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5000 CHAPTER 12
COLLATERAL DAMAGE AND THE GREATER GOOD

Referred to as the Second Gulf War, Operation Iraqi Freedom or the Occupation of Iraq, the controversial Iraq war began on March 20, 2003 when the United States and the United Kingdom invaded Iraq. Before the invasion and following the bombing of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, the USA and UK claimed their security was threatened by Iraq, especially by Iraqi weapons of mass destruction (WMD). UN Security Council Resolution 1441, passed in 2002, called for Iraq to cooperate with UN weapon inspectors sent to ascertain whether Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction and cruise missiles. The United Nations Monitoring, Verification and Inspection Commission (UNMOVIC) was granted access by Iraq but the head of the weapons inspection, Hans Blix, was not allowed to complete his investigation and thus could not verify whether Iraq actually did possess such weapons. General consensus holds the Bush and the Blair Administrations mislead their citizens and it later appeared Iraq had ended its biological, chemical and nuclear programs in 1991. After the invasion, remnants of pre-1991 chemical weapons did surface but these were not the type of weapons used to justify the invasion. The charge that Iraqi President Saddam Hussein had harbored and supplied al-Qaeda also was found to be false. In the end, the Bush administration justified the invasion as part of a broader policy of bringing democracy to Iraq. Saddam Hussein eventually was captured, tried and executed by the new Iraqi government but partisan fighting between Iraqi Sunni and Shiites continues and any Al-Qaeda in the area simply relocated. By 2008, the war had displaced an estimated 4.7 million refugees (some 16% of the population) with 2 million abroad, 2.7 million internally displaced, and 5 million children (35% of all Iraqi children) orphaned, leaving Iraq's humanitarian situation among the most critical in the world, according to the Red Cross. Although the U.S. Department of Defense claimed improved security and economic indicators, Iraq currently ranks high (between second and fifth) on the Failed States Index. This is the war in which both “Doc” and Sebastian fought, with quite different memories.
I am 29 years old. I am currently a Federal Agent for the United States Department of Homeland Security. I work mainly in San Diego County near the U.S.-Mexican border. I primarily deal with intelligence and terrorist threats against the U.S from our southern border. 

Q. You were in the Iraq war. Can I hear your story? 
Sure. I was part of Operation Iraqi Freedom, in 2003 to 2005. I was in the United States Navy from 1999 to 2005. Four years in active duty and two years in the reserves. The two years in the reserves, I was activated, and served one term of about one year, including six months in Iraq.

Q. Where were you stationed?

At the Naval Marine Corps bases in San Diego, California. I trained to be a corpsman at the Naval Hospital Corps School, Great Lakes, Illinois. After corpsman training, I began to work with the U.S. Marine Corps, as they are a division of the Navy. A corpsman is the field medic.

Q. Do you have any nicknames?

Most people called me "Rai" or "Doc" since I was a medic.

Q. Are there any stories you would like to share from Operation Iraqi Freedom?

I guess we can start with the conditions we had to deal with in Iraq. We lacked sleep and proper sanitation. Endured numerous sand storms, and a lot of fighting. Nothing out of the ordinary at a time of war.

Q. Would you consider these inhumane conditions?

No, not at all. It was definitely not a four star hotel but Iraq is nothing like America. It’s a huge sandbox. The terrain is quite different from the U.S. It’s still mainly rural and Third World. We dug holes when we needed to take care of business and showers were a luxury. Sleep was another luxury. Even though the Republican Guard was not as trained as the U.S. military, they fought vigilantly day and night. The Republican Guard is Saddam Hussein's personal National Guard force. Rocket propelled grenades, gun shots were normal sounds at night. There were 24-hour watches over our campsites and bases nightly. The noise, you learn to ignore it after a while but Red Bull definitely helped on long nights. We were not deployed in Iraq. We were deployed in Kuwait and entered Iraq through Kuwait. I entered with the First Marine Corps Reconnaissance teams as one of the first few military convoys into Iraq for this mission. We spent some time in Kuwait and waited to hear word from the Sergeant Major, to enter Iraq or not. When Saddam did not approve inspection for weapons of mass destruction, we entered. My team, my battle buddies, consisted of a group of eight men. But we were in a larger platoon of about 100 people, consisting of several other teams.

