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Anticipating Consequences 

While a U.S.-led war with Iraq appears increasingly probable, anticipating the 
consequences of the impending military conflict is not a simple matter.  For the United 
States and its allies, achieving victory will be far more difficult than merely defeating Iraq’s 
armed forces on the battlefield and toppling Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist regime in Baghdad, 
as winning the war is apt to be considerably swifter and easier than securing the peace.  
Disarming Iraq of its weapons of mass destruction (WMD) capabilities would be a major 
contribution to stemming WMD proliferation, which is critical to international and regional 
peace and security and the national security of the United States.  Unfortunately, this benefit 
of war would likely come at considerable costs, including adverse security consequences.  

This is so in part because the prospects for mass-destruction terrorism and weapons 
proliferation—and threats that WMD could be used for war or terror—depend not only on 
Iraq and the United States, but also on the actions and reactions of many parties around the 
world.  Unfortunately, both North Korea and Osama bin Laden have already begun to 
exploit the coming war with Iraq in menacing ways.2  But more directly, as explained below 
the Bush Administration’s explicit intent to wage war for regime change in Baghdad 
maximizes prospects that chemical and biological weapons and ballistic missiles will be used 
against the United States, its armed forces, and its allies.  Moreover, war may provide direct 
and indirect opportunities for al-Qa’ida and other international terrorist organizations to gain 
access to Iraqi biological and chemical agents.   

Indeed, the potential stakes involved in the coming clash are enormous, and include a 
wide range of possible scenarios with both positive and negative consequences for U.S. and 
international security.  Of these potential consequences, we can at best estimate in general, 
relative terms which will most likely happen, which may ensue, and which are unlikely to occur.  
However, systematically comparing likely, potential, and improbable costs and benefits can 
aid in anticipating the future course of events.  This exercise also offers a pragmatic basis for 
judgment on favoring or opposing war as compared to alternative courses of action, with 
respect to WMD threats.  A comprehensive evaluation would go beyond the narrow scope 
of this assessment to examine many other factors, including alliance relations, economic 
matters, international institutions, nonproliferation regimes, and humanitarian questions. 

This paper outlines considerations on forcibly disarming Iraq of its capabilities to 
develop and wield WMD, divided into four sections.  First, it outlines key empirical 
assumptions to ground the analysis that follows.  Second, it offers schematic outlines of 
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positive and negative consequences that may ensue in the event of war, organizing these 
diverse possible developments in terms of their relative likelihood and benefits/costs.  Third, 
it surveys actual and possible outcomes that have been or could be realized in disarming Iraq 
of WMD, and reviews measures that have been or could be undertaken to minimize WMD 
threats posed by Saddam Hussein’s regime.   

Fourth, on the basis of this analysis, it concludes that while all policy options entail 
significant risks, the likely negative outcomes of war outweigh likely positive benefits.  
Avoiding war would significantly reduce the likelihood of several possible and potentially 
catastrophic outcomes.  On balance, quashing Iraq’s WMD ambitions by force is an 
unnecessary gamble whose probable benefits do not warrant taking the inherent risks.  A 
more effective course of action for reducing mass-destruction terrorism and weapons threats 
would be to bolster existing constraints on Iraq’s WMD potential, while prioritizing efforts 
to address more pressing mass-destruction weapon and terrorism threats, notably: 
preventing a nuclear arms race in East Asia, eliminating al-Qa’ida terror cells, developing 
biodefense measures to protect against biological weapons and bioterrorism, and securing 
fissile material stocks and nuclear energy facilities in the former Soviet Union and elsewhere.  
These judgments are by no means self-evident, and Bush Administration officials and other 
analysts reach different conclusions.3  But to initiate a war of globe-spanning consequence 
without recognition of the hazards involved and serious reflection on alternatives would be 
imprudent and irresponsible.4 

 

Assumptions and Expectations 

The analysis presented in this paper rests on five empirical assumptions.  If future 
revelations or events disprove any of these assumptions, then the likelihood of the 
consequences sketched elsewhere in the paper may vary accordingly.  These assumptions 
bear on the threats posed by Iraq and the prospects for and likely course of war, and lead to 
two near-term expectations regarding the risks and possible benefits of military conflict. 

