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 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Can you tell us your name? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I’m Ellen Laipson. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you do right now? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I am the president and CEO of the Henry L. Stimson Center, which is a 

think tank that works on international peace and security issues.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And can you tell us your background and biography as it relates to 

the intelligence community? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, I was in government for 25 years.  The first half of my government 

service was in the legislative branch.  I was a, an analyst at the Congressional Research Service.  In 1990, 

I became the national intelligence officer for Near East and South Asia, which is the senior analytic 

position that pulls together analysts across the complex intelligence community to work together on 

strategic analytic topics.  Uh, we produced the National Intelligence Estimates on Iraq during the, uh, 

the first Gulf war.  Um, I was in other executive-branch positions for about five years, and then in, from 

1997 to 2002, I was the vice chairman of the National Intelligence Council, and so oversaw the 

production of National Intelligence Estimates on all topics.  But my own training and background is 

more in the Middle East and South Asia.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And let’s start, actually, with the first Gulf war.  What did the 

intelligence community know; what did it not know; what did it get right; what did it not get right, 

about Iraq and Saddam Hussein and his weapons programs and his military capabilities and perhaps his 

intentions with regard to those capabilities, in the period leading up to the first Gulf war? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, I think we have to step back and say, what was the capacity of the 

intelligence community to have deep insight or ground-truth knowledge about Iraq?  Because of the 

Iran-Iraq War; because of the nature of the regime; the United States had a, a severely contracted 



presence in Iraq, uh, throughout the 1980s, and uh, was denied access.  Iraq was considered a, a closed 

environment.  Intelligence operatives, intelligence analysts, were not really able to move about freely in 

the country.  So our, uh, I would say the performance of the intelligence community on Iraq, um, in the 

‘80s, building up to the invasion of Kuwait, was severely constrained by that reality; that this was not an 

environment in which one operated, uh, freely or had access to a lot of people.  There was a U.S. 

embassy that was at the chargé level; uh, and there was political reporting, to the extent that; there were 

politics in Iraq under Saddam Hussein.  It was a, it was a very top-down, controlled, authoritarian 

political culture.   

 Um, we had some access to Saddam Hussein.  As you know, April Glaspie was the ranking 

American diplomat in the, uh, uh, nineteen ni-, eh, uh, ‘89–‘90 period, and she would have very rarely, 

eh, uh, uh, opportunities to meet him in person and to see what his perceptions of the region were.   

 So what did the intelligence community do?  They tried to meet Iraqi defectors, émigrés; uh, 

observed his speeches; monitored, to the maximum extent possible, what the thinking, the official 

government policies of Iraq were.   

 But there was, at that time, I, I would think, say, less attention to societal issues, economic 

conditions in the country, uh, because that simply wasn’t our priority.  We saw power as highly 

centralized in Saddam Hussein.    

 And so, at that time, the intelligence culture, I think, had a, had a strong orientation to looking 

at power centers.   

 Over the last 10 years, since the end of the Cold War, the intelligence culture, I would say, has 

shifted a bit, and we no longer just look at governments and power, but try to look more holistically and 

comprehensively at all the, the, the factors that make a place tick, or make a place not tick.   

 So to return to your question, uh, we did see Saddam as an ambitious, uh, um, leader, that 

believed his country had great, uh, economic and military potential in the region.  We know that during 

the Iran-Iraq War, uh, Iraq’s military was, uh, degrading, to some extent, but that he was putting 



extremely high priority at replenishing military capabilities.  We saw lots of evidence, in terms of Iraqi 

procurement of new weapons systems that he was trying to purchase.   

 Um, I would say, at the time of the invasion of Kuwait, people were rather complacent about 

whether Iraq had nuclear ambitions.  The emphasis was much more on, uh, his chemical capabilities... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Why, yeah, if I can ask you about that.  Why... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...many people have said, it’s, it has frequently been noted that the 

CIA and the intelligence community underestimated Iraq’s not just ambitions, but the amount of 

progress that it had made with regard to nuclear weapons prior to the first Gulf war.  That always seemed 

to me a bit surprising, since it was very clear that he was pursuing nuclear weapons; the Israelis had 

bombed his reactor in ‘81.  Uh, why was it that the CIA didn’t seem to get that? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, I’m not sure they didn’t get it.  I think that they didn’t see much 

evidence of it.  You have to look; you have to find people that are willing to talk, or some physical, uh, 

evidence that such a program is going on.  I think that there was an under-appreciation of perhaps the 

level of very quiet research and development that was going into nuclear matters.  We did know that 

Saddam was willing to use chemical weapons, so that, in terms of an immediate, uh, force protection 

issue, threat to the region, uh, sign of his, uh, willingness to use these weapons beyond his borders, was, 

you know, from a kind of operational military perspective, the more, uh, immediate concern.   

