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Introduction

From March to May 2008, Iraqi and Coalition forces defeated Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM) in Baghdad and for 
the first time since the invasion brought Sadr City, a hotbed of Shia militia activity, firmly under the control 
of the central government. Along with similar operations in Basra in the south and Mosul in the north, the 
battle for Sadr City demonstrated the growing capabilities of Iraqi Security Forces and the expanding 
confidence in and support for the government of Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki.  Success, however, 
was hardly assured. There were days when the fate of Maliki’s government seemed to hang in the 
balance, and the task was beyond daunting. Sadr City, an impoverished enclave of 2.2 million, 
threatened to become a large-scale Mogadishu.  Early in the operation, Iraqi forces seemed on the verge 
of crumbling, and there were only a few coalition companies available to support them.  However, the 
Prime Minister was steadfast, Iraqi forces were willing, and the 3rd Brigade of the 4th Infantry Division and 
Multi-National Division-Baghdad (MND-B) brought to the fight the enhanced capabilities and tactics 
needed to prevail.  The 3rd Brigade fought the Battle of Phase Line Gold (PL Gold), which proved decisive 
to breaking the Mahdi Army’s grip on Sadr City. The fighting featured amazing combinations of ancient, 
modern, and futuristic tactics, from siege warfare to urban operations by air weapons teams and deft 
information operations to emphasize Iraqi leadership. The results, the Mahdi Army in disarray and 
mounting successes for Iraqi forces and the Iraqi government, are a tribute to the 3rd Brigade’s innovative 
approach to urban combat and to Soldiers’ devotion to the mission. Moreover, Sadr City under Iraqi 
government control is another sign of the success of and of growing security and stability in Iraq.

Major Events

March 23 to March 31, 2008, Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM) and Special Groups (SG) fired 86 rockets at the 
International Zone (IZ)1.  The majority of the rounds were 107mm rockets fired from points of origin (POO) 
sites within Sadr City.  Often the rockets missed the intended targets in the IZ but killed innocent Iraqi 
civilians living in the area.  By the end of the month, MND-B experienced an average of 68 attacks per 
day.2 The increase in attacks in the Sadr City area corresponded with the Government of Iraq’s (GoI)
offensive to re-establish security and control from militias in southern Iraq.  Attacks included small arms 
and Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG) fire on Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) and Coalition Forces (CF),
mortar and rocket attacks on Combat Outposts (COPs) and Joint Security Stations (JSSs), and a 
significant increase in the number of roadside bombs or Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs).  Militia 
elements used Explosively Formed Projectiles (EFPs) and ambushes to maintain their freedom of 
movement.

As a result of the sudden increase in violence, the 3rd Brigade from the 4th Infantry Division (3-4 ID) was
faced with managing three distinct and challenging fights.  First, the Brigade, in conjunction with ISF, 
began counter-offensive operations to establish security in and around Sadr City.  3-4 ID helped to 
reestablish the ISF checkpoints in the area while MND-B provided additional Armor and Stryker 
companies to the fight.  Additional armor reinforcements arrived from the 9th Iraqi Army Division (9th IA)
and Multi-National Division-Center (MND-C). Then, 1st Squadron of the 2nd Stryker Cavalry Regiment (1-
2 SCR) attached to 3/4 ID fought to secure and eventually resupply overwatch sites in Tharwa I, the 
southeast part of Sadr City.  Holding and securing these positions became critical as these sites allowed 
the squadron to control rocket launching sites (POO- Points of Origin) that insurgents used to shoot 
rockets into the IZ.  On March 27, 1-68 Infantry (AR) secured the Jamilla area (southwest corner of Sadr 
City) which allowed 1-2 SCR to concentrate its efforts on the Tharwa I area.  The 11th Iraqi Army Division 
(11th IA), with support from 3/4 ID, conducted the first of many humanitarian missions within Sadr City by 
delivering needed food and water to residents in Tharwa as part of the mission.

In addition to reestablishing the checkpoints and eliminating POO sites within 107mm rocket targeting 
range of the IZ, the Brigade coordinated assets to defeat rocket teams operating north of PL Gold.
During this deep fight, the Brigade employed Intelligence Surveillance and Reconnaissance (ISR) 
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platforms and various delivery assets such as Air Weapons Teams (AWTs) and Close Air Support (CAS)
to successfully destroy rocket teams or their systems. 

On April 6th, the 3rd Battalion of the 42nd Iraqi Army Brigade (3/42 IA) moved into the southern part of Sadr 
City to establish checkpoints and to secure key terrain.  Entering from the south along Route Florida, the 
IA companies marched north to establish checkpoints along Route Gold.  The Iraqis chose to send 
another battalion into the area (2/42 IA) after the 3rd Battalion encountered substantial resistance.  During 
this period, MND-B Military Transition Teams (MiTTs) and ground commanders from 1-68 AR, 1-2 SCR 
and 3/4 ID convinced Iraqi leaders to push through the resistance.

In mid-April, 3/4 ID began constructing a wall comprised of concrete barriers, known as T-walls, north of 
PL Gold.  The walls extended across Sadr City from Route Aeros along the southern edge to Route 
Grizzlies along the northern edge and created what would be known as the Gold Wall.  Realizing the 
negative implications of the wall, SG/JAM elements engaged Coalition Forces all along the construction 
site.  Eventually, the wall served to isolate the southern part of Sadr City (known as AO Gold) so CF and 
ISF could re-establish security and begin significant infrastructure projects that were designed to improve 
the quality of life of the residents.

