Jan 1993 - Missile crisis–Iraqi incursions into Kuwait–Allied air strikes

Confrontation built up between Iraq and the US-led Western coalition in January, leading to a series of air strikes and other military actions by the USA and to a lesser extent by British and French aircraft, over Iraqi non-compliance with the terms of UN resolutions and with the stipulations under which the air exclusion zone or “no-fly zone” south of the 32nd parallel had been imposed since August 1992 by the USA, France, the United Kingdom and Russia [see p. 39068].

In the first of a series of confrontations during the month, over the installation of Iraqi anti-aircraft missiles south of the 32nd parallel (as confirmed in reports in early January), the Iraqi government agreed late on Jan. 8 to remove the missiles, after the Western allies and Russia had issued an ultimatum on Jan. 6.

At the time Iraq had justified its actions by claiming that the newly stationed missiles were intended to defend Iraqi aircraft against further attacks similar to those involving the shooting-down by US fighters of an Iraqi MiG-25 in late December 1992 [see p. 39247]. US officials maintained, however, that missile batteries had been moved into the area before the destruction of the MiG.

Iraqi troops made incursions into the demilitarized zone north of Kuwait on Jan. 10–13 to seize armaments abandoned at the Umm Qasr naval base and to dismantle warehouses. The weapons removed included Chinese short-range Silkworm surface-to-surface missiles which were due for destruction under UN supervision on Jan. 16. The zone was policed by unarmed members of the UN Iraq-Kuwait Observer Mission (UNIKOM), set up in April 1991.

On Nov. 23, 1992, the UN had decided that a new border should take effect from Jan. 15, running slightly north of that set by the 1991 ceasefire terms, giving Kuwait control over the former Iraqi naval base at Umm Qasr. The UN also ordered Iraq to remove equipment from the disputed area by Jan. 15, failing which it would be destroyed. Iraq, which refused to accept the new border, made its incursions into the newly demarcated zone to retrieve missiles and other equipment without requesting UN permission to do so.

The incursions highlighted the ineffectiveness of the 300 unarmed UN observers who policed the 260-km Iraqi-Kuwait border. The incursions were the most provocative since the ceasefire but they were by no means the first; reports said that there had been at least 51 previous border violations since UNIKOM was set up.

Iraq's Foreign Minister Muhammad Said Kazim al-Sahhaf on Jan. 12 stated that the government had obtained UN permission to remove the weapons, and that the operation had been co-ordinated with the chief military observer of UNIKOM, Maj.-Gen. Timothy Dibuama. This was denied by UNIKOM. On Jan. 11 the UN security Council warned the government of “serious consequences” if the incursions continued.

Allied air strikes were launched against Iraqi targets from Jan. 13 after the Iraqi government had on Jan. 10 imposed a ban on UN flights carrying UN weapons inspectors into central Iraq (proposing that the inspectors instead use Iraqi flights, and pressing the UN to lift the ban on domestic and international flights by Iraqi Airways; the UN inspectors, however, demanded the right to use independent aircraft as a vital part of the weapons supervision programme as set out in the ceasefire terms).

On Jan. 13, 114 US, French and British fighter aircraft attacked missile sites and air defence facilities in southern Iraq. An apartment building in Basra was hit when the guidance system of one of the missiles failed. Iraqi sources claimed that 19 people were killed as a result of these raids. US sources claimed that half of the eight targets were hit.

On Jan. 15 Iraqi President Saddam Hussein said that he would grant permission for limited access for UN flights. The then US President George Bush had announced a deadline of 9 p.m. GMT for Iraq to comply with the demand that the UN inspections be allowed to proceed unimpeded, and Saddam Hussein's response was apparently regarded as sufficiently conciliatory to merit the cancellation of further allied air strikes on Jan. 16.

On Jan. 17 the Iraqi government agreed to allow UN flights, but demanded, in return, a halt to French, UK and US flights around the flight path followed by the UN aircraft. The UN rejected these restrictions.

Also on Jan. 17, in his speech marking the anniversary of the start of the Gulf War, Saddam Hussein attacked the al- Sabah regime in Kuwait and called on Kuwaitis to overthrow it.

On Jan. 17 an Iraqi MiG-23 fighter was shot down and a missile was launched at an Iraqi anti-aircraft radar site by US aircraft in the northern air exclusion zone over Kurdistan. Iraqi radar and anti-aircraft gun sites were hit again in further raids on Jan. 18–21.

On the night of Jan. 17–18, acting on orders issued by Bush after telephone calls to allied leaders, US warships launched 40 cruise missiles carrying conventional warheads against the Iraqi nuclear weapons facility at Zafaraniyah 20 km south of Baghdad.

One of the missiles, the guidance system of which US sources later claimed had been destroyed by Iraqi anti-aircraft fire, fell on the Rashid Hotel in Baghdad. A doctor at the hotel said that three people had been killed and 19 injured. An Islamic conference was taking place there at the time.

The cruise missile attack on the night of Jan. 17–18 was conducted by US forces alone, but both French and UK as well as US aircraft were used in a further escalation of the hostilities on Jan. 18, with daylight strikes flown from bases in Saudi Arabia against targets including the anti-aircradft installations missed in the Jan. 13 raid. No allied aircraft were lost in the operations, in which, according to a statement from Baghdad, 21 Iraqis were killed.

Saddam Hussein on Jan. 19 called a unilateral ceasefire in the northern and southern air exclusion zones from Jan. 20, and agreed to allow UN flights to resume. This was presented as a gesture of goodwill towards incoming US President Bill Clinton at the time of his formal inauguration, and Saddam Hussein appealed to Clinton to halt the allied raids. However, the response of the new US administration was that there would be no change in policy as long as Iraq continued to violate UN resolutions.

