Part of a memo from John Levins, Kuwait’s main warden for Australians and New Zealanders

Dated  16th March 2003

British Embassy Wardens' Meeting
Here's the full briefing on Saturday, February 22nd's British Embassy wardens' meeting, covering all British Embassy Area Wardens, the two dozen Company Wardens (mainly schools), and National Wardens (AA, NZ, EI).  John Lawson and myself attended as National Wardens respectively for Australians and New Zealanders and me covering for Stu Mooney, who had work commitments. Gerry Burton as KOC company warden was out of town. As with the previous meeting, the panel comprised the Deputy Head of Mission, Robin Lamb and the Consul and the Vice-Consul. 

This meeting was a regularly scheduled one but followed the FCO's Travel Advice of February 19th on Kuwait, circulated to you on that day but with the main points reproduced below:
We advise you not to make any non-essential travel including holiday travel to Kuwait; and, if already in Kuwait, to leave unless you consider your presence there is essential. 

We are giving this advice because of the increasing regional tension and of the risk of terrorist action.  Developments on Iraq and any further increase in regional tension could affect our travel advice.  You should check it daily and follow developments closely.

We have ordered the departure of dependants of staff  in the Embassy and authorised the departure of those of our staff who wish to leave.

The advice is now because of the risk to British nationals posed by the latent terrorist threat. In time, the risk from Iraqi military retaliation may compound this, and the terrorist threat could further increase as a reaction to military action. There has already been a "call-to-arms" by Al-Qaeda. The commencement of military action against Iraq may make it more likely that sleeper cells or other individuals in Kuwait may answer these calls.

The advice has been approved at the highest levels of the FCO, by  Secretary of State Jack Straw. It is based on advice of the FCO itself and that of intelligence agencies and reflects an assessment of the risk and the British Government's concern for its citizens.

The point was made at the conclusion of the meeting that a British national, a contractor to a company serving the Saudi defence forces, had been shot and killed in Saudi Arabia, yet the FCO's travel advice for Kuwait was still stronger than that for Saudi Arabia. That point was allowed to speak for itself. The panel stated that there is a very strong possiblity that there will be a terrorist threat in Kuwait. There is no guarantee that the pattern where US military and US military contractors will be maintained.


(a) Consistency With Australian Travel Advice of Friday, February 14th
There was little further discussion on the appropriateness or otherwise of the Australian Travel Advice for Kuwait. This was now seen as less strong than what the British are now saying about Kuwait. If anything, there was a sense that the Australian advice may have been a few days premature but the argument, if one exists, is more about timing and wording than substantive content.


(b) Essential/Non-Essential
The meeting was dominated more by questions-and-answer rather than briefings from the panel. The panel was unequivocal that the advice is clear and in little need of further elaboration. If people don't need to be in Kuwait, they should leave.

Much of the discussion was on the meaning of "essential". Advice from the panel was as follows:
"It is for the individual, in conjunction with the organisation the individual works for, to determine for themselves whether their continued presence in Kuwait is essential."


Those who do not have compelling commitments should leave. The Embassy was not prepared to define these terms for people.

A number of company wardens (i.e. people whose warden role is to pass the Embassy's advice to British, Australian, New Zealand and Irish nationals in their companies, and to convey the concerns of those nationals in their companies to the Embassy) raised questions about the effect of the advice on their businesses, particularly how it might lead employees to depart. The panel was clear about the role of the wardens: it was to pass the information to their "parishes" as individuals and to reiterate the advice. The duty of wardens is to relay the advice of the FCO and Embassy, unadulterated, and not to be dismissive of it or to interpret in the commercial context of the businesses they may be managing.

The Embassy recognises and appreciates that the advice will have an effect on the ability of some businesses to function, and will cause many customers to leave, but its primary responsibility is to advise its citizens in their personal capacities. It cannot and will not tell Kuwaiti-owned businesses how to conduct their affairs. As such, no one should look for a further stage where the FCO and Embassy will DIRECT people to leave or businesses to close. The FCO and Embassy CANNOT tell people what to do and it has no power to tell businesses to close. In the case of schools, given that about half of the company wardens are from schools, the only authority that can REQUIRE schools to close is the Ministry of Education as an organ of our hosts, the Government of Kuwait.

