6 Feb 2006 - Iraqi Army Getting Ready

There is great progress being made in Iraq in general and in Al Anbar Province in particular.  We are actively working our way out of this occupation.  According to the Beirut-based Dar Alhayat, “U.S. and Iraqi officials have begun discussions to hand over security responsibilities as U.S. forces withdraw gradually.  The Dar Alhayat story, published on www.PowerLineBlog.com and confirmed by two Iraqi officials with knowledge of the discussions, reported that Iraqi Prime Minister Ibrahim Al Jafari, tribal leaders, U.S. Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad and Multinational Forces Commander Gen. George Casey reached an agreement to replace U.S. forces spread throughout Anbar province with locally enlisted forces.”
To that end we have focused lots of our manpower on training the Iraqi Security Forces.  And, as you know, that has been my life the past five months:

I’m the head of the Ministry of Defense section and my colleague Lt Col John Yurcak is the head of the Ministry of Interior section. 
Below is the “office” building in which we spend all of our time when we are not with Iraqi troops.  Not quite the hallowed halls of the Ivy League, but rather, they are the very functional sandbagged halls of the American educators and trainers of the Iraqi Security Forces in Al Anbar Province. 
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The challenges in getting the Iraqi Army ready to take over are many: creating effective military leaders, instilling discipline, creating skilled fighters, ensuring adequate and operational equipment, creating a robust logistics structure (with competent Ministry of Defense officials), inculcating respect for human rights and the rule of law, and strengthening the concept of soldiers being part of a national army instead of an army organized to defend sectarian interests.  None of this is completed, but all of it is underway. 
My experience with Iraqi soldiers and the Ministry of Defense has been eye-opening – some experiences good and some not so good.  To the good side, there is a fairly strong cadre of trainers around the country now.  Our principle is to have Iraqi’s train Iraqi’s and from what I’ve seen they are good soldiers. 

Here are a couple of photos of the last Iraqi boot camp we conducted in Fallujah.
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The typical Iraqi soldier is not a coward; we have many reports of soldiers running toward the sound of gunfire, not away from it, and many reports of bravery under fire.  They’ve taken a lot of casualties, especially since their equipment, particularly armored vehicles, is far inferior to ours.  
Individual discipline and officer leadership have a long way to go.  The scene below is from the boot camp at An Numiniyah Military training base.  The first photo shows the Iraqi recruits’ tents and the second photo shows what they did behind those tents – they pooped on the ground because they were too lazy to walk to the toilet or because that’s what they’ve always done.  Either way, they created an unsanitary condition that was unacceptable by American standards.  Our advisors made them clean it up; and Col Pete Martino, the Marine advisor to this new brigade, told them, “The next man I catch pooping where he shouldn’t, I’m going to make him put it back where it came from!”  Not a pleasant prospect.  The Iraqi’s started putting their poop where it belonged.
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Below is a picture of the mess they created behind their living areas
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“The Iraqi soldiers don’t eat, pee, and poop like our soldiers.  Our soldiers are very high maintenance.”  --------- Lt. Colonel Carol Anderson, commander of 46th Engineer Battalion in January 24, 2006 Stars and Stripes interview about Combat Outpost South, near Al Qaim (on the Syrian border)
The Iraqi’s have a different style of pooping than Americans.  Arabs use “Eastern style’ toilets, which are essentially holes in the ground.  The principle is to plant feet firmly on either side of the hole and squat.  They didn’t like the new port-a-potties we bought them, but they tried to adapt to them by standing on top of the benches and straddling the toilet seats – as demonstrated below by Yours Truly.  Quite a few Iraqi soldiers slipped and fell through because the seats/benches weren’t made for standing.  So we shored up all the toilets with frames of 2 x 4’s.  Since they have no use for toilet seats, we removed them from almost all the port-a-potties.  And one more thing – notice there is no toilet paper in the port-a-potties.  The Iraqi’s use their left hand and water instead of toilet paper.  I don’t like to think about it, so just know that’s how it is.  This is a key reason the left hand is considered unclean in Arab culture. 
That’s your cultural lesson for today.  Celebrate diversity.
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Although I mentioned the Iraqi soldier is typically a brave individual, his discipline is not good.  He doesn’t always heed his tactical lessons, he doesn’t stay alert at his guard posts, he doesn’t stay accountable for his gear, he doesn’t return from leave on time, he doesn’t always make certain of his targets, he doesn’t maintain sanitary conditions in his living space, and he doesn’t always wash his hands.  The consequences of all this lack of individual discipline are obvious.  As for the last item, there have been numerous cases of gastro-intestinal ailments that take soldiers out of the fight for a few days. 
All of this could be solved if the officers and NCO’s exhibited some basic leadership traits.  Much of military leadership is learned and these officers and NCO’s just haven’t learned it yet.  I don’t blame them; I blame decades of highly centralized control of their entire structure, where junior and mid-level officers were given no encouragement to exercise initiative or plan ahead.  Nobody thinks past tomorrow; they have very short time horizons.  Planning and logistics are brand new to these guys and it’s going to take a generation to change it.  Beyond that, they haven’t learned that much progress can be made in unit proficiency is they just supervise, supervise, supervise.  It’s not hard to do, but getting them to do it has proven difficult.  

Here is the bakery that services 3,000 soldiers three times per day with fresh bread.  The bread is fresh and sanitary and on time.  They do a good job because their boss is always checking.
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Below you can see an Iraqi colonel having a post-bootcamp graduation lunch with me.  Nice guy, but I was disappointed he didn’t talk much about the welfare and proficiency of his men.  He was more interested in talking about his two wives and 18 children.  Notice they don’t use utensils, just their right hand.
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The level of leadership that needs the most improvement is perhaps the ministerial level.  I’m hoping the new government, which is not yet formed, will show substantial improvement because the current one just can’t seem to take care of the basic needs of its soldiers.  I know that some of the backwardness and dysfunction is simply the managers and bureaucrats not being exposed to basic administration and leadership principles.  My trips to the Ministry of Defense in Baghdad bear this out.  At the Ministry there is chaos as thousands of people, all of whom have business to conduct, move throughout the buildings trying to find the right people to solve their problems.  It’s a big game of connect-the-dots and let-me find-somebody-I-know, probably a lot like Tammany Hall used to be 80-90 years ago.  But that will change over time.  Senior leadership just doesn’t seem to understand how important their decisions and their actions are to the soldier on the front line.  It’s getting better slowly, though.  

Here is the top general in the Iraqi Army, Lt Gen Abdul Qatir, as we met at the Ministry of Defense.  He’s trying to get action out of subordinates and trying to hold them accountable.  (He’s well known so showing his face is not a problem.)
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If I had to grade all of these elements on a report card, I’d give us a C minus; not bad considering the grade would have been “F” in my opinion eighteen month ago.  The good news is that the score is going to continue to improve.  If we can get it to a B or B plus solution, we should declare “mission accomplished” and turn over the fighting and policing completely to the Iraqi’s.  But the timing of that action is well above my pay grade.

So in the meantime I think we’ve cracked the code to making great strides in improving the Iraqi army:

Potty training

Make them wash their hands

Make them clean their rooms

Make them do their homework

Look for vast gains in the months ahead.

Scott 
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