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Sanctions nmake life a living hell for young Iraqgis

Ai shah Al

"BEFORE the enmbargo we |ived in heaven, but today we live in hell," says
22-year-old Mohanmed Ali Hussei n when asked how t he econom ¢ sancti ons have
af f ected young people like him

"Things used to be cheaper. You could get a good pair of jeans fromthe
Mal | for US$40 (RML52) when it costs double that ampunt in Paris. CQur
gover nnent hel ped us because our econony was strong.

"But now you can't get anything; no cinemas, no discotheques, no
hol i days. My parents used to take us to Europe every year, but it's out of
t he question now. "

Still, Mhamed is |uckier than nost of his peers. Hs parents who run a
jewel l ery and souvenir shop in Baghdad can still afford to send himto
col |l ege, which cost US$45 a year

He studi es conputer and is convinced that if sanctions are lifted, Iraq
can regain its former glory within a year. "W have all the experts," he
says confidently.

"Peopl e ny age have nothing to | ook forward to now. The sanctions have
killed our minds. If you talk to college students, you'll see that they
don't behave their age. They don't |augh."

"W cannot be happy. Before, school used to be fun. Everything was free
- fees, books, stationery. Some schools even give their students food. But
now even pencils are forbidden."

Mohamed' s views, to sonme extent, confirmfears that the sanctions have
extracted a high price fromyoung people. A whol e new generation has grown
up in appalling conditions for alnost 10 years now and this has adversely
af fected their physical and nmental growt h.

An increasing nunber of youths are being treated for depression and the
nunber of school dropouts is alarning

Wth the conprehensive economi ¢ sanctions inposed on Iraq by the United
Nati ons after its invasion of Kuwait in 1990, the country has deteriorated
froma prosperous econony that once boasted of the highest |iving
standards in the M ddl e East.

Since then, people have had to cope with little food, poor healthcare,
| ack of clean water and sanitation. Children suffer frommalnutrition and
are dying fromdiarrhoeal and respiratory infections. For the first tine
in years doctors are faced with third-world health problens Iike cholera
and di phtheria. To date 500,000 children have died, according to a Wrld
Heal t h Organi sation report.

This and a nyriad other problens have forced the UN Hunmanitarian
Coordi nator for lraqg, Hans von Sponeck to resign. He condemed the
sanctions as "a true human tragedy that nust be ended."

Sponeck | eft Banghdad |late March, in tine to neet and brief a del egation
of Mal aysi an women NGOs who cane to Iraq to see the situation for
t hemsel ves.

The group of 11 led by Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali conprise of
Bakti (association of mnisters' wi ves) nmenbers and wonen representing
various fields of health, academ a, comuni cati ons and social activism

Apart fromDr Siti Hasnmah, the del egati on was nade up of Toh Puan Dr
Ai shah Ong, Datuk Raj Karim Datuk Paduka Ruby Lee, Prof Datin Dr Sharifah
Haf sah Syed Shahabuddin, Datin Siti A shah Ghazali, Assoc Prof Dr Rashi dah
Shui b, Datin Noorhayati Kamaluddin, Datin Dr M zan Adiliah Ahmad | brahi m
Dr d adys Lopez and the witer.



They visited hospitals, schools, orphanage, old fol ks hone and hel d
di scussions with the Iragi Wnen's Federation, the Red Crescent, Fam |y
Pl anni ng Associ ati ons and UN agenci es.

During the five-day visit to Baghdad, two of themtaken up by the 10-
hour drive by road from Amman, the wonen saw t he devastations the
sanctions have caused t he people.

THROUGH di scussi ons held with doctors and humanitarian officials, they
concur that the sanctions have mssed its target and that vul nerable
groups |i ke wonen, children and the el derly have becone i nnocent victins.

Dr Siti Hasmah said she was encouraged to nmake the trip by her husband,
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mhat hir Mhamad who suggested she brought
al ong a group of wonen NGCs.

"I must stress that our objective is purely humanitarian and | chose a
teamwho went on this nmission as wives, mothers, professionals and soci al
activists. As such they can enpathise and spread the word, as these wonen
participate regularly at world conferences as well as in Ml aysia."

The group's mssion in Irag was appreci ated by Presi dent Saddam Hussei n
who invited Dr Siti Hasmah to his palace for an audi ence. The president
t hanked Mal aysi ans and Dr Mahathir for their concern.

Dr Siti Hasmah al so paid a courtesy call on vice-President Taha Ranmadhan
and Deputy Prime Mnister Tariq Aziz on the first day of the visit.

Taha Yassin told her that to two things would be apparent to the
Mal aysi an del egates. The first is the injustice done to Iraq by the "so-
call ed" human rights advocates, (Anericans) and the second, the resilience
the Iraqi people have shown to rebuild and find alternatives to what's
been destroyed.

Tariqg Aziz said the strength of the Iraqi people lie in their pride.
"Iraqg is a traditionally strong nati on and people are norally equi pped to
resi st the sanctions."

The question is, for how |l ong? How |l ong should the Iraqi people be
puni shed? And what will it take before the rest of the world realise that
they have turned their backs on the sufferings of the young and i nnocent?

The group of Mal aysi an wonen does not pretend it can nobve nountains. To
begin with, they did not cone with the intention and resources to conduct
a scientific and thorough study on the situation.

Al the evidence they gathered were nostly anecdotal. Wat they saw and
heard was enough to confirmreports al ready conpil ed by UN agenci es and
ot her hurmani tari an m ssi ons.

The doctors in the group were nost concerned about the | ack of nedicine,
i fe-saving drugs and basic equi pnments |ike oxygen and incubators in nany
hospi t al s.

"I magi ne, the doctors here haven't even heard of third-generation
anti biotics," says Dr Sharifah Haf sah Syed Shahabuddi n, Head of Medica
St udi es at UKM and vi ce-presi dent of National Council of Wnen's
Or gani sat i ons.

Maternal norality has increased 10-fold in the last 10 years. Many
pregnant wonen suffer fromfromanaem a and get into conplications |ike
post - par t um haemmor hage

"There are not even enough bl ood bags and proper drugs to hel p wonen who
may have probl ens during delivery," says Raj Karim the Internationa
Pl anned Par ent hood Federati on president.

In nost schools, children are lucky if they had desks and bl ackboar ds.

But nore disturbing is the growi ng nunber of young peopl e who have
rejected school saying that "school does not give us noney to live".

A March 1999 United Nations Children's Fund survey cited a 13.9 per cent
drop in primary school enrolnent and a 14.7 per cent drop in lraqg' s
vocati onal preparatory school



It was al so pointed out that in Iragq today, many young peopl e cannot
find jobs in the professions they have been trained. Another sad fact is
that many of them are postponing marriage as they cannot afford it.

The Uni cef representative in Iraq, Anupanma Rao Singh warns that the
failure to pay adequate attention to Iraq's youth could lead to even
greater instability and danger |ater on.

These | ast six years have been miserable for all famlies, says Dr Azar
al - Shama, a psychiarist. Unicef data shows that outpatient nental health
treatment nore than doubl ed.

The psychi atrist sees 40 per cent nore young people than she did before
the sanctions. "Parents are not around as much. Children's personalities
suffer. They watch their parents searching for food, medicines and
cl ot hes.

So, it is hardly surprising when Mohaned says his friends have forgotten
to laugh.
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