Article in City Press, 30 March 2003.
In war, trust your own scepticism 
By 
Guy Gough Berger
Getting into bed with a government is not a good idea for media if journalists want to keep their credibility with the public. 
But nor does it always turn out to be a good thing for governments  - as US defense secretary Donald Rumsfeld may be learning.
Rumsfeld is credited with the idea of what is now called "embedding" journalists with his coalition forces. It means that after some military training in survival techniques, journalists are accredited to be alongside the soldiers right at the frontline action. 
Many people say that it was this kind of close-range reporting, especially on television, that convinced the US public that Washington's horrible war in Vietnam was not worth it. 
It is a fair bet that this is not the kind of public reaction that Rumsfeld foresaw when he authorised the "embedded" access by the media.   The last thing he would want is a US public going against the war. So his calculations were clearly different:
* He may well have expected an easy win and a huge welcome from Iraqis, and therefore predicted positive media coverage if press had direct access.
* He probably expected that reporters based with the troops would naturally identify with them and tend to see things from the official US point of view.
The same thinking was stated recently by Harlan Ullman, the man who coined the doctrine of "shock and awe". This is the title that the Pentagon has given to its blitzkrieg. 
Ullman was asked by South African journalist Arlene Getz if reporters sending immediate stories from the frontline would damage US military strategy. His reply was: "No, because the press are loyal. And it's terrific because for a long time the split between the press and the military was artificial and dangerous."
But the best-laid plans - especially in war - often go awry.  So far, there have not been photo-opportunites of Iraqis offering flowers to the "liberators". And, so far, not many of the "embedded" journalists have been co-opted as "loyal". 
There are indeed some reporters who have taken sides in favour of the USA. But you can find them both "embedded" with the troops - and very far from the action.  Many are US citizens. Their dangerous idea of patriotism is "my country, right or wrong" and they put this higher than professionalism. 
Some of the "embedded" reporters are using terms like "We are now advancing", instead of "They (the US forces) are now advancing". Some are caught up with the emotions of coming under attack  and seeing compatriots die under "enemy-fire".  
Equally there are those reporters who are based in New York and Seattle who take the same partisan stand  This has even led CNN to criticise the jingoism of its fellow TV stations for bulletins that end with emotional symbolism and expressions of support to the "boys in Iraq". 
The point is that some journalists have become "emotionally embedded" even though they are located on the other side of the world.  And, conversely, it is not automatic that being physically "embedded" has led to all those involved being "emotionally" embedded. Many have kept their professionalism. 
The result is that the pictures and reports getting back to the USA are not necessarily playing out as Rumsfeld might like. Viewers are getting partisan reports, but even in these the images can sometimes speak louder than the words. 
And US media audiences are also getting much information from other sources as well - including newspapers and Internet. This diversity may lead to questions about what their government is doing invading a distant country in the face of huge international opposition.
Some local US media seems to think it will score points with the public by punting a gung-ho line. But the challenge for a company like CNN - with its main market lying outside the USA - is not to offend customers who oppose the war.  It's a case of CNN's global business interests versus narrow national interests - with independent journalism trying to hold a line in between.
Al Jazeera satellite television station has a similar challenge. The Qatar-based Arabic broadcaster could become an internationally reliable and authoritative source of news, but only if it keeps an independent position on the war. For both it and CNN, their international ambitions keep a limit on how much they can afford to take sides. 
A war like this one will always polarise people. And in this context, what journalists report will never be neutral and or of no propaganda value to one side or the other. 
When eTV, for example, decides to remind its viewers that no weapons of mass destruction have yet been found, this is a fact the pro-US side would prefer not to hear. 
The same station also announces each night that there is no independent proof for its reports.  This alerts the viewers to the fact that there are partisan forces with many agendas shaping the news.
This implies that the only thing you can trust is yourself to be sceptical. The eTV alert warns you not to fall into believing the information that you want to believe. 
That is the harsh lesson that Donald Rumsfeld may now be learning. Because reality may be very different to how the media may end up reporting it. 
Prof Berger is head of the department of Journalism and Media Studies, Rhodes University. 
Local reporting still gets the story. Mondis show what's happening in SA as Iraq war damages media credibility. Saturday Star, 12 April

Global journalism losing its credibility was the context of the Mondi Paper Newspaper Journalism Awards ceremony held in Johannesburg this week. 

The Mondi event honoured quality journalism done by 10 South African journalists over the past year, and the significance of the occasion was underlined by a bigger, more recent context.  

Centre stage on Wednesday night were the winning journalists, but the background set of the occasion was debate about biased coverage of the “War in Iraq” – or, as some would phrase it, “War on Iraq”.

The shadow over the Mondi ceremony was whether media credibility is becoming another casualty of the war. At least in this country, few people can be left believing that what they read, watch or hear about the war is the full truth.  

If you’re a person wanting to avoid the easy trap of believing only what you want to believe, you’ll be trying to check your prejudices against reality.  To find out what’s really going on - and why, you are probably seeking out news from a range of sources. The theory is that the truth might lie somewhere between SkyNews and Al-Jizeera TV transmissions. 

The trouble with this approach is that it treats all journalism as equally suspect. Yet some journalism is clearly better than the rest. And, some media can also do a better job at explaining complex stories – like the war, or like a changing South Africa. 

Newpapers cannot deliver nightly firework displays nor “fast food” claims from the battlefield. But print does lend itself to providing information that is well researched, carefully checked, clearly illustrated and accessibly packaged.  

In short, quality newspaper reporting is what helps you make serious sense of the world. 

