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	COVER STORY

Before invasion of Kuwait, Capitol Hill politics, inertia undercut objections to White House courtship of Iraq 

Ask who was to blame for going easy on Saddam Hussein before the invasion of Kuwait, and fingers on Capitol Hill point quickly toward the White House. But Congress' own record on Iraq was one of compromise and inaction. 

An extensive review of the record and interviews with key players shows that Congress sometimes talked tough but mostly acquiesced in administration efforts to deal gently with the Iraqi leader. 

Throughout the 1980s, a handful of members tried repeatedly to limit ties between the United States and Saddam, but their efforts largely failed. 

Legislation to punish Saddam for using chemical weapons and supporting terrorism and to prevent his access to potentially dangerous technology seldom made it to the White House - and then only if it gave the administration flexibility to waive the restrictions. 

"Looking back, it never seemed terribly difficult to get House and Senate support for pursuing the relationship," recalls Richard W. Murphy, assistant secretary of State for Near Eastern and South Asian affairs during most of the Reagan administration. 

Members who fought for tougher action against Iraq blame their defeat largely on strong White House opposition. The Reagan and Bush administrations resisted having their hands tied on foreign policy and, more specifically, to having limits imposed on efforts to moderate Saddam's behavior with carrots, not sticks. 

But failure also resulted from members' desires to help constituents tap lucrative Iraqi markets for rice and wheat, computers and construction projects. Only six days before Iraq's invasion of Kuwait on Aug. 2, 1990, for example, the House voted to gut an amendment that would have cut off $1 billion in annual U.S. farm guarantees for oil-rich Iraq. 

Inaction sprang as well from the more mundane forces of Capitol Hill - time running out at the end of legislative sessions, turf battles between congressional committees and inattention toward a relatively minor nation. 

That inattention perhaps says the most about Congress' role in the development of U.S.-Iraqi relations. During the 1980s, members heard little if anything from constituents about Iraq and saw little or nothing about it on television or in newspapers. As a result, most were inclined to do little or nothing about it. 

"It's a very big institution and it's very hard to get everybody's attention on something which isn't on the front pages every day," says Rep. Howard L. Berman, D-Calif., who began pushing legislation to limit U.S. trade with Iraq soon after he took office in 1983. "There was no grass-roots campaign. The American people weren't aware of or that interested in our policy toward Iraq at that time." 

After it was revealed in late 1988 that Saddam had used chemical weapons against Kurdish citizens, for example, both houses quickly passed legislation to impose sanctions against Iraq. But the measures, which later died, received little debate. 

Only four senators spoke on the sanctions legislation when it was considered in their chamber; six members spoke in the House. At the time, congressional energies were being devoted largely to passage of annual appropriations bills and drug legislation and to the upcoming elections. 

Throughout the 1980s, relations with Iraq were easily eclipsed by more high-profile foreign policy concerns: U.S. aid to the Nicaraguan contras, sanctions against South Africa, the sale of arms to Iran and, more recently, the cataclysmic changes in Eastern Europe. 

And for most of the decade, Iran, not Iraq, was the Persian Gulf enemy in U.S. eyes, as memories lingered of Iran's holding of U.S. hostages in 1979-80. 

Congress doesn't pay much attention to individual nations unless they make "egregious missteps," such as the Kuwaiti invasion, says Sen. Richard G. Lugar, R-Ind. "That's just not part of our repertoire around here." 

Lugar thinks that nothing Congress could have done to reverse administration policy would have influenced Saddam "one whit." 

But some members for years questioned administration policy toward Iraq. One was Lee H. Hamilton, D-Ind., chairman of the House Foreign Affairs Committee's Subcommittee on Europe and the Middle East, who now wishes he had pressed harder for answers. 

Hamilton believes that the administration never made clear to Saddam - or to Congress, for that matter - what the consequences would be if Iraq invaded Kuwait. "The fact of the matter is the president of the United States basically makes American foreign policy," he says. 

"What I would say in defense of the Congress was that we didn't do everything right, but we were more nearly right in our posture toward Iraq than the administration was. We were at least pushing in the right direction," says Hamilton. "If there is any criticism of our action, it's criticism that we didn't push hard enough." 

1982 A Dangerous Liaison 
One of the first signs that the United States was entering a questionable relationship with Iraq came in early 1982. 

The Reagan administration decided to remove Iraq from the list of nations supporting international terrorism, lifting a number of trade restraints between the two countries. Iraq had been put on the list, along with Syria and Libya, after enactment of the Export Administration Act of 1979, which allowed the administration to use export controls for national security or foreign policy reasons. 

The administration said it removed Iraq from the list to reward it for reducing its support of terrorism. 

Few members of Congress paid much attention, but those who did were skeptical, citing evidence that Saddam Hussein's regime had been linked to numerous terrorist actions in the previous year. 

At the time, Hamilton asked administration officials whether the move was an attempt by the United States to bolster Iraq in its war with neighboring Iran. While the official answer was no, Murphy acknowledges now that U.S. policy was "supportive" of the Iraqi side. 

The United States greatly feared a victory in the oil-rich region by the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini's Islamic fundamentalist regime, and, at the time, Iraq was faring badly in the war. 

Congressional efforts to overturn the decision were mild. House Foreign Affairs inserted language into its version of the annual foreign aid bill to put Iraq back on the list, but it allowed the president to waive the provision for national security reasons. 