One company warden raised the point that the role of the Embassy was to promote British business and trade, including, in the case of his business, education. He was told quite clearly that the primary purpose of the Embassy and of the British Government as a whole, was to ensure as far as possible the security and safety of its citizens. That had priority.

The point was made quite directly that businesses who place undue pressure on their British employees to remain in Kuwait may be seen as acting contrary to the Embassy's advice. This clearly included schools. 
Having said all this, it must be noted that there is no immediacy attached to the advice. It says to "consider" going and does not say that one needs to be on the next plane out. However, that was three weeks ago, so perhaps that time to go may have come.



(c) Diplomats' Dependents
These people have been ORDERED to go, which is a step further than the Americans. In parallel with this, but arising some days after the meeting, the dependents of officers in the British Military Mission were also required to leave. The last of these women and children left Kuwait on March 8th, more than two weeks after the advice. It's no secret around town that most of them didn't want to go and saw no need to go.


(d) Levels, Phases and the Future
There was some discussion on Phases and Levels, and what level of alert we are at now, or phase we are in.

The clear advice from the panel was to NOT get too hung on by numbers and letters but to read the wording of the advice. That is the main thing.

The panel clarified that levels and phases are used for diplomatic missions themselves, not necessarily for the communities. This is entirely consistent to what the Australian Consul, John Newton said. 

The Brits  are presently in Phase IB. Phase II will most likely kick in in the event of hostilities, if not before. If before hostilities, this will lead to several things, including (i) advice (or even urging) for the community to leave by commercial means as soon as possible (even immediately) whilst still available; (ii) the Embassy going down to a core staff (and thus being less capable of offering consular assistance just when people might be most expecting it); and (iii) the departure of many of the wardens, with a reduced capacity for the community to help itself. 

If Phase II kicks in on the commencement of hostilities, it is possible, even probable, that there will be no commercial services until the situation is more settled. Advice then would most likely be to leave as soon as possible in an orderly manner.

One should be aware that it is quite possible (although unlikely in this crisis) to go direct from Phase I to Phase III (i.e. immediate ordered departure of all diplomats) without going through Phase II, and it is quite possible that we may never got to Phase III, or even Phase II. The smart money seemed to be on the current travel advice remaining in force for at least the next fortnight, which has been borne out by events; I can't see it lasting much longer.

The local BA Country Manager made the point that it was possible that commercial air services could be discontinued BEFORE the British Embassy went to Phase II.

As background on "Phases", particularly how this relates to contractual entitlements, not all Embassies "sing off the same songsheet" on this.  A Canadian "Level 2" is not necessarily the same as a British or Australian "Level 2". Anyone who has an employer making decisions or applying policies on the basis of embassy levels and phases needs to get the employer to clarify where they got the definitions of the levels from (I certainly don't have them) and how they reconcile the levels or phases of respective diplomatic missions.  


(e) Evacuation
Leading on from the discussion on levels, it is clear that the Embassy does want people to leave BEFORE there is the need for an evacuation. An evacuation could, of course, only be contemplated if normal commerical services were, in effect, completely suspended. This doesn't mean that only one or two major airlines cease flying into Kuwait but that it becomes virtually impossible to get seats on scheduled flights on a timely basis. Should matters have reached the stage of an evacuation being necessary, it is most likely that the British Embassy would already be at Phase II and thus it would be very difficult for the remaining diplomats to help with the evacuation.

The assumption that "It's OK to hang on to the end and you'll be evacuated anyway," is NOT encouraged. It is quite possible that given the expected duration of military action and the risks of conducting an evacuation, there will be no evacuation and advice may be to stay inside "for the duration". Any "evacuation" would have to be conducted with the agreement and co-operation of the Kuwaiti security authorities. One does not want to be attempting such operations if the local authorities cannot guarantee the security of the reception points around town, the assembly areas, and departure points.

For now, release of advice on the reception points is deferred until Phase II. The structure of the community is changing so rapidly that they many need revision. It would only cause confusion if they are released now, then merged or changed, and people end up going to the wrong places.

