
FRANKFURT, Germany – U.S. 
Army Specialist André Shepherd 
applied for asylum in Germany 
Nov. 26, becoming the first Iraq 
War veteran to pursue refugee 
status in Europe. 

After attending college and 
failing to find meaningful 
employment, Shepherd enlisted 
in the military early in 2004. The 
promises of financial security and
international adventure easily 
trumped working at a fast food 
chain. He became an Apache 
airframe mechanic, hoping to 

someday qualify up to the role of 
helicopter pilot. 

His first unit was already 
deployed to Iraq when he 
completed his training, so he joined 
them immediately, with only one 
day at his unit’s home in Germany. 
Shepherd spent six months on a 
forward operating base near Tikrit, 
working 12-hour days to keep the 
heavily armed Apaches (and their 
signature Hellfire missiles) in the 
air. 

Though he enlisted in order to 
bring freedom, prosperity and 
peace, Shepherd found none of 
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By Tim Huber 

André Shepherd waits for his asylum application to process Nov. 26 in Gießen. 
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these traits in the locals with 
whom he interacted. 

“Some had the look of fear, 
while others looked outright 
angry and resentful,” he said of 
locals contracted for jobs 
around the base. “I began to 
feel like a cruel oppressor who 
had destroyed the lives of 
these proud people. 

“Our unit did a lot of good 
things, giving schools books 
and bringing clothes to 
children,” he said. “These 
actions helped my conscience 
a bit, but I kept thinking to 
myself, ‘Had we not invaded, 
would these people need this 
aid now?’ ” 

Shepherd began 
researching for himself not just 
the causes of the Iraq War, but 
the wider War on Terror. As 
inconsistencies in the official 
story emerged, the reasons for 
which he joined the military lost 
credence. As the myth of 
Weapons of Mass Destruction 
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admittedly a dictator,” 
Shepherd said. “However, he 
was not leading his country to 
produce any sort of weapon 
that could be used against the 
United States government and 
its citizens. 

“When I asked my sergeant 
about this, he told me that 
many in the Army also had 
questions, but it was their duty 
to serve,” he said. “That may 
be true, but signing up 
voluntarily does not mean I 
should stop thinking or having 
a conscience.” 

Upon his return to Germany 
at the end of the deployment, 
Shepherd began to investigate 
the options available to an 
American soldier who 
questions the morality of war. 
He spoke with a superior about 
conscientious objection, but 
was told the process was 
lengthy and his application 
would probably be denied.  

U.S. military regulations also 
state a conscientious objector 

evaporated, so too did his faith 
in the mission. 

“Saddam Hussein was 

“Quote.” 
 

___________________________

Jon Basil Utley, associate 
publisher of “The American 
Conservative” magazine, in an 
article criticizing the spiraling 
costs of the war in Iraq. 

“The national debt, since the 
war [in Iraq] started, has 
increased from six to nine trillion 
dollars,” he said. 

Utley is a writer and adviser 
for www.antiwar.com, a 
chairman of 
www.conservativesforpeace.com, 
and a contributor to “Foreign 
Policy In Focus.” 

As annual defense 
expenditures quickly approach 
the trillion dollar mark, Utley 

connects the Wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan to the potential 
bankrupting of America. 

“Washington has borrowed 
the money, and the impact can 
already be felt in the dollar’s 
declining value and America’s 
deteriorating infrastructure,” he 
said. 

“Ancient Rome simply taxed its citizens into 
ruin and clipped the coinage to pay for its 
armies. Higher taxes, a lower standard of 
living, and unending wars will drive us to 
the same end.” ___________________________ 

 

 
 

Navigating the waters of 
international asylum and 
military law is impossible 

without a lawyer. 
 

MCN Legal Fund: To 
donate by Paypal to the 
MCN Legal Fund in the 
United States, visit the 
Centre on Conscience and 
War’s Web site at 
www.centeronconscience. 
org/donations/mcn.shtml. 
To donate by bank transfer 
in Europe, use the page six 
MCN bank information, 
attention (Stichwort):  
“Legal-Fund.” 
 

General MCN donation 
information is available on 

page six. 

How to Help 
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MANNHEIM, Germany – 
Conscientious objector Robert 
Weiss was released Sunday 
from the U.S. Military Detention 
Facility Europe in Mannheim, 
Germany. 

Weiss was released roughly 
one month early due to good 
behavior and was transported 
directly to the Frankfurt Airport. 

