


Media Relations: A Commander’s Perspective

In many of today’s operations, media relations can prove to be more
important than fire and maneuver in determining the outcome . . .

by LtGen Anthony C. Zinni
and
ol Frederick M. Lorenz

o no9 December 1992 Marmes landmg
o on the beach in Mogadlshu ‘Somalia,

were met by an unforgettable sight..

The ‘glare of floodlights and ‘a: large press corps
contingent turried the landing into an event that
would be instantly broadcast around the wortld.
'Did the presence of the media endanger the lives

of the Marines? Was there a niegative impact on -
the -operation? For Marines, "one - point became -

clear—the presence of the media-would have. to
be carefully coordinated in future. operations.

The worldwide revolution in communications
has forever changed the landscape of military op-
erations. The impact of the media on-the formu-
lation of national policy is a fact of life. It was im-~

ages of starving children on the evening news in .
the fall of 1992 that ultimately resulted in the de-

~ ployment of a multinational force to Somalia in

“ Operation RESTORE HOPE. Later, it was images
of U.S. personnel dragged through the streets of
Mogadishu that contributed to the termination of
U.S. involvement. Military operations can no
longer be defined only in terms of fire and ma-
neuver. The U.S. commander must understand
how to deal with the media and the important im-
plications of media coverage.

DoD Media Policy

The Department of Defense (DoD) Media Pool
system was established in 1984 in response to the
recommendations of an independent panel. The
pool system was established to ensure that print and
broadcast media would have rapid access to news of
military operations in remote areas while still pro-
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; feCtiﬁg the operational security of dur‘forces The

pool is designed to permit small groups of journal-

 ists with military escort to travel to ships, bases, and

frontlines in order to conduct interviews and ob=
serve the operation first hand. Critics. of the pool

“system in DESERT STORM charged that access to

potential stoties was limited and:that the system ef-
fectively created an environment of censorship.
Since DESERT STORM, DoD has worked to make
the system more favorable for the media while still‘

 protecting operational security.

Media pools are not demgned to serve as the ex-
clusive means of covering U.S. military operations.
For many operations they provide the only feasible
means of early access, and that is their primary jus-
tification. Pools should be as large as possible, sub-
ject to security and logistics limitations. The mili-
tary host is responsible for the transportation of the
pool and timely transmission of pool material, again
subject to mission limitations. As soon as conditions
dictate, pools should be disbanded, often within 24
to 36 hours after the operation begins. The arrival
of the “early access” pool should not affect: the
rights and responsibilities of independent journalists
already in the area.

In order to preserve security, current ground
rules for DoD media pools provide that members
will not disclose the fact that the pool has been ac-
tivated. Pool members must remain with their es-
corts to facilitate movement and to ensure troop
safety. The media pool is considered noncompeti-
tive—all members must share their reports and
photos on a timely basis. Failure to abide by the
rules may result in expulsion from the pool. The
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goal is to protect the security of the operation,
while allowing pool members the greatest permis-
sible freedom and access in covering the story.

The UNITED SHIELD Experience

Operation RESTORE HOPE continued until 4
May 1993, when responsibility was turned over
from U.S. to U.N. control. By the end of 1994,
more than 130 peacekeepers had died, and the in-
ternational community had spent more than $2
billion on the operation. The U.N. mission to So—
malia had been judged a failure, and the U.N. or-
dered the withdrawal of the remaining peace-
keepers by the end of March 1995. In late 1994,
renewed fighting in the city of Mogadishu pre-
sented an increased danger to the departing peace-
keepers, and the U.N. called for U.S, assistance to
provide security for the withdrawal,

Operation UNITED SHIELD, the U.S. provision
of that security, presented a number of challenges
in terms of media relations. A 20-member Us.
media pool was embarked on the USS Belleay
Wood and was given priority in terms of access to
the operation, transportation, and logistics sup-
port. In addition to the pool, the landing force
was faced with roughly 100 additional “indepen-
dent” joumnalists on the beach in Mogadishu. This

number included the technicians who were need-

ed to operate the satellite communications system,
What limitations or rules

the WTN “dish.”
should be placed on media to ensure their safe
and protect operational security? What about

Journalists who refuse to follow the rules? How

would the commander handle two classes of Jjour-
nalists in a fair and impartial manner? What about

media that accompanied coalition forces; would

they be treated as members of the pool or as inde-
pendents? What about the local Somali press;
would their presence create a security problem
How would media policy with the U.N., whic
had an operating public affairs office, be coordi_
nated? The real challenge was to develop an inte
grated media plan as part of the overall plan fo
battlefield preparation. Using UNITED SHIELD as
backdrop, the following are provided as lesson
learned for commanders in future operations.
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media have never served and have little experi-

ence with the military. Most important, realize
that media representatives are generally responsi-
ble people who will comply with reasonable lim-
itations set by the commander. They can be trust-
ed, particularly when you step off on the right
foot together. They represent the people of the
world who have a right to know what is going on,
subject to valid security concerns.