 But I think we did understand that Saddam had ambitions across the board.  When he talked 

about Israel in early 1990, uh, it was clear that he was at a point of some kind of frustration and anger 

about the, that the world hadn’t appreciated the costs of the Iran-Iraq war; that Iraq had suffered; Iraq 

was a natural leader in the region.   

 And, and what we didn’t fully understand is that he was going to focus on Kuwait.  We, we did 

think about, in the spring and summer of 1990 — I wasn’t in the intelligence community in the t-, at 

the time, but we now, uh, I, I understand that even when I, where I sat at the time, at the Library of 

Congress, there was some attention to what’s Saddam up to?  He seems very agitated and frustrated.  



What might he do?  What are his capabilities?  In the summer of, uh, 1990, we thought he might strike 

out at Israel.  We thought that there was the chance that he would fire missiles at Israel; that he was 

trying to shake up the chess board; he was trying to get the Arabs to appreciate, uh, what dire straits he 

was in, and this was largely financial and economic pressure he was feeling from the cumulative toll of 

the Iran-Iraq war, which, after all, he started.   

 So, um, it was, I, you know, in hindsight, we all now can put pieces together somewhat 

differently.  But in the summer of 1990, the, it, it was abin-, abundantly clear that there was a lot of 

tension between Iraq and Kuwait; that, uh, Saddam was making a-, very aggressive, angry speeches; um, 

that when we worked, we, uh, the U.S. government — again, I wasn’t in the position at the time — um, 

consulted with the Arabs, the Arabs said, oh, this is an inter-Arab dispute; we don’t, you don’t need to 

get involved; don’t worry; it won’t lead to war.  Uh, and the Arabs were themselves, I think, in denial of 

what Saddam might do.   

 But you had asked me earlier; what did we know and what do we not know, and if you’d like, I 

will re-, return to trying to give you a flavor of that.   

 Um, I think that we...in general, did worst-case analysis on Iraq.  We, uh, t-, to the extent that 

the intelligence community supports the president; the president is the commander in chief; and one of 

the core functions of the intelligence community is to warn and to help protect U.S. interests and forces.  

Uh, when there is the possibility that we will be using force against a country, I think the intelligence 

community, uh, for, for good or ill, tends to worst-case scenarios.  Uh, and...  

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um, the point I’m making here is that it does seem to me that analysts were 

compiling whatever data was available on Saddam Hussein, and arguing that in a worst case, here’s what 

he could do to us; here’s how American forces in the area could be affected if he were to lash out.  Um, 

and therefore, they did see Ira-, uh, Saddam as, as a military aggressor.  They were less skilled and less 

insightful, I think, at whether that military was in fact hollow, or had deep infrastructure vulnerabilities 

as a result of, it, lack of inf-, investment, and the cumulative toll of the Iran-Iraq war.   



 So they took a, eh, they took the, the state of capability of the Iraqi military at one level.  And I 

think we learned both in the first Iraq war, and then we had to relearn the same lesson 13 years later; that 

this military was not nearly as robust as we thought it was. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.  And actually, first of all, just a specific question: when did you 

join the intelligence community?  When did you move from... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: August of 1990, two weeks after Saddam invaded Kuwait. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Ah.  Okay.  So, and was your joining the result of that invasion?  

Was... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: No, I was offered the position in April of 1990, and I... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: I see.  It was just a coincidence.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Total coincidence, yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Really?  Okay... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um hm. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...well.  You had either good or bad timing.  Okay.  So you were in 

the intelligence community when, you got to see all of this taking place.  Tell us about the nature of the 

knowledge and the debates that went on about what would happen after we pushed Saddam out of 

Kuwait?  Did people look at, you know, is there going to be a coup?  Are there going, is there going to be 

sectarian fighting?  Will the Shiites rise up?  Will Saddam be able to maintain power?  What would be 

the consequences if we went all the way to Baghdad versus stopped at the border?  You know, all those 

questions. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: The intelligence community grappled with the full array of trying to 

anticipate what will Saddam do next?  And some of that was very operational: what will he do if we make 

the following signals?  Some of it is, was gaming out how Saddam might respond to specific 

contingencies. 