 “Everything is exciting to me 
right now,” said Weiss while 
waiting for his flight. “I could be 
sitting in a traffic jam and I’d be 
thinking, ‘This is awesome, 
we’re not moving!’ 

“Somebody could swerve 
into my lane and cut me off, 
and it would be incredible,” he 
said, before immediately 
adding, “I am aware this 
euphoria will probably only last 
a week or so.” 

Full of patriotism but lacking 
in prospects, Weiss joined the 
Army as a 17-year-old in high 
school. The abstract motions of 
killing in basic training did little 
to disturb him, but when an 
acquaintance was stabbed in 
the heart at a party and died on 
the way to the hospital, he was 
forced to confront what death 
actually met head on. 

Seeking answers, he 
returned to a Bible he 
abandoned soon after joining 
the Army. Combined with an 
improbable discovery of 
Mennonite Theologian John 
Howard Yoder’s The Politics of 
Jesus – among other works – 
Weiss found he simply could 
not reconcile Jesus’ teachings 
with the military’s. 

As his C.O. application 
meandered up his chain of 
command, Weiss was deployed 
to Iraq and idled the dusty 
hours away on noncombatant 
radio observation duty, one 24-
hour shift at a time. The 
application process had long 
exceeded the maximum 90 
days it should last, so he did 
not request leave, trusting 
instead he would be discharged 
at any moment. 

“Finally, the day came for me 
to turn in my weapon and go 
home on leave,” he said. 
“About 20 minutes before I left 
Camp Prosperity, my First 
Sergeant approached me and 
gave me the paperwork for my 
[denied] application.” 

He flew to the U.S. on 
vacation, but as his leave 
expired and his Dec. 22, 2007, 
return flight to Iraq drew near, 
his C.O. beliefs compelled him 
to miss the flight and avoid the 
combat patrol duties he would 

be assigned upon landing. He 
ultimately turned himself in at 
Fort Knox the following 
February and was transported 
back to his unit in Germany. 

Weiss was sentenced to 
seven months confinement 
during a court-martial May 13, 
2008, at Rose Barracks in 
Vilseck, Germany. The 
sentence also included a Bad 
Conduct Discharge, reduction 
to the lowest enlisted rank, and 
forfeiture of $898 per month for 
seven months. 

An Honorable Discharge is 
required to receive GI Bill 
college tuition assistance, 
meaning the desertion 
conviction – a felony – 
disqualifies Weiss from 
receiving military financial aid. 
He nevertheless hopes to 
pursue a college education, 
preferably at one of the 
Mennonite institutions spread 
across the United States. 

Robert Weiss released from military prison 
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By Tim Huber 

 

MCN counselors (from left) Daniel Hershberger and Tim Huber speak with Robert Weiss and former 
MCN counselor Michael Sharp Nov. 9 before Weiss’ flight at the Frankfurt Airport. 



 

 
 

 
It takes $500,000 annually to 

maintain each sergeant in 
combat in Iraq 

 

$51,000 to $69,000: E-5 
rank sergeant salary 
$2.6 million: Average 
military pension 
$2,700: One U.S. Army 
soldier’s body armor 
$1.4 billion: 2006 Defense 
Department recruitment 
and advertising budget 

free when the re-enlistment 
takes place in a war zone. 
The new GI Bill’s recently 
magnified costs were ignored, 
as were Veterans 
Administration and other 
expenses for those either 
physically or psychologically 
disabled or handicapped. 

Zero operating or 
equipment costs were cited, 
which would have included 
simple replacement or 
maintenance as well. (For 
perspective, the U.S. Army’s 
current body armor costs 
roughly $2,700 per person. 
Outfitting a soldier head to toe 
is significantly more 
expensive.) 

The costs of the personnel 
and high-tech equipment 
needed for training is absent, 
and no mention is given to the 
ever-rising advertising and 
recruitment costs used to get 
each enlistee in the door. In 
2006, the Department of 
Defense’s recruitment and 
advertising budget totaled 
roughly $1.4 billion. (A 2007 
“Advertising Age” study found 
the U.S. military’s recruitment 
advertising budget higher than 
that of traditionally 
omnipresent Nike.) 

