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Baghdad International 
Airport, formerly Saddam 
International Airport, 
served first as the ground 
force staging area for 
the capture of Baghdad, 
and then as a base of 
operations for 3rd Infan-
try Division and attached 
units. The 315th Tactical 
Psychological Operations 
Company struggled to 
find work and sleeping 
space in airport facilities 
crowded with troops and 
equipment.
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Psychological  
Operations in  
Baghdad

by Cherilyn A. Walley

The 315th Tactical PSYOP Company from Upland, 
California, mobilized for Iraq on 28 February 2003. The 
company left for Kuwait on 12 April, but did not arrive 
until the 15th. After another week waiting for its equip-
ment to arrive by sea, the 315th convoyed to Baghdad Inter-
national Airport on 2 May. Various tactical PSYOP teams 
that had preceded the 315th were subsequently attached 
to the company upon arrival. The 315th TPC replaced C 
Company, 9th PSYOP Battalion, which was supporting 
the 3rd ID. It performed that mission and joined the 1st 
Armored Division when it assumed responsibility for 
Baghdad in early June. What the 315th encountered in the 
first two months set the tone for its entire tour. 1

The 315th TPC arrival in Baghdad did not begin on a 
high note. Less than a week before the company rolled 

into Baghdad ready to assume its mission, C Company, 
9th PSYOP Battalion, lost everything in a fire. C Compa-
ny went from directing around-the-clock operations to 
scrounging uniforms and toothbrushes. The fire had left 
the 315th with nothing to begin work: no products, no 
equipment, no plan, and no place to work. It had to start 
from scratch. 2

Worse than no equipment was no PSYOP guidance. 
The 315th TPC concentrated on supporting the 3rd ID’s 
transition to low-intensity operations. The company lead-
ers found space to live and work in the main passenger 
terminal of the airport. Using a single, one-color-at-a-time 
copier, the production development detachment began 
producing handbills. A single run of 10,000 low-resolution, 
single-sided handbills took three hours. After running 

the copier almost 
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Baghdad

*�Pseudonyms have been used for all military personnel with a rank 
lower than lieutenant colonel.

The 315th Tactical Psychological Operations Company 
developed and distributed handbills and posters 
warning of mines and unexploded ordnance scattered 
throughout Baghdad. As Tactical Psychological Opera-
tions Teams made their distribution rounds, they took 
the opportunity to interview residents regarding the 
effectiveness of the products.

In addition to loudspeaker broadcasts to defuse mob ten-
sion, the 315th Tactical Psychological Operations Company 
produced posters warning looters to stay away from public 
buildings, such as this one being posted on a gate outside 
Central Baghdad Railroad Station.

continuously to cover the 5. 6 million people who lived 
in Baghdad, the plastic components of the copier (in the 
non–air conditioned terminal) literally melted with the 
100,000th copy. Nineteen three-man tactical PSYOP teams 
then distributed them throughout the city by hand. 3

The 3rd ID had no PSYOP plan. The Office of Recon-
struction and Humanitarian Assistance and the sub-
sequent Coalition Provisional Authority had no PSYOP 
plan, and the Central Command Joint Psychological 
Operations Task Force forward in Qatar, had redeployed 
to Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Major Donald Thomas*, the 
315th TPC commander explained, “There was no plan to 
fall in on. There was nothing from higher coming down. 
You would get these short suspenses to execute on a topic. 
That is not a campaign plan. There was no synchroniza-
tion matrix that said ‘Here is our plan for the next three 
months, and here is what you need to start developing.’ 
Every PSYOP company was essentially running its own 
PSYOP campaign plan.” Although each division coordi-
nated PSYOP plans internally there was no opportunity 
for external coordination. 4