Q. What was your route like heading to Iraq?

It was a sandbox but some of our main stops were Camp Matilda, Nasiriyah, Baqubah, and Baghdad.

Q. Any stories from any of the cities?

Generally the same story, different day. The general mission was to review each city for hostile people and hostile buildings. The bigger cities were the toughest because civilians generally left so there were plenty of empty buildings to ambush us from. It was definitely dangerous and the Republican Guards were tricky. They would hide weapons and attack from schools, mosques, etc. So when we did find weapons and evidence of military sites, we generally blew the building up. We also joined the U.S. Army Main Invasion Force in Nasiriyah, Iraq. The Republican Guards were pretty well armed. They had AK 47's, rocket-propelled grenades, bombs, etc. But they were not well nourished, and I would have to say the same for most of the unarmed civilians leaving many bigger cities.

Q. Do you feel you were disrupting the infrastructure of Iraq?

In a sense, yes, but it was a means to the bigger picture of Iraq: freedom from oppression. We will help rebuild Iraq. In any war, in any state there will always be collateral damage. 
Q. Was the war worth damaging the public service infrastructure in Iraq?
We did not intentionally bomb every school or mosque we stumbled upon. It was tactical and only when we had proper intelligence. The U.S. plans to support and help develop the new government and economy, as we have in the past. We did not drive around looking for schools and mosques to bomb.

Q. Was there any methodology to your actions and orders?

Honestly, tactically my team did not head straight for Baghdad but the troop's focus was always Baghdad. We used scare tactics to misdirect and trick the Iraqi army but that also meant we invaded and sometimes destroyed smaller cities in route to Baghdad. For instance, in the Baqubah region, where we watched the north flank for the main force entering Baghdad, we did reconnaissance missions in several smaller towns to detract focus from Baghdad. As much as we were gathering intelligence, the Guards were doing the same. When we finally entered Baghdad, the U.S. Marines and Army had already entered Baghdad city and Saddam's palace. In the beginning there were not enough supplies, armor or little armor on vehicles. During our first reconnaissance missions we had very few supplies and at times traveled day and night. Sleep was sometimes hard to get. On some missions we were joined by the Iraqi Freedom Fighters; we would fight and assault cities together.

Q. What would happen if you ran out of food or supplies?

We did run out of food and supplies in the beginning. We were doing reconnaissance missions and were the first to head into Iraq. The arrival of regular supply trucks was not available. We would generally ration and make do with what we had but there were times we bought our own supplies and/or commandeered supplies from the locals.

Q. Was there anything you were worried about in terms of Iraqi civilians?

Of course. At first many Iraqi people welcomed the U.S. into Iraq or were confused as to why we were there. We conducted missions where shots were fired and bombing campaigns, so civilian casualties did occur. It's called collateral damage but we tried to minimize it. At the start, the Republican Guards [Saddam’s supporters] were all in uniform but now they hide and dress like civilians. Also, the development of more aggressive rebel and terrorist groups in Iraq was established after Saddam's regime had been taken down. We were never there to fight innocent people but we had to protect each other. We were not able to help or save all civilian casualties but we offered medical attention they might not be able to receive locally. 
My battle buddies are like my brothers. We spent day and night together. We fought together. I owe them my life and we watched over each other. I did not question my team leader because he knew information we did not. Our team leader was like a big brother to us.

Q. Were there incidents you regret?

No, because we always tried to follow protocol. There were definitely instances where innocent civilians were hurt. But we never tried to ruin anyone's livelihood. The problem is we had very few translators and most of us did not speak Arabic. But we tried to help civilians through several different humanitarian missions.

