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Pentagon Rethinks Photo Ban on Coffins Bearing War Dead

By AnN Scorr Tyson
and MaRk BERMAN
Washington Post Staff Writers

Every week, Air Force cargo jets
land and taxi down the runway at
Dover Air Force Base, Del., carry-
ing the remains of fallen U.S.
troops. After a chaplain says a sim-
ple prayer, an eight-man military
honor guard removes the metal
“transfer cases” from the planes
and carries them to a mortuary

van.
The flag-draped coffins are a tes-
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tament to the toll of the conflicts in
Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as to
the sacrifice borne by those who
serve in the military and their fam-
ilies. But this ceremony, known as
the “dignified transfer of remains”
and performed nearly 5,000 times
since the start of the wars, is hid-
den from the American public
view by the Pentagon.

President Obama said last week
that he is considering lifting the
ban on photographs and videos at
Dover, in place since the Persian
Gulf War in 1991, raising funda-

mental questions about the impact
of such images on the public mo-
rale in wartime.

For Obama, changing the policy
would carry some political risk as
he ramps up the war effort in Af-
ghanistan with tens of thousands
of fresh troops, increasing the like-
lihood of combat deaths that could
produce photographs of numerous
coffins arriving at one time at Do-
ver, the sole U.S. port of entry for
the remains. At the same time,
Obama has advocated transparen-
cy in government, and continuing

to hide the Dover ritual from pub-
lic view conflicts with that princi-
ple as well as with public opinion
on the issue, polls indicate.
“Showing these pictures would
remind people of the war,” said S.
Robert Lichter, director of the
Center for Media and Public Af-
fairs at George Mason University.
But he added that “what turns peo-
ple against a war is not knowledge
that Americans are dying but the
belief that they are not dying for
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something” worthwhile,

A majority of Americans favor
allowing the public to see pictures
of the military honor guard receiv-
ing the war dead at Dover, with
about 60 percent responding posi-
tively and a third answering nega-
tively in polls posing the question
in 1891 and 2004,

Some families of fallen troops
also support allowing the news
media to photograph and video-
tape the ceremony, or at least let-
ting the families decide whether to
permit it rather than continuing
the government ban,

“I would have loved to see them
fly my son back in and give him a
full salute,” said Janice Chance of
Owings Mills, Md., whose son,
Marine Capt. Jesse Meiton 11, waa
killed Sept. 9 in Afghanistan's Par-
wan province. She said she is in fa-
vor of media coverage of the re-
turn ceremony.

“As long as it is done in good
taste. and they are showing that
the people here in the United
States are welcoming them back
and saying job well done, that is
what I would like to see,” she&idﬁ

Ralph Begleiter, a former
correspondent and WTOP radio
reporter who teaches journalism
and politics at the University of
Delaware, has sued the govern-
ment to obtain the release of some
military photographs of honor cer-
emonies at Dover under the Free-
dom of Information Act,

“Dover is the only place in the
country where the entire nation
can observe the return of these
casualties,” Begleiter said. “The
most important and dramatic . ..
cost of war is the casualties, the
troops who make the ultimate sac-
rifice and come back to their coun-
try in a casket draped with an
American flag, and to leave that
image uncbserved seems to be dis-
ingenuous.”

Other ﬁm members ntmnﬁﬂy
disagreed, ever, saying they
felt media coverage would allow
their lost loved ones to be politi-

cally exploited.
al%hi» is very much Democrat-

ically driven to make it available to
the public so they can publicize the
negative side of the war and show
the American public there is a high
cost to be paid here,” said Cal Pe-
ters, whose stepson, Marine Capt.
Garret Lawton, died Aug. 4 in Af-
mmmk this is the ulti-
mate di Ad

Defense Secretary Robert M.
Gates expects a review of the issue
.| back within days, Pentagon press
secretary Geoff Morrell said Fri-
day. Gates is seeking “a way to bet-
ter balance an individual family’s
privacy concerns with the right of
the American people to honor
, these fallen heroes™ and “is dis-

posed, leaning, tilting towards try-
ihng to do more, i‘f &n;esaible” to al-

W coverage of ceremony,
Morrell said.