 I would say there was a little bit less attention in the community as a whole, but I did direct one 

national intelligence estimate that tried to look at multiple scenarios of the decision to go to war; to not 



go to war; to, the timing of the war; etcetera.  And among the many, many moving parts and variables 

one considered is, uh, how much pressure would Saddam be under if we succeeded in getting him out of 

Kuwait; if it was seen as a military defeat for Iraq; if it was seen as a humiliation for his leadership.  And 

the community did believe that there was some possibility — uh, nobody was putting numbers assigned 

to all of these possibilities — that his own military would act against him.  And it was generally the view 

of the intelligence community that the only way that Iraq would change from within would be a coup 

against, a coup or an assassination against Saddam.  We did not think that popular uprising would lead 

all the way to regime change.  We thought there could be popular uprising, but that generally, the regime 

would have the capacity to, uh, crack down, and had a sufficient coercive power domestically to retain 

control, or to regain control.  Uh, and that’s in fact what happened in the uprisings in the south and the 

north.   

 Now the question of whether the United States might have helped the uprising, and led to a 

different outcome, is really a policy question, not an intelligence question.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And were you asked to look at that question when the uprisings 

occurred?  Was the intelligence community asked to look at that question when the uprisings occurred? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, you have to understand a little bit a-, more about how the intelligence 

community operates.  I mean, you have large agencies, like the Defense Intelligence Agency, the Central 

Intelligence Agency, that have great capacity to monitor day-to-day events.  I was sitting at the National 

Intelligence Council, which is a senior body that reports to the director, and generally looks at longer-

term topics.  So there was a lot of day-to-day reporting of monit-, that, that I wasn’t directly managing or 

responsible for that was, in fact, monitoring, to the extent that we could have access, um, the events in 

southern Iraq, and then the uprising in the north.  Um, and, but they, these, this tended to be almost 

like news cycle reporting, of trying to understand what’s happening un-, in very real time, very dynamic 

events.   



 Uh, the intelligence community, to the best of my recollection, was not asked, in any, uh, 

significant way to say, um, you know, how do we, w-, what would be the, eh, ways in which this uprising 

could become unified; could, um, really pose a threat to Saddam? 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: What we observed was that Saddam allowed the uprising to fester; that he 

waited, and then decided to sequentially suppress it.  So uh, I, I may have this wrong, but I believe that 

first he, he let it keep brewing in the north, while he cracked down on the south.  And then there was a 

pause.  And then he went and cracked down on the north.  So that he, he still ma-, he, what’s the word?  

He dominated his environment.  Um, and this was, then we of course realized that, I mean, the military 

establishment; the, the policymaking community; realized that the decision to allow him to keep attack 

helicopters had unintended consequences.   

 So again, these are some of the, the after-effects of, of policy decisions that were made — some 

were made by military commanders in the field — not all of which were made in Washington.   

 But the analyst, after all, only has a piece of this picture, piece of this puzzle, to work on.  And 

the analysts were tracking the uprisings on a day-to-day basis.  We had done one estimate, before the war 

began, on, that, that briefly alluded to the possibility that if Saddam’s withdrawal from Kuwait were seen 

as a great humiliation and a defeat that there would be significant, uh, turmoil and unrest in the country.  

But we assumed that he would retain sufficient, by, by not going to Baghdad; by not dismantling his 

military; because our war aim was get him out of Kuwait; our war aim was not destroy his military, and 

bring about regime change; the judgment of the analysts was that he would retain sufficient coercive 

power to manage any domestic, uh, instability.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Looking back on it now, do you think that it was a wise thing, or do 

you think that it was a mistake to have allowed Saddam to retain power; to not have done the 

combination of things that would have deposed him, ranging from going further into Iraq; uh, 

suppressing, destroying more of his military; not allowing him to suppress the rebellions; you know, all 

the... 



 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, that’s a very loaded question.  I mean, it comes, it depends a lot on 

what your own political values are.  I would say, in hindsight, adding all of the attributes of Saddam — 

source of instability in the region; gross human rights abuser; etcetera — uh, I wish that we had stuck 

with it, and brought this unhappy chapter to a close earlier.  I do think that the 1990s... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: [Uh huh].   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...you know, we were living on borrowed time; we were running out of 

things to do to keep Iraq in its cage.  But all of that containment of Iraq was never really addressing the 

gross humanitarian and human rights problems that were occurring in Iraq all the time.   

