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1	 In 1998, the Pope said: “The 
weak and innocent cannot pay for 
mistakes for which they are not 
responsible.ò USA ofýcials warned that 
the sanctions would remain unless 
Saddam Hussein complied with USA 
demands: “The conditions for the 
lifting the embargo became very strict 
due to the USA determination to bring 
about the downfall of Hussein.” (The 
New Internationalist, 2007).

2	 www.guardian.co.uk/iraq/
story/0,,715710,00.html

“Sanctions: measures taken by a state to coerce another to conform to an inter-
national agreement or norms of conduct”

The Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 2002 edition

SANCTIONS IMPOSED

On 6 August 1990, the United Nations Security Council imposed comprehensive economic 
sanctions on Iraq in response to its invasion of Kuwait. Even before the end of 1990, 
the Washington Institute for Near East Policy concluded: “sanctions cannot be counted 
on to produce a sure result”. Robert Fisk stated that there was little initial opposition 
to the sanctions, as most Westerners and Arabs assumed that “after Saddam withdrew 
from Kuwait, hopefully before hostilities, sanctions would be lifted”. Yet, after Kuwait’s 
occupation ended, the Security Council extended the sanctions, hoping to pressure Iraq to 
end its weapons programmes and to bring about a change of regime. 

Items included in the sanctions included pencils, toothbrushes and toilet paper, water 
puriýcation chemicals, medical swabs, syringes and epilepsy medication. The British 
Department of Trade and Industry had sold two mustard gas components to Iraq before its 
invasion of Kuwait, but blocked sending diphtheria and yellow-fever vaccines to Iraq during 
the sanctions; contending these could be used to make weapons of mass destruction. 

Before the sanctions were imposed, Iraq had the highest food availability per capita in the 
region. It had moved from traditional agriculture to oil and industrial production, meaning 
that two thirds of Iraq’s food was imported before the war. Adult literacy in Iraq was 95%; 
education was free at all levels, including tertiary; and 92% had access to safe drinking 
water. Iraq’s public hospitals were free, staffed by 9,000 doctors.

In April 1997, a UN report revealed that the sanctions had put severe strain on Iraq’s 
ability to earn foreign currency, to import adequate quantities of food.1 The country’s water 
systems were destroyed; forcing people to drink water from the same rivers that their 
sewage was discharged into. 

‘OIL-FOR-FOOD’

In 1996, Iraq signed a Memorandum of Understanding on the Oil-for-Food UN resolution. 
This ensured a partial lifting of the sanctions, and allowed Iraq to sell an allotted level of oil 
in exchange for food and other essential items. All proceeds from oil sales went into a UN 
controlled bank account, which the Iraqi government did not access. Iraq applied for items, 
which, upon approval, were distributed by the UN. The USA consistently blocked goods 
including an electricity generator necessary to treat sewage. Less than 60% of all items 
ordered from oil sales after December 1996 actually arrived in Iraq. One third of the money 
raised from sales went into paying Gulf War reparations. Consequently, there was little 
repair and renewal of Iraq’s badly deteriorated infrastructure, including its water treatment, 
electricity, and public health systems. 

‘SMART SANCTIONS’

In May 2002, the UN agreed to an overhaul of the sanctions, allowing personal computers, 
x-ray equipment for hospitals, and sewerage and water ýltration systems. Yet, the easing 
of the sanctions was viewed with skepticism by many; The Guardian reported that the 
continued ban of  ‘dual-use’ items would persist in denying Iraq “many goods regarded as 
essential for providing decent hospitals, water supplies and education”.2 
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TABLE: PROPOSED ALLOCATION OF OIL-FOR-FOOD FUNDS

Source: UN Office of the Iraq Programme

SCR 986 (14/4/95)

food, medicine and humanitarian supplies: Centre/South

(“ESB account”) 53% = $1,060 million

food, medicine and humanitarian supplies: North (“ESC account”) 13% = $260 million

Reparations for the Gulf War 30% = $600 million

UN administration costs 2.2% = $44 million

Weapons inspections costs 0.8% = $16 million

Bank account costs 1% = $20 million

Total $2 billion / 180 days

THE EFFECT OF SANCTIONS

In 1995, the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organisation reported that child mortality had 
increased fivefold, following the sanctions. 60% of pregnant mothers were anemic, and 
malnutrition was widespread among children and the elderly. In 1997, a UN Report stated 
that more than one million people had died as a result of the sanctions: 570,000 of these 
were children. UNICEF reported that 25% of children under five were suffering severe 
malnutrition, causing substantial immuno-deficiency and vulnerability to waterborne 
diseases, such as Typhoid and Cholera: before the Gulf War these diseases were unknown 
in Iraq. 

Destruction of power plants and the resulting loss of electricity caused sewage treatment 
and water purification facilities to fail, over 100 tons of raw sewage poured into Iraq’s rivers 
daily. Fecal contamination was found in 30% of hospital water content. Chlorine and spare 
parts, both needed for water treatment plants, were difficult to obtain under the sanctions. 
The UN Sanctions committee blocked the import of spare parts on the grounds that they 
could be used for military purposes. Skilled engineers left their jobs to earn more money 
on the streets selling cigarettes. The number of ambulances in Baghdad fell from 350 to 
21; and only 2 were actually operational, due to a lack of tyres. UNICEF estimated that 
only 10% of Iraq’s needs for education were met under the “Oil for Food Program”. Schools 
lacked blackboards, chalk, pencils, notebooks and paper. Children learnt amongst broken 
windows, leaky roofs and non-functioning toilets. 

2003 INVASION

In March 2003, a coalition led by the USA invaded Iraq.  At this time the sanctions were still 
in place.  Prior to the invasion, Oxfam foresaw “huge risks to millions especially vulnerable 
groups such as children and elderly”, with 15 million of Iraq’s 22 million people dependent 
upon World Food Program food rations: “a consequence of the last war, over ten years 
of sanctions, and the policies of the Iraq government”. In the same year, Mary Robinson 
(Former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights) stated that the economic sanctions had 
“aggravated greatly the suffering of ordinary Iraqis”. 

Two days prior to the war in Iraq, all UN humanitarian staff were removed from the country. 
After the invasion, a coalition led by the USA formed a provisional authority headed by a 
USA diplomat. An interim governing council, loosely reflecting Iraq’s ethnic make-up, was 
also established but control largely remained with the coalition led by the USA

THE LIFTING OF THE SANCTIONS
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