You should be aware that a convoy out through Saudi Arabia is the LEAST preferred option for a variety of reasons. 

(f) Next Meeting
The next wardens meeting was to have been this past Monday, March 10th, but was deferred because there had been no change in the travel advice.

Howver, I expect that there will be a significant upgrading of the travel advice within a matter of days. This is as much from my own supposition as anything else. This advice is likely to lead to a "Level II" for the British Embassy and advice to the community urging them to leave immediately while commercial services are still available. A wardens' meeting is likely to follow.

(g) Old Advice, Good Advice
It is perhaps worthwhile repeating the following from the briefing from the previous wardens' meeting...
Should a strike occur, from Kuwait, the main issue will be the TIMING of advice to the community.  

It is accepted that:
ˆ even if there is a strike on Iraq, we may not be in any great danger here, although things may be a little tense and inconvenient for a relatively short time;

ˆ whilst there is a very small risk that a chemical or biological attack might be launched on Kuwait, the impact of such an attack could be large. This might not necessarily be from the direct effect of whatever might be in the weapons delivered, but from the panic and disruption it can cause.  If the attack is of a biological nature (much less likely and much less practical than a chemical attack), it is conceivable that the country may have to be quarantined for some time after the conflict;

ˆ the airport is most likely to be close from the first hours, or several hours before, any strike is launched.

Nevertheless, it is the very clear intention of London to time advice so that people can get out of Kuwait if necessary, in good order and in plenty of time, by normal commercial means. The Embassy will err very much on the side of caution, meaning that they will not wait until the last minute. The British Government does not want to have to conduct a services-assisted (i.e. military) evacuation as that carries its own risks. Far better for people to leave in comfort on a proper passenger plane, if necessary.

There was some discussion as to whether the British Government would have enough advance notice of an attack to issue advice and get people out, particularly if American commanders want to take advantage of the element of surprise. In other words, there was concern that we might wake up one morning to find that the war is on and the airport is closed, people really don't want to be here and the Brits weren't told. In response to this, the panel suggested that there will be more than enough indications to Iraq that an attack is on the way and that tipping Saddam off with the departure of British civilians is likely to be of no consequence at all. It is quite a different situation to 1998 when only airpower was used against Iraq.
(h) Updated Advice
The most recent FCO advice on Kuwait, current today, is as of 28 February 2003.It is essentially the same as that issued on February 19th. You can get the full text on the FCO website but it is is summary: 

We advise you not to make any non-essential travel including holiday travel (but excluding airline passengers in transit, provided they do not break their journey) to Kuwait. If you are already in Kuwait, you should leave unless you consider that your presence there is essential. We are giving this advice because of the increasing regional tension and of the risk of terrorist action. Developments on Iraq and any further increase in regional tension could affect our travel advice. You should check it daily and follow developments closely. We have ordered the departure of dependants of staff in the Embassy in Kuwait and authorised the departure of those of our staff who wish to leave. We believe that Kuwait continues to be one of a number of countries where there is an increased threat to British institutions and organisations from global terrorism. There have been recent attacks in Kuwait by terrorists and you should maintain a high level of vigilance and exercise good security practice.

4. Air Capacity
John Lawson covered this more than adequately in the material I sent around for him, and which he sent direct to the Kiwis on February 24th.

Since then, I've spoken with the local Country Manager for BA. They have been very kindly including Aussies, Kiwis and their non ANZ family members in their planning for how many aircraft they many need to bring in should the travel advice be strengthened. However, given that they would be flying west and most of our people with homes in Australia or New Zealand would wish to go EAST, using Arab or Asian airlines, we may be placing too much of a burden on BA. On top of that, with the departure of many of the ANZ's of Western origin over the past two weeks, about 75% of ANZ's in Kuwait are of Arab or Eastern origin and thus at little risk from Al-Qaeda and their like.  Many will be staying and those who may leave are more likely to go to Mediterranean Arab countries or to the sub-continent.
Unless a large segment of ANZ's have strong objections, I intend to tell BA that they may not need to plan for us in their emergency air capacity, and that our people, so long as normal commercial services are functioning, will be most likely using other airlines.


