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Syria and the Oil-for-Food Program 

 
 Following Operation Iraqi Freedom, Internal Revenue Service-Criminal 
Investigations sent investigators to Iraq to interview mid-level Iraqi government officials, 
former Iraqi Ministers and other imprisoned officials on the operations of the Oil-for-
Food program.  The IRS-CI supplied the reports of these interviews to the Committee.  
Additionally, Committee staff has traveled to the Middle East and interviewed over a 
dozen mid-level Iraqi officials as well as obtaining a number of documents.    
  
The Syrian-Iraqi Trade Protocol: 
 

Iraq’s trade Protocol with Syria was Iraq’s primary illicit income source from 
2000 until OIF in March 2003. With Syria facing increased political pressure from the 
US, opening relations with Iraq seemed attractive for both political and financial reasons. 
Negotiations began, and the Protocol was signed before Hafiz al-Assad died on June 10, 
2000.  

For Baghdad, the relationship was attractive because Syria could buy significantly 
more oil at better financial terms than Iraq’s other available illicit markets and Damascus 
was more willing than any other neighboring state to allow military goods to be shipped 
to Iraq through its territory.   

 
The State Oil Marketing Organization [of Iraq] SOMO and the Syrian Oil 

Marketing Office negotiated the bilateral trade Protocol in Baghdad from 27 to 29 May 
2000. Contracts were written under the Protocol from June 2000 through March 2003.1 

 
What follows is an examination of the findings of the IRS-CI interviews, in 

addition to findings by HIRC Committee staff, and information from the Duelfer Report 
issued in November 2004 by the Central Intelligence Agency. 
 
The Documents:   
 

It is important to note that the following documents are the product of the IRS-CI. 
 
 Of particular concern to the Committee are the following documents. 
 

o Document 1 details the Iraqi accounts at the Commercial Bank of Syria and the 
Syrian Lebanese Commercial Bank.  Account balances and procedures are 
explained. 

o Document 2 details more about the accounts at the Commercial Bank of Syria 
and describes the “majority of Iraqi trade with Syria was transacted through SEAS 

                                                 
1 Comprehensive Report of the Special Advisor to the DCI on Iraq’s WMD, Volume I, September 30, 2004, 
pp. 25-26.  



aka SES or CECS belonging to Dr. Asef Shaleesh.  He mentioned that Shaleesh 
was related to the President of Syria.” HIRC p. 000004 

o Document 3 explains more about financial transactions as well as Dr. Asef 
Shaleesh. HIRC p. 000005 

o Document 4 explains more about financial transactions as well as the sale of 
electrical equipment from France to Iraq, through Syria.  HIRC p. 000007 

o Document 5 explains the role of “tribute payments” being made to the former 
Defense Minister of Syria, Mustapha Tlas.  HIRC p. 000010 

o Document 6 explains the use of intermediaries in the purchase of military 
equipment for Iraq.  Two of the intermediaries are:  Firas Talas [sic] son of the 
former Minister of Defense and Thualhima Shaleesh, Chief of the Presidential 
bodyguard and cousin of Syrian President Bashar Assad.  Note another Shaleesh 
is present in these documents.  HIRC p. 000011 




























