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CHAPTER VI 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

This study has traced the development of facilities   

and programming of one of the most important network and 

outlet systems belonging to the world-wide American Forces 

Radio and Television Service.  The system in the Republic of 

Vietnam grew from a very modest beginning in August, 1962,   

to become the largest--in terms of primary audience served--

and most powerful--AM, FM, and TV broadcast power--AFRT 

service, broadcasting its television signal for the first  

time in a combat zone.  The network was the first to adopt 

five-minute news summaries hourly, generally accorded the 

distinction of leading AFRT in the quality production of  

local command information announcements and programs, and a 

leader in responsive programming.  It was also assigned the 

unique mission of assisting the Government of Vietnam in    

the establishment of Vietnamese television facilities.   

First opening in August, 1962, with borrowed, jury- 

rigged equipment and manned by a full-time staff of five    

men and several volunteers; AFVN set out to meet the growth  

of American advisory personnel with fifty-watt "provincial 

radio station" kits, strategically placed throughout the 

Republic.  The inadequacy of this scheme was first noted, 



148 
 

 

officially, by Department of Defense personnel in D ecember, 

1964, and the U. S. Military Assistance Command, Vi etnam 

(MACV) initiated actions to immediately correct the   

situation.  Initial plans for a high-power, AM radi o system 

were sidetracked during 1965, when more ambitious p lans 

originated in Washington to bring television into t he   

country ahead of any improvement in the radio servi ce.  This 

action coincided with the generally unannounced bui ld-up of 

American forces and significantly influenced the su bsequent 

growth and development of the service. 

The information gathered tends to indicate that 

initially more high level significance was attached  to 

establishing television for Vietnam, rather than in  South 

Vietnam for the entertainment of American serviceme n.  The 

former was viewed as a vital vehicle for psychologi cal 

warfare, nation-building and education of the Vietn amese 

people.  The priority of television for Vietnam ove r 

improvement in AFRT facilities was only temporary, however, 

and the command information, news, and entertainmen t service 

of the U. S. military commander in Vietnam grew dra matically 

in late 1966, and throughout 1967.  The American Fo rces 

Vietnam Network was designated on July 1, 1967. 

AFVN's role of providing assistance in the building     

of Vietnamese television facilities was limited ent irely to 

engineering and technical functions coordinated thr ough the 

appropriate U. S. aid agency .  There is nothing in the 
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literature to suggest the American military network 's   

control or involvement in Vietnamese broadcasting e xcept   

from a purely technical base.  This study does not address   

the involvement of other U. S. agencies. 

Facilities of the network left nothing to spare.     

Even when the wartime environment is taken into con sidera- 

tion, the network comes out among the top of its si ster   

AFRTS stations and many of its brother commercial b roadcast-

ing stations in the United States . At its peak, fi ve high-

power AM stations, five FM stations, and eight tele vision 

stations, and an assortment of rebroadcasting units  effec-

tively "blanketed" the country.  Production facilit ies at   

the key station in Saigon have been described as "t he best   

in the world." 

The network's programming development from the first 

outlet may be characterized as responsive to audien ce needs 

and desires.  It would have been a relatively simpl e matter   

to rely on AFRTS-LA package materials for the major ity of 

programming--as had to be done on television--on ra dio.    

AFVN chose, instead, to produce over fifty per cent  of its 

radio air time locally under disc-jockey, combo-typ e opera-

tions, with emphasis on youthful appeal.  Relativel y com-

prehensive audience surveys assisted the network in  

determining audience programming tastes, and the re sults   

were instrumental in revising formats on a periodical basis. 

These changes are not necessarily reflected in radio program 
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schedules since the music selection and composition , rather 

than show or program titles, received the most disc ernible 

adjustments. 

From an overall production standpoint, the writer   

draws on his own personal impressions, interviews w ith   

former network staff members, and audio tapes suppl ied by   

the network, to suggest that AFVN AM and FM program ming   

would be more appealing than the average commercial , popular 

music station formats at home.  There is no reason why this 

should not be so when taking into consideration the  source   

of all AFRT programming materials, the lack of comm ercial 

constraints, and the highly professional compositio n of  

AFVN's staff. 

Although in this study it is impossible to sufficie nt- 

ly document, the researcher has gathered the impres sion that 

the majority of AFVN's production and news personne l were  

only once removed broadcasters and journalists, sel ected on 

the basis of their previous experience in radio, te levision, 

and news to fill billets in a large, rapidly develo ped mili-

tary radio and television network. 