Senate Foreign Relations approved a still weaker version May 27 that would not have affected the Iraq decision but would have required congressional notification for the president to remove a nation from the list in the future. 

Sen. Rudy Boschwitz, R-Minn., proposed returning Iraq to the list, but the committee agreed to the weaker version. Iran had been scoring big successes in its war with Iraq, and members did not want to disrupt U.S. diplomatic efforts in the region. 

But even these attempts were for naught. The foreign aid bill died at year's end because of disputes over balancing military and development aid and Congress' reluctance to deal with foreign aid issues in an election year. 

In November, reports emerged that Iraq had allowed well-known terrorist Abu Nidal to re-establish headquarters in Baghdad after several years in Syria. The State Department expressed concern, but it did not put Iraq back on the terrorism list. 

"The administration's misguided action 'to offer an incentive' to Iraq has backfired," New York Democratic Rep. Jonathan B. Bingham complained at the time. "President Saddam Hussein, no longer burdened by U.S. controls on exports of military-related equipment, is free to publicly declare, 'We welcome any struggler such as Abu Nidal.' " 

But neither did Congress take any action for another full year. 

In late 1983, the House passed a bill reauthorizing the Export Administration Act, which included a provision to restore Iraq to the list of terrorist-supporting nations. But the Senate did not complete action on the legislation before adjournment, in part because of more sweeping disputes between U.S. exporters and the administration over how much authority the president should have to limit trade for foreign policy reasons. 

Around this time, the United States began to extend Commodity Credit Corporation assistance to Iraq for the purchase of U.S. agricultural goods. 

It was the start of a program that would make Iraq a major importer of U.S. grain and complicate efforts by those who sought to limit U.S.-Iraqi ties. By 1989, the United States would be extending $1 billion a year in agricultural guarantees to Iraq, which by then was the largest importer of U.S. rice and the second-largest participant in the agricultural credit program. 

1984 Chemical Weapons Unleashed 
In March 1984, evidence emerged that Iraq was using chemical weapons in its war with Iran. The House expressed its outrage by approving a sense of the Congress amendment to the annual foreign aid authorization bill calling for an international investigation. Yet even that symbolic protest died. For the third year in a row, the foreign aid bill failed to clear Congress because of various disputes. 

However, the Reagan administration did condemn Iraq's use of chemical weapons and imposed export limits on certain chemicals that could be used for such weapons. Although such controls were strengthened throughout the decade to include other potentially dangerous materials, congressional critics would later complain that there were enough loopholes to allow Saddam to build up his military arsenal with the help of U.S. technology. 

In early 1984, the Senate passed a version of the Export Administration Act reauthorization, which it had been unable to do the year before. House and Senate conferees tried throughout the year to work out their differences over the broader issues, to no avail. 

But Berman, who sponsored the provision in the pending House bill to put Iraq back on the terrorism list, says the mere existence of the measure had an impact on U.S.-Iraqi relations. 

During negotiations on the Export Administration Act reauthorization, Berman said, State Department officials repeatedly told him that they were able to use the threat of the provision's passage to persuade the Iraqis to moderate their attitude toward terrorists. 

Berman says U.S. officials warned Iraq that Congress would pass the measure unless Abu Nidal was ousted from Baghdad. 

During 1984, Iraq forced Abu Nidal's terrorists to leave the country. In November, the United States and Iraq resumed full diplomatic relations, which Iraq had cut off in 1967 after the six-day Arab-Israeli war. 

Bolstered by assurances from Secretary of State George P. Shultz that export controls would be reimposed promptly if Iraq were found supporting terrorism, conferees agreed in 1985 to drop the Berman provision from the Export Administration bill. 

In a June 20 letter to Berman, Shultz wrote: "Under present circumstances, the legislation you proposed would be seen and resented in Baghdad as a foreign attempt to dictate Iraqi policy, severely disrupting our diplomatic dialogue." 

In hindsight, Berman regrets that his influence on administration policy was short-lived: "We got rid of this specific action of Iraq supporting terrorism, but it was to protect the broader policy of the Iraqi tilt to U.S. policy. . . . What you saw was a return of Iraqi support for terrorism after a brief pause." 

Later in the year, the Iraqi government provided harbor to Abul Abbas, the mastermind of the terrorist attack on the Achille Lauro cruise ship in which American tourist Leon Klinghoffer was murdered. Despite Shultz's assurances only months before, the administration did not restore Iraq to the terrorist list. 

In fact, commercial ties between the United States and Iraq were growing stronger. By this time, not only was the United States supplying credits for agricultural products, it was also providing short-term loan guarantees through the Export-Import Bank to help Iraq buy U.S. manufactured goods. By 1985, about $35 million in the guarantees had been made available; from 1987 through 1990, the Export-Import Bank provided about $267 million in credit guarantees to Iraq. 

U.S.-Iraqi relations were strained in late 1986 by the revelation that the United States had secretly sold arms to Iran in exchange for assistance in releasing American hostages in Lebanon. 

1987 Escorting Tankers 
The following year, the United States made a clear shift to the other side of the Iran-Iraq War, despite administration insistence that it remained neutral. In 1987, President Ronald Reagan decided to provide U.S. naval escorts to oil tankers owned by Kuwait, which at the time was an Iraqi ally. The stated purpose was to ensure free shipment of oil through the Persian Gulf. 

