Army engineers renovating bases for Iraqis

By Mitch Frazier, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers - Gulf Region Division
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Col. Kurt Ubbelohde, commander of the U.S. Army Corps of
 Engineers’ Gulf Region North District, explains to Brig. Gen.
Thomas Bostick, commander of the Corps’ Gulf Region Division, 
the status of the construction of the new Iraqi Army Base near 
Al Kasik, Iraq

BAGHDAD, Iraq (Army News Service, July 16, 2004) -- Mud huts and bomb-broken buildings dot the sandy barren horizon near Mosul, Iraq. Like much of the country, decades of war left a wake of rubble and looted buildings at the former Al Kasik Iraqi Army Base here.

The base, which sat tattered and empty for more than a decade, stood as only a shell of concrete, broken tile floors and cracked plaster not long ago. Yugoslavian contractors abandoned the base’s partially constructed barracks, dining facilities and motor pools in 1991 as tensions in the area skyrocketed in the days before Operation Desert Storm.

Today the broken floors have been replaced with new; cracked plaster has been patched, and new electrical wiring brings light to what has been dark for so long.

The renovation and construction is part of a $43 million reconstruction project managed by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers that will create barracks space, motor pools, shopping exchanges, dining facilities and firing ranges for nearly 11,000 new Iraqi army soldiers.

“We are essentially building a city,” said Mike Cirian, the Corps’ top engineering construction manager for the northern half of Iraq. “When it is complete in September, this will be a complete city with its own water and waste water treatment and power generation and will help bolster the country’s security.”

Cirian, a civil engineer and father of three from Madison, Wis., deployed to Iraq in late April to spearhead the reconstruction efforts. Since, 12- to 16-hour days are the norm, managing the construction and rehabilitation of two new Iraqi army bases in the north and a host of other infrastructure improvement project designed to give Iraq what Cirian calls “a new start.”

“This is brand new to them,” he said. “Before (the multinational force) arrived, these people were shepherds. They knew nothing about construction nor were they equipped to do the work.”

Hammers fashioned from scrap steel and wood and drills made from hand-bent rebar were the only “tools” onsite when Corps project mangers and engineers arrived to the base in February. But the Corps, along with its contractor Shaw Environmental Infrastructure based in Dubai, was adamant about employing local Iraqis in the construction.

“This is their country, and we need to help them learn skills they need to be successful and to have a hand in rebuilding their country,” he said. “We also need to give them the infrastructure they need for their nation’s security.”

While multi-story barracks construction and elaborate water treatment facilities were far from the mud huts and water buckets traditionally used by the locals, the Corps and its contractor have been able to construct the facilities on schedule and at the same time teach hundreds of Iraqis basic construction skills.

“It is a challenge at times,” said Tom Dillon, vice president of Shaw’s Dubai operations who represents the contractor onsite. “We are investing heavily in the local community, and we have created a real sense of pride for the local workforce.

“That pride has also greatly helped us maintain our security,” he said.

Nearly five months after construction began at Al Kasik, more than 500 Iraqis flock to the site daily to install tile, drainage systems and concrete foundations under the watchful eye of Dillon and Cirian’s teams.

The effort in the small desert town is one of many led by the Corps designed to provide the Iraqis a foundation for the future and an opportunity to learn marketable skills needed in the new democratic society.

In Kirkuk the Corps is building a $47.5 million training base for the new Iraqi army that will employ more than 1,000 Iraqis and upon completion will house three battalions of trainees.

“This is about giving something to the Iraqi people,” Cirian said, as he walked the 10-kilometer fence line July 12. “Using local labor we are able to teach the people and create a long-term facility that will help the Iraqis well into the future.”

The U.S. Project and Contracting Office, an agency charged with oversight of the $18.4 billion appropriated by the U.S. Congress to support the reconstruction of Iraqi infrastructure, is currently working with the Corps to construct four additional new Iraqi army bases, one Iraqi Navy base and rebuilding the country’s Ministry of Defense.

“The goal with all of these projects is to give the Iraqi military a platform to get back up and running,” said Joanne Milo, a project manager with the Baghdad-based PCO. “When that happens, the Iraqis will be better able to protect their people, and multinational forces can go home.”

The projects, executed by the Corps, represent part of the Corps’ reconstruction efforts in the country, an effort that rivals the work of the post-World War II Marshall Plan in Europe.

“The easy thing would be to bring heavy equipment in here and build these facilities quickly,” said Brig. Gen. Thomas Bostick, the Corps’ Gulf Region Division Commander in Baghdad, “but we have to think about this from a different perspective.

“As we put local men and women to work, they develop skills and build a strong, viable workforce for the future and a solid foundation for the country.”
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