28 October 2005

Everyone-

I’m finding it increasingly difficult to find the time to put together these updates.  The workload in my new job is crushing.  Not complaining – just the way it is.

I’ll try to post something every two weeks. 

Now, on to the update. 
Quote of the Day - from a high ranking Al Anbar official: “I don’t worry about insurgents.  I have God and the Marines on my side.”

The word is just in that the Iraqi’s have overwhelmingly accepted the new constitution – 78% voted “Yes”.  Voter turnout was 63%.  A new representative government will be elected 15 December in the Arab heartland called Iraq. 

For those who say we don’t have an exit strategy, this proves them wrong.  The strategy involves assisting the Iraqi’s in establishing institutions (political, economic, and military) that will enable them to live in peace among themselves and among their neighbors.  Our overriding objective is leaving behind a government that won’t harbor terrorists or foment extremism.  These are huge challenges, but the memory of September 11, 2001, is all we need to maintain our motivation and focus. 

The dynamics of power, freedom, cultural inertia and violence make days alternately hopeful and doubtful.  Much of the insurgency is fueled by men who want to regain the power they had under Saddam or it is fueled by those who seek to position themselves to be the powerful elite after the U.S. troops go home.  But some of the violence, particularly the suicide bomber variety, is fueled by Islamic radicals, many of them foreigners.  Each day I see evidence of strong, courageous Iraqi men stepping forward to lead the military fight or the social and cultural fight against the darker forces at work.  Some days, though, I’m frustrated at the lack of rapid progress.  Cultural inertia, in the form of lack of initiative and accountability, seems to retard solid progress.  So, many days it’s three steps forward, two steps backward. 

One absolutely courageous person is the Governor of Al Anbar Province – Sami Mamoun Rasheed, pictured below in one of our meetings in Ramadi.  He still remains on the job, even after three attempts on his life.  He seems to care greatly about his people and his country.  He’s smart, friendly, hospitable, and quite tough when he has to be.  I am attaching a news article on him at the bottom of this document.
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There are some inspiring anecdotes that I was hoping to convey to you before the referendum.  A little late but here we go.

Here are comments made a couple of months ago by a high ranking Al Anbar official.  I don’t want to name him and make him more of a target for assassins than he already is:

1. The underlying problem in Al-Anbar Province is ignorance on the part of the people.  Only 1 in 7 people are “educated” and the key to success is reaching that educated and influential class to convey the word to the masses.

2. The biggest need here is to change people’s minds and their way of thinking, this can be done in either of two ways: 1) force  2) knowledge.

3. People understand the mistakes of not participating in the last election and will not make this mistake again.

a. Under Saddam people had no choices and they feared making a choice, now they have so many choices, they make odd ones.

b. Many houses have two or more cell phones, two to three satellite dishes and more than one car – this is simply because they can now.

4. Since the end of the former regime, all that the people have seen has been the military, but that finally, recently they were being given some breathing room.

a. With his own ears he said that he had heard people cursing the SVBIED last week even though it did not occur in a residential area.  (his emphasis).

b. The insurgents are beginning to lose support.

These are interesting comments above from someone who knows this province very well.  It reminds me of a quote by Noah Webster in 1788 – “Information is fatal to despotism”.  We are witnessing an explosion of information as confirmed by the comments above.

Here is an excerpt of a discussion in the weeks before the referendum by another high ranking officials and a Marine comrade of mine in Al Anbar:

Iraqi (Mr. X): “let me tell you something about this voting.  I was responsible for some voting during the days of Saddam, where if you didn’t vote for Saddam, you got a foot over your mouth.  Saddam’s men used to present me a list and insist that I verify it without question.  That was it.  That was how we had our “elections.”  I am 60 years old, and I have tasted nothing but bitterness for my entire life.  This is the first time in my life that I feel alive in my own country.”

LtCol USMC: you taste a little sweetness now?!

Iraqi (Mr X): “About ¼ sweetness now!  It is my greatest wish to see stability in my country before I die, and to see prosperity for my children.  But I tell you, you didn’t achieve federalism until 1794.  It took you a long time to do this, and you cannot rush us.”

