Hajj

By Sgt. Joe Healy

82nd Airborne Division PAO

AR AR, Iraq—More than 200 Iraqi Border Police safely transferred thousands of Iraqi citizens through the Iraqi, Saudi Arabian border headed to Mecca on their Hajj, a religious pilgrimage conducted after Ramadan and lasting ten days.


Iraqi Border Police spearheaded the complex security arrangement at their base in the remote town of Ar Ar, located on the Iraqi, Saudi Arabian border.  


Wearing pressed tan uniforms, with border police insignia patches stitched on their shirt sleeves, the Iraqi Border Police safely secured their area of operations.

Approximately one dozen border police stood outside the base’s front gate anxiously awaiting busloads of Iraqi citizens. While inside the military base, they were busy setting up high-tech laptops on long tables. 

According to Col. Abdullah Al Hadthal, commander of the Iraqi Border Police, the laptops are used to electronically register the three thousand Iraqis expected to pass through the border over the next four days. Al Hadthal said the database would do a cross-reference search for any anti-Coalition activities.


According to Al Hadthal, the Iraqi Border Police were activated nearly six months ago and this day is a culmination of our efforts.

“Our goal is to make the transfer of Iraqis into Saudi Arabia safe and secure.  First we want to be kind to the people.  Second, we want to transfer them fast and efficiently,” said Al Hadthal.


When asked how his soldiers felt about the day, Al Hadthal said they were excited and prepared. 


People from towns such as Ar Raggas, Turay Fawi and Khabr Said made the pilgrimage.


Because of high demand, a lottery system selected certain Iraqis for the pilgrimage.  Prior to Saddam Hussein’s ousting, only Baathist loyalists could make the pilgrimage, according to officials.


The Iraqi Border Police anxiously awaited the first arrival of Iraqis.  The first bus was scheduled to arrive at the front gate in the late afternoon.  After a long wait, the first Iraqis arrived after dark. 


The Iraqi Border Police supplied free food, water, bathroom facilities and a resting area for the Iraqis heading to Mecca.


In a highly organized fashion, Iraqi Border Police, soldiers from the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment and local politicians greeted the bus at the gate. Western media representatives reported the historic event.  The Iraqi Media Network, an independent Iraqi news agency provided television coverage for the Iraqi people.  

 The large crowd gathered at the front gate was calm and festive.  No gunshots were fired.  No improvised explosive devices detonated.


“Obviously, security is our main focus, but this is a great example of Iraqi securing and stabilizing Iraq,” said Lt. Col. Christopher Hickey, 2nd Squadron, 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment.   “My soldiers have taken a back seat to this event and the Iraqi soldiers are in the driver’s seat.”

The Iraqi Border Police searched luggage before allowing the buses to pass through the gate.  Then each Iraqi presented their individual passport for a security stamp and background check.

Since November, Hickey, a native of Boston, Mass., has been in charge of recruiting, equipping and training the Iraqi Border Police.  He was impressed by the organization of the efforts.

“The border police worked exactly as they were trained,” said Hickey.  “They searched bags, stamped passports and secured their area of operations.”



“This event would not have been possible six months ago,” said Hickey.  “It’s amazing to see how fast things change.”

