SEMINAR DISCUSSION GUIDE

ON

THE MILITARY AND THE NEWS MEDIA

47th ANNUAL NATIONAL SECURITY FORUM, 31 MAY 2000

REFERENCES

Refer to the three articles in the NSF “Selected Readings”:

· “The Kosovo Crisis and the Media:  Reflections of a NATO Spokesman,” Jamie Shea, pp 60-70.

· “Command and Control the Messenger,” James Kitfield, pp 71-77.

· “America’s Team:  The Odd Couple—A Report on the Relationship Between the Media and the Military,” Frank Aukofer and Vice Admiral William P. Lawrence, USN (Ret.), pp 78-82. 

PURPOSE

This discussion guide is intended to help the Seminar Director and visiting public affairs representative facilitate the exchange of ideas and points of view between students, faculty, and NSF guests on the evolving relationship between the military and news media.  The hour and a half-seminar period on Wednesday, 31 May, 0930-1100, follows two guest speakers who will discuss military/news media relations in Jones Auditorium.  

The seminar period should provide an opportunity for participants to better understand the often tenuous and opposing roles of the military and the news media.  It also should impress on our future strategic military leaders four crucial things:  

(1)  The news media have an agenda-setting influence on society; they may not tell the American people what to think, but they certainly tell them what to think about.

(2)  Whereas the news media can, and do, influence national and international events, the commander who attempts to ignore or “control” the news media does so at his/her own risk. 

(3)  Given the state of today’s mass communications technology, journalists will report local, national, and international events wherever and whenever they occur, whether the military likes it or not.  If the commander refuses to talk to a reporter, he/she will get answers from someone else (often a critic or so-called expert less inform on the issue at hand), and what is printed or broadcast probably won’t fairly and adequately tell our side of the story.
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(4)  The news media are neither the military’s enemy nor its friend—they are an inescapable, indispensable conduit, albeit filter, for the commander who correctly recognizes the need to solicit support and understanding from the American people, elected officials, and the world community in time of peace and war.

BACKGROUND 

Addressing issues of importance between the military and the news media has long been considered a valuable and needed agenda topic at the NSF.  Prominent representatives of the military and the news media have come to the AWC to reflect on past dealings between the two 

groups as well as propose avenues to foster better understanding and cooperation between those who will lead the military and the Fourth Estate.  Notable military representatives have included the Air Force Director of Public Affairs and the Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs.  Representing the news media have been Peter Jennings of ABC News, CNN’s Ralph Begleiter, Frank Aukofer of the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, and Time’s Mark Thompson.  

Journalists graciously volunteer their time to come here because they believe it is important that AWC students understand a balance must be struck in the military-news media relationship.  Journalists recognize the mission of the Armed Forces is to fight and win the nation’s wars, whereas theirs, protected by the First Amendment guarantee of a free and open press, is to report on how the military prepares for and fights those wars.   

SCHEDULE OF EVENTS (see attached agenda)

The initial speaker will be Mr. Philip (PJ) Crowley, a retired Air Force colonel and career PAO.  He is a former Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs.  He is presently an Assistant to the President, Deputy Press Secretary, and Senior Director for Public Affairs, National Security Council.

Following Mr. Crowley will be Mr. Steven Lee Myers, an experienced military affairs correspondent for The New York Times in its Washington, D.C., bureau.  He has written extensively on DoD issues ranging from gays in the military and allegations of sexual harassment in the highest ranks of the Army to the Gulf War Syndrome and military operations in the Balkans.

A joint question and answer, point-counterpoint-type session between Mr. Crowley and Mr. Myers will then be held.  Students and NSF guests will take what they have heard in Jones Auditorium and adjourn to their seminar rooms to discuss military/news media relations.  To give the seminars a more balanced perspective, 20 volunteer PAOs from the Maxwell/Gunter military community, Forts Rucker and Benning, and other agencies across the state will join the seminars.  Having a PAO in each seminar was suggested to Lt Gen Lord during the early planning stages of the NSF, and he thought their contributions to the discussions would be beneficial.  The PAOs’ presence is not intended to oversee or monopolize the discussion, but rather to help keep it focused on the topic at hand and perhaps “correct the record” regarding current DoD policies and procedures on military/news media issues.

