INA plan, he immediately flew to Washington to encourage CIA director John Deutch to shut it down—which was to no avail. Whether he was actually aware of the coup’s imminent failure due to its compromise and really did come to warn Deutch, or if he just wanted to be involved is still unclear. Chalabi claims he had sources who confirmed to him that Saddam had infiltrated the plot, but CIA officers claim otherwise.


Just one month before the operation fell apart, it seemed like the situation in Iraq was looking better to policymakers in Washington. At the end of May 1996, Saddam finally accepted one of the U.N.’s many offers of an “oil for food” deal, allowing him to export one billion dollar’s worth of oil every six months in order to help feed his population.
 On June 23, 1996, an article was released by the Washington Post titled: “With CIA’s Help, Group in Jordan Targets Saddam,” and detailed the CIA and INA’s presence in Jordan, citing the group’s “high contacts in the Iraqi military.”
 The article quotes a member of “the Iraqi opposition” who is critical of the INA’s plan, which the author, David Ottaway, unveiled to me as Ahmed Chalabi.
 Ottaway stated that he felt comfortable giving me Chalabi’s name because of his death in 2015, and the fact that the article did not unveil the coup plans, as it was originally theorized.
 It appears that even up until the end of the operation, Chalabi was attempting to get his word in the dialogue, which explains why several CIA employees thought he leaked the plan.
 The article contains quotes from Alawi, who is clearly optimistic about the plans, stating: “We believe the end is near. We have entered the final chapter in salvaging Iraq.” Unfortunately for Alawi, the CIA, and General Shawani’s sons, the covert program was nearly over. Whether or not the Washington Post article influenced Saddam to pull the rug out from under the DBACHILLES operation is pure speculation, but three days later on June 26th, he did just that.

There are two main theories as to why the second coup was compromised, though most scholars reference a potential combination of both.
 Because phone conversations in and out of Baghdad were closely monitored by the Iraqi Mukhabarat, Saddam’s intelligence service, the only viable way to communicate was via courier—people willing to drive in and out of Baghdad, sometimes more than 600 miles if the message was going to the CIA base in Amman.
 It is believed that the inevitable happened—a driver was intercepted, and was carrying one of the satellite communication systems that the CIA had allocated for the project. This is how the CIA was communicating directly with Iraqi soldiers in Baghdad, like the Shawani brothers, to give directions and receive updates. The interception is believed to have occurred in January or February, which meant that Saddam knew of the plans early on, and simply “waited, watched, and listened.”
 While this may have been the case, the Cockburns mention a general consensus within the INA that their organization was “riddled with Iraqi double agents”, which is why they felt like none of their bigger plans ever succeeded.
 Warren Marik agreed with this opinion, and never felt comfortable trusting ex-Ba’athists who were at one time loyal to Saddam.

Collectively, the secondary sources and literature surrounding the DBACHILLES operation rarely cite any government documents, as they are unavailable. The majority of the information they compiled in their studies cite interviews for factual evidence and news articles for insight on public awareness at the time.
 Because of this, the operation takes on a unique form—while its existence has been confirmed and former case officers and government officials have commented on the events that took place, almost all of the operational logistics and methods remain vague at best. It is arguable that if the second coup attempt had not been such a fiasco that it was picked up by the international press, the operation itself might have remained classified, given its failure. However, many Iraqi soldiers and civilians lost their lives as a result of the DBACHILLES program, and apart from acknowledging the numbers of the deceased, the sources do not have a conversation about the morality and/or legality of this sensitive matter.

All the blame of the failure of the DBACHILLES project in the media fell on the CIA. Headlines like “Hussein Torpedoed CIA Plot Against Him,” “Saddams CIA Coup,” “CIA’s Debacle Dodged,” “CIA Blamed for Saddam’s Survival,” and “Bay of Pigs Redux” have been sprinkled in the media through the years, but without much consequence. Since its failure, DBACHILLES has been a blame game in general, with fingers being pointed at almost everyone involved. Rick Francona accused Tony Lake, Clinton’s National Security Advisor, for caring more about the political ramifications of the program than the people involved.
 Bob Baer, John Maguire, and Warren Marik blamed Washington and the Clinton administration, which as the information has shown, is understandable. Some blamed Ahmed Chalabi for exposing the plot, and some believe the operation was doomed from the start. Nonetheless, the reactions among CIA case officers in the wake of DBACHILLES exemplify the deep-seated feelings that came out after the operation, and help tell the story of a program whose failure was much more expansive than few realized at the time. 

Enraged over the hesitance of the Clinton administration to help out in Iraq when the program failed, John Maguire wanted to quit the agency, but ultimately ended up going home to the U.S. to teach new recruits at the CIA’s training base for a few years, in desperate need of a break from being in the field.
 Warren Marik left the agency in 1997 and was accused by the new CIA director George Tenet of violating his confidentiality agreement with the agency by speaking publically about DBACHILLES, but charges never materialized.
 Bob Baer quit the CIA in 1998 after the charges against him were dropped, and went on to publish See No Evil. He said later that he felt as if he ended up being the “scapegoat” for the agency’s indecision.
 It does not seem as if Baer was mistaken—legality was clearly a very important matter to the Clinton administration when it came to covert action, which the evidence shows was one of the main factors that led to the program’s failure. 

Legality and Morality in Operation DBACHILLES

While assassination has been outlawed by the government since 1975, it does not stop presidents from looking for loopholes, which has been true in the case of Saddam Hussein ever since the First Gulf War. Brent Scowcroft, President Bush’s National Security Advisor elaborated on this matter in a documentary a few years after the war. “We don’t do assassinations, but we targeted all the places where Saddam might have been.”
 When asked if the U.S. had deliberately set out to kill Saddam if they possibly could, Scowcroft stated: “I guess… Yeah, that’s fair enough.”
 President Bush’s administration was in a state of waging war with Iraq, while the Clinton administration would essentially pick up the same task, but through covert, carefully monitored channels. 

At the heart of the legality of the DBACHILLES operation is the controversy as to whether case officers working on the project had violated executive order 12333, which fell directly on Bob Baer.
 Baer, as mentioned previously, led the first permanent teams operating out of the newly established operation base in Salah al-Din, Iraq.
 Before Baer arrived, teams of case officers were rotating through Kurdistan under the supervision of Stephen Richter.
 Baer had emphasized the need for a permanent base in the region to help ease Kurdish tribal tensions and keep an eye on the progress of the mission. On January 21st, 1995, he arrived in Salah al-Din to lead the rotating teams and would remain there for less than two months.
 After the coup planned for March 4th, 1995, went up in flames, Baer was summoned home to Washington and was immediately under investigation by the FBI for allegedly taking part in a “rogue CIA op that the NSC didn’t know about.”
 The FBI claimed that Baer knew that Saddam would be assassinated in the event of a successful coup—which would be a clear violation of executive order 12333.
 Baer denied these claims in See No Evil and was cleared from all charges within a year, but the damage to Baer’s loyalty to the Agency and to the reputation of the CIA had been done. 

The charges filed against Bob Baer are where I believe the true problems with the Achilles program are most clear. In See No Evil, Baer details a conversation he had with the assistant national security advisor at the time, Martin Indyk, in which he told Indyk and other personnel on the NSC that a nonviolent coup in Iraq was nearly impossible.
 With a palpable tone of sarcasm, he claims that the idea of a peaceful coup was “Washington’s fantasy” and “helped them sleep at night.”
 Six months after this conversation, Baer was deployed to Salah al-Din and would experience an irritating lack of response from Washington in relation to the coup planning until the time he was summoned home, as outlined earlier.
 In Baer’s narrative of the situation, a recurrent question arises: in Washington’s eyes, what would be the ideal outcome of a successful Iraqi coup? What did they think would happen to Saddam? And most importantly, why were they even there? 

Even before the coup attempts, the Iraqi National Accord was involved in a propaganda campaign that involved setting off homemade bombs in public places in Baghdad such as streets, restaurants, and movie theatres, to create the impression that Saddam was targeting and killing his own people. As a result of these incidents, it is believed that over 100 civilians lost their lives, which raises another issue surrounding the legality of the Achilles project.
 The INA was funding their propaganda campaigns with money that had been given to them by the CIA. Although there is no reason to believe that the CIA sanctioned the money to be used in this way, it could be argued as to whether supporting an organization that would take those measures or not monitoring how they allocated their funds was morally and legally acceptable. 

After an analysis of the available sources on the DBACHILLES program, personal interviews, and an evaluation of the Clinton administration’s policies, it appears the administration made a concerted effort to ensure that the program stayed legal in the eyes of the government. However, was this at the expense of its success? Baer’s lack of response from Washington was described by John Maguire as a calculated move by the Clinton administration. Maguire asserted that the Clinton administration wanted no part in the Iraq program, and would ultimately decide to end the program after Saddam started rolling people up, and try to move on as quietly as possible.
 For members of the INC and the sympathetic soldiers in the Iraqi armed forces, it would not be so easy. Robert Pelletreau, Clinton’s former Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs, was quite frank about the administration’s position on the issue; “It is very possible that a lot of INC people were killed … but the INC is an independent organization.”

In Arrows of the Night by Richard Bonin, which is useful to help explain Chalabi and the INC’s role in the operation, the author includes an interesting and somewhat humorous quote from John Maguire, who I also had the pleasure of speaking with. Of both parts of the program in general, Maguire stated:

“I think the White House felt really vulnerable. Publically, it professed to want the regime in Baghdad overthrown. But when Chalabi engineered the opportunity to do something about it, the administration backed away. If that was exposed, it would create a political firestorm for the Democrats. They would be accused of letting Saddam off the hook. I know there was a furious exchange of ass-covering memos about this between the White House and the CIA. I think in the end the calculated decision was made just to quash everything.”

Both Maguire and Pelletreau’s statements help to outline the Clinton administration’s feelings about the covert program in Iraq. It is clear that the administration could not risk a covert program making headlines, or Iraqi casualties pinned on Clinton’s botched operation. With Iran and Iraq “contained,” and reelection to focus on, President Clinton’s administration felt that as long as the program remained legal and out of the news, it was not a priority.
DBACHILLES has been discussed briefly in many secondary sources as a CIA covert operation in Iraq aimed at helping coordinate a cohesive force of dissident groups to initiate a coup d’état in Iraq. It is clear that the role of the CIA in the coup was secondary in nature; case officers were there to oversee the funding the organization was allocating to the dissident groups, provide operational training to the Kurds and other groups involved, and personally help to organize and recruit members of the Iraqi military.
 When the planned day for the coup came around, CIA case officers were not on the front lines fighting alongside the dissident groups, but rather at their various bases in and outside of Iraq, waiting for updates. It would be the CIA base in Amman, Jordan, that answered one of the operations secure phone lines on June 26th, 1996, to the sound of Saddam’s men laughing on the other end.
 The operation was over, and people involved like General Shawani’s sons were preparing to pay the price.

