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The research method 

In order to familiarise with the subject, I started my research on the Internet. From the detailed aspects of the Halabja incident, I progressively expanded my focus to a broader horizon, in order to establish the historical and political context. Then, already with a certain degree of basic knowledge, I began looking for books and articles with the aid of the library catalogues and the databases at our disposal. While proceeding in this manner, I became aware of the importance of the key words: different search engines responded in various ways to my entries. Thus, I only found the most informative documents after having acquired a certain degree of exercise. 

Whilst reading the material already collected, I often came across information that led me to additional texts. All in all, I did not find a lot of monographs, but rather articles related to my subject in the domain of international law or military. 

Given the fact that my subject is particularly emotional, I decided to find out something about public opinion prevalent at that time. For this purpose, the rich archive of international newspapers in the HEI library turned out to be very interesting and helpful. Besides HEI, I also consulted the BPU, SES and United Nations library. I actually regret not having had the time to explore the audio-visual documentation of CHERSA, all the more as there is an award-winning film about Halabja, made by Gwynne Roberts and called the “Winds of Death”. 

Exposition of the research results

After having thought of an interesting way to explore my research results, I came up with the following: the United Nations Organisation’s attitude towards the Iraqi genocide on the Kurds with regard to the Security Council permanent member’s interests. I will try to elucidate this issue hereafter. 

On the 16th of March 1988, an Iraqi military strike subjected Halabja, a town of 45,000 inhabitants in Iraqi Kurdistan, to bombardment with the greatest attack of chemical weapons ever used against a civilian population. Although the Iraqi Ba’ath regime repeatedly made use of chemical weapons against the Kurds since April 19871, the Halabja massacre was the only one to be reflected in the headlines of the international press – because that occurred shortly after the town was occupied by peshmergas from the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) and Iranian forces of the Revolutionary Guard2. This systematic and deliberate policy to eliminate large numbers of Kurdish civilians even intensified after the cease-fire in the Iran-Iraq war on the 20th of August 1988. 

The role adopted by the United Nations regarding these incidents was a very passive one. And yet, the UN knew for quite a while what was happening in the North of Iraq: already at the end of April 1987, Iraqi Kurdish organisations informed the great powers about the Iraqi regime’s plans to implement the ‘final solution of the Kurdish problem’ by means of chemical weapons. Moreover, Jalal Talabani, leader of the PUK, travelled across Europe and the United States during spring 1988, in order to denounce “the genocide of which his people had become victim in recent months.”3 Eventually, foreign minister Tariq Aziz even publicly admitted that Iraq had used lethal gas on the battlefield against Iran.4
The UN however closed its eyes; in spite of the enormous dismay following the Halabja gassing, it only sent another mission5 to Iran and to Iraq, in order to investigate the allegations of the use of chemical weapons. The report prepared by the mission and published on the 25th of April concludes that “chemical weapons continue to be used in the area and on an even more intensive scale than before” and that “there has been an apparent increase in the number of civilian casualties.”6 After the lecture of the report though, it remains completely unclear whether such weapons were used just by one of the two armies or by both of them. Furthermore, the expert in charge of the inspection was not even enabled to travel to the Halabja area.7 Hence, the report appears to be incomplete and, given the incidents, somehow euphemistic. And indeed, according to ‘Le Monde’, “the content of the report seemed to profoundly displease the Iranian authorities, who would have liked it to have condemned Iraq. [..] The representative of Tehran called the report a masterpiece of hypocrisy,”8 as it didn’t even mention Iraqi atrocities against the Kurds. Neither did the two perfectly neutral Security Council resolutions 612 and 620, which resulted from this and two following reports.9 

This matter of fact provoked loud criticism at the UN. The Observer wrote: “the plain and hideous fact is that Iraq has used these weapons without adverse consequences. So why should Saddam stop? No action was taken, not even when 7,000 civilians in the Kurdish town of Halabja died under chemical attack. [..] One hundred thousand Kurds in August fled across the border under renewed chemical onslaught. The UN Security Council voted to take ‘effective’ measures against such action in the future10, but there were further chemical attacks in October. The Kurds named the villages. No international reaction.”11 
How can one explain this tacit consent of Saddams atrocities? Obviously, the Security Council members' attitude had its origin in the Iran-Iraq war: in 1988, the quasi-totality of the international community, i.e. Eastern and Western countries, as well as the whole Arab world (with the exception of Syria) supported the Ba’athist regime. In fact, Iraq was considered as a laicistic bulwark against the Islamic regime of Iran. It was indeed used as a tool of other states’ interests. Thus, the absence of reaction found its reason not so much in a non-acknowledgement of Saddam’s excesses12, but rather in fear of and hostility to Iran: the powerful allies of Iraq were concerned that a possible condemnation of Baghdad’s use of chemical weapons could be celebrated in Tehran as a diplomatic victory. The US State Department, for instance, “instructed its diplomats to say that Iran was partly to blame [for the Halabja massacre].”13 In this way, the UN was willing to overlook Iraqi outrages. 

Furthermore, a denunciation would have resulted in a serious need for the permanent members of the Security Council and other states to justify themselves: Iraq’s genocide on the Kurdish population was only made possible by its allies; While the Soviet Union had been Iraq’s largest military supplier by a wide margin, Western governments all furnished sophisticated armament14, credits and alimentary products. France had been of a special importance in the transfer of military equipment and Germany provided Baghdad with a great part of the chemical weapons technology.15 Besides the strategic aim already mentioned, several states also tried to strike deals for economic reasons; quite accurately, a journalist called the day on which Iran accepted the UN cease-fire resolution 598 the “black Monday for cannon merchants.”16
In conclusion, the world community’s strategy of using Iraq for non-Iraqi purposes meant looking the other way when Iraq was repressive. By accepting the Western and Soviet political support during the war, and importing their weapons and military know-how, Iraq achieved a new degree of regional leadership. Ironically, Saddam Hussein has since then managed to use this position against Western interests. It was not until the occupation of the rich emirate Koweit, that George Bush Senior blamed Saddam for what had happened two years before in Halabja, and described him as ‘new Hitler’.17
George Bush Junior, for his part, misused the Halabja incidents as a moral argument for invading Iraq in 2003: “The dictator who is assembling the world's most dangerous weapons has already used them on whole villages - leaving thousands of his own citizens dead, blind, or disfigured.”18 The hypocrisy inherent to this declaration is correctly pointed out by Kurt Nimmo, when he writes: “The officials in the Reagan and Bush administrations are directly responsible for selling Iraq the weapons Bush Junior now carps about so self-righteously and Colin Powell promises the Iraqis will never use on the Kurds or anybody else ever again.”19
At any rate, Halabja is a prime example for the world community’s opportunistic dealing with a crime against humanity: the analysis of the genocide in Kurdistan reveals how politically-motivated interference of the UN Security Council can triumph over its fundamental principles. 

Evaluation of the exercise

Several aspects of this exercise were new to me: first of all, the time pressure, under which we had to work, made my approach somewhat more ‘efficient’. I rapidly had to decide which sources were worth being studied in detail, in order to gain an overview on my subject without getting lost in a great amount of information. Secondly, the restricted space for discussing the subject obliged me to make an effort on really discerning the core-problematic of the latter. In addition, I had to make a selection among my collected sources, by figuring out which one supported the best my arguments. Last but not least, this exercise familiarised me with the libraries’ search methods and made me become aware of the considerable amount of different sources at our disposal. 
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