First, based on the information gathered and analysis conducted by the United Nations 
Special Commission on Iraq (UNSCOM) and its successor, the United Nations Monitoring, 
Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC), as well as by the Iraq Action Team 
of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and other independent sources, it is 
prudent to assume that Iraq possesses at least small stocks of weaponized chemical and 
biological warfare (CBW) agents, and a limited range of delivery systems for disseminating 
CBW munitions either in military combat or in terror attacks against civilian populations.  
Fortunately, however, it is extremely unlikely that Iraq possesses nuclear weapons, and 
virtually certain that it possesses far fewer medium-range ballistic missiles than it did in 
1991.5  Second, we cannot expect moral scruples to restrain the behavior of Saddam Hussein 
and other top officials within the Iraqi regime, either in terms of complying with Iraq’s 
obligations under international law, or respecting the human rights and providing for the 
security of the Iraqi people.  Third, given Saddam Hussein’s demonstrated staying power and 
the brutal effectiveness of his internal security apparatus, there is little reason for hope in the 
near term that he will be toppled by an internal coup d’etat.  Fourth, this assessment is 
written with the expectation that overt military hostilities will begin within a few weeks, or at 
most perhaps a few months.  Fifth, given the vast disparity in military capabilities, a U.S.-led 
war will end in the swift and decisive defeat of Iraqi military forces and removal of Saddam 
Hussein from power in Iraq—if the conflict is contained within Iraq.   
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These five assumptions justify two expectations about the coming conflict.  First, 
whatever ulterior motives may drive the Bush Administration’s determination to press for 
forceful disarmament of Iraq, this conflict is profoundly related to Iraq’s ambitions to 
acquire and wield weapons of mass destruction.  If Iraq had never used chemical weapons or 
ballistic missiles against unarmed civilian populations; nor undertaken a vast nuclear 
weapons program in deliberate violation of its legal obligations under the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT); nor sought to acquire, test, and weaponize a frightening range of 
lethal pathogens and toxins; nor defied for over a decade the legitimate demand of the 
international community that Iraq cooperate in verifying its disarmament of proscribed 
weapons, there would be zero chance that the world would be facing the present situation.  
Thus, whatever else might ensue, military defeat of Iraq would contribute to international 
security insofar as it curtails the WMD threats posed by a brutal and menacing state. 

The second expectation warranted by the assumptions noted above is that current 
uncertainties as to the existence and specific dimensions of Iraqi WMD capabilities will soon 
be resolved.  It is conceivable that military occupation may reveal that Iraq has no WMD 
capabilities whatsoever.  However, Iraq’s persistent, sophisticated, and costly denial-and-
deception efforts strongly indicate that it continues to possess banned weaponry.   

Far more likely is the prospect that when U.S. forces seriously threaten Hussein’s military 
and political control over Baghdad, Iraqi forces will attempt to use chemical and perhaps 
biological weapons against U.S. and allied forces, despite the casualties these mass-murder 
weapons may cause among the Iraqi people, and regardless of the threat of massive U.S. 
retaliation.6  Hussein will almost certainly attempt to strike Israel to try to provoke it into 
counterattacking, in order to create the appearance of a U.S.-Israeli war against an Arab state 
and thereby rally Arab sentiment in his defense.  It is unclear whether Iraq still has the 
capability to hit Israel with ballistic missiles as it did in 1991, but it can deploy other delivery 
vehicles, including unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) and human agents, which might be 
used to unleash chemical or biological agents in Tel Aviv or other Israeli cities.   

However, if the use of CBW weapons is confined to strikes on targets within Iraq, such 
arms are unlikely to halt military operations or to inflict massive casualties on coalition forces 
adequately prepared for CBW attacks.  Subsequently, most stocks and production facilities 
that are not expended or destroyed in conflict will be captured and disclosed by occupying 
forces.  In any case, the conflict and its aftermath will illustrate the importance—though not 
necessarily the wisdom—of the WMD counterproliferation rationale for the war.7 

 

