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US loses controlinthe calm
before a new desert storm

Martin
Woollacott

NE wonders how

often General Colin

Powell, General Nor-

man Schwarzkopf,
and former President George
Bush return in their minds to
that euphoric morning in
February, 1991, when the
American leader, with the
support of his senior military
men, decided to round off the
Gulf War in exactly 100 hours.
It had a nice ring to it, but it
is a subject of desperate
regret today. “If it had been
our intention to overun the

country we could have done it
unopposed, for all intents and
purposes,” Schwarzkopf said
at his final press conference

of the war.

Perhaps it would not have
been that easy militarily, and
perhaps it was not politically
possible, given the state of
public opinion at the time and
the prevailing view that Sad-
dam would either soon fall or,
if he survived, would be so
weakened and toothless as to
constitute a danger to no one.
But, if only. The United States
and its allies thought they
could leave Saddam Hussein
to twist in the wind, but they
let him live to fight another
day. As a result of that deci-
sion, and of the failures that
have followed, there may
soon have to be a dismal
choice between appeasing
Saddam and making a sus-
tained aerial attack on Iraq.
The UN Security Council has
threatened the Iraqi regime

with “serious consequences”
but, in truth, the serious con-
sequences will affect every-
body, including America and
Britain.

Some of those consequences
are already apparent. They
are with us in the shape of a
dangerous split within the
post-cold-war order, which
envisaged permanent co-oper-
ation between North Amer-
ica, Russia and Europe, act-
ing together to keep the
peace. It is ironic that the
break has come not over Nato
structures and expansion, but
over how to deal with the
rogue states — Iraq, Iran,
Libya and others — which the
United States wants to sanc-
tion and isolate but appears
unable to actually vanquish
by fair means or foul.

The consequences are
above all with us in the frag-
ile nature of that American
ascendancy in the Middle
East which, for want of any-

thing better, is what passes
for stability in that region. If
there is one man who is as
responsible as Saddam for the
decline of American influence
there it is Benjamin Netan-
yahu, in London this last
week to meet Robin Cook and
Madeleine Albright. His aban-
donment of substantive nego-
tiations with the Palestinians
has undermined those Arab
regimes which had put their
trust in the United States. Be-
tween Israelis and Palestin-
ians themselves, the obstacles
he has created are less impor-
tant. There is a certain inexo-
rable process of adjustment
going on between Israelis and
Palestinians, which seems to
continue beneath all the
anger and violence.

But, externally, it is a dif-
ferent matter. The reason
why America can now find no
support amongst Arabs for
action against Iraq is not that
these governments have any

love for the Baghdad regime
but that the United States has
failed to deliver what it in ef-
fect promised in the years
after 1991. The US set itself,
imjnediately or somewhat
later, an extraordinary range
of objectives — to isolate, con-
tain, and sanction Iraq, Iran
and Libya with a view to
changing their regimes or at
least altering their behaviour,
to manage a peace negotiation
between Israelis and Palestin-
ians, and try to extend that
into a general peace settle-
ment, and to help transform
the economic landscape of the
Middle East. It had hopes, in
addition, of ameliorating the
difficulties between Turkey
and Greece, and solving the
Cyprus problem, and it later
took on much responsibility
for ending hostilities in Bos-
nia. This was a truly ambi-
tious plan for the Eastern
Mediterranean and the
Middle East, but with the
credit of the Gulf victory in
hand and the disappearance
of the Soviet Union as an ac-
tor and opponent, it seemed
not impossible that some at
least of it would come to pass.

But the results have been
meagre, the Arab states have
lost confidence, and are now
understandably Teluctant to
put their bets on the table
with such an inept or unlucky
player as in their view Amer-
ica has so far turned out to be.
Apart from anything else, all
have to cope with an anti-

Israeli, anti-American con-
stituency inside their own
couritries. Their dilemma is
most clearly seen in the case
of King Hussein. Once the
Arab leader who tried, in the
days before the Gulf War, to
mediate between the West
and Saddam, he crossed over
fully to the anti-Iraqi camp at
about the same time as he
committed himself fully to the
peace process. He is now a
doubly betrayed figure, look-
ing east to see a hard Iraqi
enemy whom he had been as-
sured again and again would
be removed, and looking west
to see an Israeli leader who
had so little respect for him
and his problems as to ar-

could find themselves batter-
ing Iraqi targets with missiles
and bombs. They might have
to go on doing it, if the regime
treats the first attacks with
contempt. The United States
might decide, anyway, that
this time an attack must be
aimed at Saddam himself and
his key military assets, a
risky course with no assur-
ance of success.

