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Abstract

This paper addresses the role of the media as instruments in shaping public opinion and affecting the foreign policy process.  It notes the often conflicting roles of the media with those of the government, particularly in war zones.  The point of departure will be a historical review of the evolution of U.S. Government media relations and the establishment of the dynamic and complex development of the media industry and institutions.  It will address the Grenada model as a major policy departure from traditional cooperation between the press and the military.  The paper will conclude by contrasting the Department of Defense’s positive media policy on using embedded journalists in the war in Iraq. 

No foreign policy can be sustained without the informed consent of the American people

Introduction

The paper draws freely on material and notes used by the author in presentations at the Special Operations Pre-Command Course at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.  It is also based on annual reports published by the President’s Advisory Commission on Public Diplomacy.  To begin, it will be useful to define the communication processes used in this study and how they fit into the foreign policy formulating process. They are:  public opinion, news media, traditional diplomacy and public diplomacy.  William Owens and Joseph L. Nye, Jr.
 refer to the latter as soft power. They argue eloquently and correctly that the United States has the greatest potential in conducting information warfare.  This paper will not dwell on their eloquent arguments, but will draw heavily on them in the course of developing arguments throughout.   

The premise is based on the hypothesis that there is a direct correlation between the conflict spectrum and the importance of the media and public opinion in the formulation of foreign policy.

A brief historical tour of America’s foreign relations experiences illustrates that we are now living in the midst of the third great revolution in Western history, the Information Age.  Each of these three revolutions was driven to some extent by technology.  When the lever was applied to make a plow break the earth, the agricultural revolution was born, and the power of nomadic tribal chiefs declined.  When years later, men learned to substitute the power of water, steam, and electricity for animal muscle, the Industrial Revolution was born.  Today the marriage of computers and convergence telecommunications technology has ushered in the Information Age that is as different from the Industrial Age as that period was from the Agricultural Age.  The growing impact of the media on the foreign policy formulation processes, as it relates to public opinion, will be examined, to some extent, within each period.  

Public Foreign Policy Mechanisms

Formulating an international policy to combat terrorism is one of the most complex processes in government. While it is inextricably tied to domestic policy, its sustainability and the political life of its formulators depend on acceptance by “public opinion.”  With that in mind, it would be useful for us to establish certain assumptions that will be key points:

· Public Opinion (Dubbed in this paper as the “Fifth Estate” of government) is one of the most important considerations in the policy formulation process, both domestic and foreign.

· News Media, the “Fourth Estate” (the unofficial fourth branch of government) is the principal conduit of the government to the people in a democracy.

· Traditional Diplomacy is diplomacy and negotiations conducted between governments; more specifically, government-to-government relations.

· Public Diplomacy is the diplomacy conducted between the national government and foreign nongovernmental institutions and peoples; more specifically, government-to-people diplomacy.

Historical Perspective

Unlike today, when more people are demanding a say in their destinies, great national American revolutionary leaders were virtually unknown to the people as there were no photographs of George Washington or Thomas Jefferson, and the powerful Russian Tsar traveled unrecognized throughout Europe.  Nevertheless, foreign policy was at the forefront of the new U.S. Government’s concerns as early as 1793.  The total federal budget was $10 million, with $1 million allocated for international relations.  That was a big 10% of the federal budget in contrast to today’s 1.2% -- and stretching it since the actual expenditures available for foreign affairs spending are closer to 1%.

Every president between Washington and Jackson had diplomatic experience – four served abroad and three served as Secretary of State.  The U.S. was blessed with exceptionally well-developed traditional diplomacy and outstanding statesmen.  Public opinion was of minor consequence to the formulation of foreign policy because the press, as it was, only existed to serve local community needs.  In other words, it was not even “thinking nationally and acting locally,” let alone thinking globally and acting locally as espoused today.  Basically, the founding fathers distrusted the masses not only in affairs of state but also in local governance.  Pre-Jacksonian manhood could best be described as “suffrage” democracy.  The 1820s and 1830s were marked by a small group of educated men responsible for government with a compelling need for education of the masses marked by illiterates, dropouts, and semi-literate high school graduates.

Changes were in the making as the agricultural revolution was taking hold in America, soon followed by the industrial revolution.  America was embarking on the international scene in a big way, and there was a smidgen of public opinion starting to develop on international trade issues.  In 1888, there were 38 states, 76 senators, 330 members of the House, and 127 reporters in all of Washington government.  