LtCol USMC: there is a difference.  We fought for independence, but the debate over federalism was done through discussion and not violence.  You are correct that we cannot rush it, but it should still be done with discussion.  You are supposed to be one nation: Kurds, Shia, Sunnis, etc.  You should work it out with discussion.  [All nodded their heads in agreement].

IRAQI REPUBLIC RAILROAD

The Iraqi Republic Railroad (IRR) is running once again in most of Iraq.  Al Anbar Province, though, is once again a tough nut to crack.  The IRR only operates in part of the Province and does not operate through the main population centers.  Insurgents blowing up rails, murdering and intimidating workers, and taking over train stations are a few of the problems we face.  Other than that, it runs fine. 
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I was the Action Officer for Second Marine Division charged with getting the IRR re-opened throughout the Province.  My work required me to interact with higher HQ, subordinate units, and IRR officials.  A lot of progress was made, but I’m not so sure I want to be the one to go for that first ride from the Syrian border all the way to Baghdad.  In my new job I won’t have to - my Civil Affairs replacement has the ball.

Washington Post
June 30, 2005 
Pg. 14

For Anbar's Rookie Governor, It's One Tough Day At A Time

Region's Pacification Is Key to Iraq's Future, U.S. Officials Say

By Jonathan Finer and Omar Fekeiki, Washington Post Foreign Service

RAMADI, Iraq -- In a country where the life expectancy of public servants can be short, Mamoun Sami Rashid's four-week tenure as governor of Anbar province counts as beating the odds.

The man he replaced as the head of this volatile district was kidnapped 11 days after taking office in early May and died in captivity later that month.  Another governor resigned in January after insurgents abducted three of his sons and demanded he step down.

The week that Rashid became governor, gunmen showed up at his home on the outskirts of Ramadi, only to be chased away by his security detail.  "Of course I hesitated when I first thought of being governor.  It is not the safest job," Rashid, 48, a blunt former civil engineer, said in an interview.  "But I depend on two things: the protection of God and the acceptance of the people of Anbar.  The work that we do will convince people that we are on the right track."

One year ago, Iraq's U.S.-led occupation authority handed a measure of sovereignty back to Iraqi leaders.  Officials in Baghdad and in the provinces gained some political authority and have struggled, with varying degrees of success, to make the idea of self-governance a reality.

Rashid is at the forefront of efforts to impose political order on a Sunni Arab-dominated province where sympathy for the insurgency and anger over the U.S. presence run deep.  Since early May, Marines have launched three offensives in Anbar towns along the Syrian border where foreigners enter Iraq to join the insurgency.  The most recent assault took place in Karabilah last week.

The challenges facing Rashid, as well as the Marine civil affairs team that still calls most of the shots in Ramadi, Anbar's capital, appear vastly more grave than in most of Iraq's 17 other provinces.  An arid swath that extends from just west of Baghdad to the country's northwestern border, Anbar lags far behind the rest of the country in security, public services and economic development.

For that reason, U.S. officials here say, the success or failure of attempts to pacify Anbar will play a decisive role in determining the country's future.

"The theory is that as Ramadi goes, so goes the province, and as this province goes, well, so goes the country, to some extent," said Col. Robert Sokoloski, chief of staff of the 2nd Marine Division, the ground force responsible for Anbar.  "Getting this right is tremendously important.  And we feel that right now we have a governor in place who is engaged and ready to do what it takes."

Unlike nearby Fallujah, where Marines launched a major offensive against insurgents last November, Ramadi, about 60 miles west of Baghdad, has experienced only small-scale clashes in the more than two years since the U.S.-led invasion.  But on most downtown blocks, at least one building appears to have been leveled by an explosion or riddled with bullets.

The headquarters of the province's tumultuous entry into democratic rule is the Government Center, a fortified compound in the heart of the city where Rashid's plush office is located.  A cross between City Hall and the OK Corral, it is a magnet for almost daily attacks by insurgents firing automatic weapons, rocket-propelled grenades and mortar shells.

This month, insurgents have killed at least a dozen Marines and soldiers near the compound in downtown Ramadi, and a private security contractor was shot dead by a sniper while standing guard on the roof during a meeting of provincial government officials.

Virtually every window is stacked with sandbags, and approaching vehicles must navigate a series of concrete barricades and checkpoints.  Inside, politicians sip tea in offices that are often marked by dust and rubble.

