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The use of combat troops to con-
struct roads, buildings, and other proj-
ects of social and economic importance
has had a long history in human affairs,
beginning in Biblical times. This fune-
tion of combat forces is today vital for
counterinsurgency operations. As a re-
sult the soldier of the future may wcll
be as sensitive to human needs as he is
proficient with a rifle.

MILITARY

CIVIC
ACTION

A lecture presented at the Naval War College

Major General Jonas M. Platt, U.S. Marine Corps

One of the prohlems in studying the
subject of counterinsurgeney is that the
scope and complexity of our actions arc
often outstripping the vocabulary we
have to describe them. 1 believe this is at
least partially true in the case of mili-
tary civic action.

Here is an abbreviated version of the
JCS definition of military civic action,
approved in 1962:

Military civic action is the use
of preponderantly indigenous
military forces on projects useful
to the local population—con-
tributing to economic and social
development, which would also
serve Lo improve the standing of
military forces with the popula-
tion. (U.S. forces may at times
advige or engage in military ac-
tions in overseas areag).

This is a good definition as far as it goes,
but it gives two questionable impres-
sions. ¥irst, the emphasis on indigenous

forces and the parenthetical, almost
afterthought, that U.S. forces “may”
engage in military civic action does not
reflect the realities of today in the
United States or Vietnam since U.S.
forces in hoth places engage in wide-
spread civic action. Sccond, the defini-
tion gives the impression that civie
action must be in terms of concrete
projects. Tt overlooks the possibility
that the attitudes of the forces per-
forming civic action may be even more
important than the projcets themselves.

Here is a definition used by General
Lansdale: “Civie action ean be a simple
act of politeness to civilians hy troops
manning a roadblock; it can be a job of
construction too large for the local
people themsclves to undertake.”

Dr. E.B. Gliek, in his book Peacefu!
Conflict, defines it even more hroadly as
“The non-military use of the miitary.”

My approach to civie aclion is to
consider it in bhroad terms, to recognize
that U.S, forces are heavily engaged in
it, and to rccognize that whencver
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traops are engaged iu it, their attitude
toward the people is fundamental (o
eivie action success. Thinking in these
terms then, let’s devclop the subject of
military civic action in this way:

First, I'll briefly iouch on some
pertinent history.

Seeond, 1l rapidly survey the scope
of civic aetion perlormed by armed
forees of nations other than our own.

Third, I'll examine U.S.-conducted
military civic action within the “I
Corps™ area of South Vietnam.

And fourth, Ull offer some suggested
lessons learned in the “1 Corps™ area in
1965-60 which 1 believe to be applieable
to civic aetion conducted anywhere.

My purpose then is twofold: First, Lo
give yon a broad appreciation for the
seope and variely of civic aclion.
Seceond, to offer you some rather con-
crete general conclusions which | hope
will be helpful in your study of eounter-
insurgeney.

The History of Civie Aeclion. Ilis-
torieally, military civic action is a very
old practice indeed. Biblical armies built
roads and puhlic buildings; Incan
soldiers built roads and irrigation sys-
tems in ancient Peru; Roman legions did
all this, and more. Our own U3, Army
perlormed many engineering, medical,
and agricultural activitics in opening up
the West., And that same Army helped
attack the soeial and economic prob-
lems of the 1930% by building and
running 1,455 “Civilian Conservation
Corps” camps containing 3 million un-
employed men. All these are historieal
examples of military civic action de-
fined as the nonmilitary use of military
resources. There are myriad other his-
torical examples involving military
forecs of many other nations. In most
of these instances, these nonmilitary
tasks were done by the military for the
simple reason that the military forces
were the only organizations capable of
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doing the jobs—and in many cases, this
is still true today.

What iz perhaps new aboul modern
civic aetion is the coneepi that armed
forces may be deliberately utilized in
nonmilitary ways to improve their
standing with the population as well as
to improve the social and economic
development of a nation. 1n this context
the encouragement of allied military
forees to conduet civic action had its
genesis in 1958 when President liisen-
hower’s Committee to Study our Mili-
tary Assistance Program suggested that,
as a matter of poliey, we cncourage the
nse of the armed forces of under-
developed countrics as a major “trans-
mission belt” of socioeeonomic reform
and developmenl.