Both the Senate, which had shifted to Democratic control, and the House cast a series of votes to delay the decision. But efforts to clear the legislation failed, in part because of GOP filibusters in the Senate and because some members felt their initial votes had already sent a message to the administration. 

Congressional opposition centered not so much on the tilt toward Iraq but on the administration's failure to consult with Congress before making a decision that could draw the United States into hostilities. 

Murphy said Congress understood and accepted the tilt because, "unattractive as Iraq was, the enemy was Iran." 

1988 Attacking the Kurds 
A noticeable shift in Congress' attitude toward Saddam Hussein began in 1988, with reports that the Iraqi leader had used chemical weapons to kill thousands of Kurds in northern Iraq. Although Kurdish rebels had been fighting Saddam for independence, most victims were unarmed women, children and elderly men. 

Responding to the grim reports, the Senate on Sept. 9 passed legislation by voice vote to cut off all credit and other U.S. assistance to Iraq and to bar sales of items such as high-technology equipment. It would allow the president to waive the sanctions only if he could certify that Iraq had stopped committing genocide against the Kurds and using chemical weapons. 

Despite its expressed outrage against the chemical-weapons use, the administration strongly opposed the legislation, which was jointly sponsored by Senate Foreign Relations Chairman Claiborne Pell, D-R.I., and the committee's ranking Republican, Jesse Helms of North Carolina. 

The State Department called the Senate vote premature, and one official told Congressional Quarterly that the United States could only exert pressure on Iraq if the two countries had "solid, businesslike relations." Rep. Tom Lantos, D-Calif., another of the small band of longtime crusaders against Saddam, responded: "We have turned ourselves inside out trying to please Iraq. Their response is to use poison gas." 

But the administration cited a Sept. 17 statement by Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz that Iraq "respects and abides" by all international agreements barring use of chemical weapons. The administration called the statement a "positive step" that should not be discouraged by imposing sanctions. 

The sanctions bill had gone through the Senate too quickly for the administration to block it, so it turned its attention to the House. 

Watering down the bill there did not prove to be that difficult. House opposition to cutting off agricultural credits was strong, and opponents were bolstered by farm-state senators who realized after the fact that the sanctions legislation, which they had passed so quickly, could hurt their constituents. 

Recognizing political reality, Berman and other backers of the sanctions legislation agreed to remove agricultural credits from the House version of the bill. The measure approved by Foreign Affairs in late September called instead for an immediate ban on exports of military-related equipment and items such as computers that were subject to U.S. export controls. The president would be required to impose "appropriate additional sanctions" if he did not receive assurances that Iraq no longer used chemical weapons. 

The vagueness of the requirement for additional sanctions was good enough for farm-state members, who had opposed the use of agricultural exports in waging foreign policy ever since President Jimmy Carter's cutoff of wheat sales to the Soviet Union in 1980. Members were especially averse to unilateral sanctions, which they argued would have little impact because Iraq would buy its food elsewhere. 

In a letter saying that he would not oppose the compromise bill, Agriculture Committee Chairman E. "Kika" de la Garza, D-Texas, noted that Iraq was a "large and growing market for U.S. agricultural exports. . . . In light of the difficulties that our nation's farmers have faced over the past few years, I am deeply concerned over any possible loss of a major market for U.S. agricultural commodities. At the same time, I in no way wish to condone the use of chemical weapons by Iraq or any other country." 

The House approved the legislation Sept. 27 by a vote of 388-16. But the overwhelming vote did not translate into congressional action. The bill quickly became entangled in Congress' jurisdictional swamp. 

After several weeks of informal negotiations, House and Senate leaders agreed to a compromise sanctions plan. The agreement was attached in the Senate to a popular tax-corrections bill, a move proponents saw as a possible way to thwart a presidential veto. Pell would later say the maneuver had been agreed to by House leaders. 

But less than two weeks later, in the confusion that often accompanies Congress' rush to adjournment, every-thing fell apart - leaving no sanctions bill and bitter feelings between House Foreign Affairs and Senate Foreign Relations. 

The problems began with a last-ditch attempt to get an omnibus foreign policy bill through the Congress that year. Foreign Affairs produced a multipurpose measure that passed the House on Oct. 20. The centerpiece of the bill was the Iraqi sanctions compromise, which was still in the Senate-passed tax bill. 

After the House acted, Ways and Means Committee Chairman Dan Rostenkowski, D-Ill. - who opposed having non-tax issues attached to his panel's legislation - stripped the sanctions provisions from the tax bill in a conference committee. 

But the following day, Helms prevented the House-passed foreign aid bill from coming to the Senate floor. Although Helms was an original sponsor of the Iraqi sanctions proposal, he opposed action on the foreign aid bill unless he could get assurances that the House would agree to an amendment he sought to curb legal immunity for foreign diplomats. 

The administration and House leaders, who opposed Helms' immunity provision, refused to budge; so did Helms. The 100th Congress adjourned the next day, and the legislation died. 

Pell charged that the Senate had been hoodwinked by the administration and the House: "A couple of senior members of the House of Representatives were able to thwart the overwhelming majorities in both the House and Senate that favored taking a stand against Iraq's use of poison gas." 

