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THE POLITICS OF BEGIN’S BAGHDAD RAID

by

Captain M. Thomas Davis, U.S. Army

There have been numerous dramatic
developments in the Middle East during
the past year. Although 1981 will notbe
remembered as a year that contained
events with the significance of those in
1956, 1967, 1973, and 1977, it will
nonetheless be recalled as a turbulent
and intense year in the history of this
most dynamic area. It saw an intensi-
fication of the trauma and agony in
Lebanon; a clash between Israel and
Syriaover the legitimacy of the political
“turf” controlled by each around the
Litani River basin; the reelection of
Menachem Begin and the appointment
of a more nationalist, ideologically
doctrinaire Israeli cabinet; an escalating
confrontation between the United
States and Libya in ways that sometimes
went beyond the verbal; the brutal
murder of Anwar Sadat; and the effec-
tive annexation of the Syrian Golan
Heights by the Israeli Government. The
year revealed the scope of the increas-
ingly strained relations between the
United States and Israel as the divergent
interests of the two countries became
more apparent to Washington if not to
Jerusalem. The year just prior also saw
demands in the United States for a
fundamental reconsideration of the
American-Israeli association, a phenom-

enon best illustrated by calls for negotia-
Pubfebid Ol ch ek "B eSHRE IRER FEFISH

Otganization made by two ex-Presi-
dents and a former national security
advisor.

But of all the Middle Eastern drama
which 1981 provided, perhaps the most
significant in terms of its long-range
impact was the 7 June destruction of the
Iraqi nuclear facility at Osirak by the
Israeli Air Force. Coming at a time
when the new Reagan administration
was just beginning the formulation of a
comprehensive Middle Eastern policy,
and following the laborious efforts of
the President’s special envoy, Philip
Habib, to control and defuse the seem-
ingly explosive confrontation between
Israel and Syria in southern Lebanon,
this provocative, unilateral action by the
Begin government created perceptions
in the United States and elsewhere from
which Begin's Likud party leadership
will have difficulty recovering.

In addition to antagonizing the
Reagan administration, the raid has
illustrated quite clearly that the interests
of the United States and Israel in the
Middle East are in many ways very
distinct, and it has initiated a reappraisal
of American-Israeli relations that has
found favorable response in the Ameri-
can press and with the American
public.t All of these developments are
extremely serious for Israel’s long-term
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effect on American-Israeli relations that
the raid initiated continues. Should the
evolving judgment abour the raid's justi-
fication indicate that Israel acted fot
teasons not totally related to immediate
security concerns, then the American
connection to Israel may never com-
pletely return to its previous condition.
The cuttent evidence (and trends)
indicate that this development is very
likely.

The raid came as a complete surprise
to the U.S. Government and sent
Ametican officials scrambling to dis-
tance Washington from the Israeli
action. Despite the claims made by
Jerusalem that the action was required
because of the belligerent attitude of the
Iraqi regime and its intention to use the
facility for the production of nuclear
weapons to be used against Israel, the
State Department condemned the raid
on 9 June and on the following day
announced the suspension of the
delivery of four F-16 fighter-bombers,
the type used for the attack.?

Shortly after that public and relatively
harsh treatment of a major ally, Secre-
tary of State Alexander Haig sent a
letter to Congress, pursuant to the Arms
Export Control Act, stating that a sub-
stantial violation of the Mutual Defense
Assistance Agreement of 23 July 1952,
under which the terms of the sale of
American military equipment to Israel
are determined, “"may have occurred.”

The Ametican criticism of the [sraeli
atrack continued unabated into the
United Nations. It was inevitable and
unavoidable that the lraqi government
would ask for some sort of UN action
against [srael. What came as a surptise
to many was that the U.S. Ambassador
in the UN, Jeane Kirkpartrick, openly
negotiated the wording of a Security
Counci] Resolution acceptable to the
U.S. with the Itaqi representative,
Foreign Minister Saadun Hamadi. The
fact that such contacts were being made
at all (since the United States and [raq

the 1967 Atab-Israeli war) added addi-
tional weight to the U.5. vote 1o con-
demn the Israeliaction. Jetusalem prob-
ably expected thar the United Startes
would block any Arab artempt to con-
demn the raid, forcing the Arabs to take
the case to the General Assembly where
the proceedings would be much more
lengthy and the results much easier for
Israel to disregard considering its con-
tention that the Third World states
compromising that body are hostages to
Arab oil and financial power. Indeed,
Iraq continued to press the case and did
succeed on 12 November 1981 in having
the General Assembly vote a condemna-
tion of the Istaeli action, terming it a
“serious threat” to the efforts of the
International Atomic Energy Agency
(IAEA) to monitor nuclear power world-
wide. The United States voted against
the General Assembly resolution but
claimed it did so largely on procedural
grounds.’

