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Following my recent trip to the US for the fourth military journalist experience 
workshop, I was convinced beyond doubt that the relationship between journalists 
and the military is one which is crucial but still needs nurturing. For the US military, 
bridging the gap between the two professions, which are sometimes hostile towards 
each other and confused about their respective roles has become increasingly 
important. This is especially crucial in an era where the US is currently fighting two 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. The military there needs public opinion on their side to 
avoid the mistakes made during the Vietnam and second Gulf wars. The Third World 
can also emulate this programme, which is aimed at increasing understanding and 
awareness of what journalists and the military do. Journalists who have attended this 
week long workshop are mid career reporters, editors, producers, and bloggers 
covering the military, or journalists who have an interest in covering military issues. 
Journalists with no active military duty experience are expected to benefit most. 
Participation in this programme is expected to increase awareness of the military to 



avoid confusion and misinformation about its role and activities as the official 
custodian of state security.  

I was honoured to be invited to take part in the 2011 Military Journalist Experience in 
Kansas and Missouri, USA. I was the only journalist from outside the US participate 
in this crucial programme since its inception in 2007.  

Kansas University Journalism School, Lawrence, Missouri in conjunction with the US 
Military and the McCormick Foundation (sponsors) in 2007 launched the first 
programme called ‘Bridging the Gap, Military Journalist Experience’. The initial and 
subsequent programmes were endorsed by Lt General William Caldwell now in 
charge of the NATO Training Mission in Afghanistan, General Patreaus, the current 
CIA director and Major General Gerry Patton based at the Pentagon and in charge of 
the controversial ‘don’t ask don’t tell policy’. All the three Generals were once based 
at Ft Leavenworth, Kansas, where the programme was first launched. Fort 
Leavenworth is a fairly large military installation which is home to the Combined 
Army Centre (CAC) and the Command and General Staff College (CGSC). Fort 
Leavenworth is a very important US military centre where anyone who is somebody 
in the US military aristocracy has to pass through. General Collin Powell also served 
as deputy commander of infantry divisions in Ft Leavenworth, Kansas in the 1980s 
before returning to Washington to become senior military assistant to Secretary of 
Defense Casper Weinberger during the Reagan Administration. Former President 
Eisenhower also trained at the centre in 1926 and was subsequently honoured by 
the institution. The military Journalist experience also included a tour of Ft Leonard 
Wood, another huge military installation in Missouri and the second biggest training 
centre for soldiers in the US behind Fort Jackson in South Carolina. The tour of the 
two institutions helped the journalists in not only understanding the monstrosity of the 
US military but its relative transparency and readiness to improve relations with the 
media.  

During this workshop, the journalists accessed the military recruitment information, 
the military justice system, army equipment manufacturing units and observed the 
training of recruits. Top military commanders, including Lt General Caldwell and 
Major General Gerry Patton were made available to the journalists through VTC from 
Afghanistan and Pentagon for interviews regarding issues affecting the military as 
well as discussing the procedures of obtaining and disseminating information from 
the Military. Lt General Caldwell in an interview with the touring journalists stated that 
the US military had nothing to hide and was committed to openness and 
transparency regarding its operations at home and abroad. Gen Caldwell reiterated 
the need for Journalists to abide by their professional ethos, which include Accuracy, 
Balance and Context (ABC) when reporting on military issues. He said ‘’deviation 
from the ABC of journalism was a recipe for disaster’’. Major Gen Patton informed 
journalists about Pentagon brief on the ‘don’t ask don’t tell’ controversial policy, 
which officially came into effect on 20th September 2011. Like Gen Caldwell, Gen 
Patton believes that a good and meaningful relationship between the military and the 



media can only be premised on clarity of roles between the two sides and eagerness 
to cooperate with each other in a respectful manner.    

At the end of the workshop, both journalists and the military were happy that gained 
a greater understanding of the importance and uniqueness of the military and its 
commitment to improving military information access to journalists, which was in the 
public interest. It was also acknowledged that a positive and sustainable relationship 
between Journalists and the military could only be achieved through an honest and 
continuous engagement of each other notwithstanding possible areas of divergence 
of opinions.  

It is true that although media/military tension may be endemic in the United States, 
the two institutions need to work together. The nature of democracy itself requires a 
free press to expose the actions of political and military leaders to public scrutiny. 
The press has a responsibility to question the policy/strategy match in military 
operations. The process of media military cooperation is beneficial for the military, for 
it allows the two institutions to work in a symbiotic relationship to build support for 
policy and to tell the military's story according to Douglas Porch (2001). In most of 
the third world, the military is largely partisan, lacks transparency and 
professionalism, seeks power through the back door and is selectively loyal to 
civilian leadership, all of which is undemocratic and uncharacteristic of a modern 
military. Military leaders in the Third World see journalists as enemies not partners, 
hence it is important to emulate the Americans notwithstanding their flaws in creating 
a meaningful relationship between the military and the media. Critics of the army in 
Africa in particular, blame the military class for the majority of the problems facing 
the state in the continent today. Often there is a thin line between the military and the 
executive, resulting in the suppression of democracy and persecution of the media. 
The marginalisation of the media by the military class in Africa makes the coverage 
of the military obscure and largely insignificant.  

The military journalist experience in USA has largely helped journalists improve their 
understanding of the military and gain an appreciation of the role of the army. The 
American military is arguably the world’s greatest and its commitment to democratic 
values is ‘impeachable’. The US military continues to fulfil its constitutional role in a 
more organised and friendly way resulting in their being more revered more than 
military anywhere in the globe. The senior military aristocracy who spoke to the 
journalists during this year’s workshop at both Ft Leavenworth and Ft Leonard Wood 
were upbeat about the media tour and its likely impact on future media /military 
relations in the USA. 

In most developing countries for instance, it is clear that a significant number of 
journalists do not have a good grasp of the operations of the military due to either 
fear of the military or its lack of transparency. Lessons can be learnt from the 
American military journalist experience on how to engage the military. The US media 
tour revealed that the scrutiny of the military operations in any environment, including 



war situations needs a media that is alert, fairly informed and accurate in its 
reporting. 
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