 But again, you know, you have to be in the shoes of the president at the time that, the first 

President Bush dec-, di-, decided that his war aims were to get Iraq out of Kuwait; full stop.  Uh, now 

that is, I think hugely, in, in debate, as, uh, you know, in hindsight, I think, uh, uh, a much, a pretty 

wide spec-, uh, uh, swath of the political spectrum says, we should have solved the problem[s] [UI] once 

and for all.  Our Arab friends a-, had told us at the time: if you’re gonna do it, go all the way.  Finish the 

job. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Really?! 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Oh yes.  The Saudis and others were rather, uh, exasperated that we stirred 

up the hornets’ nest, and didn’t finish the job.  That wa-, it was a strong Arab preference that we would 

have, uh... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: But I, as I... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...finish the job at the time.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: I’m sure you realize that in public debate about this issue, there have 

always been two considerations that have been advanced as the reasons not to have finished the job then.  

One was that if we went all the way to Baghdad, then we’d end up owning and occupying the country, 

and we’d have a lot of the problems that we have now; or at least that was the assertion, the concern.  

The other was that we’d lose the coalition partners, because the Arab countries in the coalition wouldn’t 



want us to go all the way to Baghdad; wouldn’t want Saddam to be deposed.  Do you think that that is 

not the case? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I think that in the Middle East, it’s very, very often the case that military, 

that the leaders of non-democratic countries tell us things privately that may be different than what their 

public posture is.  But I do think that that, uh, judgment — that the coalition would have fallen apart — 

doesn’t apply just to the Arabs.  I think that some of the European countries that joined in the coalition 

may indeed have balked at the idea of regime change.  They may not have been as ambitious as at least 

some on the American side were to bring about change in Iraq.   

 So d-, your point about the coalition may be true.  But it’s not exclusively an Arab issue.  Uh, I 

think the Arabs, of course, were, were nervous about whatever we did.  Everything we do is intruding in 

their space; is creating great uncertainties for them.  So they can simultaneously wish, if we’re gonna 

come in, we’d finish the job; but also worry hugely about what are some of the consequences and 

reactions in their own societies.  It is, I think, in the judgment of many that watch the Middle East 

closely, uh, the regimes usually have more capacity, these non-democratic regimes usually have more 

capacity to manage their domestic affairs than they themselves may believe that they... 

 ...But, but I am one hundred percent sure that Arabs expre-, Arab leaders expressed to us, uh, 

privately that, um, if we were gonna come in and disrupt the, the local order as much as we did, um, 

would, it would have been better to finish the job.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: How very interesting.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um hm. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Now... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Now that doesn’t mean that they themselves would have taken 

responsibility for helping Iraq post-Saddam.  But just to go back on your, on your other point, um, I 

think there was a belief that you could have gotten rid of Saddam, and simply picked another Baathi 

general — you know, a, a sort of Saddam Lite — uh, you would not have been, at that moment, if we, if 

it had been done in the early ‘90s, there would not have perhaps been quite as much ambition to sort of 



say, and the only alternative after Saddam is full democracy.  The alternative after Saddam might have 

been another centrally controlled, uh, non-democratic system, but at least without Saddam.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm.  Okay.  So you were in the government during the sanctions 

period, and in the intelligence system for much of the sanctions period.  Did the intelligence community 

look at the effect of the sanctions on the Iraqi economy; on Iraqi society; on Iraqi culture; on the social 

problems and divisions that we now see? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um hm. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Did the intelligence system... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, first of all, the intelligence community responded sort of 

incrementally over time to monitoring sanctions.  So I think that they developed a more, um, 

sophisticated and complex capacity to monitor sanctions.  Early on in the impositions of sanctions, the 

intelligence question is cheating; is stuff leaking through the sanctions net that’s been created?  So a lot of 

the intelligence effort goes to, um, effectiveness of sanctions, compliance with sanctions; that’s the 

traditional intelligence question, not the socioeconomic impact, necessarily.  But I would say, as the ‘90s 

rolled on, the intel community got better, and got more interested in, and more committed to, trying to 

do that socioeconomic analysis on the, you know, sort of lasting impact of sanctions. 

 Now the problem was, wha-, to get hard data on child mortality; um, potable water; uh, you 

know, sort of how the infrastructure of Iraq was holding together; uh, maintenance of schools; uh, uh, 

availability of, of certain kinds of drugs; the, the, the trick here is that we were too dependent on Iraqi 

sources, uh, to tell us that story.  The UN would go in.  Uh, various parts of the UN system would go in, 

and would be taken to facilities by Iraqi officials, and would be shown, we used to have this much 

aspirin; now we don’t have any aspirin.  No.  Aspirin’s not a good example, because medicine was almost 

always exempted from the sanctions regimes. 

