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You don‘t need

a Social Security
number to get your
identity stolen.
When you spend
nearly a century
building a name
that people know
and trust, the last
thing you want

is people calling
any old tissue a
Kleenex® Tissue.
Simply put,
‘Kleenex' is a
brand name and
should always be
followed by an

® and the word
‘Tissue.” Please

help us keep our

identity, ours.
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The monetary

rewards of being

Sea Sick.

$75,000 Grantham Prize honors Alanna Mitchell,
author of Sea Sick: The Global Ocean in Crisis.

The Metcalf Institute for Marine & Environmental Reporting is
proud to announce the winner of The Grantham Prize
for Excellence in Environmental Journalism for 2010.
Alanna Mitchell’s book Sea Sick is an exceptional work
that intertwines ocean science and investigative

journalism, producing a vivid report 2
on the issues affecting the ocean. %
.
/Qf e

We urge you to learn more:
GranthamPrize.org

Published by
McClelland &
Stewart Ltd.
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Sooner or later, you'll probably need
to explain a story that uses data.

A

We can help.

Sign up to get information on expense-paid
training programs in such topics as

ENERGY, INTERPRETING EVIDENCE,
BRAIN SCIENCE, COMPUTING, FOOD SCIENCE,
NANOTECHNOLOGY, or THE UNIVERSE

.A

at http://web.mit.edu/knight-science/

v

2 JULY/AUGUST 2010

Knight
S(ﬂence Journalism
Fellowships at MIT

X/ 1P=U%

:

COLUMBIA

JOURNALISM
REVIEW

Published by the Columbia University
Graduate School of Journalism

DEAN Nicholas Lemann

CHAIRMAN Victor Navasky
VICE CHAIRMAN Peter Osnos

EXECUTIVE EDITOR Mike Hoyt

MANAGING EDITOR/PRINT Brent Cunningham
MANAGING EDITOR/WEB Justin Peters
ASSOCIATE EDITOR/COPY MANAGER Tom O’Neill
EDITOR AT LARGE James Marcus

STAFF WRITERS Liz Cox Barrett,

Curtis Brainard (Science),

Clint Hendler

THE AUDIT Dean Starkman (Kingsford Capital
Fellow), Ryan Chittum. Holly Yeager
ASSISTANT EDITORS Alexandra Fenwick,
Greg Marx

WEST COAST EDITOR Tom Goldstein
CONTRIBUTING EDITORS James Boylan,

Julia M. Klein, Charles Lewis,

Trudy Lieberman, Robert Love, Judith Matloff,
Michael Massing, Douglas McCollam,

Alissa Quart, Cristine Russell, Michael Shapiro,
Scott Sherman

INTERN Ethan Scholl

DESIGN Point Five, NY:
Alissa Levin, Benjamin Levine, Nathan Eames

WEB SITE DEVELOPMENT Michael Murphy

DEPUTY PUBLISHER Dennis Giza
DIRECTOR OF STRATEGIC INITIATIVES
Janine Jaquet

ADVERTISING DIRECTDR Louisa Kearney
BOOK ADVERTISING Allston-Cherry, Ltd.:
Perry Janoski

CONTACT US Columbia Journalism Review
Journalism Building, 2950 Broadway
Columbia University, New York, NY 10027
EDITORIAL 212-854-1881

E-MAIL cjr@columbia.edu

ADVERTISING 516-883-2828

BOOK ADVERTISING 212-665-9885

BUSINESS 212-854-2718

SUBSCRIBE www.cjrorg/subscriptions
888-425-7782, or mail $27.95 for one year,
$41.95 for two years to: CJR, P.O. Box 422492,
Palm Coast, FL 32142-8974

cjrorg

Columbia Journalism Review (USPS 0804-780)

(ISSN 0010-194X) is published bimonthly. Vol. XL1X, No. 2
July/August 2010. Copyright © 2010 Columbia University.
Subscription rates: one year $27.95; two years $4195.
Periodical postage paid at NY, NY. and at additional mailing
office. POSTMASTER: send form 3579 to Columbia Journalism
Review, P.0. Box 422492, Palm Coast, FL 32142.



