In Poor Taste: UN Official Blames Liberation Of Iraq For Child Malnutrition 
By Aaron Goldstein (04/04/05) 

If the United Nations ever wants to restore its credibility with the United States and other countries that value liberty and democracy it must cease to cast aspersions on the liberation of Iraq. Yet it appears that the UN wants to leave a bad taste in the mouth of democratic aspirations. 

April Fools Day came two days early in Geneva when the UN Commission on Human Rights convened to hear a presentation by Jean Ziegler, the UN Commission on Human Rights Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food. Ziegler claimed that malnutrition rates for children under the age of five in Iraq have nearly doubled since the ouster of Saddam Hussein. He told the Commission that in 2003 the rate was 4% and in 2004 the rate was 7.7%. Ziegler blames the increase on the war in Iraq. Specifically, he said the increase in child malnutrition was as “a result of the war led by coalition forces.” “The silent daily massacre by hunger is a form of murder,” Ziegler proclaimed. He went on to state that monies spent on “the international Alliance against Hunger remain pitiful, when compared to the billions of dollars spent on the ‘War Against Terror’. Ziegler went as far as to accuse U.S. and Coalition forces of blockading food and destroying water reservoirs in Fallujah. Curiously, Ziegler made no mention of the murder and mayhem caused by Saddam Hussein loyalists and terrorists led by Abu Musab al-Zarqawi. 

Two days later, the United States responded to Ziegler’s allegations. Kevin Moley, the U.S. Permanent Representative to UN and Other International Organizations in Geneva, pointed out that Ziegler has never visited Iraq. “He’s taking some information that in itself is difficult to validate and juxtaposing his own views which are widely known about the war in Iraq and suggesting that the two are linked,” replied Moley. He added the vaccination rates and food aid have “improved dramatically” since the ouster of Saddam.

It is important to note that much of the information is based on household surveys rather than information gathered from hospitals, medical facilities and other aid organizations. Indeed, researchers from John Hopkins University, Columbia University and Al-Mustansiriya University in Baghdad who contributed to Ziegler’s report (and whose data appeared in an article for the British medical journal “The Lancet”) were careful to state that their data was of “limited precision” due to the methodology utilized. 

The actions of al-Zarqawi and Saddam loyalists also impeded the ability of aid groups to get food and medical supplies to the people who needed them. Consequently, it is difficult for relief organizations to get a proper read of what is happening on the ground. In late 2004, Carol Bellamy, the head of UNICEF, could not state conclusively if the situation on the ground had changed.

One must also consider the accuracy and efficacy of child malnutrition rates that were reported during Saddam’s regime. Moley stated that over the years, estimates of the child malnutrition rate varied wildly during Saddam’s regime. Some estimates put the rate as high as 11% in 1996 and eventually going down to 7.8% in 2000.

Moley was also correct to point out Ziegler’s opposition to the liberation of Iraq. Interestingly, most media accounts (such as the Associated Press) describe Ziegler as a “former Swiss lawmaker and sociology professor.” While Ziegler has an academic background and did serve in the Swiss Parliament, the AP and most liberal media outlets failed to mention is that Ziegler is an unabashed Communist who has long railed against the United States and Israel. Indeed, he has been described as “Switzerland’s Noam Chomsky.”

Shortly after the terrorist attacks of September 11th, Ziegler publicly opposed any U.S. invasion of Afghanistan stating that such an action would be “apocalyptic” and would mean “the end of the Afghan nation.” Well, 10 million Afghans who voted in elections last fall might disagree with that conclusion. Ziegler went as far as to claim that food drops by the U.S. and Coalition forces in Afghanistan had been prohibited. A claim that proved to be entirely false. This has not prevented Ziegler from launching a magazine in October 2004 on America in his native Switzerland called “L’Empire.” The magazine calls for America’s “decline” in the world.

Ziegler was appointed by the Commission on Human Rights as Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food in April 2000. In five years in this post, Ziegler has focussed most of the resources of his office on Israel – specifically the Gaza Strip and the West Bank. Aside from his report on Iraq, his office has also done reports on Bangladesh, Brazil and Niger. There will be reports released on Ethiopia and Mongolia later this year. The United Nations Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) lists 35 countries in need of external food existence. Of the 35 countries listed, Ziegler has only visited Ethiopia and Mongolia and those reports are not yet finished and remember that Ziegler has never visited Iraq. Let us also remember that neither Israel nor Gaza and the West Bank appear on the FAO list. So in five years, Ziegler has had nothing to say about 34 of the 35 countries in the greatest need of food assistance? This list includes Burundi, Democratic Republic of Congo, Haiti, Liberia, Sudan and Zimbabwe. Were they not worth Ziegler’s time?

Yet Ziegler has had plenty of time to condemn Israel accusing it of “state terror” and “war crimes” – attributes he has not used to describe the genocide in the Darfur Region of Sudan. The best Ziegler can do with Sudan is to refer to the atrocities as being “alleged.” In May 2004, Ziegler wrote a letter to Caterpillar Inc. using the stationery of Louise Arbour, the UN Commissioner on Human Rights calling upon the company to cease doing business with Israel. Arbour herself disavowed the letter stating that he spoke only for himself. However, she took no disciplinary action against Ziegler. 

In October 2004, Ziegler called on the European Union to suspend its ties to Israel. Ziegler claimed that Israel was “producing a humanitarian food crisis” because of house demolitions, land expropriations and restrictions on the movement of Palestinians. On the other hand, I suppose that UN peacekeepers forcing Congolese girls into sex in exchange for food does not rise to the level of a humanitarian food crisis. Again, Arbour took no action against Ziegler.

Doesn’t this tune sound familiar?

In Iraq, Ziegler attributes child malnutrition not to the violence directed against civilians by Saddam loyalists and al-Zarqawi disciples but to U.S. and Coalition troops. In Gaza and the West Bank, Ziegler attributes a “humanitarian food crisis” not to violence directed against civilians by Palestinian suicide bombers or to the corrupt regime of the late Yasser Arafat but to Israel’s government and military. 

If the United Nations wants to be taken seriously as a viable global institution by the United States that contributes to world peace it must remove the likes of Ziegler who are committed to vilifying the United States, Israel and liberal democracy and put in their place officials who will commit scarce resources to the countries that need emergency food assistance the most. To do otherwise would simply be in poor taste.
