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FLORIDA: President-elect Donald Trump gives a thumbs up after speaking to reporters at Mar-a-Lago, in Palm Beach,
Florida. — AP

WASHINGTON: Ten years after Saddam Hussein’s execution,
the ghost of the Iraqi strongman still haunts America, serving
as a potent reminder of its broken ambitions to bring stability
and democracy to the Middle East. When Saddam was hung in
Baghdad on December 30, 2007, then president George W.
Bush already knew that the invasion of Iraq, which had already
left 3,000 US forces dead, had not yielded the progress
Washington sought. “Many difficult choices and further sacri-
fices lie ahead. Yet the safety and security of the American
people require that we not relent in ensuring that Iraq’s young
democracy continues to progress,” Bush said at the time.

The democratic Iraq that Bush had envisioned turned out
to be little more than a pipe dream, with the Americans failing
to stop the deadly spiral of sectarian violence in the country.
The Sunni minority that once ruled Iraq grew increasingly
resentful toward a predominantly Shiite government-a resent-
ment that helped fuel the rise of the ultra-radical Islamic State
group that counts former Saddam military officials in its ranks.
More than 5,000 US soldiers are still on the ground providing
critical support to an Iraqi army still unable to alone man a war
against the violent extremist fighters. The American public,
which once gave strong support to the 2003 US-led invasion,
is still recovering from the trauma of war. 

The failures in Iraq heavily influenced US President Barack
Obama’s decision not to intervene militarily against Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad in the country’s bloody civil war that
will soon stretch into its sixth year. Meanwhile, Obama’s suc-
cessor Donald Trump built his presidential campaign in part
on pledges that the United States would never again engage
in “regime change” or “nation building.” Trump also said
repeatedly that unlike his opponent Democrat Hillary Clinton,
he was against the war in Iraq-despite telling radio personality
Howard Stern in a 2002 interview that he would support an
invasion.

‘Clueless’
More than a decade later, some American policy-makers

are still trying to understand the reasons for the failure. John

Nixon, the first CIA analyst to interrogate Saddam after his
capture in December 2003, says in a new book that US intelli-
gence and White House officials had mistaken views of the
Iraqi leader. Far from being an all-powerful dictator, Saddam
during his last years in power “seemed clueless about what
had been happening inside Iraq,” Nixon wrote in a recent
newspaper column ahead of the yesterday release of
“Debriefing the President: The Interrogation of Saddam
Hussein.” “He was inattentive to what his government was
doing, had no real plan for the defense of Iraq and could not
comprehend the immensity of the approaching storm,” Nixon
said. “Saddam was busy writing novels in 2003. He was no
longer running the government.”

Complex picture 
But top US officials firmly believed that toppling Saddam’s

Baathist regime would lead to peace in Iraq, Nixon said. Nixon
tells a story of briefing Bush in the Oval Office in 2007, an
exchange that perhaps underscores why the US was doomed
to fail in Iraq. Bush asked Nixon to describe Saddam’s charac-
ter. “I told him that he was disarming at first and used self-
deprecating wit to put you at ease,” he said.  “The president
looked as if he was going to lose his cool. I quickly explained
that the real Saddam was sarcastic, arrogant and sadistic,
which seemed to calm Bush down.” Bush “blamed the agency
(CIA) for everything that went wrong and called its analysis
‘guesswork,’ while hearing only what he wanted to hear,”
Nixon said. 

The former analyst paints a complex picture of Saddam as a
brutal dictator who through methods like murder, threats and
intimidation was nevertheless able to achieve an equilibrium
in ethnically diverse Iraq. “Although I found Saddam to be
thoroughly unlikeable, I came away with a grudging respect
for how he was able to maintain the Iraqi nation as a whole for
as long as he did,” according to an excerpt of Nixon’s book
published in Time. “It is improbable that a group like ISIS
would have been able to enjoy the kind of success under his
repressive regime.”—AFP
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US acting as global
policeman for

financial crimes
WASHINGTON: Handing out multibillion-dollar fines
right and left to domestic and foreign financial giants,
the United States has taken on the role of the unforgiv-
ing global cop of the business world. In stark contrast
to the relative inertia of white-collar law enforcement
in Europe, Washington most recently brought the ham-
mer down on Deutsche Bank and Credit Suisse, which
sold junk-filled, mortgage-backed securities ahead of
the 2008 financial meltdown.

Deutsche Bank has agreed to a payout of $7.2 bil-
lion, while Credit Suisse settled for $5.3 billion to
resolve American authorities’ allegations and avoid the
lengthy headache of a trial. Instead of dragging finan-
cial firms to court, the US has taken them to the cashier.
American giants have not been spared: JP Morgan
Chase, Citigroup, Morgan Stanley and Bank of America
collectively have shelled out $40 billion to settle cases
linked to toxic, crisis-era financial products. “There’s a
kind of fundamentalism to US law,” said Nicolas Veron,
a senior fellow at the Brussels-based think tank Bruegel
and the Washington-based Peterson Institute.  “If you
break the law, punishment comes down.”

Justice without borders 
To be sure, British authorities have taken action over

the Libor interest rate manipulation scandal but such
retribution remains rare in the rest of Europe. “It isn’t so
much a difference in the rules as in the manner in
which they are applied. Things are much more severe
in the United States,” Veron told AFP, adding that
European countries “do not dare” punish their national
flagship companies.

The American legal framework nevertheless offers
the United States the means to extend the long arm of
the law well beyond its borders. In the most recent cas-
es, the United States imposed $2.6 billion in criminal
penalties on the Brazilian construction conglomerate
Odebrecht-most of which will be paid to Brazil-and a
half billion on the Israeli generic drugmaker Teva
Pharmaceutical. Both matters involved corruption
occurring outside the United States.

The United States pioneered the prosecution of
such foreign bribery cases, adopting the Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act in 1977 in the wake of the
Watergate scandal, which allows US officials to hunt
down corrupt payments abroad when the companies
involved are traded on Wall Street or are otherwise
exposed to US jurisdiction. In the decades since, mem-
ber countries of the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development have adopted similar
laws but do not enforce them with the same vigor or
frequency. Given the means and opportunity to apply
its laws “extraterritorially” with such regularity, the
United States has become a kind of worldwide anticor-
ruption police force, and buttressed its geopolitical
influence. “There’s a real nexus between economics
and foreign affairs,” said Aaron Klein, head of the center
on regulation and markets at the Brookings Institution
in Washington.  “The next war is more likely to be
fought with bonds than with bombs.”

Making Apple pay 
In a different kind of case, Volkswagen’s sprawling

emissions-cheating scandal also has shown the might of
the US legal system and its ability to bring major compa-
nies to task. To compensate drivers and repair damage
to the environment, the giant German automaker has
agreed to pay out more than $15 billion so far, and
doubtless will have to pay more before putting the scan-
dal behind it. But the company still could face criminal
charges. In Europe, authorities have also opened investi-
gations into Volkswagen but by their own admission,
the results will be much less spectacular. “In the
European Union, the way to damages is more complicat-
ed than in the United States,” EU Justice Commissioner
Vera Jourova said in September. — AFP


