

A Perspective from the Front Lines of the War on Terror

Commentary by Maj. Charles Erickson

Here's an update on the situation in Iraq:


DEMOCRACY IN IRAQ
Political divisiveness is presenting a challenge to the Government of Iraq (of course, that would never happen in the United States).  Nevertheless, they have created a functioning democratic system and are cleaning up the many problems left over from Saddam Hussein’s era.

The Iraqi Parliament recently implemented legislation to establish free markets for gasoline and other fuels, replacing a government-run program that has caused chronic shortages.  They also passed a law to encourage foreign investment, a key step in revitalizing the economy.  On the agenda are laws giving greater power and accountability to local governments, clarifying ownership and use of the country’s oil reserves, and strengthening the rights of property owners.

CHANGING NATURE OF THE WAR
 Combat operations by American and Coalition troops have taken a heavy toll on terrorist groups.  The death of Al Qaeda leader Zarqawi last June, followed by the capture of other high-ranking terrorist leaders, have seriously damaged the Al Qaeda organization in Iraq.

Coalition forces and the Iraqi government are now addressing the problem of sectarian violence, primarily between Sunni and Shia Muslims.  Shia and Sunni militias are responsible for much of this violence.

Iraq remains strategically important to both America and Al Qaeda.  The terrorists are trying to establish a radical Islamist state in Iraq, from which they can launch further attacks on America and her allies.  Even if they are unable to conquer all of Iraq, a civil war would allow them to establish a base in part of the country.  Sectarian violence helps them achieve that goal.

For us, Iraq is the key to creating freedom and democracy throughout the Middle East.  With our help, the Iraqis have already established a free and democratic nation in the heart of the Arab world.  Continued success will inspire others in the region, severely undermining support for the terrorists and shattering their plans for creating a radical Islamist state.  The continued fighting here is a sign of Iraq’s strategic importance for both us and our enemies.

BAGHDAD SECURITY PLAN
In the summer of 2006, the Iraqi government and the Multi-National Corps - Iraq launched Operation Together Forward, intended to establish security in the city of Baghdad.  The plan was based on a proven counter-insurgency strategy called “Clear, Hold, and Build.”  The tactics involved clearing an area of terrorists, armed militias, and illegal weapons; holding the area while security and the rule of law are established; and rebuilding public infrastructure.  (Disclosure: I was a Plans Officer on the Governance Team of the Multi-National Corps - Iraq in 2006).

There were two problems that hampered our success in Operation Together Forward.  First, because of the limited number of troops available to cover the city of Baghdad, the “Hold” phase was only two or three weeks in many cases.  The objective in this phase is to establish security, show the local people that law and order can work in their area, and begin to get them involved in their own security.  The people of Iraq have been terrorized by 35 years of Baath Party rule, and a few weeks of security were not sufficient to convince them to step forward and confront the violence in their neighborhoods.

In some of the neighborhoods, peace has been restored since the latest surge of troop reinforcements began.  Parents are sending their children back to school, demonstrating their confidence in the improved security situation.  Surveys indicate that people are feeling more secure, particularly when they see American soldiers along with Iraqi police in their neighborhood.

The second problem with our Baghdad security plan was that armed sectarian militia groups had influence on some of the political factions in the Iraqi government.  This was especially true of the Mahdi Army, led by radical Shia cleric Moqtada al Sadr.  Sadr’s party holds 30 seats in the Iraqi Council of Representatives, and was a key player in the political coalition of Prime Minister Nuri al Maliki.  As a result, certain areas of Baghdad, particularly the Shia slum known as Sadr City, were placed off-limits for Coalition military activity.

The solutions to both of these problems are now in effect.  The most straightforward is the troop surge, announced by President Bush in January.  An additional 21,500 troops are either in or en route to Baghdad.  This should give us sufficient numbers to extend the “Hold” phase of our operations.  If we can hold these areas long enough (probably several months), Iraqi citizens will begin to trust their own government to provide long-term security.  Armed militias and terrorists will no longer be tolerated.

The political problem was somewhat more complicated to resolve, but it is no longer a major factor.  Last fall, Moqtada al Sadr threatened to withdraw from the government if Prime Minister Maliki met with President Bush in Jordan.  Maliki went to the meeting anyway, and Sadr’s party walked out of the Council of Representatives.  Since then, Maliki’s Shia coalition has sought out support from other parties in the Council, including the secular party of Ayad Allawi (who holds 28 seats versus Sadr’s 30).  Maliki has secured enough political support for the new security operations that Sadr is no longer relevant.  The latest reports indicate that Sadr himself has fled to Iran.

U.S. and other Coalition troops are now free to operate anywhere they need to go.  U.S. troops recently entered Sadr City and encountered no resistance.  The troop surge, combined with political developments within the Iraqi government, will set the stage for victory in Iraq, as increased security and economic recovery take hold.


We will continue the fight for freedom.
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