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Abstract

September 11, according to the Commission that investigated that
catastrophic event, was a result of a failure of imagination. Irag's non-
existent weapons of mass destruction, on the other hand, could be
characterised as a case of fertile imagination exhibited by US
intelligence and the George W. Bush Administration. Intelligence failure
is the facile answer given to describe what went wrong in both cases.
This article offers a more nuanced answer that takes into account the
political context in which the threat posed by Osama bin Laden was
analysed and acted upon. In the case of Iraq, the article details the
pre-determined orientation of several senior members of the Bush
Administration to effect regime change in Baghdad and how this
inexorably traversed down the line within the US intelligence
bureaucracy.

*

Intelligencefailureisthefacileanswer givento describe what went wrongin
preventing the September 11, 2001 attacks. A more nuanced explanation, however,
would takeinto account the political context withinwhichthese assessmentswere
made. September 11 happened in aninternationa geopolitica environment that is
best captured by thefuzzy phrase the post-Cold War era,” the chief characteristic
of which wasnot adirect military threat from one or more Great Powers but a
multiplicity of diplomatic and military interventionsaround theworld designed to
maintain peace and stability. Even though by thelate 1990s, the USintelligence
community had begun to realisethe growing threat posed by Osamabin Laden,
terrorismwasnever listed asthethreat facing the United States. Thefirst part of
thisarticledetall stheeventsand policy responsesin the period before September
11, and offersacritical anaysisof the 9/11 Commission Report.

Part two dedl swith theexaggerated intelligence estimates about | rag sWWeapons
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of MassDestruction (WMD). Inthiscaseagain, itisimportant to understand the
political context inwhich the assessment wasmade. Severa senior members of
the Bush Administration cameinto office determined to effect regime changein
Irag. September 11 and thefusion of theterrorism-WMD threat provided them
anopportunity toexploit fearsinthisregard. TheUSintdlligencecommunity merely
served asatool of White House policy to portray links between Saddam Hussein
and Al Qaidaaswell asclaim that Irag wasindeed engaged in the process of
acquiring WMD so that the Bush Administration could havethewar that it had
comeinto office determined to wage.

Failureof Imagination: The September 11 Attacks

September 11 andtheUSdeclaration of a“War on Terror’ have been described
asthe beginning of the Third or the Fourth World War —the other three being the
two World Wars and the Cold War.! The conflict between the US and militant
fundamentalist Idamistshad begunto brew intheimmediate aftermath of the Cold
War, during thelast decade of which they had actually been aliesin Afghanistan
againsgt thegodlesscommunists. A prescient Bernard Lewisidentified thecoming
‘clashof civilisations betweenthemodern, secular West and militant fundamentalist
Idamistsasearly as September 1990in hisseminal essay, “ The Rootsof Mudlim
Rage.” Samuel Huntington gave greater prominenceto thisideain subsequent
years. Equally prescient critiques of thisthesisin theseyears suggested that it
would becomeasdf-fulfilling prophecy and engender abunker mentality.

Osamabin Laden formally declared ajihad on the United Statesin August
1996. Issued * From the Peaks of the Hindu Kush, Afghanistan,” thisdeclaration
commanded hisfollowersto attack | sraelisand Americansand cause them “as
much harm as can be possibly achieved.” 2 Hefollowed thisup with another fatwa
in February 1998, which stated that “killing Americansand their dlies, both civil
andmilitary, isanindividua duty of every Mudim...until theAgsaM osqueandthe
Haram Mosque are freed from their grip and until their armies, shattered and
broken-winged, depart fromal thelandsof Idam...”* Thesecallsfor jihad were
followed by thetwin bombingsof USembassiesin Kenyaand TanzaniainAugust
1998; thefailed millennium plot to bomb the L osAngel esinternationd airport and
atarget in Jordan; and the bombing of the USSCole at Aden in October 2000.
September 11 wasthe capstone of thisterror campaign.