Q. What kind of humanitarian missions were you involved with?

Since I am a corpsman, I was involved with medical humanitarian missions but there were food and water rationing missions, educational missions and so on. We provided whatever field medical attention we could to people harmed during military campaigns, sick people, etc. We did not have a full military medical unit with us so medical help was limited. We did try to stabilize and give medicine to those we were able to. We mainly helped children. The children were scared and I do sympathize with them. War is tough on adults but even tougher on children. I don't think they fully understand. They can't comprehend what is going on during war. We did not want to create future jihad-American-hating people. I do think these humanitarian campaigns were helpful and helped develop relations and trust with the Iraqi people.

Q. Do you feel the Iraqi people were good?

Yes, I do. I have learned that in war there are three types of people: good people, bad people, and dead people.

Q. Do you think that is a normal state of mind?

At the time, yes. War is tough. You have to be tough and follow orders and standard operating procedure. But the majority of people are good. There were definitely mixed feelings among the civilians but there were more people thanking us than condemning us. The military were used as a scapegoat often times. It ranged from “We didn't do enough” to “We do not belong there.” We killed innocent people but never intentionally. We were there to help revolutionize and free the Iraqis. For example, when we put checkpoints in the cities, it was to protect us during reconnaissance missions, to stop people from entering dangerous zones, and to help assess whether people entering and leaving the city were civilians or hostile threats. We had humanitarian missions bringing people free medical aid, clothes and water. The U.S. is also not the only opponent of Saddam's rule; there were several citizens and rebel groups we stumbled upon while collecting intelligences.

Q. Can you tell me about checkpoint duty?

Sure. Our protocol was to fire warning shots or smoke grenades towards oncoming cars that were not slowing down or not stopping while entering the checkpoints. When the car did not slow down or stop, they were considered hostile and dangerous. We would first shoot out the tires and engine but some injuries and deaths occurred to civilians who did not stop. We always followed protocol. I am sure you heard of suicide car bombers. They do exist. We had to protect our missions, and ourselves.

Q. Would you consider suicide car bombers evil?

Not evil per se but definitely the enemy. If someone wanted to kill you and you had the capacity to kill them first, wouldn't you? I mean, we have to protect each other.

Q. I guess you’re right, I would. Do you feel overall you were doing a greater good in Iraq?

I do feel we were doing a greater good in Iraq. We are helping the politically oppressed and suppressing an opposition. Many people in Iraq under Saddam faced tough punishment and bullying. Tough interrogations and cruel and unusual punishments. So many civilians told us they were glad we were there and that Saddam's reign was harsh and severe. He did not help the people or give medical attention to his citizens. He stoned, killed, and harshly interrogated people. Sure, some civilians did not understand checkpoints and therefore were unintentionally hurt. We always let them take their property after we searched their vehicles and deemed them non-hostile. 

Q. Were the civilians mad that you damaged their property?

Sometimes, generally not. The way Saddam ran his government actually helped us at times. His cruel and unapologetic approach to his citizens made them mentally used to property damage and savagery occurring. The civilians usually apologized when we shot their cars to pieces. The people in Iraq definitely mourn differently than people in the U.S. If someone shot my car to pieces in the U.S., I would definitely file suit and it will probably be on the nightly news. People there live a simpler life but a hard life.

Q. Do you feel you got a good picture of the Iraqi people?

I do. They are generally good people, mostly content with their simple livelihoods. 

Q. Was it necessary to relieve them of their government?

Yes because we can help them better their living standards. They are generally a Third World, rural country. We can help bring industry and a safer infrastructure. I truly believe you should not be afraid of your government. I appreciate all the freedoms I have at home in America. I truly think the U.S. will help with the balance of power in Iraq.