AFVN, operating in a combat situation, displays it-   

self as an extremely resourceful organization.  Dut y at the 

network during the major building period could hard ly be 

characterized as "choice."  The construction hardsh ips    

alone make it a demanding military unit.  Add to th is enemy 

attacks at five of the eight outlets country-wide d uring a 
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seven-month period, a respectful appreciation devel oper for 

the service which has as its mission the programmin g of radio 

and television information, news, and entertainment  for all   

U. S. servicemen in Vietnam.  The same resourcefuln ess which 

enabled AFVN to return to broadcasting Christmas ca rols after 

being bombed by enemy terrorists in December, 1964,  was still 

with the network when a typhoon blew down all the a ntennae of 

the Da Nang outlet in October, 1971.  In both insta nces, and 

all others in between, AFVN returned to its normal operation 

in the shortest possible period of time. 

AFVN television, without discounting its morale   

factor, suffered in production quality (kinescope r ecordings 

for much of the programming materials), availabilit y and use 

of receivers and lack of facilities for live, state side 

coverage of events.  Inappropriate as the compariso n may be, 

AFVN-TV achieved no advantage and probably has less  appeal 

than the stateside commercial version.  The writer subscribes 

to the reported opinion of the officer assigned to co- 

ordinate the initial stages of establishing the tel evision 

service in Vietnam--and who was also the first Lieu tenant 

Colonel to serve as the network officer in charge-- that a TV 

network is incongruous in a war zone. 

In AFVN's 1971 survey it is recalled that almost fo rty 

per cent of the audience sampled never watched tele vision   

and that an additional twenty-five per cent watched  it once  

or twice a week.  The survey notes, as would be exp ected, 
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that combat troops watch television half as much as  non- 

combat troops.  The question of TV set ownership wa s not 

addressed in 1971; however, in the 1970 survey only  sixteen 

per cent of the respondents indicated ownership of a tele-

vision receiver in Vietnam. 1  As in the survey which fol- 

lowed, fifty per cent of the audience sampled in 19 70,   

hardly ever or never watched AFVN-TV.  One would ex pect the 

most recent period to be particularly favorable for  tele- 

vision viewing with the general winding down of con struction 

and combat activities and of the U. S. involvement in the 

Vietnam War. 

The results of the surveys may be diagnosed in term s   

of the characteristics of television viewing--the m edium 

commands much more audience attention and is comple tely pre-

occupying at times, compared to listening to radio.  2   An 

individual assigned to logistics or administration could 

easily listen to radio all day during the performan ce of his 

duties, whereas television viewing would certainly interfere 

with his work.  As experienced by the author, a sev en-day, 

seventy to ninety-hour work week prevailed in Vietn am, with 

four to five evenings and one afternoon available e ach week 
 

_______________ 

1Ownership of a TV set in Vietnam is not truly reflec- 
tive of receiver availability.  A  television set could be  
found in most military clubs and in lounge or day-r oom 
facilities of berthing quarters. 

2Joseph T. Klapper, The Effects of Mass Communicatio n 
(Glenco, Illinois: The Free Press of Glenco, Inc., 1960),   
PP. 104-105. 
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for personal or free time.  However, AFVN radio is not 

necessarily to be viewed as a competitor to AFVN-TV  as a 

source of entertainment for U. S. troops.  Almost n ightly, 

military special service activities and United Serv ices 

Organization (USO) shows vied with television to pr ovide a 

welcomed diversion and frequently unique entertainm ent 

experiences. 

Television, as an information and entertainment   

medium, is at its best and attracts its largest aud ience in 

the presentation of live coverage of special events .  But 

despite the tremendous effort of the 1968 election returns  

and the Apollo coverage, special events were ordina rily   

dated by five to seven days by the time they were b roadcast  

on AFVN-TV; and it would require an extremely devot ed sports 

fan to sit through a play-by-play showing of a cont est, the 

results of which were already known. 

An obvious solution would be to afford the network a 

satellite path for the presentation of live televis ion 

coverage, and the author understands such a move wa s being 

contemplated for AFVN in 1971; 3 but, unless this service was 

also extended for entertainment programs, justifica tion for 

television could hardly be measured in terms of ave rage  
 

_______________ 

3Letter from Lieutenant Colonel Francis K. Price,      
U. S. Army, Officer in Charge, American Forces Viet nam Net- 
work to Charles B. Moore, Texas Tech University, Fe bruary 3, 
1971. 
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viewing habits.  There is simply not that much appe al in 

television reruns. 

This is not meant to cast the blame on AFVN for pro b-

lems inherent in any perceived television service i n an  

active war zone, such as Vietnam.  The network took  every 

reasonable step to make its programming as attracti ve as 

possible, but it still had to rely on material, the  majority 

of which the "average GI" had undoubtedly viewed pr ior to 

being sent to Vietnam. 