Theoriginsof Osama’sovert resentment towardsthe US can betraced to the
Saudi decisionto seek USmilitary assistancein thewake of Irag’sannexation of
Kuwait rather than depend on hisarmy of 1dlamic volunteerswho, he asserted,
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would defeat Saddam Husseininaguerrillawar. Thisseemsto have been later
fanned into full-blown ragewhen the US pressured Sudan to deny him sanctuary.
Withinweeksof hisarriva inAfghanistan, Osamainformed aBritishjourndist that
theAmericanswerethe” mainenemy” of Mudimsworldwide and that theworld
hasreached “the beginning of thewar between Mudlimsand the United States.”®
Hisrageat theUSwasa so grestly fuelled by thelsradli military attack onthe UN
refugee camp at Qana, L ebanon, inApril 1996, and more generally by what he
interpreted asWashington’santi-Mudlim policiesincluding itssupport for | srael
and Isradli actionsintheregion.® Furthermore, anti-Americanisnwasasinequa
non among | damistswith whom Osamahad been closaly associated during the
Afghan jihad of the 1980s.

In January 1996, eight months before Osamaissued hisfirst fatwa against the
US, the Centra Intelligence Agency (CIA) had set up aspecia ‘virtua’ station
code-named ‘Alex’ to track Osamawho was then based in Sudan and whose
activitiesin support of terrorism hadincreasingly begun to assumeatransnational
dimension. The previousyear-and-a-half had seen asurgeinworldwideterrorist
activity perpetrated by Arab veterans of the Afghan jihad. In January 1995, the
plot by Ramzi Yousef and Khalid Shaikh Mohammed to blow up adozen US
arlinersover thePacificwasdiscovered.” Till 1997, the USintelligence community
essentidly viewed Osamaas* afinancier of terrorism, and not asaterrorist leeder.”
It wasonly after the 1998 fatwa and the bombings of thetwo US embassiesin
Africathat thethreat wastaken serioudly, and the US military tasked to prepare
anarray of limited strike optionsto target Osamaand theAl Qaida. Thegod was
to apprehend and bring him to justice or alternately kill him during such an
‘extraction’ attempt or through precision missile strikes. Simultaneoudly, efforts
were a so madeto force the Taliban and Pakistan to turn Osamaover to American
authorities® By thistime, Americanintelligenceofficidswered so awareof Osama's
ambitiontoinflict “thousandsof deaths’ onthe USand connected thiswiththeAl
Qaida sinterest in acquiring chemical wegpons.’

OnAugust 20, 1998, in response to the embassy bombingsinAfrica, the
Clinton Administration launched avolley of cruise missilesagainst afactory in
Sudan, which allegedly manufactured chemica weapon agents, aswell asagaingt
Al Qaidacampsin Afghanistan. According to staffersthen serving at the US
National Security Council, Americanintelligencehad gathered, prior tothemissile
attacks, soil samplesfromtheal-Shifafactory sitein Sudan, which had indicated
the presence of EMPTA —aprecursor chemical principaly used inthesynthesisof
thenerveagent, V X.2° But thisevidencehasgenerdly been discounted and Clinton's
response dismissed asan attempt to divert attention from the Monica L ewinsky
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affair. Thesoil samplewasactually collected by an Egyptian agent working with
the CIA, which had closed itsembassy at Khartoumin 1996. As JamesBamford
has disclosed, “without an embassy, the CIA iswithout spies.” Moreover, two
years earlier, the agency had been forced to withdraw more than 200 of its
intelligence reports on Sudan after it became evident that itskey sourcewasa
fabricator.t

Inthewakeof thefailureto take Osamaout and the controversy generated by
thetargeting of the  pharmaceutical’ factory, senior military officialsaswell as
policy-makers began to emphasi se upon “ actionableintel ligence asthe key factor
inrecommending or deciding to launch military action.” Thisstemmed from the
need to avoid civilian casuatiesaswell asto ensurethat Osamawas not missed
thenext timearound, which, it wasfelt, would only make him appear stronger.*?
Moreover, the Clinton Administration tied itsown hands by consistently trying to
cgoletheTdibaninto changing itsworl dview and handing over OsamabinLaden.™®
Inany event, it smply did not yet haveacompelling jutificationtowageamilitary
campaignagainst the Tadiban.

