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The 12 years and 8 months of economic sanctions, or the “siege” as Iraqis call it, was established by UN Resolution 661 of August 6, 1990.[footnoteRef:1]  The siege touched every aspect of Iraqi life, causing rapid economic decline which resulted in deterioration in education, health, and other public services, as well as massive unemployment, excess death and nearly an end to any sort of human development. Examining the effects of the siege in view of Human rights declaration particularly Articles one, 16, 22, 23, 25, 26, 27, 28, explains how it violated human rights of all Iraqis, women and children in particular.  [1:  The sanctions included a full trade embargo barring all imports from and exports to Iraq, excepting only medical supplies, foodstuffs, and other items of humanitarian need, as determined by the Security Council sanctions committee, which was also established by Resolution 661. 
] 

In approaching the impact of sanctions on Iraqi women and children, I would like to highlight the importance of two points. First, to bear in mind the extremely important base of the Iraqi society i. e the family, within which women and men are inseparable whether parents, siblings or spouses. Therefore, it is extremely difficult to separate the plight of women from men, family, society, as a whole, though we realise, at the same time that certain women’s rights could be infringed because of their gender. 
Second, I believe that women’s rights are human rights. Women are not a minority or segregated entities. In case of Iraqi women, the essential point is blurred. This is reflected in perceiving women and children either as a minority or set apart as victims waiting for humanitarian aid or intervention. UN economic sanctions have weakened Iraqis and their society to the extent of destruction. It spared no one. Like a bomb targeting a family’s house, no matter how smart the bomb been promoted by the military, it’ll kill or injure all:  women, men and children.  It is through this context I’ll address the effect of economic sanctions on initiatives, political participation or the will to change in addition to right to life, health and education. 
Economy
The collapse of the Iraqi dinar[footnoteRef:2] led to an acute deterioration in the living conditions imposing  severe strains on Iraqi social fabric. Widows of men killed in Iraq- Iran war and first Gulf war and continuous bombardment of Iraq “to contain” the regime, were the first victims of the cuts in welfare state. As heads of households they had to survive mostly on charity. Unemployment increased, and people could not buy food or medicine. The income of working women, the majority of whom were employees in the now very impoverished and slimmed-down public sector, was significantly reduced after the value of the currency became less than one percent (1%) of what it was before 1990.  Many professional women in cities, including those teaching and in health care, abandoned their positions since they could not afford the transport fees, switching in some cases to work from home.   [2:  The Dinar value dropped from 1 =4 in 1990 to $1 = around 1895 I dinar in 2000] 

Academics’ salaries declined from an average $200 monthly before the siege to $3 - $10 during. This was the equivalent of the price of 1 kilogram of meat or few kilograms of flour. In order to survive, Iraqis had to sell every material thing of value even doors. 
Right to life 
By the mid 90s, half a million children died, a crime considered by many to be genocide[footnoteRef:3]. UNICEF estimated that the first 5 years of sanctions against Iraq resulted in the deaths of 500,000 Iraqi children under the age of 5.   It was in 1996, less than half-way through the sanction years,  when Madeleine Albright, then US Ambassador to the UN, stated that the “price worth it” to change the Saddam regime.[footnoteRef:4] An international public outcry condemning the injustice of the sanctions forced the United Nations Security Council to launch the "oil-for-food" program in May 1996. The program allowed Iraq to sell oil to buy its own products under UN-controlled distribution.  It was well organized by the government and helped to relieve some misery, but it was not enough.  [3:  Denis Halliday, a former U.N. assistant secretary-general and, from September 1997 to September 1998, was the U.N. humanitarian coordinator of the Oil-for-Food program said sanctions against Iraq amount to “genocide.”
http://www.news.cornell.edu/chronicle/99/9.30.99/Halliday_talk.html]  [4:  In May 1996 "60 Minutes" correspondent Lesley Stahl asked Madeleine Albright, US Ambassador to the UN: "We have heard that half a million children have died [as a result of sanctions].  I mean, that is more children than died in Hiroshima. And, you know, is the price worth it?" Albright responded: "I think that is a very hard choice, but the price, we think, the price is worth it."  The sanctions continued for nearly 7 more years, up to the invasion of 2003.] 

	To meet the basic daily needs of the people, the government organized a monthly food ration where “everyone is entitled to the ration regardless of means and the ration and its price are uniform across the country.”[footnoteRef:5] The ration was crucial to preventing the onset of mass starvation and famine, although it met barely 35% of a family's nutritional needs.  [5:  According to the Center for Economic and Social Rights; “There had been a great deal of speculation outside Iraq that the ration system was used selectively as a reward and punishment device by the Iraqi regime against various sections of the population. The 1991 visit found no evidence for this. On the contrary, it was found that even people who were quite outspoken in their opposition to the regime received the ration and were satisfied with the functioning of the ration system.” Sanctions Against Iraq: Costs of failure. November 1997. http://cesr.org/node/253?PHPSESSID=67a1168dfc3b94260d70da4e955d19f7] 

