“The Clear Choice on Iraq:

Giving Up or Getting the Job Done”

Remarks of Senator Joe Lieberman

East Hampton VFW

September 25, 2006

[AS PREPARED FOR DELIVERY]

Thank you and thanks to the East Hampton VFW for hosting this event.

Let me say a special thank you to all the veterans who are here today for your support in this campaign, and more importantly, for your service and sacrifice for America.   

It is an honor to stand before so many who stood up and risked so much for our country in some of its most dangerous hours.   If anyone says there are no more heroes today, they are clearly not looking at the people in this room.

Ten days ago, in a speech at Fairfield University, I gave a report to the people of Connecticut about where we stand in the war on terror five years after 9/11.

I talked about the work that I and many others have done in Washington to strengthen our security here at home and abroad, about the work that still needs to be done in the years ahead to truly make us safe from this global threat, and about how important it is for us to unite as Americans across party lines to defeat the enemies who hate us all. 

Today I want to speak with you specifically about the war in Iraq, how it relates to the larger war against the radical jihadist terrorists who attacked us, and what it will take to complete our mission in Iraq as quickly and successfully as possible.

In particular, I want to speak directly to the doubts many people in Connecticut have about our ability to win this fight – and whether it is even worth it to try.   

I take those doubts seriously.   As I have said before, it is wrong to dismiss those who are skeptical or oppose the war as being soft on terror – or even worse, as unpatriotic.   That has to stop.

The fact is, too many people in the debate on Iraq have sought to demonize the other side, both on the left and the right.  We have to realize that reasonable people can disagree on this difficult question, and that does not make you a terrorist sympathizer, on the one hand, or a warmonger, on the other. 

It’s time for both sides to understand that pointing fingers and impugning motives are not going to get our troops home one second sooner.  Nor are they going to make one American safer.   

To get this right, we have to put aside our partisan differences, talk to each other with respect, and have an honest, direct discussion about how to end this conflict in America’s best interests.

That is my goal today.   I want to get past the false and empty choice between continuing to do just what we are doing and simply pulling out, both of which are recipes for more failure and less security, and put forward some new approaches for getting the job done in Iraq.
And I want to engage my opponent in the Senate campaign, Ned Lamont, in this important debate, and have a serious discussion about where we are in Iraq and what to do about it now.   Because this election, like all elections, is about the future, those are the most important  questions we and the voters have to answer.

I am sure Ned Lamont and I share the same goal of getting our troops home and keeping America safe.   But we have a big disagreement about how to make that happen.  And I owe it to the voters to explain on policy grounds why I sincerely believe Lamont’s plan will seriously undermine the security of the people of Connecticut and all of America.

Let me begin by briefly recounting how we got here.  I supported the use of force in Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein from power because I believed that he was a grave threat to our country, his people, and the world.  And I continue to believe that decision was right.

Since then, I have often disagreed with how the war has been run.  And I have not hesitated to speak out about the mistakes the Bush Administration has made, mistakes that have made this war more costly than it should have been.  But I have worked hard to stay away from partisan political attacks because that is unacceptable when our nation is at war.

The Administration was wrong for not securing the support of enough of our allies in the run-up to the war; for not having enough troops on the ground; for not having a sensible plan to win the peace and establish stability in Iraq after Saddam fell; and for not putting an Iraqi in charge of the Iraqi oil supply.

In October of 2003, I made my disapproval of our post-Saddam policies clear by calling for the replacement of Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld.

Those critical early mistakes -- especially our initial lack of troop strength to better secure Iraq and its borders --continue to reverberate today, as the National Intelligence Estimate that just came to light indicates. 

The failure to build a large international coalition in advance has placed almost the entire burden for the security and reconstruction of Iraq on America’s shoulders.  The lack of a sensible plan to win the peace left us with too few troops to establish security and order after Saddam was toppled and no clear sense of what needed to be done to rebuild Iraq and what the difficulties in doing that would be.  

Those errors resulted in a security vacuum, when more troops could have made the most difference in providing security, enabling a small and disorganized insurgency to grow in size and effectiveness, and directly leading to the increased influence of sectarian leaders, as well as the influx of significant numbers of Al Qaeda-related terrorists.    

Despite these serious handicaps, we have made some hard-won progress, helping the Iraqis to write a constitution, hold three historic democratic elections, form a government, and build an Iraqi Army.  But the past seven months, since the terrorist bombing of the Shiite Mosque in Samora by Al Qaeda, have been painfully disappointing.

Security in too many places in Iraq is deteriorating.  Violence is at a terrible level in Baghdad and the Sunni Triangle, and shows no sign of abating soon.   While the hours in which electricity is available to the Iraqi people rose in the last quarter, and output of the oil industry also grew, life in Iraq is still extremely difficult and dangerous for millions of Iraqis.