You should be aware that BA is likely to be among the first airlines to stop flying into Kuwait. They were badly burned back in 1990/91 and arequite risk averse. 

You would also be aware from news reports that they have scrapped plans to "hub" out of Dubai and are now operating through Larnaca. I recognise that Larnaca will suit many of our ANZ's of Arab origin as they will have family in countries readily accessible from there.  However, BA are presently unable to drop people off in Larnaca. It's only a crew change stop. This may change in an emergency evacuation situation or if charters are use, but don't bank on it.  If you go out on a special BA-operated flight or a regular BA flight, it's London or nothing. 


5. The French
Commentary on the French position is at http://jrweston.net/HIK/BTF/BTF.htm   Updated almost daily. 


6. The Irish
I'm briefing you on the Irish situation not just because of my own Irish heritage but because of the parallels between the Irish situation and Australia and New Zealand's (particularly with the latter, being a small, divided island nation with a mixed relationship and some language similarity with its much larger nearest neighbour), given that we're all (largely) English-speaking Western countries with reasonably-sized communities here with no local embassies.

You should be aware of an important thread in the Irish character which obliges it to be fiercely independent and in particular, not to be seen to be following on from or being influenced by anything British, particularly English. A bit like the ANZ's. However, one has to be practical and recognise one's place in the overall scheme of things. As such, any difference in wording in Irish advice from British advice is most likely quite deliberate but not necessarily meant to convey a different emphasis or meaning. 

The Irish Ambassador, Mr. Conor Murphy, visited Kuwait during the last week of February and held a community meeting with his people. Very nice little buffet at the Marriott, thank you.

I missed the first ten minutes or so of the meeting but the points were basically as follows. In general, the Irish, characteristically, seem a lot more relaxed about things than some of the larger countries.
(a) Threat. From Al-Qaeda and local loonies at present, but they aren't necessarily going to be able to tell an Irishman from an American. However, noted that to date the targets of such incidents have been US military or US military contractors but as such targets are made more difficult to hit, it is quite possible that 'softer' ones may be chosen;

(b) Working together. The Irish work in very close co-operation with the UK and the EU and the Minister of Foreign Affairs and the Irish Government will take whatever action is necessary to secure the safety of Irish citizens. This is a direct quote. I don't think that this means we can expect Irish Air Force C-130's at the airport or the Irish Army deployed to bring their people out, but it does perhaps mean that they will do whatever is reasonable, given that people will have had plenty of opportunity to leave by normal commercial means. The Irish government, realising the disruption to life that leaving a job and responsibilities can cause, does not want to advise people to leave prematurely but if enough other (often larger) countries advise their people to do so, then Ireland has little choice but to fall in line.
(c) Levels. Back to these again. The Irish have four "levels"They are (1) Alert; (2) Advise to Leave; (3) Urge to Leave; (4) Evacuate if is unsafe to remain. Mr. Murphy said that at the time, they were on "Level 2, moving into Level 3". It is probably safe to say that they are a little more into Level 3 now.

(d) Dangers. This is linked a bit to (a) above. The Irish see three threats. The first is war, with "a 95% chance"  of happening, as he put it. However, the risk of a retaliatory attack from Iraq is seen as unlikely although it is recognised that if such retaliation occurs with unconventional weapons, that the effect could be significant if not in immediate casualties but in the panic it may cause. The second is trouble from the "street" as a reaction to the war commencing or about to commence, or even happening. Far more likely in countries other than Kuwait, even the one the Ambassador himself resides in nearby. The third is obviously Al-Qaeda both now, as is the ongoing situation, but also in reaction to the commencement of hostilities. 

(e) Essential/ non-essential. The Irish, in typically egalitarian style, don't make a distinction between someone being essential and non-essential. They aren't even going to try to define it. As far as they are concerned, everyone is equal. It is very much up to the individuals to make their own minds up. It is a subjective thing, with, as Mr. Murphy put it, "a cocktail of factors".