Each tactical PSYOP detachment commander had to 
establish a relationship with his assigned brigade. In the 

beginning, the 3rd ID and 1st Armored Division expec-
tations outstripped the capabilities of the detachments. 
Captain Ron Castle*, commander of Tactical PSYOP 
Detachment 1210, explained, “When we first got [to Bagh-
dad], these maneuver guys were demanding a real quick 
turnaround, [but] we weren’t able to supply that.” The 
combat brigades and battalions responded by design-
ing and distributing their own Information Operations 
products. Then, the tactical PSYOP detachments had to 
convince the commanders to use the PSYOP products 
instead of their Information Operations products. The 
detachments tried to anticipate brigade commanders’ 
needs and to develop products accordingly. 5

Maneuver commanders focused on troop safety. They 
did not initially understand nor appreciate the long-term 
goals of PSYOP. The commanders wanted products that 
would enhance security now instead of products that 
would lead to long-lasting changes in Iraqi culture or 
behavior. Thomas summarized the issue:

When you have maneuver guys that are not PSYOP 
trained, they tend to have a short-term view. It’s 
fine to address an immediate need, but it doesn’t 
address the psychological, long-term goal that you 
are trying to achieve. We were constantly battling 
with maneuver commanders, saying, ‘I know that 
our soldiers are getting killed, and that is something 
that is very important to you. But, you know what, 
the target audience doesn’t care about our soldiers 
much. We need to address topics that are important 
to them on a long-term basis, because we are trying 
to change the culture of the country.’ We constantly 
battled this. What they would want was a short-
term product. All they cared about was a handbill 
that talks about rockets, a handbill that talks about 
IEDs [improvised explosive devices]. And that is 
not PSYOP. 6

Captain Marvin Holiday*, commander of TPD 1220, 
agreed: “At least for us, that was one of the hardest parts 
about [product] dissemination. Some of the products 
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To reduce deaths and injuries from mines and unexploded 
ordnance, the 315th Tactical Psychological Operations 
Company designed handbills and posters illustrating the 
various types found throughout Baghdad. Even children 
could compare the drawings to objects they found in the 
streets and recognize the danger.

being generated or pushed by the maneuver commander 
appeared to be self-serving. ‘We’re going to focus on IEDs. 
Well, only Americans are getting killed by IEDs. The 
Americans only want IEDs to stop because they are kill-
ing Americans. You’re not helping Iraqis. Tell us how you 
are going to help us, and maybe we’ll report this infor-
mation.’” The 315th TPC tried to balance products that 
addressed the commanders’ short-term concerns with 
products that addressed long-term PSYOP goals, such as 
those emphasizing progress in rebuilding a better Iraq. 7

At times the PSYOP teams had to show the maneuver 
commanders that in psychological operations, often no 
news was good news. Captain Chambers* described the 
maneuver soldiers’ attitudes: “The infantry officer or the 
armor officer is used to putting steel on a target and seeing 
an immediate effect. ‘I fired my weapon and I killed some-
thing.’ The long-term, residual effect of a PSYOP product 
is going to be delayed. You may never see a reaction to a 
product you’ve disseminated in the area.” But the cumu-
lative effects of the PSYOP messages become evident over 
time. It was difficult for maneuver commanders to under-
stand that PSYOP effectiveness can often be calculated in 
terms of negative activity. Thomas recounted, “What we’d 
have to do is get into these Socratic philosophical discus-
sions. [The commanders would say], ‘We want to know 
what you guys are doing.’ ‘Well, here’s what we’re doing: 
Are you seeing mass demonstrations?’ ‘Well, no.’ ‘Are you 
seeing negative attitudes towards Coalition forces?’ ‘Well, 
no.’ ‘That’s where PSYOP comes in.’” 8

Once the brigade combat teams understood the capa-
bilities of the tactical PSYOP teams, the units worked 
effectively together. TPT 1214 worked with the 1st Platoon, 
Hawk Troop, 1st Cavalry Regiment, 3rd Brigade Com-
bat Team, from 10–31 May. Hawk Troop controlled the 
distribution of scarce propane gas. When Hawk Troop 
began its mission, Iraqi civilians would riot at the distri-
bution stations, sometimes in groups of more than three 
hundred. On five occasions, the riots grew so large that 
TPT 1214 had to shut down the loudspeakers and help 

the Hawk Troop soldiers employ riot control measures. 
However, the PSYOP team’s primary weapon against the 
rioters was its loudspeakers. By daily broadcasting mes-
sages explaining the propane distribution system and 
encouraging cooperation, the team reduced the number 
and severity of the riots. 9