But House Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman Dante B. Fascell, D-Fla., disputed Pell's assertions: "I can't understand the insistence on putting the Iraq sanctions on the tax bill when there was a bill before the Senate which incorporated the agreement. . . . Helms didn't get what he wanted, so he killed the bill. What am I supposed to do about that?" 

Nevertheless, Murphy says the threat of sanctions legislation made it easier for the administration to force subsequent Iraqi commitments against first use of chemical weapons. "They weren't dummies," he says. "They could hear the criticism in Congress and read it in the press." 

1989 Broader Sanctions 
The following year, Pell and Helms took a different approach. They introduced broader legislation to attack the spread of chemical weapons by imposing sanctions on countries that used them and foreign firms that supplied them. 

Foreign Relations approved the measure Oct. 6, but the Senate Banking Committee insisted that some of the provisions fell within its jurisdiction and demanded changes that could not be agreed on before year's end. 

House Foreign Affairs passed a similar measure. Unlike the Senate bill, it received administration support because it would give the president broad discretion. The House approved the bill by voice vote Nov. 13, but there were reservations. 

Said Florida Democrat Sam M. Gibbons, chairman of the Ways and Means' Trade Subcommittee: "Unilateral sanctions in this matter are not very productive. They usually end up harming the United States more than they help the cause." 

Ways and Means included report language calling on the administration to reassess the use of sanctions if other major nations did not impose them as well. 

That year Congress also sent President Bush the only measure enacted during the decade to cut off U.S. credit guarantees for Iraq. But waiver language proved its undoing. 

Sen. Daniel K. Inouye, D-Hawaii, inserted language into the fiscal 1990 foreign aid appropriations measure explicitly stating that Export-Import guarantees would be among the types of U.S. aid prohibited for Iraq. 

Since 1981, annual foreign aid appropriations bills had prohibited direct U.S. assistance to Iraq as well as a number of other countries. 

But Ex-Im assistance was on the rise. With Iraq's war with Iran over, U.S. businesses were beginning to see great potential in rebuilding the war-torn but oil-rich nation. Like farmers, business leaders opposed sanctions against Iraq that they thought would lock them out of these opportunities in the name of ethereal foreign policy goals. 

Indeed, administration policy focused on influencing Saddam by building a strong economic relationship. In a brochure welcoming visitors to the United States Pavilion at the 1989 Baghdad international trade fair, U.S. Ambassador April C. Glaspie wrote that the embassy "places the highest priority on promoting commerce and friendship between our two nations." 

A number of prominent U.S. companies, including AT&T International, General Motors, Xerox, Westinghouse and Wang Laboratories, participated in the fair, and many others had formed the U.S.-Iraq Business Forum, which worked in Washington to keep the trade channels open. 

Sen. Lugar also notes that Nizar Hamdoon, Iraq's savvy ambassador to the United States during the mid-1980s, "warmed up the thoughts of many members of the House and Senate that considerable trade could occur with Iraq." 

But for those on Capitol Hill trying to punish Iraq for its behavior, such growing ties were only new obstacles to overcome. 

"When business looked at Iraq, all they saw was dollar signs," says Peter W. Galbraith, a Senate Foreign Relations aide who was active in pushing the 1988 sanctions legislation. (Box, p. 1073) 

Inouye's amendment met with opposition on just those grounds. On the Senate floor, a provision was added at the request of John Heinz, R-Pa., to allow the president to waive the prohibition if it was "in the national interest." The amendment was approved by voice vote after no debate. 

Despite adoption of the Heinz provision, Rep. Charles Wilson, D-Texas, sought to reject Inouye's amendment, arguing that "American businesses ought to be able to compete" for the massive reconstruction Iraq was certain to require. 

Conferees accepted Inouye's amendment over Wilson's objections, but on Jan. 17, 1990, Bush took full advantage of the little-noticed Heinz waiver. 

He signed a presidential order declaring that it was in the national interest to continue Export-Import Bank guarantees to Iraq. 

1990 Worries Grow 
A few months later, congressional worries about Iraq spread from the few members - such as Berman and Pell - who had been trying to limit the U.S.-Iraqi relationship for years. Concern also grew within the administration. 

In February, Saddam began to talk threateningly about the U.S. presence in the Persian Gulf. 

This was followed in March by Iraq's execution of a British journalist charged with spying for Israel and mounting evidence that Saddam was trying to strengthen his nuclear and chemical weapons capabilities. 

Perhaps the most troubling sign came in an April 2 speech in which Saddam threatened to burn "half of Israel" if that country attacked Iraq. 

The administration put off freeing the second half of the $1 billion in agricultural credit guarantees set aside for Iraq in fiscal 1990. But the administration's conciliatory stance toward Iraq changed little. 

Reflecting increasing congressional frustration, an exasperated Rep. Lantos asked Assistant Secretary of State John H. Kelly at an April 26 hearing before Hamilton's subcommittee: "At what point will the administration recognize that this is not a nice guy?" 

Several bills imposing varying sanctions against Iraq were introduced. Berman sponsored new legislation to cut off Export-Import Bank guarantees and the sale of equipment that could be used for military purposes. 

Sen. Alfonse M. D'Amato, R-N.Y., introduced legislation to cut off all U.S. aid unless the president certified that Iraq was allowing international inspections of suspected arms-production facilities. Sens. Inouye and Bob Kasten, R-Wis., sought a comprehensive trade ban. 

