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Kuwait: Invasion and  
the Roots of War
Two hours after midnight on August 2, 1990, one hundred thousand of Iraqi 
dictator Saddam Hussein’s crack troops rumbled across Iraq’s southern border 
into tiny Kuwait. They streaked southward toward the Kuwaiti capital of Kuwait 
City in tanks, personnel carriers, and ordinary buses. The invaders consisted 
chiefly of three Iraqi Republican Guard divisions—two armored and one 
mechanized. They represented about one-tenth of Iraq’s standing army, the 
largest in the Middle East.

Opposing them, Kuwait’s tiny army numbered fewer than 16,000 troops. 
Against Iraq’s mechanized might, the Kuwaitis could field only 250 tanks, 450 
personnel carriers, and fewer than 100 artillery pieces. Their air force consisted 
of only 30 to 40 strike aircraft, two transports, and not a single bomber. The 
results of the ensuing clash were predictable. 

At 2:00 a.m., in the Dasman Palace in Kuwait City, Jaber al-Ahmed al-
Sabah, emir (leader) of Kuwait, awoke to the whine of jet engines and the 
whop-whopping of rotor blades. Saddam’s warplanes and helicopter gunships 
were attacking strategic targets in the capital. The emir sprang up and rushed 
to his personal helicopter. It took to the air amid the developing chaos and 
whisked him to safety in Saudi Arabia. Moments after he left, an Iraqi chopper 
spewed a torrent of rockets into his vacated palace.

At the same time, troop-carrying Iraqi helicopters landed two Republican 
Guard battalions in the city. The elite troops began attacking strategic points 
around the capital. Within the hour, armored units of the Guard thundered into 
the city and joined the battle. Moving swiftly, they occupied key government 
buildings, communications facilities, and the central bank. Simultaneously, 
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Overview of the Persian Gulf War

seaborne forces stormed ashore south of the capital and cut off the coastal road 
to Saudi Arabia.

Throughout the rest of the night, Radio Kuwait broadcast desperate ap-
peals for outside help. The city’s tiny garrison of soldiers—with help from the 
local police—fought valiantly against impossible odds. But by day’s end, Kuwait 
City had fallen. And by noon the next day, all of Kuwait belonged to Saddam 
Hussein.

~
Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait surprised most of the world but was not entirely un-
expected. In mid-July 1990, some 30,000 Iraqi troops had deployed along the 
Iraq-Kuwait border. Their presence was an expression of Saddam’s discontent. 
In February of that year, the Iraqi dictator-president had admitted that Iraq 
faced economic collapse. An eight-year war with Iran (1980–1988) had shoved 
his country to the brink of bankruptcy. The war had produced no clear victor, 
but the cost of waging it had left Iraq in debt to the tune of some $80 billion. 
Iraqi debts included more than $15 billion owed to Kuwait and another $25 
billion to other Gulf nations.

To add to Saddam’s woes, soldiers leaving Iraq’s one-million-man army 
after the Iran-Iraq War found few jobs to return to in civilian life. The cost of 
maintaining such a large army in 1990 alone drove Iraq’s military budget up 
to $12.9 billion. Saddam did not have that kind of money, but he had to do 
something. He borrowed more money and fell even deeper into debt.

Further, the rising inflation rate in Iraq stood at about 40 percent. Taxes 
already took about 72 percent of an Iraqi wage earner’s annual income of 
roughly $1,950. Another increase in taxes would surely risk a civil uprising. 
Saddam knew he had to look outside Iraq to resolve his ever-growing money 
problems, and he looked first to the other Arab states in the Gulf region.

In February 1990, Saddam met with fellow members of the Arab Coopera-
tion Council in Amman, Jordan. He all but commanded the Gulf states to bail 
him out of his financial difficulties. In addition to calling for an immediate 
freeze on his existing loan payments, he asked for a new loan of $30 billion to 
jump-start Iraq’s economy. “Let the Gulf states know,” he warned, “that if they 
[do] not give this money to me, I [will] know how to get it.”1
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Saddam followed his veiled threat with more audacious requests for  
financial help at the end of June. From each Arab member of the Organization 
of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), he demanded $10 billion in aid. 
(OPEC is an international group of oil-producing nations. It was organized in 
1960 to coordinate the petroleum policies of its member nations. OPEC attempts 
to control the price of oil by regulating oil production by means of a quota 
system. Each member nation is allowed to produce a set amount of oil over a 
given period of time.) To justify his demands, Saddam portrayed himself as the 
champion of Arab interests against the non-Arab Iranian revolution. Iraq, he 
pointed out, had sacrificed more men in the war with Iran than the other Arab 
states combined in their wars against Israel. In the Iraqi dictator’s view, the 
Arab states all owed him for services rendered.