The reaction of the U.S. Government
and the American people must have
come as something of a shock to the
Israeli Government. Many key sup-
porters of Israel in Congress were highly
critical of the atrack and openly stated
that the United States was faced with a
dilemma whose solution was not neces-
sarily favorable to the Israeli position.
Several Congressmen, skeptical of the
justifications offered by Israel, noted
that whereas Iraq was a signatory of the
Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treary,
Israel quite pointedly was not. It was
also observed that the operations of the
Israeli nuclear facility ar Dimona had
never been subjected to the inspection
of the IAEA whereas che Ositak reactor
had been regularly inspected.t In
response to this, the [sraelis and their
supporters in the United States chal-
lenged the effectiveness of the IAEA
inspection program, claiming that the
inspections were announced in advance,
that the host country could control the
times of the inspections through manip-
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the last time the Iraqi facility had been
inspected the previous January, the
inspectors had been a Ukrainian and a
Hungarian.’

In addition to the adverse actions of
the American government, the response
of the American and Western press to
the Osirak raid was surprisingly nega-
tive. Many editorial pages, accustomed
to carrying pieces supporting Israel in
its struggle for peace and recognition,
turned a decidedly hostile face toward
this specific action. Some were quick ro
raise the curious connection in timing
that existed between the raid and the
upcoming Israeli elections only three
weeks away.® Because the scientific
explanations for the raid offered by
Jerusalem were quickly amended with
alternative analytical arguments, the
action did not allow for a clear or easy
determination of the veracity of the
Israeli claims about the ultimate uses of
the Osirak reacror. After the lsraelis
further alienated public opinion in the
West with their 16 July raid on down-
town Beirut, polls began to reflect that
a majority of Americans believed the
Israelis should not receive more military
aircraft and that Washingron should put
more pressure on Israel to seek
peace.®

The Israeli defense of the bombing
was in itself a significant conrributing
factor to the rough treatment Jerusalem
received at the hands of the Western
press. Prime Minister Begin had de-
clared at a news conference on 9 June
that the military oprion was exercised
because of the threatening rhetoric
which had emanated from the Iraqi
leadership through its concrolled press.
Begin specifically cited a 4 October
editorial from the Baghdad daily /-
Thawra as declaring that the Iraqi
nuclear reactor was intended for use
"against the Zionist enemy.” However,
a review of the paper revealed no such
quote. In testimony before Congress,
two State Department officials,
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Secretary for Near Eastern and South
Asian Affairs, and Ronald L. Spiers, the
Director of Intelligence and Research,
stated that a thorough search had failed
to locate the quotes attributed by Prime
Minisrer Begin to the Iraqi President,
Saddam Hussein. Secretary Veliotes
summarized this situation by noting
thar, "Each such article that has been
brought to our attention, we have found
did not exisr.”'1® The Israeli case was
further eroded by Prime Minister
Begin's fantastic assertion that the
Iraqis had constructed a weapons
assembly plant 130 feet beneath the
reactor to avoid detection from the
IAEA inspectors. He later changed the
depth of the bomb factory to a less
incredible 13 feet,!!

The Israeli government could clearly
have predicted many of the responses
that the raid on Osirak drew from the
American government—even to some
extent from the American press and
public. They obviously knew that the
action would be sharply denounced in
the United States and that the result
would be strained relations (at least in
the short term). It is arguable thar they
understood or anticipated the fulldimen-
sions of the adverse response that
actually developed in the wake of the
action, But accepting that Jerusalem
understood there to be some risks, why
did rhey decide to execute the raid when
they did?

