Kieran L.Gallagher, 

299 Farnborough road,

Farnborough, 

Hants.GU14 8AX.

10th December 2000.

Sir,


I was interested to read the contrasting views  on Robert Fisk (Eye 1014). One correspondent called him “ego-crazed” and an “adrenaline junkie” while another stated “ He writes fearlessly, regardless of whom it may disadvantage. His reports ….. are clear, accurate and Eye-like in their unwavering critique of double standards and Orwellian language.”


My own experience of Robert Fisk has been rather different. I have written to him three times over the last few years and each time he has replied – the first two times by letter, the third by phone. The first letter I wrote was spurred by  one of his articles, which appeared in the summer of 1997 in “The Independent on Sunday.” This dealt with the American air bombardment of Libya in 1986 . Robert Fisk’s article dealt with the fate of a Libyan girl who attended a boarding school in England but who was at her parents’ home in Libya when the American air-raid took place. She was one of the civilians killed in the “collateral damage” the irony being , of course, that if the American servicemen had killed her while she had been in England then they would have been charged with murder. The point I made in my letter, however, was how was it that even after all this time, we still had no idea how many Iraqi civilians had been killed in the 1991 Gulf war and it’s aftermath? I was struck by the fact that Robert Fisk was choosing to concentrate on a small-scale instance of civilian casualties not a large-scale instance. I had been reading the book “Distant Voices” by John Pilger which contained shocking statements on the Gulf war and it’s aftermath i.e. the book states that one year after the Gulf war child mortality had doubled in Iraq and that 170,000 children aged under five were expected to die in the coming months. John Pilger is a rather polemical journalist,perhaps considered   as anti-American and Anti-British by some people. If these statements about Iraq were true why were they not corroborated by other, perhaps more objective journalists?


Mr.Fisk replied to my letter stating that it was impossible to produce accurate statistics of civilian and military casualties for the Gulf war since the Iraqi government refused to co-operate with Western journalists. His answer seemed unsatisfactory to me  so I tried to research the subject further In October 1997, I wrote to him again ,listing some of my findings in a letter. Exerts of the letter are given below.

“ I am writing to you again to raise further questions about the effects of the air bombardment and sanctions on Iraq's civilian population.1 have managed to find out much more about the situation in Iraq largely by reading websites on the Internet. Through reading these websites I was deeply disturbed to find that far more civilians have been killed by sanctions than by the original air bombardment. It now seems that 1.5 million civilian deaths have been caused by the UN imposed sanctions and the bombing during the Gulf war of 1991…. Virtually all the following facts I gathered via the Internet not through reading British newspapers which are choosing to stay silent on events in Iraq.

I have managed to find out much more about the bombing campaign.As I stated before most members of the British public,it seems to me, believe that the bombing was carried out with "surgical accuracy."ln fact,this does not seem to me to be true at all.Over 88,000 tons of bombs were dropped -an explosive power equal to seven Hiroshima nuclear blasts.Only 7% of the bombs dropped were "smart" bombs.The rest were gravity bombs -30% dropped from B52 bombers flying at 30,000 feet.As well as conventional explosives other weapons used included cluster bombs,napalm and fuel air explosives. Between 20,000 to 30,000 tons of artillery shells from battleships and rocket launches were also fired on Iraq.lt also seems that hundreds of thousands of depleted Uranium-tipped shells were used …. releasing radioactive material with all the subsequent damage to people's health this causes.