At the turn of the 20th century, President Theodore Roosevelt sensed the power of the burgeoning news media and the beginning of nationwide wire service. He also sensed the power inherent in the presidency and the necessity for mobilizing public opinion in order to promote his policies.  One winter day in 1902, Roosevelt saw reporters huddled around the north portico of the White House and invited them inside.  Later that year, he had a press room built in the new West Wing of the White House which conferred a sort of legitimacy on their presence. He met regularly with reporters, developed the “leak” and “media event” techniques, and was the first to use the presidential junket as a calculated way of generating public support for his programs.  In fact, he was the first U.S. President to travel abroad while in office – to the new Republic of Panama. 

Since Roosevelt, strong presidents have utilized the expertise of public relations to exploit the mounting power of the news media to mobilize public support for their policies. Woodrow Wilson was the first progressive president who sensed the real need to get public opinion behind him to garner acceptance for his famous Fourteen Points (as presented in his address to Congress, January 8, 1918). He moved the press corps into the East Wing of the White House. Starting in 1913, Wilson, himself, conducted regular press briefings with an average of 125 reporters. Wilson inaugurated the Creel Commission on Public Information during World War I -- a sort of ministry of propaganda, whose merits are debated today in university schools of communications.  Nevertheless, it was Wilson’s desire to recognize the importance of the “Fifth Estate” by developing an average of 10 press releases per day to garner public support for the country’s participation in the war.  The Treaty of Versailles that dictated the settlements for the end of World War I was based on several of the principles enunciated in Wilson’s Fourteen Points.  When Wilson went to Paris to negotiate the Treaty, he ordered his Postmaster General to assume control over all transatlantic cable lines in order to censor the news from Europe. Wilson’s Fourteen Points were accepted internationally but not ratified by Congress.  This was ironic in that it was a demonstration of American statesmanship in foreign policy but did not reflect domestic public interest, as manifested by congressional non-ratification. 

In 1931, President Herbert Hoover was the first president to institutionalize the White House press corps by conferring the title of press secretary to one of his assistants. 

Public relations-minded successor presidents – Franklin D. Roosevelt, Harry S. Truman, Dwight D. Eisenhower, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson, Richard M. Nixon, and Ronald Reagan -- greatly increased the power of the presidency to influence public opinion and to some degree diminished the influence of the Congress.  These presidents, employing their expertise in public relations through the media and recognizing the power of public opinion, changed our government from one of balanced, separated powers to one of presidential government.  This in turn was the flourishing of the executive branch’s expertise in the formulation, articulation, and execution of foreign policy.

Technological Changes in Mass Media and Role of Public Opinion

Major technological changes within the traditional modes of communication, specifically radio and television began to change the processes of formulating foreign policy.  First, radio came into its own at the advent of World War II and became the first popular mass medium of communication.  Franklin D. Roosevelt took advantage of it and began weekly radio “Fireside Chats” from the White House to keep public opinion behind America’s foreign policies and in support of our participation in World War II.  Americans, for example, were not quite certain at any moment how far-reaching their country’s agreements with Great Britain were and just what kind of a relation with the Soviet Union was being sought.  A “cooperative” press articulated assurances that the correct foreign policies were being formulated and executed.  This was about to change, as we will explore later.
By and large, there was a growing recognition that with the technological changes within the traditional media mechanism, public opinion was taking a new place in the order of foreign policy processes.  As the Americans became more educated and more aware of world events, thanks to the addition of television to radio as a mass communication medium making up a more independent media institution, leaders began to recognize the imperative of public opinion’s role in foreign policy formulation, including the following points:  

· The public cannot make policy in detail, but it can direct the shaping of policy.

· A major policy that does not command public support is almost certain to fail.

· Public opinion is often more wise than the policy makers and Congress.

· The chief executive should keep his finger more firmly on the public pulse than on the nuclear trigger.

But on this latter point, caution should be exercised on polling the public.  Opinion polls are perhaps most reliable in ascertaining whether the public favors one political candidate over another.  It is least useful when it requires an intimate knowledge of a foreign policy issue.   

Increasingly, executives have realized that the press’s definitions of “news” determine the agenda of public debate, and thus public decisions.  The power of the media to ignore “news” is equally influential in setting the public agenda.  The journalism profession can be one of the most frustrating in that the journalist is constantly working against deadlines to produce the “sound bytes” and quick regurgitation of “what happened today” at the expense of more in-depth reporting and follow-through.  Believe it or not, most journalists are smarter than the babble they are often forced to produce.  In other words, commercial journalism dictates that if it moves, cover it.  Unfortunately, there is little studied journalistic or in-depth reporting of foreign policy issues in the majority of the popular mass media.  

