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Incompetence mars Iraqi reconstruction

OUR OPINION: NO ONE CALLED TO ACCOUNT FOR WASTE, FAILURES

In some businesses, a loss ratio of four percent might be considered acceptable. But somehow, the Pentagon has managed to lose track of 14,000 armaments, roughly one of every 25 weapons destined for Iraqi security forces. That represents an unacceptable level of failure.

This is not like the office boy raiding the supply cabinet. The lost inventory includes everything from semiautomatic pistols to rocket-propelled grenade launchers. The suspicion that some missing weapons have fallen into the hands of terrorists makes a bad situation even worse.

Missing weapons
The report of the missing weapons was released by the Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction (SIGIR). The news would be appalling by itself, but since Congress created SIGIR the office has found repeated instances of waste, cost overruns and general incompetence in the spending of $18 billion for reconstruction in Iraq.

The office has reported that a large number of projects awarded to major U.S. firms remain unfinished. The Halliburton subsidiary known as KBR figures prominently, but it is far from the only one.

• In July, the government kicked Bechtel off a project to build a hospital in Basra after it fell nearly a year behind schedule and exceeded expected costs by 150 percent. And this was a pet project of Laura Bush.

• Last month, Congress was told that 13 of 14 major projects built by the U.S. contractor Parsons and examined by SIGIR were substandard and had large deficiencies. The 14th project, beset with cost overruns, was canceled.

• In April, an examination of a $243 million Army Corps of Engineers program to build 150 Iraqi clinics found that only 20 -- 20 out of 150 -- could be completed without new financing.

The mismanagement uncovered by SIGIR on the reconstruction side of the Iraqi effort parallels some of the failures on the occupation front. In both cases, there was an evident lack of planning, an absence of follow-through and coordination and willingness by a gullible Congress to throw money at Iraq without providing oversight.

No serial-numbers record
In the case of the missing weapons, the Pentagon didn't even bother to record the serial numbers of weapons provided to the Iraqis. That makes it impossible to track any weapons that may have been sold on the black market or otherwise have gotten into the wrong hands.

Congress must demand improved performance from the military and private contractors. The Pentagon has agreed to improve its accountability of weapons in Iraq, but to date no one has been held accountable for the larger failures of the reconstruction effort. For that both Congress and the Bush administration share responsibility.