Because the Marines have sought to keep the center open to the public, virtually anyone is admitted, as long as the person has some form of identification and is unarmed.  Insurgents often gain entry this way and post threatening messages on walls and office doors, warning politicians not to cooperate with the U.S. government.

Rashid emerged to fill a leadership vacuum left here May 29 when the body of Gov. Raja Nawaf Farhan Mahalawi was found in a house near the city of Rawah after a firefight between Marines and insurgents.

As local leaders cast about for someone to fill Mahalawi's shoes, the province's police chief made a brief and ill-fated bid, setting up shop in the governor's office and convening meetings of supporters.  Marines told him to return to his previous post.  Then a former Anbar governor, Fassal Raikan Nijres Gaood, who was voted out of office in January, declared the election invalid and pronounced himself the province's rightful leader.

But under Iraqi law, only the provincial council could fill the position.  On June 1, it chose Rashid, who once led Anbar's provincial capital.

Frustrated by the failure of bureaucrats to come to work, he began his tenure by instituting a rule that they must arrive by 9 a.m. and get his permission to leave before 2 p.m.  He also implemented tighter controls over reconstruction funds distributed by the U.S. military.

The competition for reconstruction contracts has been replete with scams, military officials here said.  For example, when the Marines instituted a policy requiring at least three bids for contracts exceeding $10,000, they found that the same company had made offers on three different sets of letterhead.

"Thank God we still have control over the purse strings or it would just be all war profiteering and corruption," said Maj. Benjamin Busch, a civil affairs officer.

Rashid showed his intolerance of wasteful spending at a recent meeting of the Provincial Reconstruction Development Committee.  Seated around a large wooden conference table were business and political leaders and a few Marine officers.  About halfway into the four-hour session, an engineer asked the Marines for $49,000 to repair potholes on a Ramadi street.

"This is not a project that needs so much money," Rashid interjected sharply.  "I will not give $49,000 to fix one hole in a street."

Much of the discussion at the meeting focused on how reconstruction projects here have been disrupted by the continuing attacks.

In another sign of the influence insurgents wield in the region, on June 16, local Sunni leaders scheduled a conference on the future of Anbar at Ramadi's main mosque.  The Marines agreed to stay almost a mile away from the site so as not to intimidate any of the several hundred expected guests.  But dozens of masked, gun-toting insurgents gathered in the streets outside the mosque and shooed away anyone who tried to go inside.

"Could we go in house-by-house and level half the city?  Yes, we could.  But I don't think it has to be done here the way we did Fallujah," Sokoloski said.  "We have a new governor in place who is engaged and who we believe in.  Why would we want to go in and destroy all that?"

"We don't have as large a force as they had here last year, so we have to be more focused and smarter," he said.

Instead, Marines are working to fix the province's police force.  Police across Anbar were fired last November when many stopped coming to work after the Fallujah offensive.  After being reinstated, they were dismissed again after refusing to patrol the streets during Iraq's Jan. 30 elections.

Insurgents have destroyed all but two of Ramadi's police stations, and while the province has more than 1,000 policemen on its payrolls, only a few unarmed traffic officers work the streets.

In what Marines describe as an encouraging sign, a few dozen policemen have begun showing up at the Government Center for training sessions.  Last week they practiced storming a vacant building with AK-47 rifles that they are permitted to carry only during training.

"We are frustrated.  We haven't been patrolling for three months now," said Ali Rasmi Khalaf, 38, a 13-year police veteran.  "We could go out if we had weapons."

But the Marines say the officers are not yet ready to return to the streets.  "They need a lot of work," said Maj. Jonathan Foster, a liaison to the local police, who chided trainees for pointing their rifles at each other's feet as they entered the building.

"The question is, do you want to throw them back out there and have it be a disaster and have a bunch of people killed?" he added.  "Or do you want to wait until it might be successful?  Things here sometimes take longer than anyone would like."

Happy Halloween to Everyone.

