
What Have Japan's Self-Defense Forces Accomplished in Iraq?
By Wat ai T akeharu

On December 8, 2005 Prime Minister Koizumi announced that Japan's Self-Defense Forces would remain for another year in Samawa in support of
the US war in Iraq. Their mission: to provide "reconstruction and humanitarian assistance". What has the 500 person SDF mission accomplished
and at what cost? How have local people responded to its presence? 

On July 24th this  year, the highway between the bo rder o f Kuwait and Samawa in so uthern Iraq became the main artery fo r
maintaining the presence o f 140 ,000  US so ldiers  in Iraq.

The big trailers  and trucks  which have the wo rd "lo gis tics " o n them made a lo ng line amo ng the many tankers  carrying crude o il. A
"keep to  the right three lanes" ro ad changed into  a "bo th directio ns  s ix lane" ro ad by avo iding the traffic jam made by tho se US
trailers . Cars  cro ss  the lanes  fro m right to  left o ne after ano ther and o vertake the cars . The rule is  that if an o nco ming car emerges ,
bo th o f them have to  s lo w their speed and change lanes  to  give way.

There were many fo ur-wheel drive cars  o f the civil military co rpo ratio n o n the lanes . But it is  hard to  tell them fro m the o ther o nes .
When so me tried to  pass  them, they sho wed an auto matic rif le fro m their passenger seats  to  threaten them.

It is  no t the rule o f the ro ad that rules  these ro ads  in so uthern Iraq, but it is  "a tacit agreement" that military cars  and cars  with
rif les  are always  the prio rity, and o ther cars  mus t no t appro ach them as  far as  they can. This  represents  the s tatus  quo  that it is
neither law no r so cial o rder, but military, guns , and arms  that rule.

A year passed s ince I las t vis ited Samawa, when the so vereignty had jus t trans ferred las t July. Many Iraqi military patro ls  were
everywhere in the to wn, ins tead o f the US military. I saw neither the SDF, no r the 600  British and Aus tralian military fo rces  that
sho uld have been s tatio ned there. Even during the lo ng "lunch break," there are few peo ple in the to wn and almo s t all the sho ps  are
clo sed. In evening, abo ut 6  o 'clo ck, cus to mers  s tart appearing o n the s treet.

It is  a co mmo n s ight we can see aro und Baghdad o f Iraqi so lders  wearing a knit mask with ho les  fo r eyes , ho lding a gun at ready o n
a co mpact pickup, but it was  the firs t s ight that appeared here, Samawa. Their "alarm level" and "tens io n level" are higher than
expected, so  that it was  no t the atmo sphere in which we co uld appro ach them eas ily.

Until las t year, the alert level o f Samawa was  no t so  high, and there were easy-go ing po licemen directing traffic, and so metimes
Netherlands  tro o ps ' cars  patro lling the to wn, and po lice security fo rces  at the check gates . Ho wever, Iraqi so ldiers  are no w o n the
lo o ko ut fo r the men o f armed o rganizatio ns  fro m o ther places . British and Aus tralian so ldiers  fo r maintaining security are seldo m
o ut o f in public -- they are jus t adviso rs .

In fact, an element o f co ncern in Samawa co mes  fro m the presence o f tho se fo reign tro o ps  like the SDF, British, and Aus tralians ,
and the vo ices  o f so me o f the lo cal po pulatio n are agains t these deplo yments .

"Kahrabaa! (electricity), Maa! (water), Amal! (wo rk)"

These Arabic wo rds  were repeated befo re the SDF dispatch, to o , but no w the citizens ' vo ices  ins is ting o n these things  make us  feel
their res ignatio n, despair, and so metimes  ho s tility to ward the SDF.

Kahrabaa (electricity) is  the mo s t serio us  pro blem that everyo ne ins is ts  upo n firs t. The bes t selling pro duct is  an aircraft generato r
o n the co mmercial avenue in the central square o f Samawa when the temperature go es  higher than 50  degrees  at no o ntime. The
po pular and cheap small-s ized mo del that says  "ASTRA / MADE IN KOREA" co s ts  85,000  Dinars  (abo ut 65 Do llars ).