 But you know, to even the UN observers who were trying to gather data in-country, were doing 

it under the, the sort of supervision and in the company of Iraqi officials.  So you know, good 



intelligence analysts would always look at that data and say, you know, how much confidence do we have 

that the-, this is true data?   

 So there was a problem, I would say, both in terms of the willingness of the intel community to 

try to develop sort of independent ways to corroborate what’s the humanitarian situation; um, and early 

on, I would say there was a bit of a lag in how much they thought that that was an intelligence question.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: So if you’ve got UNICEF reporting; if you’ve got Médecins Sans Frontires 

reporting, over, what I observed in the 1990s is that the intelligence community got a little bit more 

willing to accept that very competent NGOs can be a reliable source of data.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: That was not traditionally an intelligence methodology.  You would not 

necessarily s-, think that just because some do-gooders went over and talked to a bunch of doctors in Iraq 

that that was the data that you should rely on.  But I think over time, the 1990s witnessed a real shift in 

the intelligence culture, and a greater willingness to integrate information from a wider set of sources.  

But for sure, the intel community was not in a position to go city to city, village to village, and actually r-

, you know, corre-, col-, collect, in any kind of, um, an original way that they could control the 

methodology, what the impact of sanctions was.   

 Um, I was working in U-Eh-, at the UN, at the U.S. Mission to the UN at the time that we 

decided to go along with the Oil for Food program.  And you may recall that the United States initially 

didn’t believe in it.  Uh, we didn’t want Saddam to be able to sell more oil; we didn’t want to ease up the 

pressure on him.  We liked the idea of, you know, keeping the noose as tight as possible.  But eventually, 

because this, this data about the humanitarian costs of sanctions was so overwhelming, it was when 

Ambassador Albright was the ambassador to the UN — uh, that eventually we shifted our position, and, 

and agreed to the Oil for Food program, but with a commitment that we would very robustly try to 

monitor, uh, compliance.  And that’s what we did.  We shared a lot of information with the UN system 

about leakage across the Jordanian border, and what was coming in from Iran, etcetera.   



 CHARLES FERGUSON: And what do you think of the volume of smuggling relative to the 

volume of oil that was sold through the Oil for Food program?  I’ve heard estimates ranging from 

smuggling was 5 or 10 times as large as Oil for Food sales, to the other end.  And the other end, by the 

way, comes from Anthony Cordesman; that smuggling was relatively small relative to open Oil for Food 

program sales. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Yeah.  Um, I, I don’t recall offhand the numbers, but I think that we 

believed that on, from the Iranian side, there was some smuggling on small boats, and across the border, 

that it might have constituted, you know, 10 to 20 percent of the total value.  Across the Turkish border 

and the Jordanian border, at various times it was higher than that.  But that we, uh, the U.S. 

government, as a matter of U.S. policy, decided to not be quite as tough on Jordan and Turkey, because 

they had been so helpful to us.   

 So we were willing to swallow, as a, as a policy judgment, s-, a certain ratio of leakage.  I don’t 

think the leakage was ever at the, you know, many times the, the official volume of oil.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I think, I think it was less than that.  

 CHARLES FERGUSON: And as the ‘90s wore on, did the intelligence community come to 

understand that Iraqi society was kind of falling apart?  That, you know, that the Iraqi economy was 

falling apart; that the standard of living had gone down by 90 percent; you know, all that?  Did the 

intelligence community understand the magnitude of... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I think that, uh, the intelligence community, um, well first of all, I don’t 

they’re, u-, too often asked to focus on kind of those im-, what I think, realize now are terribly important 

sociological questions.  I think they were able to understand that there was a, a economic deprivation 

that was kind of across the country.  But then, you know, whether you went in under UN auspices, or 

through diplomatic auspices, you would see this veneer of Baghdadi society that was functioning quite 

normally, and that even under sanctions, eh, you know, people seemed to live a comfortable life.  I think 

one of the shocks to the intelligence community and to U.S. policymakers in general, after, uh, 2003, 



was that the middle class had collapsed.  And that’s bad for any society.  Um, I think we di-, we had very 

little appreciation for how systemic the weakening of the bourgeoisie was, across the board.  And so the 

people that seemed to be maintaining a normal living standard; drive a car; work at a university; travel 

abroad once a year; that was a much, much smaller subset of the earl-, the middle class, and those were 

only people, probably, that had access to, that had somehow put themselves in good stead with Saddam’s 

regime.   