One of the 315th’s early missions was to disseminate 
safety information to the residents of Baghdad. The city’s 
usual modes of communication—radio, television, and 
telephone—were so badly disrupted that the U.S. Army 
had to rely on old-fashioned means to spread its mes-
sage: paper. One part of the safety campaign involved 
educating the public about the presence and danger of 
unexploded ordnance and munitions throughout the 
city. The product development detachment designed and 
produced two-sided leaflets with pictures of different 
ordnance and instructions on how to report mines and 
weapons caches. The TPTs then distributed the leaflets 
by hand to the public taking the opportunity to interact 
with Iraqis on the street. Sergeant Reed Costner* summa-
rized: “Our mission is basically encouraging mine and 
unexploded ordnance awareness through leaflets, post-
ers, and face-to-face communication.” 10

Another PSYOP campaign was against electrical wire 
theft. “No sooner would they put up new wire than it 
would be gone the next day.” Thomas described the 
thrust of the PSYOP effort:

We had to constantly try to correlate the actions of 
the individual to the greater good. People were more 
focused on gaining whatever money they could by 
stealing and reselling electrical wire and had no 
interest in the bigger problem. When the locals 
were confronted with the situation there respons-
es was: ‘Oh, if I steal from my neighborhood, we 
won’t have power. You’re absolutely right.’ If they 
did understand the implication, they would simply 
go steal from another neighborhood, not caring that 
they were causing problems for the entire city. 11

One detachment commander encountered a woman 
who simply did not care about anybody else:

This lady told me straight up that she didn’t care 
about anybody that did not live in her little neigh-
borhood which had a Baath Party headquarters. 
They used to get electricity twenty-four hours a 
day. So, when they started to push [electricity] out 
to everyone, causing temporary blackouts, she told 
me, ‘I don’t care. If that’s the way it is, then the 
Americans need to go out and buy generators for 
everyone in this apartment building. Unless we get 
that, I’m not going to be happy.’ 12

Frustrating as it was, by the end of the PSYOP campaign, 
looting of wire had been considerably reduced.

Psychological operations in Baghdad were not all 
paper and handshakes. More than one tactical PSYOP 
team encountered violence, and all five of the 315th tac-
tical PSYOP detachments participated in cordon and 
search operations and raids. While raids were usually 
conducted in conjunction with conventional forces, on 
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Tactical PSYOP Detachments collected information from 
their teams, who in turn collected feedback from indi-
vidual Iraqis, about the effectiveness of PSYOP prod-
ucts. When a certain handbill did not go over well with 
the local population, a message was sent to the product 
development detachment so future products would not 
contain similar mistakes.

Once the 315th Tactical Psychological Operations Company 
contracted with commercial printers, they could produce 
four-color flyers and posters. The professional-grade prod-
ucts were very popular among Iraqis of all ages.

one occasion the PSYOP soldiers acted alone. On 27 April, 
TPD 1280 surrounded a residence and broadcast a sur-
render appeal to the six men inside, who were systemati-
cally robbing the house while waiting for the owner—a 
former member of the Baath Party—to return home so 
they could murder him. All six heavily armed men sur-
rendered without a fight. While two soldiers guarded the 
criminals, two PSYOP soldiers cleared the house. TPD 
1280 confiscated the thugs’ stolen pickup truck, several 
grenades, an RPK machine gun, six AK‑47s, six pistols, 
and ammunition. 13