To underline the importance of this point, I was struck by an interview with Dan Rather on the CNN “Larry King Live” program during the Elian Gonzalez debate.  Rather made a profound observation, which I interpreted as not belittling the merit or importance of the Elian Gonzalez case. He said:  

“I am concerned that the media is missing the biggest story of the day.  China is on the road to becoming both a major military and an economic power.  Instead, we are spending an inordinate amount of time on the Elian Gonzalez case.”

Information Age

This rapid walk through history brings us to where we are today, a time of instantaneous high-profile media coverage of foreign policy formulation in the Information Age.  Whereas we were talking about the media’s deadline driven and “parachute” coverage of events as a result of technological advances in popular mass media, we are faced with the third great American revolution after the agricultural and industrial revolutions.  The Information Age is transforming not only the intimacy and speed of communication, but also the very nature of diplomacy.  Whereas the art of diplomacy once excelled in secrecy, it is forced in the 21st century to excel in public relations domestically and in government public diplomacy abroad.  Whereas diplomats and foreign policy formulators once were almost a clandestine group, they increasingly find themselves on television and in the newspapers.  Whereas governments traditionally sought to control events by hiding them from the people, in this new Information Age, people will increasingly control governments through the flow of news and the nature of the media.  No government in this century will be able to sustain a policy it cannot explain publicly.  If you cannot explain it, you cannot do it successfully should be the first principle of foreign policy planning in this Information Age.

In the summer of 1993, two sisters were talking on the telephone; one was in San Francisco and the other in Moscow.  The sister in Moscow asked her sister in San Francisco to repeat what she was saying because there was a lot of noise in the background.  The sister in San Francisco had CNN turned on and informed her sister in Moscow that the noise was coming from an attack on the Duma (Russia’s Lower House) which was just a matter of blocks from the Moscow sister’s residence.  This anecdote best illustrates what is happening to the foreign policy processes in the Information Age and the increased relevance of the Fourth Estate in that process.  “Speed of coverage” of events has compressed time and space and presents new challenges to the foreign policy formulation process.

The Grenada Experience: An Unvarnished Look at Media Coverage of the War

As the Information Age was getting underway, President Ronald Reagan who understood the power and importance of the media and public opinion in the domestic policy processes, seemed to allow the Department of Defense to make a major misstep in a 1983 foreign policy initiative.  Ironically, the Congress dampened the adverse affects of miscalculating the power of the media. The Pentagon’s denial of the press’s entry into Grenada is a classic case of military missteps in not keeping the public informed in the first days of military operations.  The Pentagon’s argument was that protecting lives was more important than allowing free reign of the media in Grenada.  The military asserted that the island was too small and the situation too fluid for the large press contingent demanding entry into Grenada.  The press felt that this was an undesirable precedent after covering the U.S. military in wars since the Civil War.  The press argued that it had traditionally protected information that could conceivably have been a threat to military operations and was not given credit for its professionalism.

The military did not relent, and the press was denied entry into Grenada in the first two days of the operation.  In fact, some of the press had privately chartered boats to go in on their own, but were apprehended at high sea and detained on U.S. Navy vessels that were part of the operational task force.  Nevertheless, one press-chartered boat did manage to elude capture and gained entry to the island.  

This experience was the low-point of military/press relations. From a policy perspective, the perception of military disdain for the press manifested itself in this unfortunate policy, supported by the Pentagon.  Not only were the media stiffed, but the American public also was underserved and ill-informed about the conflict.  Congress passed a resolution, which was not binding, in support of lifting the restrictions on media access to Grenada, but by this time, an enormous amount of hostility between the two institutions had developed.

