THREE WEEKS IN BAGHDAD

When I decided to visit my country Iraq, I received many calls and e-mails from my relatives and close friends asking me to postpone my visit a few months till the security improved in Baghdad and life gets better.  But despite all that, I had decided to pay this visit to see my family and to explore the situation in Iraq after six months of the devastating war and the fall of the regime.

I left Montreal and headed to London on my way to Amman, Jordan, since Amman is the only entrance and exit for Iraqis to get out to the other world.  It has been that way since the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait in 1990 and remains so today, as despite the change of the regime in Iraq, other neighbouring countries are still closing their borders.

In Amman, I had to obtain a car to take me to Baghdad, since coalition forces in Iraq have failed so far to secure airports or to resume commercial flights to Iraq. I tried to follow the advice of many friends: do not go with any taxi driver you do not know; it is dangerous, so put conditions on the driver to drive reasonably; and leave the Iraqi border with a convoy of many cars just after sunset to avoid armed robbery on the highway.  

So, we left Amman at midnight and arrived at the Iraqi-Jordanian border at 5.00 o’clock in the morning. It did not take us more than 10 minutes on the Jordanian side and only 5 minutes on the Iraqi side to cross into Iraq, where we used to spend almost 3 hours sometimes to cross only the Iraqi border. I noticed at the border huge camps which I later discovered are for Palestinians who had checked out of Iraq illegally and were stuck at the border since Jordan refused to allow them to enter Jordan. These, few hundred, are waiting some solution from the UN.

I will add that on my way back home from Iraq; things did not go so smoothly.  I had to wait nine hours on the Jordan border to cross the border, which I will discuss again later. 

As soon as we got inside Iraq, our driver forgot all about our conditions and decided to leave before sunset.  This is just the Iraqi way and when I reminded him of our conditions, he just said I should not worry and that he was responsible. Believe me, I could not understand what responsibility he would bear if we were killed or robbed as many others have been on this highway in a country where the law is on vacation.  

What helped me to stay cool is that I asked a police officer when we were stamping our passport about the security on the highway.  He assured me that it had improved a lot since the coalition forces began patrolling the highway with helicopters and the Iraqis began patrolling in armed cars.  But the driver added other worries and breached our conditions by driving as if he was in a car race in which his speed reached 170 Km/hour.  I was trying to find a speed sign on this beautiful highway which was built according to international specifications in the late seventies and opened in the early eighties, but I found no speed limit sign whatsoever.  Therefore, I had to keep quiet and leave my fate to God. In the end, we reached our destination safely -- thank God -- but our driver was looking for a good tip for his excellent services, which we did not appreciate very much.

Another day, we had to make our contacts and meet our friends and relatives. We were lucky that we still have local telephone service in our house since our local central exchange has escaped destruction.  However, we could only get in touch with a very limited number of friends and relatives who had the service, among them my two sisters-in-law and my brother; the others we had to go and see personally. But as soon as we were on the road to meet a friend who lives on the other side of the river, a drive that used to take 20 minutes, I was shocked to be stuck in a traffic jam. Each driver believed that he owned the road, with a complete absence of responsibility and taste and above all of respect for the law. Even some policemen at the traffic light could not do much and justified their negative attitude by a lack of authority and the absence of law.  Anyhow, we arrived three hours later!

SERVICES:

Electricity:  Electricity was supplied every 2 hours and then every 3 hours, for a total of 50% per day.  It is still a big problem, and Iraqis would like to see an end to it sooner rather than later. They have been quite surprised that the American administration can not appear to do much to solve it.  Solving this problem will put an end to many other problems and will help in stability, security, and boosting the economy. I noticed that many Iraqis were using generators one way or another.  Some of these generators are big and are placed on the sidewalks and some even on the streets, where many houses can share them.  Others are smaller.  These generators can operate lights, TVs, fans; bigger ones can operate an air conditioner. Most of the shops and business have these generators to keep business going.