TANNEN MAURY /EPA /CORBIS

Opening Shot

ive years ago, The Times-Picayune was just another metropolitan daily

struggling to adapt to the digital age. Then Hurricane Katrina hit, and the

paper’s heroic performance was turned into the stuff of legend by a jour-
nalism industry desperate for evidence that it still mattered. And it was a great
story. The Times-Picayune was driven from its newsroom but never stopped pub-
lishing on its Web site; its reporters and editors were victims of the storm even
as they covered it; they put down the banner of strict objectivity and unfurled
their outrage. Now, the city and its newspaper face another test—a disastrous oil
spill—and are staring at a hurricane season predicted to be “extremely active.”
And as precarious as the news business was in 2005, in 2010 it is more so, thanks
to the economic meltdown. Douglas McCollam, a cJR contributing editor and
New Orleans native who wrote about the T-P in our November/December 2005
issue, says the double whammy of Katrina and the economic crisis hit the paper
hard. It has lost a number of experienced reporters and editors, and circulation
never returned to pre-Katrina levels. Is the paper up to the challenge? For McCol-
lam’s snapshot of The Times-Picayune five years after Katrina, gotowww.cjr.org/
behind_the_news/timespicayune_five_years_later.php. csr

[World Radio Histol

Outrage The oil flowing into
the Gulf of Mexico since the
Deepwater Horizon drilling rig
sank on April 22 is causing an
environmental and economic
disaster whose impact will
last for decades.
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EDITORIAL

Shield Abuse

A bogus argument stretches a good law to the breaking point

We like shield laws. They encourage the flow of information by
allowing reporters to promise anonymity to sources, without
fear of subpoenas. We believe in freedom of information laws,
too. They let the public in on public business. In a case we’re
involved in, New York State is cynically pitting the former against
the latter, in a way that could ultimately damage the shield. q The
story begins with our reporter, Clint Hendler, who covers poli-

tics and transparency issues. In March, Hendler submitted
a request under New York’s Freedom of Information Law
(roiL) asking for e-mail traffic between the press and two
members of Governor David Paterson’s communications
staff, Peter Kauffman and Marissa Shorenstein, before they
both resigned. The background: in February, local media
were abuzz with speculation about a coming New York Times
story on the governor. Among the wildest rumors was that
the Times would expose such tabloid-ready topics as drug
use and orgies. In fact, the Times series, published in Febru-
ary, was tamer, though it did explore potential abuse of power
by a governor intent on protecting a favored aide accused of
domestic assault.

Hendler thought the interplay between the media and a
press office enmeshed in the controversy during this period
could yield something interesting. Like all good reporters,
he had been inspired by others: John Cook, then of Gawker,
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now of Yahoo! News, had made a simi-
lar—and successful—request during the

meltdown of the previous governor, El-
iot Spitzer; Cook, in turn, had been in-
spired by The State, which had used

South Carolina’s open records law to

obtain e-mails between Governor Mark

Sanford’s press office and reporters dur-
ing the period when Sanford was “hik-
ing the Appalachian Trail” in Argentina

in June 2009.

On April 29, New York denied Hen-
dler’s request on two grounds. In one
argument, it said these records were

“competitively sensitive information”
since they could reveal “ongoing lines
of research” being pursued by reporters.
This form of exemption, we're told, has
usually applied to specifics that could
cause substantial competitive harm—
industrial plans, product formulas,
and so forth. We doubt that reporters’
scoops rise to that level. And the scoop
argument feels increasingly lightweight
given that Hendler’s request is for re-
cords six months old and counting.