In light of the CIA’s indirect role in the operational planning and the statements from the National Intelligence Estimate from 1993, it is hard to believe that the CIA or policy makers in Washington expected Saddam to remain alive in the event of a successful coup. However, it is clear from both secondary and primary sources that there was a serious effort to make sure the operation remained legal in the eyes of the U.S. government, no matter what the outcome. 

In the five years that operation DBACHILLES was running in northern Iraq, CIA officers and Iraqi resistance fighters put their lives on the line for an operation that did not have the full support or attention of the Clinton administration, apart from ensuring it remained legal. When I asked John Maguire, a former case officer on project Achilles, about his opinion of the morality of Clinton administration’s treatment of the program, he said: “The whole thing was immoral, every last part of it.”
 Maguire was not alone in this opinion, as his colleagues shared some of the same frustrations about what happened in Iraq, even over twenty years later. 
To interpret this further and dig deeper into the issue of morality and project Achilles, I was able to conduct an interview with another former case officer who had been a part of the project from 1995 and remained in Iraq for almost a year after its failure. Lieutenant Colonel Rick Francona had a long history of military and intelligence service before being assigned as the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) liaison to the Iraqi Operations Group in July of 1995. Although his time with the DBACHILLES project was brief, he was able to explain some of the more complex issues surrounding the covert operation that would be difficult to deduce from a government document. 

In our conversation about whether or not he felt the operation would be a success, Lieutenant Francona was able to describe the general morale among the case officers on the program. 

We believed in what we were doing, and we really wanted it to succeed, but we just felt like we weren’t really getting the support—not from the agency, but from the state department, the National Security Council. The NSC really was a problem. They were so concerned that if something went wrong, it would blow back on them… Tony Lake, the National Security Advisor at the time, was very antagonistic towards our program… he thought it was going to be a big problem for the president. When we felt like we were in a position to do this in 1996, he (Lake) said: “We don’t need a foreign policy failure right now.”

From this statement, it is easier to see the huge gulf that existed between Washington and the IOG. While President Clinton had certainly authorized the covert program in Iraq, it is clear that at the time the IOG was conducting covert operations under this authorization, Iraq was simply not the top foreign policy concern to the president or the State Department. This takes us back to the outcome of the covert program in general. The case officers working on the program were more than willing to do whatever it took to make the operation a success, which was not the consensus among officials in the Clinton administration. While it cannot be assumed that the operation would have succeeded had the Clinton administration authorized everything the officers wanted to do, the responsibility for the outcome of the operation should not fall on them. 

Lieutenant Francona went on to discuss more of the problems the case officers faced while trying to move along with the project. As far as the legality of the program goes, Francona essentially confirms what this thesis concludes about the careful steps taken to ensure the program remained legal by U.S. definition. Of the logistics of the operation, and planning the coup, he stated: 

Our operation was to support the Iraqis so the Iraqis could do this. We were going to provide the money, the weapons, the training, the intelligence, the logistics… but this was going to be an Iraqi operation. And so whatever happened to Saddam was on the Iraqis. The problem is, back then, assassination was still a bad word. If someone told us: “Well I’ll go get him, I’ll kill him!”, you can’t say that to me… you need to arrest him (Saddam), and if he tries to escape, well… I think we’ve gone beyond that now, we’re going after people now. Had we had the tools available in 1995 that we have in 2016, maybe we would have done it differently.

The situation Francona is describing and the notion of assassination being a “bad word” turns back to the Church Committee’s findings and Executive Order 12333. As mentioned, the CIA was essentially working under the shadow of these findings, as well as the end of the Cold War leaving the agency without a clear direction or purpose. This helps explain some of the government’s anxiety over a covert program that could end with the removal or death of a foreign dictator—but also brings back the question of why the program was even authorized at all. If the Clinton administration was not willing to do what the officers thought was necessary to initiate an Iraqi coup, why have both Americans and Iraqis risk their lives for the project? 

Returning to the issue of morality and DBACHILLES, Lieutenant Francona explained his opinion on the morality of the operation in a manner that brings the bigger picture of the program into the light. 

I don’t get too much into the moral justification; I was in the military, I follow orders. I had no problem with the orders, I had no problem with the program and what we were trying to do because I had lived in Iraq… I saw what Saddam Hussein did to that country. I saw how he treated the people. I saw the abject fear that they lived in, and I said “Okay, I have no problem getting rid of this guy.” I really had no problem with any of the things we were asked to do. My biggest problem was not being allowed to do them. They gave us the mission, and then they tied our hands. 

He goes on to describe the last impressions he had of the program, and his opinions of the project as a whole speak for the most difficult part of discussing a failed operation in which many people lost their lives: did the ends justify the means?

I was pleased to be a part of it (DBACHILLES), but I was just sorry that we weren’t able to make it successful and I regret the tremendous loss of life… the people that were willing to stand up to get rid of Saddam, and paid the price. I think we all knew that eventually, Saddam was going to have to go… and I would have been much happier to do that without invading Iraq and losing 3,500 American troops. That’s something that stays with you.

***

The infamous question of “what if?” follows most historical events, arguably even those which do not end as badly as the Achilles project in Iraq in the mid 1990s. Aside from the immediate execution of 100 members of the INA, INC, and Iraqi Military, and the arrest and torture of over 200 people thought to be connected to the plot, thousands of Kurdish soldiers and civilians in Northern Iraq died in and as a result of the two failed coups.
 

After the operation ended in June of 1996 and the U.S. and other countries left the Kurdish region, Saddam’s military invaded the region and destroyed all that was left of the opposition.
 The same people that had worked side by side with U.S. intelligence and military officials and had risked their lives working with the U.S. to remove Saddam from power were left to face the wrath of the ruthless Hussein regime, alone. Dissident groups went underground, and the Kurds were again under the brutal grasp of Saddam. The opportunity had come and gone, and there would be no more talk of coup attempts until the arrival of the U.S. military in 2003. Here, the most difficult question emerges: what if the operation had succeeded? 

The operation did not succeed, and Saddam Hussein remained in power until forcibly removed and arrested almost seven years later. Certainly, if the Clinton administration had known then the gravity and consequences of invading Iraq and Saddam staying in power, it would have pursued a more ruthless foreign policy against Iraq and allocated more resources to making sure Saddam was removed from power. Maybe a harsher stance and more leeway for the case officers of project Achilles to do their job would have made enough difference that the coup would have succeeded, but we can never be certain. All that is left in a discussion of DBACHILLES is to determine what went wrong, and be sure never to repeat those actions. But as we discussed earlier, for an operation that has been compared to the Bay of Pigs, there is hardly any discussion on the legality of the program and none on its morality. Andrew and Patrick Cockburn sum up the gravity of the failed operation in a manner that seems to be avoided in other literature about the operation, which is not the fault of the authors, but the people who should have taken more responsibility for what happened during those five years; “So complete was the disaster that those concerned could only hope to avoid condemnation by pretending nothing much out of the ordinary had happened.”

It is undeniable that thousands of Iraqi lives were lost during the 1990s at the hands of Saddam Hussein. We also know that many of those lives were lost while participating directly and indirectly in the Achilles program. However, it is difficult, if not impossible, to assign full responsibility to one person or organization—but we can determine the biggest contributors. The case officers in the Iraqi Operations Group were simply following orders. They believed in the mission, and they wanted to see it through—Washington was the problem, and should take more responsibility for the failure of project Achilles, or even any responsibility at all. Washington’s approach to the Achilles project was a textbook example of a common phrase that is associated with covert action: plausible deniability. The government made sure commitment and guidelines surrounding the operation were vague at best to ensure that if, and when things went wrong, the U.S. would not have to answer difficult questions and be held accountable by the international community.

In summary, we must remember that the evidence available on project DBACHILLES is presumably only a fraction of the documents that detail the covert operation. However, the available literature and primary sources still serve as useful insight as to whether the operation was legally and morally justified. While there is good reason to believe that the operation was carefully and purportedly legally justified, even if through a significant loophole, the carelessness of policymakers and their disregard for information coming directly from the field, as well as their failure to take any form of responsibility for lives lost, shows the true nature of the morally suspect operation. With political and legal factors in mind, Washington did nothing to protect the lives at stake in the operation.  Yes, they were not American, but should that make a difference?  For the March 1995 aspect of the operation, a vague warning sent to Salah-al Din after weeks of silence was not enough to deter the soldiers who had been training tirelessly for the opportunity to remove a ruthless dictator from power, in hopes of a better life. In the case of the second attempt, Chalabi’s warning in March was overlooked and the coup deadline, set to the upcoming election instead of preparedness to fight, was adhered to.
 In both instances, no U.S. military or air support was provided, and Iraqi people died fighting for a goal they thought they shared. As one article surmised about the Clinton administration’s efforts towards regime change during DBACHILLES: “The result was a halfhearted attempt to do a job that called for all or nothing.”

For the officers directly involved, it is not so easy to forget about the failure of the DBACHILLES project as it may have been for policymakers who may have been thankful that no American blood was shed during the operation. The callousness towards Iraqi lives in the aftermath of DBACHILLES as well as the problem of carrying out covert actions when domestic political calculations are the priority are both issues worthy of reflection. Bob Baer was asked in an interview in 2009 by Christopher Ketcham if he had ever committed assassination for the agency, to which he responded: “Nope, sorry to disappoint, but I ordered the deaths of over 2,000 Iraqis in paramilitary operations. Does that make me an assassin or a mass murderer?”
 

In the PBS interview from January 2000, Frank Anderson said that at the current moment, Saddam Hussein was a manageable threat to the U.S., and simply “an unfortunate fact” to the people of Iraq.
 While Anderson is not the only person to ever be quoted saying callous things about the state of Iraq, it is a goal of this study to analyze how the policy of regime change became a policy of liberation, which will be examined in the coming chapter. The 1993 intelligence estimate serves as an important piece of comparative evidence, showing that the U.S. was originally less interested in “democracy” in Iraq. At the end of debacle that was DBACHILLES, Iraq was again pushed to the back burner of the Clinton administration, where it would remain despite a concerted effort to portray otherwise. Somewhere in Washington, John Deutch was getting ready to make one of his last appearances in front of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence to discuss what the administration was doing in Iraq, or lack thereof. Somewhere in London, Ahmed Chalabi was brushing off his fallout with the CIA, and getting ready to have another go with the U.S. government, but this time with a new focus: legislation. “Liberation” legislation.