Water: We noticed that there is no problem regarding water supply and the pressure was enough to take it to the roof without using a pump.

Fuel: There is a big shortage of the fuel in Iraq, despite its being imported from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Turkey. You will see long lines at gas stations, where it sometimes takes between 30 minutes and 1 hour to fill up your tank.  But every thing is possible for those who are willing to pay more and to save the trouble of waiting especially when you have no time. Many guys offer the fuel on the streets. They put containers filled with 20, 30 or 40 litres almost in the middle of the street, selling them at four times the normal price. The normal price is 20 Iraqi dinars (ID) and 50 ID for better quality -- no one knows what the octane is. Those guys just want to make living in a country where the unemployment rate has reached 70%.  

I believe that one of the causes of this problem is the thousands of used cars which have entered Iraq during the last six months along with many hidden factors.  These used cars are imported from Germany, Japan, Korea, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates (UAE), Lebanon, and Jordan; also I heard that some of them are from the U.S. and Canada, although I have not noticed many from the U.S. Iraqis now prefer small cars, since fuel is a problem now in Iraq. Mostly they are Mercedes, BMW, OPEL, Toyota, Nissan, Mazda, Honda, Hyundai, and Daewoo.  Prices range from $10,000 U.S.  For a Mercedes model S 320 for the year 1996 to even $2,000 for Japanese cars, depending on the production year and the type. Most Iraqis prefer to buy the BMW in the 520 model. You can get a clean 1995 BMW for $6000.

Some Japanese cars are imported with the steering wheel on the right, which is not according to Iraqi specifications, as Iraqis drive in right lane. Many cars repair garages are engaged in changing the steering wheel to the left, for which they charge about $1000.

Thousands of these cars are filling the port of Aqaba in Jordan, where I heard that the port is full.  There is no storage place for some of these cars, which has forced the authorities to store some of them on the street of the city, some of these cars are really old and some of them would be considered scrap in many other countries like Kuwait and UAE.  I noticed the volume of these imports when I crossed the 600-km highway from the Jordanian border to Baghdad; the highway was full of trucks carrying these used cars

The fact is that Iraqis want these used cars because of their lower prices and their affordability in a country that has been under sanctions for 13 years and that had imposed severe restrictions on car imports for almost 35 years.

Internet services: There are more Internet cafes in Baghdad than anywhere else in the world. I counted ten of them on one main street not very far from my residence. I saw a few more preparing to open. These cafes are modern, clean, equipped with good quality computers where you can even use audio and video to contact and chat with your relatives and friends.

Local Internet service: This is the old system, which used to be called “uruklink,” and was run by the Ministry of Communication. The service is very bad. The same mentality and routines govern the service. The fees are very high compared to many other countries in the world. You have to wait some time before you can be connected, and you may encounter repeated interruptions. My advice would be to have another server as soon as possible or even more servers in the future, after damaged central telephone exchanges are repaired or use of Internet cards similar to those used in Jordan to solve the problem. The Internet card is like telephone card that you can buy to use the Internet: you buy Internet time and there is a website where you go and follow the instructions to connect. They have their own telephone numbers and it works really well.

Telephones and international calls: Local ground telephones are only available in limited areas where the central exchange survived destruction by the coalition forces. Iraqis are waiting desperately for the new mobile system for which contracts have been awarded to three foreign companies (two Kuwaiti and one Egyptian). Until now nothing has been done and this adds more suffering to Iraqis. 

If you want to make an international call, you either go to one of the many Internet cafes or to some telephone shop, where they have this service at a charge of 1000 ID, which is equivalent to 50 cents (U.S.) per minute to any destination. If you want to use your home phone, then there is a very simple telephone card sold almost everywhere called “Alahwar.”  The rate is also 50 cents per minute to anywhere in the world.  More telephone cards with cheaper rates are required in Iraq, and when I was in London, I met with some experts willing to bring these services to Iraq at 10 cents a minute.  However, they are facing some obstacles.  Those who use the Internet can make international calls from computers to telephones using a card called “Zehran.” These rates are very cheap. I used it myself, and the cost was 1 cent per minute to Canada and the United States.