Possible Consequences of War with Iraq 

As the two tables below attempt to convey in concise terms, a very wide range of 
consequences may result from a U.S.-led military campaign to forcibly disarm Iraq.  Several 
caveats should be kept in mind in considering these tables.  First, predicting future events is 
extremely difficult, these categorizations are quite general, and estimates of probability are 
highly sensitive to new information.  Second, the overall outcome of war is apt to include 
positive and negative developments, the “balance” of which may be—or be seen to be—
dominated by a few highly negative results.  Moreover, specific and net impacts will likely 
change over time, and this static depiction does not capture the dynamic, path-dependent 
course of historical development.  Third, these assessments of “severity” emphasize U.S. 
national security and other normative biases, and focus on WMD-related issues.  These 
charts are by no means exhaustive, and many positive and negative consequences not listed 



 4 

here may also ensue.  Fourth, some potential consequences are mutually exclusive, while 
others have mirror-image opposites noted in both tables.  Thus, this review is designed so 
that it is impossible for all outcomes listed here to be realized, and virtually certain than 
some of them would come to pass.  Fifth, this is by no means the only method to 
systematically evaluate the policy option of war to disarm Iraq.8  Finally, to underscore their 
limits, these estimates are not based on knowledge of classified information or U.S. and Iraqi 
war plans, and reflect the informed but nevertheless subjective judgment of a single analyst. 

Given the inherent difficulty of predicting events, the most important observations to 
draw from this exercise are perhaps obvious.  First, war to disarm Iraq will likely offer 
considerable benefits in reducing potential WMD threats, but will probably also entail 
significant security costs.  Second, some potential negative consequences would be 
disastrous.  In sum, the impending war is a risky venture. 

 
 
 
 

Favorable Consequences of War: 
Relative Benefits and Estimated Probability 

 
 
 Major Benefits Significant Benefits Minor Benefits 

Probable • Iraqi NBC munitions and 
ballistic missiles located, 
captured, and destroyed  
• Iraqi non-acquisition of 
nuclear weapons ensured for 
foreseeable future 
• Saddam Hussein evicted 
from dictatorship over Iraq 

• Iraq prevented from future 
export of WMD  
• Middle East oil supplies 
assured at stable prices 
• New Iraqi regime gains 
control over WMD personnel 
and dual-use infrastructure; 
abjures WMD weapons 

• U.S. gains battlefield 
experience with innovative 
weapons and tactics for 
disrupting WMD attacks 
• Iraq punished for treaty 
violations and defiance of 
UNSC resolutions 

Possible • Iraqi smallpox stocks 
discovered; if real, destroyed 
• Iraqi CBW munitions prove 
ineffectual, dampening interest 
in CBW elsewhere 
• Bush Administration’s 
“imperial” ambitions curtailed 
by limited success, high costs, 
unintended effects of war 

• U.S. military demonstrates 
capability to fight and swiftly 
prevail despite NBC attacks 
• Iraq WMD personnel 
relocate to Western countries 
• Demonstration of U.S. might 
and determination bolsters 
coercive diplomacy with other 
“rogue” states 

• Iraqi military quickly 
disintegrates without fighting 
• Iraqi population grateful for 
liberation from Saddam’s rule 
• EU prompted to develop 
unified, effective defense and 
foreign policies 
• Longstanding conflict in 
UNSC over Iraq is ended 

Unlikely • U.S.-defined “state 
sponsors” of terror end 
support for terrorism 
• Middle East autocracies 
transform into effective, 
constitutional democracies  
• Human and economic costs 
of war catalyze global shift 
from fossil fuels toward 
renewable energy sources 

• “Rogue states” voluntarily 
terminate all of their WMD 
programs 
• Saudi Arabia and Pakistan 
end support for terrorism 
• Iraqi people gain effective, 
constitutional democratic 
governance 

• UNSC regains authority over 
legitimate use of force to 
preserve international peace 
and security 
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Adverse Consequences of War: 
Relative Severity and Estimated Probability 

 

 Least Severe “Medium” Severity Most Severe 

Probable • War exacerbates anti-
American sentiment among 
Europeans and other allies 
• Iraqi CBW use against U.S. 
troops inflicts limited 
casualties, impedes operations 
• New Iraqi regime retains 
WMD personnel and dual-use 
infrastructure, posing latent 
threat over medium term 
 

• Al-Qa’ida conducts terrorist 
attacks to coincide with war 
• U.S. viewed as causing high 
casualties among Iraqi civilians 
• Inadequate U.S. and 
international support for 
reconstruction of Iraq 
• U.S. must occupy Iraq for 
years to maintain stability and 
pro-U.S. regime 