Scott

11-Nov-2005   
Veterans Day

“The Baghdad Experience”

I made my first trip to Baghdad about 10 weeks ago and I’ve made a few trips since.  Half of my trips have been via helicopter at night and the other half via ground convoy.  The ground route from Fallujah to the Green Zone runs past Abu Ghraib Prison (with its No Vacancy sign always lit), past Baghdad International Airport (BIAP), along Route Irish (the infamous deadly stretch between BIAP and downtown) and into the Green Zone.  The “Green Zone” in Baghdad is a heavily fortified area of a few square miles, with the US Embassy and the former Presidential Palace at the core.  

My unit – the Marine Expeditionary Force Iraqi Security Forces Directorate - has 89 men, 24 of whom are the Personal Security Detachment (PSD).  They are converted artillerymen whose sole job is to keep me, my boss, and four other officers unhurt as we move around Iraq.  The two photos below show us getting ready to move out and me shaking hands with the good Sergeant who was in charge of my vehicle that day.  During his radio transmissions he kept referring to me as “the VIP”.  I let him continue referring to me as such and, as his passenger, I behaved myself all the way to Baghdad  This run to Baghdad was his last mission; he and his team had logged 10,000 kilometers in 7 months and did it without anyone being killed.  Super job by a fine young man and his team. 
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During my first trip to Baghdad, which was solo, and after a midnight helicopter ride from Ramadi to The Green Zone, I was privileged to spend a few hours on a cot in a transient tent on the well secured grounds of the Presidential Palace (palace is pictured below)
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I’ve had lots of sleep overs in various places (Hey, Mike Koffman – no wisecracks) but the front yard of the Presidential Palace in Baghdad was the most notable place in my life thus far.  

The palace is an impressive structure.  Today it provides workspaces for many hundreds of civilians, mostly from the State Department, as well as civilians and military from the Dept of Defense.  There’s a lot of activity there but I’m not sure it’s well coordinated and effective.
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After spending my first six months in Ramadi and Fallujah in the inhospitable Al Anbar Province, I found Baghdad and the Green Zone in particular quite amazing.  I felt like I was in a different country; the quality of life for everyone in the Green Zone was outstanding.  It sure didn’t seem like tough duty; the insurgency seemed very far away.  Yes, the threat of mortars is always present, but you sure can get comfy and complacent there.  

Here are a couple of photos from the inside of the Palace.  The first one shows LtCol Tony McGinty and me in one of the many “rooms”.  All it needs is a couple of bars, craps, roulette, and blackjack tables and Vegas will get a run for its money.  Watch out Bellagio. 
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-The chow hall was very impressive, although it still had plastic plates and plastic utensils.  Actually, it’s called a DFAC, short for Dining Facility.  It’s more upscale than a chow hall. 


[image: image10]
In my former civil affairs capacity I made my first trip to Baghdad in order to attend an Al Anbar Reconstruction meeting.  I took a helicopter from Ramadi to Baghdad, but getting from the Green Zone to the meeting required a full combat patrol of 4 armored HUMMER’s through downtown Baghdad.  I was impressed by the buzz of activity I saw along the way – it appeared to be quite normal except for the heavily guarded entrances to the Ministry of Industry and Minerals building where our meeting was held.
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With the bustle of this city of 6 million people I’m struck by how much activity takes place without violence.  Think of it – a country of 26 million people.  Each person has dozens of interactions with other people every day: schooling, shopping, farming, commerce, transportation, public works projects, government meetings, worship, etc. and yes, even thousands of interactions with U.S. soldiers and Marines.  That’s hundreds of millions of human interactions every day - very few of those are violent.  I just finished a book about the dramatic reduction in crime in New York City in the mid 1990’s; it is instructive when thinking about violence in Iraq.  In 1993 these were the NYC crime figures: 1,946 murders, 86,000 robberies, 99,000 burglaries, and 112,000 car thefts.  We really need to keep the violence in Iraq in perspective and stop wringing our hands how this is all going to fail because the Iraqi’s won’t be able to control the violence.  Would critics say America was going fail, was going to disintegrate because of all the violence?  No, we hold our country together and deal with the crime problem every day.  The overwhelming majority of Iraqi’s only want to be free from the violence and they want a government that will provide basic services.  