The conflict might then
lurch in dangerous direc-
tions. These could include
Iraqi attempts against
regional American military
targets. One cannot be abso-
lutely certain that these
would not come, or would be
feeble and unsuccesful. Sad-

The conflict might lurch in dangerous
directions, including Iraqi attempts
on regional American military targets

range a major assassination
attempt in the Jordanian
capital.

An American attack on Iraq
this time, unlike on previous
occasions, could lead to a con-
flict which would make the
Gulf War seem simple. This
would not be a matter of
allied tanks charging through
the desert. There is no occa-
sion, nor is there stomach, for
that. If the Iragis do not res-
pond to diplomatic moves, the
United States and Britain

dam could move against the
Kurds, whose divisions con-
tinue to offer him an opportu-
nity to enter the northern
zone, with some apparent le-
gitimacy, as the ally of one
faction or another. That
would be disastrous for the
Kurds, and a humiliation for
the United States.

More likely, perhaps, is
that Iraq will avoid both
retaliation and concession,
and look to its “friends” —
Russia, France, China, some

of the Arab countries — to or-
ganise a ‘“‘compromise’”. We
would have the unpleasant
possibility of the Iraqis seeing
off a few attacks, apparently
agreeing to talks about the
resumption of weapons in-
spections, and then stonewall-
ing for months while, among
other things, they could make
operational some of the mass
destruction weapons they un-
doubtedly have, and hope to
gradually bore their way
through to the final goal of a
lifting of sanctions.

The fiasco of the Doha’
Middle Eastern economic con-
ference this weekend, which
will be attended by neither
Egypt nor Saudi Arabia, illus-
trates how limited American
influence has in a way be-
come. Yet American policy
and purpose is still very
much the defining element in
the Middle East, the centre
around which countries and
leaders manoeuvre, and
Washington does still have a
degree of control. That con-
trol, however, is slipping, not
least because of Saddam. Pro-
fessor Lawrence Freedman,
co-author of the best history
of the Gulf War, wrote that
just as Saddam’s ability to
continue to control Iraq polit-
ically after the conflict was a
surprise, so “his eventual
downfall would also come as a
surprise”’. We may take some
comfort from that, because
there is not much available
elsewhere.
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the goddess of oil

For a century, Shell has explored
the Earth to make our lives more
comfortable. But in its wake, says
Andrew Rowell, lies a trail of
corruption, despoliation and death

HE QUEEN and the
Duke of Edinburgh
went to the Shell
Centre on the
Thames riverside
near Waterloo last Tuesday,
to crown the company’s cente-
nary celebrations. Critics
claim the timing of the
Queen’s visit was slightly un-
fortunate: it came just one
day after the second anniver-
sary of Ken Saro-Wiwa’'s
death in Nigeria: he was cam-
paigning against Shell’s oil
exploitation in the region.

The Shell Transport and
Trading Company (STTC) has
risen from its humble roots in
a cramped office in the East
End to become one of the
most successful corporations
of the century. What we col-
lectively know as “Shell” is in
fact more than 2,000 compa-
nies. Last year, the Shell
Group’s profit was a record
£5.7 billion, the proceeds from
sales of £110 billion. “Were
our founder, Marcus Samuel,
to reappear today, I do not
think he would be displeased
with what has grown from his
efforts,” says Mark Moody-
Stuart, STTC’s chairman.

As part of the centenary
celebrations, the cream of the
City were invited to a recep-
tion at the Guildhall. There is
also to be a commemorative
book. Whilst it may mention
the Shell Better Britain Cam-

paign, and even the contro-
versy over Brent Spar, not
everyone will agree with the
authorised biography’s ver-
sion of Shell’s history. Here is
a less authorised approach.