• North Korea exploits U.S. 
and UNSC focus on Iraq to 
build nuclear arsenal 
• Enduring outrage among 
Arab and Muslim populations 
broadens social base for 
terrorism against Americans 
• WMD know-how, 
munitions, or technologies 
leak from Iraq to terrorist 
organizations or “rogue” states 

Possible • Iraqi CBW attacks on Israel 
inflict some casualties, but 
Israel limits its retaliation 
• Postwar revenge attacks on 
U.S. forces occupying Iraq, 
perhaps with CBW 
• Fear of U.S. preemption 
prompts “rogue” states to 
accelerate WMD programs to 
attempt to deter U.S. attack 

• High U.S. military casualties 
in urban fighting 
• U.S. installs compliant 
dictatorship that gives oil 
contracts to U.S. firms, belying 
disarmament and liberation 
rationales for war 
• Third-party exploitation of 
the crisis (e.g., more 
diversionary anthrax letters; 
Sharon expels Palestinians) 
• War disrupts oil exports 
from Middle East, damaging 
economies worldwide 

• Iraqi CBW attack against 
Israel inflicts mass casualties, 
provoking massive retaliation 
and creating appearance of 
U.S.-Israeli war against Iraq 
• Iraq attacks American cities 
and/or those of U.S. allies 
with CBW agents, potentially 
including smallpox or other 
contagious pathogens 
• Easy victory emboldens 
Bush Administration to wage 
even more dangerous wars, 
beginning with North Korea 

Unlikely • New Iraqi regime retains 
substantial WMD assets  
• War distracts U.S. leadership 
and diverts U.S. military and 
intelligence assets from 
fighting al-Qa’ida 

• Countering U.S. 
unilateralism, allies and other 
states cut intelligence 
cooperation in fight against 
al-Qa’ida 
• Iraq fragments into three 
regions, boosting Iran’s 
influence and triggering 
instability within Turkey  
• China, India, or Pakistan 
mimic U.S. “preemptive” 
doctrine 

• Saudi, Egyptian, Pakistani 
and/or other governments 
toppled by Islamic extremists 
sympathetic to al-Qa’ida 
• Iraq halts U.S. war through 
the threat or use of WMD  
• Israeli or U.S. nuclear 
retaliation against Baghdad, 
killing tens or hundreds of 
thousands of civilians 
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Past and Possible Future WMD Outcomes in Iraq 

To gain perspective on Iraqi WMD threats and how they can be addressed effectively, it 
is useful to consider the wide range of outcomes that already have been or still could be 
realized with respect to disarming Iraq.  Iraqi ambitions to acquire weapons of mass 
destruction date at least to the mid-1970s.  Since then, the United States and other actors in 
the international community have adopted a variety of general strategies and specific policies 
toward Iraq’s WMD capabilities, invasions of neighboring Iran and Kuwait, and use of 
chemical weapons and ballistic missiles.  In the 1980s, Iraq’s WMD programs, military 
aggression, and violations of international law and human rights were largely ignored and in 
some respects tacitly encouraged by leading countries, including the United States.9  The era 
of international support for Saddam Hussein ended abruptly in 1990, when Iraq’s invasion 
of Kuwait provoked formation of an international military coalition led by Iraq’s former 
patrons to forcefully expel Iraqi troops from Kuwait.  Since 1991, the UN Security Council 
has taken the historically unprecedented step of formally banning Iraq’s possession of WMD 
capabilities and requiring that Iraq cooperate in allowing UN inspectors to verify Iraq’s 
disarmament. 

The table on pp. 8-9 below outlines five actual and four possible policy outcomes—
arrayed on a scale from best to worst—with respect to achieving Iraq’s verified disarmament 
of WMD capabilities.  Highlighted rows indicate possible outcomes that could have or may 
still come to pass, while those in plain text review actual outcomes from the 1980s to the 
present.  These are general characterizations that do not capture significant variations within 
time periods, and refer to transitory rather than “final” outcomes.  The theoretically absolute 
best and worst cases are excluded here as unrealistic; given developments over the last two 
decades neither pure nonproliferation nor unfettered WMD proliferation are feasible 
possibilities for Iraq.  Note also that in the table these outcomes are defined in terms of 
WMD capabilities, not in terms of the probability of their use.   