The meeting was held at Ministry headquarters downtown and included deputy ministers and provincial officials, mostly bureaucrats but some were elected officials.  The senior Coalition Force member was a Marine Brigadier General.  The agenda included lots of progress reports on civil affairs projects as well as proposals for future projects.  I didn’t take any pictures of the Iraqi’s in attendance – just not a good practice to publish their faces when they are meeting with Americans.  But LtCol McGinty and I were treated to tea during the meeting.  The two dainty USMC Lieutenant Colonels are pictured below.  Tony wanted a scone, but I reminded him we weren’t at Starbucks.
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After the meeting wrapped up early I had the afternoon free.  I’d heard a lot about the pool behind the Palace, so I donned my PT shorts and took my chicken white body over to the pool.  . 
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I think the warning “No Drinking While Armed” is a good one…don’t you?

That sign was directed at the private security contractors who abound in Iraq.
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Since it was the middle of the workday I didn’t see any bikinis but I did see a Marine Corps First Sergeant who came over to me and said, “Lieutenant Lystad?”  I didn’t recognize him until he got close enough for me to see his nametape – Sanchez.  I said, “Private Sanchez?”  I was his first rifle platoon commander 19 years ago – what a hoot.  Back then he was a little guy, quiet and innocent, but fluent in Spanish, Tagalog, and English, and a very tough young man.  Here was another kid living one version of the American dream.  Starting as a dirt poor immigrant with a Filipino mother and Mexican father in Texas, he kept his nose clean, worked hard, and moved up almost as high as you can go as a Marine Corps enlisted man.  Nineteen years ago the other men in my platoon always loaded him up when we went to the field -  they tortured him as they sought to see how much he could carry – just because he was small.  But here he was in charge of 200 Marines manning the guard posts around the Presidential Palace, the U.S. Embassy, and other stations in the Green Zone.  

First Sergeant Sanchez told me he didn’t allow his men to go to the pool because he wanted them to stay focused and disciplined and not tempted by bikini clad civilians offering beer and companionship.  As he put it, “Sir, only bad can come of it.”  He patrolled through the pool area frequently, in search of his young off-duty Marines surreptitiously sunbathing, drinking, and cavorting – sort of like doing Shore Patrol in downtown Baghdad.  All he found lounging around the pool this day was me.  We spent a good long time getting caught up on the last 19 years.

So that was my first trip to Baghdad.  Going there after spending all of my first six months in Iraq on small, cramped camps that get hit with mortar rounds and rockets with some frequency really gave me a different perspective.  The quality of life for soldiers in Baghdad was so good that I felt sort of dirty afterwards, almost like I feel after not getting a haircut in two weeks.  Everyone has his or her story about serving in Iraq.  Thank goodness when my children ask, “Daddy, what did you do during the war?”  I don’t have to say I handed out towels at the pool. 

Scott

16 Dec 2005      Voting Day After

Yesterday was a positive day in the history of Iraq – high voter turnouts in the first free elections underpinned by a new, albeit imperfect, constitution.  The energy among the citizenry, particularly tribal, religious and civic leaders, has been very high all week. 

Here are some upbeat, positive members of the new Iraqi Army’s 7th Division after they had voted:
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We arranged for all Iraqi soldiers to vote three days early in order to avoid having too many soldiers around polling sites on Election Day.  It worked out well here in Fallujah.
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In the run-up to the election I focused on the positive developments that have taken place in Iraq.  People in the U.S. don’t hear much good news in the mainstream media, but you can find the good news if you look hard enough.  It shouldn’t be so hard to find the good news, in my opinion, but that’s a topic for another day.

If you go to websites by USAID or Brookings Institution, you can get some of the unvarnished truth about what’s taking place here.  The Washington Times has begun a series called “On Balance.”  It’s a good little series because the pieces, although technically editorials, cite facts from sources other than the paper’s own reporters.  Here are the first few pieces:

On Balance

The first in a series of editorials on underreported good news from Iraq.

If Washington seems increasingly pessimistic about Iraq these days, Iraqis themselves aren't.  In fact, 47 percent of Iraqis surveyed by the International Republican Institute in October said that the country is headed in the right direction (37 percent said it wasn't).  That's a higher percentage than last year, when 42 percent of Iraqis thought so (45 percent did not) -- despite the problematic ongoing security problems.  Here are some of the underreported reasons why.