Three successive military commands were in the Grenada operation; first was the Joint Task Force 122, commanded by Rear Admiral Joseph Metcalf, who was charged with carrying out the Pentagon’s “no press in Grenada” policy in the first days. This was followed by the 82nd Airborne Division.  Finally, responsibility for the overall command for the consolidation effort came to the XVIII Airborne Corps under its deputy commander, Major General Jack Farris.  Concurrently, the Department of State dispatched a diplomatic mission to Grenada under the leadership of Ambassador Charles Anthony Gillespie, the deputy assistant secretary for Central America and Caribbean Affairs.  This was a noteworthy move by State because the nominal U.S. ambassador to Grenada, the U.S. chief of mission in Bridgetown, Barbados, had not been accepted earlier by the New Jewel Movement (NJM - the former ruling party) under Prime Minister Maurice Bishop.  After the fall of the NJM, the successor provisional government, under the leadership of Governor General, Sir Paul Scoon, immediately accepted Ambassador Gillespie’s credentials to fill the void of formal diplomatic relations between the two countries.   This is notable in that there was an early recognition of the need for a smooth transition to democratic governance on the island immediately upon the cessation of military operations.  Thus, Ambassador Gillespie accompanied the military operations with a virtual diplomatic mission intact with representation of key government agencies that could provide assistance in reestablishing key public and private institutions on the island.

I was assigned to the diplomatic mission with the responsibility for coordinating international media operations and assistance in the reestablishment of the Grenadian media community.  I arrived in Bridgetown, Barbados, on October 28, 1983; three days after the invasion had commenced on October 25.  I had just been posted to Sao Paulo Brazil as the press attaché and was on my first field trip in the Brazilian State of Parana, meeting with the principal media within my consular district, when I received a phone call from Washington, United States Information Agency (USIA) on October 27 informing me that I had to go to Grenada the next morning.  Thinking that the destination was Granada, Spain, I replied that this was not possible since the last plane was departing for Sao Paulo within a couple of hours.  The response from USIA was that this was “just short of a personal problem” and that I should fly immediately to Caracas for an ongoing flight to Bridgetown, for transfer to Grenada, courtesy of the U.S. Air Force.  The moral of this introduction shows the extent of my preparation to be eventually in charge of the U.S. media operations in this major U.S. military operation in the Caribbean.  

A sizable and angry international press corps was in the Bridgetown airport, numbering more than 200 journalists, waiting for permission to enter Grenada and report on the events there.  The military task force commander had closed the war zone to the press. I was advised, upon arrival, that I would go into Grenada daily and return in the afternoons to conduct press briefings in Bridgetown.  Fortunately, this did not happen, thanks to the congressional expression of public concern over this precedent-setting denial of the press to enter into a war zone.  Since the operations in Grenada were military, the Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic (CINCLANT) was still in charge.  Public affairs operations were still within the domain of the military public affairs offices in Grenada, but they eventually agreed to allow me to escort the first contingent of the press to the island on a U.S. Air Force aircraft.  Ambassador Gillespie met the plane and welcomed the press.  

Up to this point, the principal public affairs task undertaken by the military was to prepare the standard daily press briefing until permission was given for the press to enter Grenada.  The fact that only U.S. military aircraft had been flying into Grenada resulted in controlled press entry and egress.  As the emergence of a U.S. diplomatic mission presence on the island became more evident (although, technically, the military was still in charge owing to the nature of the continuing security requirement), the United States Information Service (USIS) at the Bridgetown Embassy coordinated very closely with the military public affairs officers in order to provide a fluid transition of the continuing heavy press responsibilities.  Although, on the whole, the military on the ground was cooperative in this venture, the rigidity of their organizational structure did not permit the rapid transition of responsibilities in line with the rapidity of change on the island.

The most immediate task upon entry into Grenada was to establish a facility to act as a focal point for the large press corps.  We suggested to the military that our public affairs activities should be co-located as the interest of the press was not so neatly compartmentalized between military operations, civil reconstruction, and reestablishment of diplomatic relations.  And we could not afford the luxury of having two separate press centers.  Also, co-locating would have facilitated the cross-fertilization of shared information, particularly in those gray areas between military and civil interests.  This did not happen, but a compromise was agreed upon, and joint “update” daily briefings were conducted with assigned military public affairs liaison officers at the international press center, which we in the U.S. diplomatic mission had established.