The other Arab leaders did not share Saddam’s vision. Neither did they 
recognize how desperate the Iraqi dictator was to save his failing regime and 
fractured nation. Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and Saudi leaders in the 
House of Saud pretty much ignored Saddam’s pleas and threats. They declined 
to forgive his old debts or to favor him with new grants. An increasingly desper-
ate Saddam turned next to his southern neighbor.

When the emir of Kuwait similarly rejected Saddam’s pleas, Saddam 
accused Kuwait of stealing oil from the Rumaila oil field. The field lies mostly 
in southeastern Iraq but extends across the border into Kuwait. It ranks among 
the world’s richest oil reserves. In the late 1930s, Iraqi leaders began to claim 
ownership of not only the Rumaila oil field but also Kuwait itself. Iraq’s claim 
traces back to the old Ottoman Empire (c.1300–1899) when Kuwait formed a 
part of a vilayet (district) governed from Iraq. Saddam claimed Kuwait as Iraq’s 
“nineteenth province.” He also claimed rightful ownership of Warbah and 
Bubiyan, two desolate islands at the mouth of the estuary leading to Iraq’s 
southern port of Umm Qasr. In any case, Saddam demanded $2.4 billion from 
Kuwait in payment for the “stolen” oil. Kuwait ignored him.

Saddam countered by again lashing out at the Arab oil-producing states. 
The United Arab Emirates and Kuwait bore the brunt of his anger. He argued 
that they were exceeding the production quotas set by OPEC and thereby 
shaving the price of oil. Their excesses, he claimed, were costing Iraq $1 billion 
a year in lost oil profits. Kuwait, on the other hand, figured that any profits  
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derived from exceeding its oil quota were justified, and were just another way 
of recovering some of its war loans from Iraq.

On July 18, Saddam issued an ultimatum to Kuwait. It called for a sta-
bilization of oil prices, a freeze on Iraq’s wartime loans, and assistance in 
rebuilding Iraq. If the Kuwaitis refused to oblige, he warned, “We will have no 
choice but to resort to effective action to put things right and ensure the restitu-
tion of our rights.”2 Nine days later, Kuwait agreed to cut back on production 
to drive the price of oil up to $18 a barrel. The next day, however, Kuwait an-
nounced that its oil-production cutback would last only until the fall. Saddam 
responded by sending 30,000 more troops toward Kuwait—and so the Iraqi 
troop buildup along Kuwait’s northern frontier continued.

Middle East observers believe Saddam had probably decided to invade 
Kuwait before he issued his ultimatum of July 18. With his military forces 
moving southward, only one issue remained unresolved. Since the fracturing 
of the Soviet Union the year before, the United States represented the only 
world power strong enough to deter his designs on Kuwait. The United States 
had supported Iraq in its war with Iran, but U.S.-Iraqi relations had cooled 
over recent months. Saddam wanted to secure at least a tacit approval of his 
impending action from U.S. President George H. W. Bush in Washington,  
D.C. With that in mind, he summoned April Glaspie, the U.S. ambassador to 
Baghdad, to a meeting at the Presidential Palace on July 25.

At his meeting with Glaspie, Saddam criticized the United States for 
supporting “Kuwait’s economic war against Iraq.”3 He pointed out that Ameri-
cans should be grateful to Iraq for having contained the Iranian fundamentalists. 
On a graver note, he threatened the United States with terrorist acts if it did 
not cease its hostile policy toward Iraq. “If you use pressure, we will deploy 
pressure and force,” he cautioned. “We cannot come all the way to the United 
States but individual Arabs may reach you.”4

Ambassador Glaspie replied mildly. “We have no opinion on Arab-Arab 
conflicts, like your border conflicts with Kuwait,”5 she said. Saddam took her 
moderate response as a green light for his planned invasion of Kuwait. The 
coming months would show that he had clearly gotten his signals crossed.
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