	Losing the war on news 

By Jake Lynch and Annabel McGoldrick


Distorted views: Many Britons still fail to understand fully the reality of the Middle East conflict
Anton La Guardia, diplomatic editor of the Daily Telegraph and an old hand in the Middle East, recently summed up the reporter’s dilemma in covering violent incidents in one of the most intractable and historically complex of all the world’s conflicts.

“How much history and how much background do you include?” La Guardia mused. “You end up trying to explain too much and failing to report what happened that day; the alternative is to leave it flat and without any context.

My reaction was to save all the bits that were cut out of my stories and bring them out in a book.”

La Guardia published War Without End a year ago, and anyone who reads it will certainly emerge better informed. And they might be surprised, in some cases, since it corrects some important misunderstandings.

Another book, Bad News from Israel, by Greg Philo of the Glasgow University Media Group, due out next month and based on surveys and focus groups, asks the British what they know about the conflict after so much news coverage in recent years.

Most Britons believe the Occupied Territories are being occupied by the Palestinians, not the Israelis — “they just thought ‘occupied’ meant someone was there, a bit like a bathroom is occupied”, Philo says.

His remarks appear in our new documentary film, News from the Holy Land — Options and Consequences, an illustrated call for change in the way the IsraelPalestine conflict is reported.

We show how conventional coverage builds up into a pattern of omission and distortion, to the point where it exerts a malign influence, both on public understanding and, indirectly, on political process.

Take, for example, the suicide bombing in Jerusalem in August 2003, which killed 20 Israelis. This has been identified as a significant turning point in Washington politics — the moment advocates of a more openly pro-Israeli stance, led by National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice, gained the upper hand.

The attack was widely reported in the US and British media as a unilateral Palestinian infraction, “bringing to an end a period of calm” in which progress on the road map to peace began to seem possible. But this was not strictly accurate.

Yes, Hamas and Islamic Jihad were on ceasefire from early June to help create an opportunity for political progress — and the August bombing confirmed the truce was at an end.

But throughout the ceasefire period, Palestinians endured a daily trickle of casualties, with 21 killed, according to figures supplied by the Red Crescent. These incidents remained below the radar of many newsdesks and reporters — hence, when the big bang came, it felt like a bolt from the blue.

Israel then reversed an earlier tactical withdrawal and sent its military back into Palestinian towns in the West Bank.

But to present this as retaliation for specific incidents alone is misleading.

It is more realistic to see it as intensification — part of the ebb and flow of a system of relations institutionalised in Israel’s military occupation of Palestinian territory, with its network of army checkpoints, restrictions on people’s movements, arbitrary searches and incursions.

The occupation and the conditions it imposes on everyday life are indispensable, in other words, to understanding the context in which the bombing occurred — not just as history, as La Guardia suggested, but also as an ongoing reality. And yet, of 115 articles in UK print media between 10 and 21 August, 2003 that included the word “Jerusalem”, just 12 mentioned “occupation” or “occupied” as well.

NEWSPAPERS ARE free to report in whatever way they see fit. With broadcasting, the situation is different.

The BBC and its commercial rivals, Sky and ITN, inhabit a regulated universe with specific obligations to the viewing public.

And poll findings show most Britons rely on television for news about the outside world.

News from the Holy Land opens with an illustration of two different ways to cover this incident, suitable for a news programme serving a general audience. The first reproduces the familiar pattern — bellicose rhetoric from Israeli Government and Hamas spokesmen; a reporter commenting that the attack destroyed chances for peace.

The second gives due prominence and respect to Israeli victims — among them many children — but then includes a comment from the director of a Palestinian hospital about the injuries they treat daily and a sequence at a checkpoint with a group of Israeli women activists from Checkpoint Watch.

They carry out daily monitoring visits all over the occupied West Bank. Their reasoning? A lack of oversight means shootings can take place with impunity — a certain way to keep on cranking up the cycle of violence. They describe the shooting of a 14-yearold boy by a young conscript soldier, whose nervousness made him trigger-happy.

The point is not that Israelis are the villains, rather than the Palestinians. Indeed, pictures in our film show Israeli soldiers behaving with restraint and consideration towards people queueing to get into the city of Nablus.

The point is to highlight structural violence as a factor driving and escalating the conflict.

We then feature possible followups the programme could commission — each made as a standalone news report — to build on the story of the bombing and plug the gaps in public understanding.

Tim Llewellyn, a commentator on Middle East affairs and former BBC correspondent, puts the public interest case for change.

“The people of this country are not being properly informed and if you’re not properly informed you can’t have a proper debate,” he says of this most internationalised of conflicts and the role Britain could, or should, be playing.

Is it altogether surprising, in the context of this impoverished public understanding, that Prime Minister Tony Blair appeared a bystander as President Bush gave unilateral concessions to Israel? Many of the more enlightened news professionals accept that their reporting of this story is not as they would like. We point out in the film that Jerusalem bureaux are staffed by “some of the most astute and conscientious journalists in the business”.

Despite their best efforts, the exigencies, political pressures and reporting conventions that shape the way this conflict is covered have projected a distorted and partial picture to news audiences.

News from the Holy Land addresses this as a matter of public concern by showing how it could all look very different.  

Jake Lynch and Annabel McGoldrick are directors of journalism think-tank Reporting the World. Copies of the documentary are available from: editor@reportingtheworld.org.uk
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