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			Operation Desert Storm

			Key information

			
					When: 17 January – 28 February 1991

					Where: In Kuwait, Iraq and Saudi Arabia

					Context: The Second Gulf War (1990-1991)

					Belligerents: Iraq against the international coalition, supported by the UN 

					Commanders and leaders:	Norman Schwarzkopf, U.S. General (1932-2012)

	Saddam Hussein, Iraqi statesman (1937-2006)




					Outcome: Victory for the international coalition

					Victims:	Iraqi camp: Between 80 000 and 100 000 dead and 60 000 wounded (military losses only)

	International coalition camp: 240 dead and 776 wounded




			

			Introduction

			In August 1990, the invasion of Kuwait, which is one of the largest oil fields in the world, frightened the United Nations, the Western countries and the Middle East. The perpetrator was none other than its neighbor, Iraq, the second largest producer of world reserves of this precious liquid. This event was the catalyst of the Second Gulf War between the international coalition, supported by the UN, and Iraq, led by the dictator Saddam Hussein with an iron fist.

			From 17 January to 28 February 1991, Operation Desert Storm took place, the only battle in which the international coalition intervened during the second conflict in the Gulf. In just four days, they managed to oust the Iraqi army from Kuwait, demonstrating the superiority of the coalition forces over their Iraqi counterparts, but especially highlighting the true weakness of the latter.

			Despite its short duration, this would forever remain in collective memory as the largest Allied mobilization undertaken since the Second World War (1939-1945), with the commitment of hundreds of thousands of soldiers, several thousand tanks and over a thousand aircrafts.

			Defeated, Iraq finally agreed to surrender to the United Nations, causing internal uprisings in the north and the south, permanently modifying the global political situation – especially due to the importance taken by the United States – and plunging the country into an unprecedented economic and social crisis.

		


		
			Political and social context

			The reasons for the invasion of Kuwait

			Operation Desert Storm took place in the context of a conflict that was later called the Second Gulf War, fought between an international coalition of 34 countries, supported by the United Nations (UN), and led by the United States.

			
				
					Good to know

					[image: ]

					The UN is an international organization, whose purpose is to maintain peace and global security. Founded in 1945 at the end of the Second World War, it replaced the League of Nations (LN), which was formed as a result of the First World War (1914-1918). Its general assembly brings together almost all independent countries. To facilitate cooperation between the different states, the UN has many organs, such as the Economic and Social Council, the General Secretariat, UNESCO (Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization), UNICEF (for children) and the International Court of Justice in The Hague (Netherlands). The most important body is the Security Council, which is responsible for maintaining peace and international security. The great powers (China, USA, Russia, France and Britain) are permanently represented and have the power of veto. Added to these countries are ten non-permanent members who obtain a mandate of two years. 

				

			

			In 1990, Iraq was on the brink of financial abyss. Weakened by the war against Iran (1980-1988), the country was left with its oil, industrial and communication infrastructure largely destroyed. Damage was estimated at $67 billion and oil revenues were not high enough to influence the economic situation, which was becoming worse: the debt contracted by the state in order to wage war was around 80 billion dollars. Inflation was slowly growing and unemployment remained high. The boom experienced by the country during the seventies, during which it enjoyed a hegemonic position in the Middle East, was well and truly over.

			For the past 11 years, Saddam Hussein was at the head of the country. Gradually, he transformed the presidential power into a true totalitarian and repressive dictatorship. Due to the deep crisis in his country, he decided not to pay the debt of $15 billion that it owed to its neighbor, Kuwait. In support of his decision, he said during his speech that the war against the “Persian enemy” (i.e. Iran) must not be paid by Iraq alone, since through this fight it was defending the Arab world as a whole.

			Meanwhile, the Emirate of Kuwait increased its oil production by 20% unilaterally without consulting OPEC, while, in order to maintain the price of crude oil, OPEC had set a production quota per country, calculated in barrels. Therefore, Kuwait made the oil prices fall on the stock market and Iraq thus lost two thirds of its annual revenues. Saddam accused the Emir Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah (1926-2006) of being at the source of an unprecedented social crisis.
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			Emir Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah.

