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for a nuclear weapon, as well as testing flash x-ray 
systems, gas-gun systems and fibre optics with fast-
response electronic equipment, all for weapons 
purposes. Both al-Tuwaitha and al-Qa’Qaa were 
under IAEA monitoring until 1998, and the majority 
of nuclear and dual-use items were removed or 
destroyed by inspectors before they left in 1998. 

Nuclear programme 1991–2003
Iraq’s centrifuge-enrichment programme was still 
under development when Saddam invaded Kuwait 
in 1990. Scientists working on centrifuge develop-
ment had not yet begun to enrich uranium using a 
centrifuge, and were forced to stop work and hide 
evidence of the programme during the ensuing Gulf 
War. The head of the centrifuge programme, Mahdi 
Obeidi, buried some of the designs and prototype 
parts in his rose garden, only digging them up in 
2003, when he turned them over to US forces.55

In April 1991, following the Coalition’s 
victory over Iraq, the UN Security Council passed 
Resolution 687 (UNSCR 687), requiring Iraq to 
accept ‘the destruction, removal or rendering harm-
less, under international supervision’ of its WMD, 
WMD components and associated materials, facili-
ties and programmes. The resolution also created 
the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM) for the 

purpose of carrying out weapons inspections, and 
charged the IAEA with dismantling Iraq’s nuclear-
weapons programme (in addition to making its own 
inspections). 

Saddam sought to preserve an ability to reconsti-
tute his WMD programmes, while seeking sanctions 
relief through the appearance of cooperation with 
UNSCOM and its successor organisation, the UN 
Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission 
(UNMOVIC), established by UNSCR 1284 in 1999. 
Between 1996 and 2002, he ordered his ministers to 
intensify their efforts to maintain and rebuild Iraq’s 
technical infrastructure. To accomplish this, Iraq’s 
Military Industrialisation Commission increased 
its sponsorship of technical research projects at 
Iraqi universities from 40 to 3,200, and expanded its 
staffing to 63,000 in 2002, an increase of 50% over 1999 
levels. Saddam also sought to improve the morale of 
his nuclear cadre by directing that the IAEC raise the 
salaries of scientists and increase their privileges.56 
Despite these efforts, very little revival of the nuclear 
programme was in fact accomplished between 1996 
and the 2003 Coalition invasion, in terms either of 
reconstructing facilities or importing new material 
and equipment. Investigations by the IAEA and the 
ISG after the invasion found no evidence of a recon-
stituted Iraqi WMD programme. 

Destruction caused by looting at Badr and Umm Al Markid State Companies (Khan Azad Military Production Plant), May 2003
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Post-2003 invasion
The condition of Iraq’s scientific and technical infra-
structure has worsened in the wake of the 2003 
invasion. Many universities and research laborato-
ries were looted after the Saddam government was 
removed from power, and many of these research 
facilities were subsequently shut down because 
there was no funding or infrastructure to rebuild 
them.

In April 2003, the Coalition Provisional Authority 
(CPA) reported that LEU and natural and depleted 
uranium in various chemical forms that had been 
stored at Location C in al-Tuwaitha had been looted. 
In June 2003, the IAEA conducted an inspection of 
the site in accordance with Iraq’s comprehensive 
safeguards agreement and concluded that at least 
10kg of uranium compounds might have been 
diverted as a result of looting, but that the quantity 
and type of the compounds meant that they were 
not of proliferation significance. 

In the following year, the US government trans-
ferred to the United States approximately 1.8 tonnes 
of 2.6% LEU, around 3kg of uranium tailings and 
approximately 1,000 highly radioactive sources that 
had been stored at al-Tuwaitha.57 Also in 2004, the 
IAEA reported that some 340 tonnes of high explo-
sive that could be used to trigger a nuclear explosion 
had gone missing from the al-Qa’Qaa site that year, 
while the agency was not present in the country.58

The manpower involved in Iraq’s nuclear 
establishment was depleted following the US-led 
invasion, including through the deaths of scien-
tists. A Belgian organisation has compiled a list of 
345 Iraqi academics (including nuclear scientists) 
murdered or otherwise killed, mostly since 2003, 
noting that hundreds more academics are missing 
and that thousands have fled the country for their 
own safety.59 Although the list is not authoritative 
and includes academics and medical doctors across 
a range of fields, it nevertheless gives a good indica-
tion of the state of Iraq’s scientific infrastructure. 