Health
	Sanctions had a devastating effect on people’s health, particularly on that of children and women. Consulting doctors throughout the country, particularly in the southern region, noted a remarkable increase in miscarriages, tumors (particularly breast, uterine and blood cancer), malformed and still births, anemia, diabetes and malignant pregnancy poisoning.[footnoteRef:6] As many as 70% of Iraqi women suffer from anemia."[footnoteRef:7] Doctors have to deal with diseases such as cholera, polio, TB. [6:  Evaluating the status of Iraqi women in light of the Beijing platform for action, Dr Karim Hamza, UNIFEM, 2004.]  [7:  UN; Report of the second panel established pursuant to the note by the president of the Security Council of 30 January 1999 (S/1999/100), concerning thecurrent humanitarian situation in Iraq] 

In a letter from my brother in law, dated 31 March 1995, he told me, in a macabre sense of humor Iraqis acquired during the sanctions as a survival tool, about my sister’s hysterectomy in one of Baghdad’s hospital: 
“Let me share a laugh with you; As Selma was being wheeled out of the operating theater, her doctor handed me two things: a long prescription and, what else, you think?  Your sister’s uterus, I had to find the medicine ASAP and to take the uterus to a private lab for a biopsy. I started a 20 hrs mad man’s journey around Baghdad to find the medicine, begging from pharmacy to another. I ended up at al Sanobur pharmacy in Kirkuk, 4 hours drive from Baghdad.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  In 2002, Act Together: Women against sanctions on Iraq, which I was a founding member of,  begun collecting letters from Iraq  in order to convey the everyday effects of economic sanctions. Names of senders were kept anonymous fearing for their safety. These letters were read at various events in Arabic and English, translated by Film maker Maysoon  Pachachi and Haifa Zangana .] 

In hospitals you have to bring your own sheets, covers, and cutlery. “Doctors are re using Disposable gloves and syringes after dipping them in Detol (disinfectant). Anyone over fifty years old is told there is no medicine, Doctors want to keep what little there is to save the young.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Baghdad Diaries, Nuha al-Radi, Saqi books,1998, P92] 

  The suffering of Iraqi women extended from the physical to the psychological. 57% of Iraqi women suffered from depression, insomnia, weight loss and headaches due to shock caused by military bombardment, the death of their children, anxiety and uncertainty about the future. There was an increase in the overuse of tranquilizers.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Evaluating the status of Iraqi women in light of the Beijing platform for action, Dr Karim Hamza, UNIFEM, 2004.
] 

Social and religious changes
Furthermore, it also led many women to find refuge in religious practices, praying, visiting shrines and eventually wearing the hijab. Historically, Iraqi society is largely secular. Islam is considered to be as heritage, culture and even as high literature rather than a detailed code of conduct. However at time of despair when the sense of isolation from the outside world is overwhelming, religious practices, no matter how unreasonable they seem, offer comfort, a feeling of security and a glimpse of hope at least in the other world. This was followed by the spread of supernatural or “paranormal” beliefs.
  Socially, visiting friends and even relatives was reduced to the minimum because of feeling of embarrassment and shame for not being able to offer hospitality, a deep rooted tradition in Iraqi society. Poverty led to begging, prostitution and corruption.  
“One sees the strangest people begging these days-embarrassed hands stretched out by very respectable – looking people. One knows they must be desperate. They can’t make ends meet, no matter how hard they work, salaries are so low”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Baghdad Diaries, Nuha al-Radi, Saqi books,1998, P83] 

Theft and Robbery became phenomenal.  Anything inside or outside houses are in danger of being stolen or robbed. Long time spent in finding ways to protect one’s belongings, especially since there was so little, to have.
Education
		Enrolment for both boys and girls fell considerably at all levels, as many were forced to leave school and enter the workforce.  Moreover, lacking access to the latest texts and equipment, Iraqi schools slowly fell behind those of other countries in the region in terms of the quality of education they offered. 
	Nearly half of Iraqi schoolchildren had no desks in their classrooms and Iraq's education budget fell from $500 million before the 1991 Gulf War to less than 10 percent of that in 1998 as a result of the siege.[footnoteRef:12] Books and scientific journals were not allowed into the country; scientific research and publishing papers came almost to a halt; computer imports were restricted and related training was highly limited. The lack of educational materials forced many teachers to improvise new methods and techniques just to continue teaching children.  [12:  UNICEF: Sanctions Hurt Iraq Schools, AP, December 10, 1998] 

		The impact of sanctions on universities was just as drastic. Most educational materials, especially in chemistry, physics and other sciences, were banned by the UN sanctions committee. UNSCOM inspectors, whose “mission was to uncover Iraqi weapons programs that continued after the 1991 Persian Gulf war”[footnoteRef:13]used to inspect universities laboratories and libraries to confiscate chemistry books and burn them. Students who were determined to carry on with their studies were also faced with the constant threat of US bombings and renewed American military aggression.[footnoteRef:14]  [13:  “U.S. Spied on Iraq Under U.N. Cover, Officials Now Say”, Tim Weiner, January 7, 1999.
http://www.library.cornell.edu/colldev/mideast/scomspy.htm]  [14:  The Students of Moustanserya University; How Sanctions Destroy Iraqi Education, MICHAEL WOLFF, Counterpunch, February 22, 2003.] 

