Revisiting CNN – May 21, 2002
 

The study reviewed CNN transcripts from May 10 – May 20.  

 

The intensity of CNN’s coverage dropped considerably as “Operation Defensive Shield” came to an end.  There was a flurry of press coverage when the siege of Arafat was lifted in Ramallah and at the end of the Church of the Nativity standoff.  Today, CNN returned to its “normal” activity.

 

The study cannot review CNN stories broadcast but not transcribed.  For instance, there were virtually no transcripts during this period of Bureau Chief Mike Hanna’s reporting.  We have searched for a transcript of a Hanna broadcast, which was very harsh of Israeli settlements, according to Israeli sources.  They argued that Hanna did not present a balanced report.

 

The following problems were found in CNN’s reporting during this period:

 

      Again, CNN failed to divulge guests’ affiliation with Palestinian cause.  On May 12 (1200) “Late Edition,” guest Mark Perry was identified as a “tech adviser, Palestinian negotiating team.”  On other occasions, such as a May 11 interview (0709), Perry was only identified as a “longtime Mideast analyst.”

 

      CNN maintains its reluctance to use the term “terrorism.”  The term was used by CNN anchor, Jonathan Karl (May 19, 18:16)  -- “another terrorist attack in the coastal city of Netanya.”  Otherwise, CNN reporters such as Anand Naidoo who reported from Netanya avoided using the term.

 

      CNN fawning interview of Arafat.   Perhaps one of the most serious problems viewed during this period was Wolf Blitzer’s fawning, obsequious interview of Yasir Arafat which was rebroadcast numerous times.  (May 12, 22:14; May 13, 10:32; May 13, 12:13; May 13, 17:00).   Frankly, Blitzer looked and sounded silly.   

 

        Blitzer had to badger Arafat for a significant amount of time before he came out and said he “supports a Jewish state.”  Blitzer then repeatedly described that answer as a “significant statement.” 

         Blitzer “bought” Arafat’s description of  “playing with his cousins, the Jews, when he was a little boy in Jerusalem.”  (Arafat grew up in Cairo, according to most biographers.)

         Blitzer never challenged Arafat’s claim that Israel used depleted uranium.  He presented half a challenge to Arafat’s claim that a Jew tried to burn down the al-Aqsa mosque.  (The arsonist was a deranged Australian Christian.)

         Blitzer presents Arafat in a positive light when he refers to the Palestinian leader showing up at the UN in 1974 speaking “of an olive branch.”  Blitzer blew the story.  This is how BBC described the speech:  In 1974, in a speech to the United Nations, Mr. Arafat waved a leafy branch above his head: "I come bearing an olive branch in one hand," he said.  Then he pulled out his pistol: "And the freedom fighter's gun in the other. Do not let the olive branch fall from my hand."
         In one broadcast, Blitzer was challenged by CNN’s own Daryn Kagan:  “. . . this gets to the point of why so many are cynical about what he says, even when he makes a bold statement, like you got him to say in your interview . . . Here we are all these years later, and really not only are things not changing, they have gotten worse. ”

 

         In another broadcast, Netanyahu effectively challenged Blitzer’s conclusion:  

BLITZER:  Yasser Arafat did say very clearly -- I pressed him, had to squeeze it out of him -- but he said he is ready to live in peace alongside Israel as a Jewish state. Isn't that precisely what you wanted to hear? 

NETANYAHU:  It's not what we hear and what you squeeze out of him. It's what he tells his people in Arabic, and he tells them very clearly, he doesn't want a Palestinian state next to Israel. He wants one instead of Israel. 

This could have been fairly comic, this interview, if it wasn't so serious. Arafat says he loves Jews. Well, he loves them so much that his goons have murdered and blown up hundreds of innocent people, innocent boys and girls and babies and mothers and old people deliberately. He loves Jews that much. He said -- he says he'll live side by side in peace with Israel while he's bringing in weapon ships from Iran and bombs to bomb us.

He says he's against terror and he's signing the checks. We found the checks in his headquarters in his own handwriting in which he pays . . .

BLITZER: He says that was his signature but he was giving money to people who needed the money and not necessarily to those who would go out and commit suicide bombings. But he did say . . .

BLITZER:  He says that was his signature but he was giving money to people who needed the money and not necessarily to those who would go out and commit suicide bombings. But he did say . . .

NETANYAHU:  Do you believe that?

BLITZER:  I'm asking the questions -- you'll give the answers. The whole point is that he says he's doing the best he can, but the Israeli military is undermining his ability to do the job by destroying so much of his infrastructure.

 
      CNN failure to follow up.   The following discussion took place on April 14, wherein CNN’s Bill Hemmer challenged Sabeb Erekat:

HEMMER: "You said specifically, and others said 500 in Jenin . . . Where are you getting evidence that shows 500 people were killed there?. . . If [Israel's] numbers are right and your initial numbers are wrong, will you come back here on our network and retract what you said?"   

EREKAT:  "Absolutely."

Will CNN follow up?
CNN should be commended for one programs during this period:

 

7Reliable Sources with Howard Kurtz (May 11, 18:30) Kurtz and his guests raised the issue of Palestinian/Arafat credibility and media bias:  

        Andrea Koppel:  “I think that anyone who doubts the fact that Yasir Arafat has had at least indirect responsibility for terrorist acts hasn’t been following Arafat’s career over the last four years.”

        Susan Page:  “I don’t think Arafat has very much credibility.  And one reason the Israeli evidence of his links to terrorism didn’t get more attention was because that’s everyone’s expectation.”