Their optimism is diminishing, and their patience is wearing thin.  Too many talented Iraqis are fleeing Iraq.  Others are turning to secular militias to provide the security and the services that the Iraqi army and government is not yet able to provide.  

But the fact is, as vexing and painful as this situation is today, we don’t have the luxury of playing “what if” games with the past.  As Churchill said when some of his supporters wanted to focus on investigating the actions of his predecessor, “if the present tries to sit in judgment of the past, it will lose the future.”

The one question that really matters right now is how to move forward and provide a better future for the Iraqi people and more security for the American people.  And in my view, that question is not just about when we get our troops home, but also how we get our troops home, and what they leave behind.

Ned Lamont has given his answer for Iraq’s future.  I should say he has given his answers – plural -- for Iraq, because he has taken more than a half dozen different positions on this one issue in his campaign.

Today I will take him at his word, when he has said that he would push for an immediate withdrawal of frontline troops from Iraq now.  And I will take him at his word, when he has said he would have supported the Kerry-Feingold resolution, which calls for all U.S. troops out of Iraq by July 1, 2007 – no matter what the consequences.


So that is the Lamont plan, straight from his mouth:


1.  Begin immediate withdrawal of U.S. troops now.


2.  All troops out by July 1, 2007, nine months from now – no matter what.


Let me repeat the Lamont plan for Iraq, because it is important:


1.  Begin immediate withdrawal of U.S. troops now.


2.  All troops out by July 1, 2007, nine months from now – no matter what.

In a foreign policy speech he made earlier this month, Ned Lamont tried to fudge his extreme position by starting to call it a “timeline,” perhaps because polls show the word is more popular than “deadline.”  But make no mistake – immediate withdrawal and all troops out by July 1 is more than a timeline.  It is a deadline.  Let’s talk straight with the people of Connecticut.  Tell the truth.  Don’t spin it.

The truth is, Lamont’s plan is not a plan for changing course.  This is a plan for giving up in Iraq.  For giving up on Iraq’s hopes for becoming free and independent.  And for giving up Iraq to the sectarian militias, to the terrorists, and to the Iranians and Syrians who would exploit the resulting chaos.

Let me explain why his plan is not just a bad idea, but a formula for defeat and disaster.

When Ned Lamont talks about immediate withdrawal, he says we should pull back our “front line” troops.  That itself demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of the war in Iraq.  First, there is no “front line” in Iraq like there was in the Gulf War or World War II.  Second, if you pull back those combat troops best able to suppress the sectarian violence and target and kill the enemy, then you leave our other troops and personnel much more vulnerable to attack.

That second point is apparently lost on Ned, who says that while we are withdrawing our troops, “we’ll be there in a residual, backup role when it comes to humanitarian and reconstruction assistance.”  That may be a warm and fuzzy concept, but it is a naïve and deadly policy.  Any such relief workers would be sitting ducks for the insurgents and the terrorists, who would have a field day killing them off, one by one, knowing the U.S. military was no longer nearby to come to their rescue.

What happens to Iraq when we start immediately withdrawing our troops, and have them all out nine months from today, no matter what the reality is on the ground?  First, the insurgents and terrorists will keep drawing blood, each and every day, knowing that our power is being diminished with each passing moment. 

Second, as our forces decrease and the reach of our military is reduced, the Iraqi people will increasingly turn to the Iraqi factional forces -- the militias that are attempting to bring about a civil war – for security.  That will in turn increase the size, strength, and influence of these deadly militias, and weaken the legitimate government of Iraq and the Iraqi Army.

A slippery, deadly slope, every step of the way.  

In the meantime, because the Lamont plan would mandate an arbitrary deadline for total withdrawal, all those who are our enemies and the enemies of a unified democratic Iraq – the factional militias, the insurgents, the terrorists, the Syrians, the Iranians – would have a blueprint.  A blueprint for disaster for Iraq and for us.  They can start planning immediately for July 2, 2007, the day all our troops will be gone.

And what will their plans be?  Peace and security for Iraq?  Democracy and freedom for its people?  Stopping Al Qaeda?  Not on your life.

The fact is, our enemies’ plans will be for much greater death and destruction than we are witnessing today.  Their plans will include the overthrow of the elected government of Iraq.  Their plans will include a takeover of the economic engine of Iraq, the oil industry.  Their plans will include the dissolution of a civil society in Iraq and any semblance of democracy.

We can’t predict which interests will prevail.  But we do know that none of them will be good for us.  Consider this awful, but very likely outcome:  the religious and ethnic factions will establish their own autonomous regions.  Al Qaeda will find more safe havens for its network of terrorists, like they did in Afghanistan before 9-11, from which to attack us and other countries.  The Iranians will take over large parts of the South.  The Syrians will try to carve out their spheres of influence.  And the proliferation of instability and violence will begin to engulf the whole Middle East and weaken personal and economic security all over the world.  

