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Iran-Iraq War:
Iran Begins Kurdistan Offensive
· Iraq Woos Kurds With Elections
· Iraq Threatens Iranian Oil Centers
· Iraqi Revenues Plummet
· France, Iraq Deal in Arms and Oil
· Israeli Arms Aid to Iran Alleged
Iranian forces July 23 launched a new predawn offensive against Iraq, striking across the border in the rugged but lightly defended Kurdistan region of northern Iraq. The area was the homeland of Kurdish tribal groups who had opposed both the Iraqi and Iranian regimes. The fighting was described as the heaviest since an Iranian assault on the central battlefront in April. [See 1983 Other International News: Iran-Iraq War: New Push Claimed]

Iran said that by nightfall of the first day it had accomplished its principal objectives. The state press agency said Iranian forces had captured a military garrison at Haj Omran, which had been used as a supply base for Kurdish rebels in Iran, and had taken some nine miles (14 kilometers) of ground along the road from the Iranian border town of Piranshahr to the Iraqi city of Ruwandiz.

Both sides issued claims of heavy enemy casualties. A series of Iraqi counterattacks was evidently repulsed, but Iraq kept up air strikes in Iranian front-line positions and on nearby Piranshahr.

To support their claims, the Iranians July 26 took a group of reporters on a tour of the captured Iraqi land, including the devastated garrison of Hai Omran. Kurdish guerrillas under the leadership of Massoud Barzani reoccupied the garrison in the wake of the Iranian victory, the Washington Post reported July 29. Barzani was the son of the late Mustafa al-Barzani, who had led his Kurdish followers in an unsuccessful uprising against Iraqi rule in the 1970s. The guerrillas now had Iranian backing, although, ironically, Iran was faced with rebellions by Kurds living on the Iranian side of the border.

Iran followed the Kurdistan thrust with a new offensive in the central sector of the front July 30, striking west near Mehran, some 100 miles (150 kilometers) east of Baghdad. Iran claimed "outstanding victories," but Iraq said its troops had foiled the offensive. Iraqi President Saddam Hussein Aug. 1 visited the battlefront to inspect the defending forces.

Iraq Woos Kurds With Elections

Iraq had held elections for a regional legislative council in Kurdistan, the London Times reported Aug. 6, in an apparent effort to defuse Kurdish nationalist passions. The council was to have limited legislative powers.

A Kurdish guerrilla insurgency reportedly continued in the Zagros mountains of northern Iraq, and Kurdish forces backed by Iran had captured a salient in eastern Kurdistan two week earlier.

Iraq Threatens Iranian Oil Centers

Iraq July 20 threatened to escalate its attacks on Iranian oil centers, bringing a counterthreat from Iran and a warning to both combatants from the U.S.

Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz July 20 declared that "the bet placed by the Iranians on economic war [will be] a failure as was the bet on military war." He added, ". . .in every month from now Iraq will be able to cause some damage to the Iranian economic institutions in the depth of Iran and in the gulf."

Iran July 24 responded by threatening to block all oil shipments through the Persian Gulf, through which an estimated eight million barrels of oil now passed every day. (According to the New York Times, over 20% of the world's oil trade passed through the narrow Strait of Hormuz at the mouth of the Persian Gulf.)

In a radio broadcast, Iranian Foreign Minister Ali Akbar Belyati warned, "Iran could move in a way to bar even one single ship from entry or exit in the Persian Gulf."

The U.S. State Department July 26 warned that the U.S. remained committed "to freedom of navigation in the gulf, a matter which is of vital importance to the entire international community." Asked if the declaration meant that the U.S. was prepared to take action to maintain the free flow of shipping in the gulf, State Department spokesman John Hughes replied, "That is a fair statement."

Iraqi Revenues Plummet

Exports of oil, Iraq's chief export product, had dropped to $6.7 billion in 1982, from $25 billion in 1980, according to estimates quoted by the New York Times July 22 and the Washington Post Aug. 9.

