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In 1996, the United Nations (UN) 
Security Council and Iraq began the 
Oil for Food program to address 
Iraq’s humanitarian situation after 
sanctions were imposed in 1990. 
More than $67 billion in oil revenue 
was obtained through the program, 
with $31 billion in humanitarian 
assistance delivered to Iraq. 
 
The 2005 Defense Authorization Act 
mandated that GAO review the Oil 
for Food program. GAO reviewed 
how the UN adhered to five key 
internal control standards in its 
stewardship of the program. GAO 
assessed (1) the program’s control 
environment and (2) key elements 
of the other internal control 
standards.  GAO also reported on 
the UN Compensation 
Commission’s progress in paying 
reparations from Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO recommends that the 
Secretary of State and the 
Permanent Representative of the 
U.S. to the UN work with member 
states to encourage the Secretary 
General to (1) ensure that UN 
programs with considerable 
financial risk apply internationally 
accepted internal control standards 
and (2) strengthen internal controls 
throughout the UN, based on 
lessons from the Oil for Food 
program. State and the UN 
responded that they are taking 
steps to strengthen internal 
controls at the UN. 
 

The UN Oil for Food program would have benefited from an internationally 
accepted internal control framework to provide reasonable assurance in 
safeguarding assets and meeting program objectives. Although the program 
averted a humanitarian crisis while limiting Iraq’s ability to purchase 
military-related items, internal control problems allowed the former Iraqi 
regime to manipulate the program and circumvent sanctions to obtain 
billions of dollars in illicit payments. In particular, weaknesses in the control 
environment of the Oil for Food program compromised oversight and made 
it vulnerable to fraud and abuse.  For example, Iraq negotiated contracts 
directly with companies purchasing its oil and selling commodities. In the 
absence of UN oversight, Iraq manipulated contract terms and obtained 
kickbacks. Moreover, the program had a complex structure with unclear 
lines of responsibility and authority. This diffusion among various entities 
meant that no single entity was accountable for the program in its entirety. 
 

The Oil for Food program also had weaknesses in the four key internal 
control standards—risk assessment, control activities, information and 
communication, and monitoring—that facilitated Iraq’s ability to obtain illicit 
revenues ranging from $7.4 billion to $12.8 billion. In particular, the UN did 
not provide for timely assessments to address the risks posed by Iraq’s 
control over contracting and the program’s expansion from emergency 
assistance to commodities for 24 sectors. 
 

Internal Controls Framework in the Oil for Food Program 

Source: GAO.

Risk
Assessment
• No assessments 

to address 
challenges posed 
by Iraqi contract-
ing and program 
expansion

Control Activities
• Mitigated import of 

military items and illicit 
oil surcharges

• Did not prevent 
smuggling or kickbacks

Information and
Communication
• Lack of disclosure 

on kickback 
schemes

• Poor coordination 
among UN agencies 
hindered projects

Monitoring
• No internal audits 

of commodity 
contracts

• Audit findings not 
fully addressed

• Concessions to Iraq limited UN oversight
• Diffuse structure with unclear accountability

Control Environment

 
 
The UN Security Council established the UN Compensation Commission 
(UNCC) in 1991 to process claims and pay victims of Iraq’s invasion of 
Kuwait.  Security Council resolution 986 provided that a portion of proceeds 
from Iraq oil sales would go to the compensation fund.  The commission 
approved awards of $52.5 billion to more than 1.5 million claimants and has 
paid more than $20 billion of this amount; however, Iraq still owes almost 
$32.2 billion in unpaid awards. Future payments for these awards could 
extend through 2020. These unpaid awards are in addition to the $51 billion 
that Iraq owes to international creditors.  

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-330. 
 
To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on the link above. 
For more information, contact Joseph 
Christoff at (202) 512-8979 or 
christoffj@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-330
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-330


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