Despitetherealisation about the growing threat posed by theAl Qaida, there
wasageneral failureto grasp thefact that Osamaand hisoutfit had emerged as
themost important threat facing the US. After all, as Clinton’s National Security
Adviser Sandy Berger pointed out during the course of histestimony to the Joint
Inquiry Committeein September 2002, only 67 Americanshad beenkilledin
terrorist attacks during the Clinton presidency. Even after CIA Director George
Tenet declared in December 1998 that “we are at war” and that no resources or
people should be spared to counter theterrorist threat, nothing changed very
much at theAgency. Moreover, other intelligence agencies did not take notice of
Tenet’sdesignation of the Osamabin Ladenthreat as‘ Tier O,” the very highest.
Furthermore, despitethese pronouncements, Tenet himsdlf did not describe Osama
asthegravest and most important thresat. Instead, helisted it at second placeand
devoted only four out of 97 paragraphsto Osamain aFebruary 1999 unclassified
Statement.*

Outsde of thegovernment, most Americanshad never heard of theAl Qaida,
including senior membersof theincoming BushAdminigrationtill aslateas January
2001.% In any event, the Bush national security team wasfocused el sewhere—
rebuilding and restructuring theAmerican military; deding with* strategic competitor’
China; building abalistic missile defence system to defend against threats posed
by ‘rogue’ states; and regime changein Iraq.'® Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld had hisown agenda. In atalk delivered to the Pentagon workforceon
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September 10, 2001, he declared war against the adversary that posesathreat,
aseriousthreat, to the security of the United Statesof America.” Thisadversary
was"the Pentagon bureaucracy.”

Given that the Bush Administration’s prioritiesdid not include countering
terrorism, thethreat from the Al Qaidawas not taken serioudy evenwhen it was
brought to theattention of policy-makers. Thus, National Coordinator for Security,
| nfrastructure Protection and Counter-Terrorism Richard Clarke spleainthevery
first week of the Bush presidency for holding aCabinet-level meetingto“review
theimminent Al Qaidathreat” wasignored. And whenfinaly, deputiesto cabinet
officialstook up the matter in April 2001, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul
Wolfowitz expressed hisinability to understand “ why wearebeginning by talking
about thisone man, Osamabin Laden...” Hethen reverted to the discredited
notion that the 1993 terrorist attack onthe WTC must have had help from astate
actorintheformof Irag.’®

Report of the 9/11 Commission: A Critique

TheNationa Commissionon Terrorist Attacksuponthe US, known asthe 9/
11 Commission, reported that “[t|hemaost important fail urewas one of imagination.
Wedo not believeleadersunderstood the gravity of thethreet. Theterrorist danger
fromBinLadin[sic] and Al Qaidawasnot amg or topic for policy debate among
the public, themedia, or inthe Congress. Indeed, it barely came up during the
2000 presidential campaign.”*°

More specifically, the Commission hasdetailed thefailure of USintelligence
agenciesto piecetogether all that they knew about the activities of individual
terrorists involved in the plot. Three weeks before September 11, Zacarias
Moussaoui wasarrested for violating immigration regulationsand it wasknown
that he had sought fast-track training on piloting large et airliners. Subsequently,
intelligence officialsrealised that two Al Qaidaoperativesunder surveillancein
KudaL umpur andwhosetrail they quickly lostin Bangkok had arrivedintheUS.
Though the CIA had known by early 2000 that one of these men had amulti-entry
visatothe US, hisnamewas not submitted to the State Department’sterrorist
watch list, and information and evidence about him wasnot communicated to the
FBI.° Even after therealisation that thetwo menwerein the US and that one of
them waslinked with terroristsinvolved in the attack on USSCole, no efforts
weremadetolocatethem. Thisoccurred in spiteof thehighleve of threat reporting
taking placeat that timewithin theintel ligence establishment. Through the Spring
and Summer of 2001, USintelligence agenciesreceived a“ stream of warnings’
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that theAl Qaidawasplanning “ something very, very, very big.” Inhistestimony to
the 9/11 Commission, CIA Director George Tenet stated that “[t]he system was
blinking red.”?* Even President Bush had been warned in an August 6, 2001,
Presidential Daily Brief that Osamabin Laden was, asthetitle of thebrief stated,
“determinedto strikein US.”