Comparative review of these outcomes suggests four observations regarding war as 
compared to the inspection system and the other measures presently constraining Iraq.  First, 
Iraq’s WMD ambitions have long posed a bedeviling challenge for the international 
community, a problem for which there is no perfect or facile solution and every policy 
alternative involves some risk.  Even the best feasible outcome contains some dangers of 
mass-destruction weapons proliferation.  It should be recognized that both voluntary and 
involuntary disarmament entail proliferation risks, although of considerably different 
magnitude.  Given the centralization of power and information within Iraq, a firm and 
sustained commitment by Saddam Hussein to implement a policy of voluntary, verified 
disarmament would offer the best prospects for minimizing WMD risks in Iraq.  However, 
lacking omniscient and omnipotent control over all Iraqi scientists, technicians, and military 
personnel, even voluntary disarmament would still pose some risks of “brain drain” of 
weapons expertise and perhaps small-scale retention of chemical or biological agents by 
rogue elements within the Iraqi state, whether for criminal or terrorist purposes.10   

This risk would be far greater under conditions of involuntary disarmament, in which 
external actors outside the Iraqi state must identify, locate, track, account for, and disarm all 
WMD-related information, personnel, equipment, materials, munitions, and facilities.  These 
tasks are likely to be very difficult in the chaos of war and its aftermath in Iraq, as the Iraqi 
state collapses.  When war disrupts centralized authoritarian control over Iraqi WMD assets, 
individuals and small units will likely loot whatever portable resources may be at hand and 
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attempt to flee from occupying forces.  To avoid detention and trial for war crimes and 
crimes against humanity, key weapons specialists will likely take flight to get abroad, where 
their expertise is highly coveted by states and non-state actors seeking WMD.  In sum, by 
disarming Iraq by force, U.S. and allied troops will most probably capture and render 
harmless the bulk of Iraqi WMD capabilities, but will likely fall short of seizing every WMD 
asset.  Production facilities and stockpiles will almost surely be identified and deactivated, 
but some experts, sensitive information, chemical munitions, and disease cultures may not be 
secured.  Whatever CBW munitions remain in Iraq could be used in revenge attacks against 
allied troops, and any WMD assets taken from Iraq may eventually be acquired by other 
proliferant states or by terrorist organizations.  In the event of war, minimizing this 
proliferation risk will be critical to reducing the postwar prospects for mass-destruction 
terrorism and weapons proliferation.11 

Second, of potential future outcomes, involuntary disarmament through military 
occupation holds the highest risk that Hussein will actually use any mass-destruction 
weapons at his command. Unfortunately, the specific orientation of U.S. policy on war with 
Iraq—i.e., explicit determination to forcibly remove the Ba’athist regime from power and to 
kill or capture its leadership—maximizes both the prospects that in the event of war Iraq 
would use whatever chemical, biological, and missile capabilities it possesses, and that 
international terrorist organizations may gain access to these weapons.  Denying Iraqi leaders 
any prospect for survival undercuts deterrence and self interest-based constraints on transfer 
of WMD munitions to third parties, because in the event of war the Iraqi leaders themselves 
would no longer have anything to lose.   

In the coming conflict, Iraqi leaders may attempt to use WMD in several ways: as a last-
ditch blackmail effort to hold U.S. or allied civilian populations at risk; to incite an Israeli 
counterattack; to inflict casualties and slow operations of U.S. ground forces in Iraq; to 
repress an uprising by Kurds or Shiites among the Iraqi population; or as revenge for the 
regime’s destruction and Saddam Hussein’s death.  The first four of these potential uses 
might be deterred by retaliatory threats, but the latter may no longer be possible.  Had the 
Bush Administration publicly defined the U.S. role in a war as limited to the circumscribed 
objective of Iraq’s disarmament of WMD capabilities, direct attacks by Iraq and its provision 
of WMD munitions to third parties for revenge would be less likely.   

