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When Steve Montiel first asked me – many months ago – to take a look at the reporting that’s been done by newspapers on post-9/11 security issues, with a special eye toward their affect on civil liberties, I wasn’t sure I wanted to do it.

My uncertainty didn’t derive just from the wariness any of us who know Steve develop whenever he begins a sentence with “well, what if we …” Those words always mean more work for somebody and they can lead to just about anything – including this gathering today. I was uncertain, given the breadth of the topic, that I would be able to deliver something of value, which in my mind meant information that could be useful to a group of reporters.
Steve assured me that something good would come from nothing more than reviewing the coverage. It seems we were both right.
The topic is immense. It is difficult to summarize. It is a vast potpourri of journalism, some of it excellent, some of it horrible and the bulk of it the routine grist that fills the daily white space – press conferences, announcements, institutional processes. If my knowledge of the world were limited to what I gleaned from this coverage, I might think all human beings were a spokesperson of some type. Moreover, after reading hundreds of stories I can offer you very few little concrete suggestions that might help you report the projects you have proposed other than pointing you toward the same databases and sources I used to, in essence, check the clips and look for information. 
However, reading those thousands of column inches that are now crammed into a corner of my hard drive convinced me there are lessons we could learn about journalism in this post-9/11, second-term era, lessons that, if applied, increase our chances of doing more work that is excellent and less that is routine.

Some context for these observations.
First, they are not based on a definitive study of news coverage. I read mostly newspapers. I also read Salon, the Atlantic, the Nation, American Prospect, the National Review and some other magazines, at first because that is where the links led and later because it became clear that magazine journalism usually offered a different view – a more philosophically engaged perspective – of these issues.

Second, every conclusion I’ve drawn reflects my own biases about what is or is not a good story – a term that has nearly as many definitions as there are reporters and editors.
Finally, my opinions are also colored by an ever-deepening belief in what Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel, in their book the “Elements of Journalism,” identified as the primary purpose of journalism: “To provide citizens with the information they need to be free and self-governing.”
I want us to look at the post 9/11 coverage in the context of Kovach and Rosenstiel’s first two elements of journalism -- “Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth” and “Its first loyalty is to its citizens.” In this case, truth being defined as not just the facts, but the “truth about the facts” and loyalty to its citizens meaning putting concern for community ahead of those other powerful drivers in modern news media: profit, ego and tradition.
For example:

· The Center for Public Integrity uses Pentagon databases to produce a report that identifies patterns of Defense Department contracting.

· The New York Times tells the story of how “a small group of White House officials worked in great secrecy to devise a new system of justice for the new war they had declared on terrorism.”

·  The Washington Post reports on the release of Yaser Hamdi, a U.S. citizen captured in Afghanistan with the Taliban and held for three years without due process in military brigs.
Not only large newspapers or news organizations have the capacity to meet this “obligation to the truth.” For example:

· The Idaho Statesmen reveals a secretive surveillance unit within the Boise Police Department whose files are not open to public review.
Newspapers can also show loyalty to the community through editorials that explain in clear language the complex equation of liberty vs. security and give readers “the information they need to be free and self-governing.”
For example:

· The tiny, Cibola County Beacon, a twice-weekly in western New Mexico, puts the Patriot Act into plain (but opinionated) English.

· The St. Louis Post-Dispatch devotes a series of editorials to the post-9/11 realities of the nation.
Truth is more elusive now than ever before. The Boise police chief is only one of countless public officials who, having taken a cue from the Bush administration’s obsession with secrecy, cite post 9/11 legislation that stipulates closure of previously public records in a de facto campaign on the public’s right to know and on the press’ right to inform.
Some of the restrictions began before 9/11, with legislation such as the Driver's Privacy Protection Act and  the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act, which, responding to privacy concerns of celebrities and other citizens, reduced the amount of information available to journalists.

After 9/11, these restrictions accelerated with enactment of legislation such at the Patriot Act and the Community Protection from Chemical Terrorism Act, which prevents the public from knowing the environmental risks of toxic facilities located in their communities, and with the creation of the Department of Homeland Security. The court system, led by the federal judiciary, is increasingly giving in to prosecutorial desires for closed hearings.

Even information that remains in the public domain is harder to get.
For example:

· When reporter Kevin Sack of the Los Angeles Times attempted to verify the Justice Department’s claims of terrorism prosecution, a department spokesman told Sacks he would not provide a list of prosecutions. Sacks, he said, could get the records himself by contacting each federal circuit court, a laborious and uncertain undertaking.
· The Columbia Journalism Review reports that the P.R. person for the Department of Homeland Security wouldn’t give her full name.

The public’s growing concern for security and its deepening disaffection with the press have combined with political and judicial forces – such as those attempting to use reporters as government investigators – to create, in the words of conservative columnist William Safire, an attack on “the fundamental right of Americans, through our free press, to penetrate and criticize the workings of our government.”