* Never Attempt to Manipulate the Media. A com-
mander must be forthright and open in his deal-

‘ings with media representatives; anything less is

sure to backfire. If there is bad news, it is best to
deliver it immediately rather than to be accused
later of a cover up. Careful preparation for media
interviews is essential. Use the members of your
staff to assemble the pertinent facts and be aware
in advance of what you cannot reveal due to secu-
rity reasons. Always consult with the operations
officer, the public affairs officer (PAQO), and the
staff judge advocate (SJA) in advance of important
interviews. Honesty is the best policy. The poli-
cy of openness can be enhanced by a good rap-
port with the media. This may require “working
the crowd” and getting to know as many indi-
viduals as possible, not just the key players. Re-
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member to be proactive with the media rather
then purely responsive.

* Encourage Confidence in Your Subordinates in Their
Dealings With the Media. There is no substitute for
preparation when it becomes clear that there will
be media interest in your operation. Advance
word to subordinates will help them prepare for
interviews and questions. Training here is indis-
pensable. During Operation UNITED SHIELD, a
video was distributed by the Combined Informa-
tion Bureau (CIB) on how to prepare for, and re-
spond to, media questions. All personnel need to
be informed of the presence of the media, why
they are there, and the need to be straightforward
in media relations. The best advice to subordinates
is to look your best, remember you are represent-
ing your Service, and to be honest with media
representatives. It may be helpful to remind the
troops to “stay in their lane” and not to speculate
about policies that are beyond their pay grade, or
to make predictions of upcoming events.

e Use Your PAO Effectively. The PAO is the sub-
ject matter expert and has the skills necessary to
develop an effective program of media relations.
The PAO needs to be part of the crisis action team
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and remain a key part of the planning for the op-
eration. Remember to be proactive and flexible.
Before deploying to UNITED SHIELD it became
clear that there would be more than 100 journal-
ists on the beach within the secure perimeter cre-
ated for the withdrawal of U.N. personnel. This
was in addition to the 20 members of the media
pool. As a result, the CIB was augmented with 14
personnel, and a “media city” was established to
manage and safeguard media representatives. Not
all the augmentees need to have formal PAO
training. Both the combined task force SJA and
the 13th Marine Expeditionary Unit senior SJA
were assigned PAO duties for the time ashore in
Somalia where careful planning paid off in good
media relations and a safe and successful operation.

* The Media Should Have Access, Subject to Mission
Limitations. Media representatives need access to
the right people and places to be effective. Com-
manders need to do all they can to facilitate this
access, subject to mission, safety, and security
limitations. During Operation UNITED SHIELD,
the operation plan was briefed to the media be-
fore the landings, with the request that it not be
revealed until the events occurred. In return for
their cooperation, access was guaranteed to the

key events of the operation. Media representa-
tives were transported to the beach just before
the main landings with reasonable limitations

placed on movement and location of observers.

A repeat of the floodlight incident of December
1992 was avoided when the media were told that
no artificial light sources would be permitted on
the beach on the night of the landings. There

was no problem with compliance, and many of

the camera teams came equipped with night vi-

sion cameras that permitted coverage. The media

pool was given the priority in terms of trans-
portation and vantage point, but the “indepen-
dent media” were not ignored. A 5-ton truck
was brought ashore in advance of the main land-
ings to be used as a shuttle exclusively for the
“independents.” In terms of access, commanders
should encourage the media to interview junior

enlisted personnel. This helps to keep the opera-

tion in perspective and acknowledges the contri
butions made by all.