But the administration continued to oppose such congressional actions. "We believe there is still a potentiality for positive alterations in Iraqi behavior," Kelly told Hamilton's panel. 

Hamilton said Foreign Affairs decided at that point to hold off on sanctions legislation because he and others felt it would fail on the House floor without administration support. Such a defeat, said Hamilton, would have sent Saddam the erroneous signal "that the majority of the Congress doesn't want to bother him." 

Nevertheless, the Senate on May 17 unanimously approved the Pell-Helms legislation to impose sanctions against countries using chemical weapons, after the previous year's jurisdictional disputes with the Banking Committee were resolved. The administration opposed the bill as interference in its foreign policy. 

Even more objectionable to the administration was D'Amato's effort to attach to the bill his proposal to cut off aid unless Iraq opened its weapons sites to inspection. 

"I think we have to make it abundantly clear to Hussein that his activities will not be tolerated and that we have the moral courage to back up our words with action," D'Amato said. 

But D'Amato encountered strong opposition on the floor from farm-state members and others. 

Senate Finance Committee Chairman Lloyd Bentsen, D-Texas, objected that the measure dealt with trade issues that fell under the jurisdiction of his panel. 

He warned that Ways and Means Chairman Rostenkowski had told him "not 15 minutes ago" that he would kill the entire bill if it came to the House with the D'Amato amendment attached. 

Also objecting to the amendment, Senate Minority Leader Bob Dole, R-Kan., referred to a recent meeting he and four other senators had held with Saddam as part of an ongoing U.S. effort to pull Iraq into a regional peace settlement. (Box, p. 1077) 

"It seems to me that this amendment at this time on this legislation would, in effect, kill it," said Dole. "In effect, it is saying to Saddam Hussein: 'Keep up your tactics; we do not want to improve our relationship, we do not want any influence in that part of the world.' " 

D'Amato was ultimately forced to withdraw his amendment. But in late June, Foreign Relations approved legislation that largely reflected his proposal. 

By this time, the effort to limit U.S.-Iraqi ties was attracting new converts. GOP Sen. Nancy Landon Kassebaum of Kansas was touched by Amnesty International's testimony to Foreign Relations about human rights abuses in Iraq, particularly the execution of children. 

Kassebaum decided to vote for the sanctions bill in committee despite the adverse impact it would have on her state's farmers. It was time, she said, to make clear "that we will not tolerate that kind of behavior." 

Last Chance 
The issue would be posed more starkly before both chambers the following month, only six days before Iraq's invasion of Kuwait. 

On July 27, both chambers were considering the 1990 farm bill when the issue of Iraq and U.S. commodity credits came up. 

Although few in Washington expected what was to come, there were troubling reports that 30,000 Iraqi troops were massed on Kuwait's border. 

In the House, Kansas Democrat Dan Glickman offered an amendment to the farm bill to suspend agricultural guarantees to Iraq for four years, although the president could waive the provision if it was in the national interest or if Iraq's behavior improved. 

Even this relatively mild measure met strong opposition from farm-state members who continued to protest using food as a foreign policy tool. 

"Unless every other nation goes along, sanctions only lose markets for the American farmer while having no foreign policy impact," said Democrat Bill Alexander of Arkansas, the nation's major rice-growing state. "So anything we do in the nature of trying to punish the Iraqis for being despicable, for having a despicable government, is only going to punish the people that are producing food for our nation." 

The amendment to cut off credits passed by a vote of 234-175. However, the House effectively gutted the cutoff by subsequently approving, 208-191, an amendment allowing the secretary of Agriculture to waive the prohibition if he found that it would hurt U.S. farmers more than Iraq. 

The fight was repeated in the Senate, where D'Amato offered the recently approved Foreign Relations sanctions measure as an amendment to the farm bill. 

But this time, in a turning point in the congressional debate over Iraq, the Senate voted for sanctions despite continued administration and farm-state opposition. 

Republicans Kassebaum and William S. Cohen of Maine argued that it was time for the United States to send a message to Saddam. "There comes a time when we have to stand up and be counted," said Kassebaum. 

Cohen added that if the United States did not take the lead in imposing sanctions because it feared allies would not follow, "we are left with the argument that we must follow the herd, follow it right down the path of feeding Saddam Hussein while he continues to terrorize, attack, gas, or simply threaten to do so." 

The Senate passed D'Amato's amendment by a vote of 83-12, after tabling an amendment by Texas Republican Phil Gramm that would have allowed the administration to waive the provisions if it found that they hurt U.S. businesses and farmers more than Iraq. 

After the Invasion 
Within hours after news of Iraq's invasion broke Aug. 2, the House and Senate acted. Berman's long-stalled proposal to deny Ex-Im credits and impose other trade sanctions on Iraq passed the House, 416-0, with virtually no debate. 

Foreign Affairs had approved the measure the day before, despite repeated requests by the administration that the markup be delayed. 

The Senate also voted, 97-0, for a non-binding resolution condemning the invasion and endorsing Bush's decision to prohibit all trade with Iraq. 

Broader legislation to place sanctions on nations using chemical weapons, approved earlier by the Senate, cleared Congress as part of legislation to reauthorize the Export Administration Act. 

However, Bush pocket-vetoed the bill after Congress adjourned. 

