Afghan National Army (ANA) Officer Studies Democracy in United States
[The following article was printed on 31 July in the Topeka Capital- Journal and was written by Chris Grenz.  This article highlights the story of an ANA officer currently attending the U.S. Army’s Command and General Staff Officer’s Course at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.  It is reprinted with the author’s permission.]

Major Mohammad Farid Ahmadi is an optimist.  As a member of the Afghanistan military during the reign of the Taliban, he always believed that, one day, there would be changes in his country's government, and everything from the economy to the educational system would improve.  Now, those dreams are slowly coming true. And at the completion of a yearlong visit to the United States, Ahmadi hopes to have some first-hand knowledge of democracy to take home -- including how government in the state of Kansas operates. 

Ahmadi was one of 89 international military officers who came to the Statehouse on Wednesday, 30 July to hear from Kansas leaders, including Governor Kathleen Sebelius, legislators and the state adjutant general.  "There are a lot of things for me to learn, to keep in mind and to bring to my homeland," said Ahmadi, the first Afghan officer to participate in the program since 1978. "It's a huge difference between my country and the U.S.A. We are going to rebuild our country, I'm sure, with the help of the U.S. government and with the help of the international community." 
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Ahmadi and the other officers are spending a year at Fort Leavenworth's U.S. Army Command and General Staff Officer Course, which annually serves as a preparatory course for about 1,000 mid-level U.S. career commanders.  Each year since 1894, the U.S. commanders have been joined by international officers, who gain an understanding not only of the U.S. military, but also of American culture and government.  Of the more than 6,300 officers representing 145 countries who have completed the course, 25 have gone on to become heads of their state, ambassadors or representatives.  More than 2,300 have become generals and more than 300 have become chiefs of their country's military.

"You clearly are the future leaders of the world," Sebelius told the group during an address in the House chamber -- where Sebelius normally would stand only to deliver her State of the State address. "I can't imagine any more important time in the world to have trained and capable leaders and also to recognize we live in a global society.  We need to be interconnected and we need to learn as much as possible about one another."  Major General Greg Gardner, the state's adjutant general and commander of the Kansas National Guard, spoke about the role of the citizen-soldiers who make up the Guard -- something most countries don't have.  "What we try to focus on is giving them a good picture of what America is about, so Kansas becomes the sample state for them," he said.  Sebelius, along with Senate President Dave Kerr, R-Hutchinson, and Rep. Bob Bethell, R-Alden, talked about how the state's part-time Legislature operates. Bethell was a last-minute replacement for House Majority Leader Clay Aurand, R-Courtland, a Republic County farmer who was bringing in the harvest Wednesday.  "We have a wide variety of backgrounds of different individuals who are part of the Legislature," said Bethell, a pastor from a town of 160. "It truly is a citizen government." 

In question and answer sessions, many of the officers wanted to know how the events of September 11 have affected Kansas. Are citizens treated differently? Has security changed? Are there new programs to help the newly unemployed? Has the state budget taken a hit to beef up homeland defense?   "Has it been a huge drain? The answer is no," Kerr said. "The worst thing it has done is the impact on the economy. Our economy in Kansas was greatly affected. We were the number 2 most-affected state in the nation, economically." 

Major Amer Nawaz, who turns 33 today, came to the command course from Pakistan, where he said a strong democracy has been created at the national level, but locally, progress is needed.  "This is a great opportunity actually to understand how it is linked with the governments down below in the districts and the governments at the federal level," he said. "It's wonderful. It's a good experience." 

For Ahmadi, 31, the lessons will be put to work when he returns to his war-torn home.  He is proud to be part of Afghanistan's first national army, which he hopes can help maintain order.  "The first important thing my nation needs right now is peace, because 24 years of turmoil and war -- intense civil war -- destroyed everything," he said.  "In a peaceful environment, everything is available." 




MAJ Ahmadi Listens to Kansas Leaders











Received 18 Aug 03