In any case, any Iraqi attempts to inflict mass casualties through WMD attacks against 
coalition forces would probably fail.  But if Iraq were to succeed in killing thousands—either 
through attacks against troops or in terror strikes against civilian populations in Israel, the 
United States, or other countries—then U.S. and Israeli leaders would likely consider nuclear 
retaliation against Iraqi military and leadership targets.12  As many key sites are located in 
Baghdad, their destruction could not be effected without killing many of the city’s five 
million civilian inhabitants.  Given Saddam Hussein’s grandiose egoism and ruthlessness, on 
facing his own death it is conceivable that he might deliberately seek to provoke this or other 
nightmarish scenarios.  In the event of war to disarm Iraq, avoiding this worst-case scenario 
would be a moral, political, and security imperative for U.S. and allied leaders.  
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WMD Proliferation and Disarmament Outcomes in Iraq  

 
 
 
Ranking 

Outcomes Regarding 
Verified Disarmament 

 
Supporting Measures 

 
Comments 

 Best Complete, cooperative 
disarmament of WMD 

§ UNMOVIC & IAEA inspections 
 

§ Remains possible, but given Iraqi behavior since 1991 appears extremely unlikely 
§ E.g., South Africa policy of verifying its nuclear disarmament, 1991-94 

2nd best Military occupation 
imposing complete, 
involuntary disarmament 

§ Intelligence tracking of postwar 
diffusion of WMD personnel, 
data, materials, and technologies  

§ Bush Administration plan, and current proposal before UNSC 
§ E.g., allies’ policy against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan in WWII 

3rd best Rigorous implementation 
of UNSC 1441; but with 
only limited, involuntary, 
and deceptive cooperation 
on disarmament by Iraq 

§ Deterrence of WMD use by 
threat of massive retaliation 
§ Military containment, e.g., by 
enforcing no-fly zones 
§ Military deployments to coerce 
compliance with UNSC 1441 
§ Controls on Iraqi imports of 
WMD technologies 
§ Intelligence surveillance 
§ “Smart” economic sanctions 
§ Political pressure 

§ Measures implemented during January-March 2003 
§ Effectiveness could be enhanced through “coercive inspections,”13 but this would 

put inspectors’ lives at considerable risk, and might provoke military conflict 
§ Expanded military deployments and other elements may not be sustainable over 

the long term 
§ Over time, this outcome may not be sustained and could degenerate to 3rd worst 

outcome below 

4th best UNSCOM/IAEA Action 
Team implementation of 
UNSC 687 and related 
resolutions 

§ Deterrence of WMD use by 
threat of massive retaliation 
§ Military containment, e.g., by 
enforcing no-fly zones 
§ Controls on Iraqi imports of 
WMD technologies 
§ Intelligence surveillance 
§ Economic sanctions 
§ Political pressure 

§ Outcome in 1991-1998; effectiveness varied, was not sustained over long term 
§ However, far more effective than Operation Desert Storm in directly 

implementing and indirectly motivating Iraqi disarmament of WMD assets 
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Ranking 

Outcomes Regarding 
Verified Disarmament 

 
Supporting Measures 

 
Comments 

 No international 
inspections to verify 
implementation of UNSC 
687 and related resolutions 

§ Deterrence of WMD use by 
threat of massive retaliation 
§ Military containment, e.g., by 
enforcing no-fly zones 
§ Controls on Iraqi imports of 
WMD technologies 
§ intelligence surveillance 
§ Economic sanctions 
§ Political pressure 

§ Outcome during 1998-2002 
§ Absence of international inspectors presumably enabled intensified efforts to 

develop WMD 
§ Coupled with limited military strikes against missile facilities and other Iraqi 

military targets, in December 1998 Operation Desert Fox 
§  “Smart” sanctions instituted in May 2002 to minimize impact on civilian 

population while still impeding WMD imports and other military acquisitions 

4th worst Military destruction of 
known Iraqi WMD assets 

§ Deterrence of WMD use by 
threat of massive retaliation 
§ Operation Desert Storm 

§ Because most Iraqi WMD facilities and other asserts were either unknown or not 
effectively targeted, key production facilities, weapons stockpiles, and other assets 
survived the limited 1990-1991 war 

3rd worst Renewed WMD programs, 
but at limited scale 
compared with 1980s 

§ Deterrence of WMD use by 
threat of massive retaliation 
§ Military containment, e.g., by 
enforcing no-fly zones 
§ Controls on Iraqi imports of 
WMD technologies 
§ Intelligence surveillance 
§ Economic sanctions 

§ Barring voluntary disarmament or military occupation, likely outcome over 
medium- to long-term future 

§ As an additional supporting measure, the United States would retain capabilities 
to attack and destroy large-scale nuclear and missile facilities, as well as any 
chemical or biological weapon facilities identified by intelligence sources, 
defectors, etc. 