Earlier in May, teams from TPD 1230 had converged 
to help prevent a riot around Abu Hanifa Mosque in the 
Aadhamiyah District of northwest Baghdad. Using their 
loudspeakers to call for peaceful behavior, distributing 
leaflets with similar messages, and simply engaging 
demonstrators in conversation, the PSYOP teams helped 
prevent a potentially violent confrontation between 
insurgents, civilians, and Coalition troops. The scenario 
was repeated often in the days and weeks following the 
fall of Baghdad. The TPT response to riot situations was 
to broadcast appeals for nonviolence, identify key per-
sonalities in the crowds, and address the people’s griev-
ances as best it could. 14

One TPT had the opportunity to use its PSYOP equip-
ment in its defense. A TPT 1213 vehicle was hit by an IED 
while distributing handbills in Al Hara, Baghdad. The 
vehicle was damaged by the explosion, but not complete-
ly disabled. The team quickly grabbed its most effective 
weapon—the loudspeaker—to defend themselves. As 
soon as they started broadcasting, several Iraqis came 
forward and told them about two more IEDs along the 
convoy route. With this information, TPT 1213 was able 
to safely route help to them. 15

The vast majority of the 315th TPC products were 
designed internally. Thomas said: “Our guys, who had 
never done this before, designed [almost] every product 
that we put out.” Since the Joint PSYOP Task Force for-

ward at Qatar, the endpoint for the much-touted “reach-
back system” of the 4th PSYOP Group, had redeployed to 
Fort Bragg, the Army Reserve PSYOP units in Iraq were 
on their own. Using photo editing and design software, 
the soldiers of the product development detachment 
translated ideas from the field into realities that were 
quickly sent back for distribution. As TPTs and TPDs saw 
needs and obtained feedback from civilians, they sent 
them back to the product development team. Situation 
reports from the TPTs were often very clear: “Stop using 
this product, because it’s just pissing them off!” Once 
turned into a viable PSYOP design, the product was giv-
en to a locally contracted printer. They were able to pro-
duce four-color handbills or posters on demand, which 
cut product turnaround to a matter of days. 16

Circumstances—no printing equipment—caused the 
315th to resort to contracting local printers. While the mis-
sion was to distribute hundreds of thousands of PSYOP 
handbills, it had no capability to produce them. Major 
Chip West*, chief of the product development detach-
ment, explained how the company solved the problem:

One of the teams came back and said ‘Hey, we met this 
printer.’ Because I had contracting experience, I went and 
found the division contracting officer. We discussed [the 
requirement] and established a Blanket Purchasing Agree-
ment rather than a service contract. The 1st Armored 
Division started dumping money into it;  .  .  .  fortunately, 
the G‑8 [comptroller] was a former Special Forces guy 
who understood special operations. He said, ‘This is 
all the information that I need.’ In order to have com-
petition, I found another three printers. There are four 
printing contracts that run through the BPA.” The pur-
chasing agreement meant that the 315th did not have to 
bid each print job; rather, it simply placed orders with 
the contracted printers and received good, timely service. 
Thomas added, “In an emergency, we could [produce] 
200,000 handbills, double-sided, four-color, in roughly 
twenty-four to forty-eight hours.” Access to four local 
printers enabled the 315th to design and distribute about 
1. 2 million handbills and posters a week if necessary. 17
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An offshoot of Baghdad Now, Baghdad Kids became 
an information and educational tool for Iraqi children. 
Printed in both Arabic and English, it was designed to 
attract children while conveying Coalition themes.

The 315th PSYOP Company published Baghdad Now 
biweekly. The newspaper in Arabic and English became a 
major part of the information campaign in Baghdad. Local 
print companies printed the paper under contract adding to 
the local economy while information the population.

The 315th’s abilities to produce PSYOP products in-
house and to get them professionally printed were key 
to future successes. By July, the company was publish-
ing the biweekly newspaper Baghdad Now. It provided 
both Coalition and Iraqi news in Arabic and English. 
Some Iraqi teachers used Baghdad Now in their English 
classes. In January 2004, the company published its first 
issue of Baghdad Kids, a comic strip offshoot of Baghdad 
Now aimed at the city’s youth. Distributed free of charge 
by the TPTs, these newspapers gave the tactical teams an 
additional way to interact positively with the citizens of 
Baghdad.  
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