In 1961 President Kennedy related
civic action to the various stages of
subversion, National Seccurity Action
Memorandum # |19 contained this sig-
nificant passage:

1. In countries fighting active
campaigns  against  subversion,
civic aclion ig an indispcnsable
means ol steengthening the eco-
nomic base and establishing a link
between the armed forces and the
popnlace.

2, In countrics threatened by
external aggression, forces should
participate in mililary civic action
projects which do not materially
impair performance of the pri-
mary military mission.

3. In eountrics where subver-
sion or cxternal attack is less
imminent, selected indigenous
military forces can contribule sub-
stantively o cconomic and social
development, and such a contribu-
tion can be a major function of
such forees.

In his message to Congress on the
Forcign Assistance Act of 1963, Presi-
dent Johnson said,
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This...new act will pro-
vide . . . general emphasis on civie
aetion programs. We shall give
new stress to civic action pro-
grams through which loeal troops
build schools and roads, and pro-
vide literacy training and health
services, Through these programs,
military personnel are able to play
a more constructive role in their
socicty, and to establish better
relations with the civilian popula-
tion.

Thus, in the early 1960’s we find
that military civic action was re-recog-
nized at the highest levels as a proper
and potentially promising cmployment
of armed forees overseas, with particular
emphasis being given lo it as a signifi-
cant means to eounterinsurgency move-
ments.

In the late 1960’s we find a further
re-recognition. We  find under both
Secretary McNamara and Secretary
Laird a strong commitment to use the
resources of the Department of Defense
to help attack the urgent domestic
prohlems of the Nation. This has been
called “domeslic action.” In fact, it is
domeslic eivic action.

Civic Action by Other Nations. Now
let’s hriefly consider the scope of mili-
tary civic action uudertaken by some
nations other than our own.

In Latin America, most eountriecs
have fairly well-established eivie uction
programs. The main thrust of thesc
programs is iu the fields of engineering
and eonstruction, health and sanitation,
and literacy and vocalional (raining.
Nearly half the total number of eoun-
tries whose civic action programs are
currently U.5. assisted are in Latin
America.

The most common kind of civie
action is military involvement in preven-
tive medicine, disease conlrol, and en-
vironmental sanitation. In some areas,
the firet doctor the people have ever

seen is a military doctor. In some arcas,
military medical facilities are made
available to eivilians. In others, military
transport is used for medical evacuation.
In Brazil, Peru, and Colombia, navy
river boats serve as floating dispensaries
serving the needs of people living along
large rivers. Brazil’s air medical unit
service has, since it founding in 1956,
taken well over 1 million X-rays and
given more than 4 million treatments in
the interior. In Bolivia, the army has
built rurual community water systems.

After medicine and public health,
education is the most practical civic
action aelivity. Great stress is laid on
literacy training. The Colombian Army
tries to give its soldicrs the equivalent of
a third-grade education. Peru requires
draftecs to learn to rcad and write. In
Honduras, military units build sebools.
Many armies stress voeational training.

Practically all [atin American na-
tions use their armed services to support
and expand civilian transportation and
communications. The air forees of Fcuna-
dor, Colomhia, Peru, and Brazil all fly
passcngers and cargo to remote and
therefore  commereially  unaltraetive
regions. The navies of five countries
perform a similar transportation fune-
tion. In numerous countries, army
engineer units build roads and Lridges.

The variety of civic action extends to
olhier areas, Some armed forees promote
the breeding and raising of horses,
mules, and cattle, Others have farrus to
train soldicrs for civilian farming. The
Niearagnan Guardia Naeional provides
its junior officers agricultural training so
they can he of some help to the
peasants in remote seetions,

These are but some examples, but
they serve to give you an appreciation
of the scope of civic action aetivities in
Latin America. Some of these activitics
[ have described are supported hy U.S.
dollars; some are not. In some of these
aelivities, [J.S. military personnel have
served as advisers or occasionally as
participants; in many others, we have
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not, In any case, it is easy to see Lhat
the use of military forccs for non-
niilitary accomplishmenl is rather wide-
spread in Latin America.

