Lessons of the War Talk

April 11, 2012 

Welcome to the Colloquium on Lessons of the U.S. War in Iraq, presented by the U.T.S.A. Department of Political Science and Geography.  We have a distinguished panel of speakers to help us think through some of the thorny issues about the conduct of the war in Iraq and the legacies of this war for Americans.  

I’m Steve Amberg.  I’m a member of the Political Science Department.  In a moment I’m going to introduce the members of the panel.  But first allow me to introduce the purpose of the colloquium and the format we’re going to use for our discussion. 

Just four months ago in December, President Obama fulfilled a campaign pledge to bring the American combat role in Iraq to an end.  The end of the combat mission is an opportune moment for us to consider what lessons we might draw from the war.  The Iraq war was the second longest war in American history.  The longest war is still going on in Afghanistan.   Both wars became central theaters of the Bush administration’s Global War on Terrorism.  The end of the Iraqi phase is an occasion we should not miss, as tempting as it is to simply move on and put behind us a war that had become very unpopular with Americans, whose purposes had changed several times, the duration of which stretched far beyond the initial official prediction, and the accomplishments of which are unclear. The Department of Political Science has an academic commitment to investigate and evaluate important policies of public interest.  It would be hard to think of a topic of greater significance for Americans than to understand the decisions that led to this long war and to perceive what the consequences are of the war, which we’ll be living with for many years beyond the end of the combat mission. 

The format for this evening’s discussion is that each of the panelists will speak for about 20 minutes.  Then we’ll open up the discussion to the audience for questions.  No doubt we won’t be able to address every dimension of the war in our talks; we’re looking forward to your questions.  I’m going to take the privilege of the chair of the meeting to speak first.  Then the panelists will speak in the order listed on the program.  

Now I’d like to introduce the panelists.  

We’re grateful that Geoffrey Corn from the South Texas College of Law could join us from Houston.  Before joining the law faculty, Professor Corn was the U.S. Army’s senior law of war expert in the Office of the Judge Advocate General and Chief of the Law of War Branch in the International Law Division.

Next we have Professor Mary Ann Tetreault from Trinity University where she is the Una Chapman Cox Distinguished Professor of International Affairs.  Professor Tetreault has published extensively on politics in the Gulf States, the political economy of oil, women in the Middle East, and American foreign policy.

Our final speaker is Professor Mansour El-Kikhia, who is the Chair of the Department of Political Science and Geography at U.T.S.A.  Professor El-Kikhia has consulted widely with the U.S. government and international organizations about politics in the Middle East.  Many people in San Antonio know him from his syndicated column that used to run in the Express-News.

Please welcome our panelists. 

The title of my talk – [graphic] -- The Costs of War in Treasure and Truth – invokes an adage of war from the 18th century – [graphic] -- which says that "...among the calamities of war [is] … the diminution of the love of truth, by the falsehoods which interest dictates and credulity encourages." 
  
I’m going to focus on how “interest and credulity” combined in two issues:  the purpose of the war and the financial cost of the war.  As to the first, I mostly intend to remind us of the original purpose for the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, whatever other goals were later adopted by the Bush administration for the U.S. military mission.  The first issue is related to the second issue because the original mission was presented as a discrete task that would not be costly for Americans. When the original plan of war collapsed and the dimensions of the war vastly expanded, the administration did its best to place the full costs of the war in the shadows away from public scrutiny. 

The stated public purpose of the war in 2003 was to destroy the weapons of mass destruction that were in the hands of the Iraqi dictator, Saddam Hussein.  The Bush administration argued that Saddam Hussein was a threat to U.S. interests because he supported terroristic groups like al-Qaeda, which had attacked the U.S. in 2001.  Both of these assertions turned out to be false.  There were no weapons of mass destruction and Hussein did not help al-Qaeda.  Ron Susskind and many others have written extensively about how the Bush administration came to its decision to wage war on the basis of its suspicion of Hussein rather than on the evidence in the possession of the U.S. intelligence services.  

To cite another saying from the 18th century:  the most suspicious people are the greatest dupes because they’ll believe anything as long as it confirms their sour outlook.
   The Bush administration convinced itself that the weapons of mass destruction were there.  It went to great lengths to search for the WMDs after the U.S. military occupied Iraq, spending $1 billion looking for them, without success.  It issued a report, which by its admission that the weapons of mass destruction were not there, restored some measure of credibility, although it focused blame on the intelligence services.  
[First graphic of the CIA Report conclusion.]

A Commission was created to investigate how this could have happened.  
[Graphic with quote from commission reports.] 
 
