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                                                                                                        Jason Van Steenwyk


Ladies and Gentlemen of the ROTC Task Force,

I am an infantry Captain in the Florida National Guard who served in Operation Iraqi Freedom. I was asked to speak from my personal experiences to inform the discussion of ROTC at Columbia University.

In the urban counterinsurgency environment faced by our soldiers in Iraq, leadership is devolved to a very low level. Critical decisions are being made by junior Captains and Second Lieutenants. Speaking from my own experience, most decisions I had to make day-to-day were not illuminated so much by military training. The infantry is not that complicated, and most tactical decisions could be arrived at by common sense. I also did not need to draw on any technical scientific or mathematical training, though others did.

What I drew upon most frequently were concepts I had gleaned from a sound foundation in the liberal arts. The decisions I made day-to-day bore directly on questions such as these:

1. What is the role of the press in a democratic society? How open to the press do I need to be in combat? Soldiers in another company confiscated a reporter's camera once. Well, what are the ramifications of that?

2. What is the role of a citizen soldier in a democratic society? What is the role of the Army? It's one thing to grasp it in the United States. But when you are called upon to train Iraqi security personnel who have no experience of living in a society that respects individual rights, you have to be able to articulate it.

3. How do I strike an ethical balance between keeping my soldiers alive and preserving the safety of innocent Iraqis? Well, what ideas illuminate the argument? Is the argument limited to the laws of war and the rules of engagement? As if they actually covered everything. Junior officers need to make decisions on how to apply them, and do so on the spot. And then they need to explain these values to their non-commissioned officers (Sergeants) and Specialists (an enlisted rank) who think they know everything.

4. What is the role of the sheikh in a tribal society? Units with officers who do not understand the cultural dynamics of the Arab world will quickly alienate the sheikhs, and quickly fail.

5. Language skills and cultural sensitivity is a combat multiplier. A leavening of Ivy League educated officers who have grown up in cosmopolitan, multicultural areas, and who have had the opportunity to travel abroad and develop cultural skills are in huge demand in the field. Their skills are needed not just to build ties with middle easterners, but also in building long-lasting relationships with our European coalition partners.

What can ROTC offer back to the University?

Well, ROTC scholarship money for starters. More importantly, ROTC will bring a steady stream of individuals who are prior-service combat veterans. They will bring a first-hand experience of war which will help illuminate discussion in the classroom. They will bring a point of view, based on practical experience, which is sorely underrepresented on college campuses today. They will be able to engage professors and students alike in conversation.

They will also bring leadership aptitude and potential to the university campus beyond that of the typical college freshman. They will have seen good leadership and poor leadership in action in the field.

I am a graduate of Texas A and M University. While my university produces great officers, few of them have much experience traveling abroad. We need a leavening from a different demographic.

To exclude ROTC from Columbia University, or from any Ivy League university - to deny those who have benefited from such a quality education, if indeed you offer a quality education - is to do a disservice to the country. Our military is diminished for the lack of your participation and support. And our troops in the field are the ones who have to pay the price. And the price of having an officer corps with a shaky liberal arts education is one that is paid, literally, in blood.

To exclude ROTC is also to do a disservice to your students. For the lack of a leavening of combat veterans, and dedicated public servants, your school of Journalism is exposed to only a sliver of the spectrum of ideas surrounding the ethical and political issues of war. Your students, then, graduate ill-equipped to properly evaluate some of the most pressing issues of our time. By excluding the ROTC demographic from your student body, you have created a distortion - a vacuum - in the marketplace of ideas.

The result is an Ivy League class that is hopelessly out of touch with the population that currently leads our military, and a school of journalism that produces graduates who lack the background to accurately assess the most important issues of today.

All the best,

Jason Van Steenwyk

Fort Lauderdale, Florida