The US has worked to stabilise the Iraqi scientific 
community through several different programmes. 
The CPA and the US Departments of State and 
Energy have initiated various projects aimed at 
keeping Iraqi scientists in the country and enabling 
them to perform civilian research. In 2003, the 
CPA allocated some $13m to the Iraqi Ministry of 
Science and Technology for the purpose of hiring 

defence-industry engineers and scientists and to 
re-establish control over nuclear sources,60 and allo-
cated another $20m per year for 2005 and 2006 to 
continue hiring and retention programmes. The 
State Department has set up the Iraqi International 
Center for Science and Industry, which is comple-
mented by the Department of Energy’s ‘Engaging 
Iraqi Scientists’ programme. Both these programmes 
have committed funds for providing Iraqi weapons 
scientists with the means to do civilian scientific 
work. 

The IAEA is supporting 12 current projects 
through its technical-cooperation programme. Most 
of these are agriculture- or health-related, such as 
the project to construct a facility for calibrating 
radiation-measurement instruments. One project 
currently under way focuses on establishing and 
strengthening skills among Iraqi personnel involved 
in the application of nuclear technology. 

None of the US or IAEA cooperation 
programmes involves work on nuclear energy. 
Such work was banned by UNSCR 707, adopted 
in August 1991, which mandated a halt to ‘nuclear 
activities of any kind, except for use of isotopes 
for medical, agricultural or industrial purposes, 
until the Security Council determines that Iraq is 
in full compliance with this resolution and para-
graphs 12 and 13 of Resolution 687 ... and the IAEA 
determines that Iraq is in full compliance with its 
safeguards agreement with that Agency’. 

In June 2007, the Security Council adopted 
UNSCR 1762, which terminated the special UN 
mandates of UNMOVIC and the IAEA’s Iraq Action 
Team. This decision came in response to a written 
request from the Iraqi government and a subse-
quent letter from the US and UK governments to 
the Security Council drawing attention to the work 
undertaken since 2003 to find and remove/destroy 
or render harmless WMD, and noting Iraq’s actions 
to demonstrate compliance with its disarmament 
obligations. Among other steps, the new Iraq consti-
tution, approved in October 2005, confirms the 
government’s obligations ‘regarding the nonpro-
liferation, non-development, non-production, 
and non-use of nuclear, chemical and biological 
weapons’. In its request to the Security Council, the 
Iraqi government reiterated its commitment to the 
NPT, and explained that it was undertaking efforts 
to accede to the safeguards Additional Protocol and 
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to adhere to the IAEA code of conduct on the safety 
and security of radioactive sources in Iraq, as well 
as working to harmonise export-control legislation 
with international standards. The letter also stated 
that Iraq had submitted its national report in accord-
ance with its obligations under UNSCR 1540. 

UNSCR 1762 does not address the issue of 
whether Iraq had by the time of its adoption complied 
with other previous Security Council resolutions. It 
does, however, reaffirm Iraq’s disarmament obliga-
tion in accordance with the relevant resolutions. This 
includes the UNSCR 707 prohibition on all nuclear 
activity in Iraq except for the use of isotopes for 
medical, agricultural or industrial purposes.

UNSCR 1762 normalised the IAEA’s role in Iraq, 
returning it to the traditional purpose of performing 
a safeguards function in line with Iraq’s NPT obliga-
tions. But although the IAEA made four inspection 
visits to al-Tuwaitha between 2003 and 2006, it is 
currently unable to fully implement its safeguards 
role throughout the country, due to the security 
situation. 

Prospects
Very little remains of Iraq’s nuclear programme. 
While a handful of the scientists and engineers who 

worked on the programme still live in Iraq, almost 
no nuclear materials or equipment are available to 
them. Only a limited amount of nuclear research is 
being carried out in the country, mainly with the 
assistance of the IAEA and the US, and generally 
with public-health and agricultural applications. 
The UN Security Council prohibition on nuclear 
activity will eventually have to be addressed, but for 
the time being there is no prospect of nuclear energy 
and no indication of any interest on the part of Iraq’s 
hard-pressed population.

For both political and practical reasons, a resur-
gence of Iraq’s WMD programme seems unlikely 
in the short term. The country no longer possesses 
the materials, equipment or most of the facilities 
necessary to build a weapons programme, and it is 
unlikely that obtaining these would take precedence 
over rebuilding vital infrastructure. The disarray 
of the scientific community would also present 
an obstacle. In any case, with the sharp change in 
Iraq’s security environment, the motivations that 
drove Saddam’s weapons programme are gone. 
Iraq’s Shi’ite-led government majority has culti-
vated closer relations with Iran, and the US military 
presence in Iraq assures great-power intervention to 
deal with any external threats.
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