In a statement, Bush complained that the sanctions provisions would "severely constrain presidential authority in carrying out foreign policy." 

Congress also cleared a fiscal 1991 foreign aid appropriations bill calling for cutting off Export-Import Bank credits to Iraq and incorporating other sanctions proposals that had been pushed by Inouye, Kassebaum, Pell, Berman and others. 

But by then, the United States had severed all ties with Iraq. 

Farm-bill conferees dropped the Iraqi sanctions from that bill. 

Epilogue What Might Have Been 
Members still debate whether Congress could have changed events in the Persian Gulf if it had taken stronger action before the invasion of Kuwait. 

Lugar and others who opposed sanctions say passage may have made some members feel better, but they doubt that it would have stopped Saddam. 

"He had a plan to take and occupy Kuwait and he did so. . . ," Lugar says. "It doesn't occur to me that this was the type of person to be influenced by congressional resolutions or something short of the threat of use of military force." 

Lugar thinks the administration's prewar policy is being criticized now by those who want to divert attention from their January votes against going to war with Iraq. 

"This is much more convenient and appetizing for them to discuss - particularly Democrats, who are tired of hearing how George Bush has done such a tremendous job," he says. "They can say, prior to Aug. 2, he didn't look so hot." 

But others are not so quick to write off what might have been. 

Berman says Congress' and the administration's failure to act more decisively against Iraq led Saddam to believe "he could get away with anything - that the United States, this massive superpower, wouldn't really care." 

Pell adds that strong action by Congress "might have served as a warning flag to the Iraqis." 

Kassebaum says she understands why the administration is averse to having 535 members of Congress play secretaries of State. 

"But if you disagree with the administration and you've tried all other avenues, then I think you have to be able to win some support from your colleagues in the House and the Senate," she says. 

Stronger action after the initial reports that Saddam had used chemical weapons against the Kurds, Kassebaum adds, could have led to international sanctions against Iraq. 

"I can only look back," she adds, "and feel that we were very remiss." 

GRAPHICS: Drawing (Patt Chisholm); photo, Rep. Howard L. Berman, D-Calif.; photo, Sen. Richard G. Lugar, R-Ind.; photo, USS Guadalcanal crewmen in 1987 load sidewinder missiles onto a heliocopter to protect oil tankers of Kuwait, which was an ally of Iraq. (Department of Defense); photo, Sen. Nancy Landon Kassebaum, R-Kan.; photo, A Kurdish boy shows scars from a 1988 Iraqi chemical attack. (Peter Galbraith (Senate Staff)). 
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By Pamela Fessler 

CONGRESS AND IRAQ: A CHRONOLOGY OF A DECADE'S DEBATE OVER RELATIONS 

'82 

The Reagan administration takes Iraq off the list of terrorist nations subject to export controls under the Export Administration Act of 1979. Members of Congress protest, but foreign aid legislation that seeks to restore the controls fails to reach the floor in either chamber, for unrelated reasons. 

"These changes, if maintained, will have a major impact on foreign policy in the Middle East. . . . By leaving Iraq on the terrorist list, we will retain the most effective lever and assure the right signal is sent." 

- Sen. Paul Tsongas, D-Mass.

"The removal of Iraq from the list of countries supporting international terrorism is intended both to recognize Iraq's improved record and to offer an incentive to continue this positive trend. . . . We have publicly stated that, if future events warrant, we will reimpose controls on Iraq." 

- Letter to members of Congress from White House

congressional liaison Kenneth Duberstein

The Congressional Research Service releases a report March 16 detailing numerous "terrorist activities directly or indirectly attributable to Iraq in the past two years." Later in the year, known terrorist Abu Nidal re-establishes headquarters in Baghdad. 

'83 
Congress tries to reimpose export controls on Iraq as part of its reauthorization of the Export Administration Act, but the legislation is stalled by unrelated disputes between exporting interests and the administration. The administration begins to extend credits to Iraq for purchase of U.S agricultural goods. 

'84 
Congress again fails to clear Export Administration Act reauthorization legislation, which would put Iraq back on the terrorist list, in part because of House opposition to Senate provisions strengthening controls over the export of technology with potential military uses to communist countries. House conferees fear it will hurt U.S. firms. In March, Iran accuses Iraq of using chemical weapons against its troops. The House approves an amendment to the annual foreign aid bill calling for an investigation. But for the third year in a row, Congress fails to pass the aid bill. The administration acknowledges evidence that chemical weapons were used and curbs export to Iraq of chemicals that can be used for such purposes. In November, the United States resumes full diplomatic relations with Iraq after 17 years. The Export-Import Bank begins to extend short-term loan guarantees to assist Iraq in purchases of U.S. manufactured goods. 

'85 
Congress finally agrees on reauthorization of the Export Administration Act. The House approves an amendment reimposing export controls against Iraq and requiring certification that it does not support terrorism before they can be waived. But the provision is dropped in conference after the administration protests that Iraq has taken antiterrorism steps and that the controls would be detrimental to diplomatic efforts to improve U.S.-Iraqi relations. 

"I assure you that, should we conclude that any group based in or supported by Iraq is engaged in terrorist acts, we would promptly return Iraq to the list of countries identified as supporting terrorism." 

- Letter from Secretary of State

George P. Shultz to House conferee.

"The conferees believe that this permanent commitment (by Shultz) is more useful than the bill's requirement. . . ." 