But the state’s other argument is par-
ticularly bogus. New York’s FOIL says
public records can be withheld if they
are “specifically exempted” from disclo-
sure by state or federal statute. And as
such a statute, New York cited its shield
law, which protects journalists from sub-
poenas in the case of news “received in
confidence” and also grants a qualified
privilege for all information reporters
obtain in the normal course of news-
gathering, unless a judge decides that it
is highly material, critical to court action,
and unobtainable from other sources.

We find the argument specious. First,
we are seeking government e-mail records—not newsroom
records or knowledge. These are available to users of FoIL
as a matter of course. The'FOIL is a tool to get records out of
the government, not a subpoena aimed at journalists.

More importantly, shield law privileges are for reporters,
not sources. Taken to its logical extension, New York’s argu-
ment would stretch the shield far beyond the law’s intention,
weakening it past the breaking point. Finally, the Paterson
administration had no problem releasing similar records
when they were about the previous governor, Spitzer, when
Cook successfully asked for them.

Perhaps most important, if we are to push for a federal
shield law and protect the state shields that already exist, we
need to stay true to their spirit, to work to keep them viable.

And if we are to keep freedom of information laws strong, we
need to exercise them, and to resist phony rejections.

So, governor, we'd like to see those e-mails, please. CJr

Ilustration by Webuyyourkids




Deans of Major University Journalism Schools
Lay Out a Vision For a Dynamic News Future

Dear FCC Chairman Genachowski:

As deans of leading schools of journalism, we applaud the FCC for its vision and vigorous engagement with mo-
mentous changes in the media landscape. These changes touch the heart of who we are as a democratic nation

in the 21st century. To thrive in this challenging new information-age world, it is more important than ever that
our free and independent media remain vigilant as the watchdogs and guardians of American democracy.

For journalism scliools, this is a moment of opportunity. Many schools are expanding their ties to media outlets of all types,
legacy and digital. We are creating new alliances and partnerships with practitioners, through which we can research and
analyze and disseminate knowledge of best practices, successes and failures in the professions. Some of us are exploring
options to become mare like the communications equivalent of university teaching hospitals, by partnering with local news
outlets to undertake journalistic work that alsc emphasizes pedagogical and professional best practices.We are teaching com-
munity members digital literacy, and how to become citizen journalists. We are creating service learning courses where our
students learn how to effectively build and grow local digital news platforms.

In pursuit of greater service to the American people, we have engaged in national policy and legal debates, testifying before
Congress, the Courts the FCC, the FTC, and other agencies that will shape the future of our media ecosystem.

We believe there are several areas where additional collaboration with other stakeholders, including government at all levels,

can be beneficial to the goal of a healthy and independent media sector.

At the federal level:

1. When contemplating policy changes or changes to law, regulators and lawmakers should regularly call on our
expertise at hearings and in requests for comments;

2. The FCC should look favorably on experimental license applications from journalism and communications schools
to explore new forms of distribution;

3. Congress should create a special fund through the Department of Education for journalism scholarships, especially
for disadvantaged students;

5. The FCC, when renewing licenses for commercial or non-commercial broadcasters, should add “points” to their
evaluation for partnerships and other engagements with educational institutions;

6. Public broadcasting entities like NPR, PBS and the CPB, and also local stations, should look to support new
partnerships with schools of journalism and communication. There are ample opportunities to work together—
from internships, to joint research, to mere direct engagement with news collection and distribution.

Mr. Chairman, we share with you the sense of urgency and need for innovation that this constitutive moment in media his-
tory requires. Please feel free to call on us in the future, and we look forward to even more cooperative relationships with you
and your colleagues in the new media environment.

Sincerely yours,

Member Deans of the Carnegie-Knight Initiative on the Future of Journalism Education, supported by
Carnegie Corporation of New York and the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation.