It is, of course, quite possible that che
rationale for Prime Minister Begin's
decision was as he stated it: the Iraqi
nuclear program was a danger and it had
to be dealt with because of the specific
realities of Israel's geographic size and
demography. The Israeli government
had openly been attempting to draw
international attention to the weapons
potential of Osirak since shortly afrer
the 1976 agreement between [raq and
France ro build the facility. In cthe
summer of 1980, Prime Minister Begin
and Deputy Prime Minister Yadin had

Publijeérbiind). S Navke MseeGollebreDiditd iseanppons, i§fade it quite clear that Israel considered
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Osirak to be a danger. In addition,
Jerusalem was very angry over a decision
by Italy to sell Iraq a "hot cell,” which
could be used to extract plutonium, and
by the French decision to provide highly
enriched uranium. In August 1980,
lsraeli Deputy Defense Minister
Mordecai Zipori stated that if interna-
tional pressure on Iraq didn't produce
resules, then Israel would have "to con-
sider other means.”""?

Despite the efforts of lsrael's sup-
porters in the United States to have the
U.S. Government bring pressure on the
French and Italians over their treaty
association with the Iragi nuclear pro-
gram, the State Department made no
concerted effort to influence the Euro-
pean nuclear connection with lraq. But
neither did the Begin government exert
itself to elevate the visibility of the issue.
When Secretary of State Alexander
Haig visited Israel during his April 1981
trip to the Middle East, Foreign
Minister Yitzhak Shamir raised the
topic, but admittedly did not “go into
details.”"!3 The record, therefore, is clear
in reflecting that the Begin government
was concerned abour Osirak; the record,
however, is unclear about the actual
nature and the immediacy of the Iraqgi
“threat.”

Jerusalem claimed that it had to act
when it did because the Osirak reactor
was going into operation on 1 July {the
day after the lstraeli general election)
and that che facility would give the
Hussein regime the capability of
producing nuclear weapons within a
year, Prime Minister Begin insisted that
this technical situation, when matched
with cthe provocative statements attrib-
uted to Hussein, left him no choice but
to act as he did to neutralize the threat.
But the evidence of the actual capability
of Osirak is far from conclusive.

During the congressional hearings
held after the actack by the House
Foreign Affairs Committee, it quickly
became apparent that the judgments of

within and beyond the U.S. Government
were extraordinarily different. In sifting
through rhe testimony, however, a loose
consensus seems to emerge around
several points: potentially the Iraqis could
produce nuclear weapons from the facil-
ity, but it was unlikely that they would be
able to do so in less than five years;
although the inspection procedures of the
1AEA were less than optimal, they were
probably sufficient to detect any signifi-
cant violation on the scale necessary to
produce uranium or plutonium weapons;
and that on balance the Iragis would
probably have elected to site a weapons
assembly facility away from the reactor if
constructing a bomb was their primary
motivation. As for Baghdad's intentions,
the analysis of Professor Albert Carnesale
of Harvard's School of Government
seems quite balanced: “that their inten-
tionwas . . . toviolate all of their interna-
tional agreements to produce bombs as
fast as they could, and to take the risk of
being detected. That 1 find unlikely. That
they wanted a weapons option, 1 find
likely."14

A second aspect of the rationale
offered by the Israelis for the timing of
the raid concerned the dangers inherent
in bombing a functioning nuclear facil-
ity. The contention was that bombing
the facility after cthe reactor core had
gone “hot" would have exposed the
population of Baghdad to possibly lethal
doses of radiocactivity. Like all of the
othet technical aspects, this one is also
in dispute. A study conducted by the
Congressional Research Service stated
that an exact determination of the
effects of an attack by conventional
weapons on a nuclear reactor is difficult
to produce because of the numerous
variables involved, such as weather
conditions and the scale of the damage.
However, based on the available infor-
mation, the CRS concluded that it would
be “most unlikely for an attack with
conventional bombs” to expose people
beyond the immediate area to lethal

hitps:gdigtpksofrnens yeversduagererey/bdehiss2/doses of radiation.!?
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It is clear from the analyses that the
technical evidence is somewhat
cloudy—in fact, quite cloudy. Shortly
after the artack, it became widely known
that the U.S. government was far from
satisfied with the inrelligence analysis
used to justify che atrack. Shortly after
the raid, the Israeli press was reporting
that U.S. Intelligence had “rejected” the
Israeli assessments and that Israel was
sending its information ro Washington
for consideration.! If the United States
were skeptical, it certainly had good
reason.