After it merged in 1907 with
its rival Royal Dutch, the
Royal Dutch Shell company
was formed; its first chair-
man was the Dutchman Henri
Deterding. By the 1930s, De-
terding had become infatu-
ated with Adolf Hitler, and
began secret negotiations
with the German military to
provide a year’s supply of oil
on credit. In 1936, he was
forced to resign over his Nazi
sympathies.

During the eagly 1940s, as
the world waged war, Peru
and Ecuador had their own
armed border-dispute — over
oil. Legend in Latin America
says that it was really a
power struggle between Shell,
based in Ecuador, and Stan-
dard Oil in Peru. The com-
pany left a lasting reminder
of its presence in the country:
a town called Shell. Activists
in Ecuador are seeking to get
the town renamed Saro-
Wiwa.

In the post-war years, Shell
manufactured pesticides and
herbicides on a site previ-
ously used by the US military
to make nerve gas at Rocky
Mountain near Denver. By
1960 a game warden from the
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Colorado Department of Fish
and Game had documented
abnormal behaviour in the
local wildlife, and took his
concerns to Shell, who
replied: “That’s just the cost
of doing business if we are
killing a few birds out there.
As far as we are concerned,
this situation is all right.”

But the truth was different.
“By 1956 Shell knew it had a
major problem on its hands,”
recalled Adam Raphael in the
Observer in 1993. “It was the
company’s policy to collect all
duck and animal carcasses in
order to hide them before
scheduled visits by inspectors
from the Colorado Depart-
ment of Fish and Game.”
After operations ceased in
1982, the site was among the
most contaminated places on
the planet, although Shell is
now trying to make it into a
nature reserve.

At Rocky Mountain, Shell
produced three highly toxic
and persistent pesticides
called the “drins”: aldrin,
dieldrin and endrin. Despite
four decades of warning over
their use, starting in the
1950s, Shell only stopped pro-
duction of endrin in 1982, of
dieldrin in 1987 and aldrin in
1990, and only ceased sales of
the three in 1991. Even after
production was stopped,
stocks of drins were shipped
to the Third World.

Another chemical Shell
began manufacturing in the
1950s was DBCP, or 1,2-Di-
bromo-3-Chloropropane,
which was used to spray ba-
nanas.: This was banned by
the US Environmental Protec-
tion Agency in 1977 for caus-
ing sterility in workers. In
1990, Costa Rican workers
who had become sterile from
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working with the chemical
sued Shell and two other com-
panies in the Texan Courts.
Shell denied that it ever ex-
ported the chemical to Costa
Rica and denied that it ex-
ported it to any other country
after the ban in 1977. The case
was settled out of court.

Just as people had begun to
question Shell’s products, so
they began to challenge its
practices. In the 1970s and
1980s, Shell was accused of
breaking the UN oil boycott of
Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) by
using its South African sub-
sidiary and other companies
in which it had interests.
Shell, singled out by anti-
apartheid campaigners for
providing fuel to the notori-
ously brutal South African
army and police, responded
by hiring a PR firm to run an
anti-boycott campaign.

Y THE 1980s criti-
cism of Shell’s op-
erations was
spreading. From
Inuit in Canada
and Alaska, to Aborigines in
Australia and Indians in
Brazil, indigenous communi-
ties were affected by Shell’s
operations. In the Peruvian
rainforest, where Shell con-
ducted exploration activities,
an estimated 100 hitherto un-
contacted Nahua Indians died
after catching diseases to
which they had no immunity.
Shell denies responsibility,
and says that it was loggers
who contacted the Nahua.