Another area of focus was to facilitate the availability of U.S. Government officials to the sizable press corps.  This was necessary owing to the complexity of the many tasks at hand, and the major responsibilities devolved to the diplomatic mission that had been put together as a team only one week into the U.S. Caribbean peacekeeping force’s actions in Grenada.  Frequent “special” briefings by selected officials were conducted along with daily press briefings in order to satisfy the needs of the press while still undertaking the enormous responsibilities of U.S. agencies and officials.  There was also the perennial problem of some of the American community not being adept in responding to press inquiries, with a full understanding of the ground rules. In this case, their availability to the press had to be closely followed. The irony was that the military was putting out a great effort and doing everything right, which needed to be communicated to the American public and international public opinion.  This was very evident during the visit of a 14-member congressional delegation headed by Congressman Thomas J. Foley (representing the Speaker of the House) and minority leader Robert  Michels.  It was stated during a press interview with a member of that delegation, Maryland Representative Michael Barnes, after returning to the United States:

“Everyone in the delegation, I don’t care whether it was the most liberal Democrat or the most conservative Republican, came back enormously impressed with our military personnel and the job that they have done and are continuing to do it in Grenada.  It was really a beautiful thing to see the way our troops were received by the Grenadian people and the way they were handling their responsibilities.  Obviously, I did not see the invasion.  But I am seeing the aftermath of it.  I saw that.  And these troops are well trained, they are extremely professional, and they are working with the civilians in a way that I think everyone in the United States ought to be proud of.  They have obviously been given a lot of training on how to work with the civilian population.”

This certainly was the kind of endorsement that the Pentagon should have been proud to receive, as it showed not only the execution of a well-planned military operation but also the military’s exceptional post-conflict consolidation operations.

In country, on the non-military side of press coverage of events in Grenada, we encountered problems. We experienced a potentially embarrassing incident in which incorrect information was filtered from the Atlantic Command to the Department of State and put out in a Department daily press briefing in Washington.  This information was played back to us by the press in one of our daily press briefings in Grenada.  The Washington information was completely wrong, as the Department had been given erroneous information from the U.S. military headquarters in Norfolk, Virginia.  This resulted in a major wire service instructing its reporter in Grenada to read an accusation that the State Department spokesman in Grenada and the chief of mission on the island, Ambassador Gillespie, had lied to the press. 

This incident made it necessary to push for the establishment of a single public affairs policy where more than one government agency was involved in releasing information to the media.  In order to ensure the accuracy of information, our office in Grenada became actively involved in the coordination of daily press guidance for the Department’s Washington daily press briefings.  This was done by making daily early morning phone calls to the Department after coordinating with our military counterpart on the ground.  The lesson learned was that the public affairs officer must be in on all information and activities to preclude counterproductive briefings from different agencies.  I hastily admit that this experience was unique because there was a mutual recognition of the need to work as a team on the ground in Grenada.  This contributed to many successes later with the international press and also got the word out to the public through this sizable media. 

I would be extremely remiss if I should leave the impression that the military was less cooperative than desired in the public affairs area at this stage of the operations.  In fact, Major General Farris, commander of the ground forces in Grenada, working with Ambassador Gillespie, was without a doubt the most cooperative commander who was sensitive to the importance of the public affairs responsibilities that I had known in my own 26 years of prior military service. I cannot emphasize strongly enough the importance of professional congeniality in the matter of public affairs in Grenada, during the consolidation phase, between the military and the other government agencies, led by Ambassador Gillespie.  

V.S. Naipaul’s article on the Grenada war in Harper’s Magazine
 characterizes the major press concerns about an island detention facility, the casualty figures, and the ensuing exchanges in the morning press briefings.  In the meantime, a South American journalist was focused on researching, through discarded Cuban documents, the methods used for communist indoctrination in the Caribbean. As he was picking up documents at Richmond Hill Prison, the site of numerous political detainees immediately prior to the Grenada war, an 82nd Airborne Division intelligence officer, under the pretense that these classified Cuban documents were now U.S. Government property, approached him and confiscated the documents and demanded that he turn over other documents that he had collected previously.  I interceded with the G-2 (chief of the intelligence staff) on the journalist’s behalf, explaining that better use of the documents could be made by making them available to the press for the intended serial publication on communist indoctrination methodology in the Caribbean.  Everybody’s purposes would be served through timely and credible publication in respected regional media. The documents would be instantly cataloged by the journalists if they were allowed to review them in the G-2’s archives. The only thing left for the military would then be to analyze them for military purposes.  The military agreed, and a major story was saved and everybody walked away happy.

On another occasion, with all of the pro-American graffiti on the walls in the capital city, St. Georges, and the general goodwill of the populace, we approached the military commander to remove machine guns from their jeep-mounts during military patrols in the downtown area. We also encouraged the troops to interact more with the schoolchildren who had placed small American flags in their hair.  The commander saw the logic of this goodwill approach and gave the order.  These pro-American sentiments abounded throughout the island.  

