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Van’s View from Capitol Hill

August 27, 2002 
Should we oust Saddam Hussein?

A little over a decade ago, I was flying missions as a navigator on a C-130 aircraft during Operation Desert Storm, the Persian Gulf War.  Gas masks were part of our standard issue equipment.  Saddam had chemical weapons, he had used them before on his own people and we feared he might use them again on us.

Fortunately, the war was such a one-sided affair that Saddam never had the chance to use his chemical weapons.  After a devastating bombing phase, the ground portion of the campaign quickly turned into a rout.  In just 100 hours of ground operations, Saddam Hussein was booted out of Kuwait and his vaunted military was badly mauled.  Yet, Saddam was still in power in Baghdad.  I felt then, as I do now, that leaving Saddam in power was a mistake.  We won the battle, but Saddam was still around to fight another day.

Of the tyrants in power in the world today, Saddam is the most dangerous.  By using chemical weapons to kill hundreds, possibly thousands, of his own people, he has proven his ruthlessness.  In invading Iran and Kuwait, he has shown his inclination toward aggression and his ambition for dominating the region.  His attempted assassination of former President Bush in 1993, and his constant harassment of American pilots in the no-fly zone show his continued hostility toward our country.

These things together aren’t enough for us to act.  However, financed by his immense oil wealth, Saddam has relentlessly pursued building nuclear, chemical and biological weapons, collectively known as weapons of mass destruction.  These weapons in the hands of a ruthless tyrant like Saddam Hussein are a threat we can’t ignore.

As a condition to ending the Gulf War, Saddam agreed to give U.N. weapons inspectors unfettered access to search for weapons of mass destruction.  Despite Saddam’s constant interference, the inspectors were successful for a while in finding and destroying at least some of his capabilities for making weapons of mass destruction.  Then Saddam threw up a stone wall.  After a yearlong game of cat-and-mouse between President Clinton and Saddam, on the eve of his impeachment President Clinton launched Operation Desert Fox, a five-day aerial attack to force compliance with inspections.  In the end, our planes left and the inspectors never returned.  No one knows for sure what Saddam has been able to build in the years since.

Weapons of mass destruction in Saddam’s hands pose an enormous threat for Americans.  If he provided them to other terrorists for an attack on America, the magnitude of the attack and its casualties would dwarf those we experienced on September 11th.  He could also use them as blackmail as he pursues aggressive policies in the Middle East.

Many people don’t realize that in 1981, the State of Israel bombed the nuclear reactor that Saddam was building in his quest to become a nuclear power.  Though they were roundly condemned at the time, if the Israelis had not done it, we may have faced a nuclear power in Desert Storm.  How many of our allies would have stood with us, knowing that they were in range of Iraqi nuclear weapons?     

I think it is important to remember President Bush’s words from his State of the Union speech earlier this year.  “America will do what is necessary to ensure our Nation’s security,” he said.  “We will be deliberate, yet time is not on our side. I will not wait on events, while dangers gather.  I will not stand by, as peril draws closer and closer.  The United States of America will not permit the world’s most dangerous regimes to threaten us with the world’s most destructive weapons.” 

President Bush may determine that another strategy short of war may deal effectively with Saddam.  I think he would clearly prefer something less than war.  But he also might decide, after fully considering all the options, that war is the only way to avoid the greater danger of nuclear, biological or chemical weapons falling into the hands of those who will use them against America.  If he does, he will have my support because the stakes of ignoring this danger are too high.

The situation we face now is not all that different from the situation Europe faced with the rise of a previously defeated enemy, Germany.  Winston Churchill’s pleas throughout the 1930’s that Europe deal with Hitler early fell on deaf ears.  The result was the most destructive war in history.

President Bush is determined not to let history repeat itself, and America needs to support his decision because, as the President has said, in this battle, time is not on our side.  And as Vice President Cheney noted when he spoke to the VFW recently in Nashville, “The risks of inaction are far greater than the risks of action.”

 To read more about this and other important issues, visit my web site at www.house.gov/hilleary.
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