The interest that must 
ultimately be paid on the 
billions of dollars borrowed to 
pay for the war has also been 
ignored. Joseph Stiglitz and 
Linda Bilmes included a 
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Monetary investments in GIs 
Longer service does not equal easier discharges 

As the expense and 
pervasiveness of Blackwater-
style armed guards in Iraq 
escalates, the costs of private 
security firms in warzones have 
come under increasing 
scrutiny. The Senate 
Committee on the Budget 
recently requested the 
Congressional Budget Office to 
financially compare such 
private security guards to U.S. 
military personnel and a report 
was issued in August. 

The study’s results found 
both approaches ultimately 
cost roughly half a million 
dollars per person per year. 

The CBO’s study was 
conservative, looking only at an 
average U.S. sergeant’s 
personnel costs. An average 
sergeant salary – which 
constitutes the middle average 
of the military’s pay grades – 
runs anywhere from $51,000 to 
$69,000 per year. (At the end 
of September this year, there 
were 84,516 sergeants in the 
U.S. Army, and 248,963 
enlisted personnel at the 
comparable rank of E-5 across 
the Department of Defense’s 
four main branches.) 

The study also included 
medical care, child care, 
housing and utilities, cost-of-
living cash adjustments to pay, 
commissaries and pensions. 
An average retirement benefit 
for a soldier who enlists for 20 
years and then dies at the age 

$ Numbers $ 

of 77 is $2.6 million, although 
most enlisted personnel do not 
serve long enough to receive 
this benefit. 

“Support staff” also round-
out the included expenses. To 
ensure sufficient rotation, 
training and recuperation time 
between tours, one or two 
sergeants “back up” each 
deployed sergeant. These 
replacement bodies are 
included in the calculations. 

Though the included costs 
are wide-ranging, they still 
come up short to the actual 
cost of putting boots on the 
ground overseas. 

Re-enlistment cash 
bonuses were not included, 
even though they can routinely 
reach tens of thousands of 
dollars for those in specialized 
or needed areas, and are tax-

By Tim Huber 
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must have an objection to all 
war in all form. Since 
Shepherd’s objection was not 
in opposition to all war, his 
application would have 
required lying, which would 
have compromised the moral 
composition of his argument. 

After months of 
deliberations, finding no 
suitable avenue in the 
Pentagon’s serpentine 
regulations, he packed his 
things on April 11, 2007, and 
went Absent Without Leave 
from his Katterbach base in the 
middle of the night. 

He has lived underground in 
Germany for nearly two years, 
waiting for his unit to return 
from yet another Iraq 
deployment, but such a 
vaporous life can only be lived 
for so long. 

Roughly 50 American 
service members are currently 
living in Canada, many of 
whom are pursuing asylum. 
Shepherd’s decision to pursue 
a similar status is the first of its 
kind by an American Iraq War 
veteran in Europe. 

Seeking asylum in Germany 
is partially a matter of 
geographic convenience, but 
political matters also 
strengthen the case. A majority 
of Germans are against the war 
in Iraq, and German soldiers 
have never been deployed to 
Iraq in support of the conflict. 

This disposition came to a 
head in 2005, when the 
German Federal Administrative 
Court officially declared the 
Iraq War violated international 
law, citing the assault launched 
by the United States as an act 
of aggression. 

A German army officer had 
refused an order to develop a 
computer program he feared 
would be utilized by the United 
States against Iraq. He was 
demoted and a criminal 
complaint was filed against him 
for insubordination. The federal 
court reversed the demotion 
because the charges 
contravened a paragraph in the 
German Constitution 
guaranteeing the right to 
freedom of conscience. 

Shepherd’s application also 
cites a European Union 
regulation providing refugee 
status to a soldier who is in 
danger of being prosecuted if 
military service “would include 
crimes or acts” which violate 
international law. The application 
refers to the Nuremberg Trials, 
stating “It is established that a 
person cannot defend his or her 
actions by explaining that they 
had simply been following 
orders.” 

In effect, Shepherd’s asylum 
application calls on Germany to 
clarify the nature of its opposition 
to the war in Iraq. The United 
States utilizes German airspace 
on a daily basis to carry out 
operations vital to the war, and 
U.S. bases within the country are 
home to roughly 60,000 
American service members. 

“We should not be forced to 
fight an illegal war, nor should 
we be persecuted for refusing to 
do so,” Shepherd said. “During 
the past five years we have 
waged a preemptive, 
internationally condemned war 
that was shown to be founded on 
a series of lies. After learning the 
truth about the nature of my 
military’s endeavors, I refuse to 
continue to be a part of this.” 