These conditions, at best, hinder some journalists from performing their watchdog role and, at worst, discourage or prevent many others from even trying, resulting in what the Reporters Committee for the Freedom of the Press calls “lost stories.”
The questions, then, are how, in this atmosphere, should we report on the issues of security and liberty and how should we evaluate the effectiveness of our own work?
Any definition of homeland security coverage should build on what Seattle Times Managing Editor David Boardman calls the “competing interests” of assessing threat vs. protecting liberties. Reporting on one without acknowledging the other limits understanding of what’s at stake for our communities.
Beyond that, how we define and measure homeland security coverage must take into account those journalistic fault lines that shape what we do every day.
Fault lines are the hard-wired pieces of the news business – structural, intellectual and emotional – that influence the quality of our work. Some of these include: 

· Expediency: Deadlines eventually arrive; we publish what’s done.

· Space: There’s only so much of it. We write to fit.

· Need for Narrative: A story has to have tension; good guys vs. bad guys make for better stories.

· Fairness: One the one hand, on the other hand. Truths are not self-evident. They are “according to” and usually rebutted.

· Bad News: Let’s face, if it’s broke we prefer it.

· Status Quo: We are the establishment and, as such, will only go so far in our reporting.
These institutional fault lines, plus the much-debated cultural and personal conditions that affect our news judgment and decision-making, are clearly visible in the types of stories, the topics covered, and the quality of the work in the press’ security and liberty coverage.

The vast majority of stories are short, off the news, told from an institutional or bureaucratic perspective, and soporific in their “fairness.” The exceptions are, for the most part, found in the largest papers, but only 2.5 percent of the newspapers in the United States have circulations of more than 250,000, meaning that the millions of other newspaper readers rely on routine wire stories or condensed versions of Times or Post or Tribune stories to learn about national security issues. Stories about how these issues affect the local communities of mid-sized and smaller papers are all but nonexistent. Even readers of the 38 newspapers with more than 250,000 circulation are more likely to see stories that are reactive and routine rather than enterprising and exceptional.
For example, a Factiva search of the Dallas Morning News for the last two years on the term “Patriot Act” produced 145 returns -- including dozens of run-of-the-mill political stories, letters to the editor, endorsements and many stories from the Washington bureau on reports, hearings or debates. Of those 145 citations, there were only two local stories of any substance – one on area libraries concerned about section 215, the other on the Dallas City Council passing a resolution condemning the Patriot Act for its incursions on civil liberties. Both were less than 1,000 words and both played on B-1. The search didn’t return a single piece of enterprise reporting.
By comparison, a similar search of the Seattle Times produced only three more returns than the Dallas Morning News, 148, but showed a markedly different emphasis of coverage. The usual glut of political and governmental process stories dominated the database, but the Times devoted much more space to longer pieces from Washington Post and the Los Angeles Times exploring the privacy vs. security debate and questioning the claims of terrorism prosecutions by the Justice Department.

Evidence of local enterprise, however, was also lacking at the Times, but the paper did run a 2,400-word takeout on A-1 examining the people and the politics behind at one community’s opposition to the Patriot Act – a substantially different approach than the Morning News’ routine B-1 story about the Dallas City Council doing the same thing.
Security stories fall into three groups familiar to all journalists – Spot, Beat and Enterprise, stories that just happened, stories that were developed or encountered while working a beat, and stories that derived from our own initiative. 
Spot stories were the most prevalent and the least likely to offer perspective, countering viewpoints or context for the event being written about. They ranged from stories about civil libertarians protesting the Patriot Act, librarians concerned that Uncle Sam will be tracking reading habits, to police or airport officials commenting, most typically, on upgraded security and its likely affect on their budgets. 
Some newspapers, though, used spot stories, such as this anti-war protest on the docks in Oakland, California, as launching pads for enterprise reporting that looked at a larger issue, such as this story by the Oakland Tribune about authorities gathering intelligence on anti-war activists.
Many of these spot stories flowed from beat reporters covering cops, courts, government, education, transportation, religion and environment In general, most beat reporting that touched on security issues also fell victim to the common spot news maladies of shallowness, background repetition and he-said-she-said-itis. However, some of the best work I read was produced by beat reporters who took broader national issues and applied them to local concerns.

I found numerous examples of strong beat reporting that offered contextual explanations of the impact of new security regulations on the legal system, higher education, scientific research, local law enforcement and other subject areas.
Here are examples from two beat reporters who appear to be among the nation’s most prolific journalists – Bob Egelko of the San Francisco Chronicle and Dan Eggen of the Washington Post.
Egelko, a federal courts reporter, churned out hundreds of spot stories off his beat in the last two years, many of them dealing with subjects affected by post 9/11 legislation. Just as regularly, Egelko produced takeouts on some of these issues, such as this set-up on a court ruling on immigrant detention or this overview of the Patriot Act two years after its passage.

