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Pentagon Group Reports Progress Fighting IEDs

By Jack Dorsey, The Virginian-Pilot

The government has spent $6 billion trying to outwit the notorious roadside bombs that have killed more than 1,000 American troops in Iraq alone, but experts don’t agree on the success of those efforts.

In October, 51 deaths were caused by IEDs, or improvised explosive devices. That was the highest number in a year and the second-highest toll since Operation Iraqi Freedom began in March 2003.

Nearly all military commands and defense agencies – including the Joint Forces Command and Army Training and Doctrine Command, both based in Hampton Roads – are working to solve the problem of IEDs.

The amount spent since 2001 would pay for a new Nimitz-class aircraft carrier. And another $1.9 billion has been earmarked this fiscal year to counter the bombs.

However, the homemade devices increasingly are appearing in Afghanistan. The Pentagon is concerned they might be more widely used by terrorists worldwide, according to a recent report by the Congressional Research Service , a non partisan research and analysis group.

The five-year effort by the Department of Defense to neutralize IEDs has proven “ only marginally effective,” according to the report.

Part of the problem may be that data on IEDs are too tightly controlled by the Pentagon, the report said. “As a result, some industry officials say they are not getting access to all the information they need to help create the most effective new solutions to counter IEDs ,” according to the report.

The report’s conclusions were rejected by the Defense Department organization created to end the threats posed by IEDs .

“We would absolutely disagree with the assertion that progress is not being made,” said Christine DeVries, a spokeswoman for the Pentagon’s Joint IED Defeat Organization.

“We first of all fully acknowledge there is a lot of work to be done,” she said. “Nobody is resting at this point, and we have had some successes.”

The Congressional Research Service report said IEDs have caused about 50 percent of the American combat casualties in Iraq and about 30 percent of the casualties in Afghanistan.

As of Oct. 21, the latest date for which complete figures are available, IEDs had caused 1,034 American deaths and 11,231 injuries in Iraq.

In Afghanistan, the bombs killed 52 and wounded 282, according to a Defense Manpower Data Center report.

Exactly what the military is doing to solve the IED problem is secret.

“My instructions are very clear,” said Harvey Perritt, a Training and Doctrine Command spokesman in Hampton. “We don’t want to discuss the details because we don’t want the enemy to find out what kind of tactics, techniques and procedures we are developing … to counter it.”

One indication of progress, DeVries said, is that the number of IEDs has increased “four times what they were two years ago , but the casualty rate has stayed relatively constant.”

She added, “The enemy has to work four times harder than he used to to cause any kind of damage to troops or equipment . The vast majority of IED attacks don’t cause any kind of damage at all.”

According to the CRS report, the United States is using measures such as electronic jammers, radar, X-ray equipment, robotic ordnance disposal gear, and armor for vehicles and people.

Electronic jamming systems mounted on military vehicles can block the signals of enemy radio-controlled explosive detonators, such as cell, satellite and long-range cordless telephones.

“The Army has recently ordered thousands of these radio-frequency jammer devices,” the report said.

However, they must be set to operate within the right frequency to be effective.

And, according to the report, “IED radio jammers can lock onto other new electronic combat systems,” or cause a soldier to not be able to use his radio for other communications.

That forces the soldier to shut off the jammer, “thus opening a window of vulnerability for extremists to use,” said the report.

However, DeVries said troops are finding and disarming a significant percentage of the devices before they detonate. That proves the equipment is effective in knocking out IEDs from greater distances, she said.

While new equipment has helped, DeVries said, there has been a shift in resources to attack the network that supports the bombmakers.

In the CRS report, typical IED terrorist cells can have six to eight people, including a financier, bombmaker, emplacer, triggerman, spotter and often a cameraman.

“Videos of exploding U.S. vehicles and dead Americans are distributed via the Internet to win new supporters,” according to the report. “Foreign radicals see these images as confirmation that the Americans and coalition forces are vulnerable.”

The Joint IED Defeat Organization is based in Crystal City, across from the Pentagon, and led by retired Army Gen. Montgomery Meigs , but its work can be seen nationwide, from the National Training Center at Fort Irwin, Calif., to other sites, staffed by members of all service branches. They include the Air Force at Lackland Air Force Base, Texas; the Marines at Twenty-Nine Palms, Calif.; and the Navy at Indian Head, Md.