The statistics above are widely accepted. What is less clear is what targets were bombed.As I stated before one of General Schwarzkopfs declared aims was "denying the enemy an infrastructure."ln practice this meant bombing targets such as sewage treatment,water treatment and power plants,bridges etc.This has destroyed Iraq's ability to provide clean water,sanitary living conditions,food supplies,electricity etc to it's people thus indirectly causing the deaths of thousands of people.lt is also true that many bombs missed their intended military targets.According to statistics,3000 tons of bombs were dropped on targets in Baghdad.A far larger aerial bombardment was carried out on the city of Basra, Iraq's second largest city with 800,000 inhabitants.On February 11 th, 1991 General Richard Neal told journalists that "Basra is a military town in the true sense..The infrastructure,military infrastructure, is closely interwoven within the city of Basra itself."He also stated that there were no civilians left in Basra. I have seen no evidence on other websites to support this. Eyewitness reports make clear that Basra was subjected to massive bombing.According to the Los Angeles Times of 5th February 1991 the bombing had caused "a hellish nightime of fires and smoke so dense that witnesses say the sun hasn't been visible for several days at a time...(that the bombing is) levelling some entire city blocks...(and that there are) bomb craters the size of football fields and an untold number of casualties."Basra was visited by Ramsey Clark which he described as "a human and civilian tragedy" and "staggering in it's expanse."The Red Crescent Society of Jordan has estimated that the air war against Iraq caused 113,000 civilian dead 60% of whom were children…."To repair the material damage to Iraq will cost $50 billion according to US estimates ($200 billion by Iraq estimates). I have read the estimate of over 100,000 civilians killed by the bombing elsewhere such as on the website of the British "Campaign against Sanctions in Iraq" maintained by students at Cambridge University.

I have read almost nothing on this in any British newspaper. Even more shocking is the almost complete silence in the media on the huge number of civilian deaths caused by sanctions and the "near apocalyptic conditions" left by the war. Before the Gulf war of 1991 Iraq imported 70% of it's food. Sanctions seem to have prevented Iraq from selling oil to buy food. Trade sanctions have prevented the import of educational supplies, textbooks and scientific journals. Iraq' s own farms cannot produce enough food partly due to lack of fertilisers and pesticides. Iraq's medical services have almost collapsed.Sanctions were probably justified when the Iraqi army was occupying Kuwait but obviously since then the Iraqi army has been defeated. The UN Security Council demanded that sanctions be kept in place after the fighting ended -the excuse being that Iraq was refusing to comply with demands for disarmament.lraq has nuclear,biological and chemical weapons programmes -so do other countries but they do not incur sanctions.Other countries occupy their neighbours,in part or whole,without incurring sanctions while the occupation continues,let alone after it has ended. The victims of continued sanctions in Iraq are the most vulnerable -children,old people and sick people. The sanctions have killed an estimated 1.5 million people half of them children under five years old.

It can be argued that the Iraqi government bears part of the responsibility for the sanctions. In one website I found the following statement in an essay called "Ten myths about the sanctions against Iraq" by Elias Davidsson,

"Although Iraq is allowed to sell oil to enable it to import food and medicines,the amount in question stands in no relation to the needs of the Iraqi population.Sale of oil from Iraq is administered by a UN-appointed commission,which deduces from the proceeds over 60% to cover UN-imposed compensations to Kuwaiti citizens,UN operations in Iraq and the cost of the UN-appointed commission which administers Iraq's oil sales.lt is not surprising that the Iraqi government refuses to accede to such humiliating conditions and has therefore been loathe to avail itself of this UN humanitarian generosity.Probably no Iraqi government,even the most democratic one, would accede to the draconic demands for compensation imposed unilaterally by the Security Council and which,if respected ,would prevent the economic development of the Iraqi people for generations to come."

Elias Davidsson also states that

"The true aim of the sanctions thus appears not to punish a loathsome individual but to destroy any attempt by the Iraqi nation to become an economic (and military) power in the Middle East,which might challenge Western control of the region and its resources." “