The Commission concluded that unwarranted assumptions drove the analysis of the intelligence rather than evidence.
But, before the war, the administration campaigned to win public support for an invasion to destroy the weapons that threatened America’s interests and to remove Hussein from power. The Bush administration promised the public a short war to achieve these discrete goals.  
Parties, polling organizations, and mass media followed the administration’s lead.  They were inclined to be credulous about the administration’s claims, for reasons of partisanship and because Americans, who were still suffering from the effects of the terrorist attacks on 9-11, gave the president very high public approval.  They placed their trust in the president.

[Graphic.  U.S. public approval rating of George W. Bush skyrocketed after 9/11.]

Let’s look two public opinion poll questions that asked Americans if they would support a war against Hussein’s Iraq.

[Graphic.  First slide of Q1] 
Take a look at the first poll question and the responses to it.  It shows a poll question asked in February 2003 before the war started but five months after the beginning of the administration’s campaign to convince Americans to support a war.  Question 1 asks Do you approve or disapprove of the United States taking military action against Iraq to try to remove Saddam Hussein from power?  As you can see, overall, the public supports such a war by about 2 – 1.  As you go down the columns of “disapprove” and “approve”, you can see that almost all groups are strongly in favor.  But there is one exceptional group:  while Democrats were 50-50, Republican respondents supported the war by 9 – 1.  This suggests that partisanship is a significant factor in credulity.  

Before we look at the Question 2, I ask you “Is Question 1 a good or useful question to ask”, in the sense of “Does it ask a relevant question about the subject of waging an actual war”?  I don’t think it does.  In contrast, Question 2 asks a more realistic question.  
[Next slide.]  
It asks “Suppose military action in Iraq would result in substantial U.S. casualties, then would you favor or oppose the United States taking military action?”  This is a more realistic question because whoever heard of war without casualties.  In response to this more realistic question, Americans are split 50 – 50 in their support and opposition to the war. Every group now is more oppositional, including notably young people and military families who could become those substantial casualties.  

Now, why would pollsters ask Question 1, which is so unrealistic, and why would anyone think that the war would be easy?  

[Show pundits’ claims, one by one.  Just let the audience read them.]  

The first casualty of this war was a truth about wars:  in real wars people die; they’re not easy.  But wars are launched by a combination of national interest, partisanship, and public credulity. This time they combined to create an expectation of an easy war. 

Now, take special notice of the last comment by Deputy Secretary of Defense, Paul Wolfowitz, that Iraq could “really finance its own reconstruction”.  This was a claim similar to another claim made by Administration that the military campaign would cost about $50 to $60 billion.  Taxpayers would barely notice.  
This is my second issue. 

These claims were wildly wrong.  Not only could Iraq not finance its own reconstruction, the cost of the military campaign was not $60 billion; it was almost $800 billion.  And that figure does not include the full costs of the war, which include lifetime benefits for veterans, interest on the debt, replenishing stocks of equipment, and the economic and social costs. The total budgetary cost of the U.S. war in Iraq will be about $2.5 trillion.
    

[Chart:  First chart on the budgetary cost of the war in Iraq.] 

Why the war cost this much?
The administration grossly underestimated the cost of the military campaign.  General Eric Shinseki told the Senate Armed Services Committee in 2002 that several hundred thousand troops would be needed, but the administration strongly rejected that.  Defense Secretary Rumsfeld planned the invasion with a much smaller force.
  When the Mission Accomplished moment passed in May 2003 and Baghdad erupted, the United States was faced with a much more challenging security situation.  The administration scrambled to mobilize the resources to prosecute this larger war and it did so in ways that were much more expensive than if it had planned for a major operation in the first place.  

Here’s what the administration did.  First, it placed the cost of the war outside of the normal federal budget as a special emergency appropriation. That practice could be justified in the first year, but after that the expenditures were not exceptional.  They were predictable and recurring expenses that should have been part of the usual budget rule that calls for separate funding for war – such as for combat pay.  As a result, there is some confusion among budget professionals about how to account for the cost of the war.  As the Congress appropriated money for the war, it also dramatically increased the Defense Department’s “base budget”, some of which was used to support the war without acknowledging it, while other Defense spending was justified by the war but used for other projects.
   From 2001 to 2011, in addition to the dollars spent for the war, $5.2 trillion was appropriated for ostensibly non-war Defense Department expenses (that is, the “base” budget).  
[Chart on DoD budget, base budget, and war appropriations.]