The9/11 Commission asoidentified severa deficienciesintheintelligence
apparatus. The CIA, for example, did not have adequate capability to collect
intelligencefrom human agents. 1tsChief had only limited authority over the* direction
of theintelligence community, including agencieswithinthe Department of Defense.”
For itspart, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) “did not havethe capability
to link the collective knowledge of agentsin thefield to national priorities.” In
addition, theintelligence management did not ensurethat al availableknowledge
about theAl Qaida“was shared and duties assigned across agencies, and across
theforeign-domestic divide.” Therewasno mechanismto pool intelligenceand
useit to“guidethe planning and assignment of responsibilitiesfor joint operations
involving entitiesas disparate asthe CIA, the FBI, the State Department, the
military, and the agenciesinvolvedinhomeland security.”#

Based on the above, the Commission identified two principa problems. One,
the inability to ‘connect the dots', i.e., not connecting the various pieces of
information that were known in different parts of the system due to lack of
coordination. Two, ‘groupthink’, i.e., theinability toimaginethat such an attack
could take placeon US soil. Torectify these deficiencies, it recommended the
cregtion of anationa counter-terrorism centrethat would unify srategicintelligence
and operational planning against Iamist terroristsacrosstheforeign-domestic
divideintheongoing War on Terror, and the gppointment of aNationa Intelligence
Director (NID) to unify the intelligence community spread over several
departments.?* Bush appointed Ambassador John Negroponte asthe NID in
February 2005, and earlier, in August 2004, authorised the creation of anational
counter-terrorism centreto oversee efforts both within and outside of the United
States.®

But asthe Commission Report itsalf pointsout, therewasindeed an instance
of information about terrorismflowing “ widely and abundantly” between December
1999 and early January 2000. And thishappened mainly because*” everyonewas
aready on edgewith the millennium and possible computer programming glitches
("Y2K").” Theproblemwith the Commission’sconclus onsand recommendations—
that the clear and present danger facing the United Statesis posed by Islamist
terrorists and hence measures should be taken to tackle thison awar footing —
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could lead to excessivefocuson asinglerisk and the consequent neglect of other
threats. Moreover, giventheexistence of 15 different intelligence agencies spread
over severa departments, theNID would be*in continuous conflict” with severa
cabinet-leve functionaries, including theAttorney Generd, the Secretary of Defense,
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefsof Staff, the Secretary of Homeland Security and
the National Security Adviser.? Negroponte, whose nomination hasnot yet been
confirmed by the US Congress, hasthe unenviablejob of imposing order and
coordinating thework of the 15 agencies. Though he hasbeen designated as“the
head of theintelligencecommunity,” his* exclus ve milestone decision authority”
does not extend to programmesrun by the US Department of Defense, which
controls 85 per cent of theintelligence apparatus.?’ It isnot clear what kind of a
‘czar’ thismakes him or why he hasbeen designated “ the head of theintelligence
community” when hewould not be ableto control most of theintelligencegpparatus.

Also, it cannot be said with certainty that the existence of coordinating
mechanisms would have prevented the events of September 11, which was
essentially an unexpected one. One analyst hasreferred to such an unexpected
event asthe' black swan’ problem—" an event that liesbeyond therealm of normal
expectations.” Sincemost people expect al swansto bewhite, “ablack swanis
by definition asurprise.” 2 An episode from the Cold War providesanillustrative
exampleinthisregard. From thetimethe CIA wasestablishedin 1947, itsspecific
task wasto prevent another surpriseattack like Pearl Harbour. Thefirst question
invariably posed to defectorsand spiesduring thefirst decade of the Cold War
waswhether they wereaware of any imminent threat or planned attack. Inthefirst
half of 1961, none of the defectorswere asked or volunteered to comment upon
the huge stockpilesof building materia sbeing accumulated by the Sovietsinthelr
zoneof Berlin. Asaresult, the building of the Berlin Wall in the summer of 1961
cameasacompletesurprise. Thisled the CIA to subsequently ask every defector
whether therewasany unusual activity that may not appear to bethreatening at
first glance.® Yet, the Soviet invasion of Czechod ovakiain 1968 and later that of
Afghanistanin 1979 took the Agency by surprise asdid the end of the Cold War,
the collapse of the Soviet Union and the 1991 coup in the Soviet Union.