TV: The best entertainment for the time being in Iraq is watching TV, since everybody for safety and security reasons has to be at home not later than 9 o’clock in the evening. State TV is not seen much and many Iraqis still miss the Alshbab TV (Youth TV) which was run by Uday, the eldest son of Saddam Hussein. They believe that it was full of good and new comprehensive entertainment programs, including the latest films and Arabic and international shows.

Most Iraqis enjoy the satellite dishes, which they could not have during the old regime. Most Iraqis faced humiliation, imprisonment, and confiscation of the satellite if they were caught with a dish by Saddam’s secret police.  Retailers have made a lot of money during the past 6 months selling these dishes. It costs between $70-200 depending on the size and quality of the dish. Iraqis are very happy with these dishes and believe it is one of the ways to connect them with the rest of the world

Computers: The computer business is booming and I was surprised to find out how many computer shops are there in Baghdad and the skills of Iraqis in this field despite 13 years of sanctions. Computers are sold for $300-500, depending of course on the specifications and quality.  These prices can be considered the cheapest in the world and that explains the tendency of American soldiers to buy computers in Iraq. These computers are imported from China and Korea. I tried to find some brands such as IBM or HP without success, but that does not mean they are not available although the price will jump up to five times higher. If you want to buy a computer, you should be very cautious even if you deal with a close relative. Even if you specify clearly what you want, you may end up with something else without being able to return it or exchange it.

Currency and the exchange rate: Since 15 October, Iraqis have been waiting in long lines in very limited banks trying to exchange the old currency for the new one, which is comprised of 50, 250, 1000, 5000, 10000. 25000, notes. I found the procedure to be very slow, and these notes are not yet very available in the markets. The quality of these notes is excellent, and the exchange rate in Baghdad in the first week of November was between 2000 and 2010 ID per $1 U.S.

Commercial cheating: This is a normal practice these days. One should be very careful when buying computers or electrical appliances or even food: one might get a surprise. The majority of retailers think that the customer is always wrong and that is different from the Western notion where they think the customer is always right. This sometimes leads me to believe in limited privatisation, although I do not support it fully. At least this may give some Iraqis ideas about changing their ways of selling and teaching them how to deal with and attract customers.

Media and newspapers: There are currently about 180 newspapers in Iraq, which I personally believe is more than is needed.  However, Iraqis refer that to the deprivation of the media over the past 35 years, when there were only four state newspapers. The most popular newspapers are the Azzman and the Middle East, which were sold for 500 ID = 25 cents U.S. Others such as Almnar, Almanarh or Alwatan, were sold for 250 ID = 12.5 cents.  Alsabah (The Morning) which belongs to the CPA is sold for 75 ID, and al Nahdah, the newspaper of the independent democratic group headed by Dr Al Pachachi, is published three times a week for 250 ID. 

Political parties: Currently there are 70 political parties in Iraq. I was told that every week there is a new party emerging. These parties establish themselves in buildings all over Baghdad in very well guarded areas.

Pollution: Pollution is very high in Baghdad. There is always a smell of smoke, caused by very old used cars in the streets, generators on the sidewalks, and the burning of the oil pipelines.

GOVERNMENT:

Iraqi Governing Council: Iraqis feel that this council is good for nothing, and there is a total lack of communication between the members and the people. They tell you openly that this council is absolutely useless. Iraqis feel that the members of the GC are looking after their own safety and interest more than doing the work they should be busy with. By not demanding more authority from the CPA and by not imposing the rule of law in the streets of Iraq, restoring services, and lifting the suffering of Iraqis, they have failed altogether. Iraqis feel that the GC is deeply divided and has not won popular support.