        Kurtz:  “ . . .  some British and European reporters went very hard with these charges of massacre [in Jenin] . . . I think that any of the people who went hard with those massacre charges probably owe a public apology.

 

 

 

Appendix

 

CNN – Unwitting Amplifier of Anti-Israel Propaganda
A review of CNN coverage, April ‏2002

 

 

Executive Summary – April 2002

 

This study is based on more than 1000 pages of transcripts of CNN broadcasts between April 5 and April 18.  The transcripts covered virtually all of CNN’s shows – “American Morning” to “Newsnight” and all broadcasts in between – on CNN’s Headline News, CNN’s American broadcast, and CNN’s international broadcast.

 

Methodology:  Previous studies of CNN coverage focused on CNN’s website coverage.  The website articles are frequently based on wire services and do not necessarily reflect CNN’s television coverage on its three major broadcasts. 

 

The transcripts do not permit analysis of facial expressions, voice intonation, body language, or incidents of unfair or staged filming.  Not all TV broadcasts appear in the transcripts section.  Nevertheless, CNN should be commended for its extensive transcripts available at: http://www.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/
 

CNN’s coverage during this period included lengthy and often live coverage of Prime Minister Sharon’s address to the Knesset, terrorist attacks against Israelis, Binyamin Netanyahu’s speech to members of the U.S. Congress, Blitzer’s interview with Sharon, as well as interviews with Jordanian King Abdullah and Queen Rania.

 

Several serious problems in CNN’s coverage were revealed:

 

1.     Providing a platform for outrageous and unsubstantiated claims by senior Palestinian spokesmen. CNN anchors and reporters left these claims unchallenged: 

· Israeli troops killed a priest

· Israeli massacres and war crimes (500 killed in Jenin, 2800 casualties, etc.)

· Israeli documentation of Arafat’s involvement in terrorism were fraudulent;

· There were few gunmen in the Church of Nativity, most were local Christians fearful of an Israeli massacre

· Israeli troops shoot at ambulances (Holmes, April 10:  “The ambulance service is accused by Israel of allowing itself to be used to ferry arms…” Note: The accusation was substantiated by the International Red Cross.) 

 

 [Only one or two examples can be recalled – outside of the survey dates – where anchors challenged Palestinian claims.  On April 16, Zain Vergee (“Q & A”) challenged Hassan Abdel Rahman, saying “… you’re making these allegation, but you have no proof.  There are no bodies.  You haven’t done any of that, and this is a serious accusation.”]

 

2.      Repeating the claims, CNN anchors then report, usually with the tag line, “Palestinian sources say…” While meant to qualify the Palestinian claims, the lasting impact of the outrageous charge remains.

 

3.      Omission of important stories that put the Palestinian Authority in a bad light.   Recent stories not covered in depth -- or at all -- include:

 

· Caches of incriminating Palestinian documents and counterfeit money captured by Israel.

· Palestinians killing 11 Palestinian “collaborators” on April 1 and then confiscating the videos filmed by foreign crews.  [The story appears in the last 40 words of a 1000-word story on the CNN website.]

· The bitter fighting that took place at Jenin.  While reporters were not permitted in, other reporters got the story.  [See Time Magazine coverage 


http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,230385,00.html]

 

4.    Assigning two reporters to what is in effect the “Israeli atrocity watch” 
· Rula Amin camped outside of Jenin repeating every Palestinian accusation.  While she usually stated that the report couldn’t be substantiated, the accusations remain.  The heavy fighting and Israeli casualties were either not mentioned or stated as an afterthought.  Eventually Sheila MacVicar was added to the Jenin coverage and gave some balance.  In two Amin reports on April 16, Paula Zahn gave balance by interjecting, “All right Rula, Israeli officials have been saying that there is no signs obviously of any massacre,” and “And that [fierce fighting] was borne out with the death of all those Israeli soldiers.”

 

· Ben Wedeman reporting from Jenin (April 11): “I’m in a closed military area right now, but that hasn’t prevented me from reporting.  Now the feeling is that they [Israel] are hiding something.  There is something they don’t want the world to see…”

 

5.     Failure to divulge guests’ affiliation with Palestinian cause 
 

Mark Perry was a frequent guest on CNN in this period.  Only once was he identified as an “analyst with close ties to the Palestinian leadership.”
 

6.    Refusal by television reporters to label terrorist acts as “terrorism” even when civilian targets within Israel’s “Green line” are hit.  Note: CNN website has recently added “terrorism” to its lexicon.  [April 18: Israeli forces arrested a man Thursday they said was a top official in the military wing of Hamas and responsible for a series of deadly terror attacks against Israeli civilians in recent years…The escalating series of terrorist bombings targeting Israeli civilians in recent months…] 

 

7.     Personal animosity by reporters and staff. 

A recent conversation by a senior reporter alleging Israel with a “slaughter” in Jenin has been confirmed by two prominent and reliable sources.  How much does CNN rely on Palestinian reporters, stringers and cameramen in covering the conflict? 

 

8.     CNN’s crusade against the Israel Defense Forces closing military zones.

The IDF closes areas of fighting for safety reasons as well as to avoid broadcasting operational activities to their enemy.  Repeatedly, CNN reporters challenge and defy the IDF orders and then report on their confrontation with Israeli soldiers.  The IDF feels that CNN reporters in the field are putting Israeli soldiers in danger. 

 

 

 