*Education.  Primary-school enrollment has jumped 20 percent over the Saddam years, according to the Brookings Institution's Iraq Index.  In a country where 22 percent of adults never attended school, according to the International Monetary Fund, this is a momentous change.  It's also a change going almost entirely unreported by U.S. news organizations.  A Lexis-Nexis search for the terms "Iraq" and "school" or "schools" in the last month in the New York Times, The Washington Post, the Boston Globe, the Los Angeles Times and the San Francisco Chronicle turns up 331 articles.  None is about schools in Iraq.  The terms "Iraq" and "Ministry of Education" show up only four times in the last year.  Only one story covered the Iraqi education ministry.

*Gross Domestic Product.  Iraq's GDP rebounded by an estimated 50 percent in 2004, according to the IMF, mostly due to increased oil revenues.  About one-third of Iraqis are unemployed -- an alarming rate -- but this is significantly better than two years ago, when half or more of Iraqis were unemployed.  A Lexis-Nexis search shows that the terms "Iraq" and "GDP" or "Gross Domestic Product" appeared together in the above papers in just 10 articles in the last month.  Only two actually discussed Iraq's GDP.

None of which readers of major American newspapers would know unless they consult other sources.

Washington Times
December 9, 2005 
Pg. 22

On Balance

Despite the ongoing insurgent violence, the amenities of modern life are spreading to places in Iraq where they never previously existed.  For instance, Iraq's telephone subscriptions have increased five-fold since Saddam Hussein's fall, according to the Brookings Institution's Iraq index.

Automobile traffic, too, has increased dramatically -- by five times, according to Brookings.  The number of cars registered in Baghdad has more than doubled.

If this unprecedented consumer success seems newsworthy, most American newspapers judged it otherwise.  A Lexis-Nexis search for "Iraq" and "traffic" in the last month turns up 57 entries, but only one actually mentions traffic in Iraq, and it reports not on Baghdad's traffic but the lack thereof during an election.  Patrick J. McDonnell of the Los Angeles Times reports seeing a traffic-free Jadriyah neighborhood in Baghdad on Election Day -- an aberration, since local police and coalition forces mandate traffic restrictions during elections.  Iraqi telephone connectivity went similarly underreported in the same period.

Washington Times
December 12, 2005 
Pg. 22

On Balance

There aren't many mentions of Najaf in headlines these days.  That's a good thing: The city's security situation is vastly improved, and so Najaf is less interesting to the media.

Najaf topped headlines in mid-2004, when the Shiite holy city suffered protracted battles between coalition forces and Moqtada al Sadr's al-Mahdi Army, whose uprising centered upon Najaf.  These days, U.S. forces are 40 minutes outside the city because of improved security, something President Bush highlighted before the Council on Foreign Relations last week.

As Brig. Gen. Augustus L. Collins, head of the 155th Brigade Combat Team responsible for security in Babil, Karbala and Najaf provinces, told reporters via satellite on Friday: "Actually, the attacks that we have now compared to attacks we had when we first got here and took over our battle space in February are at least down by 50 percent," he said.  Gen. Collins reports that his men have captured 1,500 insurgents and confiscated 2,800 weapons.

For decades, the predominantly Shi'ite city was terrorized by Saddam Hussein's thugs.  Then, after the war, it was the site of protracted battles.  Now Najaf has an elected government and political campaigns.

Washington Times
December 8, 2005 
Pg. 22

On Balance

Whatever happened to Baghdad's infamous airport road?  "Route Irish," so named for the Fighting 69th, which patrolled it until recently, is still the only way to reach the capital by air.  But it has dropped from the headlines -- because it is now relatively safe.

A year ago, the Baghdad airport road became the greatest symbol of supposed American failure in Iraq because of a rash of bombing and shootouts, including incidents that caused 37 deaths in April and the tragic mistaken killing of Italian agent Nicola Calipari.  But last month, Maj. Gen. Rick Lynch told the Associated Press that only one injury occurred on the road in October; there were no killings.  He called the airport road "one of the most safe and secure routes in all of Iraq."

People who missed the one Associated Press story on the subject are not likely to read about it elsewhere.  Our search for press mentions of "Route Irish" in the last six months turned up just two references in the New York Times, Washington Post, Boston Globe, Los Angeles Times and San Francisco Chronicle.

In late 2004 and the first half of 2005, these newspapers lavished coverage on the Baghdad airport road.  They made eight mentions of it from November 2004 to June 2005, according to our Lexis-Nexis search.