This point is underscored by the National Intelligence Estimate that was reported on yesterday.   As bad as the terrorist situation on the ground is now in Iraq and all over the world, the NIE suggests that it will only grow exponentially worse if we follow the Lamont plan and rush our troops out to meet an arbitrary, politically pre-set deadline nine months from now.  The terrorists will claim a great victory and use it to recruit more terrorists, as they did after their brutal attacks on America on 9-11.

I am painting this dark picture because I believe the dangers of Ned Lamont’s plan are too serious to ignore or minimize.  And I am not alone.  You will find almost no serious national security experts endorsing the Lamont Plan.

Nor will you find many Democratic Senators endorsing the Lamont Plan.  Hillary Clinton is opposed to it.  Joe Biden is opposed to it.  Chris Dodd is opposed to it.  In fact, 70 percent of my Democratic colleagues in the Senate opposed the Lamont plan when it came up for a vote in June.

Why is that?  Well, as former Navy Secretary and current Democratic Senate candidate Jim Webb from Virginia recently said, quoting President Dwight Eisenhower, “anyone who can give you a date certain for the end of a war, does not know war.”

Let me repeat that:  “anyone who can give you a date certain for the end of a war, does not know war.”

And as Bill Clinton has said many times this year, pulling out of Iraq would be a mistake.  “Once you break the eggs,” he says, “you have the responsibility to make an omelet.”  In his words, “It’d be an error to say we’ll leave by ‘x’ date.”

I believe it would be every bit as much of a mistake to stay there indefinitely, both for the Iraqis and for us, and I have consistently opposed an open-ended commitment of American troops.  That is something Ned Lamont and I do agree on.

Staying same the course we are on now is not a viable option either.  We have to confront the reality that what we are doing now is not working, and to begin pursuing new approaches for achieving our mission in Iraq.

Let me repeat that, because it is important.  Just continuing to do what we have been doing is not a solution.  We must begin to pursue new approaches to get the job done in Iraq.

Today I want offer some specific ideas for doing that.   Most people understand that there are no easy answers.   But I believe that if we take these steps, we can help Iraq stand on its own faster and begin a drawdown of our troops sooner.

First, as I said three years ago, I believe Donald Rumsfeld should be replaced as Secretary of Defense.  We need new leadership in this war.  It would reinvigorate our military, from the halls of the Pentagon to the streets of Baghdad.  It would give us a chance to begin a new dialogue with our allies around the world.  And it would give us a chance to begin a new dialogue with our people here at home, many of whom have lost confidence in Secretary Rumsfeld.  

Second, together with the British, we should convene an international crisis conference on Iraq, involving the Europeans and other Arab countries -- especially those who have much to lose if Iraq were to collapse into outright civil war and become a safe haven for terrorists.  If these nations will not help us train the Iraqi security forces to take over from us, surely they can be convinced to join us in financing and overseeing the rebuilding of Iraq’s economy, so that the Iraqi people can live better lives and their children can dream of even more.

Third, we must get tougher with the Iraqi political leadership, because they must do a better job of cracking down on the militias, beefing up reconstruction efforts and building a genuine, well-functioning unity government.  This is a message I have carried in my several trips to Iraq, and which I will convey tomorrow when Senator McCain and I meet with Iraqi President Talabani in Washington.

Fourth, the Iraqis must be pushed to achieve a National Compact that guarantees shared power and resources among Shia, Sunni and Kurds.  The Iraqi constitution must be revisited and changed as necessary. The factions must agree on changes that makes the political structure of Iraq clear, ensures that the political, social, and religious rights of all are protected by law, and that all will share equally in the basic resouces of Iraq, especially Iraqi oil. 
 
Fifth, we should put our best American commanders in the field in Iraq and keep them there.  Rotation of our military leadership works against sustained progress.  Some of our generals who have made the most progress there were rotated out.  General Dave Petreaus who made such remarkable progress in Mosul and who created the plan to build an Iraqi Army was rotated out of Iraq.  General Chiarelli, who commanded a division with such distinction, was rotated out.  Even though he is now back in Iraq, he will likely leave again at the end of this year.  And perhaps most important, the colonels who actually run this war, where the rubber meets the road, spend a year in Iraq and then leave, requiring their successors to relearn everything again.  As defense analyst Andy Krepinevich has said, that is like removing General Patton halfway through the European campaign of  World War II.