§ Nevertheless, this outcome entails some long-term risk that covert Iraqi 
procurement and development efforts may enable acquisition of nuclear weapons  

2nd worst  Massive, clandestine WMD 
programs and undeterred 
use of chemical weapons 
and ballistic missile against 
civilians 

§ International acquiescence to 
Iraqi use of chemical weapons 
§ Military, political, and economic 
engagement by US and others 
§ Weak controls on Iraqi 
technology imports 

§ Outcome during 1980s-1990 
§ Engagement policy was part of U.S., Western European, and Sunni Arab efforts 

to defeat and contain Iran after 1979 Revolution 
 

Worst Massive, overt production 
of arsenal of nuclear 
weapons and long-range 
ballistic missiles, as well as 
advanced chemical and 
biological weapons and 
delivery vehicles 

§ Deterrence of WMD use by 
threat of massive retaliation 
§ Controls on Iraqi imports of 
WMD technologies 
§ Intelligence surveillance 
§ Economic sanctions 

§ Iraq could check U.S. and other international actors’ deterrent capability, and 
invade Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, or other countries with expectation that no allied 
coalition would form in response 

§ If Iraq had not provoked Operation Desert Storm by invading Kuwait in 1990, 
this outcome might have been realized by the mid-1990s 

§ No longer likely, given U.S. intelligence and military capabilities to detect and 
destroy the large-scale facilities required for robust nuclear and missile programs 
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Third, while many opponents of war with Iraq apparently fail to recognize that the threat 
of force has been critical to winning even limited Iraqi cooperation, leading advocates of war 
mischaracterize the scope and effectiveness of the measures presently arrayed against Iraq.  
Comparing the 1998 and 2003 crises in the UN Security Council over compelling Iraq’s 
disarmament, it appears that the Bush Administration’s threat to unilaterally wage war 
against Iraq was instrumental to winning unanimous support for UNSC Resolution 1441.14  
This resolution is in many respects much stronger and potentially more effective than past 
mandates, and according to chief UN Inspector Hans Blix among many other observers, the 
threat of war has been essential to coercing partial Iraqi compliance with its obligations 
under UNSC 1441.15  It is not clear whether the millions who have marched against war 
appreciate the contribution that threatening war has made in compelling Iraq’s compliance 
with international law and reducing the WMD threats that Iraq poses to the world.   

However, leading proponents of war, notably U.S. Secretary of Defense Donald 
Rumsfeld, wrongly deprecate the utility of present measures in containing Iraqi WMD 
threats.  In lobbying for war, Rumsfeld recently belittled current measures against Iraq—
which include deterrence of WMD use by threat of massive retaliation; enforcing no-fly 
zones over Iraqi territory; massive military deployments in countries surrounding Iraq; 
intelligence surveillance and international inspections of suspect facilities; and economic 
sanctions and controls on Iraqi imports of sensitive technologies—as “doing nothing.”16  
This misrepresents the considerable potency of existing measures confronting Iraq. 

This suggests a fourth observation on WMD outcomes.  While far from ideal, the 
current situation is significantly better than any yet realized in coping with the Iraqi WMD 
challenge.  In this regard, it is unfortunate that the positions taken by France, Germany, the 
Pope, and anti-war demonstrators may have undermined the credibility of the threat of force 
against Iraq, and thereby weakened Iraq’s incentives to comply with UNSC 1441.  Likewise 
regrettable, the Bush Administration’s apparently unswerving determination to go to war 
may “make the best the enemy of the good,” or more precisely, make the second-best 
outcome of involuntary disarmament the goal that undercuts the third-best, that of military 
containment and compellence with robust inspections and intelligence surveillance.   