"After the five-ho ur blacko ut, we can have electricity fo r o nly o ne ho ur. This  repeats  many days . Ho wever, because o f this  blacko ut,
mo re and mo re peo ple are co ming o ut to  buy generato rs  to  make ceiling fans  and air co nditio ners  wo rk, s ince they can't s tand this
fierce heat. Ho wever, I canno t be pleased abo ut these go o d sales  ho nes tly, because it is  such a bad co nditio n," said Abd-Ali, the
electro nics  s to re o wner. The new electric po wer s tatio n will be co ns tructed by us ing "free financial aid" fro m the Japanese
go vernment, but o nly the place is  decided no w. It will be much later that the actual co ns tructio n will be s tarted.

The Maa (water) pro blem is  co upled with the Kahrabaa (electricity) pro blem. Water is  pumped by machines . So , if the electricity is
s to pped, water is  to o . What's  wo rse, water canno t be pumped into  the high places  o f five-s to ry ho us ing develo pments . Due to  the
effo rts  o f water purificatio n and supply facilities  given thro ugh ODA, the pro vis io n o f water supplies  within the SDF camp already
s to pped in February o f this  year. The 26  water supply cars , which bear the mark "Captain Tsubasa," sent fro m Japan, drive aro und
Samawa. Ho wever, the citizens ' demands  were no t fo r "water supply" co ntinuatio n, but fo r "the maintenance o f water and sewerage."
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An SDF co nvo y in Samawa

In regard to  the Amal (jo b) pro blem, so metimes  men wo rking to  repair a ro ad and do ing co ns tructio n can be seen at the edges  o f
the to wn, but it is  jus t a matter o f day labo r. There are many jo bless  peo ple aro und the to wn helpless ly s itting in the shade. Actually,
repairing o r repainting walls  o f s cho o ls  and clinics  that SDF o rdered fro m Iraqis  is  being do ne o n the periphery o f Samawa. Ho wever,
in regard to  this , there are heightening criticisms  like "These are jo bs  that Iraqis  can do  o n their o wn" and "What and who m are we
do ing this  fo r? Ins tead o f this , we need impro vement in the pro blems  o f electricity and water." No w, such wo rk is  being co nducted in
o ver thirty places  aro und Samawa everyday, and there is  po ss ibility that the mo re they do  wo rk like that, the mo re they may receive
antipathetic reactio ns  fro m citizens .

Based o n these three pro blems , the citizens ' anger and dis satis factio n are gradually being directing agains t the SDF. On July 24th,
the day I entered Samawa, Amar Haidar, the ex-pres ident o f the Japan Go o dwill Asso ciatio n, had his  jewelry sho p bo mbed by
so meo ne. Thanks  to  that happening at midnight, the sho p was  empty, tho ugh two  peo ple were injured.

Until las t year, a banner was  displayed in fro nt o f the sho p. It said "I will send a dear message to  Japanese friends  o n behalf o f all
Iraqis ." in bo th Japanese and Arabic. This  was  sugges ted by Mr. Amar. Las t July, I revis ited him and he said to  me pro udly "Samawa
citizens  are satis fied with the SDF activities  here. The SDF will be a bridge between Japan and Iraq, I believe."

SDF public relatio ns

Co ntrary to  what he said, even in that time there were few citizens  satis fied with the SDF wo rk, and a year passed, and his  sho p
which represents  "friendship" with the SDF was  targeted. So me say that the cause was  perso nal resentment agains t Mr. Amar, but
surpris ingly there are few peo ple who  sympathize with him abo ut this  matter:

"The SDF and the 'Japan Go o dwill Asso ciatio n' do n't lis ten to  citizens ' ho pes . What is  the SDF do ing in Samawa? I have never seen
them wo rking fo r this  who le year and a half. It was  a really peaceful to wn befo re the SDF came here..." (a jo bless  man)

"If they do n't fix the water and electricity, they are jus t like the American tro o ps . Recently, many peo ple have co me to  think that way. I
guess  so me Samawa citizens  who  o ppo sed the SDF presence bo mbed the sho p." (a mall emplo yee)

A friend o f the ex-pres ident, Majid Zaher, also  takes  a harsh view: "Befo re the case happened, he seemed to  have beco me afraid.
This  is  because, these days , peo ple who  criticize his  ideas  are increas ing. Maybe the cause was  that he didn't ask anything o f the
SDF, but jus t kept saying, 'Friendship with the SDF.' So , it led to  the attack fro m tho se who  are agains t the SDF presence."