Iraqis are fed up with the news that the members and the ministers are spending more time abroad than inside Iraq. When I was in Amman five weeks ago, I heard that there were six ministers in Amman at that time. Iraqis are frustrated with these facts since nothing is explained clearly about their missions abroad. 

The GC Members have great concern about their own safety, since they believe that the coalition forces have done little in this regard, and that is how they explain their poor communication with the people. I found that some of them, however, are well protected by their own bodyguards and militia.

Ministers: Iraqis believe that the ministers are no better than the GC members are since they are related to them one way or other.  They seem to have the same mentality: they are more outside than inside the country.  Iraqis see no change in their suffering and most problems still unsolved.  Services are still only partially restored and connections are almost impossible. I tried to contact the Minster of Communication to complain about the service of his department but I could not do so from Iraq. I did send an e-mail from Montreal to his ministry web site, hoping that he would have the time to read it but how many Iraqis have access to the ministry web site and can do that, I wonder.

Lack of communication with the people will certainly result in lots of misunderstandings.  I am sure that they are doing their best but people need proof on the ground. I heard that most of the ministers, if not all of them, have no financial authority and cannot spend even a few dollars without the consent of the CPA and Mr. Bremer.  What authority they have is not clear and Iraqis joke about challenging the Oil Minister and asking if he knows how many barrels of oil Iraq is really exporting now. 
The Foreign Ministry: There are many controversies about the service of this ministry. Some Iraqis believe that the minister’s main goal for the time being is to reinforce the ministry staff with followers, in the same old way.  They believe that nothing has been changed and that all the promises to have a better minstry have gone with the wind. This ministry interferes and stops the consulate services in our embassies abroad from time to time, which makes it very difficult for expatriates and those Iraqis abroad to complete important transactions, like adding a child, renewing the passport, or giving power of attorney. 

Another problem for Iraqis now is the issue of passports. The GC and both the Foreign Ministry and Interior Ministry have failed  so far to issue passports for Iraqis for the last seven months since the fall of the regime. The only thing they have done is to issue a paper document, which is not recognised by most other countries in the world. I noticed that only Jordan is accepting it, but for basically economic purposes: to encourage Iraqis to buy whatever is in their duty free zone in Amman. 

Iraqis are used to government negligence of their rights and protection  always have been unprotected, whether by the old regime or the new one. 
BAGHDAD: 

If there is some kind of rating pool in capital tidiness, Baghdad will be in the lower part of the list. There is much to be done in this city which accommodates 6 millions Iraqis to lift it from its present situation to one similar to other neighbouring cities like Amman. It will take lots of efforts and money.  Saddam had been concentrating on some private parts of the city and neglecting other parts. If I were to talk about this subject I would write a book.

I noticed during my visit the extent of destruction that the city received during the last war. Wherever you go, you can see burning high rise buildings like the Ministries of Planning, Education, the building of the Olympic Committee and many others.  You can see other buildings that have been hit by rockets and some of them have been brought to the ground. It is really a devastated city.

The municipality is trying its best.  There are many men employed to clean the streets and they are really doing a great job, but with the size of Baghdad there will be much more needed. Iraqis should participate in this effort as it will help to improve the degraded environment in the city, prevent further high pollution, and make the city cleaner. 

Since little can be done for the time being in the absence of law and authority, the people of Iraq should show responsibility for their own behaviour. I noticed some of them had built their homes on the sidewalks and even on part of the road. Some of them have gone even further and have built on other people’s property, which is absolutely outrageous. Some shops use the sidewalks to display their goods. In a funny way, the impression you get is that this city lives in complete chaos. Iraqis are enjoying their freedom but it should not be allowed to lead to a total chaos, which will have a negative effect on the people and will increase their suffering.