Chapter 2: Iraq Policy and Clinton’s Second Term


Nearly 60 years prior to President Clinton’s second term, Winston Churchill famously described Russia as a “riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma.”
 In the context of World War II Europe and pre-Cold War Russia, his description correctly encompassed the complex nature of relations between Russia and the West at the time. The 1990s witnessed the emergence of a new world order—a world in which Russia did not dominate American foreign policy discussions, and the threats of Churchill’s time had long ago come to fruition in the shape of wars, unsuccessful military interventions, and failed covert actions over half a century. The political and covert battles of the 1990s took a new form, and the priorities of the Clinton administration were far from the up and coming epicenter of the early twenty-first century’s greatest concern: the Middle East. In an analysis of Clinton’s policies in 1999, one scholar harshly compared Iraq policy to Winston’s Churchill’s riddle-wrapped mystery.
 Unlike Churchill, however, Clinton offered no “key” or easy answer to the problem, and the failures of Clinton’s Iraq policy helped lead to the absolute chaos in Iraq under President George W. Bush. Could better Iraq policy under President Clinton have made a difference to the decision in 2003 to wage war in Iraq?


This chapter will highlight the failures of President Clinton’s Iraq policy during his second term (1997-2001), with emphasis on the stated goal of “regime change”—a policy that ultimately put Iraq on the backburner, supported contradictory legislation, and intentionally refrained from addressing the long-term problems in the Gulf. Iraq policy after Operation DBACHILLES was largely a continuation of the post-Gulf War policies inherited from former President Bush, despite the desperate need for reevaluation after five years of a failed program. As discussed in Chapter One, DBACHILLES constituted one of the biggest blunders of a covert action program since President Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs; however, Clinton’s second term began without a new plan or direction for Iraq, as the consequences of the failure unfolded on the ground. 
An overarching goal of this chapter is to address the shortcomings of President Clinton’s second term Iraq policy with respect to operation DBACHILLES and using covert action as a foreign policy tool. The implications of neglecting Iraq policy in the 1990s grow more prevalent with time despite the fact that focus is typically directed to the mistakes made just prior to the invasion. During his second term, President Clinton resisted changing policy in Iraq—at times even pushing to return to covert methods instead of enacting legislation. When George W. Bush took the presidency in 2000, Iraq became a priority because it simply needed to be one. After failed covert action in his first term and failed legislation in his second, President Clinton elected to leave the Iraq situation for the next president to handle—not because he was out of options, but because the options available to him were never made a top priority in his administration. The Clinton administration should be recognized for eight years of failing Iraq policy that preceded one of the most controversial wars in American history. 
Saddam Invades Kurdistan

On August 31, 1996—just two months after Saddam and his army crushed the last efforts of DBACHILLES, the Iraqi Army marched into Northern Iraq at the request of former Clinton administration ally Masoud Barzani and the Kurdish Democratic Party (KDP).
 Barzani and the KDP had been hostile to Ahmed Chalabi’s Iraqi National Congress (INC) since the debacle in March 1995, and after the CIA started wrapping up the program in June and July, many members still remained in Kurdistan.
 Saddam’s attack essentially targeted the INC and Jalal Talabani’s rival Kurdish party, the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), but it also marked the first time that Iraqi troops had been in Kurdistan since the uprisings after the Gulf War.
 

As Saddam’s army captured the largest Kurdish city, Irbil, Talabani and the INC reached out to the United States for air support, but their request was denied.
 On September 3, three days after the initial request, the United States responded by firing cruise missiles at “selected air defense targets” in Baghdad.
 Although the Iraqi army began to retreat from Irbil after the strikes, hundreds of INC and PUK members had already been killed, and the INC headquarters was in ruins.
 Clinton issued a statement on his decision to send cruise missiles into Iraq which also specified that he would be extending the southern no-fly zone in hopes of significantly impeding “Iraq’s ability to conduct offensive operations in the region.”
 He described Saddam’s latest offensive as an act intended to “add fuel to the factional fire” in Kurdistan and restrict the distribution of food and medical aid, which was headquartered in the North from Irbil.
 However, it is clear that a critical part of Saddam’s objective was to wipe out the remaining INC members and the remnants of the INC base, where CIA officers had run operations just two months prior.
 Not surprisingly, Clinton did not mention this in his press briefing, but his political opponents were quick to criticize his hesitance to act on the situation. Senator Robert J. Dole, the Republican presidential nominee in the 1996 election, criticized the administration for failing to stop Saddam’s military early enough to prevent the assault.
 Jalal Talabani saw the American refusal to provide air support as a grave betrayal, and even implied later that the administration missed a chance to help the PUK take out Saddam.
 However, with DBACHILLES as a telling example, it is doubtful that the administration would have capitalized on that “opportunity.”  Saddam’s brief invasion of Kurdistan showed Iraqis that his grip on the country was still strong and showed the opposition that the proclaimed U.S. commitment to their Iraqi allies was largely an empty promise. 


Just over two weeks after President Clinton’s retaliation against Saddam’s aggression, CIA Director (DCI) John Deutch gave a testimony to the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) about Iraq policy.
 Its purpose was to give the committee an idea of where the United States was heading in the Gulf, but it is safe to say that Deutch’s responses were less than satisfactory for the committee members, who received the testimony with irritation and difficult questions for Deutch.
 Unbeknownst to Deutch, his time as DCI was coming to a close, and he would be replaced by George Tenet following Clinton’s reelection. As previously demonstrated, several former CIA officers believed that Deutch was just using the position as a “stepping stone” to be appointed Secretary of Defense, but his lack of leadership during his time on the Achilles project was presumably one of the factors that solidified his demotion.


At the beginning of his testimony, Deutch asserted that years of sanctions and containment had failed, given that Saddam’s position was considerably stronger at the time.
 He claimed that Iraq was a clear intelligence priority for the CIA, and that there would be “no stability in the region” until Saddam was replaced.
 However, he did not offer a solution or any pragmatic findings when prodded by the committee to detail how this would be possible, but also emphasized that they were in an open session, so discretion was necessary.
 Deutch also made a comment about the Kurdish situation, stating: “we have much more sympathy for the Kurds than others do.”
 In a critique of Deutch’s responses, one senator responded by stating that the United States needs to be more clear about intentions with Iraq, and “not state that we’re going to remove Saddam when we don’t have the tools to do so.”
 

This type of dialogue would become a recurring theme throughout Clinton’s second term, as policymakers and the intelligence community deliberated over what was possible in regards to Iraq, and revisited ideas from Clinton’s first term as if they had never failed before. At the end of his testimony, John Deutch made a comment about the “liberation of Iraq” although he had spent the majority of his testimony explaining that Saddam, as a tyrant, was the chief problem.
 It was significant that the idea of “liberating” Iraq slowly eclipsed the idea of simply removing Saddam, which illustrates how talk of “liberation” was immensely different before 9/11.

At the time John Deutch made his testimony, Clinton’s Iraq policy had remained nearly unchanged since he took office, besides the subtraction of the Achilles program. Operation Northern and Southern Watch, the no-fly zones over Kurdistan and Southern Iraq, had been in effect since end of the Gulf War and would remain untouched by the Iraqi army during the nine years the zones stayed in place (despite Saddam allegedly offering a $14,000 prize to any soldier who downed a coalition aircraft).
 Saddam’s public stance on the no-fly zones was that they were a “Western plot to partition the region to seize control over its oil wealth”, which conveniently ignored the reason for the zone’s implementation, or the safety of the Marsh Arabs in the south and the Kurdish people in the North.


The no-fly zones were one of four established “pillars” of the Clinton administration’s Containment policy towards Iraq. The other three pillars, as described by Iraq scholar Peter Hahn, were the maintenance of economic sanctions, the inspections regime to ensure disarmament, and “punitive airstrikes on Iraqi targets when Hussein’s behavior seems threatening.”
 In sum, “Containment” was essentially political pressure, arms inspections, and sanctions to “contain” Saddam.
 Although it was proclaimed to be a policy tailored to Iraq and Iran, some scholars argue that it was devised more in regards to Iran and its menacing Islamic theocracy, while Iraq was a secondary thought.

This thesis does not attempt to determine the effectiveness economic sanctions imposed on Iraq after the Gulf War, but the sanctions are important to mention because they were a stated policy pillar of the Clinton administration that had a role in the public’s perception of his Iraq policy. Economic sanctions on Iraq were started under President Bush after Iraq invaded Kuwait in 1990 and were determined to be an integral aspect of ensuring that Saddam’s regime could not access the resources it would need to rebuild its WMD program.
 Both President George H.W. Bush and Clinton maintained that sanctions could be lifted when Iraq complied with United Nations resolutions, which stated that Iraq must disarm, return prisoners of war, allow inspections, and pay war reparations debt.
 The sanctions’ impact on ordinary Iraqis, along with the question of responsibility, is still heavily disputed among scholars, but the Clinton administration maintained that “Iraqi mismanagement, if not also deliberate policy, not sanctions, was responsible for malnutrition and deaths.”
 The administration was referring to Saddam’s stubborn refusal to comply with the sanctions and obstruction of any means introduced to help the Iraqi people, such as the Oil for Food program, which allowed Iraq to export oil to spend money on more food and medicine for the population.
 Sadddam’s regime originally declined the Oil for Food offer in 1995, but changed its mind and accepted it in May 1996, with shipments of food reaching Iraq in March 1997.
 It is thought that the program significantly improved the quality of life for Iraqi citizens, but critics of sanctions in general still argue that the children of Iraq suffered most from economic sanctions, not the regime.
 Other grievances about sanctions maintain that they rendered the population dependent on the government, prevented recovery from the Gulf War, disenfranchised the middle class, and increased anti-American sentiments.
 It is safe to say that sanctions were a controversial part of Containment and may have had detrimental effects in the long run, regardless of who should be assigned responsibility. 

