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	Holiday thoughts from military personnel abroad

Published on December 21 2004 

Since the attack by terrorists on American soil on September 11, 2001, hundreds of thousands of Americans have been deployed to foreign soils in a series of wars against both nations and terrorist groups.
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During the end of the year, where many religions and ethnicities celebrate their holidays of faith and thankfulness, the impact of missing family members hits hardest. While civilian public relations and public affairs practitioners are finishing up their work for the year, colleagues continue their missions abroad for the US Armed Forces. Through the gracious help of both civilian and military professionals in the US, PRWeek.com was able to connect with public affairs representatives deployed in combat to get a sense of their work, the successes they're seeing, and interaction with the international media. Below you will find 11 Q&As, submitted by e-mail, from public affairs officers deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan. Please click on the PAO's name to read the Q&A. Their e-mail addresses are listed at the end of the Q&A should anyone wish to contact them and wish them a happy holiday season.

Lieutenant Colonel Steven A. Boylan; Baghdad, Iraq:"If the work the CPIC does informs the public on what we are doing and why and provides them the information to make rational and informed decisions, then I have met my mission and the reason for being here as this new country if formed."

Major Sean Clements; Al Asad base, Iraq: "Being a reservist, I actually have a full-time position at a communications agency in Philadelphia. This has been a refreshing break. The pace is much quicker and more engaging."

Colonel Jenny Holbert; Camp Fallujah, Iraq: "If I can get the truth out there to a wide audience of media, even while the enemy is reporting their propaganda, we can expect balance, so that the people receive more than one side of a situation."

Air Force Lt. J. Elaine Hunnicutt; Afghanistan: "I am thankful that I am here and if I can help the Afghan children in any way then I know my daughters will be proud of me. Everything I do is for my daughters."

Lieutenant Colonel James E. Hutton; Baghdad, Iraq: "The Iraqi reporters are interested in how their lives are going to be affected by our actions. They want to understand the details of our civil works projects, how we're assisting their new government, and what our commitment is to them."

Staff Sgt. Fred Minnick; Mosul, Iraq: "We rebuilt the school, furnished it with desks, and supplied hundreds of books. Before we did this, the children attempted to learn in a concrete building that had no air conditioning.... The children were so thankful that one child wrote an essay in English.... He spoke better English than I did at 12. It was a very touching moment."

Capt. David Nevers; Kalsu, Iraq: "The greatest reward comes from being part of an extraordinary fraternity, serving in a superb unit with a sense of purpose, and making a contribution to the most important cause of our time, the War on Terror." 

Major Neal E. O'Brien; Tikrit, Iraq: "If you're up front and honest with the media, provide them with the information and access to be successful, and treat them with the respect they deserve, they will produce accurate stories, which is all you can ask for."

Master Sergeant Kelley S. Ramsey; Fallujah, Iraq: "At the time of this print, we also don't have the luxury of setting up an appointment with a client, hopping into a vehicle and "doing lunch." As this country moves toward reconstruction, that concept may be possible in the future."

Sergeant Joseph Sanchez; Mosul, Iraq: "What is really nice about working PA or PR in the military is that you don't have to pitch stories because the media bangs down your door for information."

1SG Steve Valley; Baghdad, Iraq: "I have said many times that PA has a seat at the table, not as a policy maker, but as a counselor that offers views and suggestions on the ramifications of a leader's decisions. We have a seat at the table in Iraq, but someone has to do something with it."
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Q. What country/area are you stationed in? 
A. My unit, the 204th MPAD was deployed to Baghdad, Iraq on January 22, 2004. 

Q. What is your primary duty? 
A. Public Affairs Detachment based in Orlando, FL. I have also served as a Media Officer and spokesman for Multi-National Force-Iraq (MNF-I).

Q. What has been the most rewarding experience from your time abroad? 
A. Getting to apply my civilian talents to the military public affairs program and working with the biggest names in journalism. I employ a proactive media relations strategy and it has been a joy to meet so many of the journalists that I get to work with. It has also been great seeing how different the global media work on a daily basis. Most of the international media are extremely intelligent and understand what is going on, but they do not report what they know. 