In the Near Iiast and Africa Lhe
United States har supported eivic aclion
programs in |5 countrics, with the
biggest recipients to date being Ifran,
Jordan, Guinea, and Senegal. Tn the Far
East, we have furnished funds to sup-
port civic action in Korea, [ndoncsia,
the Philippines, l.aos, 'Thailand, and
Vietnam.

lletore turning Lo a more detailed
look at U.S.-conducted ecivic aclion in
Vietnam, T do not wanl to leave you
with the impression that the only coun-
tries with military eivie action programs
are those who have been recipients of
our US. dollars or encouragement. Far
fram it. The armed forces of Spain,
Cuba, the United Kingdom, Communist
China, Yranee, Russia, Turkey, and
Algeria all participate in military eivic
aclion, and there are many others, Tsrael
has the mosl highly developed civie
action program in the world. She is also
second only Lo the United States as Lhe
higgest “cxporter” ol civic action help
abroad. And one might easily eonclude
that military civic action as pracliced in
Isracl hardly detracts from her soldiers’
ability to fighl.

U.S. Civie Aclion in Vietnam., Now
lel us turn our altention Lo mililary
civic aclion in South Vietnam, focusing
on thal conducted by LS. mililary
forces in the northermmosl corps area,
sinee | know that area best.

When did the Marines in the I
Corps” area gel slarted in eivie action
and why? We slarted very carly in Lhe
game in 1905 for reasons which were
both allruistic and pragmalie.

From an allruistic standpoint, il was
most hard Lo view the plight of the
Vietnamese people and not ofler the
traditional American  hand of help.
From a pragmalie standpoint, there
were about 100,000 Vietnamese within
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81 mm mortar range of the Danang
airfield. Whatever we could do Lo de-
velop a friendly cooperative altitude
toward Marines in that civilian popula-
tion would ohviously help us carry oul
our military mission.

There were other pragmatie reasons.
Our job was Lo help the Government of
Vietnam in nation-building, and when
we added lo Lhe social or e¢conomic
bettermenl of the people, we eon-
tributed to that end. With this in mind,
we tried Lo be careful Lo see that much
of the eredil for our eivie action went Lo
Viclnamese oflicials.

Now let us bricfly consider some of
the kinds of aclivitica which are in-
cluded in the civic aetion program of
the 3d Marine Amphibious ¥orce (i.e.,
3d MAIY). One of our most widespread
aclivities is the provision ol medical
treatment Lo Vietnamese civilians. In a
country where the ratio ol doctors to
civilians is L 1o 36,000, this meels a
aying need. Do you know whal the
ratio is in the United States? [t is | to
700. Our doclors and corpsmen are
hardly competing with Lthe Vietnamese
in working al Lhis aspect of civic aclion.
In the 4% years that the 3d Marine
Amphibious ["'otce has been in Vielnam,
we have provided well over 4 million
medical treatmenls. Additionally, onr
medical  people  have  Leained  aboul
9,000 Victnamese in medicine at the

junior corpsman level.

There’s a lol Lo be done to improve
public health in Vietmani., As one contri-
hution Lo public health, we have distri-
buted almost 350,000 pounds of soap
and taught ils value and use. We have
also used our helicoplers and vehieles Lo
evacuale 19,000 ill or injured civilians
Lo Vielnamese hospitals and to our own.

Our seeond area of einphasis is aimed
at getting the children back in school.
General Walt stressed Lhe importance of
Lthis {rom the outsel. Since the Marines’
artival we have supported the relurn of
over 117,000 students to Vielnamese
schools. We have done this by assisting
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the Vielnamese in the construclion ol
many schools and additional classrooms.
We have also provided educalional ma-
terials to the students we support.

When you are fighting in populated
arcas, one ol the major problems is the
provision of adequoate care for refugees.
Qur contribution to meeting this prob-
lem is the emergency proviston of food
and clothing. Since our arrival we have
provided almost 13 million meals and
have distributed over 400,000 pounds
of clothing.

Many other activitics are included in
the civie action program of 3d MAL, We
have provided the materials for the
construction of wells in the form of
concrele  pipe. Our  engineers have
helped the Vietnamese set up an carth-
hrick factory where many ol the brieks
used in the construetion of schools and
other buildings are manutactured by
relugees. We've built and repaired many
bridges. We've built dams and helped
the Vietnamese repair irrigation ditches,
All told, we have parlicipated in over
4,800 conslruclion projects of all types
since March 1905,

We have cven gotten into animal
husbandry by sponsoring pig farms. And
twice a year we join with the Vietna-
mese Army in proteeling the rice har-
vest in areas threatened hy the encny.