It is clear, however, that Saddam managed to spend part of the limited revenue Iraq was making on personal pleasures, building an estimated 48 palaces for his family from 1991 to 1999.
 It is also safe to assert that the well-being of his people was not Saddam’s priority, which he made clear in numerous ways, such as expelling NGOs in 1992, which could have helped distribute food and medicine.
 While the Clinton administration’s continuation of Bush’s sanctions regime was expected given Saddam’s treatment of the U.N. resolutions, they at times could be less than sensitive about the perceived impact on Iraqis—always maintaining that Saddam was solely to blame. In an infamous interview on CNN’s 60 Minutes a few months before the 1996 election, U.N. Ambassador and future Secretary of State Madeleine Albright was asked about a new statistic that claimed more than 500,000 Iraqi children had died as a result of sanctions, to which she replied “I think this is a very hard choice, but the price—we think the price is worth it.”
 Albright later apologized for the remark, and wrote later in her autobiography about the images of suffering children shown in the media being “Iraqi propaganda” that did not illustrate Saddam’s role in the problem.
 In an interview in 2000, President Clinton even found himself hastily defending the sanctions and Saddam’s culpability in their continuation, arguing that Saddam just needed to comply with the UN for the sanctions to end.

Despite her callous comment, Madeleine Albright still campaigned alongside President Clinton, who won re-election relatively easily.
 His platform was based chiefly on domestic accomplishments, including emphasis on new social programs and the growing economy.
 He promised tax cuts, new jobs, and had a campaign slogan of “building a bridge to the twenty-first century.”
 Luckily for Clinton, failure in Iraq was not yet a rallying point for members of his Republican opposition.

Ahmed Chalabi’s Return to Washington

Ahmed Chalabi’s influence during the Clinton administration can best be seen in his crucial role in theorizing and passing the Iraq Liberation Act in 1998, just two years after his involvement in DBACHILLES came to a bitter end. After the fall of the INC in the summer of 1996, Ahmed Chalabi fled to his comfortable home in London, long before the Iraqi army marched into Kurdistan to kill any surviving members.
 In December 1996, the Hussein regime televised “confessions” of captured INC people before executing them, which most observers failed to notice, except Chalabi.
 Saddam’s manipulation and brutal execution of his former comrades infuriated Chalabi, who then vowed to return to fight for the INC’s cause as soon as things blew over.
 In early 1997, he flew to Washington to begin lobbying policymakers once more, with a goal of working his way back into the Clinton administration’s “good graces.”
 He had connections to Republican congressional representatives as well as friends in the Rendon group, which was the group that funneled the CIA money to the INC during DBACHILLES.
 Because the government had cut off funding to the INC in 1996, Chalabi desperately needed to find private donors to support the group. This goal would require him to mount an elaborate propaganda campaign. He thus pitched the INC’s “story” to friends he had at the ABC television network, which secured him a documentary in the Peter Jennings Reporting series.
 The documentary focused on the INC’s operations in Iraq during Clinton’s first term, and Chalabi was able to smuggle the ABC reporting team into northern Iraq to get “footage” of the INC at work, even bringing a few fellow exiles with him.
 The final version of the film narrated Chalabi’s “betrayal” by the CIA, and while it did not receive much publicity, it was important to legitimize the INC as group that did not need the CIA to survive.


Meanwhile, Chalabi continued his lobbying efforts in Washington, which eventually culminated in Congress allowing him time in a hearing on March 2, 1998, titled “Iraq: Can Saddam be Overthrown?” The hearing would also feature speakers such as former CIA director James Woosley and former State Department official Richard Haas, who were spoke on regime change, Iraq policy, and the idea of liberating Iraq.
 


Chalabi introduced himself to these congressmen and women present at the hearing as “the elected representative of the Iraqi people” and began his speech by talking highly of the INC’s past, asserting it was well known inside of Iraq and had a “large but unorganized following.”
 Chalabi’s statements  neglected the fact that most of the INC, apart from those in exile, were crushed by Saddam’s army in Kurdistan, but Chalabi was well known for exaggerating the strength of his movement.
 He went on to ask the representatives specifically for overt U.S. support, “not covert U.S. action”, which is a clear indication of his negative view of the CIA.
 He asserted that “millions of Iraqis are willing to risk their lives to fight Saddam” and that the United States could give the INC the tools to “finish the job.”
 Former DCI James Woolsey’s statement somewhat reiterates Chalabi’s but was more realistic about the time frame necessary for supporting the opposition. He called Clinton’s Iraq policy at the time “flaccid and feckless” and claimed that a policy of support for the opposition would take several years, and would not be easy, but it would be worth it.
 


While the hearing was largely a dialogue between the serving congressional representatives and the invited speakers about how the opposition might even go about taking down Saddam, there did seem to a general consensus of support for a broad-based resistance that could overthrow Saddam. There was, however, one skeptical commentator—Richard Haass, whose main concerns focused more on the long-term idea of sending in troops to back up the opposition. He stated: “What began as a liberation would very quickly look like an occupation, and I think we would get bogged down in Iraq.”
 Haass’s concerns seem prophetic in retrospect, but at the time, policymakers were looking for short-term solution to a difficult problem, which was exactly what Ahmed Chalabi was offering. 


Stephen Rademaker, Chief of the House International Relations Committee, heard one of Chalabi’s shorter speeches to a different committee and was taken by his argument. Rademaker would later be one of the people to help find sponsors for the Iraq Liberation Act (ILA). He and Chalabi agreed that the time was not right to introduce the bill at the end of February, so they “waited for Saddam to make a mistake.”


Ahmed Chalabi is often remembered as the man who headed the organization that provided faulty intelligence to the United States before the 2003 invasion, but his influence on American politics long predated the days of “Curveball” and WMD allegations.
 A recent New York Times article surmises that there seem to be two overarching opinions about Chalabi: people who believed he “tricked” the United States into invading Iraq and people who find him to be a “heroic dissident” who never got the opportunity to “transform his country.”
 Whether or not the congressional representatives present at Chalabi’s landmark hearing fell into one of those categories did not seem to affect his ability to steer U.S. policy in his favor. Chalabi’s lobbying efforts and his educated and charming personality heavily contributed to the formation of the ILA, and the INC were ultimately the primary beneficiaries of the legislation. It is extraordinary that an Iraqi man who was completely on the outs with the CIA after the debacle that was DBACHILLES was able to help change official U.S. policy to an unprecedented stance of “regime change”, which President George W. Bush would later cite as one of the reasons for the invasion in 2003.
 

However, one of Chalabi’s biographers, Richard Bonin, claims that Chalabi’s intentions were far from what would later become the reality in Iraq. “He didn’t want American boots on the ground, he wanted American planes in the air” Bonin claimed. This statement is reminiscent of Chalabi’s strong grievances with the U.S. government for not sending air support when the INC requested it in March 1995 or after the first failure of the DBACHILLES project.

Seven months after Chalabi’s Senate hearing, the Iraq Liberation Act was introduced into the House of Representatives and swept through unanimously, and then through the Senate, to become law on October 31, 1998.
 What was once called “Ahmed Chalabi’s Law” was conceived, introduced, and passed in less than a year, due to several factors, most notably the influence of the people who are now referred to as “neocons” or neoconservatives. However, during the months before the act was passed, there were many interesting developments in the media that give a unique insight into what the Clinton administration was considering for the growing problem of Iraq. 


Was the Clinton administration attempting to default back to covert action as the principle means of dealing with the situation in Iraq? Several news stories in 1998 and 1999 allege that the administration was heading directly down that path. On February 26, 1998, the New York Times published an article titled “CIA Drafts Covert Plan to Topple Hussein,” which reported the CIA was drafting plans for a “major campaign of sabotage” against Saddam Hussein.
 The article claimed that the covert program was months in the making and that the officials who disclosed it to them had deep reservations about the plan, which “shows the depth of their doubts.”
 The plan allegedly called for enlisting Kurdish and Shiite agents to “destroy or damage key Iraqi pillars of economic and political power.”
 Another article claimed that the plan was leaked by someone who opposed it to “remove the element of surprise” which inevitably, it did.
 While news leaks that detail secret government plans without providing concrete evidence should be viewed carefully, this particular allegation would make more than one appearance in the media. 


On January 5, 1999, allegations of covert action plans for Iraq returned in an article titled “U.S. Dispute Holds up Covert Iraq Operation.”
 This article, however, details an alleged dispute between the Senate and the White House over intelligence strategy in Iraq, and claims that a covert program had been “on hold” since mid-1998.
 To make matters more complicated, the article claimed that President Clinton personally intervened by speaking with SSCI members in an attempt to convince them of the new covert proposal for Iraq.
 His alleged argument was that it would “cost less” than the $97 million allocated to the ILA in October, which he had publically endorsed as the strategy that administration would take in Iraq come the new year.
  If these allegations were true, then Clinton was deliberately acting in opposition to the legislation he had signed in October 1998 that committed the U.S. to working overtly with the Iraq opposition. Ironically enough, the covert plan the article describes borrows key elements from DBACHILLES. The plan is described as a CIA attempt to “work directly within Iraq or aid the opposition groups headquartered inside or outside of the country.”
 It is curious that the administration was apparently revisiting the same options they so callously neglected during Clinton’s first term. 

Whether or not the plan described in the latter article was the same as the one “on hold” and leaked to the times is speculative, but the articles give affirmation to the apparent “prolonged stalemate” that the CIA was experiencing in reference to involvement in Iraq policy.
 Since the end of DBACHILLES in 1996, the only mention of the CIA in Iraq came in the form of articles denouncing the failed covert action program and its Iraqi counterparts. If the CIA were drafting a new covert action initiative, it would have been classified. Moreover, announcing covert action plans in the media would go against the purpose of covert action in general. The second article cites the Republicans as the ones who questioned and outright refused to fund new covert operations in Iraq. This makes sense given the ILA’s main proponents and benefactors—notably Ahmed Chalabi, who had openly expressed his disdain for covert action.
 Was the Clinton administration defaulting to the strategies that they had hesitated to support during his first term, at the expense of their success? Clinton’s Iraq policy changed considerably during 1998, which might be best exemplified by a statement he gave in a press conference in February: 

I don’t believe we need to refight the Gulf War. It’s history, its happened, and that’s the way it is. I don’t believe we need to get into a direct war with Iraq over the leadership of the country. Do I think the country would be better served if it had a different leader? Of course I do. That’s not the issue.