 And so I, I do think that in general, outside observers — and the intelligence community was as 

r-, as guilty of this as any others — missed the, the kind of imploding of the middle class in Iraq. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm.  And now to the questions that are, you know, kind of more 

traditionally the purview of the intelligence community.  In the same period, what did the intelligence 

community see, think, about Saddam’s WMD and WMD programs, and Saddam’s connection, if any, 

with Al Qaeda and other terrorist groups? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, u-, I would, I think, uh, what we knew about WMD, you have to, uh, 

sort of watch the story evolve through the 1990s.  Uh, there was a, in the early 1990s, when the U.S. 

supported the creation of the UN Special Commission on Iraq, uh, the United States was kind of in the 

driver’s seat, in terms of having made the greatest effort to collect information on Iraqi conventional and 

unconventional military capabilities, and a lot of that was shared with the UN as they began this huge 

task of going out and inspecting in Iraq.  Um, and in the early ‘90s, there was, uh, considerable success in 

dismantling and understanding the, the nature of Iraq’s WMD programs.  And in the early ‘90s, there 

was evidence that Iraq had WMD programs... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...in all categories.  Uh, certainly, the missiles; uh, the chemical weapons; 

biological weapons; and uh, as, as we discussed earlier, even a stronger rudimentary nuclear, at least 

research and development program than had earlier been understood. 

 So, uh, UNSCOM did just a phenomenal job.  I mean, it really is a great story of international 

cooperation on a nonproliferation matter; on a, on a matter where the Security Council sets a high 



priority; they put some money on it; they put the smartest, best-informed people on the task; and it, it’s 

a remarkable success story, the first half of the ‘90s, on disarming Iraq, and getting Iraq down to, you 

know, eh, into a, a place where the WMD programs had largely been dismantled and, and, uh, 

deconstructed. 

 Uh, UNSCOM, in the mid-‘90s, you reach a period where, uh, I would say UNSCOM knew 

more than the U.S. intelligence community did.  Now that’s a cheeky statement, because the intel folks 

certainly had additional unilateral means that were U.S.-only, uh, to be trying to watch Iraq from all 

possible perspectives.  But it’s my own personal judgment that at a certain point, UNSCOM was the 

world’s finest intelligence service with respect to Iraqi WMD.   

 Um, and so their judgment, by the mid-‘90s, was, what are we looking for now?  Are we looking 

for hard stuff?  Are we looking for computer disks?  Are we looking for scientists?  W-, what is it?  We f-, 

think we’ve finished the job.  And, but it was hard for them to sort of report to the Council, and say, 

we’re done; Iraq is clean.  

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Why? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, they, because they themselves, uh... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Weren’t sure. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...couldn’t interpret Iraqi behavior. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: You have a lot of strange Iraqi behavior.  You know, it’s, part of it is pride; 

part of it is perhaps embarrassment that there actually isn’t anything behind that... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...big wall. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: But, so trying to kinda decode and psych out, why are the Iraqis behaving 

the way they’re behaving?  Uh, certainly, a critical mass within UNSCOM, including the Swedish 

diplomat Rolf Ekeus, the Australian diplomat, uh, Butler; you know, these folks, who ran the 



UNSCOM operation, were very suspicious of Iraq.  They thought that Iraq was still hiding stuff.  Now 

what that stuff was wasn’t necessarily a robust arsenal of ready-to-use weapons; 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...but it was knowledge.  It was, uh, designs; it was, you know, capacity that 

could be brought up online again... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...but, you know, it is an interesting story, about international organizations 

and how knowledge gets, um, shared and disseminated and, and what do you do when you’re sitting on 

a story that’s counterintuitive; that seems to be the opposite of what all the political class believes? 

 And so I don’t think this is just an American story.  I think it’s a UN story as well: that the UN 

was asking itself, what is it that we’re looking for?  We seem to be chasing a denial-and-deception 

program on the part of the Iraqis.  But that’s different than chasing weapons.  Okay?  So that the, the, 

the Iraqis were in a cat-and-mouse game with the UN.  Now in hindsight, we can say, gee, maybe they 

were pretending that they had weapons, ‘cause they were embarrassed, uh, to tell us that they didn’t.  

Um, now, in hindsight, we, we can reinterpret what were fragments of knowledge in the mid- and late 

‘90s.   