Q. What do you miss most about the states? 
A. The main thing I miss about home is my family and friends. It is very difficult to leave your family for 12 months. My two sons have grown up during the past 11 months, and I cannot wait for the opportunity to climb back in their lives. I miss the daily routine that we had. Mostly I miss my wife because she is my best friend and although we can e-mail and talk to each other on a daily basis it is still not the same as being with her in person.

Q. When do you expect to be home? 
A. I expect to be deployed in theater for at least a full year, so I am hoping to be home sometime in either late January or early February.

Q. What was your last (if any) public sector job? 
A. I am the PR Manager at the Tampa Port Authority in my civilian life. 

Q. What have your learned about public affairs/public relations from your work abroad? 
A. Public Affairs is a integral part of the military battle plan in today's 24/7 atmosphere. The media is relentless and we have to provide them with the correct information for them to report on events. The embedding program has been a huge success because it provides reporters unfettered access to the front lines with the troops that are in the fight. However, one drawback of the embedded program is that the reporter has a "tunnel vision" perspective of any operation because he/she is only seeing a particular units activity and does not see how that respective unit fits into the larger picture of the whole operation. This is where holding regular press conferences comes in [handy] to show the media and the American citizens the perspective of the whole operation, not only the small view the embedded reports provide.

Q. What is the biggest challenge you face in your job? 
A. I practice proactive media/public relations in the civilian world and, in Iraq, we have taken a purely reactive posture when dealing with the media. This has been an ongoing problem, and I see no end to the practice in sight. The Stratcom Section of MNF-I is run by leaders with no PA experience, and, when you combine this factor with the bureaucracy, we have serious problems in the public affairs operation in Iraq. The Army public affairs program was designed on the "maximum disclosure, minimum delay," principle, but we have seem to forgotten this policy in Iraq. Instead of sitting back and answering questions on everything from IEDs [improvised explosive devices] to strategic air operations, we should be emphasizing proactive media relations strategies to highlight all of the positive changes that the MNF [multi-national force] has implemented in theater. There are a multitude of stories that need to be told on topics including: electric generation, infrastructure, schools, medical facilities and the implementation of democracy that go unreported on because the soldiers, airmen, marines and sailors with direct PA experience are held back from doing what they do best. The media will report what we give them, and we should have been providing - pitching - more positive stories to them rather than sitting back and reacting to negative events. I understand that the media must report casualties, but we could and still should be doing a better job of reaching out to the media and controlling the theme or command message coming from the military.

Q. What is different about communicating to a US audience, and communicating where you are stationed? 
A. It is the same for the most part. However, the Arabic media is more likely to use unconfirmed rumors as part of their stories. The Iraqi journalists are discovering what freedom of the press is, and they are stretching the limits of its powers. The western media is the same whether you are in Baghdad or Tampa, FL. They may be bigger names over here, but they are after the same thing: answers, facts, and quotes from subject matter experts. 

Q. Do you enjoy what you do? Why? 
A. I love my job because I feel I can make a difference in showing the American public that things are not as bad as they appear in the mainstream media. I do think that the media's reporting has been tilted against this war, but I do understand that the reporters need conflict in their stories to make them attractive to producers and editors. I have made many friends in the media and look forward to continuing these professional relationships upon my return to the States.

Q. Is the US winning the communications battle abroad? 
A. The US has failed miserably in the communications battle abroad and in the US, not because we do not have the talent and experience to win it, but because the Stratcom leadership has been extremely disorganized and ineffective. This is primarily because of the lack of a complete PA strategy by the Stratcom leadership. The main problem is that most of the Stratcom leadership has no direct experience in either civilian or military public affairs. I have over 18 years PR/PA experience but no one has ever listened to any of my recommendations. I have seen the military fumble the ball time and time again during my 11 months in theater and we will continue to lose the battle until someone with direct PA/PR experience can stand firmly and fight for what we should be doing. I have said many times that PA has a seat at the table, not as a policy maker, but as a counselor that offers views and suggestions on the ramifications of a leader's decisions. We have a seat at the table in Iraq, but someone has to do something with it.

svalley@baghdadforum.com