This DoD base budget total was $616 billion greater than the pre-2001 Pentagon budget plan.  At least some of that extra DoD spending was allocated to the cost of the war in Iraq. 
Second, the administration decided not to increase the size of the regular army – until years later – and instead relied on much more expensive sources of troops and personnel, namely the National Guard and Reserves and private security contractors. Regular troops are comparatively low-cost personnel in terms of their pay and immediate benefits, which may be unfair.  But on the issue of the cost of the war, the administration’s heavy reliance on the Guard and Reserves for about 1/3 of the troops and on contractors for security increased the burden on taxpayers in the long run.  Reserve and Guard troops had to be paid a salary and combat pay rather than their usual stipend.  
The truly expensive personnel are the private American contractors. The administration hired about 100,000 contract personnel
 to work for the U.S in Iraq, perhaps about 40,000 of them assigned to duties that would normally be assigned to uniformed troops, including 18,000 armed security contractors under the control of American security companies.
  The ratio of the cost of an armed security guard compared to an army sergeant is about 6 to 1. 
 Not surprisingly, when many Army troops and Guardsmen finished their service obligations, they were attracted by the vastly higher pay of the contractors to stay in Iraq working for the private companies. This exodus was one reason that the Pentagon was compelled to boost the regular pay of troops, increase enlistment bonuses, raise re-enlistment bonuses and combat pay, and provide other benefits.
 
Third, the administration put the cost of the war on a credit card:  I mean it borrowed the $800 billion to pay for the war.  Famously, the Bush administration did not raise tax revenue to pay for the war; instead, it massively cut taxes by $1.2 trillion in 2001 and 2003 (and it did so in ways that vastly favored the top 2% of households). 
   The choice to borrow the money for the war means that the cost of the war should include the interest payments on the borrowed money.  Nobel Prize economist Joseph Stiglitz has calculated that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan together will have added almost $1 trillion in interest payments to the U.S. federal debt.
 

Fourth, the cost of medical care for military personnel rose dramatically.  At first, the Bush administration under-financed the VA because of its miscalculation of the scale of the military effort.  But public outrage about scandalous treatment of wounded troops and veterans prompted increasing expenditures.  Given the approximately 1.8 million troops who have served in Iraq and Afghanistan, the future costs of veterans’ health and disability benefits will become the biggest out-of-pocket budget item of the war.  Government planners predict that 40% of the troops will qualify for disability benefits to some degree. 
  Already 550,000 returning soldiers had applied for disability benefits. 
  Veterans who are in their 20s and 30s now should expect decades of benefits for their service to country.  The Congressional Budget Office forecasts that the long-term cost of medical, disability, and pension benefits will be between $600 billion and $1 trillion.
 

 [chart that summarizes all of the budgetary costs.] 
All of these are costs already paid or already incurred as obligations on the federal budget.  
In addition to these budgetary costs, there are the economic and social costs of the war that do not appear in the government’s budget.  The cost of oil increased from about $30 a barrel in 2002 to $65 a barrel in 2006.  Much of this increase is attributed to growing demand from developing countries, but some of the increased cost is assigned to the interruption of Iraqi production.  Higher oil prices slowed U.S. economic growth.  Other costs are the stress and lost income for families of wounded soldiers.  Joseph Stiglitz, the Nobel economist, estimated these social and economic costs at $482 billion [(in the best case scenario that U.S. deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan will to be reduced to about 50,000 troops by 2015)]. 
   
Another social cost is that Americans have lost a measure of their civil liberties because of the increased secrecy in government, surveillance of citizens, preventive detention, racial profiling, and the use of torture.  These costs are much harder to quantify!
Finally, a true accounting for the costs of the war in treasure should include a discussion of what economists call the opportunity costs:  “what else could we have done with these resources?”  We should ask this question because the war in Iraq was a “war of choice” – Iraq did not attack the U.S. and, in truth, could barely pose a threat to the U.S.:  Iraq did not have weapons of mass destruction.  The decision in 2003 about what our country should do for itself was that we should go to war with Iraq rather than do something else. What else could we have done?  A couple of trillion dollars will satisfy many dreams!  
[chart from the JEC Report appendix.]  

Perhaps we could have paid for universal health insurance or employed Americans rebuilding our infrastructure or raising the quality of our schools? 

But Republican Party leaders insist that there’s no money for such things, even as the Defense budget grows larger.  To some of them, military hegemony is America’s priority. 
[Quotes from the Kristols.] 
To some of them, democratic accountability is a problem because there’s too much of it, not too little.
[Graphic of Defense and Deficits] 

And yet the war was a significant contributor to our famous federal budget deficit problem.
My final observation is that a little less than ten years ago, in October 2002, the Political Science Department held a colloquium on the war with al-Qaeda.  But between the time we announced that event and the date of the event, President Bush had fired his warning shot against Saddam Hussein, which compelled us to discuss the next war.  Now that that war is over, how  prepared are we for the next “next war”?  
Our next speaker is Professor Geoffrey Corn from the South Texas College of Law.  Professor Corn… 
� [Samuel Johnson in The Idler magazine from 11/11/1758] 


� [Charles Maurice de Tallyrand.]