A byline search for Eggen, who covers the Justice Department for the Post, also produces a return with hundreds of stories, ranging from routine announcements to broader pieces, such as this one that looked at how the FBI was applying new surveillance rules that, as Eggen wrote, “fundamentally alter the way investigators handle counterterrorism cases.”
True enterprise reporting on security and liberty issues was rare –– and for the most part was limited to the largest of newspapers or to newspapers on either coast, where, judging by the amount of coverage, concerns about these issues were higher than in the heartland.
Here are some examples:
· The New York Times looks at the money being made fighting terror and coins the term Terrorbusters Inc.

· The Wall Street Journal tells the story of one foreign pilot targeted by the Transportation Security Administration and through him delves into the larger issue of due process under many post-9/11 regulations.
· The Chicago Tribune follows Pakistanis who were “tossed out of America” back to their homeland.
· The Sacramento Bee examines, through local angles, the balance between security and civil liberties in post-9/11 America.

Through these three types of stories – Spot, Beat and Enterprise – newspapers addressed a broad range of topics. Among them: 
· Homeland Security
· Politics & Government

· Immigration

· Criminal Justice

· Civil Liberties
Let’s look at how all these components came together in the coverage of one newspaper, the Newark Star-Ledger. Librarian and researcher M.J. Crowley searched the Star-Ledger’s archive for stories published between Jan. 1, 2003, and July 31, 2004, using search terms such as terrorism and anti-terror and pulling stories from reporters she knew covered certain beats, such as the Newark airport. 
The results you see here show a wide range of stories, with about 20 percent of them (12 stories) appearing on Page 1, some of which were enterprise, such as an examination of the local court system that included a story on increasing closure of public records, but most were spot stories, such as the arrest of a local man who supposedly tried to purchase a shoulder-fired rocket or calls by the state governor to beef up security at the port of Newark.

Looking at the reporting of the Star-Ledger – which, given what I’ve seen elsewhere, seems typical of most papers that are not the Times or the Post or the Journal – we must ask the question: Is this good enough? Does it satisfy that core reason we, and no other profession, enjoy constitutional protection? Does it fulfill that primary purpose of journalism: “To provide citizens with the information they need to be free and self-governing?”
The answer lies in how we interpret the values of freedom of expression and open society that not only define journalism but also comprise the nucleus of the American spirit. How willing are we – as American journalists – to allow those values to be modified in the name of greater security? How we will answer when we ask ourselves, to borrow a question from Jim Willse of the Star-Ledger: Did we do all we could have if we look back at the coverage 10 years from now?
Many of the people running this country today – and many of the millions who voted for them – believe a reduction of liberty is a reasonable price of admission to pay for creation of a more secure homeland (however illusory that security may in fact be). 
I am not talking about taking sides (although these days, as orchestrated government attacks on the free press grow, it is a legitimate question to ask: Why not do so?). I am talking about providing our communities with enough contextual, understandable and emotionally evocative reporting so should they decide it is in their interest to strike a bargain with the “lesser evil” they do so consciously and not out of manipulation or misunderstanding.
In a meeting in Chicago a few weeks ago to discuss this project, Doug Clifton, editor of the Cleveland Plain Dealer said, and I’m paraphrasing, that readers are not excited about civil liberties if it means terrorists will be locked up. How, he asked, do you make the public understand the importance of freedom of information?

That question has to be answered by what we do, by our journalism. Are we following our spot stories with takeouts that explain what happened? Are we adding dimension to our beats by finding and reporting the “competing interests” of liberty and security within each issue? Are we initiating rather than reacting?

How should we cover homeland security? Are we asking the right questions? Are we thinking of the things the community needs to know? Identify those questions and begin the reporting there.
Here are some questions proposed by the Nieman Watchdog Project.

· What is the status of consolidating the terrorist watch lists? Who has access to them right now? 

· How long would it take to inoculate a community in the event of a smallpox attack?

· Does your community have a plan in the event of a terrorist attack?

· Have local responders gotten federal anti-terrorism grants? How have they spent the money?

· What has been done to ensure local ports are secure against smuggling of weapons of mass destruction?
Let’s rethink our beat coverage and see how we can filter security and liberty issues through this framework. Here are some examples:
Homeland Security questions for political candidates:
· Do you support issuing a national identity card to every American? 

· Do you feel the police in your community are equipped to deal with a terrorist incident?

· Would you be willing to spend more money on security at the expense of schools and local priorities?
Homeland Security questions for the Business beat:
· Have corporate executives been given special training in the event of a kidnapping? 

· Has the company installed special firewalls to prevent a cyber attack? 

· Has the company been working with private security firms to tighten security?
Homeland Security questions for science and technology reporters:

· Are new immigration policies affecting business or medical research?

· Are security measures preventing the import of foreign research into the U.S.?

· How is science being used for anti-terrorism measures – or for anti-privacy measures?
Our challenge – on these beats and throughout our news organizations – is to not just report more and write more about security and liberty, but to use our pages and our air time to champion our values as journalists, to challenge efforts to redefine those values as un-American, to confront those who would limit full expression of these values in trade for greater security and a less informed community, and to rebut our detractors with work that never leaves us unsatisfied when we’re asked: Did we do all we could?