Washington Times
December 13, 2005 
Pg. 20

On Balance

Yesterday, Ambassador Dan Speckhard, head of the Iraq Reconstruction Management Office in Washington, reported that 30,000 new businesses have registered with the Iraqi government in the last year.  "And who knows how many unregistered business starts there were?" he remarked to American Forces Press Service.  "There is a huge 'gray market' that brings significant revenue."

One mostly unremarked-upon sign of this vitality is the estimated 50-fold increase in Internet use since the fall of Saddam Hussein.  According to the Brookings Institution's Iraq Index, there are now more than 147,000 Internet users in Iraq, not counting Internet cafes, where hundreds of thousands more go online.  That compares to 4,500 Internet users in Iraq before the war.

---------------------------------------------------------

Below is an exchange that took place yesterday, Election Day, between a prominent sheikh and one of my colleagues in Al Anbar province.  You can see that we are fortunate to have frank, open, and sometimes passionate dialogue with our Iraqi friends.  Names are deleted in order to protect the sheikh.

Sheikh:  no, Abu Jaafer Mansour was much greater.  He was decisive and he decisively defeated the Persians.  May I ask you a question?  Yesterday your President Bush said that the war in Iraq was wrong and he takes full responsibility for it.  He said that war was wrong and it was due to faulty intelligence from the military. 

Colleague: Sheikh, he did not say that.  President Bush stated there was faulty intelligence, but he did not say the war represented a mistake.  He also added that he, as president, took responsibility for the decision to go to war.  [XXX says he does not understand English, but that was what was written in the news commentary that he had read in Arabic.  Colleague says that he will get the exact transcript for him].

Sheikh: and before he spoke, two Democrats got up and criticized him and said that he has spent 500 million dollars on a failed Iraqi war.  

Colleague: okay, Sheikh, we need to sit down later and talk about this subject in more details.  I’m happy to do that.  It’s important and interesting.  The American debate about this war is a democratic debate, so you will always get a lot of different views.  The president is part of that debate.  But when you speak today to the press, realize that you will reach millions of people.  Many Americans will hear your words on the Nightly News in the US, and it’s important that they hear the facts, a balanced picture.  Too many Americans still associate the name Fallujah with only bad days, the contractors, the battle and killed Americans and Iraqis.  Fallujah has good days, and today is definitely one.  

Sheikh: I will be balanced.  In fact, speaking a bit more on what your President said about the war, I agree with him on one thing.  One, it was right of him to come to get rid of Saddam Hussein.  That was necessary.  However, what came next is the problem.  You listened to Ahmed Chalabi’s lies, and based on those you got rid of the Iraqi Army…big mistake.  By doing that, you allowed the militias to proliferate: Mahdi Militia, Badr Corps, etc.  Then, your American Forces committed transgressions against the Iraqi people.  These things allowed terrorist to be brought into the country.  Before the war, there was no terrorism in this country.  Terrorism came into the country when the US entered.  The biggest terrorist act in Iraq has been giving free rein to the De-Ba’athification Commission.  I am against the Baathists, but the De-Baath Commission went wild.  There were 6 million Baathists.  Put them each on a table and judge them as individuals.
-----------------------------------------

So you see, the good sheikh is glad Saddam is gone, but he doesn’t think much of our conduct of the post-war period.  Can’t say I blame him; we’ve definitely done it the hard way.

Scott
Merry Christmas- 7 January 2006

This entry is very late, just like my Christmas cards.  Oh, I forgot, I’m not sending cards this year.  I think my hard-working, on-the-ball wife may have sent a few.

Just want you to know that Christmas was well celebrated on many an oasis here in Iraq.  Although we worked long hours on Christmas Eve, Christmas, New Year’s Eve, and New Year’s Day, we were imbued with the holiday spirit.  Here is the entrance to the chow hall at Camp Fallujah.
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Chow was outstanding.  

Note the carving station for the ham as well as the festive Indonesian carver.
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Below is the head of a pig, dressed for Christmas dinner and wearing a wig of fruit.
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The spread was impressive.  The pastry chefs went all out – pies and cakes galore.  We all had to do “pushaways’ the next day.  Exercise and “Pushaways” are prescribed for Marines who are fat.  They have to ‘push away” from the table before they eat too much.