 I came to the conclusion that some parts of the city needs complete demolishing. like  Some popular markets in Kadmiya, Adamiya, new Baghdad, Jamila and many others . it should be removed and modern markets should be established. No where else in the world would you find such dirty markets. Shoppers are left with a very narrow line to move in and out with goods including vegetables and fruits, left uncovered with flies all over them. It looks like the middle Ages. Those markets have been there for a long time, and it is about time that the municipality should do something about it,

Real estate: The price of lands and houses has gone up dramatically since the fall of the regime, everywhere in Iraq, maybe more in Baghdad. Prices are about five to seven times higher than before the fall of the regime. For example, prices for homes (based on the area of the land rather than on the building) in the Almansour area and Jadria reached $1000 U.S./meter; $700 in Admiya not far from the river side; $500 for areas like the university district or the engineers district on Palestine Street; and $300-$400 in the Amaryia district. Industrial lands went up also. 

Most owners are reluctant to sell now, expecting that these prices will go up further with time and improved security in Iraq. Those who invested in real estate and property before the war will make fortune. For some reason, the GC has postponed any action in real estate, so if you buy now, you will not be able to register it with the government.

Entertainment, restaurants and MacDonald’s: The restaurant business in Iraq is booming, wherever you go, the restaurants are full. Some of them even charge by U.S. dollars. Prices are high for local people and reasonable for foreigners who have dollars. An average price for any Iraqi or western dish is between 6000 ID, which is equivalent to $3 U.S. and 10000 ID or $5 U.S. Quality is getting better after the war: drinks are served in a very limited way, mainly imported beers. When I asked about our good beer, which we used to produce, I was surprised to learn that even the beer factories were looted, in addition to all the other factories.

Foreign restaurants, like Indian Chinese French, Italian English and American restaurants, are not yet there. As far as I can remember, we use to have a good Chinese restaurant and a good Italian restaurant in the Melia  (Almansor) Hotel in the eighties, but it seems that they have been closed since the start of the sanctions.  Also we used to have two Indian restaurants and one good Lebanese restaurant in the Baghdad Hotel.

It is not likely foreign investors will open restaurants in Iraq at the present time and it may take a long time.  However, when I asked about the giant American fast-food chain, MacDonald’s, I was told that one Iraqi expatriate succeeded in striking a deal with MacDonald’s to open one restaurant in Baghdad.  He is now engaged in the construction, despite strong competition from al Bunya family, which have a strong links to Bechtel and has been awarded the first contract for the bypass bridge on the Jordan-Baghdad highway,

At the present time and according to my experience in Baghdad, it would be very risky to open such a restaurant since it will be an easy target for those who hate every thing American,

As far as entertainment is concerned, there is no public entertainment as it used to be before the sanctions People prefer to be at home before dark for security reasons. 

Business: Some foreign companies have already established themselves in Iraq, in a very limited way. Others are waiting for the referee’s shot to start the run. Everyone would like to get some of the billions $ projects, but security is still the biggest obstacle. Even those who are already there are spending fortunes hiring security men for protection. Nobody knows when the next hit will come, since every one who is engaged in these activities is considered a collaborator by the Iraqi resistance. So for now, it is a very risky task, but I found that lots of companies are sending representatives to explore the market and the situation,

Most work now is in the renovation of schools and hospitals, which is being done by Bechtel. I heard many rumours about the way these contracts are awarded, in which some GC relatives and friends get preferential treatment in getting these contracts, just as you hear a lot about it in the western media, especially American and British, media.

Bechtel announced the completion of its first Iraqi infrastructure project a four –lane bridge bypass on the highway between Baghdad and the Jordanian   border  on the 17 of July .according to their bulletin.

 Al Mat Bridge which was located about 150 km from the Jordanian border and about 400 km from Baghdad .was hit by the coalition forces during the war.

  Bechtel stated that this project was awarded to an Iraqi contractor   Al Bunia contracting company. 

