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AR RAMADI, Iraq—During Iraq's troubled past, Saddam Hussein horded a vast amount of ammunition and weaponry throughout the country. Since his fall, these scattered caches have been looted by enemies seeking weapons to use against Coalition forces, as well as civilians simply looking for scrap metal.

The task of finding, assessing and ultimately destroying these stockpiles has been one of the primary tasks of the Coalition in its work toward ensuring a safer, more secure Iraq.


"Every round destroyed is one less that can be used against soldiers," said 1st Lt. Kenneth Hessler, platoon leader with the 82nd Airborne Division's 21st Chemical Company.


Like many units in Iraq, the 21st Chem has had to adapt to a mission not typically assigned to them. They are responsible for the assessment and destruction of all weapons at Ammo Supply Point 309 in Iraq's western desert.

And like many units in Iraq, it has become necessary for the soldiers to work closely with Iraqis in order to accomplish their goals.

Hessler and the rest of his company are aided in their task by an Explosive Ordinance Disposal Team, civilian demolitions experts, and local Iraqi citizens.
"It is a very non-standard mission," said Hessler. "But when the Army gives you a mission, you complete it."

When first assigned the task of clearing the ASPs, the 21st Chemical Company was tasked with assessing the rounds for any chemical threat and aiding with security. Since then, their mission has grown to include building the 'shots' and the actual destruction of the munitions.

The inclusion of Iraqi citizens in the destruction of the weaponry is unorthodox and was unexpected by many soldiers. However, they have been working alongside the American soldiers at the ASP for several weeks and are an integral part of the operations there. 


"I first expected them to come with weapons and want to hurt us," said Pfc. David Lawrence, "but they came with nothing, just wanting to help us as we worked to help them."

His views are echoed by the Iraqi workers who are also unsure of what to expect when they came to work with the Americans. 


"We first had the opinion that the soldiers were bad and brutal. When we started working with them, we saw that they were the opposite," said Jabar Hamaad, site foreman for the local workers. "I consider all of them as brothers and sons; as family." 

While the soldiers keep a constant eye on the work of the civilians, and each worker is searched before and after working at the site, both sides have worked towards building a strong relationship.


"Not only are we reducing the bombs, but the Iraqi's we work with go back and talk to their friends and relatives and say 'hey, the Americans are not so bad' and word gets out, that will help reduce the danger to Coalition Forces," said Hessler.

So far, the workers at ASP 309 have completed 10 'shots,' or controlled detonations, most of which have been completed with the aid of local workers.

These operations go a long way toward removing dangerous weapons from enemy hands and creating a better relationship between Coalition forces and the local population.

"I like working with the Iraqi's. It is rewarding to see them show up for work with a smile on their face and greeting us. It's cool, because it really changed my attitude towards them," said Lawrence. "When I first got here, I thought everybody was the enemy."