[image: image25.jpg]



[image: image26.jpg]



The sleigh above was actually one of the Camp Fallujah fire engines, complete with Santa, but no reindeer.

Oh, wait a minute, there’s one of the reindeer guarding the entrance to the chow hall.  Even though it looks like Corporal Clark, he says his name is ‘Dancer’.
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Happy 2006 – for the first time in decades, the first full year for a freely elected Iraqi government.

Scott
Progress in the Iraqi Army

12-January-2006

One of the critical success factors in accomplishing our mission in Iraq is the reconstitution of the Iraqi armed forces.  The topic dominates press coverage and debate in the U.S., as well as many Marine dinnertime conversations.  The term “Iraqi Security Forces”, or ISF, refers to the military forces (Army, Navy, and Air Force), the police, and the Dept of Border Enforcement (DBE) who are sometimes referred to as the Desert Wolves.  (These Wolves aren’t very scary)

Before the invasion, the Iraqi Armed Forces numbered 600,000 if you include all security services.  The army alone had 350,000.  At one time they were the fourth largest army in the world.  Today the Iraqi Armed Forces number a little over 100,000 and are projected to grow not much more than that.  The Iraqi Army (IA) mission is to protect Iraq from foreign aggression while the police mission is to establish law and order inside Iraq.  The IA has the difficult job of locating and destroying an elusive foe, one with a loose command structure, without uniformed troops, and one whose weapons of choice are rifles, RPG’s, mortars, and , most of all, IED’s (Improvised Explosive Devices). 

We are building the ISF from scratch – we’ve gone from zero to more than 21,000 ISF in Al Anbar Province since I got here almost a year ago.  Coalition Forces were responsible for training a lot of them initially, but almost a year ago the Iraqi’s took over the training of their troops.  And that is how it should be.  We advise on their training, but they really do it all. 

The Iraqi boot camps (and they only have two) cannot keep up with the demand for soldiers, so we created an expeditionary camp in Fallujah to augment the capacity of the national recruit training system.  There are 20,000 MAM’s (Military Aged Males) waiting to go to boot camp – there is no shortage of recruits. 

Below is our local boot camp, called the East Fallujah Iraqi Camp. 
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Above, Iraqi’s are quite adept at handling the AK-47 – even before they get to boot camp.

Below is the sergeant major of our current boot camp in Fallujah.  He’s in charge of 95 Iraqi drill instructors who run this boot camp.  He takes no guff – a tough man who looks like he could play middle linebacker in the Big Ten.  Speaks good English, too.  … just like most guys in the Big Ten.  (My Notre Dame wife made me say that.)
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Below, Colonel Mike Lentz, who is the Camp Commandant, and I are standing next to our easel as we get ready for another VIP visit.  Col Lentz is a terrific guy, a high school principal from North Carolina.  Whenever an Iraqi recruit gets beaten up, Col Lentz takes him in and calms the situation.

 We’ve nicknamed our expeditionary boot camp “the Petting Zoo” because every general or VIP who visits wants to go see the Iraqis in their training environment - the VIP’s want to talk to them and hear first hand how it’s going.  I don’t blame them; it just makes a lot of work for us.
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We Marines are just as anxious to transition the fight to the ISF as the ISF are to take charge.  We know we are on the path to exiting Iraq – it’s just a question of timing.  They genuinely like our help; there is no hostility or animosity.  They only wish we could transition faster, building their army and facilitating a functioning government along the way.  I, too, wish we could transition faster, before American public opinion forces us to leave prematurely.

After the 2003 invasion, we disbanded the army and threw hundreds of thousands of military aged males (MAMs) out of work.  Most of them were conscripts who were glad to see Saddam removed from power, but all of them were men who needed a job.  If we had it to do over again, although it is a tough decision, I’ll bet we would do it differently, hindsight being excellent, as always.  Not only did we throw a lot of military guys on the street with no job, we took on all the fighting – there was no Iraqi entity capable of fighting insurgents or rebels.  

So now we are in the process of putting Humpty Dumpty back together again.  It’s messy, slow, and frustrating, but it must be done.  And it is working.

Ma’a Al Salaam

Scott
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