Q. So overall do you feel Operation Iraqi Freedom was a success?

The campaign I was involved with was and is a success. We removed a tyrant. We are trying to instill stability and trust, and develop a fair government there. I am not saying we are done there. It is a process that has yet to be complete. Operation Iraqi Freedom will finally be a success when they establish their own government, constitution and so on. There are still Marines there but they’re fighting rebel groups trying to gain power, not Saddam's Republican Guard. Also, the army has a more active duty to help stabilize. The CIA, the masterminds, are still continuing intelligence projects. They are really the masterminds of it all. I'm just a grunt.

Q. Is there more violence now or when you were in Iraq?

Definitely more violence after the siege because now you rarely ever know who you are fighting. It's almost guerrilla warfare against different rebel groups fighting to take power over Iraq. Military rebel groups hide with civilians, dress like civilians. Luckily they are still hiding weapons in the same places: schools and mosques.

Q. Was there more you could have done?

We were looking for hostile forces. We were not there to ruin anyone's livelihood, regardless of whether it was legal or not. We saw sub-culture activities like drug use, prostitution, etc. but we were there to free the people from their government. We could not micro-manage every city; those were not our duties at the start of the war. There were points where we discovered Republican Guard weapons but we could not always stop because we had our orders to complete another mission, which was usually to review the city for hostile people and hostile buildings, not to destroy weapons or their caravans on the side of the road. We were there to free them and then help stabilize the country. After that it was their role to democratically establish their society. You know we took Baghdad in 41 days. It took a little over a month to take over an entire country! I personally am surprised. It's a supreme accomplishment.

Q. It feels much longer than 41 days since we are still over there.

Well, I pretty much left after the siege but the U.S. is still there because we have to protect the people. It would not be fair to leave Iraq with another dictator. Our hard work to overthrow Saddam would be a failure if we allow that to happen.

Q. Why do you think U.S. forces had such an advantage over the Republican Guard?

We were definitely trained better and better supplied. We were like highly tuned, exotic cars and they (the Republican Guard) were Hondas or Toyotas, just semi-skilled. Many Republican Guards abandoned their units. Many simply walked home from their stations. Some were armed but they always surrendered. They were not in the war to fight; they had no passion or drive to fight. Many of the AWOL Republican Guards were fighting for the money. Some were forced to fight once Republican Guards took over their city. They just wanted to return to their families. Many deserters asked for help. They wanted assistance and protection to return home because if found, they were generally killed for treason. We were unable to protect most deserters and after they were interrogated, we let them continue on their way, usually to where they were from, with some water. If an individual had beneficial intelligences we would send them to Abu Ghraib Prison.
 If they really knew a lot of intelligence then they would get sent to Guantanamo Bay for further interrogation.

Q. Could you relate to these deserters?

Honestly, after so many years of training and the bonds I have made, no. I could not imagine leaving my battle buddies because I knew if I didn't protect my brothers, who would? Who would protect me? Trust was the most important thing to us. I may not talk to most of them now but I am forever honored and grateful to them. I cannot forget anyone in my team. To be honest, war is very political, internally and externally. The lifers, this is their career. They are trying to move up in the ranks. Also the stigma of war, the array of public opinion, etc., but you always have to believe you are doing the right thing because when you stop believing in yourself and your team, there is no coming up from that. War is brutal but there are good things; I'll never forget my battle buddies and the humanitarian missions where we got to meet the people of the towns. 

Like I said, the civilians there are not bad people but there are bad people there. For example, the kids, they really touched my heart. I went into the war single, with no strings attached. I had personally planned it that way. I didn't want to leave a widow and children if anything were to happen to me. But during the humanitarian missions I realized children are so innocent and grateful and I knew after my term was up I'd want to start a family one day. I wanted some tabula rasa rascals of my own. I wanted to live and I felt that doubt and worry would only hinder my future goals. We also received care packages from children in the U.S. They were mainly letters and pictures kids drew from elementary schools. It helped.

Q. How did you spend your free time, if you had any?

I spent most of my free time playing video games, mainly Call of Duty, and trying to return to a somewhat normal life.

