No security changes yet in wake of suspected suicide bombing 
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WASHINGTON (AP) - The U.S. military didn't immediately tighten security across Iraq on Thursday in the aftermath of an apparent suicide bombing, but security experts said improved screening of visitors and fewer large troop gatherings would help counter insurgents' tactics. 

"There's no excuse for what happened there, absolutely none," military security expert Mitch Mitchell said of Tuesday's deadly attack on a mess tent at a base near Mosul. "It does not cost that much to increase your force protection." 

Some individual bases took steps such as posting guards outside mess tents. Military officials discussed ways to increase security for troops in Iraq but announced no major shifts Thursday. 

"They're looking at it, but there's no word on any changes," Sgt. Patrick Murphy, a spokesman at U.S. military headquarters in Baghdad, said in a telephone interview. 

The commander of U.S. forces in northern Iraq, Brig. Gen. Carter Ham, told CNN on Thursday that preliminary findings indicate the culprit in Tuesday's bombing wore an Iraqi military uniform. Ham said the attack probably was the result of careful planning by an organized group such as one which has claimed responsibility, the Ansar al-Sunnah Army. 

Ham took personal responsibility for the security lapse. 

"Clearly in this instance I failed to identify some shortcoming that allowed this to occur," Ham said. 

Tuesday's blast at Forward Operating Base Marez -- the deadliest single attack since the March 2003 invasion -- killed 13 U.S. service members, five American civilians, three Iraqi troops and one unidentified person. Military officials have not said whether they think that last person was the suicide bomber. 

Security experts say the attack exposed glaring flaws beyond ineffective background checks. Hundreds of troops gathered for meals in a soft-sided tent, creating an inviting target for insurgents. Not everyone entering the base was thoroughly searched, possibly allowing the bomber to smuggle an explosive inside. 

The apparent ability of an anti-American insurgent to get an Iraqi military uniform -- or possibly even become part of the Iraqi forces himself -- should worry U.S. officials, said former CIA officer John MacGaffin. 

"This is not the first manifestation of this extremism in Iraq, but now it's coming into the heart of the military establishment," said MacGaffin, head of U.S. operations for the British security firm AKE Group. "This guy presumably had gotten through either all the Iraqi or military checks," he said. 

Ham acknowledged that the military's screening procedures were "not satisfactory" in this case. 

Mitchell, an Army veteran of Vietnam who helps train military officials on troop security, said the security flaws were part of a larger problem that includes shortages of body armor and reinforced Humvees and other vehicles. 

"We have people in an active combat zone, not dispersing the troops, not doing the fundamentals of force protection and paying the price," said Mitchell, an analyst at the military's National Defense University. 

The Ansar al-Sunnah Army, which said it carried out suicide bombings in northern Iraq in February that killed scores of Kurds, claimed responsibility for the attack shortly after it happened. Ham said he had no reason to doubt that claim. 

Besides Iraqi soldiers and other security officers, Iraqis enter U.S. bases as workers for the civilian contractors who handle functions such as food service, laundry and trash collection. 

Many of those Iraqis work for Halliburton, the largest military contractor in Iraq. Company spokeswoman Wendy Hall said Thursday she could not discuss any new protective measures for security reasons. 

Mitchell said military and civilian leaders should be punished for the security lapses that allowed the suicide bombing. 

"Someone needs to be held accountable for the body bags," Mitchell said.