Whilethe9/11 Commission hasfocused onthesystemicfailureof theintdligence
gpparatus, it hasneglected other factorslikethe skill andingenuity of theterrorists
andthedifficulty of defending against suicide attacksor protecting avast number
of potentia targets. Itistruethat the 9/11 attackswereimaginableand imagined,
astheCommission paintsout by citingwarningsandinformation about thepossibility
of theAl Qaidahijacking planes, filling them with explosivesand crashing them
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into UScities. But thefact remains, asthe Director of the Department of Defense's
Threat Reduction Agency stated afew months before September 11, “[w]ehave,
in fact, solved aterrorist problem in the last 25 years. We have solved it so
successfully that we haveforgotten about it. .. Theproblemwasaircraft hijacking
and bombing.”*

Fertilelmagination: Iraq’sNon-Existent Weaponsof M ass Destr uction

InaJanuary 26, 1998 |etter to President Clinton, severa |eading membersof
thefirst Bush Administration, including Richard Armitage, John Bolton, Donald
Rumsfeld and Paul Wolfowitz, argued that thethen American policy towardsIrag
—contal nment, sanctionsand inspectionsto defang Saddam’sWMD capabilities
—wasnot working. Intheir view, Saddam’sacquisition of WM D would congtitute
athreat to UStroopsintheregion, to Isragl, to moderate Arab statesallied with
the United States, and to asignificant portion of theworld’ senergy supplies. They
urged Clinton to frame and implement anew policy, the centrepiece of which
should betheremoval of Saddam Hussein from power. They insisted that the
United Stateshasthe authority under then existing UN resol utionsto takemilitary
stepsand that “ American policy cannot continueto be crippled by amisguided
ing stence on unanimity inthe UN Security Council.”3

Confirmation that effecting regime changein Baghdad would be one of the
Bush Administration’sforeign policy priorities camewhen CondoleezzaRice
(Bush'sforeign policy adviser during the el ection campaign) declared that Saddam
is“determinedto develop WMD", that “ nothing will changeuntil Saddamisgone’
and that the United States* must mobilize whatever resourcesit can, including
support from his opposition, to remove him.”*? Trueto form, at the very first
meeting of the Bush Administration’ssenior nationa security team on January 30,
2001, Riceled off adiscussion by stating that  Iraq might bethe key to reshaping
theentireregion.” According to former Treasury Secretary Paul O’ Neill, within
minutes the discussion switched towardswhich targetsto bombin Irag.

From the moment he heard about the September 11 attacks, Rumsfeld seems
to havedecided to useit asapretext for war against Irag. At 2:40 pmthat day, an
aldewhowasjotting down notes of the Defence Secretary’ sconversationswrote:
“best info fast; judge whether good enough hit S.H. at same time. Not only
U.B.L.”*Rumsfeld formally rai sed theissue of attacking Iragq on September 12
and again, along with Wolfowitz on September 15, 2001.% President Bush also
seemsto havethought aong similar lines, especialy given hisantipathy towards
Saddam Husseinwho had “tried tokill” his“dad” .% On September 12, 2001, he
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insisted that Richard Clarke and hisstaff “go back over everything... and seeif
Saddam did this. Seeif he’'slinkedinany way... | want to know any shred.”¥
Notwithstanding the absence of evidenceinthisregard, hetasked Rumsfeld on
November 21, 2001, to begindevisng military plansfor removing Saddam Hussein.
War planning began even astheAfghan operationswerewinding down, and Bush
and his cabinet were kept constantly briefed about the progress of these plans.
Soon, USforcesinthe Middle East began to be quietly increased.®

Within hoursof the September 11 attacks, aconcerted effort began to establish
alink between Saddam Hussein, Osamabin Laden and the Al Qaida. A new
intelligenceunit—the Policy Counter-terrorism Eval uation Group—wasestablished
intheofficeof Under Secretary of Defensefor Policy, DouglasFeith. Whenitfirst
presenteditsfindingsat the CIA onAugust 15, 2002, it could not convince Agency
officias. Regardless, Feith went ahead and provided the same briefing at the White
Housefor senior NSC officialsand at the Vice-President’s office. Thetop-down
pressure worked wonderfully. On October 7, 2002, CIA Deputy Director John
McLaughlin wroteto the Senate I ntelligence Committee that there was, “ solid
evidenceof senior level contacts between Irag and al-Qa ida[sic] going back a
decade... Growingindicationsof arelationshipwith a-Qa ida, [sic] suggest that
Baghdad'slink toterroristswill increase, even absent USmilitary action.”