To get their own assessment of the situation on the ground in Grenada, some members of the congressional delegation used the press center to make their own contacts with the press and other Grenadian citizens They would also ask me or members of the press center staff for directions on where to just “walk around” and talk to the Grenadian on the street.  On one occasion, two prominent Democratic Congressmen returned to our office and bemoaned the fact that they could not find a single person that would condemn President Reagan for the invasion.  

These sentiments, including the endorsement of the military incursion, were also openly expressed by prominent Grenadian leaders.  The well-known Caribbean and Grenadian journalist, Ashley Hughes, stated in an interview:

“I haven’t spoken to any Grenadian that has not been overjoyed by the fact that the American and Caribbean forces have come in to save us from what was absolute anarchy at the time and that our sovereignty in no way has been impaired.”     

Even though we managed to establish relatively good relations on the ground with the press in Grenada, the press still was not happy over the manner in which they were unceremoniously denied entry into Grenada in the first days of the war.  Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger was determined to draw up guidelines to include the press in future military operations.  He directed that a panel investigate the options and come up with recommendations. Less than one month after the Grenada invasion, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General John W. Vessey, Jr., asked retired Major General Winnant Sidle
 to set up a panel to review military press relations in a combat zone. Major General Sidle said:

The Military-Media Relations Panel met from 6 through 10 February 1984.  It was composed of four former newsmen with television, radio, newspaper, news magazine, and wire service experience in wartime.  Three had been bureau chiefs in Vietnam, and one had headed a major network’s television news operation.  Also included were the former dean of a major school of journalism, who had more than 40 years’ experience in military-media relations, and a former high-ranking news magazine executive, who had also served as Chief of the Joint U. S. Public Affairs Office in Saigon.  On the military side were representatives of the Organization of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense (Public Affairs), and all four of the Department of Defense military services.
 

The Sidle Panel, as it became to be known, came up with some startling conclusions.  Even more interesting were the discussions and logic that led to these conclusions.  There was more concern over what was left out of the conclusions because “they were extremely gray, and judgments would be difficult:” The topics on which no conclusions were reached were:

· Media first amendment rights

· Public’s right to know

General Sidle supported the decision to not include these in the conclusions by enunciating “statements of principle.”  Regarding the media rights, the first amendment says “Congress shall make no law…abridging the freedom of speech or of the press…”  Nevertheless, neither the Constitution nor the Bill of Rights says anything barring the President from abridging the freedom of the press.  It was the general’s opinion that the Founding Fathers, in 1791, wrote about the conditions of the 1700s, as there is no evidence of press coverage during the Revolutionary War.  To support the panel’s discussion, the opinion of the American Legal Foundation was sought.  The Foundation offered the following:

· The preponderance of government cases has upheld the right of the press to publish information it has obtained.

· However, the preponderance of cases has not upheld the absolute right of the media to have access to the news.

If the press cannot have access in some cases, the people logically do not have the right to know about these cases.

What about the public’s right to know?  The majority of the American public approved of the denial of the press to enter Grenada in the first two days, according to General Sidle.  The American public did not want to know about the combat operations because they understood the need for secrecy and the threat to national security.  Again, neither the Constitution nor the Bill of Rights mentions any doctrine about the people’s right to know.  This does not mean that people do not have a right to have information gathered and disseminated by the press.  The panel used the same logic to support the “gray area” thesis on the people’s right to know.  If the press cannot have access in some cases, the people logically do not have the right to know about these cases.

The Sidle Panel felt that the press was too negative, too biased, or too often inaccurate or misleading.  The public’s trust in the press had reached a disastrous low.  This was confirmed to the panel by the National Opinion Research Center of the University of Chicago, which released statistical ratings in 1983.  According to the popularity ratings, 13.7% of the public had great confidence in print and 12.7% in TV as opposed to 52.3% in medicine and 44.4% in the scientific community.  General Sidle also cited the 1984 Harris Poll in which the press was on the bottom of 14 institutions.  “If the public does not trust the press, what does this do to the people’s right to know?”

According to the Department of Defense, in their quest to accompany U. S. invasion forces, 700 represented themselves as reporters, but only 400 actually represented legitimate news media that had traveled to Bridgetown, Barbados.  General Sidle considered this an intolerable number to accompany the troops into Grenada.  He reasoned that beside this being an unwieldy number, it could outnumber the Cubans (600) on the island and would just get in the way of the troops.

The Sidle Panel on keeping the American public informed through the news media in military operations made five conclusions:
 

· Public has a right to know, but not an absolute right (and probably does not want to know).

