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Kalsu - first impressions don’t always count
By Pat Jones
Gulf Region South
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
BASE CAMP ADDER, SOUTHERN IRAQ –The cliché is timeless, “First impressions are the ones that count,” and, like it or not, they do count.  However, the first impressions aren’t always the ones that last.  The first impression of Forward Operating Base (FOB) Kalsu is well - really dirty and dusty - the type of fine, powdery dust that coats everything and gets into even the smallest nook or cranny.  Don’t even mention rain or the entire area becomes a quagmire.  A good breeze means more dust and limited visibility. 
The FOB is a tent city with a few temporary buildings that house some of the offices.  There is a rare permanent structure here and there, but they are hidden behind blast walls.  Kalsu is a place of dust, dirt, sandbags, bunkers and concrete blast barriers…and it’s home to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), Gulf Region South, Karbala Resident Office,
The resident office shares ‘office space’ with a civil affairs team.  Their office…a tent with a plywood floor, plywood interior walls and an ingenuous door closer: a water bottle filled with rocks and connected to the door with string run through an eyelet.
However, Kalsu’s spartan living conditions seem to have little effect on the morale of the people stationed there.  Perhaps it’s the close working and living conditions, but, for whatever the reason, they exhibit a camaraderie that doesn’t seem to exist at larger installations. 
For Maj. Bill Irby, a member of the Mo. National Guard attached to USACE and the Karbala Resident Engineer, the camaraderie is one of the things he likes best about the assignment. “It’s like a small working group.  We work through projects together [and] when someone is away, you can feel it - not just the additional workload, but the dynamics change.  It’s like a family member is gone,” he said.

However, this closeness, born of necessity and working conditions, has its downside as well.  If one of the team is sick, or is gone for whatever reason, there is no one to pick up the slack.  “We have no depth; there is no way to fill-in behind [the person who left],” Irby said.
Irby, who heads the small office of one other Soldier, two Iraqi engineers and an Iraqi translator, said he also enjoys mentoring the local contractors.  “I get to spend more time with the contractors than in other places,” he said.  One of his challenges is coaching and teaching the contractors.

While Irby said most of the contractors are skilled at their work, they haven’t mastered the art of multitasking.  “They don’t understand doing more than one task at a time,” he said. 
Irby, who is also the Liaison Officer to the 155th Brigade Combat Team of the Miss. National Guard at Kalsu, said his staff provides the scope of work, the government estimate, quality assurance, and quality control for many of the projects in the Kalsu area.
While Irby and Master Sgt. Patrick Stephens, the other military member of the team, both talk about the camaraderie in the office, their work is also fraught with challenges. 

Stephens, the 1st Sgt. for a combat engineer unit and from the Mo. National Guard, said one of his biggest challenges was adapting his combat engineer skills to doing civil works. Yet, according to Irby, Stephens is one of the most dedicated and skilled noncommissioned officers with whom he has worked.
At the same time, Irby said the team’s biggest challenge is transportation.  “Just getting to the work site is a major issue.”
The area surrounding Kalsu, about 30 miles south of Baghdad, is a hotbed of insurgent activity, and the small office has no dedicated security team to accompany it to work sites. “We rely on relationships and coordination [with the military units to visit project sites],” said Irby.  The team is usually able to get out several times a week, but recently “we had about a six-week dry spell where we had no transportation,” he said.  
The military patrols are the mainstay for the small group of engineers and essential if it is going to accomplish its mission.  When a patrol is scheduled, the team coordinates to include its team on the patrol.  This approach has its drawbacks, though.  If the patrol is out for four to six hours, then so are the engineers.
Another major concern at the Kalsu team is finding contractors willing to bid on Coalition projects.  Because of insurgent activity, there are “only so many people willing to work in this area,” Irby said.  In some cases, the Iraqi workers live on-site until the project is finished to avoid becoming targets, and security is provided at the job site.
Most of the projects the Corps is overseeing at the Karbala Resident Office are security related.  Currently, seven of their projects are Iraqi police stations, highway patrol stations, or check points.  In one instance, the engineering team at the FOB orchestrated what became known as “construction by force.”
Contractors were asked to bid on a project without being told its location.  The team then marshaled personnel, supplies and equipment and put together a convoy of more than 100 trucks.  With the assistance of the military, the convoy then moved to the designated location, and the military set up a perimeter defense, including heavy machine guns.  The workers stayed on-site until the project was finished.
No matter what the first impression of FOB Kalsu, the lasting one of teamwork, dedication and commitment is what counts.
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Note: Pat Jones is a Public Affairs Specialist with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Gulf Region South. Requests for more information or photos may be directed to him at (540) 542-1512. His e-mail address is patrick.j.jones@tac01.usace.army.mil. For more information on the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in Iraq, visit our website at www.grd.usace.army.mil.
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