9/11, thefear of afutureterrorist attack using WM D and paranoiathat rogue
states could provide such capahilitiesto terrorist groups combined to providethe
rationdefor removing Saddam. TheBushAdminidration'srefranwas. ‘ [w]edon't
want the smoking gun to be a mushroom cloud.” % After the Irag War, Paul
Wolfowitz confirmedinaninterview that thisrationaewaschosen for “ bureaucrdic”
reasons. What Wolfowitzimplied—inHansBlix'sview —isthat “whiletherewere
many other reasons, thiswasthe only rationalethat could rally broad support in
US public opinion and that stood achance at having appeal outsidethe USand
insidethe United Nations.”# And it did not matter whether Iraq complied or not
with UN resolutionsonitsWMD programme. Vice-President Cheney hadinssted
that UN Security Council Resolution 1441 contain languagethat would makeit
obligatory upon Saddamto submit adetailed ‘ declaration’ fully accounting for all
hisWMD programmes. Thiswas designed to be “more or lessasatrap”. If
Saddam claimed that he did not have any WMD, “that liewould be groundsfor
war.” Alternately, if Saddam confessed to having WMD, then it would provethat
hehad lied for the previous 12 years. Cheney framed theissuethus: “ That would
be sufficient causeto say he’slied again, he’s not come clean and you' d find
material breach and away you'd go.”#
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In addition, the CIA acknowledged in aJanuary 20, 2004, letter to Senator
Carl Levinthat it did not provide the United Nationsinformation about 21 of the
105 Iragi Sitesthat it had singled out asmost likely to houseillicit weapons. Senator
Levin believesthat thiswasdonein order to persuadethe A merican peoplethat
the UN hunt for WMD in Iraq had runitsfull course beforethewar.”® Bethat as
it may, even a those sitesidentified by intelligence agencies asthe best placesfor
possibleinspection, the United NationsMonitoring, Verification and | nspection
Commissionfor Irag(UNMOVIC) did not find any “ prohibited activity.” A puzzled
HansBlix subsequently asked: “If thiswasthe best, what wastherest? ... But
could there be 100-percent certainty about the existence of Weapons of Mass
Destruction but zero-percent knowledge about their location?#

Itistruethat therewasan € ement of doubt about Irag’s continued possession
of WMD. Andit flowed from Iraq'srefusa tofully cooperatewith, and later even
allow, inspectorsof the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM). Iraq
had a so refused to allow inspectionsby UNMOV I Ctill the United States began
to turn the heat on. Baghdad agreed to the resumption of inspectionsonly after
Bush had challenged the United Nationsin September 2002 to proveitsrelevance
by taking action againgt Irag.*® Doubtsabout I rag’ s continued possession of WMD
—despite” agreat dedl of disarmament” —were*“recognised” by the UN Security
Council whenit established UNMOV I C through Resol ution 1284 in December
1999. Moreover, theintent behind UNSC Resol ution 1441, passed in November
2002 toresumeinspections, wasto “ resolvekey remaining tasksin thedisarming
of Irag.” %

However, the USsimply refused to wait till ingpectors compl eted their task
and reported their conclusion that therewereno WMD stockpilesinirag. Inhis
February 14, 2003 statement to the UNSC, Blix reported that i nspectorshad not
found any WMD and that “ therewere no smoking gunsto report.” He added that
though many prohibited weapons and items have not yet been accounted for, it
should not be construed to mean that these existed. For hispart, |AEA Director-
General Mohamed ElBaradei concluded on the same occasion that while some
technica questionsremained, therewere* no unresol ved disarmament issues’ and
no evidence of ongoing nuclear or nuclear-related activities. Againon March 6,
2003, ElBarade reported that therewas no evidence or indication of arevival of
Irag’s nucl ear weapons programme.*’

