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Soldiers & the Press
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A Camera crew moves in Lo interview soldiers deployed in operation Desert Shield.
Leaders cannot forget the impact the news media can have on their soldiers

By M5G Ron Hatcher
" ... impress upon the mind of every
man the importance of the cause and
what they are contending for. ™

— George Washington

“With public sentiment nothing can
fail; without it nothing can succeed. "
— Abraham Lincoln

Washington and Lincoln made those
remarks when it took days and weeks
for news to cross oceans. Neither our
first commander-in-chief nor our Civil
War president could have anticipated
modern communication technology,
and how it would affect public opinion
and soldier morale. We are still learing
ourselves.

During Operation Just Cause in Pan-
ama, one battalion commander likened
soldiers watching CNN to a football
player returning a punt for a touchdown

then standing on the sideline to watch
himself on the big-screen replay.

14

The point, of course, is that instant
global communication is now the norm,
but we are still not certain how it affects
combat operations.

One thing is certain: Soldiers, long
distrustful of reporters, canno longer af-
ford to ignore them or the effects of their
reports, either in theater or at home.

Gen. Colin Powell, Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, drove the point
home shortly after soldiers began de-
ploying to Saudi Arabia in support of
Operation Desert Shield. As the opera-
tion got under way, he dispatched a
message saying, ~. . . military actions in
Grenada and Panama demonstrated that
otherwise successful operations are not
total successes unless the media aspects
are properly handled,”

Naturally, combat leaders have many
other things to worry about while con-
ducting tactical operations, but they
cannot forget the impact the news media
can have on the lives and effectiveness
of their soldiers.

Instant global
communication is now
the norm but we are still
nol certain how it affects
combat operations.

To meet the information needs of a
unit deployed to a tactical environment,
commanders and NCOs must focus on
two areas: command information and
public information.

Command Information is intemnal
communication, between the com-
mander, his soldiers, family members
and civilian employees. A good com-
mand information program makes good
soldiers better soldiers. It reinforces
training, while helping soldiers under-
stand the mission and the commander’s
goals and expectations. [t also provides
two-way communications that gives the
commander a feel for the attitudes and
concerns within the unit.

Soldiets” information needs are sel-
dom greater than when there is a change
in routine operations. If expected to
perform well in a deployment, soldiers
need a lot of answers: Where they are
going, why, for how long, and what they
will face there. Soldiers also need to
understand something about the cul-
ture, the language, the envirenment and
the political climate of the region in
which they will be operating. Most of
all, they want to know that their families
will be all right while they are away.
Only when these information needs are
satisfied do soldiers reach peak morale
and performance.

The waiting spouse has dozens of
concemns, from child care to continuing
stability of the family finances. The
assumption that the soldier has kept the
spouse informed is often wrong. Fami-
lies, too, have a need to know (within the
limits of OPSEC) where the unit is
going, why, and for how long.
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rechnology has made the media more autonomous, allowing them to operate in any corner of the globe and show up in any sector of the
battlefield. They have the ability to transmit their stories and images in the dear and near-real tme.

Commanders and first sergeants de-
ploved for Operation Just Cause said
command information in theater and at
home station had a tremendous impact
on morale. During Operation Desert
Shield one soldier told a television
reporter that even out-of-date newspa-
pers were “like gold,” being passed from
soldier to soldier.

To enhance their effectiveness and
credibility, unit leaders should conduct
their eommand information efforts so
that those who need to know are in-
formed as quickly and with as much
information as possible. NCOs often
call this rumor control. Soldiers and
families see it as openness and concern
for their needs. Credibility requires
balanced handling of the “good™ and
“bad”™ news that affect the military
community. Leaders who withhold bad
news damage their own credibility with
soldiers, who then tum to other sources
for information that may be inaccurate

In those instances where the news is
bad, the need for a quick and frank

response is even greater. This limits the
length of time bad news is in the spot-
light and squelches mumor.

Public information is external com-
munications aimed al American citi
zens as well as international andiences.
While NCOs tend to view public infor-
mation as something outside their area
of responsibilities and expertise, they,
nevertheless, have an important role to
play. Don't forget that many of the faces
seen on television are young soldiers
and that their appearance and the mes-
sage they convey will impact on mil-
lions of viewers,

One of the lessons learned after Op-
eration Just Cause is that modem tech-
nology has blurred the line that used to
separate public information from com
mand information. The soldier who
knows the facts before reading or hear-
ing about them from outside news
sources is better prepared to evaluate
that information. And the soldier who
knows his job and how it impacts on the
mission is better prepared to respond
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should news reporters show on the bat
tlefield.

Technological advances have made
the media more and more autonomous,
allowing them to operate in any comer
of the globe and show up in any sector of
the battlefield. Satellite and computer
technology gives them the independent
ability to transmit their stories and im-
ages in the clear and in near-real time,
either through the air or over telephone
lines. These factors increase the chances
for OPSEC violations or for other useful
information to fall into the hands of the
enemy. We must not torgel that just as
our soldiers and family members are
tuned into satellite broadcasts, so are
our enemies. It i1s well-known that
Manuel Noriega and Saddam Hussein
routinely monitored CNN and other
networks, as did their staff officers and
many of their soldiers and citizens.

An example of how a soldier’s off-
hand comments to the media could
undermine the mission cccurred during
the Grenada operation. Talking to an
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soldiers and the Press
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who are confident, it goes a long way toward countering propaganda.

unescorted TV crew, the soldier com
plained about the lack of military maps
and of the unit's low morale. Fortu-
nately, the opposing force in Grenada
was not able to take advantage of the
comment, but such information could
be of great value to a more formidable
enemy in a longer-duration conflict.