By the end of the decade,
the company’s image was suf-
fering in the US and UK, too.
In April 1988, 440,000 gallons
of oil was discharged into San
Francisco Bay from the com-
pany’s Martinez refinery, kill-

“‘\.l"l\

Uiy

il

[
i
! ‘Wl|IIUIWII|iﬂll’mﬂl|ﬂlllﬂlllllllﬂﬂﬂlﬂl";ﬂ!Ul"lfﬂlmlmﬂljlll'ﬂillilﬂ %'flJl[llml!llIllllllllllllllllllﬂl'ﬂﬂlIHIHHINMJ

veable Shell,

ing hundreds of birds. The
following year, Shell spilt 150
tons of thick crude into the
River Mersey, and was fined a
record £1 million.

But by now, the company
was responding to growing
international environmental
awareness. “The biggest chal-
lenge facing the energy indus-
try is the global environment
and global warming,” said Sir
John Collins, head of Shell
UK, in 1990. “The possible
consequences of man-made
global warming are so worry-
ing that concerted interna-
tional action is clearly called
for.”

Shell joined the Global Cli-
mate Coalition, which has
spent tens of millions of dol-
lars trying to influence the
UN climate negotiations that
culminate in Kyoto next
month. “There is no clear
scientific consensus that
man-induced climate change
is happening now,” the lobby-
ists maintain, two years after
the world’s leading scientists
agreed that there was.

At the same time, the com-
pany has taken its own pre-
ventive action on climate
change and possible sea-level
rise by increasing the height
of its Troll platform in the
North Sea by one metre.

By 1993, as Shell’s spin-doc-
tors were teaching budding
executives that ‘‘ignorance
gets corporations into trou-
ble, arrogance keeps them
there”, 300,000 Ogoni peace-
fully protested against Shell’s
operations in Nigeria. Since
then 2,000 have been
butchered, and countless
others raped and tortured by
the Nigerian military. In the
summer of 1995 there was the
outcry over the planned deep-
sea sinking of the redundant
oil platform Brent Spar, and
in November Ogoni leader
Ken Saro-Wiwa was executed,
having been framed by the
Nigerian authorities. At the
time Shell denied any finan-
cial relationship with the Ni-
gerian military, but has since
admitted paying them ‘“field
allowances” on occasion.

This year in Nigeria, the
three-million-strong Ijaw
community started campaign-

ing against Shell, leading to

another military crackdown.
“The military governor says
it is for the purpose of protect-
ing the oil companies. The
authorities can no longer af-
ford to sit by and have the
communities mobilise against
the companies. It is Ogoni
revisited,” says Uche Onyea-
gucha, representing the oppo-
sition Democratic
Alternative.

In Peru, Shell has returned
to the rainforest. It acknowl-
edges “the need to consider
environmental sustainability
and responsibility to the
people involved”, but the
move is still criticised by
more than 60 international
and local environmental,
human-rights and indigenous
groups. “Shell has not learnt
from its tragic mistakes,”
says Shannon Wright from
the Rainforest Action Net-
work, which believes there
should be no new fossil-fuel
exploration in the rainforest:
“They continue to go into
areas where there are indige-
nous people who are suscep-
tible to outside diseases.”

Meanwhile, Shell publicly
talks of engaging ‘“‘stakehold-
ers”. It hopes that we, as con-
sumers, will continue to give
it a licence to operate.

However, for each barrel
produced, the ecological and
cultural price increases expo-
nentially. Everyone knows we
need to reduce our consump-
tion of oil: but Shell’'s very
existence depends on selling
more of it. Senior executives
are said to be “girding our
loins for our second century”
because ‘“the importance of
oil and gas is likely to in-
crease rather than diminish
as we enter the 21st century”.
Can we let that happen?

THIS WEEK’S
essayist,
Andrew
Rowell, is a
freelance envi-
ronmental con-
sultant who has
written exten-
sively on the oil
industry. He is author of
Green Backlash — Global Sub-
version Of The Environmental
Movement (Routledge, 1996)
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on after his death.

So can yours.

John Winston Lennon. Through his life, his statements,

his protests and his songs he left a legacy to the world.
A legacy of peace, understanding and compassion.
You too can leave a lasting and positive impression
- by making a legacy to Amnesty International in your
Will. Your gift will be used in years to come, to defend
human rights wherever they are threatened. So your
beliefs can live on after your death.
For more information call Melanie Fox on
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