[.et us consider for a minute where
the material support for Marine civic
action comes from. Some of it comes
from military supplies. Mueh of 1
comes {rom USATIY in the form ol food
(such as bulgur wheat, rice, and cooking
oil), and construetion materials (such as
eement, reinforeing bars, and tin). But
this daes not fill all the need. I'or tha
reason, and to give the Commancding
General, 3d MAL, an organie capability
to provide additional help rapidly, we
have what is known as the Marine Corps
Reserve Civie Action Fund. Organized
in 1965, our Marine Reserves furnish
and campaign for lunds for the pro-
gram, sud CARE (Co-Operative [or
Ameriesn Remittimees to iverywhere)

provides Lhe organization and experlise.

Here are some of the things this
program has supported. Almost 320,000
self-help kits have been distributed.
Designed by CARL, these include
sewing kils, carpenter kits, and black-
smith kits all providing familiar means
of helping the Vietnamese help them-
selves, There i1s even a midwife kit
Some of the lunds have been used to
purchase emergency [ood for battleficld
refugees. Scewing machines and  the
machines used Lo make bricks were
purchased through this [und. Large
quantities ol school supplies have been
purchased and distributed, The fund
was uscd to purchase materials for the
construction and repair of more than
300 classrooms, Showers, blackboards,
bulletin hoards, pumnps, and secds are
olher items thatl have been finaneed.

Through this {fund the Commanding
Geoeral, 3d MAL, has the flexibility
needed lo finance civie action projects
on a very short-term hasis where and
when  needed. This is notl as easily
accomplished with appropriated dollars.
It also, 1 might add, gives the Marine
Corps Rescrves an opportunily Lo par-
licipate in the Yietnam effoct, To date,
we have eollecled and solicited over
751,000 for the fund, We are very
proud of this effort.

The Ingredients of Effective Civic
Action. So much lor the seope of the
Marine civic action program in I
Corps.” What have we learned from this
effort that would be applicable to civie
acltion when it is used to ecombat insur-
geney in other areas of the world?

et me offer you five characteristics
of effective eivic action:

First—Fifective civic aclion meels
the needs of the people and involves the
people. Civie action is not a giveaway
progrim. It should be based on a real
need, preferably one expressed by the
people themselves. Whenever possible
most of the work should he done by the
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people themselves with the military
forees providing materials, advice, and
assistance.

Take the case of a school. We can
casily go into a village that has no
school and erect one ourselves in short
order. But this becomes our school and
a likely target for an enemy torch. If, on
the other hand, the villagers thcmselves
bnild the school, it becomes their
school—not ours—and the enemy may
think pretty haed before they desteoy it.

Amerieans  are naturally action
oricnted. We are doers with all too little
palicnee with the ways of others. Ln
civie action this trait of ours often
causes us to do far more ourselves than
we should. The whole idea of eivic
action is to help the people help them-
sclves meet a real need that they desire.

Second—Effective civic aetion in-
volves local government officials, 1.0cal
leaders shonld be in on the planning and
the execution of any project, and they
should get mueh of the eredit. Remem-
ber that the hasie aim of eivic action is
to win the support of the people for the
government of their eonntry. When we
don’L work with the local officials, we
are detracling from that purpose. Uni-
lateral U.S. projeets may look good on
statistieal reports, but they rarely con-
stitute good civic action. There have
been a few schools in Vietnam without
stndenls because they were built with-
oul eoordination with local government
officials as to the provision of teachers.

Third—-FEffeetive civic action is co-
ordinated with other U.S. agencies and
with the Vietnamese. Today, in Viet-
nam, the entire U.S. governmental ef-
forl in supporl of pacification—which
includes civic aetion—is under one head,
IL was not always thus. Let me tell you
of onr expericnce in “L Corps™ in 1965,

Soon after his arrival in Vietnam,
General Walt perceived the need to
coordinate his civic action cfforls with
both other LS. agencies and the Vietna-
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mese Government. Through his efforts
there was formed the “I Corps Jeint
Coordinating Council.” This council
brought together, once a week, top
United States and Vietnamese officials
for the specific purpose of better co-
ordinating our efforts and exchanging
ideas on how to improve our support.
Membership on the U.S. side consisted
of General Wall’s Deputy and his Chief
of Staff, the top U.S. civilian officials
from the U.S. Agency for International
Development, from the U.S. Informa-
tion Service, and from our Embassy, as
well as senior U.S. Army and Navy
offiects. Originally, Vietnamese repre-
sentation was just a colonel two levels
down from the eorps eommander. Even-
tually, and after some persuasion, the
Chief of Staff of the Corps and the
senior civil servant in 1 Corps both
beeame members, as well as two deputy
ehiefs of staff. This balanced the mem-
bership on the Vietnamese side.