***

In early 1998, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright and Clinton were asked repeatedly by the press about whether the U.S. was considering using military force in Iraq. Both Albright and Clinton made it clear that the use of force was an option, but diplomacy and inspections were the chief strategy.
 On National Public Radio (NPR) on January 21, President Clinton was asked about potential military action in Iraq, to which he responded: “I prefer the inspections. I prefer the diplomatic pressure. I have not been trigger-happy on this. Some here in our country think we should have acted before, but I don’t think we can rule out any option.”
 Talk of military action in the Gulf had been spurred by Saddam’s latest refusal to allow inspectors into presidential sites, which was a violation of his agreement with UNSCOM.
 The media immediately looked to the administration for a response or answer to this violation, which they were clearly hesitant to give. Madeleine Albright seemed somewhat frustrated on CNN’s Late Edition on February 1 when she was asked by Wolf Blitzer “how close” the U.S. was to launching a military strike against Iraq, to which she remarked: “Wolf, we are saying constantly that we would prefer to have a diplomatic solution to this issue and that we are working with everybody to try to make that happen. That is the preferred solution.”


In the next few weeks, Madeleine Albright “canvassed” the globe to discuss military action with other members of the coalition such as Britain and France, which reluctantly consented, but at home, Clinton found opposition to the idea of taking military action.
 In a speech to the Joint Chiefs at the Pentagon on February 17, 1998, Clinton discussed how the coalition had been building up in the Gulf for weeks, and how the U.S. must be ready to use force if Saddam did not comply.
 Indeed, the content of Clinton’s speech seemed to be preparing the country for war, despite his and Secretary Albright’s comments just a few weeks prior. Had U.N. Secretary General Kofi Annan not negotiated a deal with Saddam in the coming days, it is unclear how the administration would have opted to respond—but what seemed to matter most was the appearance of firmness in a time of “crisis”, as it was deemed in headlines.


The spring of 1998 also witnessed the growth and expansion in the number of Clinton’s fiercest critics, who would later be called neoconservatives. Neoconservatives would also become some of the driving supporters behind the Iraq war under President Bush, after years of being fed up with Clinton’s Iraq policy and lack of attention to the issue. Conservatives in general had been suspicious of Saddam’s regime for quite some time. Their suspicions stemmed from allegations that Iraq had connections to the 1993 World Trade Center bombing.
 Another one of their grievances was that they found Operations Northern and Southern Watch too costly, which was an integral aspect of Clinton’s policy of Containment.
 The Republican Party had maintained the majority in the House of Representatives and the Senate since the 1994 midterm elections, which they kept for the duration of Clinton’s presidency.
 This was an issue for the administration, which would later be unable to stop the Republicans from pushing through new Iraq legislation.

The Project for a New American Century (PNAC) was a conservative think tank that formed in late 1997. One of its stated primary objectives was to openly encourage the Clinton administration to remove Saddam’s regime from power.
 PNAC gave neoconservatives a place to voice their opinions and grievances with the Clinton administration through editorials and articles that were sharply critical of Clinton’s Iraq policy, some of which would even be cited in congressional debates about the failure of Containment.
 On January 26, 1998, the group released an open letter to President Clinton to adopt regime change in Iraq as a part of official U.S. policy.
 The letter was signed by 18 influential conservatives, including Richard Perle, Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, and James Woosley, and it encouraged Clinton to use the upcoming State of the Union (SOTU) address to announce a new policy towards Iraq that encompassed “regime change.”
 The SOTU address, which the President gave the following evening, did not incorporate their requests, only focusing briefly on reiterating commitment to dismantling Saddam’s WMDs without any mention of a new direction for Iraq.
 For the Clinton administration, a new strategy in Iraq was not a priority, but the members of PNAC made it their mission.
 


PNAC may as well have included Ahmed Chalabi, who was a good friend of Richard Perle and had met with him several times in the fall 1997 and into 1998 to discuss promoting a new strategy for Iraq policy.
 For Perle, Chalabi was the perfect (if not the only) candidate for spearheading an opposition movement, and for Chalabi, Perle had the necessary connections in Washington to promote his cause—which he ultimately got the chance to do in the coming months.

The neoconservatives had a clear influence in Congress that long predated their reign under President George W. Bush. Although it would culminate with the passage of the ILA, they helped pass several other laws throughout 1998 that furthered their goals. An amendment to the Supplemental Appropriations and Rescissions Act, passed on May 1, 1998, allocated $5 million to the broad category of “Iraqi democratic opposition.”
 The money was not intended for military support, but for “organization, training, communication and dissemination of information, developing and implementing agreements among opposition groups, compiling information to support the indictment of Iraqi officials for war crimes, and for related purposes.”

The debates in Congress in the early months of 1998 show how quickly the idea of regime change was born and disseminated by the neocons. These debates also witnessed discussion about liberation of Iraq, the need for a new policy, and the shortcomings of the Clinton administration. In a debate called “Iraq Policy” in February, Senator Bob Kerrey maintained that Containment was not working, and claimed Iraq policy was as a battle of swaying public opinion and ensuring American public impression favored the United States over Saddam.
 Kerrey also asserted that a campaign like Desert Storm should not be the model for Saddam’s potential removal. He claimed the administration’s intervention in Bosnia, where the Clinton Administration effectively combined the threat of force with diplomacy to force a settlement, was a better example.

Important questions were posed in the debates that largely confirm the administration’s ambivalent stance towards Iraq over the years. In a similar debate titled “Establishing a Clear Objective in Iraq”, Senator Chuck Hagel posed the question: “What is the administrations long-term objective in Iraq? Do we have one? Or are we crafting a long-term policy to justify short-term actions?” Hagel then references a PNAC op-ed by Richard Perle which asserts that if the United States does go to war with Iraq, “the reason must be for more than just ‘short term sanctions enforcement.’”
 Perle’s article also claims that military action is “overdue” but suggests turning to the opposition.
 At this time, however, Perle’s discussion of “military action” is not a reference to a ground invasion, stating it would be “neither wise nor necessary” to deploy ground forces when “patriotic Iraqis” are willing to “liberate Iraq.”
 Liberating Iraq, as made clear in this debate, at the time meant ridding the country of Saddam, who the senators agreed was the key problem. Before 9/11, Perle and other prominent neoconservatives were not publically promoting the idea of a ground invasion, but rather calling for a new government, established and headed by Iraqis.

As the year wore on, there were several indications that the Clinton administration was not looking to make any drastic moves in Iraq. In August, Secretary of State Madeleine Albright called Iraq’s obstruction of U.N. inspections an “Iraq-U.N. problem… not a problem between Saddam and the United States.”
 Likewise, an article released at the beginning of October reported that White House was trying to “derail” a congressional attempt to shift policy on Iraq towards aiding rebels—a.k.a. the Iraq Liberation Act, which had just been introduced into the House.
 The Clinton administration may have been hoping that Containment and Iraq could stay out of the headlines for the remainder of his term, which had also been the case in early 1998 when reporters and congressmen were raising difficult questions about the next steps in Iraq. Nonetheless, President Clinton would be forced to turn his attention to the Iraq problem when the Iraq Liberation Act landed on his desk on October 31, 1998. At his hands was a bold shift in U.S. policy, and frankly a shift that had never been openly pursued by any president before: regime change.
 Chalabi and the neoconservatives had finally pushed through a piece of legislation that could change the entire dynamic of U.S. relations in the Middle East, and whatever attempts the Clinton administration made to try to stop the change in policy had not worked. The policy, though incendiary in content, would fail to do much of anything at all—and would eventually become just another case of Iraq policy negligence under President Clinton.

The Iraq Liberation Act of 1998

In October of 1998, the Clinton passed a piece of legislation that had the capability to drastically alter U.S.-Iraqi relations—though the administration would never give it the chance. The Iraq Liberation Act, signed and endorsed in a statement by Clinton, declared that the official policy of the United States was to “influence regime change in Iraq.”
 The act, though short in length, detailed the administration’s desire to “establish a program to support a transition to democracy in Iraq.”
 It authorized President Clinton to allocate $97 million to opposition groups within three months of its passage, but it did not require the President to use the funds.
 To do this, the ILA established criteria for choosing dissident groups to receive aid, including: commitment to democratic values, opposition to the Hussein regime, inclusion of a broad spectrum of individuals and groups, and commitment to human rights and Iraq’s territorial integrity.
 As justification for introducing the legislation, the ILA includes “findings” of Saddam’s international and domestic transgressions, dating back nearly twenty years to his decision to wage war on Iran.
 Other transgressions included the Anfal campaign against the Kurds, his use of chemical weapons against civilians, the invasion of Kuwait, and the regime’s attempted assassination of former President Bush in 1993.
 Though broad, the findings touch on Saddam’s brutal legacy as the ruthless dictator of Iraq. With the overall language and findings of the legislation, one could have easily assumed that the Clinton administration was making it a primary goal to rid Iraq of Saddam. This shift in policy is often referred to as “Containment Plus” or containment plus regime change, as the pillars of Containment would remain in place along with the new goal of regime change.


From the start, scholars asserted that President Clinton had “grave reservations” about the ILA, especially in regards to what would happen to Iraq if Saddam were actually removed from power.
 There was also a reported “deep division” between congressional Republicans and President Clinton over how aggressively Washington should pursue the goals stated in the ILA, a division that became difficult to conceal as Clinton’s time in office ended with no major developments in Iraq.
 Richard Bonin, the author of the book Arrows of the Night, asserts that the administration opposed the bill because it was tailored to Chalabi’s INC, which had been involved in the debacles of Clinton’s first term.
 While this may have been one of the reasons for the administration’s hesitation, there is ample evidence that the act truly did favor the INC, which could be why the State Department was charged with dispersing the Iraqi opposition money instead of the CIA, which was skeptical of Chalabi’s effectiveness—and him of theirs.
 Secretary of Defense William Cohen commented on Clinton’s endorsement of the ILA, which exemplifies the administration’s hesitance about the act, despite signing it into law: “He was not calling for the overthrow of Saddam Hussein. What he is saying is that we are prepared to work with opposition forces or groups to try to bring about in some future time a more democratic type of regime.”
 This “future time” that Cohen mentions does not fit the language of the act, or arguably the intentions of its creators. It did not take long for the administration’s half-hearted implementation of the act to attract criticism, even as early as January of the following year. One article charges the administration with not believing in the ILA, calling it “an empty gesture and a waste of tax dollars.”
 