· Executive branch is not barred from abridging the freedom of the press by denying access to news organizations.

· The public has a right to know accurate, nonbiased information.  Reportorial opinion or advocacy reporting should be kept out of news stories.

· The people’s right to know does not require an unlimited number of reporters.

· The press must self-censor.

The Sidle panel report summed up the situation: 

“An adversarial relationship between the media and the government, including the military, is healthy and helps guarantee that both institutions do a good job.  The appropriate media role [is] neither that of a lap dog nor an attack dog, but rather a watchdog.”

An Unvarnished Look at Coverage of the Iraqi War: A Model in Contrast

In marked contrast, in several aspects, it is instructive to cite the most recent experience of press operations in a war zone.  The Pentagon made a major policy change in affording direct press access to military operations by “embedding” journalists within military units. As the military combat operations in Iraq came to a close, a panel of nationally known journalists and public affairs experts met to address critical questions on the coverage of the war.  Among the questions that they addressed were: did the Pentagon and the journalists involved in the embedding program live up to their promise?  How did unilateral journalists (independent, unattached journalists) fare in getting the story? What can we learn from the Iraqi coverage to improve journalism in the future?  In order to relate responses to these questions, I have liberally drawn on notes that I made during the discussions. (This is neither an official nor a complete transcript.)

Marvin Kalb
:  Opening remarks prefaced his overall positive assessment of the embedding process in Iraq.  Nevertheless, he was amazed at the negative assessment by Harvard and MIT graduates and faculty during a recent journalism symposium on the process.  

Tom Rosensteil
:  An assessment of the embedded process resulted in some very interesting statistics; six out of ten reporters were live and unedited; eight out of ten were not limited to sound bytes; 47 percent of the coverage was of battle action;  the reporting was highly factual, with 94 percent of “here’s what we see” type of reporting; cable TV was more live and unedited than other broadcast packages, in sharp contrast to coverage of the Grenada war which was based on “what we were told.”

Andy Nelson
:  “Traveling unilaterally gave me a better range [of coverage].”  Nevertheless, there was the advantage in the embedded process to have better and more frequent access and to communicate with higher-level officers.

Joe Galloway
:   Made a comparison with coverage of the war in Vietnam, which was the most openly covered war.  In Vietnam, there was a sheet of rules to abide by, and you could go anywhere you wanted.  Nevertheless, the embedded process worked very well.  There were over 500 embedded journalists, but the same 15 -20 reporters were covering the actual war versus logistical reserves.  In the printed medium, “we could put it all in perspective better than TV.”

Rick Atkinson
:  This was a remarkable experience right down to the feeling of military brotherhood.  Had never been closer to the military (101st Airborne Division) and was at the commanding general’s elbows constantly.  

The process was also useful for senior commanders in that they needed a conduit to speak to the people back home.  On the question of whether the war picture was prejudiced based on the limited battlefield experience with only one unit, all were in virtual agreement that the jury is still out on this one. “We’ll have to wait until the books come out.”

Bob Franken
:  Noted the difference between the war in Grenada and in Iraq.  The difference was remarkable because there was no coverage at all of the war in Grenada, which he said contributed to an anti-American aura in the international community.  This time (Bob Franken was an embedded journalist), there was a major reverse in live coverage.  It truly was remarkable.  It also brought out the lesson learned that more military people need media training on dealing with the press.

Victoria Clarke
:  There were many lessons learned.  Most importantly, Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, General Myers, and General Tommy G. Franks were committed to the importance of the embedded process and to make it work.  Afghanistan was the first real test case.  Throughout, the emphasis was to build and maintain military support.

Kalb:  This never happened before, why?

Clarke:  In the last two years, we have worked hard on facilitating access.  We tried to make the process as transparent as possible.

Rosenstiel:  There were feelings that cable networks were co-opted by the Pentagon propaganda and that it was not as open as it seemed.

Kalb:  But, reporters made straight coverage?

Rosenstiel:  Yes, but the home (news headquarters) put some political spin on it.

Both  Kalb and Franken observed that there was a lot of reference to “we” as opposed to “they.”

Clarke:  We endeavored to leave all selections (in the embedded process) up to the media.

General discussion noted that the length of the war probably had some relative impact on the outcome of the process.

Kalb:  Solicited the downside or negative aspects of the embedded process since all seemed to agree on the merits of the process.