Iraq had been exporting 3.4 million barrels of oil a day when the war began in September 1980. Iran, however, had quickly destroyed Iraq's Persian Gulf pipeline and had cut off movements of tankers in the Shatt al-Arab waterway. Iraq suffered a further blow in April 1982, when Syria cut off Iraq's pipeline to the Mediterranean Sea. Consequently Iraqi oil exports had now dwindled to a mere 700,000 barrels a day, most of it through a pipeline to Turkey, the Post reported.

Saudi Arabia Feb. 22 had agreed to let Iraq build a pipeline to the Red Sea, but it was not to be completed until 1986.

The drop in oil exports led to rapid depletion of Iraq's cash reserves. At the beginning of the war, Iraq's foreign exchange reserves had been estimated at $35 billion. By the end of 1982, those reserves were thought to have dwindled to about $5 billion, the Post reported, and they were presumed to have declined even further in 1983. According to the Post, Iraq was rumored to have recently sold off $4 billion in gold reserves. Iraq vigorously denied the rumors.

By most estimates, the war with Iran was costing Iraq about $1 billion a month. Persian Gulf nations were believed to have provided Iraq with up to $20 billion in financial aid in 1982 to defray the cost of the war. But there was evidence that such aid had declined, the Post reported. The story cited a July speech in which Iraqi President Saddam Hussein criticized "certain Arab brothers" for supplying aid when the Iranian threat seemed strong, and reducing it when the threat subsided. [See 1982 Middle East: News in Brief]

According to various press accounts, Iraq was having trouble meeting payments for development projects begun during the oil boom of the 1970s, and for subsequent arms and commodity shipments.

France, Iraq Deal in Arms and Oil

France had agreed to lend Iraq five Super Etendard bombers capable of firing Exocet missiles, Le Monde reported June 24. Super Etendards carrying Exocets had been Argentina's most effective weapon in the 1982 war with Great Britain over the Falkland Islands, accounting for the sinking of two British ships.

U.S. State Department officials June 27 said France had confirmed the deal, which was arranged in May. They said France had sold Iraq about $5 billion in military equipment since the outbreak of the war in September 1980. U.S. policy was to provide no military aid to either side, and the U.S. had refused requests by other countries to allow the resale of U.S. armaments to the combatants, the State Department said.

Iraqi pilots were now being trained at a French air base, the Washington Post reported July 21. The London Times the same day quoted Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz as saying that Iraq was already using Exocets against Iranian oil installations in the Persian Gulf. Iran had first charged Iraqi use of the missile May 21, when an Iranian environmental official said the oil spill that continued to spread over the gulf's waters had been caused by a deliberate attack on Iranian oilfields with Exocets.

Meanwhile, France's two state-owned oil companies June 23 said they had agreed to import 29 million barrels of Iraqi crude oil over the coming year. Iraq would use the proceeds to repay some of its estimated $2.26 billion in outstanding debt to France. Iraq was also seeking to negotiate a loan of up to $1 billion from France to cover payments it owned to French contractors in 1983, according to the Wall Street Journal July 5.

Israeli Arms Aid to Iran Alleged

Iranian exiles in Paris charged that an Israeli-owned firm was shipping large quantities of U.S.-made armaments to Iran, in violation of a U.S.-imposed arms embargo, the Boston Globe reported July 27. [See 1982 Iraq Offers Truce In War With Iran; Hussein Ouster Rumors Denied, 1982 Other Iran-Iraq War Developments; Search for Arms Continues]

Followers of exiled Iranian ex-President Abolhassan Bani-Sadr produced what purported to be copies of six invoices for arms shipments to Iran worth nearly $25 million. The invoices, dated January 1983, were billed to the Iranian defense ministry from Kendal Holding Ltd., an Israeli-owned company registered in Liberia. They covered shipments to Iran of an array of military equipment, including U.S.-made Sidewinder air-to-air missiles, mortar rounds and machine-gun and other ammunition.

Official U.S. policy barred resale of U.S. arms to Iran or Iraq.
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