At Arlington National Cem-
etery, the next of kin of the de-
ceased service member decide
whether toallow coverage by news
reporters and photographers, who
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are kept far enough from the
mourners so they cannot hear
what is being said.

That policy “has worked well,
said John C. Metzler Jr., the cem-
etery's superintendent. “Obvious-
ly it is traumatic, but how the mili-
tary does it, with tg:&uecm:ln am}
respect, is a very positive thing.
think the public also looks at it as
positive.”

Pictures of casualties have long
played into the politics of a war —
most notably in Vietnam, dubbed
the “living-room war” for its exten.
sive television coverage, including
footage of coffins rolling off planes
at Hickam Air Force Base in Ha-
waii as if off a conveyor belt.

President George H.W. Bush’s
administration imposed the ban on
media coverage of the arrival of
fallen troops’ remains at Dover Air
Force Base during the Gulf War in
Pebruary 1991. It came about after
a controversy arose when Bush
held a news conference at the
same moment the first U.S. casu-
alties were returning to Dover the
day after the U.S. invasion of Pana-
ma in 1989, and three television
networks carried the events live on
split screen, with Bush appearing
at one point to joke while on the
opposite screen the solemn cer-
;:mny unfolded at the Delaware

se.

Indeed, starting in the 1990s,
politicians and generals used the
term “the Dover test” to describe
the public’s tolerance for troop

casualties,

Still, experts say that if images
can shape public sentiment about a
war, they rarely do so alone. In-
stead, their role in igluencinhg
opinion usually depends on t|
broader political narrative on
whether the war is worth the cost,
Lichter said.

“On Afghanistan, the public be-
lieves this is a war we must fight,”
Lichter said. “This is where we
fight the Taliban, this is where we
fight the terrorists,” he said. “So
for the images to have an impact
from istan, someone would
have to link those images to a nar-
rative of futility . . . that it's a quag-
mire.”

made notable exceptions, which
some observers view as politically
expedient. For example, under
President Bill Clinton in October
2000, the Pentagon distributed
photographs of coffins arriving at
Dover bearing the remains of mili-
tary personnel killed in the bomb-
ing of the USS Cole,

John Clodfelter lost his son,
Hull Maintenance Technician 3rd
Class Kenneth Clodfelter, in the
Cole attack and supports lifting
the ban. “When our son's remains
were returned up at Dover, there
were several caskets that came off
the plane, and you couldn't tell
which was Kenneth and which one
was not Kenneth,” he said. As for
whether news personnet should be
allowed to cover the transfer. he
said.y:lfdon't'l‘:an a ;:lm‘ql?lem with
it m , as long as areata
respectable distance.”

Clodfelter said he did not be-
lieve such coverage would spur A
antiwar sentiment among Amer-
icans, “If anything, 1 would hope
that they would go ahead and feel
syn‘im for the Q.lllllyiﬁe&'d he
sai people really need to
understand that, hey, lives are be-
ing lost for you, to be able to get
these people that are trying to kill
our loved ones. The American
military does so much for us, it's
unreal, and people really do not ap-
preciate it at all.”

Exceptions were also made un-
der President George W. Bush,
such as in September 2001 when
the Air Force published a photo of
the transfer at Dover of the re-
mains of a victim of the terrorist
attack on the Pentagon.
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oon after the war in Afghani-
stan started in October 2001, how-
ever. the Pentagon restated the
ban on coverage at Dover, and in
March 2003, the same mionth that
the U.S. military invaded Iraq, it
expanded the policy prohibiting
media coverage of the colfins of
fallen troops to other ports of ar-
rival as well.

Staff researcher Julie Tate
contributed to this report.