Initseffortsto convincetheworld about Iragi deceit, the US came up with
several piecesof intelligencethat later turned out to befal se or insignificant. For
example, USallegationsabout Iraq contracting to buy natura uranium from Niger
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proved to be a fabrication, though it has not been possible to identify the
fabricators.®® USinformation that the al-Samoud missiles exceeded the permitted
range was true; but the excess range turned out to be only 30 kilometres.
Subsequently, with Irag’ sfull cooperation, UNMOV I C supervised thedestruction
of some 70 of thesemissiles. Unmanned Aerid Vehicles(UAV's), about whichthe
USexpressed gravefears, turned out to be powered by atwo-stroke motorcycle
enginewithwingsmadeof bal sawood and held together with duct tape. Itsground-
control range was 8 kilometres and it could carry a payload of 20 kilograms
only.®

Thekey aspect intheAmerican casefor war wasintelligenceon Irag' SWMD
programme. Thereisno doubt now that theintel ligence estimates put out by both
the United States and the United Kingdom in 2002 wereintended to demonstrate
the casefor war. Whileit istruethat the CIA ethicisto “call them asthey see
them,” itisalso afact that the Agency worksfor the White House, and that its
Director servesat the pleasure of the President. What the CIA saysand does* will
shapeitself over timeto what the president wants. When presidentsdon’t like
what they arebeing told they ignoreit. When they want something donethey press
until it happens.”* A good exampleof thisinthecaseof Irag occurred at aJanuary
2003 staff meeting of the CIA’'sWeaponsIntelligence, Nonproliferationand Arms
Control Center, whenthefollowing instruction wasissued: “ If Bushwantstogoto
war, it'syour jobto givehim areasonto do so.” >t

Inthecaseof Irag, thisdid not apply only to the CIA but extended to Secretary
of State Colin Powell aswell. It wasbecause of Powdll’sinsistencethat Bush had
decidedto gototheUnited Nationsin thefirst place, which resultedin Resolution
1441. But giventhecombination of theinability of UNMOVIC and | AEA inspectors
tofind any trace of WMD, thelimited timeavailableto finish thewar beforethe
onset of Summer, and Tony Blair’ sinsistence on another resolutionthat explicitly
authorised the use of force, Powell was convinced to deliver his February 5,
2003, speech at the United Nations as a meansto obtain support for asecond
Security Council resolution. Powell carefully chosethe evidence he presented —
decontamination trucks, mobile bioweapon laboratories, an al-Samoud missile
factory, a uminium tubesfor centrifuge construction—and ins sted that they added
up to “factsand conclusionsbased on solid intelligence” and not “ assertions.” >
Wenow know that all thesewerejust unfounded alegations.

All theaboveintelligence datawerefollow-upsto the October 2002 National
Intelligence Estimate (NIE) on Iragq’'sWMD. Here, an episodefrom the K ennedy
Administration providesanillustrative example of the usesto which NIEshave
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been put to in earlier years. At a meeting to discuss the planned Bay of Pigs
invasion, Richard Goodwin, then ayoung White House A ssistant to President
Kennedy, heard Richard Bissell confidently assert that the Cuban peoplewould
riseup againg Fidel Castro oncetherebel sestablished themsel ves. When Goodwin
asked astowhat made him so confident in thisassertion, Bissell “calmly turned to
the General besidehimand said, rather casualy, ‘ [w]ehavean NIE onthat, don't
we? Infact, nosuchintelligenceestimateexisted.” Bissell wasmerely interested
inusingintelligence datato obtain presidentia approval.> Of course, inthe case
of Irag, the purpose of the NI E wasto obtain domestic and internationa approval
and support for war.

The October 2002 NI E categoricaly asserted that Irag has continued itsWMD
programmes, that it has* chemical and biologica wegponsaswell asmissileswith
rangesin excessof UN redtrictions’; and that if itisnot checked, “it probably will
have anuclear weapon during thisdecade.” > Aninteresting aspect that hasbeen
brought to light by aCarnegie Endowment study isthedifferencein thelanguage
between theoriginal classified NIE and theunclassified version that wasreleased
aweek beforethe US Congress voted on the Iraq War resol ution. For example,
thewords‘wejudge’ and‘weassess weredeleted from fivekey findingsof the
classified version. Whiletheclassified version read “[w]ejudgethat Irag has
continued itsWMD programs,” the unclassified version asserted that “Iraq has
continued itsWMD programs.” Smilarly, theclassfied document cautioudy stated
that “[w]ejudge Iraq has somelethal and incapacitating BW agents,” whilethe
unclassified estimate bluntly reported that “ I rag has someletha and incapacitating
BW agents.” Regarding chemica wegpons, theclassified versonread“[w]eassess
that Baghdad has begun renewed production of mustard, sarin, GF (cylcosarin)
and VX,” whereasthe unclassified version declared that “ Baghdad has begun
renewed production of chemical warfare agents.” To state the obvious,
“uncertaintiesturnedintofact.”*