�   From the final report letter of transmittal:  “Evidence. The problem of discerning WMD in Iraq is highlighted by the prewar misapprehensions of weapons, which were not there. Distant technical analysts mistakenly identified evidence and drew incorrect conclusions.” (The Duelfer Report). https://www.cia.gov/library/reports/general-reports-1/iraq_wmd_2004/transmittal.html  


Also see the Final Report of the Commission on the Intelligence Capabilities of the United States Regarding Weapons of Mass Destruction (March 31, 2005), which reported that the U.S. intelligence community was “dead wrong” about the existence of WMDs in Iraq. http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/GPO-WMD/content-detail.html


The Iraq Survey Group (ISG) was a fact-finding mission sent by the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multinational_force_in_Iraq"��multinational force in Iraq� after the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2003_invasion_of_Iraq"��2003 invasion of Iraq� to find the alleged �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq_and_weapons_of_mass_destruction"��weapons of mass destruction alleged to be possessed by Iraq� that had been the main ostensible reason for the invasion. Its final report is commonly called the Duelfer Report. It consisted of a 1,400-member international team organized by �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Pentagon"��the Pentagon� and �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_Intelligence_Agency"��Central Intelligence Agency� to hunt for the alleged stockpiles of �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Weapon_of_mass_destruction"��weapons of mass destruction�, including �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chemical_weapon"��chemical� and �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Biological_weapon"��biological agents�, and any supporting research programs and infrastructure that could be used to develop WMD. On 23 January 2004, the head of the ISG, �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/David_Kay"��David Kay�, resigned his position, stating that he believed WMD stockpiles would not be found in Iraq. "I don't think they existed," commented Kay. "What everyone was talking about is stockpiles produced after the end of the last Gulf War and I don't think there was a large-scale production program in the nineties." In a briefing to the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senate_Armed_Services_Committee"��Senate Armed Services Committee�, Kay criticized the pre-war WMD intelligence and the agencies that produced it, saying "It turns out that we were all wrong, probably in my judgment, and that is most disturbing."[1] Sometime earlier, CIA director �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Tenet"��George Tenet� had asked David Kay to delay his departure: "If you resign now, it will appear that we don't know what we're doing. That the wheels are coming off."[2]


Kay told the SASC during his oral report the following, though: "Based on the intelligence that existed, I think it was reasonable to reach the conclusion that Iraq posed an imminent threat. Now that you know reality on the ground as opposed to what you estimated before, you may reach a different conclusion-—although I must say I actually think what we learned during the inspection made Iraq a more dangerous place, potentially, than, in fact, we thought it was even before the war."


Kay's team established that the Iraqi regime had the production capacity and know-how to produce chemical and biological weaponry if international economic sanctions were lifted, a policy change which was actively being sought by a number of �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_member_states"��United Nations member states�. Kay also believed some components of the former Iraqi regime's WMD program had been moved to �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syria"��Syria� shortly before the 2003 invasion,[3] though the Duelfer Report Addenda (see below) later reported there was no evidence of this.


On 6 February 2004, �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_W._Bush"��George W. Bush� convened the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraq_Intelligence_Commission"��Iraq Intelligence Commission�, an independent inquiry into the intelligence used to justify the Iraq war and the failure to find WMD. This was shortly followed by the conclusion of a similar inquiry in the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom"��United Kingdom�, the �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Butler_Review"��Butler Review�, which was �HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boycott"��boycotted� by the two main opposition parties due to disagreements on its scope and independence.[4] In 2003, the US-sponsored search for WMD had been budgeted for $400 million, with an additional $600 million added in 2004.


Kay's successor, named by CIA director George Tenet, was the former UN weapons inspector Charles Duelfer, who stated at the time that the chances of finding any WMD stockpiles in Iraq were "close to nil."


� [Stiglitz and Bilmes, p. 31,“best case” with combat troops out by 2012; but “best case” also assumed fewer troops in Afghanistan, p. 35.]   (Based on the Stiglitz table on p. 57 and Brown Univ. data.]  