(f) Land Evacuation, via Saudi. This was a question from the floor. The Ambassador said that the "more and more he reflects on it, the more he would advise against it. For one thing, if you do get into Saudi Arabia, Bahrain (the closest place that most people would be heading to) might not be an option as it will fill up very quickly. It'll be very hard (not to mention expensive) to get hotels, especially as a lot of people from Saudi Arabia will also be headed there. It is also quite possible that commercial flights may be unable to operate from Bahrain as well and Kuwait and Qatar.  The UAE is perhaps a better option but that's much further. The Ambassador stated that he understood that Saudi Arabia has nor stopped the issued of transit visas but I later confirmed that this is not so.
(g) Website. Another question from the floor, whether the Irish Embassy has any plans to establish a website, as the Brits and Americans have here. This was something dear to the heart of Mr. Murphy but it seems that it is beyond the financial resources of the Irish Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  However, they do have e-mail <irishembassy@awalnet.net.sa>.

(h) Irish Wardens. Besides the Irish Warden, Vera Al-Mutawa, there are seven Irish sub-wardens. Brian Denny, Patricia Whelan, John Towell (taking over from Tom Byrne) Paul D. Kennedy, Faris Glubb, Liam McPharlan and Des Nelson, with Tim Brosnan (no relation to 007) as back-up. Eight in total, plus Vera. Vera's daughter, Hanan, does much of the database work. The Irish warden system works generally by geographic area rather than, like ANZAK, economic sectors.


Attached is a notice of February 22nd, 2003 from the Irish Embassy in Riyadh, distributed by the local Irish Warden March 5th. Some useful stuff in there on personal security, particularly re vehicles. Also attached is a subsequent notice of March 10th on which the following errata was subsequently issued:

I refer to this Embassy's advisory notice for Irish citizens in Kuwait of 10 March, 2003. 
 
It has been brought to my attention that, in our notice, this Embassy mistakenly misquoted from a warden notice of 9 March, 2003 issued by the British Embassy in Kuwait. We do of course apologise both to our citizens and to our colleagues in the British Embassy for any confusion caused as a result of our unintentional misrepresentation of the British Embassy position. 
 
Irish citizens should be aware that there has been NO change in advice issued by the British Embassy since its Warden Notice of 2 March. That Embassy continues to advise that their nationals should now leave Kuwait unless they consider their presence there to be essential.     
 
Diarmuid O'Leary
Third Secretary
Embassy of Ireland
Riyadh
 

Since that meeting, Mr. Conor Barrington, First Secretary at Irish Embassy in Riyadh, has been posted to Kuwait and will remain here for an indefinite period. Conor is available to receive all queries from Irish citizens, in addition to passport issues of which he will be glad to sort out /renew etc. He can be contacted at the Kuwait Palace Hotel 571-0301. His mobile number is (00966) 5414 1793 (a Saudi Arabian number)


7. Rumour Control
People are being remarkably good with rumour and generally treating them with the combination of contempt and common sense that they deserve. There are far less rumours flying around the ANZ's than there were in 1998 or 1994, and even less than at some times last year. People seem to have very much got their act together, at least among the ANZ's.

However, a few pointers, especially if you bring rumours to me to check:
Rule number 1 when checking any rumour with me or any other warden: Please give me the name and if possible the contact details of the person who passed the rumour on to you, and the name and contact details of the person who passed it on to them, and the name and contact details of the person who passed it on to them, all the way back to the original source of "information", preferably with the basis of the information, so that we have the hard information necessary to chew them out and have their residence visas cancelled for undermining public morale should it be unfounded.

Rule number 2  (particularly re checking rumours related to airport closures): Ring the Directorate-General of Civil Aviation first on 433-4499 and see if they have anything to say on it. Only then contact anyone else. By definition, the people who actually run the airport should have a reasonable idea of what the story is. Granted they might say they don't know or you may not get any answer at all, but at least give them a go and a chance to set the record straight. Maybe it will close and maybe it won't, so  if it's going to be a problem for you if it does close, then you should go before it does. If this ends up to be a false alarm and really screws up your life, then by having the information necessary in Rule number 1, you can take it out on whover passed it on to you, all the way back to the originator.

Any other proposed rules are most welcome.

TRAVEL ADVICE

from the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs & Trade

Kuwait

This Advice is current for Monday 17 March 2003 EDT

The Advice was issued on Monday 17 March 2003 16:20:07 EDT

This advice has been reviewed. It contains new information or advice. The overall level of warning has increased.

