
 
 
Iraq's road to reconstruction studded with potholes 

By Gideon Long  

BAGHDAD, Feb 21 (Reuters) - Last June, Walid al-Sadoon made the 
dangerous drive from Baghdad to a U.S. military base near the Iraqi city of 
Ramadi to check out a potential building site.  

His construction company had won an $8.4 million contract from U.S. 
authorities to build two sewage plants, and he and his colleagues needed soil 
samples before they could start work.  

Their mission accomplished, they returned to the capital and drew up plans for 
the project, which was due to last six months and employ up to 1,000 Iraqis.  

Then came the phone calls, anonymous and menacing. "Get out of Ramadi", 
the caller said. "If you don't, the consequences will be dire."  

Sadoon reluctantly withdrew, the project was abandoned and Ramadi, a city of 
300,000 people on the banks of the Euphrates, is still waiting for its new 
sewage system.  

"It's a great shame," Sadoon said. "We were trying to do something which 
would have employed hundreds of local people and given Ramadi something 
it needs. Our intentions were all good."  

Stories like this are all too common in Iraq.  

Faced with a lethal insurgency and a daily catalogue of bombings and killings, 
the United States has been forced to put the brakes on its much-vaunted 
rebuilding programme.  

Of the $18.4 billion the U.S. government has set aside for Iraqi reconstruction, 
only $2.9 billion has been spent.  



A large chunk of that money has been eaten up by security costs as 
construction firms push up their fees to cover the price of protecting their 
employees from attack.  

"It's very frustrating, particularly for the people who were hoping to have that 
water or that electricity," said Bill Taylor, director of the Iraq Reconstruction 
Management Office (IRMO) which oversees U.S. infrastructure spending.  

"It's frustrating for the local government, it's frustrating for the ministers, it's 
frustrating for the military commanders, but it's worst of all for the Iraqi 
people."  

Despite the setbacks, U.S. authorities claim some successes.  

Last month, the military teamed up with locals to open two new water 
filtration systems in the villages of Al Rafaia and Albu Krawan, north of 
Baghdad.  

They say the systems will provide clean water for more than 400 villagers 
who, until recently, took their water straight from local canals without boiling 
or filtering it.  

In northern Iraq, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers say they are helping Iraqis 
pave almost 200 km (125 miles) of dirt roads at a cost of over $10 million.  

They are also upgrading the sewage system in the north Oubaidy district of 
Baghdad, a $15 million project.  

"This neighbourhood has suffered for 25 years," said Major Pete Andrysiak, 
operations officer for the Oubaidy project. "The system was designed for a 
population of 10,000 in an area now occupied by up to 100,000, and was long 
neglected by the previous government."  

The U.S. government says it is involved in over 1,000 such projects across the 
country, a figure which both Sadoon, a qualified engineer and town planner, 
and Taylor say should be taken with a pinch of salt.  

"Where are they, all these projects?" Sadoon asked with a laugh. "We Iraqis 
don't see much evidence of them."  

Taylor acknowledges many amount to little more than a lick of paint on the 
walls of a medical clinic or a new blackboard in a school classroom - 
welcome, but hardly revolutionary.  



"I don't put much stock in the number of projects," he said. "I look at what 
we're getting from those projects."  

Some Iraqis suspect that a sizeable chunk of the money the U.S. government 
set aside for rebuilding is being squandered or lost to corruption.  

The release last month of a report into mismanagement by the Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA), the U.S.-led body which ran Iraq after the 
invasion of 2003 until June last year, will do little to dispel those fears.  

It concluded that the CPA failed to adequately safeguard $8.8 billion of Iraqi 
money and, as a result, left it open to fraud and kickbacks.  

The CPA "was burdened by severe inefficiencies and poor management," 
concluded the audit, written by Stuart Bowen, the U.S. Special Inspector 
General for Iraq Reconstruction.  

The U.S. government and Paul Bremer, the head of the CPA at the time, 
rejected the accusations, and Taylor says lessons have been learned since.  

Despite the lack of progress in rebuilding Iraq - plain to see for anyone trying 
to get regular water and power supplies in Baghdad in recent weeks - both 
Taylor and Sadoon sense the worst may be over.  

In addition to the $2.9 billion spent, IRMO has signed contracts worth a 
further $8.0 billion with Iraqi and foreign companies for work they hope will 
come on line soon.  

A new government is due to emerge from last month's historic election and the 
Americans plan to devolve responsibility for tendering contracts to Iraqi 
ministries - starting with the ministry of housing and construction.  

"That ministry and conceivably other ministries will play a much larger role in 
monitoring and selecting the winners of the competitions," Taylor explained.  

"They would put out requests for bids, evaluate those bids and make the 
selection, while we'll have people with them to monitor the process."  

His hope is that 2005 will be the year the insurgency is beaten and the 
rebuilding of Iraq can really get off the ground.  

If his hope is fulfilled, it might also be the year that Ramadi finally gets its 
new sewage system.  
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