 Uh, but I would say that the intelligence commu-, the other, uh, the other two facts are the 

attack that we did on Iraq after, uh, Saddam invaded northern Iraq in Labor Day weekend, 1996; the, 

when he moved north in Irbil; and then, Desert Fox, which I believe is...um...late ‘97 or late ‘98.  You 

may want... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Eighty-eight; ‘98.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Ninety-eight.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: [UI].   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: It’s ‘98.  Desert Fox.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: The  

 ELLEN LAIPSON: De-... 



 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...four days of bombing.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Yeah. Desert Fox, I think, in retrospect, did more damage to his 

infrastructure to continue these weapons programs than we at the time realized.  And here’s a, this is an 

insight for me, I’m not a defense expert.  But let’s remember that in the early ‘90s, um, we e-, we over, 

we allowed fighter bombers to tell us: gee, I got the target.  Hundred percent hit.  Okay?  So only at, in 

the early ‘90s, we realized that our bomb damage assessment of the first Gulf war were way off the mark.  

We were saying we hit a hundred percent of the sites when in fact we damaged, we pinged sites; but in 

fact, we only did 5 percent damage, or 10 percent damage, and the site was actually still functioning.   

 So we, what wa-, the lesson learned was, hm, don’t rely on bomb damage assessment.   

 Fast forward to the late ‘90s.  We actually had more precision weapons.  We were actually hitting 

more successfully inside his, these buildings that you see from satellite imagery.  But we l-, we, we 

repeated the judgment of the early’ 90s, which is, well, you know, bomb damage assessment isn’t really a 

reliable way of knowing.  We, we hit him.  But we probably didn’t put him out of business.   

 Now we understand that we probably did put him out of business; that we didn’t accurately 

gauge the impact of our own bombing campaign against him.   

 So I believe that in 1998, we dealt him a more serious blow than we ourselves realized.  We spent 

millions of dollars bombing him in Desert Fox.  And then second-guessed whether we had actually hurt 

him enough. 

 So we probably, so, you know, the story about when should we have known that he no longer 

had WMD is, is a, is a complicated story.  In the mid-‘90s, we probably should have said, hm; 

UNSCOM isn’t lookin’ for weapons anymore.  They’re looking for knowledge about weapons, but not 

weapons.   

 After ‘98, we really did more damage to his physical ability to maintain these weapons programs, 

but we ourselves didn’t judge our own actions accurately.  It’s not just judging his motivations or his 

capabilities.  We didn’t, I think, accurately judge the impact of our own actions.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm. 



 ELLEN LAIPSON: So by the late ‘90s, he, there he is, kind of the emperor with no clothes, and 

we didn’t get the analysis right.  We assumed that there was still something going on, and we just hadn’t 

found it.  So I think, I would say, from ‘98 on, we were straightlining an analytic judgment that was 

wrong. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well if my recollection serves, and if Charlie Duelfer and the Duelfer 

Report are correct, uh, Saddam had in fact stopped his WMD programs, and had gotten rid of his 

remaining weapons by ‘94, ‘95.  That... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: That’s what I said, yeah.  By mid-‘90s, we’re not chasing weapons anymore.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: So for a seven-year period, between ‘95 and 2002, he didn’t have any 

weapons, and had, we now think, no active WMD development programs.  Roughly correct? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Well, I, eh...uh, uh, again, I, I’m, you can talk to people who know much 

more about weapons than I do.  My impression is that biological weapons can be reconstituted within 24 

hours.  Chemical weapons could be reconstituted, you know, in a matter of weeks.  So... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: I see.  Okay.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...that, so you want to differentiate.  That if Sa-, you know, in a scenario 

where we were gonna after him again, um, he could have quickly reassembled, if he believed, you know, 

so that, the, so that you have to assume... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...there’s a dormant capacity.  What UNSCOM and Charlie and others said 

is that there’s an intention to reconstitute once sanctions are lifted, but that they have decided as a 

practical matter that it’s not worth the effort right now. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Yeah. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yeah.  Okay.  Fair enough.  And with regard to the terrorist issue; 

what did the intelligence community think or know in the ‘90s about that question? 



