SOLDIERS SEE IRAQ’S FUTURE IN NEW RECRUITS
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AL QAIM, Iraq—The newest graduates of the Iraqi Civilian Defense Corps (ICDC) stood tall in their new brown uniforms, AK-47 rifles slung across their backs or loosely held next to them, and helmets resting on their heads.  For many soldiers who entered Iraq after the end of major ground combat, this was the first time they had seen an armed and uniformed Iraqi force.  American soldiers, armed and ready for combat, stood around the outside, offering words of encouragement, smiles, and occasional thumbs up to cross the language barrier.  

These two forces, seemingly at odds actually maintain a very close relationship.  “It’s a little unnerving to see all these guys (ICDC) with weapons, but over time, you build up trust and it becomes normal,” stated Capt. Steve Smith, the U.S. commander in charge of training the recent graduates.

Smith’s unit, Howitzer Battery, 1st Squadron, 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment, stationed at Fort Carson, Colorado, has invested the last several months of their time training the ICDC to police its own streets, and provide an Iraqi face to the security force in the local area. 

The area they police, Al Qaim, which is some 250 miles west of Baghdad, is one of the most contentious in Iraq.  Until recently, elements of the 1st Squadron, 3rd ACR, faced nightly mortar, RPG, and small arms attacks near the border checkpoint between Iraq and Syria.  Though the area has been quiet since the end of a major offensive conducted by the Regiment two weeks ago, anti-coalition forces are still active in the area.  

According to the commander of the 1 Squadron, Lt. Col. Gregory Reilly, the bad guys are still out there. “Just last week we had a fourteen year old boy come to one of our checkpoints and volunteer information about anti-coalition forces, and a weapons cache,” said Reilly.  US forces arrested the boy’s father who had threatened to kill him if he cooperated with US forces and found a cache of RPG rounds and anti-tank mines.

That is why the coalition feels the ICDC is so important.  “It allows the local citizens to feel trust in the force that is on the street, these are your people, this is your country,” Reilly told the mayor of Al Qaim.  The mayor, along with the newly elected city council, was present to watch the newly graduated force return to Al Qaim from their training at a base near Ar Ramadi, and to give them a few words of encouragement.

The ICDC then took the opportunity to show off some of their newly learned skills.  Two four-man teams approached the front of the building from the sides, assault rifles at the ready, pausing at the last hidden position to assess the situation.  Suddenly, they burst into the doorway and began to clear the rooms on either side of the hallway.  

“This is a very intricate task, room clearing is dangerous, and we had to teach these guys through an interpreter, but as you can see, they are eager to learn, and have learned it well,” stated 1st Lt. Juan Santiago, a platoon leader who is normally in charge of firing 155mm artillery rounds, but now finds himself in charge of training thirty Iraqi Civil Defense Corps soldiers.  

 “This is where the rubber meets the road when we talk about establishing an Iraqi force capable of policing its own border and streets, as well as providing the stability and security necessary for the US to withdraw from Iraq,” stated Reilly.

In an area where unemployment rates are near 60%, providing a steady income and steady work are what many see as the cornerstone to establishing stability in Iraq.  “Many of the men here trying to become border police were shooting at us only weeks ago,” stated one soldier, “they are just the trigger pullers, they just need the money.”  Giving the locals work, and providing them an income is one of the ways Coalition forces believe they will eventually be able to leave Iraq.  

After about three hours of loading buses and checking off names, Capt. Dan Ruecking, information operations officer with the 1st Squadron, had to make the announcement that the buses were full, and they could not accept any more recruits.  He asked them to please come back the following week to join the next class.  Hopefully for these soldiers, the ones they turned away today will arrive next week.  “This is frustrating and hard work,” said Reucking, “but if this means I can go home and less soldiers will have to fight, I will gladly be here next week.”
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Picture 1:   New Iraqi Civil Defense Corps soldiers demonstrate how to enter and clear a building for the mayor and city council of Al Qaim.
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> Picture 3:   Prospective recruits for the Iraqi Border Police file onto a bus prior to departing for training near Ar Ramadi.
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