The Civil Military Operations Center (CMOC) at the Joint Security Station (JSS) Sadr City opened on April 
22, 2008.  Inside the CMOC, the Brigade established the Iraqi Assistance Center (IAC) to assist residents 
with compensation claims related to collateral damage from the fighting and to continue to provide basic 
living essentials in the form of food and water.

On May 15, after a considerable construction effort and heavy fighting, the Gold Wall reached Route 
Grizzlies.  To succeed in construction of the wall, the Brigade used considerable infantry, armor, 
engineers, ISR assets, aerial weapons platforms and special operators.  Intelligence reports indicated 
that high level SG leaders departed Sadr City for Iran and the Sadrist leaders affiliated with JAM began 
negotiations with GoI to allow the Iraqi Army to enter the northern areas of Sadr City.  On May 20, two 
brigades of the Iraqi Army entered Sadr City and began to establish GoI control.  

This operational narrative is the summation of the ISF and CF efforts from March 23 to May 20, 2008,
which includes the re-establishment of ISF Checkpoints around Sadr City and the creation of security 
within AO Gold. It includes the efforts of MND-B elements with the Iraqi Security Forces, Combined Joint 
Special Operations Task Force (CJSOTF) assets, and other enablers applying counterinsurgency (COIN) 
principles inside AO Gold that would lead to the eventual reintegration of Sadr City into Baghdad.

Background

Sadr City, JAM, SG, ISF History
Developed in the late 1950s to house Iraqi poor, the area currently known as Sadr City was once called 
Saddam City.  After Coalition Forces toppled Saddam Hussein in 2003, the area was renamed Sadr City 
to honor Mohammed Sadiq Sadr (father of al-Sayyid Muqtada al-Sadr), revered Ayatollah who was 
assassinated in 1998 by Hussein’s security personnel.  Created in June 2003, Jaysh al Mahdi (JAM), also 
known as the Mahdi Army, socially and economically began to dominate the enclave.  Prior to March 
2008, Sadr City appeared to operate like a separate nation, where Sadr’s word was synonymous with the
law.  The cleric’s influence was everywhere including the hospital, the Islamic courts, the police, the 
municipality and the mosques.3 Ironically, during the past few years, this Sadr stronghold also became 
one of Baghdad’s poorest neighborhoods. 

Since 2004, Coalition Forces and militia elements within Sadr City have engaged in several rounds of 
significant fighting. In April of 2004, the Mahdi Army ambushed a patrol from 1st Cavalry Division inside 
the enclave resulting in eight Soldiers killed and 57 wounded.4 In August 2005 and October 2006, 
Coalition Forces and Iraqi Security Forces placed short term blockades around the city. From November 
2007 to the spring of 2008, Coalition Forces had only a limited presence in the city.  The was a direct 
result of a political backlash that occurred following a mission inside Sadr City led by Iraqi Special 
Operations Forces (ISOF) with support from CF.  The operation developed into a significant firefight in 
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AO Gold.  By May 2008, the myth of the “ten foot” Mahdi Soldiers disappeared and the 11th Iraqi Army 
Soldiers developed confidence in their abilities.60

Perhaps the most significant impact of recovering the AO Gold area was the empowerment of the ISF.  
With CF support, the 11th IA Division accomplished their goal of establishing a security presence and 
clearing militia from AO Gold.  This victory helped instill new-found confidence in the IA.  Based on the 
demonstrated ability of the ISF and CF, the GoI found itself in an obvious position of power.  The GoI had 
the upper hand in negotiating with or eliminating future activities of SG and JAM. Children are now 
playing soccer near Route Gold and are living a more normal life.  

On May 20th, two Iraqi Army Brigades, without Coalition ground support, moved unopposed north of PL 
Gold into the rest of Sadr City.  Generally, the residents welcomed the arrival of the Army.  JAM elements 
handed them copies of the Koran as a sign of friendship.  Once inside this section of the enclave, the 
Iraqi Army confiscated enemy caches, detained SG targets, maneuvered forces and made a number of 
tactical decisions.  By late June, the IA recovered over 205 caches comprising mortars, rockets, various 
small arms, EFPs and other types of weaponry.  However, the groundwork for success was laid when the 
Iraqi Army with support from CF regained their checkpoints and established new positions in AO.  Two 
days prior to the Iraqi Army entry into northern Sadr City, al-Sadr agreed to a cease fire.  During a phone 
conversation, an anonymous senior Sadrist said to MG Muhzir, 11th IA Division Commander, that ‘Sadr 
City was special and requires special treatment.’61 The division commander responded: ‘I am the Iraq 
Army, there is no place that an Iraqi Army Soldier cannot go…….to include Sadr City.’  

Over 700 EKIA
16 DIV/BDE Targets KIA
16 DIV/BDE Targets Captured
17 DIV/BDE Targets deserted

Enemy 
7 total GMLRS firedGMLRS

85 AWT Hellfire Engagements
33 Predator Hellfire engagements
10x CAS engagements

6 x GBU-38v4 (low-CDE 500lb bomb)
4x GBU-38v1 (full-up 500lb bomb)

4 x Shows of Force

Air Engagements
12,091 fired25mm Rnds
818 firedMain Gun Rnds

630 (BCT initiated 64)Direct Fire 
Engagements

IED 288 (210 det, 78 found) 
EFP 112 (39 det, 73 found)

IEDs

3/4 ID Combat Roll-up
SECRET//REL to USA, IRAQ

SECRET//REL to USA, IRAQ

Chart:  Combat statistics from 3/4 ID (25 MAR to 02 JUN)
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