Actually I was very willing to see this project and was watching the road, I have even asked the driver to let me know when we get there, I was very curious to know what strategy that bridge got to be targeted by the coalition forces ,the answer came from our driver which seems that he passes that bridge very often , that the bridge was hit not because of its strategy but just that the American were targeting a bus full of Syrian which happened to be on that bridge at that time which resulted in the destruction of the bus and killing the 60 passengers and also the destruction of 3 lanes of the 4 lane bridge, we had no choice but to pass this 1.5 km bypass road , which I found  as a civil engineer a complete failure it was not even covered by a thin layer of asphalt and left unfinished with small rocks here and there . It was hard to move on it, I thought may be that was done to a certain specification that I have never come cross or seen in the US or Canada and Europe. Most people and experts know well how bypasses are made here in the west.

Wishing that future projects will be implemented according to international specification with real supervision,

PROBLEMS:

Mugata al Sadar: When I arrived in Amman on the 6 of October on my way to Iraq, a young Shiite cleric was capturing the lights of the media and the news. His picture with his thousands of supporters and followers were on every newspaper and on most TV   channels. At that time he declared his 13 members were a shadow cabinet, challenging the American administration, and the Iraqi Governing Council.  I noticed that the man was very much like Hassan Nasralla of Hezbollah in Lebanon, although Nasralla is more knowledgeable and a better speaker.

He was engaged with his followers in some bloody clashes in the Shiite holy city of Karbala on the 15 of October with militiamen loyal to Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani. These clashes resulted in 5 dead and 21 wounded. In an attempt to keep control of the holy shrines, Sistani had never received him, despite his request to meet him,

I asked many Shiite friends and outsiders about Mugatda. All were certain that he does not have big support among the majority of Shiites, especially intellectuals. His support comes only from religious young men mainly in Al Sadder City. I was following the news of him, he received a very serious warning from the American authorities, and I also heard that the CPA was charging Muqtada al Sadder with being behind many of recent suicide bombing and assassination attempts. I noticed after and during my stay in Baghdad that he was completely out of the light, most probably because he took the CPA warning seriously.

Chaos and trespassing: This is one of the major problems Iraqis are facing with the change of the regime and after gaining their freedom. However, as I have noted some Iraqis have turned this freedom to daily chaos everywhere, in the absence of law and discipline. Besides the unbelievable trespassing on individual and government properties, you will find this chaos in the traffic, on the sidewalks, on the streets, in the disrespect of policemen and in many other ways. 

One of the major factors in the unbelievable traffic jams in Baghdad today, is the chaotic behaviour of some Iraqis.  They believe that the roads are only for them with disrespect for traffic signals and for the police. When I asked a policeman why he could not impose the law, he said he doesn’t have authority and there is no law for the time being. This situation is causing a nightmare to a lot of Iraqis. Some Iraqis feel that chaos has reached an unbelievable level, when you can do nothing if you see some one else constructing a house on your land or occupying your house without your consent. 
Jordanian policies: Saddam’s policy and the invasion of Kuwait and the UN sanctions left Iraqis with no exit options to the rest of the world but through Jordan. Borders with Iran, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and Turkey were and are still closed. Borders with Syria opened for a short while. Jordan benefited tremendously from that, since most Iraqi trade, especially imports, came through Jordan.  

Saddam contributed a lot to the Jordan economy by contributing $300 million U.S. in aid and in cheap oil. Despite all that, Jordan feared for its security and imposed tough measures on Iraqis entrance to Jordan and refused to grant them the legal residency. Jordan always justifies these tough measures: it is a small country with small resources and limited services and can not accommodate many refugees. Jordan continued this policy even after the fall of the regime, and on my way back to Canada through Jordan, I found how much humiliation Iraqis are receiving from Jordan.

We had to wait six hours sitting in our car in a line to be admitted inside the border gate.  We had to spend another three hours to finish passport and customs formalities, which didn’t take more than few minutes on the way into Iraq out of Jordan. It was really frustrating but one can do nothing with the Jordanian authorities.
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