
Why are we in Iraq? Australian policy 
Hugh White   
The Sydney Morning Herald 
1 November 2006 
P. 15 
 
 
 
 
Australian policy on Iraq is pretty simple, and it has never had much to do with Iraq itself. It has 
always been about Washington, and especially about President George Bush. We helped invade 
Iraq in 2003 to support Bush; we sent troops back to help with the resulting mess last year to 
support Bush, and when the time comes the troops will return home - most likely - when the US 
decides to leave.   
 
For that reason don't pay attention to what the Government says about what is happening in Iraq. 
When John Howard talks about how vital Iraq is in the war on terrorism, he is simply saying what 
needs to be said to support Bush, and to justify the choices he has made to back Bush's policies 
over the past five years.   
 
Howard is not alone. Australia's debate about Iraq has been framed by attitudes to the US, and 
especially to Bush. If you bought Bush, you bought Iraq; if not, you didn't. The most serious 
thinking has been done by those who, like Kim Beazley, are pro-American but have no faith in 
Bush.   
 
There is nothing intrinsically wrong with sending troops to war primarily to support allies. That has 
been the foundation of Australian alliance policy for decades, and it provides the best national-
interest argument for our Iraq commitment today. But these are always political decisions, and for 
Howard, I suspect, Iraq has been more about aligning himself with Bush than about aligning 
Australia with America.   
 
In 2002 and 2003, that looked a good political bet. After September 11, 2001, Bush seemed to 
have redefined America's strategic policy to defeat terrorism and transform the world in freedom's 
favour, and in the process to have transformed the US political landscape in his own favour. Even 
after things started to go wrong in Iraq, Bush won a second term with his slogan of "staying the 
course", appearing steadfast in the face of adversity.   
 
Now, the politics of the Iraq commitment in the US have changed and so too have the politics of 
that commitment here. The intriguing question is whether, and if so when, our policy on Iraq will 
change, too. America's new mood has become plain over the past month. The real driver has 
been the US mid-term congressional election next Tuesday, which has forced Bush's Republican 
colleagues to explain Iraq to the voters. They have found that "stay the course" does not wash 
anymore.   
 
It's not just the casualty count. Americans are willing to accept casualties if there is a clear 
purpose and a reasonable plan. Bush used to have that to offer. Until early this year, he had been 
able to argue that no matter how bad things were on the ground, a constitutional process was 
under way to set up a new Iraqi government, and successive elections showed that Iraqis were 
committed to its success.   
 
But we have reached the end of the constitutional process and the result is a dismal failure. Bush 
can offer no prospect that it can be replaced by anything better. Meanwhile, the Iraqi security 
forces, trained at so much risk and expense by US forces, have been a dismal failure, too. 
"Staying the course" no longer makes sense to Americans when the course has led to this.   
 



The problem is no one has any alternatives to offer. Don't take too seriously the options that have 
been floated from Bush's high-level review over the past few weeks: they have been intended to 
convince voters the Administration has other options to try once the election is over. The reality is 
no one has any idea how to stabilise Iraq to the point that the US can decently leave.   
 
Nor are Americans yet ready to accept the consequences of leaving Iraq to its fate. Those results 
would be very serious - especially for American self-esteem. The political market in the US is 
there for anyone who can offer voters the prospect of peace with honour. But that market is now 
closed to Bush. On this issue his credibility is shot.   
 
So what does Howard do now? He has more options than his opponents think. Howard is no 
strategist, but he is a great tactician, and agile political tactics help him survive strategic blunders. 
He has never been blind to the political risks in Iraq, and has carefully minimised them. The cost 
to Australia, and the political cost to Howard, has been small, so he has the option of holding on 
in Iraq until, America can find the exit. And that probably remains the best thing to do for the 
alliance.   
 
But what if the political cost gets too high for Howard? What if a sudden spate of casualties turns 
Australians decisively against our commitment?   
 
Or, more probably, what if Howard's close identification with an increasingly discredited Bush 
becomes a liability for Howard in itself, as next year's federal election approaches?   
 
If you are interested in the future of Australia's Iraq policy, I would not look for the answer in 
Baghdad, or even in Washington. Ask Howard's pollsters. Crosby Textor will decide.   
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