Alrhough it is widely described in the
American press as the best in rhe world,
the fact is rhat Israeli intelligence does
not have a laudable record over the last
few years. In the 1973 war, Israel was
caught unprepared largely because of
intelligence failures. In his recently
published memoirs, former Defense
Minister Ezer Weizman reports that on
the eve of Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem in
1977, his intelligence chiefs were pre-
dicting warl!” Since 1973, the Israeli
intelligence effort has reflected a clear
propensity for overstatement, Whether
this was the circumstance before the
Baghdad raid is uncertain; but the
possibility exists chat if the decision to
attack was made because of the intelli-
gence judgment, the Begin government
"safe-sided” the estimates to a sig-
nificant degree.

The question has been asked as to
whether the timing of the raid reflects a
bureaucratic coup by the [sraeli military-
intelligence esctablishment. Evidently
they were the ones most concerned
about Osirak as well as the possessors of
the means for most expeditiously
meeting the threat. Since Labor Leader
Shimon Peres is widely regarded in
Israel as something of an intellecrual
“"dove,” and was in facc very critical of
the raid after its execution, it is possible
that Begin was sold the faulty goods
displayed at his 9 June press conference
because the Israeli milicary realized that
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approved if Peres became Prime Min-
ister were zero—hence the need for
hasty action.'®

There is substantial doubt that the :

Israeli artack was executed primarily
from fear that after 1 July Saddam
Hussein was planning to chart a course
of reckless nuclear adventurism. Shai
Feldman, a noted Israeli scholar, has
questioned rhe veracity of the Begin
government's initial justification for the
raid. He suggests that Jerusalem was not
concerned about any immediate Iraqi
nuclear attack or efforc at nuclear
blackmail, bur rather about the future
dangers of a nuclear Middle East with
the salient aspects of the Arab-Israeli
dispute still unresolved. The judgment
that an immediate threat to Israel is an
insufficient explanation for the raid is,
therefore, not an isolated opinion. The
weight of evidence indicates that the
concerns Menachem Begin had about
Osirak were likely centered on another
point of time. This leads to the conclu-
sion that the decision was nor made
because of the immediate threat, but
because of the long-term threat which
was not distant enough for the current
conditions and immediate prospects.'®

Even this thesis, however, is too
gentle. Considering all of the unsettled
rechnical arguments, the possibility
cannot be dismissed that che raid was
undertaken for largely political
reasons—not, as some have suggested,
Israeli domestic politics?® {although the
favorable side-effects there cannot be
wholly discounted), but rather in terms
of international policics.

There has been too little made of the
significance of the late President Sadat’s
visit with Begin at Ophira in southern
Sinai just three days before the Osirak
attack. Sadat had gone to Ophira in an
effort to influence Begin to exercise
restraine in the Syrian crisis that had
arisen over the placement by Damascus
of ground-to-air missiles in southern
Lebanon. Begin had declared this move

Publiseectridés Bith Wngslichedpigipbepriompns, 1982 be a threat to peace and had even
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announced that he had been prepared to
descroy the missiles on 30 A pril, buc had
waited in response to an American
request. Sadat was concerned that a
prolonged crisis between Syria and
Israel would indefinicely delay the
Palestinian autonomy talks chat were
the major second feature 1o the
Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty and the
Camp David process.2! Sadat must have
also been concerned about the possibil-
ity of being dragged into a new war
because of Israeli and Syrian intransi-
gence, although the side with which he
would cast his forrune was not clear.
Despite the fact that the Egyptian press
had in general been critical of both
sides,?? there was at least one report that
indicated Sadat was considering a rtac-
tical alliance of some type with the
Syrians in the event of hostilities.?

It was obvious to everyone that Sadat
was growing increasingly uncomfort-
able with his isolation within the Arab
world. Egypt has been the centerpiece of
the Arab movement since Nasser so
enthusiastically embraced the Pan-Arab
theme in the mid-1950s. Since late 1980,
Sadat had been raking some circum-
scribed steps to move Egypt back into
the backwaters, if not the mainstream,
of the Arab world. He had offered
assistance to Iraq in its simmering war
against Iran, and he had initiated an
effort to warm Cairo's relations with
Saudi Arabia. In February he had begun
to broaden the legitimacy of the PLO by
encouraging chat organization to forma
governmenit-in-exile in cooperation
with the West Bank Arab mayors. All of
these efforts reflected a keen interest in
reentering Arab politics and reasserting
Egypt's Arab interests,?4

