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	Panel of nonproliferation experts labels CIA defense a failure

	Kay: Tenet was not giving us an accurate picture

	

	By Courtney C. Radsch 
Special to The Daily Star

	 

	WASHINGTON: A panel of leading proliferation experts, including former weapons inspector David A. Kay, responded to assertions made by CIA Director George Tenet’s defense of pre-war intelligence at a conference held in Washington Thursday. They criticized Tenet’s assessment of his agency’s role in the lead-up to the war in Iraq, and his assertion that the national intelligence estimate identified Iraq’s intentions, not capabilities, to reconstitute weapons programs. 

Five arms experts ​ David Kay, Joseph Cirincione, Rose Gottemoeller, Robert Litwak and Janne Nolan ​ were present for the release of the book Ultimate Security: Combating Weapons of Mass Destruction at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 

Kay, the former US Iraq Survey Group special adviser who resigned in January, reiterated his assessment that pre-war intelligence estimates were inaccurate. The panelists agreed that US President George W. Bush’s newly announced independent commission should investigate not only intelligence failures but also how government officials used intelligence estimates. Kay said Bush’s commission should examine whether there was abuse by politicians of intelligence, although panelists shied away from directly accusing the administration of manipulating intelligence. 

Cirincione, senior associate and director of the Non-Proliferation Project at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, said that despite Tenet’s rigorous defense of the CIA, it ultimately failed. He said it was clear to everyone outside the top level of government that there were no weapons in Iraq. 

“ Tenet was not giving us an accurate picture,” Cirincione told The Daily Star in an interview. “He did not tell the truth about what he said last year and what we now know. It’s clear the CIA estimate was wrong in all its major assertions, and instead of explaining how it happened, he’s trying to say it’s right.” 

Bernard Finel, Executive Director of Georgetown University Security Studies program, was more direct and said that if Tenet had disagreements with the Bush administration’s interpretation of pre-war intelligence, then the CIA director had a duty to resign and make his principles known. 

“There were plenty of opportunities to contradict the administration, and he didn’t do that,” Finel told The Daily Star. 

There was no disagreement among the panelists on the need for improved intelligence, or the inherent risks posed by preventive war that relies heavily on accurate intelligence. 

Litwak, a senior fellow at the Woodrow Wilson Center and author of a chapter on the use of force and WMD in Ultimate Security: Combating Weapons of Mass Destruction, said intelligence has historically been a major constraint to pre-emptive action since specific, accurate intelligence is crucial. He cited Israel’s pre-emptive strike on Iraq’s Osirak facility as a “rare instance in which all the conditions for success were present.” 

Cirincione denounced the Bush administration’s policy of pre-emption based on intentions as opposed to capabilities. He said diplomacy was a viable and successful strategy for nonproliferation. “One of the lessons that we’ve learned from the Iraq war is that … the nonproliferation regime, despite all its critics, is actually in most instances working,” said Cirincione. “It turns out, as Kay himself has said, that the system of UN inspections and sanctions, coupled with US military strikes, successfully destroyed most of Saddam Hussein’s weapons programs and production capabilities.” 

The panel agreed it was an exaggeration to say Iraq had a resurgent nuclear program on the verge of producing its first nuclear weapon, although Kay acknowledged that Tenet correctly assessed that Iraq had continued its clandestine procurement program. No large stockpiles of WMD, a major justification given for the need to invade Iraq, have been discovered in Iraq, and the experts doubted they would be. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld has suggested that stockpiles could be hidden in holes like the one Saddam Hussein was found hiding in throughout Iraq. Kay said this was unlikely. He derided using a strategy based on searching for WMD beyond where the intelligence said they were, calling it “insulting.” 

The major oversight of pre-war intelligence, according to Kay, was the disintegration of Iraqi society that had occurred during the past decade. “We’re not very good in the intelligence arena about understanding fundamental societal forces as they start to reverse,” he said, drawing parallels with the societal collapses that took place in Russia and East Germany after they opened up. 

Kay and Finel placed the blame for failure on the poor intelligence. In an interview with The Daily Star, Finel cautioned analysts against overly relying on information from “experts” driven by parochial interests. 

“Intelligence contracts are the best vehicles for graft ever discovered in the world,” said Kay in his remarks. “When all the evidence starts to look to the same conclusion,” he added, “look the other way.” 

	 

	

Copyright (c) 2004 The Daily Star