Lorraine Branham
Dean, S.1. Newhouse School of
Public Communications, Syracuse

Jean Folkerts
Dean and Alumni Distinguished
Professor, School of Journalism and

Alex S. Jones
Laurence M. Lombard Lecturer
in the Press and Public Policy and

John Lavine
Dean of Medill School, Professor
and Founder, Media Management

University Mass Communication, University Director of the Joan Shorenstein Center, Northwestern University
of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Center on the Press, Politics and
Charlyne Berens Public Policy, John E Kennedy Nicholas Lemann
Interim Dean and Professor of Roderick P. Hart School of Government, Harvard Dean and Henry R. Luce Professor,
Journalism, College of Journalism Dean and Allan Shivers Centennial ~ University Columbia University Graduate
and Mass Communications. Chair in Communication and School of Journalism
University of Nebraska-Lincoln Government and Walter Cronkite Gary Kebbel
Regents Chair in Communication, Incoming Dean, Professor of Dean Mills
Christopher Callahan College of Commumication, Journalism, College of Journalism Dean, Missouri School of
Dean and Professor, Walter University of Texas at Austin and Mass Communications, Journalism, University of Missouri
Cronkite School of Journalism and University of Nebraska-Lincolit
Mass Communication, Arizona Neil Henry Ernest ]. Wilson III
State University Dean and Professor, University Kevin Klose Dean and Walter Annenberg Chair

of California, Berkeley Graduate
School of Journalism

Dean and Professor; Philip Merrill
College of Journalism, University
of Maryland

in Communication, University of
Southern California




LETTERS

I’'m Looking, I'm Looking!

I've never heard of Maureen Tkacik
(“Look at Me!” cJR, May/June). That’s
my fault for being a technology blogger
who is also having an existential cri-
sis about the industry and where great
content will come from in general, but
after reading this piece I want to meet
her for drinks and talk for hours upon
hours.

Stefan Constantinescu

Editor, IntoMobile

Helsinki, Finland

As a news consumer, I don’t want my
daily news delivered by someone who is
in the process of working out her various
neuroses and ennui. But I think Tkacik
has a lot of promise in the long-form.
Try to get over that exhibitionist need-
iness—maybe go after a story, as you've
tried, that is bigger than yourself. In
journalism, it isn’t supposed to be all
about you.

Tom

Comment posted on CJR.org

unfairly Bitten

As the editor at The New York Times
responsible for recruiting the Chicago
News Cooperative (CNC) to supply lo-
cal coverage for our papers distributed
in the Chicago area, I am particularly
disappointed in the ungenerous tone of
Jamie Kalven’s article (“Bite the Hand
That Feeds,” cJR, May/June).

He raises a specious concern about
the cNC’s ability to report independently
about issues of interest to its donors and
board members and then offers no ev-
idence that his fear is well founded. I
can see that he has a genuine concern
about the way that the University of
Chicago conducts itself as a neighbor
in Chicago. And I can see that he’s quite
knowledgeable about the MacArthur
Foundation’s views about public hous-
ing. But I don’t see that he asked any-
one at the cNc about what it’s doing to
insulate itself from the influence of its
donors and board members, More to the
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I don’t want

my daily news
delivered by
someone working
out her various
neuroses and ennui.

point, I don’t see that he’s adduced any
evidence of any influence on the cNC’s
content—or even read it.

This guilt-by-association thing cuts
many ways. For example, cNc has a very
close relationship with the Times. We
talk to its editors daily. Our editors and
theirs kick cNc copy back and forth
before it’s published. I'd readily issue a
Gary Hart-style challenge to Kalven to
find evidence that the cNcC’s relation-
ship with either MacArthur or the Uni-
versity of Chicago is anything close to
that intimate.

Perhaps that’s why our influence on
the cNc’s reporting is so much stronger,
as is the influence of the cNc’s editors
Jim O’Shea, Jim Kirk, and David Greis-
ing. All of them, like the Times, are com-
mitted to reporting without fear or favor
on a wide range of Chicago institutions.
And all of us have our reputations riding
on whether we do just that.