Until las t July, actually citizens ' direct criticisms  o f the SDF were few: Co mments  were made like "I do n't kno w what they are do ing,
but maybe they are do ing so mething go o d fo r Samawa." o r "After the SDF presence, the Japanese co mpanies  will co me." These
vo ices  were in the majo rity. Mo reo ver, until December 2003, jus t befo re the SDF arrival, false rumo rs  spread widely aro und Samawa:
"Japanese co mpanies  like So ny and To yo ta will so o n co me here." And after the SDF came: "It seems  that the SDF came ins tead o f
Japanese co rpo ratio ns . The SDF will do  the same thing that the co mpanies  wo uld do ." Like that, the fact is  that they accepted the
SDF in o rder to  pro mo te eco no mic reco very.

Ho wever, o ne and a half years  have passed s ince then, and such 'ho pes ' and 'illus io ns ' have faded away. Citizens  began to  feel that
the SDF hasn't so lved the pro blems  o f 'blacko uts , water failures , and unemplo yment.'

Fro m this  July o nward, suppo rters  o f the Shiite clergyman al-Sadr o ften ho ld demo ns tratio ns  within the city. Po lice fired guns , and
so me were killed and wo unded. It was  rare then to  find so meo ne who  suppo rted them agains t the SDF presence, and many Samawa
citizens  to o k a co o l attitude and s to o d back fro m the demo ns tratio ns . But fro m this  year, suppo rters  have been increas ing amo ng
yo ung peo ple and jo bless  peo ple. What's  mo re, Muhammad Al-Galawi, the representative o f Mr. al-Sadr's  o ffice s ince this  May, is
'hardco re.'

Tho se members  are suspected o f firing shells  o ver the SDF camp, and o f the bo mbing o f an SDF car that happened this  June. This
time also , they have denied direct invo lvement in the case o f the jewelry sho p, but their attitudes  to ward the SDF have never
changed. He respo nded in my interview: "As  Japan will never fo rget the bo mbings  in Hiro shima and Nagasaki, we ins is t to  the
Japanese go vernment that if SDF co ntinues  their presence here, we canno t deny the po ss ibility that we will attack the SDF. As  lo ng
as  they keep s taying here, we regard them as  o ccupatio n fo rces . Thus , the SDF is  o ne o f o ur targets . The friendship between the SDF
and Samawa citizens  will never be pro duced."

"As  lo ng as  they are o ne o f the o ccupatio n fo rces , we do n't see the SDF as  the Japanese military. It is  Ko izumi's  Army and what has



been sent by the US military. I used to  like Japan and the Japanese. But because the SDF has  been sent here, this  friendship has
co llapsed."

"Keeping the presence o f the UK military and the SDF here will lead to  a wo rse security s ituatio n as  in Baghdad. It is  no t tro o ps  that
Iraq needs , but citizens ' po wer. We will welco me yo u if yo u take o ff yo ur military unifo rms  and weapo ns . I wo uld like Japanese
peo ple to  think abo ut the Iraqi s ide, no t jus t the SDF s ide."

'Electricity, water, jo bs ': They call fo r so lutio ns  to  these pro blems; and at the same time the suppo rters  o f al-Sadr require the
'withdrawal o f the SDF' in their demo ns tratio ns . And they abso rb citizens ' dis satis factio n so  that they can co ntro l this  ho s tility and
direct it to ward the fo reign tro o ps  s taying there. It wo uld be s till be OK if o nly the members  o f the Sadr gro up were co mplaining
abo ut the SDF activities , but actually I heard many vo ices  criticiz ing like, "the SDF sho uld get o ut o f Samawa" and "the SDF is  the
same as  the o ccupatio n fo rces " to o . Furthermo re, I heard alarming vo ices  saying: "If this  s ituatio n co ntinues , we o urselves  will
attack the SDF next," as  said to  me by o ne jo bless  man.