			There is also another older reason that may explain this invasion. Since the independence of Kuwait (1961), the Iraqi governments had been demanding the annexation of the country to their international territory. Indeed, there was an ongoing dispute over the demarcation of borders between the two countries, which were not suitable for Iraq, since it did not benefit from direct access to the Persian Gulf.

			The first phase of the conflict: Iraq-Kuwait altercation

			All of these elements showed that a conflict between the two nations was imminent. Aware of the prevailing state of tension, the United States, the first world power since the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War (1945-1990), stated that they would not intervene in a conflict between the two Arab countries.

			The trigger of the confrontation was a drilling dispute that occurred at the border in Rumaila. The Kuwait society was accused of stealing oil from an oil field located beneath the Iraqi territory by drilling diagonally. In response, on 2 August 1990, the Iraqi army entered Kuwait and took control of the country without facing any significant resistance. The territory was immediately declared the 19th Iraqi province by Saddam Hussein, who did not realize the international impact that this incursion would have, as explained by French journalist Serge July: “He lit a wick which was not intended to detonate an international crisis […]. He never believed that a raid on this piece of oil-soaked desert would provoke such a planetary din” (July 1991). A brutal and bloody occupation of the country thus began.

			The second phase: UN intervention and Operation Desert Shield

			The Iraqi leader believed it was unlikely that the UN would intervene directly in the dispute and that the United States would not want to engage in another conflict overseas. However, the reaction of the UN Security Council was quick. It condemned Iraq, arguing the violation of a sovereign and independent territory of one of its members. Of the 13 resolutions passed during the Iraq crisis, three important decisions were immediately adopted during the month of August 1990:

			
					Resolution 660, which demanded the immediate withdrawal of Iraqi troops from Kuwait territory;

					Resolution 661, which implemented a triple embargo on Iraq on military equipment, consumer products and the export of oil;

					Finally, Resolution 665, which set up a maritime embargo and authorized the use of force.

			

			Given this explosive situation, the United States decided to move into the Middle East from 6 August. At the request of Saudi Arabia, which feared being the next victim of Iraqi expansionism, an American contingent was sent with a large number of military devices. Operation Desert Shield began.

			Under these circumstances, Iraq could not count on the help of its historic neighbors. The Arab League (religious organization grouping 21 countries), which had supported Iraq in the war against Iran, strongly condemned the invasion. At the summit of 10 August, it even decided to send a pan-Arab force to accompany the international coalition that was being formed in Saudi Arabia.

			The state could not hope for the intervention of a former ally, the Soviet Union, either. In complete disarray after the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989) and faced with internal problems, it followed the course of action dictated by the West and joined forces with the United States for the first time in 45 years. It therefore did not use its veto in the Security Council, which would nevertheless have allowed it to block the sanctions and curb the international intervention in Iraq. 

			For Saddam Hussein, who had underestimated the impact of his actions and was now isolated on the international scene and the victim of an embargo, the situation was complicated. Moreover, he shocked the global public by promising retaliation on the western population in Kuwait, a threat at the origin of the “hostage crisis”.

			Meanwhile, in Saudi Arabia, the coalition was preparing and structuring its military intervention. At the request of the UN, it finally united 34 nations. This internationalization of the conflict gave the United States, the main point guard, another justification for their intervention in Kuwait.

			
				
					Good to know

					The 34 nations participating in the fighting at different levels were: Argentina, Australia, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Egypt, the United Arab Emirates, the United States, France, Great Britain (England, Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales), Greece, Italy, Kuwait, Morocco, New Zealand, Niger, Norway, Oman, the Netherlands, Pakistan, Portugal, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Singapore, South Korea, Spain and Syria.