Concluding the media day portion of the NSF will be the luncheon at the Officers’ Club.  The keynote speaker will be Mr. William Arkin, a freelance writer, investigator, and consultant on national security affairs.  Mr. Arkin has written extensively on how organizations can capitalize on the Internet’s information dissemination capability as the “Dot.Mil” columnist for The Washington Post.  He has written the “Last Word” column in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists since 1985.  He consults for a number of private companies, foundations, and non-governmental organizations, most notably MSNBC, where he serves as an on-air analyst on military affairs; Human Rights Watch; the Natural Resources Defense Council; and the Center for Strategic Education at the Johns Hopkins University School of Advanced International Studies. 

DISCUSSION

The following are possible questions for seminar discussion:

· What did you hear this morning that might indicate that despite our best efforts and intentions, we may be destined to endure a clash of two mighty and increasingly polarized cultures--“press versus the Pentagon”?

· If Thomas Jefferson was correct when he said, “. . . when both are doing their jobs properly, there should be tension, skepticism, and friction between government and the media,” then what is the problem?  The current state of affairs between the military and the news media, albeit 200 years later, is the way things are supposed to be so why try to fix something that isn’t broken?

· There are those who say that if one were to take a close look at the historical and cultural dynamics driving the military-media relationship, the gap between them is not only substantial but growing.  What do you think would be the results for both the military and the news media, and more importantly for the American people, should this fissure be allowed to widen?

· James Kitfield recently wrote in the National Journal:  “Supreme Allied Commander Gen. Wesley Clark issued a ‘gag order’ on virtually all of his commanders, and reporters were initially denied access to NATO air bases involved in the attacks.  Those few who got access to allied pilots were not allowed to publish their names.  Essentially, America went to war in blinders.”  What were the ramifications of this “gag order” when it came to how the world viewed and came to understand events in the Balkans?  What might this portend for the military and its future dealings with the American public and elected officials should we have another Kosovo-type conflict?

· Events as depicted by the news media, most prominently and graphically by broadcast journalists, in Somalia, Rwanda, Haiti, Chechnya, and the Balkans appear to haven driven, or at least influenced, the national security policy decision making process?  How so?  How is the military affected?  What influence, if any, do we have on how the news is presented?

· S. Robert Lichter, co-author of the book The Media Elite and director of the Center for Media and Public Affairs in Washington, asserts that the media and the military appear to be on opposite sides of virtually every ideological divide.  Joe Galloway, longtime defense and war correspondent for U.S. News and World Report, jokingly alludes to this condition as a struggle between the “anarchists” and the “control freaks.”  What do you think we in the military can do to meet the media halfway in this exchange so that our issues, our messages, are more clearly transmitted to the American people?

· Do you believe if the military understood the media are supposed to come at a story with a critical eye and to present both sides of an issue—being neither the lap dog of government nor the attack dog of special interests—a better degree of cooperation could be achieved?  How could this improved dialogue affect mission accomplishment, from increased defense funding and weapons modernization to enhanced recruiting and retention levels? 

· How is the explosion of media outlets via cable television and the Internet affecting current military operations and how do you think the ubiquitous news media could be “used” to the commander’s benefit?

· Critics of the news media charge they have become more interpretive and less objective.  Stephen Hess of the Brookings Institution blames this on the advent of television—essentially an entertainment medium and the dominant news medium.  NATO spokesman Jamie Shea pointedly charges, “No pictures.  No news.”  Accepting the impact and influence of the visual image over the printed word, what can the military do to better educate and garner support from the American public by capitalizing on this trend?  

· What, if anything, has the demise of the Cold War and advent of military operations other than war had on the need for more, or less, cooperation between the military and the news media? 

SUMMARY

To foster better military/news media relations, it would be wise to accept the premise that the military and the news media are fundamentally different in terms of organization, culture, and mission.  Moreover, America would not be well served if attempts were made to change the basic nature of the two institutions.  AWC students, the military’s future senior leaders, have a responsibility to understand and work with the news media.  They should adopt an attitude that war is a significant national event and the American people deserve to know as much as possible about its conduct.  Moreover, they should adopt the approach that with careful planning, cooperation, and the right attitude, the news media can be a “force multiplier.”
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