Given the risk of conflict in Iraq and heightened tensions in the Middle East,  Australians should not travel to Kuwait.  Iraq has made public statements threatening Kuwait.  All Australians in Kuwait are strongly urged to put their own safety first and leave immediately by available commercial means.  Commercial air services in Kuwait are likely to cease in the event of or before an outbreak of conflict in Iraq and Australians should leave now while they have the opportunity. Australians remaining in Kuwait, despite this advice, are advised to exercise extreme caution and closely monitor developments that might affect their safety.  Australians in Kuwait are strongly encouraged to register with the Australian Embassy in Riyadh.

Safety and Security

Given the risk of conflict in Iraq and heightened tensions in the Middle East, Australians should not travel to Kuwait.  Iraq has made public statements threatening Kuwait and in the event of conflict, concerns for security in Kuwait will sharply increase. All Australians in Kuwait are strongly urged to put their own safety first and leave immediately by available commercial means.  Commercial air services in Kuwait are likely to cease in the event of or before an outbreak of conflict in Iraq and Australians should leave now while they have the opportunity.

Australians in Kuwait who do not heed this advice to depart should be aware that the Australian government?s ability to provide consular services in Iraq is very limited.  Australia does not have a mission in Kuwait.  Australians remaining in Kuwait, despite this advice, should exercise extreme caution and closely monitor developments that might affect their safety.  Australians in Kuwait are strongly encouraged to register with the Australian Embassy in Riyadh, or online at  ttp://www.orao.dfat.gov.au  Australians in Kuwait should ensure that travel documentation, including passports and any necessary visas, for themselves and their dependents is valid and up-to-date.

This travel advice should be read in conjunction with the General Advice to Australian Travellers at http://www.dfat.gov.au/zw-cgi/view/Advice/General.  It advises Australians in the Middle East region to be aware of the possible use of chemical and biological weapons in any conflict against Iraq, and take precautions if they have concerns about their security from such threats in consultation with their employers and local authorities. Preparing for the Unexpected?, published by Emergency Management Australia, provides general guidance on chemical, biological and radiological threats and is available at http://www.ema.gov.au

The General Advice also advises that there would be heightened potential for terrorist activity and civil unrest in the event of conflict in Iraq.  Potential exists for terrorist acts against tourist and religious sites, as well as other sites frequented by expatriates including international schools.  We recommend heightened vigilance for Australians at all such locations.

There have been several incidents involving firearms in Kuwait recently.  Although there is no indication that Australians are being specifically targeted, Australians should exercise extreme caution, particularly in areas where large numbers of Westerners congregate regularly and publicly.  Australians should avoid any large public gatherings or demonstrations and keep themselves informed of developments that might affect their safety.


Wardens notice no. 10/03

Monday 17 March 2003

Dear Wardens

In my notice 09/03, issued this morning, I drew attention to the Phase 2 advice now issued by the Foreign & Commonwealth Office.  As you may know, the US Embassy has today issued similar advice.   

We have received a number of enquiries in the last few hours about arrangements for a Phase 3 evacuation.  Please therefore underline to British nationals on your list that: 

· we have just issued unequivocal advice to leave while commercial flights continue

· commercial flights are likely to be disrupted should there be military action in Iraq
· our advice makes it clear that we are reducing to a core staff 

· we will thereafter only be able to offer a severely restricted consular service

· we can give no assurances that we will implement further arrangements to assist British nationals to leave Kuwait beyond those now in hand

· people should go now: a decision to stay is entirely and solely the responsibility of the individual concerned

· the travel advice notes that attacks from Iraq and from terrorists could involve chemical and biological weapons

· the sensible response to a CBW threat is not to be there in the first place – this is why taking account of FCO travel advice is so important
This morning’s Wardens notice mentioned that chartered flights were being arranged to carry those who now decide to leave in accordance with Phase 2 advice.  These charter flights would cease to be available if military action in Iraq were to take place.  We will in the meantime confirm them if British nationals are unable to obtain bookings on commercial flights.

John Francis

HM Consul
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Kuwait
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