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VILLAGE 1-1-1

HABBANIYAH, Iraq – As the days, weeks, and months go by and violence continues to plague the countryside, soldiers and politicians seek the answer of how to bring peace and stability to Iraq. 


Political and military experts throughout the world argue that the key to establishing a free, democratic Iraq is not through combat operations, but in “winning the hearts and minds” of the Iraqi people.  As casualties continue to mount for both sides, one small village in the western province of Al Anbar acts as a model for how to accomplish this and create peace nationwide


“Our goal coming in was to establish a relationship based on security, promoting good will and ensuring peace,” said Lt. Col. Tomi King, battalion commander for 3rd Battalion, 4th Air Defense Artillery Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division.  “We want them to know we are not here to occupy, that we do want (the locals) in charge.”


The soldiers from 3-4 ADAR are combat troops, but with the lack of an air force to defend against, the regiment took on a variety of new tasks.  In addition to heading base security for Forward Operating Base Ridgway, the battalion was tasked with establishing contact with the town located a stone’s throw from the base.



Al Kabani is a small fishing village located on the banks of Lake Habbaniyah, near a former secret airbase for the Iraqi Air Force.  Before the war, Lake Habbaniyah was a private water source used solely for the entertainment of Saddam and his cohorts, even though Iraq desperately lacks fresh water sources.  For the area’s people, getting caught fishing or swimming in the lake, or coming too near the Al Taqaddum Air Base, was a good way to disappear indefinitely. 


The soldiers began visiting the town in late September, soon after arriving in Iraq.  Initially, tensions were high and small arms fire from the town directed toward the base was reported nightly, but as time progressed and the weekly visits continued, the hostile fire ceased.  Now the villagers even report to the soldiers when any unusual or threatening activity takes place in the town’s area.


“At the beginning, there were many reservations, but with time we became more open to their visits,” said Sheik Ismail Mahmoud Hamad, the town sheik.  “Now, we wish to see them more often because they help so greatly.”


The townspeople have been provided with fuel, all from Iraqi frozen assets, medical care, and soccer balls for the children.  There are currently plans to improve the quality of water, the local school, and help build a small soccer field.  Also, many villagers are employed on FOB Ridgway to perform a variety of tasks to help support their normal income.


Yet, despite all the Coalition soldiers do for the townspeople, many wish it could be more.  The medic accompanying the unit is authorized to provide “de minimis” assistance when he visits the town, but not specific missions directed at providing mass health care.  De minimis care can include examining villagers, providing shots and medicine as necessary and also basic health services – such as bandaging a wound or splinting a break.    


“The only medical care that these people receive is when they see me or one of the other medics,” said Sgt. Chris Happel, battalion medic for 3-4 ADAR.  “I help as much as I can with what I have within what I am allowed to do, but it’s not always enough.  For example, we don’t carry pediatric medicines, so there’s not a lot we can do for (the young children).”


Happel, who has a master’s degree in physiology and a bachelor’s in sports medicine from the University of Southern Mississippi, also said that many people approach him with problems beyond his ability to treat in the field or with his supplies.  Some of the town’s residents have diabetes, kidney problems, and old war wounds from the Iran-Iraq war which require attention from medical experts without a limit to supplies or time.   


Another issue facing Happel is finding a way to work through the language barrier.  Too often the official translator is busy discussing town concerns with the sheik and the Imam, leaving Happel “to play charades” with Iraqis to figure out what is ailing them.  Sometimes, a citizen will approach him multiple times before he can correctly identify an illness.


Though there are still high hurdles for the Iraqis and Americans to overcome, the improvements made thus far greatly outweigh any potential tribulations which remain unaddressed.


“Since the end of the regime, with help from the Americans, we are now able to buy food, meat and milk, and provide for our families,” said Sheik Hamad.  “It is a new page in Iraq, with a better economy for the people.  We knew none of these things before.  It is getting better by the day.”



Despite the improvements, Al Kabani remains a poor fishing town with an uphill struggle to achieve prosperity and true economic independence.  But with the friendship of the soldiers and the real desire of the Americans and the Iraqis to work together, the village will certainly continue to make progress; not only in the local economy, but also in achieving peace and understanding.


“When we first started coming to the village, all the discussions were about what we could provide for them,” said King, “but now the people are just happy to have us here to visit.”      
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Lt. Col. Tomi King, battalion commander for 3-4 ADAR, talks to the children of Al Kabani during his weekly visit.