* Don’t Neglect Media Logistics. Reporters live to
file their stories and this can be difficult in remote
locations and military-controlled areas. In UNIT
ED SHIELD, the media requested to install a multi-
million dollar satellite dish in the compound that
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required 30 technical personnel and 6 pallets of
| clectronics, During the planning stages of the op-
. eration, there was concern that the dish would be
| too difficult to transport, security would be a
problem, and evacuation in a hostile environment
~ would be impossible. But instant satellite commu-
{ nications has become an essential requirement for
. both print and television media. The decision was
| made to permit the dish, and the equipment was

safely evacuated at the conclusion of the opera-
tion. Media pool members are assured priority in
erms of nonsecure communications links to their
~ home stations. But there are limits to support.
. Media representatives who desired to set up satel-
* lite phones aboard the USS Belleau Wood had to
first ensure that they would not interfere with
shipboard communications. And when a televi-
ion media pool member asked that an AV-8B
. Harrier jet be assigned to fly their tapes to Mom-
- bassa, the request was properly denied. Support
for the media cannot impede the mission or com-
. promise operational security.

Special Considerations for the CTF Commander.
Combined Task Force (CTF) UNITED SHIELD
consisted of forces from 7 nations with a total of
3 ships and 16,000 personnel. U.S. forces re-
mained under the operational control of U.S.
- Central Command (CentCom) and U.S. media
.~ policy was set by CentCom’s commander in chief.
| The U.S. chain of command was necessarily con-

'~ cerned with U.S. media and the impact that re-
| porting would have on the formulation of U.S.
~ policy. But the responsibilities of a combined task
orce commander are broad and concern issues
. beyond U.S. policy. For example, in UNITED
| SHIELD the Italian forces had major concerns
about media relations and the impact upon public
perception in Italy. This may present a dilemma
when dealing with directives and policy in the
U.S. chain of command.

In Somalia, CTF UNITED SHIELD assumed tac-
tical control of the forces attached to U.N. Oper-
ations in Somalia (UNOSOM) as part of the tran-
sition on 26 February 1995. UNOSOM had an
existing public affairs infrastructure, and it was im-
- portant that the proper coordination be accom-
plished. The other coalition countries, particular-
ly the Italians, had their own media concerns, and
' the Italians had their media pool embarked on the
. ITS Garibaldi. The combined task force comman-
| der had to deal with questions concerning inter-
| national media, as well as standards and policies for
| coalition (non-U.S.) media pools. In February
| 1995 there were representatives of the various So-
mali factional newspapers who had been attending
- UNOSOM news briefs. Should local media be
excluded for security reasons or should only “neu-
tral” local media be invited? In Somalia all the
media represented particular factions, and each of
the 14 newspapers was aligned with some clan or
political movement. As a result, it was determined
that Somali media would not be admitted to the
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secure military area during the evacuation. They
were, of course, free to cover the operation from
outside the military perimeter in the city of Mo-
gadishu.

A critical part of any operation is the careful
coordination of all aspects of information. It can
be more important than the traditional notion of
fire and maneuver, and needs to be thoroughly
coordinated with other forms of communication.
The impact of news reports on the homefront in
the United States is only one factor. Modern
communications will often bring instantaneous
news reports to our adversaries. For example, it
was well known that Mohammed Farah Aidid
watched CNN and used the media to advance his
political and military policy. Although Somalia
had been devastated by years of civil war, small
battery operated radios tuned to the BBC Somali
language broadcasts allowed news reports to trav-
el quickly throughout the country. It is important
for U.S. commanders to coor-

dinate psychological operations The impact of news
reports on the home-
example, in UniTep Shierp  front in the United
the message to the Somalis, States is Only one fac-
tor. Modern commu-
nications will often

with public affairs activities to
achieve military objectives. For

through leaflets and speakers,
was that the world would not
abandon them, and the Mo-

gadishu port and airport would ~bring instantaneous

be closed for only 4 days. It was  pews reports to our
adversaries. . . . Itis
important for U.S.

ists. If the message to CNN commanders to coor-
was different than the leaflets dinate psychological
operations with public

important to be consistent in
press briefings for the media
pool and international journal-

distributed to the locals, a seri-
ous problem could have arisen.

During Operation UNITED affairs activities. . . .