Similarly, days before the Jan. 15,
1991 deadline the United Nations gave
Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait, a soldier
deployed to Operation Desert Shield
said, "From the newspapers we receive,
compiled by the military, the views and
morale of the troops are given the rosy
treatment. But any visit we've had from
the press has been preceded by an order
from our superiors. They tell us, °If
asked a question, refer them to the pub-
lic affairs officer . . ." Is that the Minis-
try of Disinformation? The truth is our
morale is not as high as they would have
you think. We don’t know why we are
here.”
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The soldier’s comments couldn’t help
but weaken American support at home
and provide grist for the Iragi propa-
ganda mill because they were published
worldwide by syndicated columnist
Mike Royko.

Obviously, a little education and train
ing might have stopped both of the above
soldiers from speaking so freely. Nei-
ther soldier probably gave any thought
to how his comments might fall into
enemy hands within minutes or hours of
being spoken because it's only been in
the past few years that battlefields have
been swarmed by media, toting the high-
tech gear they have now

knowing the enemy is watching and
listening can be tumed to a commander’s
advantage. When the enemy sees Ameri-
can soldiers playing football in the sands
of Saudi Arabia, sees how well equipped
and trained the soldiers are, sees that the
American public is behind the operation
and hears the soldiers talking about how

Enowing the enemy is watching can be turned to a commander's advantage. When the enemy sees well-trained, well-equipped soldiers

confident they are, it goes a long way
toward countering propaganda.

Operations in Grenada, Panama and
the Persian Gulf have proven the need
foreffective public affairs. Itis clear that
soldiers must be kept informed, and
that, if called upon, be able to respond to
media inquiries in a professional man-
ner within the bounds of propriety and
operational security,

To do so, NCOs must better under
stand the value of an infarmed public
and be able to train their soldiers accord-
ingly. I
MS5G Ron Hatcher is NCOIC of the
Training Development Branch at the
Public Affairs Proponent Agency, Fort
Benjamin Harrison, Ind. He spent six
months following Operation Just Cause
preparing a report on the media in
combat operations for the Center for
Army Lessons Learned, Fort Leaven-
worth, Kan.
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When Soldiers

Meet
the
Press

Accommeodating the media
during contingency opetations
can be painless. It can, in facl,
be a morale hooster and enhance
the missian.

aergeants should train their
goldiers so they know how to
respond to questions without
detracting from the mission
or viclating OPSEC,

S e Trems

Advances in communications lechnology and the nature of low- and mid-inensity
conflict make it such that any soldier can be approached by members of the news media
during combar. Sergeants should train their soldiers g they knaw how o respond 1o
questions without datracting from the mission or viclating QPSEC.

MNCO= can use the “Five Knows™ system to train their seldisss:

KMNOW the role and purpose of the American press. They do  jeb vital to Demec
racy by keeping the public, your loved ones and other soldiers informed. For the most
part, Ametican reporters are on your side ancl wanl vou lodo well, Understand that their
questions do not constitute harassment. Only when they persist afler you decline an
interview or to answer a particolar question does it became harassment,

KNOYW who you are talking to. Verify that media menmbers in your AC are escorfed
by & Public Aftaire Office representative or are registered by the CorpsfDivision Public
Affairs Office. If registered, the media member should be wearing a press badge iden-
titying the izzuing command. If the media member is not registered or escorted, do net
detain him, but refer him to the PAG and repont him to your supervisor as soon as
poszible. Bemember, not all reparters will b2 Americans. Some may even be from
countries friendly with the enemy. Also remember that posing as journalists could be
perfect cover for terrorists or spies.

KNOY who will hear you. Whalever you say could be in the hands of your eneny
within minutes because of mader technology, which is not secure. Don't divalge any
informarion that might violate OPSEC, e inelude vourunit's strenath, losses, destina-
ticn, supply levels or equipment status. Even though you might be the lawest-ranking |
member of your unit or section, you have information useful to opposing forces, For
nstance, if you grumble about conditions or about being away from home, the enemy
will fimd propaganda value in your comments, If, on the other hand, you express con-
fidence, the enemy, your allies and the public will see
your readiness and resolve, This is one reason vou should
take tha time to talk to the media when you can.

KNOW vour rvights. It is your cheice whether ta
speak to reporters, and vou may do se withoul Tear el re-
percussicn or punishment. That is, af course, imless your
leaders have decided doing so at cthe time would incarfere
withthe mission. If youspeak to reporters, be both profes-
glonal and eourteaus in your responses. Remember thal
vol can refuse to answer any question vou feel is inappra-
priate, and you can request the camera or tape recorder e
turned off at any time.

KNOW your limits. Don't atempt 1o talk about anv-
thing above vour level. Don't try to answer questions
abaut division, brigade, battalion or company mattars,
Keep your responses Io subjects within your own area of
responsibility and pareenal knewledgze. Don’t speculate,
don’t repeat rumors, and don't diseuss casualty informa-
tion. I1 you don't have the answer to a question, say sc,

Finally, the media know and have assumed the risks of |
covering combat operations. ¥ ou should net put vour life
in jeopardy trving to accommodate or pretect them. It is
nat your jab, forexample, 1o carry 8 reporler’s cameras or
batteries. Y ou have your own gear 1o carry, I7 the media
is interfering with vour mission, politely ask them tastay
out of the way. If their lights hinder your vision, insist
they be tumed off. You are in charge of vour own
operation and safety, Alsa, refrain from taking chances
vou wouldn 't normally takie just because the cameras are
“ralling.”

With a little training, ascommodating the media
during contingeney cperations can be painless. [1 can, in
. fact, be a morale bocster amed aclually enhance the
i mission. W
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