Send letters
letters@cjr.org

After my copy of the Columbia Jour-
nalism Review arrived in the mail, I
went back to review some of the arti-
cles we've published from the cNc just
in the last couple of months. I found
tough, original reporting on the neigh-
borhood and housing issues that Kal-
ven’s analysis suggests we’d be missing.
Articles like “Suburbs Unite in Quest
for Federal Housing Aid, but Are Shut
Out,” by Juan-Pablo Velez, May 7, 2010;

“Unexpected Repairs Rattle Owners of

New Condos,” by Daniel Libit, April 23,
2010; and “Problem of Vacant Houses
Resists Easy Solution,” by Jim O’Shea,
April 4, 2010.

There are so many real problems in
American journalism today—including,
possibly, the ulterior motives of some
of the people and institutions backing
nonprofit journalism. But let’s not waste
quite so much time and space imagining
problems where none exist.

Jim Schachter

Editor, Digital Initiatives
The New York Times
New York, NY

I agree with Kalven that with grants,
journalists need to err on the side of bit-
ing the hand that feeds in order to keep
public discourse alive. But I'd have liked
him to clarify how this is different from
the old challenges of placating advertis-
ers and subscribers? The only difference
he cited was the “uncharted territory”
of dealing with grants, which seems in-
substantial to me. The old system is in
crisis; it’s a bad time to be afraid of the
new. Yet Kalven acknowledged that he’s
setting up a nonprofit funded by grants
himself, So I suppose he means to sup-
port these ventures and put journalists
on their guard—but against what?
Jenny Gavacs

Chicago, IL

‘Alive’ and Kicking
“Stayin’ Alive” by Justin Peters (CJR,
May/June) about Chrisopher R. We-



ingarten was well told. Like a good
New Yorker profile, this offered three
things: 1) a personal connection with
Weingarten, instilled from a steadfast
objective viewpoint, balanced with 2)
an increased interest in the topic and
the ideas Peters (and Weingarten) de-
veloped (I am not usually impressed by
reflections on Twitter culture, but this
was an exception), both of which Peters

imparted with 3) smooth, effortless en-
tertainment.

Bob Wood

Indianapolis, IN

A Reporter’s Reporter

Michael Shapiro’s Second Read of Cor-
nelius Ryan’s book The Longest Day,
which retold the events of D-Day (“The
Reporter Whom Time Forgot,” CJR, May/

NOTES FROM OUR ONLINE READERS

ON THE DAY COLUMBIA’S GRADUATE SCHOOL OF JOURNALISM SENT OUT
into the world its newest crop of alums, we asked in our May 18 News Meeting,
what advice, likely overlooked in their years of formal education, you would

offer the new grads.

Watch everything. Listen to everyone. Believe nothing—especially if it comes from

within your media organization. Make peace (if not friends) with math. I was shocked

to realize that the most useful courses from college were during my “wasted year”
as an accounting major. Take a community-college course in double-entry book-
keeping and another in basic statistics. Learn your way around spreadsheets and

databases. Math literacy is useful to truth-tellers in two big ways: 1) You will find

ways to anchor your stories with lives saved or dollars wasted; 2) a head for numbers

produces a nose for bullshit. Write from your heart, but use your head. Don’t sleep

with a source. Colleagues are okay, but keep to sub-Casanova levels. Journalists do

gossip, after all. —Ex-Hack

WITH WELL OVER A THOUSAND WINE BLOGS VYING TO BE HEARD, SPENCER

Bailey, in “Everyone’s the Wine Expert,” explored the new standards for writing
about wine today, and the comments poured in.

There is an immense difference between a “reviewer” and a “critic,” and I personally
find any mislabeling, lack of distinction, or neglect thereof on the part of the journalist
egregious. This isn’t to say these two types of contributors do not benefit the fields
they serve in positive or impressionable ways; but only to clarify that I cannot help
but feel a sense of deception otherwise. —Aaron B.