Nelson:  After we crossed over into Iraq from Kuwait, as unilaterals, we attached ourselves to a Marine convoy.  Our reporter was asked to leave the convoy by the commander because he had given more specifics than he should have in a satellite telephone report.

Clarke:  Unit commanders did experience problems with unilaterals particularly when they ran out of gas and water.

Kalb:  There was previous discussion with Ted Koppel about self-censorship. “Bob, did you self-censor?”

Franken:  “Yes.  I reviewed the rules even though I could have gotten away with some gratuitous [observations].”… “Censorship - no – agreement with the rules, [yes].”  “How I used adjectives in characterizations, my response would be ‘its none of your [blank] business."

Atkinson:  It was natural that, with relatively free access, you were going to see or be exposed to tactical classified military information which, you dealt with as a professional and did not compromise.  There were obvious moments when personalities had to be screened to avoid unnecessary conflicts during the stress of battle.

During the wrap-up, responses to audience questions, and highlighted lessons learned:

Clarke:  Most of the military commanders were true believers in public affairs.  Rumsfeld particularly understood the importance of the process as he was one of the earlier congressional architects of the Freedom of Information Act.

Galloway:  This was a marked turnaround from the erroneous assessment that the media lost the war in Vietnam. – It was not a “shoot the messenger” affair.

Clarke:  20 percent of the embedded journalists were from foreign media.

The moderator closed the forum by posing the question to the panel: What single item or expression can you pass on to the Harvard and MIT graduates and faculty?

Nelson:  “You need to know war firsthand as a reporter.”

Galloway:  “It’s OK to hate war but you must love the warrior.  Too many hated the soldiers in Vietnam.”

 Atkinson:  My son is anti-war.  There has to be an understanding on why we must be “in” the war.

 Franken:  “Watch out for the Stockholm Syndrome. Be skeptics, but be up close.”

Conclusions

At the outset, some assumptions were made that included some definitions.  Traditional diplomacy was defined as being that of government-to-government negotiations, and public diplomacy as that which reaches from government to people of other nations.  Both traditional and public diplomacy have been affected in the new Information Age:

· Scope and speed of change in foreign policy formulation have been radically altered.

· Diplomats and policy makers must learn to operate in “real time” (not limited to the speed of transport).

· Governments no longer rely on exclusive information.

· Governments must win the support of the people in other countries, as well as their leaders.

· Policy explanations must be consistent and persuasive to both domestic and foreign audiences.

The communications revolution in the Information Age has compressed time and distance; the rules have changed.  With instant global communication, what people see and hear affects immediately how governments act.  Rarely can governments rely on exclusive information on issues that matter.  Examples within the last decade bear out how the journalistic image of the Black Hawk pilot’s body being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu affected U.S. policy toward Africa and the resultant negative consequences of the worst case of genocide in Rwanda with no U.S. Government action or reaction.  Consider also the impact of the image of a 12 year-old Palestinian boy shielded by his father before being shot to death, live on TV, and how that and subsequent Al Jazeera live broadcast of the Middle East conflict to Arab states has affected regional public opinion and the course of hostilities in the Middle East.

Today, national boundaries are of less importance.  Democratic ideas, television, financial markets, narcotics, fax machines, terrorism, electronic mail, Internet, AIDS, refugees, environmental disasters, converging electronic communications technologies, rock music, hip hop music, jazz, weapons of mass destruction, soap operas, and high-speed computer networks all ignore national frontiers.  In this kind of world, domestic needs and foreign affairs cannot be separated.

Traditional diplomatic and military instruments of statecraft are still necessary, but they are no longer sufficient.  Today, governments must win the support of people in other countries, as well as their leaders, if their policies are to succeed.  They must cope not only with pressures from their own constituencies, but also with the consequences of public pressures on other governments.  Frequently, they must mobilize coalition support for their policies.  And because what they say at home will be instantly reported abroad, their policy explanations must be consistent and persuasive to both domestic and foreign audiences.

We have taken a journey from the American Revolution and the Agricultural Revolution where international news traveled at the speed of transportation and diplomacy was often conducted in secrecy behind closed doors.  In the Industrial Age, public opinion was treated in absolute, idealistic terms.  We are now in the third great revolution, the Information Age, where foreign policy is challenged to be conducted in “real Time” and to take into serious consideration public opinion if it is to be successful.  The roles of the Fourth Estate (press) and the Fifth Estate (public opinion) are keys to the successful execution of foreign policy, particularly during periods of international conflict.
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