Farly in the game the council estab-
lished functional committees which
hrought together on a periodic basis all
the United Statcs and Vietnamcse
leaders in the ficlds of public health,
educalion, commodities distribution,
refugees, roads, and agriculture. The
need for sueh an approach is readily
apparent when it is realized that 15 1.5,
private relief agencies were represented
in U Corps alone. When one of these
ageneies sat with the commodities distri-
hution committee, they learned what
the others were doing. We eould avoid
having an excess of aid going to one
orphanage, for example, while another
15 kilometers away was ignored,

Going back to the couneil itself,
what made it eeally successful was the
top-level nature of its membership. Let
me give you an example of how we
operated. In 1966, several months be-
fore 1 left, Mare Gordon, the senior aid
official in | Corps, tabled a problem. He
said he had a shipload of vitally needed
fertilizer in Danang, but that he had no
means available ut that moment to get ig
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down to Quang “gai and Quang Tri
Provinces where it was urgently needed.
Admiral Weschler, who commanded
Naval Support Activity, Danang, spoke
up and said he could arrange to ship it
to Chu Lai. Colonel Nghi, Chief of Staff
of I Corps, said he would furnish ARVN
trucks and soldiers to get it from Chu
Lai to Quang Ngai and Quang Tri. |
spoke up and said that if Colonel Ngai
did not have enough trucks, the Marines
would be glad to help out. Thus, in
weekly face-to-face meetings, key offi-
cials could solve major problems as they
occurred, and we developed harmonious
working relationships that played a
major role in developing a team ap-
proach to the problem.

This then, was the approach we used
to coordinate civic action in I Corps. 1
feel strongly that a similar approach is
basic at any level and in any locale to
achieve success.

Fourth—Effective civic action has
command attention at all levels. This
may be obvious but it needs to be said.
Civic action is viewed as a relatively new
activity for military forces in the pres-
ent age. The commander may have to
“sell” it. He most certainly must
demonstrate by word and deed that he
really believes in it.

Finally—and most important of all—
Effective civic action is based on respect
for peaple as people. It is not enough to
provide widespread tangible help to the
people in the form of projects. Basic to
effective civic action is that we make it
obvious to the people by act and atti-
tude that we respect their basic worth
and dignity as persons—that we truly
believe that every man, regardless of
race or creed, has a God-given right to
be treated as 2 human being and have
some say in how he is governed. The
best civic action program in the world
can be negated by the contemptuous or
unthinking actions of an officer or a few
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Unfortunately, we have people who
are automatically contemptuous of
others because they are poor or dirty or
have different beliefs than we. This
contemptuous attitude manifests itself
in many ways and is all too obvious to
the local people.

Here’s what a friendly Okinawan said
in an interview: “After over 20 years,
do you still have to act like con-
querors?”’

Here is what a prominent Vietnamese
had to say: “Do not scorn the people.
Respect our customs.™

This communication of contempt for
others not only undermines civic action
in wars for people, it costs us American
lives. Morally or pragmatically, we have
got to get over the unthinking approach.

This means a number of things. It
means an intensive practical effort to
give our men a general understanding of
the way other people live and why their
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practices are different from ours. It
means a continuing effort in a specific
country like Vietnam to help our troops
understand the Vietnamese, their cus-
toms, and particularly their “taboos.” It
means that commanders at all levels
must truly believe in such a program
and let it show—that they practice what
they preach. The Marine Corps has an
active program to achieve these goals
called the Personal Response Program.

Created in Vietnam, it is now an integral
part of our training system.

In sum, insurgency and counterin-
surgency actions are basically wars for
people—particularly people in under-
developed countries. Whoever is to sue-
ceed in these wars must recognize that
there may well be times when the
fighting man’s attitude toward people
may be as important as his proficiency
with a rifle.

W

If historical experience teaches us anything about revolu-
tionary querrilla war, it is that military measures alone will

not suffice.

Brigadier General S.B. Griffith, USMC:
Introduction to Mao Tse-tung on Guerrilla Warfare, 1961
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