				

			

			Finally, Resolution 678, adopted on 29 November, required the removal of Iraqi troops before 15 January 1991 and “[authorized] Member States […] to use all necessary means to uphold and implement resolution 660 […] and to restore international peace and security in the area”. In the case of an unfavorable reply or after the deadline, the coalition would have the right to intervene. 

			In December and January, the latest diplomatic negotiations between the UN and Iraq did not succeed. The operation, desired by both sides, was finally launched at dawn on 17 January 1991 and was broadcast live on CNN.

			
				
					Good to know

					Missiles rained down on Tel Aviv during the nighttime bombings of Baghdad, Tomahawk cruise missiles were launched from buildings near the Iraqi coast and the scenes flooded televisions screens in 1991. Given the glut of images from both the U.S. armed forces and from CNN, the European media saw it as an opportunity to provide viewers with continuous information in real time. The idea was certainly commendable, but was not accompanied by any critical apparatus.

					This wish to make the conflict more acceptable to public opinion was reflected particularly in the vocabulary used by the armed forces, which would also be used by the Western media. Therefore, people no longer spoke of “blunders”, but of “collateral damage” and the term “bombing” gave way to the expression of “surgical strikes”.

				

			

		


		
			Commanders and leaders

			Saddam Hussein, Iraqi statesman
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			Saddam Hussein, 1979.

			Saddam Hussein was the president of Iraq from 1979 to 2003. A leader of the Baath Party, in power from 1968, he installed a repressive and totalitarian dictatorship. Having launched the war against Iran, he decided to attack Kuwait and, thus, caused the Second Gulf War. Throughout the period before the military operations, and despite the offers of peace and negotiation, he decided not to withdraw from the conquered countries, preferring military confrontation. Experts recognized that his main mistake was choosing the warrior solution and traditional warlike tactics, while the forces present and technology did not go in his favor.

			Devoid of military education (he proclaimed himself Marshal ad honorem) and leading the different structures of the state with an iron fist, he showed his wish to establish a long war to deter the international coalition from intervening. He turned Kuwait into an entrenched camp in an attempt to trap the opposing armies in a long struggle, knowing his only advantage lay in the significance of his land army.

			During the battle, he often chose political options, his military choices being limited. He hoped to raise the Arab cause, particularly by bombing Israel and declaring jihad (holy war rallying the Arab peoples together against their enemies).

			He remained in power after the war until 2003, when a coalition led by the United States and the United Kingdom deposed him during the third Gulf War (2003-2006). He was judged by an Iraqi Special Tribunal in July 2004 for crimes against humanity and was executed in 2006.

			Herbert Norman Schwarzkopf, U.S. General

			Herbert Norman Schwarzkopf was an American general. During the invasion of Kuwait, he directed the CENTCOM (U.S. command in charge of the Middle East and Southwest Asia). He was then appointed commander of the U.S. command center by U.S. President George H.W. Bush (born in 1924) and directed the coalition forces during Operation Desert Shield and Operation Desert Storm alongside Colin Luther Powell (born in 1937), Chief of Staff and the principal military adviser to the president. 
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			General Herbert Norman Schwarzkopf (right) and general Colin Powell (left) during a press conference in February 1991.

			Before the invasion, he prepared the defense plans of the oil fields of the Gulf against a hypothetical attack on Iraq. Under these circumstances, these plans were the basis for the future military operations of the Gulf War. Through his words, we can understand the strategy he adopted: “I will do everything to destroy the enemy brutally and as quickly as possible” (Le Nouvel Observateur 2012). The main objective was to not freely risk the lives of the soldiers under his command in ill-prepared operations.

			His action plan was to set up a double attack: first, a constant bombardment to undermine enemy infrastructure and morale; then, when they were sufficiently weakened, a quick and precise attack with ground troops to quickly end the battle. With his meticulous preparations, the war ended in just four days.

			He retired in August 1991, just months after the end of the Gulf War. He became a consultant for NBC during the Iraq war in 2003, and died in 2012.
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