- Conferees' report on reauthorization

'87 
Congress debates the Reagan administration's controversial decision to provide U.S Navy escorts for oil tankers owned by Kuwait, an Iraqi ally. Few disagree with the goal of keeping global oil routes open and discouraging a large Soviet presence in the Persian Gulf, even if it means siding with Iraq in its eight-year war with Iran. Rather, debate focuses on the administration's lack of consultation with Congress. 

'88 
Iraq's use of chemical weapons against its Kurdish minority causes congressional outrage. The Senate passes legislation Sept. 9 imposing widespread sanctions against Iraq. Less than three weeks later, the House passes a sanctions measure, albeit a weaker one, that does not address agricultural credits. But neither bill becomes law; both get mired in jurisdictional fights and disputes over other foreign policy issues, which, added to administration opposition, kills the legislation in the final hours of the 100th Congress. 

"Iraq's conduct is a crime against humanity. It must be met with the toughest response." 

- Sen. Claiborne Pell, D-R.I.

"How can our government provide effective leadership, moral and otherwise, if the administration must always be second-guessed by a Congress which wants to make its own foreign policy with splashy headlines? . . . Furthermore, this bill would unduly punish U.S. business by basically turning over their sales to foreign competitors. Iraq will certainly find other reliable suppliers." 

- Rep. Bill Frenzel, R-Minn.

'89 
Broad legislation to impose sanctions on countries that used chemical or biological weapons fails to clear Congress. In the Senate, the legislation is tied up in a jurisdictional dispute between two committees. The House passes a similar sanctions bill but only after making changes to accommodate administration concerns that it does not provide enough flexibility to the executive branch. Separately, Congress agrees to ban Export-Import Bank financing for exports to Iraq. However, a provision to allow the administration to waive the ban for national security interests is included - a loophole the administration takes advantage of two months later. Members express concern that U.S. firms would lose out on lucrative Iraqi business now that its war with Iran is over. 

There's "an enormous amount of reconstruction work that's going to take place. . . . American business ought to be able to compete for it." 

- Rep. Charles Wilson, D-Texas.

U.S. exports to Iraq for the year amount to about $1.2 billion, with sales guaranteed either by the Export-Import Bank or the Commodity Credit Corporation. During the year, Iraq purchases one-fifth of all U.S. rice exports. 

'90 
Evidence grows that Iraq is trying to develop a nuclear weapon, and on April 2, Saddam Hussein threatens to "burn up half of Israel" if attacked. The Senate on May 17 adopts legislation requiring sanctions against countries using chemical weapons but only after elimination of an amendment to cut off all U.S. aid to Iraq. A conference with the House is not held, for unrelated reasons; the provision is attached to an Export Administration Act reauthorization, which is pocket-vetoed by President Bush on Nov. 17 because of the sanctions. 

"The illegal use of poison gas is not an activity for which there should be any doubt about where the United States stands." 

- Pell

On July 27, six days before Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, proposals are considered on both floors to cut off agricultural credits to Iraq. The move is opposed by the administration and many farm-state members. Both chambers agree to cut off the credits, but the House approves an amendment providing a loophole. 

"Passage of this legislation would badly undercut any possibility we have of influencing Iraqi behavior. . . . Iraq has consistently and in my judgment is very likely again to respond angrily and defiantly, and the results may be precisely the opposite of what the sponsors intended." 

- Sen. Richard G. Lugar, R-Ind.

"The senator from Texas says that everyone is outraged about the conduct of Iraq and that may be true except that no one is willing to do much about it . . . . It is the smell of oil and the color of money that corrodes our principles." 

- Sen. William S. Cohen, R-Maine

"We are simply shooting ourselves in the foot. . . . It is not Iraq we are punishing. It is American farmers." 

- Sen. J. Bennett Johnston, D-La.

"I cannot believe that any farmer in this nation would want to send his products . . . to a country that has used chemical weapons and to a country that has tortured and injured their children." 

- Sen. Nancy Landon Kassebaum, R-Kan.

GRAPHICS: Photo, Tsongas; photo, Duberstein; photo, Shultz; photo, Frenzel; photo, Wilson; photo, Pell; photo, Lugar. 
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PELL'S VERY VISIBLE AIDE 

Most congressional aides keep a low profile, and that's exactly what their elected bosses prefer. But Senate Foreign Relations Committee aide Peter W. Galbraith has emerged as one of Washington's most quoted authorities on Iraq's Kurdish minority. 

He's the expert who is called when ABC's "Nightline" wants someone to interview about the Kurds, when The New Republic wants an article written, when The Washington Post needs an insider's observations. 

Galbraith's high profile stems in part from the passionate interest he shares with his boss, Foreign Relations Chairman Claiborne Pell, D-R.I., about the fate of Iraq's beleaguered minority. It is also a sign of how few on Capitol Hill can speak with authority about a problem that was often overshadowed by other foreign policy concerns. 

When unconfirmed reports emerged in 1988 that Saddam Hussein's regime had used chemical weapons against the Kurds, Pell sent Galbraith and committee aide Christopher Van Hollen Jr. to document the charges. The two returned with moving accounts of death and suffering. 