The next several months saw Iraq in the headlines perhaps more than it had ever been during Clinton’s time in office, but not just because of the ILA. Saddam’s latest game of “cat and mouse” (as it was frequently deemed) with the U.N. weapons inspectors would come to fruition with their eventual expulsion from Iraq at the beginning of December.
 Iraq expert Peter Hahn noted that Saddam’s latest rebellion closely coincided with the open discussion about regime change that was happening in America media, so his actions were less than surprising.
 


Saddam’s decision to expel expulsion and refusal to work with U.N. weapons inspectors was once called “Baghdad brinksmanship”, which is a good phrase to describe the last few weeks of 1998 that found the Clinton administration in a bind with Iraq.
 Clinton clearly was aware that taking any kind of military action in Iraq would result in the end of the inspections program, as he mentioned publically in November.
 In an article by former Secretary of State Henry Kissinger from November 29, 1998, Kissinger is critical of the administration’s hesitance to use force in Iraq, claiming that each time Saddam expels inspectors and they are reinstated, both sides claim victory—however, the U.S. “wins the battles, but Saddam Hussein is winning the war.”
 Kissinger criticizes Clinton’s responses to each inspections crisis, noting that each time he implies he will use force, but the outcome remains the same.
 He also mentions that the administration cannot seem to accept that the issue is not the inspections, but the rule of Saddam.
 Indeed, Kissinger reiterates that he supports the opposition “in principle”, and puts forth several cautions that hone in on Clinton’s Iraq policy issues, past and present.

We should beware the siren song that a painless (to us) covert operation can enable us to sidestep the complexities of military confrontation. I favor supporting the Iraqi resistance in principle, but having seen such enterprises from the inside, I would put forward three cautions: They must be run by professionals, not adventurers; they must take into account the interests of neighboring countries, especially Turkey, Saudi Arabia and Jordan; and they require an American willingness to back the resistance movement when it gets into trouble, with American forces if necessary -- or else we will repeat the debacle of the Bay of Pigs and of northern Iraq in 1975 and 1996, when most of those we supported were wiped out or exiled. This is a tougher job than Afghanistan.

Kissinger’s warnings encompass the conundrum that the Clinton administration had created in Iraq in six years in office. While the Iraq situation was not an easy issue to inherit from former President Bush, the Clinton administration failed to support the Achilles program that was already taking shape when Clinton became president. Both CIA officers and Iraqi dissidents felt that the administration did not want to accept the liability the program posed, so they ignored it and denied any advancements in the program that could jeopardize Clinton’s re-election in 1996. At the end of 1998, the administration was out of options, and without a political majority in the House or Senate, covert action was certainly not one of them, as any attempt to propose a new covert program would be shut down by the Republican majority, which was demonstrated previously. As a Pentagon official said at the end of November, it seemed the administration knew that things were taking a turn for the worst in Iraq. “We knew we’d get back to square one with Saddam. We just didn’t think it would happen so quickly.”
 
Operation Desert Fox

From December 16 to 19, 1998, the United States Central Command (USCENTCOM) launched cruise missiles intended to attack military targets in Iraq because of Saddam’s unwillingness to cooperate with the United Nations.
 In what was deemed “Operation Desert Fox”, 600 bombs were dropped and 650 air sorties flown in a strike ordered to “protect the national interest of the U.S.”
 The operation did not involve any troops on the ground, and no American planes were shot down or damaged. Of the attacks, Clinton stated: “We had to act, and act now.”
 The administration considered it a “highly successful” operation.
 


Public opinion, however, was split on the issue. Some thought it was an appropriate action and even that the United States was not doing enough in Iraq, and others felt that the bombings (along with sanctions) were hurting civilians the most.
 Domestic opinion was not the only obstacle: France, Russia, and China were very upset by the strikes, arguing that as members of the coalition, they had never agreed to use force.
 In the coming weeks, those countries would begin to back away from any talk of long-term commitments in Iraq, and they even began to favor lifting sanctions.
 Peter Hahn critically evaluated the proclaimed effectiveness of the operation, stating that: “little of consequence was destroyed on the ground, but the bombing killed UNSCOM inspections” as well as upset the coalition, and removed the “eyes and ears” of the West.
 Some felt that the operation was necessary, claiming that it served as a sort of “middle way between damaging inaction and overreaching recklessness.”
 With his hands tied by Congress and a clear distaste towards the ILA, President Clinton chose to exert force in a short term operation to avoid casualties and appease his critics. This did not end up being the case.

The commander of USCENTCOM and Operation Desert Fox, Anthony Zinni, was critical of the regime change policy promoted by Paul Wolfowitz and others, and he says he felt like Desert Fox was the appropriate way to respond to Saddam’s aggression towards the U.N. inspectors. Zinni had deep misgivings about what a policy of regime change could bring, which he voiced publically: “I think a weakened, fragmented, chaotic Iraq, which could happen if this isn’t done carefully, is more dangerous in the long run than a contained Saddam is now.”
 Zinni felt that Operation Desert Fox was a sufficient deterrent to contain Saddam, which is arguably how the Clinton administration felt, too. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright called the attacks a shift to “force backed up by diplomacy,” which was the opposite approach from what the administration was doing before.
 However, Clinton’s National Security Advisor Sandy Berger gave a statement four days after the attacks ended, describing how “missiles and bombs are not enough to destroy the regime” as that was not the goal of the operation.
 Berger’s statement implies that more measures would need to be taken against Saddam to remove his regime, consistent with the goals of the ILA, but fell short of making any promises as to how the administration would achieve that goal.

***

Personal scandals made 1998 a particularly eventful year for the Clinton administration, which only exacerbated negligence towards the situation in Iraq. In the years since the Monica Lewinsky and impeachment crisis that defined Clinton’s second term, scholars have tried to determine how, if at all, the scandal affected his decision making. It is clear that Clinton participated less in dialogue with the press throughout the year, and one scholar describes him as “retreating” into the White House.
 In his statement explaining the Operation Desert Fox strikes, Clinton alludes that Saddam may have thought that the “serious debate before the House of Representatives would distract Americans or weaken (their) resolve to face him down.”
 Indeed, some senators accused him of ordering the bombing to deflect attention away from the impeachment, including one of the sponsors of the ILA, Trent Lott, who stated: “Both the timing and the policy are subject to question.” Senator Robert Smith said that Clinton had lost the “moral authority” to order air strikes against Iraq because he had a “severe credibility problem,” posing the question: “If he can’t tell the truth about this, is he telling me the truth about Iraq?”
 Smith at the time was a future presidential hopeful, so it is questionable whether he would have sided with Clinton anyway.
 There is no doubt, however, that Clinton’s personal life was under fire throughout the rest of his term, which is why some have suggested that he tried to divert the attention elsewhere. It is doubtful that Operation Desert Fox was only ordered as a diversion from domestic scandal, but as one scholar describes it, Clinton’s “peculiar” handling of the Iraq situation at the end of 1998 “cannot be divorced from the domestic political circumstances which surrounded it.”


Operation Desert Fox marked the last time the Clinton administration did anything concrete about Iraq, and the next two years witnessed frustration from the neocons over the stagnant Iraq Liberation Act. In his State of the Union address for 1999, Clinton briefly mentioned the “success” of Desert Fox before moving on to other issues.
 On February 4, 1999, Clinton finally released the names of seven groups were eligible to receive funding as a part of the ILA—among them were the INC and the Iraqi National Accord, another group that worked with the administration during DBACHILLES.
 However, one of the groups, the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution, denied the offer, claiming that it did not want to take aid from the West, which the Council felt would ruin the image of the Iraqi opposition.
 This designation did not signify the disbursement of any funds. Clinton was merely required to designate the groups which embodied the specified criterion.


The administration was still making some minimal efforts in Iraq to appear to be doing something about Saddam. A New York Times article from March 1999 discusses how bombs had been dropped on military targets every other day since the Desert Fox attacks, but they had still not eroded Saddam’s power structure.
 The same article discusses the administration’s perceived attempt to avoid discussing the bombings or strategy behind them, citing a major foreign policy speech that Clinton gave the same month which only mentioned Iraq once.
 The author also cites an unnamed source in the administration who claims Clinton is still hopeful for a military coup from within, and has limited faith in the opposition.
 The article’s claims don’t seem that contentious given a statement Martin Indyk made on April 22, 1999, which boldly asserted that the Iraqi National Congress “did not fulfill the requirement of a credible, broad based Iraqi political umbrella movement” based on “consensus” within the administration.
 Indyk’s statement is especially interesting given the fact that Clinton designated the INC as one of the beneficiaries of the ILA—but as discussed earlier, like the signing of the ILA—this may have been more of a formality than a statement of support for the group. 


Nonetheless, Madeleine Albright was tasked with appointing a special representative for transition in Iraq, a new post as a part of a proclaimed “long-term U.S. strategy of seeking political change in Baghdad”, to which she appointed diplomat Frank Ricciardone.
 While it is not clear how effective this position was, Ricciardone was once quoted after his appointment in a Turkish newspaper as believing a military coup was still the most viable option.
 Albright met with leaders of the opposition in May 1999 as an indication of the administration’s commitment, but also stated a month later that President Clinton was not ready to arm the opposition.
 On July 7, the heads of the opposition groups reportedly asked the administration if they would be willing to provide air support for a meeting in Kurdistan, which the administration declined to offer.
 Though they publically backed the opposition, the depth of their support was not enough to provide substantive help.

As 1999 drew on, it became clear that President Clinton was done worrying about Saddam and Iraq, if he ever had in the first place. On August 9, 1999, a group of congressional representatives including the principal proponents of the Iraq Liberation Act wrote President Clinton an open letter to express “dismay over the continued drift in U.S. policy towards Iraq.”
 The congressional representatives claimed that Iraq had not been a priority throughout the year as it should have been, and maintained that the administration was intentionally “distant” from the ILA.
 They listed their grievances about the administration’s lack of support for the act, claiming they were not giving the opposition enough political and material support, on top of the fact that none of the $97 million had been dispersed in the ten months since the ILA’s passage through Congress.
 The congressional representatives were not vague in their requests, imploring Clinton to reinstitute inspections and immediately begin a program of “meaningful assistance” to the opposition.
 They voiced their concerns with a clear reference to Clinton’s past Iraq policy decisions, stating: “If it does not violate U.N. sanctions for coalition aircraft to bomb targets inside Iraq, it should not violate U.N. sanctions to deliver munitions and other assistance to the opposition for use against targets inside Iraq.”
 The congressional representative’ letter affirms what this thesis has determined about Clinton’s treatment of Iraq policy: Iraq was simply not a priority, despite the evident need to make it one. The Iraq Liberation Act was not Clinton’s preferred way of handling the Saddam problem, and a new covert action program was not an option. Thus, the administration opted to let the remaining pillars of Containment run their course.