In the first week following the Iraqi ceasefire announcement, US aircraft attacked Iraqi radar and air defence sites on several occasions in the northern zone and once in the southern zone. The pilots reported that they believed that they were under attack or that radar had locked on to their positions. There was no Iraqi retaliation in these instances.

On Jan. 14 Iraq accused the allies of indiscriminate bombing of civilian areas and asserted that it would confront hostile activity. Saddam Hussein declared that another jihad (holy war) had begun, while Deputy Prime Minister Tariq Aziz stated that Iraq would continue to resist the “illegitimate air embargo” imposed in the north and south.

On Jan. 15 the state-controlled Iraqi News Agency (INA) called on the Arab masses, Muslims and freedom-loving people around the world to condemn the West and the UN for their double-standard policies. On Jan. 16 the Ba’ath Party newspaper al-Thawrah accused Bush of trying to force his successor, Clinton, into adopting an aggressive policy towards Iraq. The Iraqi stance at this time was to focus on Bush's role, to depict the raids as his personal vendetta against Saddam Hussein, and to emphasise that the current offensive military actions against Iraq were US-led rather than UN-led.

UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali declared on Jan. 14 that the allied attacks on Iraq were in accordance with UN security Council resolutions although the security Council had not specifically authorized the use of force. Most security Council members considered attacks limited to military targets were an appropriate response to Iraqi violations of the UN peace terms. However, support became more muted after the later attacks.

The French government criticized the USA for exceeding its UN mandate in the cruise missile attack on the Zafaraniyah plant. Although the United Kingdom government had expressed strong support for the raids, UK backbench MPs and opposition parties were uneasy at the continuing conflict and urged the UN security Council to develop a long-terAlthough Russia had supported the initial allied raids on the southern exclusion zone, a Foreign Ministry statement on Jan. 18 commented that “reaction to the actions of Iraq must be proportionate and proceed from agreed decisions”, and Russia urged at this time that a fresh mandate be sought from the UN security Council.

Russian President Boris Yeltsin came under strong pressure from conservative parties to condemn the attacks. Vice-President Aleksandr Rutskoi was reported on Jan. 25 as having urged the use of Russia's security Council veto to prevent any further raids.

The Italian government made clear its unwillingness to take part in the raids on Iraq despite the presence of two Italian frigates in the Gulf.

The Turkish Prime Minister Suleyman Demirelwarned Iraq on Jan. 14 not to provoke allied attacks. The warning was repeated by Turkish Foreign Minister Hikmet Cetin on Jan. 18. However, the Turkish Defence Minister Nevzat Ayaz criticized the allies for employing double standards, acting to enforce UN resolutions in Iraq but not in Bosnia-Hercegovina.

Similar charges of Western double standards, in relation to the difference in responses to Iraqi and to Israeli non-compliance with UN resolutions, were levelled at the UN security Council members by the Arab League, the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) and Arab governments, including Algeria, Libya, Tunisia, Syria, Yemen, Sudan and Jordan.

Iran accused the USA of exploiting the Gulf crisis by allowing Saddam Hussein to remain a threat to the region, thus boosting the sale of US weapons to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and other Gulf states. Although Saudi Arabia initially blamed Saddam Hussein for provoking the allied attacks, a Cabinet statement widely published on Jan. 19 echoed the charges of double standards. Kuwait welcomed the raids but placed its security forces on full alert fearing reprisals; 1,200 US troops were sent to Kuwait to secure the border. The Kuwaiti government had also asked the UK to send troops. The UN considered increasing the number of UNIKOM observers. The Israeli government stated that it had no fears of an Iraqi attack.

Two UN weapons inspection teams began a 5-day visit to Iraq on Jan. 21; UN inspectors said that they had full co-operation from the Iraqi side. However, an article in the New York Times accused the inspectors of allowing themselves to be outmanoeuvred by Iraqi tactics to pursue covert arms programmes. The accusation was denied by Maurizio Zifferero, deputy director-general of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

UN inspectors expressed their concern at the end of the visit that Iraq might use arms development allowed under the ceasefire terms, including ballistic missiles with a range of less than 150 km, to resume work on longer-range missiles.

The Iraqi government agreed during the visit to discuss foreign suppliers not only of nuclear weapons systems but also of chemical, biological and ballistic weapons systems. Zifferero claimed that equipment at the Zafaraniyah nuclear plant had been listed for destruction by the UN. However, Rolf Ekeus, head of the joint UN-IAEA Joint Commission responsible for destroying Iraq's weapons of mass destruction, declared that all equipment which could only be used for military purposes had been destroyed. He disputed the US claim that there was an ongoing nuclear weapons programme at the plant.

The Turkish construction company, Enka, became the first firm to register a claim against Iraq as a result of the Gulf crisis, in relation to losses estimated as US$264,300,000 incurred on the US$1,500 million Bekhme dam scheme in north-eastern Iraq.

The claim was presented to the UN Compensation Commission established in January 1992 [see p. 38742] which started accepting company claims from Jan. 1, 1993. Governments, including state-owned companies, and international organizations would be able to claim from Feb. 1. The Turkish government was expected to claim for the US$280,000,000 annual revenues lost from the closure of the oil pipeline from Iraq.

On Dec. 24, 1992, Turkey had extended until June 30, 1993, the mandate for the allied forces to use its territory to police the no-fly zone in Iraqi Kurdistan.