Q. What do you mean by a normal life?

Mainly just a routine. Wake up, shower, groom, eat, play video games and football, eat some more, play more games, watch a movie, maybe read and write a letter back home and sleep again.

Q. This sounds different from being on the frontlines. It must be nice to take a break. Did these breaks help keep you sane and maintain your humanity?

Yes.

Q. Did you get into other activities to keep you sane?

Yes, I would go talk to the pastor or priest in our unit and occasionally join in on a prayer circle, but mainly I tried to stay mentally prepared and played a lot of first person shooting video games, like Call of Duty and Halo.

Q. Would you say you are a religious man?

I would not but I do find comfort in it because I was raised Christian. 

Q. What helped keep you sane on the frontlines?

One, being prepared. My other nickname was "Tactical" because I carried everything. A small armory and tons of gadgets for anything and everything. I guess you can say I was fully loaded. Also music and the downtime we had helped a lot. Just rapping to gangster rap with my boys on long caravans and playing Xbox and PS games when it was available. Movies, talking and being open with issues helped with building the team.

Q. So when you returned to the frontlines, would that mean more Red Bull?

There were definitely moments where sleep was a luxury. Mortars weren't going to stop falling because it was midnight. A lot of the action happened at night. Since we were generally better equipped, we won more battles even though they knew the terrain. Many luxuries were lost at the frontlines. Sometimes even the use of toilets was non-existent. We always carried adult diapers with us for instances like this. Most other times a dirt hole was your toilet. It sounds crude but it’s a normal occurrence, especially with snipers.

Q. Did lack of sleep help deal with the fighting?

Yes and no. No because you always shoot better with a clear vision, mentally and physically. Yes because you were so sleep deprived shooting people felt more like a game. And I must admit I was angry. I couldn't sleep because of them so if we finished them off for the night, hopefully sleep would follow. We definitely had a lot of Red Bull and 5 Hour Energy drinks; it was necessary.

Q. Did you rap and sing with your buddies a lot?

Every chance we got. During some night watches and some reconnaissance missions we would be streaming hard rock and rap through our radios. It would amp us up, give us a boost of adrenaline.

Q. You said you've killed people. How does that make you feel?

That's a tough one so let's start from the beginning. Before entering Iraq I wanted to shoot everyone because in my mind, everyone was bad.  I was somewhat excited; it was like a real-life video game. Then while I was in Iraq I became kind of numb. There are so many variables. I did what was appropriate protocol for the given situation. After the war, I realized if someone was shooting at me, then I must shoot back. I did not want to hurt civilians but that is a negative consequence of war. Regardless of where the war is located, collateral damage will occur.

Q. You compare shooting on the field to video games. Would you still say that now?

Yes. Training consists of playing video games. Shooting games depict a somewhat realistic scenario, in a setting that looks like the environment we were in. Also it trains the reflexes. But of course you don't die when you get hit in a game. You notice that difference in a live battle.

Q. Do you still play games?

I do. I play almost every day; you can almost say I am addicted.

Q. Do you feel like the games you play remind you of the battlefield? 
Actually, no, which is kind of funny because the battlefield reminds me of the games. I have some of the best aim in real life and in games. A campaign through a city in Iraq is similar to a game because in the game there are these hidden shooters, both faceless and nameless enemies. It is kill or be killed. Traps, bombs, etc. are set to us. You can say the same in a game.

Q. Do you feel war desensitized you?

In a sense. I still would be shocked if a tank was rolling down the block in front of my house but I can probably deal with blood better than an average American civilian.

Q. Do you feel games desensitized you?

Yes, when I raise my gun and shoot at the enemy, I almost feel no remorse. It has built an almost inherent reaction to want to shoot at the enemy automatically.

Q. Does that scare you?

No. Not during battle. I would not run around San Diego wielding a gun shooting people or looking for "the enemy."

Q. How do you deal with seeing death?

After shooting people and seeing dead people, they all start to look the same. There are only so many maimed, wounded and dead people to look at. A gunshot to the head or the loss of an arm, they start to look the same.