� From Wiki:  Shinseki publicly clashed with Secretary of Defense � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Donald_Rumsfeld" \o "Donald Rumsfeld" �Donald Rumsfeld� during the planning of the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2003_invasion_of_Iraq" \o "2003 invasion of Iraq" �war in Iraq� over how many troops the U.S. would need to keep in Iraq for the postwar occupation of that country. As Army Chief of Staff, General Shinseki testified to the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Senate_Committee_on_Armed_Services" \o "United States Senate Committee on Armed Services" �U.S. Senate Armed Services Committee� that "something in the order of several hundred thousand soldiers" would probably be required for postwar Iraq. This was an estimate far higher than the figure being proposed by Secretary Rumsfeld in his invasion plan, and it was rejected in strong language by both Rumsfeld and his � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Deputy_Secretary_of_Defense" \o "United States Deputy Secretary of Defense" �Deputy Secretary of Defense�, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Wolfowitz" \o "Paul Wolfowitz" �Paul Wolfowitz�, who was another chief planner of the invasion and occupation.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Shinseki" \l "cite_note-Schmitt2003-8" �[9]� From then on, Shinseki's influence on the Joint Chiefs of Staff reportedly waned.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Shinseki" \l "cite_note-9" �[10]� Critics of the Bush Administration alleged that Shinseki was forced into early retirement as Army Chief of staff because of his comments on troop levels, but the claim is disputed as his retirement was actually announced nearly a year before those comments.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Shinseki" \l "cite_note-10" �[11]�


Shinseki as Army Chief of Staff thanks Senator � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Strom_Thurmond" \o "Strom Thurmond" �Strom Thurmond� for his service to the country during his 100th birthday celebration. Shinseki joined � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thomas_E._White" \o "Thomas E. White" �Thomas White� in naming the centerpiece of the National Museum of the Army in Thurmond's honor in a ceremony at his office on Capitol Hill December 4, 2002.


When the � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iraqi_insurgency" \o "Iraqi insurgency" �insurgency� took hold in postwar Iraq, Shinseki's comments and their public rejection by the civilian leadership were often cited by those who felt the Bush administration deployed too few troops to Iraq.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Shinseki" \l "cite_note-WashingtonPost_Ricks-Tyson_20061116-11" �[12]� On November 15, 2006, in testimony before Congress, � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/USCENTCOM" \o "USCENTCOM" �CENTCOM� Commander Gen. � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Abizaid" \o "John Abizaid" �John Abizaid� said that General Shinseki had been correct that more troops were needed.� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eric_Shinseki" \l "cite_note-WashingtonPost_Ricks-Tyson_20061116-11" �[12]�


� [Stiglitz and Bilmes 45-6]


� Stiglitz and Bilmes 51] William Hartung, “The Military-Industrial Complex Revisited: Shifting Patterns of Military Contracting in the Post-9/11 Period”.  “The growth of support and security contractors in Iraq and Afghanistan has drawn considerable attention in part due to their sheer numbers. Although the Pentagon has acknowledged that it has not done a good job of keeping track of how many private contractor


employees it is funding, the Congressional Research Service has done estimates based on the


best available data. These estimates show that as of March 2011 there were more private


contractors in Iraq and Afghanistan (155,000) than there were uniformed military personnel


(145,000).9 In Iraq, the bulk of these contractors -- more than 60 percent -- were engaged in


support services such as serving meals, doing laundry, maintaining and repairing vehicles, and


transporting fuel and equipment. Private security contractors – armed personnel involved in


guarding embassies, serving as body guards, protecting infrastructure such as oil pipelines, and


training Iraqi security forces – accounted for about 10,500 of the private contractors deployed in


Iraq, or about 16 percent.”  Moshe Schwartz and Joyprada Swain, Department of Defense Contractors in Iraq and Afghanistan: Background and Analysis, Congressional Research Service, March 2011, summary


page and p. 7.  Note that Xe contracts with the State Department are also very lucrative; it’s not just the Defense Budget. 


� CRS Ginsberg, Lowi, Weir 551]


� US House cited by Ginsberg et al


� Stiglitz and Bilmes 47-8]


� [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Economic_policy_of_the_George_W._Bush_administration]


� [Stiglitz and Bilmes 53, 54, by 2017 or by 2020 according to the Brown University cost of war project] 


� Stiglitz and Bilmes 65.  Based on the rate for the 1991 Gulf War. 


� [Brown University Costs of the War Project  � HYPERLINK "http://costsofwar.org/" ��http://costsofwar.org/�]


� Stiglitz chart best case p. 87]  Ryan D. Edwards, “Post-9/11 War Spending, Debt, and the Macroeconomy” (June 22, 2011).


� chart p. 130
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