Therewas aso apronounced changein thetone of intelligence estimates
made before and after mid-2002, with theformer being generdly cautiousand the
latter morealarmist.® It isindeed surprising that intelligence analystsand Bush
Adminigtration officialsdid not even pay heed to contrary viewsexpressed by the
US Energy Department that the aluminium tubes|raq had sought were unfit for
usein centrifugesasclaimed by cabinet officias.>” Similarly, inthecaseof Irag's
UAVSs, the USAIr Force Intelligence had asserted that these would only serve
reconnai ssance purposes and could not be used for delivering biological agents.
AndtheUSDefenseIntelligenceAgency had inssted that thereislack of reliable
information on production and stockpiling of chemica wegpons. Wheretherewas
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disagreement between different agencies on assessment, theunclassified verson
blandly stated‘ most analystsassess or ‘ most andystsbelieve’ without mentioning
why someanalystsdisagreed.®

Itisthusclearly evident that intelligencedid not fail, but merely tried to serve
adminigtration policy. Asnoted earlier, top-down pressurefrom theadministration
had forced the CIA to ater itsviewson thelink between Saddam Hussein and the
Al Qaida. Commentatorsand officialswith accesstoinformation have provided
proof inthisregard. For example, Kenneth Pollack, aClinton Adminigiration nationa
security official, astrong proponent of the Irag War who had interacted with
intelligence officialsinthemonthsleading up to March 2003, hasbrought out that
Bush Administration officia sdisplayed aggressive and negative reactionswhen
presented withinformation that contradicted their beliefs. In addition, their requests
for moreinformation and questions about the credibility of sourceswent beyond
responsible oversight and actually constituted aform of pressureonintelligence
analysts.® Thishasbeen further substantiated by thereport of the Senate Select
Committee on Intelligence, which had investigated the pre-war intelligence
assessment relating to Iragq’sWMD programmes. In her testimony beforethe
Committee, Jamie Miscik, the CI A’sDirector of Intelligence, admitted to numerous
interactions between intelligence analysts and policy- makersand stated that the
latter repeatedly came back to certain pointsor issues. Shealso conceded that if
an analyst ispressed to repeatedly go over some point about, say Iragq’snuclear
weapons programme, (s)he“might be ableto say or might think of that assome
sort of, if not pressure, then some sort of areluctanceto accept theanswer” the
policy-makersweregiven.®

Conclusion

I ntelligence assessment and policy-makinginteract and influence each other.
|deally, growingintelligence dataabout aparticul ar threat or phenomenon should
help governmentsin reorienting their policies. At the sametime, government policy
providesasenseof direction and purposetointelligence agencies. The principal
problem facing the USthroughout the 1990swasthe absence of aconcretethreat
from awell-defined and identifiabl e adversary and the concentration of mind that
thisbringsabout. Thisproblem was compounded by USinvolvement in aseriesof
regional crisesthat led to sudden and frequent shiftsin focusand targets. Under
the circumstances, no amount of threat reporting could force decision-makersto
changepolicy. Only acatastrophe of themagnitude of September 11 could subject
arethink. In contrast, intelligence assessment with respect to Irag'sSWMD was
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driven by asingle-minded approach of the policy-makers, who were determined
to overthrow Saddam Hussein and establish a democratic Iraq as a counter-
exampleto thevision projected by militant Iamists. The Bush Administration
chosethe WMD issuefor thispurpose, and theintelligence agenciesduly provided
the necessary ammunition. What clearly emergesfrom these two casesisthe
blinkered role played by decision-makersinfirst failing to act upon agrowing
threat from the Al Qaidaand subsequently conjuring up anon-existent stockpile
of Iragi weapons of massdestruction.
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