FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE

An interpretive summary of COL Tucker’s remarks to family members on July 2nd 2003.

A WORD ON THE FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE.

What follows is my recollection from notes and memory of the discussion led by COL Tucker. While I am confident that the gist of the main points is accurate, I have taken creative license in organizing the thoughts and crafting them into what appears to be a script to make for easy reading.

I do not make any representation to actually quote COL Tucker here.

In the end if there is any disparity between the words presented here and that which COL Tucker actually said, the error is mine and I accept the responsibility of such.

FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE:  ON THE NEWS COVERAGE.

I’ve read the papers here over the last two days.  I can see you folks are starved for news.

I’ve been impressed with the coverage by Fox News.  They have been fair with us, interested in us and what we are doing.  We even brought them in to cover some of the raids, from the planning to execution, from soup to nuts.  It would be nice if we got Fox News Channel around the clock here in Europe, but at least the folks back home are seeing good stuff.

FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE:  ON WHO IS WHO IN IRAQ

The 1st Brigade is bigger than it has ever been with various attachments.  For instance we have 3-124 Infantry from the Florida National Guard.  These guys are great.  Remember, all these Guard guys have day jobs.  And in many cases they are doctors, engineers, civic leaders, cable installers, construction contractors…all of which are incredibly valuable skill sets to have under our circumstances.

And then there is the 802d MP Company attached to the brigade.  That’s an additional forty something Hummvees.  An incredible supplement.  And many of these guys are the boys in blue, policemen from New York.  Some are detectives.  It is unbelievable how much they have taught us.  I mean, a bunch of infantrymen and tankers – what do they know about preserving the crime scene…we’re trained to destroy.  So these guys bring and teach skill sets we simply must have.

The spectrum of bad guys runs from thugs, through organized crime all the way to paramilitaries.  The thugs and such are not much of a problem….they are just thugs.  Our first priority is the paramilitaries.

The paramilitaries are mostly Ba’ath party members who were accustomed to being the privileged class in Iraq for 35 years.  And now their privilege has been removed.  They have nothing to lose and everything to gain by sabotaging US efforts on the part of the Iraqi people.  And they continue to spread rumors that Saddam is alive and it is only a matter of time before the Ba’ath party returns to power.

But we have to be careful not too attribute everything to Ba’ath party members.  Sometimes the bad guys doing the shooting are just drunk.  Or, sometimes it is a crime of passion, boyfriends jealous of their girlfriends working for the Americans as translators.

There is a huge unemployed element of the population.  Many of these are former Iraqi soldiers.  But let’s understand this…the Iraqi Army was 20 times larger than it needed to be.  These soldiers were part of Saddam’s strength, extra power to intimidate the Iraqi people.

FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE:  ON THE SITUATION IN BAGHDAD.

The 1st Brigade sector in Baghdad is east of the Tigris river.  We sometime refer to it as East LA.  There are 5 million people in Baghdad.  1.2 million of them are in our central sector.  On our northeast flank is the 2d Light Cavalry Regiment out of Fort Polk, LA, essentially another brigade attached to the 1AD.  They own the 72 square block area of Tharwa, formerly known as Saddam City, also referred to as The Warsaw Ghetto or sometimes simply “Looter City”.  There are 2.3 million people there.  Poverty, squalor.  Saddam just kicked these folks to the curb.

When we arrived there was garbage four feet deep in most every street in our area.  But that is gone now.  And your soldiers helped make that happen…and your soldiers helped the Iraqi people make that happen.

You have to understand that the average Iraqi has NO initiative.  Why?  Because for 35 years the system was designed to stifle initiative.  For 35 years they were told what to do and brutally punished for any deviation from the Ba’ath party direction.  You can’t believe what a wonderful sight it is to see the rebirth of self sufficiency that is coming as a result of freedom from oppression.

Some folks don’t understand how they can still read reports about power not being fully restored in Baghdad.  Well, you have to understand some things.  The first is the infrastructure there is ancient and decrepit.  Saddam Hussein had no interest in projects that would divert money from his concept of grandeur for himself.  The poor guy was down to only 90 palaces or so when we came knocking…Anyway, it takes time to rebuild the infrastructure, and as we do, we hire Iraqi’s, many of them former soldiers, to guard the sites.  (They seem perfectly content to work for a wage of about $2.50 per day.)  We hire the guards because as soon as we get something fixed, the looters will come and dismantle it again.

The second is that 20 percent of Iraq’s population lives in Baghdad.  But prior to the war Baghdad consumed 60 percent of the electricity. Areas outside of Baghdad went un-served.   So as we restore power, we are kicking some of it places other than Baghdad.  And a lot of those in Baghdad don’t see that as such a great idea.