Again, Robert Fisk wrote back to me stating that reliable statistics on the scale of civilian casualties caused by the 1991 Gulf war and the subsequent UN-imposed sanctions were unobtainable. Again, the main cause of this seemed to be the undemocratic nature of the Iraqi government. All these letters were written in 1997,  at a time when none of the British press were reporting on the devastating effect that sanctions were having on The Iraqi civilian population. Then in 1998, almost en-masse, the British press broke their silence on the subject of sanctions on Iraq. Robert Fisk began reporting from Iraq on the effect of sanctions on the civilian population. The statistics I had quoted to him my  letters came from organizations such as the UN, UNICEF and Medical authorities etc. None of them came from the Iraqi government. Nevertheless, Robert Fisk began stating that over half a million children aged under five had died, if he added you believed the statistics produced by an organization such as UNICEF. I can remember one of his  articles which appeared at around the end of 1998 or early in1999 when allied bombing was resumed did. There he described the scale of the deaths caused by  sanctions as reaching "genocidal proportions." What I want to know is - what, if any, new evidence came to light to convince him that the level of deaths caused  by  the sanctions was as high as other people had already been saying for years?


Earlier this year,  the second Palestinian Intifada began after the visit of Sharon to the Dome of the Rock. Robert Fisk began covering this extensively, writing about events such as  Palestinian children being killed by the Israeli army . I wrote another letter to Robert Fisk, exerts of which are given below.

“I am writing to you again to raise the issue of double standards in the way in which events in the Middle-East  are reported in the western media. You have been arguing recently that the media's coverage of the Israeli/ Palestinian conflict is blatantly biased in Israel's favour but it seems to me that there is an even more glaring example of bias - the enormously high moral standards to which Israel is held in contrast to other countries.


I can give an example known to us both. In 1997 I wrote to you about the effect UN imposed sanctions were having on the civilian population of Iraq. Much of the information I quoted in my letter was taken from the website of the International Action Centre , founded by Ramsey Clark. In 1996 they published a book called "The children are dying: the impact of sanctions on Iraq." Many of the statistics I quoted were taken from this book. Its authors received their facts from surely reliable sources such as United Nations agencies. It also had independent sources - one chapter was made up of articles taken from "The Lancet ", described by Noam Chomsky as the world's leading medical journal.

To quote a section from this chapter

The Lancet, Vol. 346, 8988, p. 1485, December 2, 1995

"These findings illustrate a strong association between economic sanctions and increase in child mortality and malnutrition rates. In the 1991 survey baseline mortality for the under-5 population rose from 43.2 to 128.5 per 1000, reflecting a three-fold increase in child mortality related to the Gulf war and the economic sanctions. In the present study, the under-5 mortality rate increased five-fold."


Again, Robert Fisk replied to me choosing to focus on the research he had done into the effect Depleted Uranium had had on civilian population of Iraq. The most important question I asked him, however was the one I stated above – why did he maintain an approximately eight-year silence on the subject of sanctions on Iraq, maintaining that reliable information on the subject was unobtainable and then, in 1998, became converted to the idea that reliable statistics were available on the subject and that the deaths caused by sanctions were reaching “genocidal proportions.” To this question Robert Fisk did not reply nor did he reply to the following question contained in my letter.

“If Israel had been applying sanctions to an Arab country for eight years, killing perhaps as many as 5000 children a month would not newspapers like "The Independent" told us all about it, instead of maintaining silence on the matter for that entire length of time?”


The pro-Israeli bias which Robert Fisk writes about is now, I think, largely a thing of the past. Many people in the West do not believe that Israel is simply an innocent victim in the whole Arab-Israeli conflict. They see  the oppression inflicted on Arabs by Israel, in this case Palestinians, and they know Israel is guilty of massive human rights abuses. In the case of Iraqi Arabs, however, Britain and the U.S.A. have inflicted perhaps even more oppression  on them than that inflicted on the Palestinians. Robert Fisk is happy to tell us about the Israeli abuses of human rights but in the case of the British and American treatment of Iraq, he is happy, it could be argued, to practice self-censorship, along with virtually the entire British Press. I  often speculate on various hypothetical reasons why the British Media are prepared to do this –we like to turn Jewish people into scapegoats for our own sins etc. The fact remains that we  hold Israel to moral standards which we are not prepared to practice ourselves .




Yours sincerely




Kieran Gallagher