Sixth, to adapt to the new challenges of this new kind of war, we must increase by two or three times the number of U.S. soldiers embedded in Iraqi units, including special forces personnel who can be involved in both training of Iraqis as well as civil affairs missions, and increase the compensation and career rewards for those who take on this critical  role.  As former Marine infantry officer Seth Moulton recently said, “fielding more adviser teams will eventually allow more Americans to come home,” in part because embedded troops need less outside support.  This should be done by redeploying existing troops, not adding new troops to the region.


Seventh, we should put a priority on building logistics capabilities in Iraqi units, and increasing the strength of the Iraqi security forces.  Although the Iraqi security forces have been established, and good progress has been made in getting them to the point that they have now taken over responsibility for security in parts of Iraq, more must be done, and it must be done more quickly.  Our action to build the support system to ensure they are  supplied with the essentials to sustain the fight must be accelerated, and the weapons and equipment they need but do not now have, such as armored vehicles and helicopters, must be provided to them as soon as possible.

  

Eighth, we must focus more resources on the creation of jobs and the provision of basic services in the greater Baghdad area.  Success in Iraq can best be built from the center out.  Once we prevail in Baghdad, the task of making progress throughout the country will be much more achievable.

Ninth, we must begin now to increase the size of the U.S. Army and Marine Corps and to make sure we are building the numbers and types of units we need to fight and win the kinds of conflicts that we are likely to be confronted with during this century.  While this will not fix the shortages we have now, nor reduce the strain on our over stretched ground forces, it will begin to give us the greater capabilities we will need and send a signal to our troops that we understand what they are going through and that we are going to do something now about having reinforcements for them.

Tenth, to overcome our divisions here at home and build consensus around a new approach for progress in Iraq, we should form a bipartisan Iraq working group early in the next session of Congress.  This group would include the top Republicans and Democrats on the House and Senate security committees – Armed Services, Intelligence, Homeland Security, Foreign Relations, and Appropriations – and meet regularly with the President and his team.  To give this working group official standing and real clout, I plan on introducing a resolution authorizing its creation in January. 

So let me summarize.  The clear choice before Connecticut’s voters in this campaign is Ned Lamont’s plan for giving up on Iraq versus my plan for getting the job done there. 

The Lamont Plan for immediate withdrawal and an arbitrary deadline is doomed to fail – and weaken our security.  It will leave our troops more vulnerable to attack while they remain, and will leave Iraq to become a failed state and a terrorist breeding ground when we’re gone, divided between Saddam loyalists, Al Qaeda terrorists and Iranian and Syrian surrogates.

The Lieberman plan for getting the job done is designed to succeed -- and bring our troops home with honor.  It will accelerate our training of Iraqis security forces, by embedding more American troops with them, so they can take over from our troops; bring in our allies in Europe and the Arab world to fortify the Iraqi economy; make clear to Iraq’s political leadership that our continued support is contingent on them doing everything possible to build a strong unity government; and block Al Qaeda and Iran from rushing in.  

Now, why do I continue to believe that success in Iraq is possible?  One big reason – our troops who know the war in Iraq better than anyone believe it is possible.

I have traveled to Iraq a number of times, beginning in 1991, and I have also visited our troops at bases here at home and around the world.  I have spent time, too, with heroic men and women recuperating at Walter Reed from terrible injuries.  And I have grieved with those who lost a loved one to this conflict.

In all of these experiences, these American heroes have encouraged me to see our mission through because it is in our national interest, and also because it is the best way to honor the proud service and sacrifice there of the men and women of the U.S. military.  They are right.

Just last week, I met a man in Enfield whose son is a Marine, stationed in Iraq.  And he said this to me – I’ll never forget it – he said, “I trust you with my son’s life.”
 
I take those words personally and seriously.  They place a very heavy responsibility on me, which I accept.  As someone who supported the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, and who believes we must not withdraw from Iraq without finishing our mission, I feel a special burden to do all I can to hasten the day when Iraqis can control their own destiny and our troops can return home.  
 
The greatest burden and responsibility, of course, is borne by those who put their lives on the line each and every day, and by their loved ones at home, who wait for the next call or email to be sure their son or daughter, spouse or parent, has survived another day.  
 
Yet I also know what I hear from so many of those troops and their families.  I hear of their pride in serving our nation and of their commitment to the liberation of and better future for the Iraqi people, and the defeat of the terrorist enemy.  
 

We owe it to them to not give up and walk off the battlefield before job is done.  No matter the mistakes that have been made.  And no matter the differences that remain between us.   

Partisanship and politics have their place, but now we must find a way to come together to protect our security.  When our troops defend our country, they do not do it as Democrats or Republicans or independents, but as Americans.  So, as Americans, let us resolve here at home work together to unite our country to move forward for success in Iraq and be worthy of the service of the me and women in uniform who fight for our freedom. 
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