You also have to understand the level of looting.  One can understand the looting as a backlash to the oppression and directed at palaces and such.  But the looting of public service places such as universities, hospitals…that is harder to explain.  But the crushing poverty of some of these people may explain some of it.

One reason it took us a while to clear the streets of garbage was there was no garbage service once the government fell.  But when we organized the new service, there were no garbage trucks…they were all looted.  I would get so mad when I’d ride through Baghdad and see a garbage truck, no garbage at all in the back because now it is some family’s ride.

But the streets are clean now.  And Iraqi’s everyday contribute more and more to their own upkeep.  They are finding their pride and acting on it.

We’re on our sixth Chief of Police now.  We kept hiring a chief, then firing the cheif because he’d turn out to be on the take.  These folks are masters of subversion.  For 35 years they were on the take.  The police under Saddam never left the police station unless they were called.  So if you called one night and said “my house is being robbed” the police would say “Well, we are very busy tonight…how much money do you have.”  That is the way policing worked under the Ba’ath party.  If you were not a party member you had to buy police assistance.

And then, there was no detective work under these police…once you paid them they would ask you who you thought committed the crime, then they would go to that persons house and kill or torture everyone inside.

And so our wonderful MPs from New York are teaching the new police we are hiring how to be police in our sense of the term.  But it is a slow prospect, because the culture of being corrupt is so ingrained.  If we hire 400 policemen, we’ll eventually fire 300 of those because we won’t tolerate their being on the take.  There are 9 police stations in the 1st Brigade area…we have an MP with a translator on duty in each one 24 hours per day.  And when the MP has reason to believe the policeman is shaking someone down, we fire him.  It is all about demonstrating resolve through action.

And one thing you quickly learn about Iraqis.  They respect action.  Talk is cheap…but they respect action.

And I’ll tell you this.  I’ve had Iraqis tell me they respect American soldiers more than any other entity they have ever encountered.  They respect our soldiers because they are disciplined, courteous, firm, and they do what they say they will do all the while treating the Iraqis with fairness, dignity and respect.

Meanwhile, we continue to clean up the city…on any given day we run upwards of 300 patrols in our area alone.  We have the Iraqi Police walking along side so they will learn and earn the respect of their countrymen.  

We are cleaning up the black market area too – watch the news because we have publicized that the black market area will be eliminated on 6 July.  Now they will challenge us on that, because they believe talk is cheap.  But on the 6th of July a platoon of soldiers will escort Bradley Fighting Vehicles into this area and will roll over the tables and stands.  They respect action.

Meanwhile we are building a legitimate market place for legitimate commerce.  We consulted with the locals about where it should be and what it should include.  And suddenly these folks who have never had a say in anything, they are taking charge of themselves and their neighborhoods.

Also on July 6th the Baghdad City Council will meet for the first time.  These are Iraqis elected first to district councils, then regional councils and then to the city council.  Understand what this means.  On that day for the first time in 35 years representatives of the people will sit across the table from the Ministers of the various departments and Iraqis will discuss with Iraqis what needs doing, how it will get done, and the Americans will begin the long process of simply fading into the background.

Make no mistake about it…progress is happening everywhere you look in Baghdad.  Yes, the press reports on the shootings.  But for every bad story there is I can show you one-hundred good stories.

And none of this would be happening but for your soldiers being there.

Be prepared…for when your soldier returns he will be 15 years wiser and more mature.  We have privates making decisions in Iraq that back in garrison Lieutenant Colonels would be making.

And Captains making decisions that only Generals would make were we back home.  Your soldiers are making things happen.

I spoke to Mr. Bremer.  I told him I thought we were not doing well getting the story out about the progress being made.  I hope to be able to have some influence on that in my next job.

Finally, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) are beginning to flood into Baghdad where previously they were not there.  Why now?  Because Baghdad is secure now.  They demonstrate their acknowledgement of that fact by their presence.  And with these NGOs come a lot of money.  I spoke to one lady from a certain NGO the other day who said “I’ve got $90 Million to spend in the next three weeks…who should I talk to.”  These agencies will mean a sharp increase in relief to the average Iraqi.

FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE:  ON THE DANGER TO OUR SOLDIERS.

I’ve told you repeatedly that the Iraqi’s respect action.  So our rules of engagement are written with that in mind and they heavily favor our side.

For instance the rules of engagement allow a soldier to fire upon anyone pointing a weapon at the soldier.  Merely pointing it.

And our response is heavy.  They may get one bullet off, but we will return fire with a hundred bullets.  We exhibit strength through action.