“Loma told me about her university classes, she teaches computer studies. She has sixty students. They have no paper and no pencils. They write on the backs of receipts, pharmacy bills, and account books, anything that has blank side to it. .. The university does not supply her with exam papers so she has to write the exam on the board. Those at the back cannot see it so when the ones in the front have copies it those at the back move to the front. Some students even do alternate years since they cannot afford it” [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Baghdad Diaries, Nuha al-Radi, Saqi books,1998, P78] 

In a country where education used to be a top priority, young people begun to see no use what so ever in education: “ Salam left school saying that if engineers are selling sandwiches and cigarettes in the street, what’s the point of studying?”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Letter 2 dated 8 March 1993] 

Sanctions interrupted the organic advancement of women. Engrossed in poverty, the struggle to secure basic daily needs shifted both women and men’s priorities. 
“I used to teach at a college in addition to my work as a journalist. Like most Iraqi women i would return home to invent new ways to support the family: creating dishes from cheaper and less ingredients, boiling un purified water, baking bread, planting vegetables in the garden for daily consumption and re sewing my old clothes to make them suitable for the children, Instead of focusing on development of my professional and scholarly work. Like most Iraqi men, my husband a university professor, would work in the evenings as a taxi driver.” [footnoteRef:17] [17:  Eman Ahmad Khamas, New colonial rescue, a PhD thesis, Barcelona, 2013, p 162] 

In a letter from Samir to his aunt, he portrays young people’s hopelessness; “ all our faculties, our minds and souls are engaged in thinking and planning how to get one and only one thing, the most important of all: food. It started by being obsessed about our daily meals. Then it developed into worrying about what we’d eat in the next two days, then the next week. believe me aunti, this is all what average adult thinks about and I am one of them”[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Letter 3 dated 9 Jan 1996] 

To survive became the priority. Contrary to what the architects of the sanctions thought, Iraqis had been too weak to change the regime and in the process they lost the will to change.  While a young woman mourns the collective dream of hope; “isn’t it fantastic to have plans and ambitions? Do you remember how we used to be? Now, our hopes and ambitions have been demolished”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Letter 4, dated 13 Feb 1996] 

A young man equally laments; “do we dare to think about tomorrow? Will we be able to survive or will this endless humiliation just continue day and night?... the truth is that here at the moment , you only end up with a life that lacks security, safety and dignity”.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Letter 7, dated 16 may 1997] 

 Intellectual stagnation 
Bookstalls in Mutanbi Street multiplied. Books, manuscripts, and whole collections were on sale. Writers, academics and books’ lovers in general were hoping to exchange books for other basic needs. Papers were in short supply which led to a huge decline in publishing. Inaam Kachachi, an Iraqi writer, mentions how a friend of hers  “hit her grandson for having went on wastefully sharpening his pencil, not realising how dear a pencil is since the embargo rules considered the graphite in pencils might be used for military purposes! After punishing the child for his prodigal behaviour, the grandmother went to her room and cried by herself”[footnoteRef:21]. Academic and research journals were not available. Art exchange programmes, festivals and scientific and cultural conferences stopped all together leading to intellectual stagnation which is still dominating knowledge production until now. Many people were forced to flee the country, amongst them writers, artists, poets, and academics.  The irony is that the mass exodus in the 1990s, with the exception of the people who were involved in the southern rising, came about not for political reasons but for economic reasons.  Late writer and translator Hayat Sharara who committed suicide together with her daughter, in 1996, wrote “Hunger walks through this land like a giant monster, destroying everything under its feet. When it opens its mouth, it crushes people ‘s souls with its jaws, people are terrified”.  [21:  Postmarked Iraq, Ferial J. Ghazoul, Al Ahram weekly , 15 -21 May 2003, Issue No. 638] 

 “Well, we just exist “, Hayat concludes.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Hayat Sharara, ( Idha al-ayamu aghsaqat , or When Darkness Falls ),  was published after her death with introduction by her sister.] 


The main success of the economic sanction was weakening Iraqi people, physically and psychologically, thus impeding their will to change. Many Iraqis believe that the resulted human and infrastructure destruction was intentional to pave the way to the invasion of their country in 2003. 
And if The Director of Catholic Agency for Overseas Development “CAFOD” called sanctions "humanly catastrophic, morally indefensible and politically ineffective".[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Europe's leading catholic agencies call for change of direction for Iraq, report by Catholic Agency for Overseas Development, 06 Feb 2001] 

Iraqi Poetess Dhikra Mohammed Nader ends her poem which refers to the bombing of a very old Iraqi monastery, Mar Matta (St. Matthew), by the Allied forces in 1991, with:
Seigneur, ne leur pardonne pas: 
Il savent ce qu'ils font. 
Lord, forgive them not 
[bookmark: _GoBack]For they know what they are doing.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Postmarked Iraq, Ferial J. Ghazoul, Al Ahram weekly , 15 -21 May 2003, Issue No. 638] 




8