The co s t o f the SDF dispatch is  no w o ver 30  billio n yen in to tal fo r land-sea-and-air o peratio ns  until the time limit in December o f
this  year. The detailed co s ts  have no t been pro vided yet. Of this , 80-90% is  used fo r maintenance o f the presence o f the GSDF in
Samawa, including fo o d, fuel, equipment, and labo r co s ts . Co ns idering that the number o f SDF perso nnel is  abo ut 600  at anytime,
we can calculate that it co s ts  o ver 100  millio n yen fo r o ne member fo r a two -year presence in Samawa.

Ho wever, when I watched the SDF during a week in July, and was  in fro nt o f the camp gate, all I saw were cars  shuttling to  the UK base
camps . They refused to  allo w my co verage and pho to graphing due to  the "warnings  o f the Fo reign Minis try." The SDF didn't do  any
activities  at all after the SDF bo mbing incident happened o n June 23rd, except fo r activities  ins ide the SDF camp. Lo o king at their
activity repo rts , they so metimes  'supervise and teach' at s ites  by repairing a ro ad o r a building. Ho wever, it seems  to  be no thing but
an excuse 'fo r go ing o ut' as  the evidence that 'they did wo rk o uts ide o f the camp.'

Since the dispatch o f January 2004, the SDF hasn't been able to  sho w any actual achievements  to  Samawa citizens , in spite o f the
atmo sphere o f 'Friendship, Go o dwill, and Interactio n' that the Japanese go vernment has  emphas ized. No w, the SDF perso nnel fear
an invis ible 'enemy' and the increase o f this  'enemy' gradually appears  amo ng Samawa citizens . In the near future, citizens  who
co o perate with the SDF will be pushed into  a mo re dangero us  s ituatio n, and there is  a higher po ss ibility that they will be targeted. It
is  the same as  what happened to  American fo rces . The SDF 'areas ' and the military 'areas ' are beco ming limitless .

Tho ugh welco ming the Iraqi Co ns titutio n draft o n Augus t 15th, the co nfused s ituatio n o f Sunnis , Shiites , and Kurds  co ntinues . It has
resulted in the undermining o f relatio nships  between do mes tic religio us  gro ups  and ethnic gro ups  in the pro cess  o f po litics . Since
the es tablishment o f the caretaker go vernment las t year until the fo undatio n o f the trans itio nal go vernment, led by Shiites  mainly,
the hard-line po licy o f the 'o ccupatio n fo rces ,' represented by US tro o ps , was  taken o ver by Iraqis , jus t like subco ntracto rs . This  has
led to  co nflicts  and po wer-bro kering amo ng Iraqis .

In this  s ituatio n, the go vernment canno t explain their reaso ns  o r fo recas t the perio d fo r withdrawing allied fo rces  such as  the
American tro o ps . This  SDF dispatch is  no t an 'internatio nal co ntributio n' o r 'humanitarian reco ns tructio n aid' anymo re, but actually
represents  'practical experience' and 'practice' fo r SDF perso nnel in a ho t spo t. Abo ve all, this  presence in Samawa seems  aimed at
being a s tep o n the way to  the 'next o verseas  dispatch' and the revis io n o f Article 9 , changes  suppo rted by tho se who  advo cate 'the
effective use o f the SDF' and 'peaceful use.'

Big flags  -- the Stars  and Stripes  and the Star o f David -- are painted o n a ro ad in fro nt o f the Sadr o ffice. The gateman said: "Next,
Japan!" Tho ugh he was  laughing at the time, actually, this  Augus t the Ris ing Sun flag was  added to  the o thers . It may lo o k like Japan
has  jo ined America and Is rael as  the 'enemy,' and it was  jus t like the 'Axis ' o r 'Three Po wers ' Alliance' o f s ixty years  ago .

Even befo re the seco nd term ends  o n December 14th, there is  no  reaso n to  maintain the SDF presence in Samawa.

This article appeared in the October 2005 issue of Sekai. Documentary filmmaker Watai Takaharu directed the Iraq War film Little Birds. 
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