Our foot patrols consist of 9 – 12 soldiers each.  We teach situational awareness at all times…seeing what is in front of you, and, importantly, on the second and third stories, as well as roof tops.  And we have procedures to cover each others backs.  And it is working.  No one has taken on our foot patrols in a while.

As to vehicles, well, frankly, our policies on moving our vehicles in the city are a pain in the butt…because it takes three vehicles to move one.  No vehicle is permitted to travel alone.  There will be a heavy gun vehicle in front and one behind.  You heard about the Humvee that got lost and the soldiers (from another division) kidnapped and killed.  That vehicle was out by itself.

And it didn’t take too long to find that Humvee once it went missing.  See, nobody in Baghdad makes a cell phone call that we don’t listen to.  We know their strategies and their tactics.

With regard to the airport road where there has been trouble of late, we have changed our tactics there to better ensure the security along that main supply route.

FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE:  ON THE SOLDIERS LIVING AND WORKING CONDITIONS

I’d say 90 percent of them are sleeping in buildings.  Over 75 percent of them sleep or work in air-conditioned areas.   In fact we purchased over 200 more window air-conditioning units just this week for various places around the brigade. We are putting a push on air-conditioning because what the Iraqi’s call The Furnace Weeks are coming.  The last two weeks of July through the middle of September temperatures in Baghdad will be in the 130s. 

We have had ice for a while now but it is not potable.  However we just signed a contract for potable ice in the amount of 5 pounds per soldier per day.  That will begin soon.

You’ve heard that bottled water was limited to two 3-liter bottles per day.  Very soon that will be going up to four bottles per day.

The soldiers get about one hot meal per day (a heat and serve type meal) and a “class A” meal (from scratch type meal) about once per week.  And we have plenty of fresh fruit to eat.

We’ve also just signed contracts for porta-johns.  The reason for the delay there was lack of trucks to service the toilets.  That is fixed and these will be distributed soon.  Similarly trailers resembling small mobile homes arrived in Baghdad just yesterday.  On each trailer is 10 separate shower compartments along with a huge water cistern. 

And while not every soldier has access to every one of these items mentioned here, I can tell you with certainty that every soldier has access to satellite TV no matter where he or she lives in Iraq.

There is a PX in the 501st FSB area and other smaller PX units are being set up across Baghdad. And we’ve also just signed a contract to provide Gatorade to the troops.

Internet connections from Baghdad have been spotty.  We learned that Iraqis were stealing IP addresses from Jordan in order to make connections with the satellites.  1AD has decided to purchase internet provider services that are legitimate.  Expect to see improvement their soon.

Plus the division will be buying each company a telephone to provide soldiers free use to call loved ones.  Each company will have to decide the usage rate but expect that each soldier will be allotted X number of minutes each week.

FIRST PERSON PERSPECTIVE:  ON PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER.

The bad guys are three percent of the population.  Informants are everywhere and we receive 300 tips per day on where the bad guys are and what they are up to.

When and if we can prove Saddam is dead, the Ba’ath party holdovers are completely out of business.  In fact it is my opinion that when we prove he is dead, a whole lot of Ba’ath party members will have their throats slit in the night.  The Iraqis know who they are and where they are.

You can see the change in the country happening daily.  Baghdad is beginning to function as any other city.  And the people are beginning to understand it is a slow but worthy process. 

We have focused our efforts early on toward security and rebuilding public services such as the hospitals, fire houses, police, schools and universities.

And although the Iraqi’s believe America is capable of anything it sets its mind to (“You put men on the moon, you have space shuttle, why then do we not have water?) they are beginning to understand this is a slow process.

Some folks here read the stories in the press and believe the situation in Iraq is getting worse.  That is not the case.  Let me give you and example.

When we took responsibility for central Baghdad the departing unit told us there were only 43 remaining sites of unexploded ordnance to be dealt with.  That number is up in the hundreds now.  Is that because it got worse?  No, it is because we have more patrols out in the street.  And the Iraqis trust us more.  So we see more and we learn more from the locals.

Similarly – the incidents of shootings.  The numbers of shooters isn’t growing.  It is all  tied together.  Ba’athists who have money (remember that Saddam Hussein pulled off with 4 tractor trailer loads of cash just before the war) find some poverty ridden soul and offer him money to shoot soldiers.  

These guys generally can’t shoot well.  And so we capture them and interrogate them and find out who is paying them.  So in some ways when they shoot it is good, because it forces them to pop their heads up…and we usually get the shooter and whoever is behind him.

This is a country of snitches.  We have no shortage of information leading us to the bad guys.

Meanwhile, our soldiers, your soldiers, are guardians of the birth of freedom.

Be proud of them.