 ELLEN LAIPSON: Uh, we thought that Saddam was, um...quite...um, opposed to Islamic-

oriented terrorists, so that he had disdain for bin Laden.  This was not his thing.  This is not, uh, but we 

did believe that Saddam, uh, didn’t find terrorism per se abhorrent.  Um, Saddam had, over the years, 

uh, flirted with various kind of radical secular Palestinian groups; um, and had been a safe haven for 

some, you know, former terrorist leaders.  We thought that was not an active part of his arsenal at, in the 

‘90s.  Uh, but we did not, we, we assumed that there was no love lost, or no natural affinity, between 

Islamically-inspired, uh, the sort of new terrorism that came out of Afghanistan, and Iraq.  We, we 

assumed that there was not much, uh, connection between those two.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: And we saw very little evidence of, of any movement of people, or, eh, any, 

uh, connection there. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um hm. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Uh, and that turned out, in fact, to be correct, did it not? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Yes. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: So now, to 2002, 2003.  Of course, then you were, no longer 

occupied the same position, although you said up to 2002, you were... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I left in April 2002.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  So you saw at least some of the initial analysis done on Iraq 

after September 11th, I would assume.   

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um hm. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Well, let me ask you that question.  What did you see with regard to 

Iraq after September 11th?  Did you see an immediate increase in interest and concern about Iraq on the 

part of the administration? 



 ELLEN LAIPSON: I was in government throughout the sort of, uh, presidential campaign of 

2000, and it was pretty clear to me, just as a private citizen observing that the, uh, Bush administration 

had declared a deep interest in Iraq, even during the campaign, before they were elected. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: That’s true. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: And I thought it was striking, as we watched the Bush foreign policy team 

get organized in the kind of first half of 2001, before September 11th, uh, that they didn’t actually do 

much on Iraq.  Here they had been very critical of the Clinton administration saying, you know, this 

containment policy isn’t working; Saddam’s really bad news; this is a nasty, dangerous man; why are they 

so complacent?  I mean, that really had been a, a campaign talking point for the Bush crowd.  And yet, 

they didn’t do much on Iraq.  And it was striking that, I think, until September 11th, there wasn’t an easy 

consensus in the Bush administration of whether to put Iraq at the top of the list of bad guys or not.  

Um, and so September 11th was a kind of clarifying moment.   

 Now where I sat, as vice chairman of the NIC, um, I don’t remember that we, uh, after Sep-, 

first of all, [uh] September 11th was an intelligence failure.  I mean, it was a very traumatic, uh, event, not 

only for all Americans, but in particular, for the parts of the government that realized that, um, this was 

their responsibility to prevent; you know, that prevention and warning is, is really deep, deep in the 

credo and the mission of the intelligence community.  So, you know, there was a huge absorption of 

effort in trying to figure out very quickly, uh, how did we miss it, and what can we do now to prevent 

another attack.  You will recall that people didn’t know whether it was over.  Um, and that, you know, 

we, that so you, the, the huge effort swung into gear to make sure that we had, um, uh, doubled, tripled, 

quadrupled the effort to prevent any further intelli-, uh, uh, intelligence failure on any kind of hostile 

event, uh, act coming from Al Qaeda.   

 Uh, I don’t recall that Iraq was, you know, a relevant factor in that initial period at all.  I don’t... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Um hm. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...think people made the linkage that a small number of people in the Bush 

administration made instantly.  I mean, I think some of them just viscerally reacted, assuming that, aha, 



he’s at it again.  You know, so that some, from their perspective, uh, saw an Iraqi connection, uh, 

believed viscerally, believed in their gut, that there must be an Iraqi connection, right from the 

beginning.   

 And the intelligence community, to be honest, I think, thought that was a little bit of a 

distraction.  You know, they keep asking us to look for an Iraq connection.  That’s not what our data tell 

us; that’s not what we see.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Were... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: So... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ...were you asked to look for an Iraq connection? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Uh, I, I have heard others report that they were.  Such a request didn’t come 

to me.  But it clearly was coming in to the, the more tactical and operational parts of the intelligence 

community were being told to go look for evidence. 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: Um, and uh, so this became a source of considerable friction between the 

policy community and the intelligence community, at, at, at the level of the people who were being 

tasked to do it, uh, in the fall of 2001.  

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Okay.  Before you left in 2002, were you asked to look at Iraq, or 

have an analysis done on Iraq? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: I believe by early 2002, we were being asked to, um, revisit our judgments 

on Iraqi WMD; that there was a demand for sort of a, a, a, an array of products on Iraq; um not just the 

Al Qaeda connection, but also the status of his weapons programs.   

 CHARLES FERGUSON: But you didn’t stay to see the end of those research... 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: The, no... 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: ..or analytic efforts? 

 ELLEN LAIPSON: ...the, the infamous estimate on Iraqi WMD came out in the fall of 2002.  I 

had been, I was gone. 

 CHARLES FERGUSON: Yep. 