As AFVN’s American audience grew in Vietnam, so did    

its unintended Vietnamese audience.  Although it is  impos-

sible to document, it seems reasonable to suppose t hat the 

local national radio audience was at least as great  as the   

U. S. military audience; listening to AFVN for its intel-

ligence value is one thing, but attempting to ban c ertain 

music for Americans because they were listened to b y Viet-

namese is another. 

With this in mind, there is every reason to suggest   

that AFVN was continuously aware of its large secon dary 

audience.  This consideration would, quite naturall y, enter 

into any judgment affecting news pertaining to Viet nam, even 

if it were intended for American consumption only.  The 

situation is regrettable, but unavoidable.  It is m ore easily 

appreciated when the reader understands that the Go vernment  

of Vietnam imposed varying degrees of wartime censo rship 

throughout AFVN's history and operated broadcasting  
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facilities belonging to the Republic under state co ntrol.    

On the other hand, the United States, without a dec laration   

of war by the Congress, barred its military command  from 

exercising censorship characteristic of World War I I and   

even the Korean War. 

The news staff of AFVN began what may be termed a 

tradition of gathering and reporting news (albeit o n a minor 

scale) when wire services and timely commercial new s reports 

on the Vietnam situation were inadequate or not ava ilable    

to the network and the audience.  This apparently c ontinued 

after adequate news services were available to the network  

and other sources (other than AFVN) of news were av ailable   

to the audience.  Newsmen of the network interviewe d visit- 

ing dignitaries, attended press briefings, and prod uced    

news programs for AFRT use world-wide. 

Directives pertaining to the operation of AFRT faci l-

ities discourage news reporting except that which p ertains   

to internal activities of the military.  AFRT outle ts are 

interpreted as special interest facilities serving American 

enclaves abroad.  News attention is focused and dev oted to  

the world back home, with minor attention given to local 

events except as the events pertain to the American  enclave 

inclusively.  In Vietnam the situation is altogethe r differ-

ent in view of existing conditions and the detailed  press 

coverage of the military's activities.  The local e vents 

naturally became the prime focus of news over AFVN.  
 



156 
 

 

The controversy over news censorship was related to   

many things: dissatisfaction with the Vietnam War, mutual 

distrust evidenced in military-press relations, and  internal 

problems at AFVN itself.  It is also linked to simi lar prob-

lems with other media of the U. S. military's inter nal 

information program.  It is significant that the cr iticism    

of AFVN's news policies was virtually limited to th e cover- 

age of war news and news of the Vietnam situation. 

The criticism of AFVN regarding the handling of war   

news seemed to rest in the perceived conflict of mi ssions 

between AFVN and the U. S. Military Assistance Comm and, Viet- 

nam, Office of Information.  Although the potential  for with- 

holding unfavorable information regarding the milit ary 

certainly existed, and a more autonomous relationsh ip between 

AFVN and the "public" components of the information  office 

might be desirous--given a situation other than the  Vietnam 

conflict it may not be necessary--, the charges of censor- 

ship at the unique, military radio and television s ervice in 

Vietnam were dismissed.  This is not meant to imply  that the 

issue was resolved or resolved itself entirely.  Th ere will 

always be those who disagree with editorial judgmen t exer- 

cised by the military or in any other government co ntrolled 

broadcasting facility.  In defense of the system, i t should  

be noted that the criticism originated from within the mili-  

tary, even in "official" reflections long before th e public 

events, charging censorship, occurred. 
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It is in these last two points that the author find s 

particular confidence in a system, even in the mili tary,   

that guarantees a free, unrestricted flow of news t o its 

servicemen wherever they may be stationed. 

However, it was not singularly the "system" which w as  

at fault in Vietnam; it was also the people for who m AFVN was 

many things: For some it was the local commander's outlet    

to build and maintain the morale of his troops thro ugh 

information, news, and entertainment programming.  For   

others it was interpreted as the official voice of the U. S. 

military in Vietnam.  It was undoubtedly a source o f intel-

ligence for the enemy.  It was a house organ of a g iant mili-

tary corporation functioning to provide a good corp orate  

image to its employees and the world.  Still others  viewed 

AFVN as a broadcasting station much like the ones b ack home, 

with the same range of discretions afforded to the broad- 

casters in the United States.  The fact remains tha t editorial 

judgment had to be exercised at AFVN; the local mil itary 

commander bore that responsibility; and sensitiviti es of the 

host government, information that would aid or abet  the  

enemy, and even the safety and well-being of Americ an troops 

were all deemed to be legitimate considerations aff ecting that 

judgment. 

In the Republic of Vietnam, the American Forces Vie tnam 

Network continued to broadcast command information,  news, and 

entertainment as a military radio and television ne twork.   
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AFVN may never have been designed to be anything more, and  

the U. S. Department of Defense certainly intended from the 

beginning that it never be anything less.   
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