Indeed, the current set of policies to monitor, contain, deter, and weaken Iraq are 
considerably potent.  One way to grasp their effectiveness is to recall the 1990-1991 Gulf 
War.  In that conflict, the allied campaign Operation Desert Storm made major direct and 
indirect contributions to disarming Iraq of its WMD capabilities, by physically destroying 
some production and storage facilities and impeding the operations of others.  But due to 
difficulties in identifying and effectively targeting Iraqi WMD sites, Desert Storm itself 
proved much less effective than did the UN disarmament efforts that it enabled during the 
1991-1998 period, in terms of the number of facilities, munitions, and other Iraqi WMD 
assets located and physically disarmed.  Although the effectiveness of the current package of 
measures is surely limited by Iraqi concealment activities, their cumulative scope and depth is 
significantly more powerful than those employed during 1991-1998.  On balance, Iraq’s 
ability to develop, test, and deploy WMD has never been as tightly restrained as it is today. 

The present outcome, however, is problematic in three important ways.  First, it is 
unlikely to achieve complete, verified Iraqi disarmament in the near term, if ever; it is costly 
to sustain and could degenerate over the medium- to long-term to a weaker set of 
constraints; and it entails running some risk that covert Iraqi procurement and development 
activities might eventually enable acquisition of nuclear weapons.  Relying on inspections to 
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find and verify destruction of WMD assets would likely be a slow and frustrating process 
that may never ensure Iraq’s complete disarmament of WMD.  If the past twelve years are 
any indication, it would be very difficult for UNSC members to sustain the present array of 
measures against Iraq.  Since 1991, Baghdad has demonstrated an adroit capability to sow 
dissension in the Security Council through a variety of gambits, including persistent foot-
dragging coupled with last-minute partial concessions, and political allocation of major 
contracts to foreign firms.  

Hence, unless UNSC members sustain more enduring determination than they have 
managed in the past—or shocking revelations or renewed Iraqi aggression again provokes 
unity in the UNSC—the contemporary “third-best” outcome is prone to deteriorate over 
time to the “third-worst” outcome in the table below.  As noted, the latter would entail some 
long-term risk of Iraqi nuclear breakout, which if realized would destabilize the Middle East 
and stimulate WMD proliferation in the region; harm U.S. and allied security and political 
interests; and potentially enable Iraq to once again engage in military aggression but with 
much less concern for arousing a countervailing coalition. However small and distant in time 
the risk of a nuclear-armed Iraq might be, given the past behavior of the Iraqi regime this 
future possibility is grounds for very serious concern.  Fortunately, however, Iraq’s 
acquisition of nuclear weapons is not inevitable, and through effective measures this 
outcome could most likely be forestalled for at least several years, if not indefinitely.17 

 

Conclusion: An Imprudent and Unnecessary War  

In the 1940s, war was indispensable to stopping the atomic bomb program of Nazi 
Germany, and in the 1990s, military force was critical to holding at bay the nuclear ambitions 
of Ba’athist Iraq.  Today, preventing Iraq from acquiring nuclear weapons remains an 
international imperative, and military occupation would effectively eliminate the possibility 
of this threat materializing for the foreseeable future.   

If this were the only security threat involved, if severe adverse consequences of war 
could be assuredly limited, and if no viable alternative policy were feasible, then the future 
possibility of an Iraqi atomic bomb would be a compelling reason for forcefully disarming 
Iraq.  However, as this assessment attempts to detail, at present these conditions do not hold.  
Preventive war against Iraq could have major negative as well as positive consequences, and 
may precipitate a number of “worst-case” scenarios, the most likely of which include nuclear 
weapons production by North Korea and intensified al-Qa’ida recruiting for terrorist attacks 
against the United States.  Existing measures arrayed against Iraq—deterrence, containment, 
intelligence surveillance, economic sanctions, import controls on sensitive technologies, and 
intrusive inspections under UNSC 1441—pose major constraints on Iraqi WMD capabilities.  
In combination, as long as these measures continue to be backed by the threat of force, they 
are probably sufficient to forestall the worst Iraqi WMD threats indefinitely.  

Under these circumstances, it would be prudent to maintain—or better, to strengthen—
the present set of measures to weaken, monitor, and contain Iraq short of war.  Such a 
course of action would still involve significant risks, and might eventually fail to constrain 
Iraqi WMD ambitions.  But while such an effort would require considerable determination 
and resources to sustain over time, the United States has a proven track record of organizing 
and sustaining strong alliances for decades to successfully contain far worse threats than that 
posed by the defiant but aging tyrant of Baghdad.
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