An end of Sadar’s isolation in the
Arab world in advance of other Arab
states joining in the peace process was a
disturbing prospect for the Begin gov-
ernment. There were numerous voices
inIsrael asking the nature of the control
that Israel would exercise over Egypt

Sinai scheduled for April 1982, In
addition to that abstract consideration,
there was the more concrete concern
about the difficulties anticipated when
the Israeli government moved, as
agreed, to break up thesettlements such
as Yamit which had grown in the
northern Sinai during the post-1967
years.”> S8adat and the Egyptian peace
were the only substantive achievements
that cthe Likud leaders could reference in
the heated election struggle againse the
Labor Alignment led by Shimon Peres;
should the certainty of those historic
facts become dubious, then both the
election and the immediate Israeli future
would become questionable.2¢ Begin had
to dosomeching that would indisputably
demonstrate, to the Israeli electorate, to
the hostile Arab governments, and to
himself, that the intentions of Sadat
were precisely as the Egyptian leader
had stated them in Jerusalem in 1977,
and at Camp David in 1978.

The raid need nor have been launched
three days after Sadac and Begin had
met in Israeli-controlled territory. By
Jerusalem's own admission and argu-
ment, the reactor was not scheduled to
go on line for nearly a month. The
concern may have been that canceling
the meeting would blow the scraregic
"cover” of the mission, but surely an
easily justifiable excuse could have been
found t keep Sadat in Cairo: Begin
could have simply checked into a
hospital and claimed that the rigors of
the campaign had aggravared his well-
documented heart condition, or taken
the high principled approach by arguing
that the immediacy of the election made
it inappropriate to conduct the meeting
at the summit level. Jerusalem under-
stands the significance of timing in
international politics. This was just
recently demonstrated when the Begin
cabinet decided to push the Golan
Heights bill through the Knesset so that
the deed would be done before Secretary
Haig rescheduled his Middle Eastern

hitpafreigaaissnhmdsesaredihmrerusneal thies/iss2arip previously scheduled for late s
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December.?” That Jerusalem made the
decision to go ahead with the Sadat
meeting as scheduled clearly indicates
that Sadac himself was ac [east 4 targer if
not zhe target of the whole exercise, The
timing of his trip with the raid left Sadac
wide open to charges of collusion from
his severest Arab critics, The rebuttals
open to him were limited to claims that
he was rotally uninformed (which most
Arabs would elect nort to believe) or that
he was used and duped (which few
statesmen would readily admit),

That the intention of the Osirak raid
was to maintain and reinforce the isola-
tion of Egypt within the Arab world is,
of course, arguable and speculative;
unquestionably many of the factors cited
by Jerusalem were significant concerns.
Nonetheless, this thesis does seem to be
consistent with the other actions Israel
took during the course of the year: the
16 July bombing of Beirut which
resulted in the deachs of hundreds of
Lebanese and Palestinian civilians and
heightened the antagonistic passions of
the PLO; the Israeli opposition to the
American sale of AWACS aircraft to
Saudi Arabia and the later provocative
overflights of the Saudis’ Tabuk airbase
by the Israeli Air Force which have
served to annoy the rulers of Riyadh;?
and lastly, the December annexation of
the Golan Heights, clearly a develop-
ment which Syria would hardly view
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with indifference. Through all of these
actions, Egypt has stood calmly by,
making meek protests while being
condemned by fellow Arabs for its
Israeli connection. Further evidence
indicating that the Osirak nuclear pile
was not the primary target in June can
be gleaned from the mild Israeli
response to the refusal of French
Foreign Minister Claude Cheysson
during his recent visit to Jerusalem to
refuse unequivocally future nuclear
assistance to Iraq—in fact, the Israeli
government made every effort to term
the visit a spectacular success.?? Al-
though the truth remains elusive, the
questions remain substantial. If it is the
goal of Israel to keep Egypt suspended
in Arab purgatory, then enormous
doubrs arise over the feasibility of the
Reagan administration’s desire to creace
a regional Vstrategic consensus.” Under
the presenr conditions, such a crearure
would have to be built around allies who
are hostile at worst and devious at best.
The evidence indicates thar this
dichotomy is the core of the current
contentious nature of the American-
Israeli condicion,
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