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Because it is so divisive, one would assume that those engaged in policy deliberations about the size of the American presence in Iraq would use actual and realistic numbers.  The surge has increased the U. S. military force in Iraq by more than 30,000, to about 175,000 troops.  Following the recent congressional hearings featuring General David Patraeus, President Bush announced a possible drawdown of one brigade, about 4,000 personnel, by the end of this year and more by next spring, depending on “continued success” on the ground.   But these numbers are deceptive, only slightly related to the real American presence in Iraq.


To get a more accurate picture of the American presence in Iraq one must consider the fact that very significant elements of warfare are contracted out to private corporations.  As a recent study by the Congressional Research Service puts it, in Iraq “the United States is relying heavily, apparently for the first time in an unstable environment, on private firms to supply a wide variety of security services.”  How large is the contingent of private personnel based in Iraq, supported by American contracts?  By the most recent estimates there are over 180,000 contract employees, a greater number than the contingent of American military personnel in Iraq.  So the actual American footprint in Iraq is over 350,000 personnel.  To be sure, not all contract personnel are Americans and not all are on Department of Defense contracts, but by any reasonable reckoning they are all part of the American presence in Iraq.


As the shootout on Sunday between insurgents and security contractors working for Blackwater U.S.A. shows, contractors are part of warfare.  This isn’t the first contractor shootout in Iraq, and who can forget earlier images of the bodies of four Blackwater employees hanging from a Fallujah bridge.  Hundreds of contractors have died in Iraq, and thousands have been wounded.


Does it matter that the terms of policy deliberation on the war are defined by the number of military personnel in Iraq rather than the full contingent of military and contract personnel?  Yes.


In the first place, purposely or not, the continued use of only the number of military personnel in accounting for the American presence in Iraq, rather than total of military and contract personnel, is deceptive.  However, neither elected officials nor the media have seized this issue and put military and contractor data together so as to give a realistic description of the full dimensions of the Iraq war.  To use only the number of uniformed military in Iraq in policy debates over the war makes both the personnel and financial aspects of the war appear smaller than they actually are, therefore privileging one side of the policy debate.   


Second, as the Blackwater-insurgent shootout on Sunday illustrates, the extensive use of contractors in the Iraq war is freighted with important legal questions.   Are American contractors in Iraq subject to international law?  Can contractors be “combatants,” or “mercenaries,” and thereby come under the protocols of the Geneva Conventions?   Do contractors come under U. S. civil law?  Do contractors come under the Uniform Code of Military Justice?   Can contractors come under the “extraterritorial jurisdiction” claims found in American laws such as War Crimes Act?  However important these legal questions may be, it hardly matters because no contractors have been charged with crimes based on their work in Iraq.  Several members of the uniformed military have been charged and convicted of crimes in Iraq.


Third, independent of the question of whether the war in Iraq is just, is the extensive use of private contractors in any war good public policy?  Contractors are thought to be indispensable as “force multipliers” and as a means by which to supplement overstretched active duty and reserve forces.  But critics point to a lack of transparency in the contractor selection process and in the day-to-day operation of contracts.  And there is evidence of ongoing problems with the control and coordination of contractors in the field as well as with oversight issues.  There are big questions of cost and ongoing debates over whether modern defense contracting is less expensive than traditional military support systems.  But there is no question that the Iraq war is far more expensive than it would seem to be, if the costs of the war were based on the number of uniformed military in Iraq.  The reason is the extensive use of contractors.  The use of contractors has important foreign policy ramifications, particularly with respect to human rights issues and matters of accountability.            


Finally, as Congress and the president search for an Iraq war end game, it is essential to ask this question: Given the evident capacity of those who manage this war to hire more contractors, will a drawdown of uniformed troops actually reduce the American presence in Iraq?    


The advent of the so-called “multi-sector federal workforce” is here to stay, and the essential role of contractors in the work of the Department of Defense is not the issue.  For public administration the issue is learning how to properly organize and manage the military when the contours of that military, when “in theater,” now include the greatly expanded presence of contractors. The long and somewhat checkered story of military procurement, particularly the procurement of large-scale weapons systems, is a cautionary tale.  And now the story of the organization and management of American multi-sector workforce in the Iraq war is unfolding.    
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