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Q&A: Conflict with Iraq

BBC News Online's World Affairs correspondent Paul Reynolds examines the issues which have led to a new UN resolution on Iraq and the return of weapons inspectors. 

Why has there been a new UN resolution on the return of weapons inspectors? 

Because the inspectors left Iraq in 1998 after Iraq put up too many obstacles and they needed to get back. This time what is different is the threat of war by the United States and Britain if the inspectors are not allowed to operate freely. 

What if Iraq complies?

If Iraq complies, then the US might not seek the "regime change" it called for. It has recently redefined that phrase to allow for a "change by the regime" as well as a "change of the regime". Saddam Hussein might survive. 

Why has the US singled out Iraq?

The Bush administration says that the Iraqi leader is developing weapons of mass destruction and regards him as a strategic threat both to itself, to its interests in the region, to US allies in the Arab world and to Israel. 

In addition, the aftermath of the 11 September attacks produced a new American doctrine of pre-emption not reaction. 

What happens if the inspectors are blocked? 

The inspectors will report to the UN Security Council and the council will meet to consider the situation. It might or might not pass a resolution allowing military action. If it does not, the US and UK might take action by themselves with whatever allies they can get. They say they will not be bound by the Security Council if it fails to act. 

What would be the military options?

The US tried in the past to mount a coup and to foster an internal rebellion, but both failed. 

They remain possibilities but Saddam Hussein's repression makes a coup difficult and a rebellion almost suicidal. 

A so-called "inside out" strike by pinpoint weapons to remove the Iraqi leader himself could provoke a regime change and make a war unnecessary. 

The latest plan calls for the swift occupation of western, southern and northern Iraq to put a squeeze on Baghdad. But if necessary the capital might have to be taken by force and up to 250,000 troops might be needed. 

Much would depend on whether the Iraqi army resisted or whether its officers would abandon Saddam and surrender. 

What are the risks of going to war?

There are several. An invasion could provoke the use of chemical and biological weapons if Saddam has them and the means to deliver them. 

Iraq might have a few Scud rockets hidden away with which to attack Israel, for example. That could draw Israel into any fighting. 

The political risks of a war include a break-up of Iraq and the growth of anti-American sentiment in the Muslim world. 

On the other hand, success would rapidly end much of the criticism as it has in Afghanistan. 

Another major concern is that civilians will be killed, as they were in the Gulf War and in Serbia. Smart bombs are not always smart. 

Haven't US and British planes attacked Iraq anyway over the past 12 years?

The US and Britain are patrolling two so-called "no-fly zones" over northern and southern Iraq. 

Iraq contests the legality of these zones. The allies say the northern one is to protect the Kurds and the southern the Shia from any air attack by Saddam Hussein. 

From time to time, these planes attack Iraqi air defence sites. 

What might follow Saddam Hussein's regime?
The opposition-in-exile Iraqi National Congress is working on a number of programmes designed to reintroduce civilian and democratic rule into a unified Iraq. 

A military government could emerge with another strongman at the helm. Even such a leader, though, would be preferable to Saddam Hussein for the Americans. 

There would probably in any event be an extended peacekeeping force of Americans or the United Nations. 

Is this part of the war on terror?

It has grown out of that war. 

Strictly speaking, it is not part of the war on Osama Bin Laden's al-Qaeda network since Iraq has not been directly linked with Bin Laden, though Washington has tried to hint at recent connections. 

It is more a part of the wider American war on potential threats around the world. 