Q. Did you go to therapy sessions after the war?

No, I did not but there was a mandatory post-conflict counseling session. I mainly keep my sanity by talking to people and being open with what I have done. I believe secrets will eat you up.

Q. So you have told your wife and kids about your actions during the war?

I told my wife. As for the kids, I have not. They’re too young. Maybe I will when they’re older and ask. I have pictures in my uniform and plaques with Navy insignia. I am also in Homeland Security; I think it would be hard to hide my role in the war. I have many of the same friends from high school and college that I am very open with. It helps to have supportive family and friends.

Q. Are there any effects left from the war?

I do not have PTSD. No nightmares. No flashbacks. 

Q. Do you have any friends or colleagues with PTSD?

I have seen and met people with PTSD. I think it is more of a mental preparation for battle. I had a choice to go into battle and I mentally and physically prepared for it. I was trained with the possibility of entering into a war zone. I came prepared and was knowledgeable. I was in the Navy for over four years at this point. I talked about what happened on the field, and when there was downtime, I kept it light. Some people are not made for war. I mean, Iraq is a giant sand box. It is not lush and beautiful. It can be hard to escape memories and thoughts. My theory is that most people with PTSD questioned orders and protocol. I generally followed orders and protocol.

Q. Do you feel there is a choice to abide by orders? Is strictly following orders best for the greater good?

I do have a choice and I choose to follow orders because there are rules and orders which must be followed. I do strategically follow orders because every move is strategic and there is a reason for what we do. In war I do not know every variable so I follow orders from someone who is more knowledgeable than I am. I trust my commanding officers to keep me out of trouble because the threat was not always apparent. People were not targets. Threats were targets.

Q. Were people the threat sometimes?

Yes, but we would try to get accurate intelligence. For example, the Republican Guard would try to blend into the general population. So we would do reconnaissance missions to find where the Republican Guard will be hiding, sometimes with civilians, or sometimes hiding as civilians. 

Q. Did you see acts of genocide or ethnic cleansing while in Iraq?

No, but there was tension between the Sunnis, the Shiites and the Kurds. In the cities, especially Baghdad, Sunnis, under Saddam's rule had more power. But they were all more like small bands of street thugs that looted and stole from the general public at this point. Civilians generally asked for protection, security, food, water, jobs and to stop violence at night by the street thugs. We tried to enforce a curfew at dusk to assist the general population but that was not our main objective. Our main objective, after Baghdad was taken, was to stop new rebel forces from forcefully taking control of the country and to do further reconnaissance missions.

Q. Did you feel like a bystander, rescuer, perpetrator or victim?

None. But if I had to choose, a rescuer because we were there to help liberate Iraq from a dictatorial rule. Now I feel like a knowledgeable bystander since I know what I saw and what was done in Iraq. I still support the U.S. endeavors there.

Q. Did you see any extreme acts of abuse from the war? 

No.

Q. Do you feel there was something the Guards could throw at you which you would not be prepared for?

Well, there was always a chance of nuclear, chemical and biological warfare. I mean, a gas mask can only do so much.

Q. One more question. Is there anything you regret from the war?

 No, I take everything as a learning experience. All the decisions and actions I took were protocol and have helped me in my current career.

ENDNOTES


�  The Baghdad Correctional Facility at Abu Ghraib is where US Army and governmental agency personnel committed human rights violations of Iraqi prisoners via torture, physical, psychological, and sexual abuse, including the raping and � HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abu_Ghraib_torture_and_prisoner_abuse" \l "cite_note-New_Yorker_2004-05-17-0#cite_note-New_Yorker_2004-05-17-0" �� sodomizing of prisoners after 2004. The Abu Ghraib scandal caused a public relations/ human rights disaster in the US, one still not fully resolved.


� The situation for prisoners at Guantanamo prison remains controversial, with civil libertarians concerned that the prisoners are not being accorded full rights under international law.