***


In September 1999, the State Department released a report titled “Saddam Hussein’s Iraq,” which was intended to summarize the American understanding of the Iraqi regime to date.
 The report comes to several conclusions about Iraq, though none entirely groundbreaking—including that Saddam continued to repress his people, threaten the region, obstruct international efforts to provide humanitarian relief, and that ultimately Iraq would not improve under Hussein.
 The report explains that the United States wants Saddam indicted for war crimes and prosecuted by an international tribunal but that gathering evidence will take time and effort.
 The report concludes by stating: “We do not seek to impose an American solution or a foreign occupation on the people of Iraq.”
 In sum, almost a year after inspectors left Iraq, a ground invasion or military solution was still not on the table. With the time in his term winding down, Clinton was preparing to pass the Iraq issue on to the next president.


The last year of Clinton’s presidency was certainly not spent focusing on Iraq, as there were other issues to address. One study summarizes the last year of Clinton presidency as focused primarily on the anti-ballistic missile treaty with Russia, diplomatic proceedings with North Korea, and the Israeli-Palestinian Peace Initiative.
 The same study concludes that Clinton’s determination to secure an Israel-Palestinian peace agreement “put an end to any serious consideration of a military-led regime change plan.”
 Clinton’s State of the Union address for the year mentioned Iraq once, committing the United States to “preventing Iraq from threatening its neighbors.”
 

Clinton’s neglect for Iraq policy was discussed in depth in a congressional hearing on June 28, 2000, before the Subcommittee on Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs, titled: “The Liberation of Iraq: A Progress Report.”
 The hearing featured statements from Senator Sam Brownback, Richard Perle, and even Ahmed Chalabi, who brought with him several members of the INC to demonstrate the group’s solidarity to the congressional representatives. The stated purpose of the hearing was to review the Clinton administration’s progress on implementing the ILA, though it was clear from the start that the hearing would be focusing on the lack thereof.
 Senator Brownback opened the hearing by stating: “I cannot understand why President Clinton signed the Iraq Liberation Act when he had absolutely no intention of implementing the provisions of the law.”
 He continues by detailing how the administration repeatedly insists they are interested in ousting the Hussein regime but have not even taken “minimal steps” towards that goal.
 The senator continues by summarizing the preceding few years of developments in Iraq, which he describes as having seen the end of the UNSCOM inspections, sanctions for several products, and the erosion of international support for U.S. policy towards Saddam’s regime.
 He elaborates by calling Saddam’s “devotion to amassing WMDs” the only remaining obstacle to “Iraq’s rehabilitation.”
 The senator mentions some interesting statistics about the implementation of the ILA, such as the fact that only $20,000 had been given to the opposition of the $97 million that was available.
 To conclude his introduction, the senator states: “Either Saddam is a long term threat or he is not. If he is, then we must do something. Short of invading Iraq once again, we must support the opposition… they have been treated with complete contempt by this administration.”
 Senator Brownback’s statement certainly conveys the frustration that he and the other proponents of the ILA likely felt, given that $20,000 is less than .02% of the allocated funding. He does pose an important question, which this thesis also touches on—why did Clinton sign the legislation at all? 
It can be surmised that Clinton signed the Iraq Liberation Act for two reasons: to make it appear that the administration was being proactive in Iraq, and to appease the Republican majority which could threaten his ability to get anything else done. The administration never intended to remove Saddam from office, nor did it intend to start a war over enforcing the U.N. resolutions. After the failure of the DBACHILLES program, the administration knew how difficult it would be to take Saddam out. What they appeared to realize, deep into Clinton’s second term, was that covert action may have been their preferred means of dealing with the opposition and countering Saddam. The Iraq Liberation Act was not the Clinton administration’s idea or priority, and its goals were far too ambitious for the second term president. Signing the legislation was just another formality, as the time to take action in Iraq had come and gone. 
Richard Perle, founding member of PNAC and outspoken Clinton policy critic, spoke next in the hearing, in which he made his stance on Clinton’s Iraq policy explicitly clear. “The word ‘policy’” Perle said, “is probably an overstatement in describing the administration’s attitude towards Iraq. Paralysis is probably more appropriate.” Perle’s statement mirrors Brownback’s in that he discusses the failure of inspections, the declining effectiveness of sanctions, and the fragmented coalition as reasons that the opposition must be supported, as they appear to be the last option. Perle was clearly in favor of a Republican administration to handle Iraq (in which he would end up serving under Bush), as he remarks on how the “evidence” shows that the Clinton administration has a short-term goal of getting past the election without “without a more visible catastrophe.”
 While clearly partisan on the issue, Perle does highlight some integral problems of the administration’s alleged support of the ILA, which Chalabi touches on as well. Chalabi mentions in his statement that he met with Vice President Gore a few days before the hearing, and he claims that Gore is willing to support the opposition, but through nonlethal training. Before handing the floor over to Chalabi, Perle sarcastically remarked:

And I hope that this time there will be some real progress to report, but I must say to you that unless the strategy is to bring down Saddam by inducing fatal laughter, the idea of training in civil military relations and the writing of press releases is not the way to advance the purposes of the Iraq Liberation Act.

As the hearing came to a close, Senator Brownback introduced Chalabi by saying he had hoped that he would not be present to speak at this kind of hearing, as he wished Chalabi could be in Iraq, organizing and pushing for the overthrow of Saddam.
 This is a clear reference to the administration’s unwillingness to guarantee air support for the INC to train and organize in Northern Iraq. Chalabi’s speech is brief, stating that the INC is the “only avenue towards peace in Iraq”, and expressing his hope that administration will eventually grant a request that the organization filed to access $8 million of their funds for the 2000 fiscal year, which was nearly halfway over by that point.
 Chalabi also claimed that many of Saddam’s military generals had defected and were sitting in northern Iraq, waiting for training, but whether this type of statement was true would have been impossible to confirm, given the absence of U.N. or U.S. personnel in Iraq.
 Regardless, the hearing served as the last open conversation between policymakers about Iraq policy during Clinton’s second term. As the election approached and the Clinton administration prepared to leave office, U.S. policy for Iraq in 2000 looked worse to many than it had in 1993 when Clinton took office, lacking inspectors and absent any substantial U.S. effort to enact change.

A Critique of Containment-Plus 

As a policy that predated the major invasion of Iraq, Containment Plus is not frequently praised, but there seems to be a lack of fault placed on the Clinton administration for neglecting Iraq policy to the point of its dissolution before Bush took office. Containment Plus was the name given to Clinton’s Iraq policy after the introduction of the Iraq Liberation Act in October of 1998. The “plus” is short for “Containment plus regime change,” meaning the “new” policy was just a continuation of the old one in addition to regime change being a stated goal of the administration.

Of course, other important questions emerge that are even more difficult to answer in hindsight, such as: What would have been a better policy than Containment plus? And as stated in the beginning of this study, could better attention to Iraq policy under President Clinton have made a difference in the decision to invade Iraq?


Peter Hahn, an esteemed Iraq scholar that this thesis has cited frequently, offers the following critique of Clinton’s Containment plus in reference to the Bush administration’s approach after the 9/11 attacks. “Whether an abridged version of Containment—the traditional methods bolstered by pressure to collapse the Hussein regime—would have worked remains a matter of speculation.”
 Hahn refers next to the benefit of hindsight, and how one could conclude that Containment was arguably “a fraction of the costs” compared to the Bush administration’s decision to invade, but such a conclusion probably goes without saying.
 Hahn’s study Mission Accomplished? is particularly useful to piece together the story and logistics of Containment, but might overstate Clinton’s commitment to the Iraq problem and actual support of his own proclaimed policies.
 


In The Political Road to War with Iraq, Nick Ritchie and Paul Rogers claim that Containment was unravelling when President Clinton left office, and argue that the administration was not prepared to commit to regime change “in the manner envisaged by the ILA.”
 They assert that the rhetoric of the Clinton administration was that of “hope of regime change at an unspecified future time, rather than decisive action to change the regime in the short to medium term.”
 Like Hahn, they conclude that Containment was probably the only and better option, despite its short comings.


The most critical analysis of Containment is in “Imperial Overreach: Washington’s Dubious Strategy to Overthrow Saddam Hussein” by David Isenberg, a notable policy analyst and Clinton critic. Isenberg maintains that the successful overthrow of Saddam could make things worse in Iraq, and suggested that sanctions be lifted in exchange for the continuation of inspections.
 Isenberg argued that if the U.S. could outwait an adversary in the Cold War, “Iraq should be no problem.”
 Of the Iraq Liberation Act, Isenberg remarked: “The ILA may go down in history as the single most ill-conceived attempt at covert action during the Clinton administration.”
 Isenberg’s critiques of Clinton’s Iraq policy is extremely slanted, but he did make some helpful observations about the conditions needed to foster regime change. He argued that Iraqi elites had few incentives to overthrow Saddam, as they could lose their prestige, wealth, and potentially their lives.
 Moreover, Isenberg said that the opposition was fragmented because they all had different agendas, along with philosophical, religious, and political differences.
 Even if the opposition could take power, he continues, they would not be able to keep it without massive U.S. backing.


David Isenberg’s evaluation of Clinton’s Iraq policy is harsh, but he did touch on several dilemmas that could arise if the policy were “successful” in its goals. However, Isenberg did not entertain the idea of an amended policy which does take out Saddam, and framed the debate as if there were only two possible solutions—supporting the opposition, which could send Iraq into civil war if Saddam fell, or amending Containment to focus on inspections and sanctions once more. His thoughts on supporting the opposition may have highlighted how some Clinton officials secretly felt about the ILA, which was best described in a New York Times op-ed: “Few in the administration have any idea who or what could succeed Mr. Hussein, except perhaps chaos.”
 


