Corps makes Iraq a safer place to live and work
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In 2003 U.S. military commanders in Iraq turned to the U.S. Army Engineering and Support Center, Huntsville for help after realizing the magnitude of stockpiled ammunition spread across Iraq.  

Now three years later, Huntsville Center’s Coalition Munition Clearance Program has destroyed more than 400,000 tons of ammunition and has logged more than 21 million man hours.  


As the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Military Munitions Center of Expertise, Huntsville Center applied its vast knowledge in safely removing military munitions from formerly used defense sites and military training ranges in the United States to the CMC program in Iraq.  

“Since we are involved in cleaning up formerly used defense sites in the United States, we already had six contractor teams with the necessary skills,” Dr. John Potter, chief of Huntsville Center’s Ordnance and Explosives Directorate, said. “This made our job a little easier.”

With the right people and equipment in place, the CMC team set forth with demolition operations on Sept. 11, 2003. The diverse team consisted of Corps employees, Iraqi citizens and civilian contractors.  


“When we first went into Iraq, the Combined Joint Task Force-7 identified six ammunition depots throughout the country to be used as collection centers for ammunition that the military and CMC team found and recovered,” CMC program manager Bill Sargent said. “The team brought the caches of ammunition that they found in the field to these six depots. The team either destroyed the ammunition or initiated storage operations to save it for the new Iraqi Army.”


The CMC team also maintains the responsibility for providing security at the worksites. In 2005, Huntsville Center acquired the Electronic Surveillance System for Force Protection, better known as Eagle Eye.

“Site security is critical to prevent munitions theft for use as improvised explosive devices and clearance team protection,” Michael Lanier, Huntsville Center project manager for the Eagle Eye system, said. “The system allows for 360-degree coverage day and night, all weather surveillance of the area. We have one fixed site system and 10 mobile systems. Our biggest challenge has been the desire to have more of these systems deployed to support various missions.”

Not only has the Eagle Eye system benefited the CMC program but it also has been used to help U.S. Soldiers.

“In August, a U.S. Army Apache helicopter experienced mechanical problems and went down,” Sargent said. “One of our Eagle Eye systems saw the crash and watched the area to reassure the pilots and make sure insurgents didn’t come in on them. The CMC team was the first on site and helped secure the area.”  

Even though the CMC team faced challenges over the past three years, they have cleaned up and turned over five of the original depot sites to the Iraqi Army.  

The CMC team is finishing cleanup work at Buckmaster Depot and anticipates completion by the end of December. Only the Arlington Depot will remain open as the national depot for the Iraqi Army. The plan is to train Iraqis to run the depot and properly store and handle ammunition. The training phase is scheduled to begin in the spring. 

“We have 13 mobile teams in country, whose mission is to destroy ammunition at sites that the U.S. Army identifies and clear collapsed bunkers,” Sargent said. “We will continue this work as long as we are needed.”  