Investments 

# Continued from page 4 

Asylum 
# Continued from page 2 

   

conservative estimate to reach 
the title of their recent book, 
“The $3 Trillion War: The True 
Cost of the Iraq Conflict.” 
(Their study used the bargain-
basement price of $400,000 
for the cost of each sergeant.) 

With costs such as these – 
combined with the challenges 
of securing new recruits for an 
unpopular multi-front series of 
scattered conflicts with no end 
in sight – it is no wonder 
military discharges are 
growing more difficult to attain.  

Ignoring a multitude of other 
significant costs, these 
conservative estimates 
suggest each soldier costs half 
a million dollars to maintain. In 
seeking a discharge, a soldier 
must prove that cutting ties 
midstream makes more 
practical and financial sense 
than the $500,000 annually 
invested in him; an exponential 
investment of money and 
training that only makes 
separation less likely with time. 

Compare the hardened 
Bradley fighting vehicle 
commander, renowned for his 
expertise in leading combat 
platoons, to a fresh-faced and 
still-green private. Who 
represents millions of 
American taxpayer dollars and 
who represents an untested 
and unknown gamble? Only 
one likely has PTSD, but the 
chain of command will no 
doubt find him more valuable 
and worthy of retention than 
the tenderfoot, making the 
battle to no longer battle only 
more difficult. 
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Contribute Financially 

Military Counseling 
�etwork 
Hauptstr. 1 

D-69245, Bammental 
Germany 

Phone: 
+49 (0) 6223-47506 

E-mail: 
mcn@dmfk.de 

Website: 
www.mc-network.de 

Blog: 
www.mc-

network.blogspot.com 
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����  MCN Staff – Tim Huber, Daniel Hershberger ���� 

 

Germany 
Deutsches Mennonitisches   
Friedenskomitee (DMFK)  
Hauptstr. 1  
69245, Bammental 
Germany  
 

CONTACT INFO 

Bank Account:  
  Kontonr. 21240069, 
  Kreissparkasse 
  Heilbronn,  
  BLZ 620 500 00 
  Attn: “MCN” 
 
 

Please send check with 
note that includes: 
• Name of individual or group 
• Date 
• Mark for “EU 108: MCN” 
• Signature 

  

USA 
Mennonite Mission Network  
 

Mennonite Mission Network  
P.O. Box 370 
Elkhart, IN 46515-0370 
USA 

About Our 
Newsletter: 

 

Sound Off is a publication of the 
Military Counseling Network (MCN).  
It is a platform for people to tell their 
stories and relate their opinions in 
this time of war and political 
uncertainty. MCN is dedicated to 
the discussion of issues relevant to 
servicemembers and their families; 
Germans and Americans, soldiers 
and civilians. 
 

We welcome any submissions to 
the newsletter that deal with the 
War in Iraq, Americans abroad, 
Americans at home and European-
US relations. We especially 
welcome submissions from soldiers 
and their families. Please send us 
your opinions, letters and stories! 

 

The Low Down:  

MCN has been working closely with 
C.O.s for over four years. Many of 
them have submitted their claims as 
soldiers on the frontline – Iraq. Sadly, 
the military is not recognizing many 
claims, denying C.O.s who embody 
the very definition of a “firm, fixed 
and sincere objection to participating 
in war of any form or the bearing of 
arms” (Department of Defense 
Directive 1300.6 §III.A.). These 
beliefs have crystallized directly from 
experiences in the military and from 
the dissonance of coming to terms 
with the fundamental task of what a 
soldier is required to do. C.O.s are 
not the only ones dissatisfied by the 
military’s reluctance to discharge 
soldiers.  Numerous soldiers have 
expressed to us that in times of war, 
bodies are simply needed. That is 
the bottom line.    

What they need: 

Folks in the military need to know 
that there are others on the outside, 
who support what they are trying to 
do and will stand by them. They 
need personal support and financial 
assistance. Although, their cases 
involve a symbolic struggle for C.O. 
rights, they will also need the 
personal support. 

How you can help: 

Send this Newsletter to people you 

know who might want to help. For 
individuals, peace organizations, 
small groups and congregations 
interested in helping, you can make 
personal contact with soldiers like 
Weiss and Shepherd. Financial help 
is always needed.  (See below)   

How You Can Help a CO  