Hahn’s suggestion of an amended version of Containment working in lieu of the invasion does provoke some wishful thinking, but Containment need not have been amended if there were devotion to its clauses in the first place. This includes when a vital part of Containment was the CIA’s covert program with Iraqi dissidents, DBACHILLES. The failure of DBACHILLES was monumental, and the neglect and manipulation of Iraq policy to fit political agendas only gets more abhorrent with time. Iraq policy during Clinton’s second term needed the utmost attention in wake of that disaster, but instead it was left unchanged until the neoconservatives decided to make it their project. The failure of the ILA is not surprising in light of Clinton’s overall attitude towards Iraq, but it started a dialogue featuring America as the responsible “liberator” of Iraq, which would be given a new meaning after 9/11. Clinton’s desire to return to the covert action drawing board when the policy was not working only exacerbates the failure of DBACHILLES and the opportunity that had come and gone. This thesis does not argue that covert action could have been the ultimate “answer” in Iraq, but it was certainly never treated as a viable option, despite the fact that the program cost millions of dollars and put American and Iraqi lives in danger. Commander Anthony Zinni, who led Operation Desert Fox in 1998, claimed that “a policy of Containment succeeds if it is not allowed to fail.”
 The reality is that Containment under President Clinton was certainly allowed to fail, if not destined to do so without the undivided attention of the administration and their full commitment to a long-term goal in Iraq.

***


On January 20, 2001, George W. Bush was sworn into the office of the President of the United States, almost ten years after his father had found himself leading U.S. forces into Iraq. President Bush’s cabinet contained some of the same members of PNAC who staunchly supported regime change under Clinton, and even Richard Perle was given a position in the new administration.
 When Clinton left office, most of the Iraq Liberation Act money remained unspent, despite some “forced” disbursements to the opposition that Congress had enacted towards the end of 2000.
 Things were changing in Iraq, but for once, in a more positive way. The international airport in Baghdad reopened in October 2000 for the first time since the Gulf War, and on February 24, 2001, Bush’s Secretary of State Colin Powell announced that Saddam had not developed any significant capability in WMD.
 


The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 brought unprecedented change to international relations. Apart from the tremendous loss of life that marked one of the hardest days in American history, U.S. policy in the Middle East was about to be recreated at the hands of the people who had long wished for Saddam’s demise. As one study remarked, “if the attacks of September 2001 narrowed the world’s attention on Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda, there remained those in the Bush administration who never wavered from their focus on Saddam Hussein.”
 Indeed, the hyper focus that shifted to Saddam’s Iraq after 9/11 had less to do with his potential WMD capability, and more with targeting the man who had been the subject of nearly ten years of failed policy and diplomacy. The Bush administration decided to finish the job, unbeknownst or perhaps even accepting the costs that job would take. 
Conclusion

“9/11 was a step into the abyss.”
- John Maguire, former CIA case officer assigned to Operation DBACHILLES 

On September 12, 2001, John Maguire was a part of a team of CIA officers summoned to the White House after the 9/11 terrorist attacks—a time of great turmoil and grief for the American people, who immediately looked to the Bush administration for answers on who orchestrated the horrendous attacks.
 Every other day for the next 18 months, Maguire and his team would sit in the White House with President Bush and his cabinet, discussing some of the same options that had been on the table for the past ten years and two former presidents: covert action in Iraq.


September 11 is often remembered as the “opportunity” that allowed for a bold shift in policy in Iraq, and Maguire and his team witnessed this shift at the highest levels of government.
 While it became clear that Iraq was not involved in any way with the perpetrators of the attacks, Maguire and another CIA officer were asked to write up a new covert action plan for Iraq, which would later be deemed DBANABASIS.
 In the late months of 2001, Maguire and his partner devised a program that would be used to “penetrate” Saddam’s regime, involving the recruitment of military officers, a disinformation campaign, and the training of Iraqi dissidents.
 At first glance, one could have easily mistaken the program for DBACHILLES, the covert action program that fell apart under President Clinton. Maguire, who had worked on DBACHILLES from 1995 to 1996, felt that this time, it was personal, as well as a chance to “settle an old score and avenge fallen comrades.”
 


The Anabasis program was not meant to serve as a substitute for war, and it would never have the opportunity. Although Bush had signed off on the covert program in February 2002, Maguire recalled that Vice President Cheney’s frequent questions to his team of analysts were always pegged on the assumption that the United States would end up invading Iraq.
 Similar to what happened with DBACHILLES, DBANABASIS was halted two months before the invasion of Iraq because the administration got “cold feet”, according to Maguire.
 Thankfully, unlike in operation DBACHILLES, no one was killed as a result of the program—but unfortunately, the invasion of Iraq led to destruction and Iraqi casualties on a devastating level. CIA Director George Tenet was apparently one of the biggest opponents of a new covert action program after 9/11, having concluded that mounting a coup against Saddam just “wouldn’t make sense at this point.”
 


It is safe to say that 9/11 accelerated the invasion of Iraq even though the two were not connected. The authorization for the Anabasis program only makes the time before the Iraq War more confusing, especially with respect to its failed predecessor. It is evident that even more than ten years after the Gulf War, policymakers considered the idea of covert action a viable solution for the removal of Saddam Hussein. Covert action has a messy history in the United States, but arguably because any programs that succeed are presumably classified and those that do not are front page news. Policymakers may keep turning to covert action programs because they can disavow them if they fail or become politically problematic, which was certainly a factor in the failure of DBACHILLES. Along with political implications, there are limits to what can be accomplished with covert action, which may have been a factor in the Bush administration’s decision to discontinue DBANABASIS. With the example of these two covert action programs, one might wonder: why authorize these programs at all if the presidents were not willing to see them through?

The DBACHILLES program had potential to succeed in its objectives, though there may never be a consensus on who should be to blame for its failure. It is undoubtable that the Clinton administration played an integral role in the program’s demise, but it is also important to note that its success could have brought on similar challenges to those seen in Iraq after the 2003 invasion. Regardless, the most abhorrent aspect of the administration’s handling of operation DBACHILLES was the ability for politics and reelection to take precedence over an operation that put thousands of lives at risk, including the CIA officers stationed in Iraq. The Clinton administration’s approach to the covert action program was deeply flawed, hesitant, and consequentially immoral. Their callous disregard for the lives of the Iraqi dissidents who were prepared to risk it all during operation DBACHILLES is something that should be noted, condemned, and never repeated. 

The Clinton administration was walking a fine line by pursuing regime change in Iraq, both overtly and covertly. There was a concerted effort to leave the decision of a future regime of Iraq up to the Iraqis, while also providing the means they needed to bring about change in the first place. As Clinton’s Assistant Secretary of State Edward Walker once said, “they alone must be the ones to determine the future of Iraq; we will assist them as we can, but we will not, indeed should not, be the ones to decide who will be the next leader of Iraq.”
 This was a rather contradictory approach from the start because backing regime change and openly supporting the opposition implied that the administration was aiming to achieve the impossible—a change of government in Iraq that was initiated by Iraqis, so it had legitimacy, but was still sponsored and brought about by the U.S. 

The Iraq Liberation Act may have been a step in the right direction for achieving this “impossible” outcome, but the administration never put in the resources or the effort to see it through. President Clinton’s short-term goal of containing Saddam was a “success” by definition, but it was clear that Clinton viewed Saddam as an “irritant” as opposed to a threat to the region and the people of Iraq.
 Had Containment or even regime change during DBACHILLES been a priority, it is conceivable that the Bush administration would have considered other options. In sum, would better policies and attention to Iraq in the 1990s have headed off the war in 2003? Perhaps—it certainly would have made pivoting to the decision to invade much more difficult. However, it would be incorrect to blame the Clinton administration for all of the mistakes of its successor, whose decision making in Iraq proved to be short sighted and miscalculated. 

This thesis has discussed the failures and neglect of Iraq policy during the Clinton administration, which inevitably helped create the conditions where an invasion seemed to be the best option for ousting Saddam. The effect that the 9/11 attacks had on the Bush administration’s drastic shift in policy towards Iraq is a separate factor, though one of great importance and consideration for future studies. 

***

On December 13, 2003, Saddam Hussein was found alive and captured by U.S. forces—nearly twelve years after the conclusion of the Gulf War.
 Capturing Saddam was one of the stated goals of the war, and its achievement was a major U.S. milestone in Iraq, and arguably one of the last. In the years after the start of the invasion, it was learned that as the U.S. government and military were gearing up to go to war with Iraq, Saddam was busy sending the newest draft of a novel he was working on to his Deputy Prime Minister, Tariq Aziz, to edit.
 Indeed, it is likely that Saddam never fully understood the extent to which the U.S. government was willing to go to remove him. 
In his recent study, Debriefing the President, ex-CIA analyst John Nixon discusses his experience as the first American to interrogate Saddam after his capture. Nixon offers an insightful perspective into some of the issues regarding the removal of Saddam, which are important to bear in mind while considering the information that this thesis has provided. Most notably, Nixon discusses the power vacuum that emerged in Iraq after Saddam’s removal, and states: “It is my contention that the U.S. government never gave a thought to what the Middle East would be like without Saddam.”
 While this seems undoubtedly true, it is also imperative to remember the twelve years prior to the invasion that it was a covert and overt goal of the U.S. government to remove Saddam from power. With that in mind, it is safe to assert that there were certainly other options available for handling Saddam. Whether or not these options were taken seriously is up to the reader to decide.
Insurgency and sectarian conflict would plague Iraq in the coming years, and in 2011 the United States finally called it quits. Iraq policy had shifted from containment, regime change, liberation, and lastly occupation within fifteen years, none of which proved to be beneficial to the Iraqi people. However, it is important to remember that Saddam’s defiance, brutality, and totalitarian nature were the underlying pillars of the confrontations that involved the United States and other nations during his time as President of Iraq. U.S. policy in Iraq needed to be amended to respond to international dilemmas such as the invasion of Kuwait and the defiance of WMD inspectors, but the careless treatment and implementation of policy are the fault lines in DBACHILLES and the invasion alike. 

The Clinton administration did not devise a viable end game or intended outcome to their standoff with Saddam but still believed they had an appropriate approach to Iraq policy—and perhaps that is the worst part.
 Although Clinton never “announced” he was not pursuing regime change anymore, his attention to Iraq policy made it clear that it would be a task for the next president.
 John Maguire still remains hopeful that Iraq will recover from the damage and suffering it endured during the occupation, but he thinks it will take much more time to come together as a country than it did to fall apart. When asked about his opinion of the worst American policy decisions in Iraq, he regrettably surmised: “The history of Iraq policy is the history of opportunities missed.”
 Maguire’s observations detail just how careful future U.S. policy will need to be in Iraq in the wake of the mess it created, and the greater implications that still remain to be seen. 
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