The material became a weapon in the unsuccessful effort by Pell and others to impose economic sanctions against Iraq. Galbraith returned to Kurdistan this March, during the rebels' ill-fated attempt to overthrow Saddam. Galbraith thinks Kurdish leaders have kept in close touch with him because "there weren't very many people interested in them." 

Galbraith's high visibility is due partly to his ebullient personality and his boss's untypical willingness to share the limelight. But several other Hill staff members, more loath to be identified, have also taken an intense interest in Saddam's behavior, often propelling their bosses to act on an issue others ignored. 

Rep. Howard L. Berman, D-Calif., recalls that when he entered Congress in 1983, foreign policy aide Marianne Spiegel alerted him to the State Department's "very strange" decision the year before to remove Iraq from the list of nations supporting terrorism even though it harbored a well-known terrorist. Berman responded by introducing the first of many bills to limit U.S.-Iraqi ties. 

GRAPHICS: Photo, Galbraith with Kurdish refugees from Iraqi poison gas attacks in 1988. (Senate Staff). 
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HAUNTED BY A MEETING WITH SADDAM 

Perhaps the most memorable episode of congressional involvement with Iraq before the Persian Gulf War was a visit there by several U.S. senators, who have been much criticized for their seemingly obsequious behavior toward Saddam Hussein. 

But to the five, the visit reflected one side of a debate over whether the best way to influence a recalcitrant foreign leader is with a threat or a promise. Seldom has that debate proved more critical than in the crafting of U.S. policy toward Iraq. 

The senators say they were seeking ties with a leader who had isolated himself from Western officials but who was also a critical wild card in ongoing efforts to craft a Middle East peace settlement. It was a gamble that events would later show they lost. 

The five - Ohio Democrat Howard M. Metzenbaum and Republicans Bob Dole, Kan., Alan K. Simpson, Wyo., James A. McClure, Idaho, and Frank H. Murkowski, Alaska - met with Saddam on April 12, 1990, less than four months before he invaded Kuwait and set off an international tempest. 

In the meeting, the senators said that the United States sought improved relations with Iraq but that they had concerns about reports that Saddam was developing biological and nuclear weapons and about his belligerence toward neighboring countries, especially Israel. 

But it was the words they used, as described in a transcript released by the Iraqis after their invasion of Kuwait, that later caused an uproar. 

Said Metzenbaum: "I am now aware that you are a strong and intelligent man and that you want peace." 

Said Simpson: "I believe that your problems lie with the Western media and not with the U.S. government." 

Said Dole: "We have not come to you with preconceived ideas or impressions." 

Critics said the words and the tone of the visit, as characterized by the transcript, left the impression that the United States was more anxious about improving ties with Saddam than it was about getting tough on him for what was widely viewed as his outlaw behavior. 

Less than two weeks before, Saddam had threatened to burn up "half of Israel" if it attacked him first. His agents had been apprehended shortly before by U.S. and British authorities for trying to smuggle components that could be used in nuclear weapons. And his nation had a long record of human rights abuses, including the use of chemical weapons against Kurds in 1988. 

Critics argue that if U.S. officials had taken a tougher line earlier, Saddam might have thought twice before invading Kuwait, a move he clearly did not expect would inspire a major U.S. assault. 

"It was scandalous," David A. Korn, author of a 1990 Middle East Watch report on Iraqi human rights abuses, said of the senators' visit. "The illusion was being fostered in Washington . . . that Saddam Hussein was changing, that Iraq was changing. But all you had to do was look at the internal repression, the record of the regime, the treatment of its own people, to see that this was not so. People like Dole who bought on to it, I think made a big mistake." 

What Else They Said 
The senators have not disputed the quotes in the Iraqi transcript as much as they have argued that exchanges were left out. 

A Dole spokesman, who was at the meeting but had his tape recorder confiscated by the Iraqis, said Dole repeatedly challenged Saddam about what he had meant by his threat to burn Israel, questions not included in the transcript. Former U.S. Ambassador to Iraq April C. Glaspie had similar criticisms of a transcript the Iraqis made of her meeting with Saddam only days before the invasion. (Weekly Report, p. 759) 

The senators also emphasized later that they handed Saddam a letter at the start of the meeting that stated their "deep concerns" about his military buildup and threats to use chemical weapons against Israel. 

"It is clear to us that we can never resolve the serious differences between our nations if we ignore them or fail to take advantage of opportunities to communicate with each other clearly and candidly," said the letter, which was included in the Iraqi transcript. "For that reason, we believe it is important that you hear our very deep concerns about certain policies and activities of your government." 

Indeed, on their return to the United States, several of the participants went to the Senate floor to express reservations about the direction of U.S.-Iraqi relations. At the same time, they cautioned colleagues against moving too hastily to cut off ties through sanctions or other pending legislation. 

"Iraq's President Hussein's anti-Israel rhetoric was distasteful to all of us," Dole told Senate colleagues April 20. ". . . But at the same time it is a country that cannot be ignored." 

In opposing a sanctions measure on the Senate floor May 17, Murkowski and Metzenbaum both criticized Saddam's regime but asked colleagues to give him time to respond to diplomatic overtures to participate in a Middle East peace settlement. "There is a risk," Murkowski said. " Nevertheless, you have to call them as you see them." 

GRAPHICS: Photo, Dole; photo, Metzenbaum; photo, Simpson; photo, Murkowski. 

~~~~~~~~

By Pamela Fessler 


