Operation Bonehead (2)

By Richard Sale, author of Clinton’s Secret Wars.

At the beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom, Vice President Dick Cheney, an aide to Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, Steve Cambone, and the American envoy to Iraq, Paul Bremer all believed that the Allied Coalition was strong enough to succeed at anything it chose to tackle. After the military victory, the initial U.S. political objective was to consolidate support for the U.S. forces and begin to resurrect a normal political environment. This would prove difficult and elusive because, as we’ve seen, Bremer had fired most of the Iraqi educated middle class and Iraqi technocrats as politically unfit: they were Baathists.

The disbanding of the Iraqi Army was only one of the self-induced U.S. disasters taking place at the time.  Probably the first major calamity was the U.S. military’s mishandling of the looting of Baghdad. One of the key foreign policy lessons learned from U.S. peacekeeping activities in the Balkans in the 1990s, was that looting had to be controlled promptly and firmly during its early stages. But the Bush administration, following its ABC rule (Anything But Clinton), ignored this. The result was that 400 initial looters set off a riot that inflicted $324 billion of damage on the Iraqi infrastructure. In city buildings, looters took doors, doorjambs, electrical wiring, paneling, window frames, plumbing, and often set them afire.  Iraq’s National Library, equivalent to our Library of Congress, was burned, and the Iraq National Museum was looted. Bremer wanted to shoot the looters, but was refused permission. 

There are provisions within the international laws of warfare, including The Hague and Geneva Convention that mandate protecting sites of cultural importance such as ancient museums and monuments. But Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld repudiated this responsibility. With his usual languid mixture of the callow and insensitive, he said, "Stuff happens,” adding, ‘Our troops are doing a great job.” 

Hardly. The U.S. forces were tasked with a handful of vague orders – to improve the life of ordinary Iraqi people, install the rule of law in all its aspects, begin countrywide reconstruction, and prepare for elections. Yet how could be done when an insurgency was just beginning, and when the country’s institutions were not up and running?  Bremer’s top priority was aimed at the timely establishment of U.S. authority throughout the major cities and the widespread provinces controlled by Bremer’s CPA. It wasn’t done. It wasn’t done partly because the CPA had no communications equipment other than cell phones. In fact, structural deficiencies in CPA’s communications were so great it could give no strategic direction to any of its outlying offices. Within Baghdad and in the provinces, its information efforts were amateur and inadequate. It had no long term media strategy. In one province, two thirds of the people lay outside the reach of U.S. media.

But Bremer and Rumsfeld’s initial and irrevocable misstep came from their not understanding the country they were ambitious to run. Iraq was a large a country fractured by different political, ethnic and religious groups. Most of all it was an Islamic country inhabited by tribes left untouched by decades of urbanization -- there were 100 of them in the Wasit province alone. The Baathists had been centralists, running the country from Baghdad and through parallel ministries inserted in the provinces. At one stroke, this system and the people who ran it were gone, and the fear of punishment that had made the cumbersome apparatus run had gone too. There had been 23 government ministries, but seventeen of them had been damaged or destroyed. Yet Rumsfeld was angling to have hand-picked DOD officials heading the liberated ministries, and he squalled like an accordion when he was met by opposition. Yet if the allied coalition had had enough troops, it could have placed U.S. military, State Department or Iraqi advisors in each of the key ministries and at the province level, used Iraqi officials to help steer the country through a bumpy post- war period. We could also have used Iraqi advisors in the local police force to make it less corrupt. If we had, we would have a functioning country and not a power vacuum, U.S. officials said.

At bottom, it seemed that almost all of the Bremer enterprises had impossible aims and impractical objectives. His schemes were overloaded with countless rationalizations, and offended, indignant excuses. The key point is that Bremer’s designs lacked any coherent guiding post-war plan. As a US military official at the time said, “There was no plan.  Everyone was kind of waiting around.” When CPA officials began to work with local councils, they got no orders from senior CPA big-wigs that laid out the nature of their powers. Promised salaries never materialized. Pleas for some official sanction of the U.S. groups trying to function and rebuild in the provinces could not get approval. Month after month nothing happened The Iraqi Council, a governing group initially set up by the U.S. military, was fired by Bremer. Apparently he felt that the council would dilute the CPA’s centralized authority. The former members of the group continued to live in Saddam's old palaces and go to expensive hotels for meals and premium whiskies.



As Gen. Eric Shinseki had predicted before Rumsfeld fired him, the U.S. Combined Joint Military Task Force had been far too small, it was unable to quickly train border guards, police or other security formations and it was unable to marshal the required resources. As a result, the Iran border stayed open and Iranian agents and militia streamed through into Bagdad.

U.S. intelligence efforts had been grossly defective. One administration official told me at the time that the United States “did not have a single agent on the ground in Baghdad.”  

Meantime, in Baghdad, the problems piled up. City life was paralyzed, the power was out or intermittent, sewage was flowing unchecked and collecting in ponds, rubbish lay uncollected, black market petrol caused fuel shortages and gas lines, looting continued as cars, sewage and rubbish trucks and army equipment were stolen and taken to the Iranian border and sold. Schools were half- wrecked. When a U.S. coalition official went in to one school, the head master insisted that the first priority was the rebuilding of his office (never mind the students). Another school principal said that thieves had stolen the doors to the classrooms, new doors, and asked for more. It was later discovered he had taken them and sold them. Iraqis in Baghdad who kept asking how U.S. forces were going to deal with soaring unemployment,  and it is droll to note that by firing the Iraqi Army, paramilitary and internal security officials, Bremer seemed to ignore the effect of his own actions. In a phone call with President George Bush he noted that the employment rate in Baghdad could be as high as 50 percent. As if that came as a surprise. 

Above all, the U.S. forces were short of the people most needed: State Department experts or U.S. soldiers that were fluent in Arabic, with a solid knowledge of Iraq, and the ability to recruit and groom agents. We didn’t even have police power -- during the first 10 months in Iraq. U.S. officials were unable to arrest any major Iraqi criminal figures.

The hasty and ill-conceived US efforts basically “bounced off the hard shell of Iraqi society,” a U.S. official told me at the time. The efforts to restore order suggested “an inability to grasp the nature of such problems and what had created them,” said one U.S. official. The failure of the $18 billion reconstruction program, an appropriation of breathtaking scope, that was designed to start major construction projects across Iraq in every field -- power generation and distribution, oil, irrigation, health, law and order, military infrastructure and roads --- was a flat fizzle.  It was designed to create two million jobs.

The Iraqis weren’t guiltless. Iraq was riddled with corruption Iraqi officials who regarded embezzlement of public money as a kind of holy calling. Contractors would form cabals before bidding and share any proceeds. A city’s construction companies would attack any outside firm that had won a contract to build on their turf. Work was shoddy and materials substandard. An engineer sent to check a contractor’s work was bribed to keep silent, and he in turn might bribe someone else to turn a blind eye. Chaos reigned.

I know: you’re growing weary so we conclude. But not quite.

Among the many outstanding Bush failures, one would prove fatally damaging to his rationale for waging war on Iraq. In October 2002, Bush was given a three-page classified document that listed “The Things That Could Go Wrong in Iraq” after we invaded it, and one of the items was, “Not finding WMD.” That secret  was about to be revealed.

 (Next, the Hunt for WMD)


This account was assembled from old notes of mine, and I apologize in advance for any errors I have committed.  I am sure they are readers who can help to correct them. 

My appreciation goes to Jim Ticehurst and others who are so thoughtful in their observations.


  





