What this year’s Mondi awards show is that South Africa indeed has cases of this kind of newspaper journalism. The country has media output that is excellent enough to win recognition in a journalism competition which operates on very high standards and tough scrutiny by a demanding panel of respected judges. 

The winning news story in the contest was born of hours of research combined with audacious interviews. It told us about the secret shenanigans between Cape premier Gerald Morkel and German “businessman” Jurgen Harksen. Runners up included on-the-spot reporting about the terrifyingly professional perlemoen poachers in the Betty's Bay nature reserve.

Top feature article in the contest was The Star’s story about Courtney Ellerbeck, the unborn baby injured when her mother was shot in a Gauteng hijacking.  Now, having kept contact with the family, journalist Gill Gifford produced an update three years on. Taking the investigative journalism award was a different paper’s exposes that led to the falls of high-flier Trevor Abrahams of the Civil Aviation Authority and holiday-home enthusiast Transnet CEO Zandile Jakavula. 

Readability in journalism was recognised in creative and opinionated journalism, and clear communication in exciting lay-outs as well as graphics. Afrikaans-language newspapers excelled in these categories. The top photojournalist entry was from The Star’s Siphiwe Sibeko, being a picture insight into life at a school for blind and partially-blind children. 

The Mondi contest also included a category for “South African story of the year”, with the winning story entered by Gielie de Kock of Rapport who travelled to Upington to follow up the “Baby Tshepang” rape story. He found and told the moving story of Jan Pyp, a man unfairly arrested for the crime, and whose name, job prospects and life would never be the same again. 
Taken together, the winning journalism gives real insight into what happens in South Africa. So, although journalism about Iraq may be suffering a crisis of credibility, the Mondi achievements this year show South African newspaper journalism is not as bleak. 

There do remain many weaknesses in our media, and the entries in this competition do not reflect the bulk of bad and boring stories that so often grace – or rather, disgrace - the pages of our papers. But what Wednesday’s ceremony showed was encouraging evidence of what can be done, and - more importantly - what is being done. 

There are real examples of excellence to serve as an inspiration to the profession. Now … we just need more of the same about the Iraq story. 

Prof Berger is head of the department of Journalism and Media Studies at Rhodes University, and convening judge of the Mondi competition.

------------------

 Article in Sowetan Sunday World, 13 April, 2003.
South African journalism is sometimes boring, biased and chock-a-block with mistakes. 

But there are also many fair and compelling stories that let the public know what’s up with the world. 

This week saw the best of South Africa’s press people recognised at the Mondi Paper Newspaper Awards ceremony in Johannesburg.  In a tough contest, eight journalists won prizes for top quality work over the past year. 

The group was chosen by a judging panel that included academic Prof Jakes Gerwel, photojournalist Peter Magubane and television news chief Joe Thloloe. 

The winners were honoured for work that excelled in telling South Africans about our country. 

The Mondi celebration of quality journalism contrasted strongly with international television reportage of the crisis in Iraq. 

As South African journalists cheered their colleagues, SkyNews and CNN were delivering images of their TV reporters in military headgear riding into Baghdad in US army vehicles. The reporters’ patter sounded like a blow-by-blow sports commentary, although this was far from being a game and although these commentators were far from neutral observers. 

“This is the moment we have been waiting for,” crowed one reporter as US troops took control of Baghdad. “Freedom has come to the city,” he declared, forgetting those images which showed the freedom for some to start a looting spree. 

Extending the microphone to US soldiers, a SkyNews reporter told them they were live on US and British TV and invited them to send a message to “the folks back home”. 

It was like the old apartheid radio programme “Forces Favourites”, where the “boys on the border” would exchange greetings with family from their distant postings with the SA army occupying what was then “South West Africa”. 

This “real-time” coverage by the international networks also came across as a kind of “reality TV”.  In fact, like “Big Brother”, the people in the pictures knew all too well that they were on display. Baghdad residents put on dances for the cameras, while US forces set up media symbols by toppling a giant statue of Saddam Hussein. 

Back at base in the UK and US, retired military generals were “embedded” in the studios, “interpreting” the meaning of these events in Baghdad. 

A different interpretation is that all this kind of coverage gives the viewers a seriously one-sided view of the war. The result is that many people begin to wonder about the credibility of journalism as a whole. 

South African media has done a far better job on covering the war. We have avoided  simplistic demonising of Saddam and glorifying the invading forces, and our media has refused to sanitise or legitimise either side. 

But some of our reporters have fallen into the trap of promoting a pro-war perspective. This is in the uncritical parroting of the words “reconstructing Iraq after the war”, whether reporting views from the USA, the United Nations or the South African government. 

It is as if this fine-sounding phrase is going to make it possible to make good the horror.  

The words imply that an international “reconstruction” effort will wipe out the injuries to international norms and institutions, and that rebuilding bombed-out marketplaces can cancel out trauma and bereavement. 

This abstract word “reconstruction” distracts from the reality that nothing can bring back the thousands of people, including at least 12 journalists, killed in this unnecessary conflict. 

Public understanding would be better served if journalists spoke of “corporate business opportunities” after the war, instead of post-war “reconstruction”. 

If there is real reconstruction to be done, it should probably start with journalism. This  will take honest criticism and reflection within the international community of journalists. It will also need a lot of work to restore trust between the media as a whole and the public at large. 

The achievements celebrated in this week’s Mondi journalism awards show that in a small, but significant, way, there is some hope. 

The awards reveal that South Africa, at least, has a cadre of quality journalists who can stick to the highest standards and offer genuine service to society. 

Our winning reporters can teach a thing or two to some of the “stars” on British and US television. 

--

Prof Berger head of journalism at Rhodes University and convenor of the Mondi Awards. 
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