SHIELD, 1t sometimes became

difficult to reconcile U.S. me-

dia policy with the responsibilities of a CTF com-
mander. The initial U.S. policy on media rela-
tions was “passive only,” and this made it difficult
to be proactive and get the correct picture of
UNITED SHIELD to the world. In the United
States, there was extreme sensitivity to the issue
of U.S. ground troops in Somalia after the devas-
tating losses of October 1993. Still, there was the
vital U.S. interest of ensuring the safe evacuation
of forces that came to Somalia at U.S. request in
1992 and 1993. For Operation UNITED SHIELD,
U.S. forces were essentially operating in a low-
profile environment exposed to the minimum
risk possible and limited time ashore. This ap-
proach was not necessarily consistent with the in-

“terests of the nations placed under U.S. tactical

control for the duration of the operation. The
Italians, for example, had a large and capable
force in Somalia—the most significant deploy-
ment outside home waters since World War II.
They were anxious for an active public affairs ap-
proach that would bring the news promptly to
the Italian people. The Pakistanis had lost more
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than 100 killed in Somalia and wanted the
maximum U.S. support ashore during the critical
stages of the withdrawal. In UNITED SHIELD the
commander was required to comply with U.S.
directives while carefully balancing the interests
of coalition forces.

Media Pools and “Independents”

DoD policy favors the use of pools as the pri-
mary means to provide access for media when
that is essentially the only way to caver the oper-
ation. In UNITED SHIELD there was an interest in
ensuring that the pool would be effective, in part
because of past criticism that media pools place
unreasonable restrictions on its participants. After
the pool was created, it became clear that there
would be more than 100 media present on the
beach in addition to the pool. Since the media al-
ready had access to the scene, it was questionable
whether the special access provided by the pool
was necessary at all. But the pool remained, with
both the pool and independent media present in-
side the secure military perimeter during the 4-
day operation. This resulted in a “two-class soci-
ety,” with different privileges for each group.
Despite a limited number of complaints, the par-
allel arrangements were successful and all media
were successfully evacuated at the end of the op-
eration.

As a result of the tight security and short dura-
tion of the expedition, a “media city” was used to
house the journalists with the media pool which
ultimately provided more spacious (but still Spar-
tan) accommodations. For the independent jour-
nalists, it was announced in advance that when the
gates to the compound were closed in preparation
for the final evacuation, they would be required to
remain in media city and would be evacuated dur-
ing the last 48 hours. This provided a real dilem-
ma for many journalists, who would be isolated
and unable to file their stories during the final
hours of the evacuation and transit to Mombassa.
Their alternative was to remain in the city of Mo-
gadishu where they could cover the story from
“outside the wire,” continue to Stay at the single
tunctioning hotel in town, and be escorted by
their locally hired armed guards.

After the closure of the gates and just before
the final evacuation, four Jjournalists requested thag
they be permitted to cross the defensive lines to
the city, where they would be picked up by their A
guards. This provided a dangerous alternative, bug
their departure was permitted after a video taped
warning that they had been advised against that
course, and that their actions were at their own
risk. The journalists made the transit safely after
coordinating the departure through the gate that
was determined to be the most secure exit point: &
The lesson here: Although it is important to set ¢

>>For other articles that can help Marines in cooperating with the
media, see the Focus Section in the Oct92 MCG.

clear and unambiguous ground rules for journal- = & | TH
ists, some flexibility is required. e | FIE
| non
Conclusion , Sch
Operation UNITED SHIELD was unique be- .
cause it brought a formidable expeditionary force Pre:
from the sea to conduct a short-term amphibious 184
withdrawal under moderate threat conditions, $26.
There were substantial political and public affairs = =
limitations, which were based on sensitivities in
the U.S. to Somalia casualties. Though unique, Joh
UNITED SHIELD provided a number of lessons. . field: A
Direct involvement of the commander will Pay & ich
dividends in terms of mission accomplishment. pieces
Learn to understand the media—they can be and pri
trusted with sensitive information if the proper A
ground rules are established early. Don’t try to goals. -
manipulate them; such efforts will surely backfire. b
When serving in a coalition operation, remember Selars
that coalition partners have their own interests in. Srdin
media relations that must be carefully considered Chere:
In UNITED SHIELD, careful coordination and : Sch
planning of diplomatic efforts, commander’s in i
tent, psychological operations, and public affairs S
activities resulted in a successful mission. All U.S., Rl
U.N,, and coalition forces were safely evacuated S
without friendly casualties. Worldwide media re- rity a
ports were positive, demonstrating that the Unit- Busine:
ed States stands behind its commitments. On to- dose
day’s battlefield, effective media relations have he per:
become an essential ingredient to military success. chisnibile
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