There’s more than enough room for both types of media. The old way may be losing
traction to the bloggers, but it will take years for all of this to be figured out. And it’s
certainly true that many of the new so-called experts are only experts because they
say they are; it’s also just as true that, to paraphrase Jeff Lefevre, there have been,
and still are many, from the old guard who don’t know shit about their subject matter
either. No harm can come from either. It’s only wine, after all. —Todd Wernstrom

The single most powerful influencer for wine purchases is a trusted recommenda-
tion. Wine blogs and other print pub reviews can provide good guidance if you trust
the writer’s palate and are on a mission to track down a specific wine. However, I
think we are evolving to an environment where decision assistance will be deliv-
ered at the point of purchase. And by this I don’t necessarily mean consulting my
iPhone for reviews via one of many apps, but rather being able to post questions
in real time and get trusted recommendations back from your friends and trusted
sources. I see a system evolving where I can post a specific choice A versus choice
B to a live feed on Cellartracker.com or via Twitter and have someone weigh in on
which wine on the list in front of me has the acid profile I want to match my meal.
It sounds completely nerdy perhaps, but I've done it, and I've helped others who
have posted similar questions.

I'd love some comment on how we look past the source of a review and toward
how we as consumers and producers can grow and utilize these networks of trusted
opinion. —Alan Baker

THEALICIAi‘r\‘

PATTERSON

FOUNDATION

JOURNALISM
FELLOWSHIPS

46t ANNUAL
COMPETITION

Applications are being
accepted from print
journalists and
photojournalists with at
least five years of
professional experience.

One-year grants of
$40,000 and six-month
grants of $20,000 are
awarded to pursue vital
independent projects.

DEADLINE: Oct. 1, 2010
Fellows must be U.S.
citizens

WRITE, CALL OR
E-MAIL:
The Alicia Patterson
Foundation
1090 Vermont Ave. N.W.
Suite 1000
Washington, DC 20004
(202) 393-5995
info@aliciapatterson.org
www.aliciapatterson.org

COLUMBIA JOURNALISM REVIEW 7



DEADLINE:
September 15 Annually
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DO YOU KNOW
THE DIFFERENCE

BETWEEN spam
AND SPAM®?

One is annoying.
Ore is delicious.
One is the bane
of e-mail users
worldwide. One is
enjoyed for breakfast,
lunch, and dinner all
around the globe. So please

take notice that SPAM® products are
no longer called “luncheon meat” and should
always have capital letters and be foliowed by the
@ symbol. And to avoid confusion due to the many
different varieties of our favorite food, please refer
to the entire product line as the SPAM® family of
products, Let’s work together to keep this
American tradition thriving for future generations
to come.

THANK YOU

( Ho!nzgi:lsel )
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June), was one of the best and most in-
spiring articles I've read lately. Kudos
to Shapiro for creating a three-dimen-
sional vision of a relatively unsung hero
to writers, history and military buffs, and
to the true and rare journalists, who only
want to tell the truth.

L. Evans

Cottonwood, AZ

A fine article, and thanks for the small

details that add so much to my under-
standing of Cornelius Ryan. When I was

in high school, I first read his posthu-
mously published memoir A Private

Battle and was captivated by his writing
style as well as the force and great charm

of his personality. That’s one book I can

say, without reservation or sentimental-
ity, changed the course of my life.

Ann Keefer

Philadelphia, PA

The New Ecosystem

Re: “The New Investigators” by Jill

Drew (CJR, May/June 2010). The new
nonprofit, investigative-journalism eco-
system is indeed alive and well at local,
state, national, and international levels.
The Center for Public Integrity, cur-
rently with a staff of forty, is celebrating
its twentieth anniversary this year, and

there have never been so many partner-
ship and collaboration opportunities. In

just the last few months, our partnerships

on projects have included NPR, BBC, ABC,
CNN, The New York Times, The Washing-
ton Post, 60 Minutes, The Wall Street Jour-
nal, Politico, AP, Reuters, The Huffington

Post, and many others. Our International

Consortium of Investigative Journalists

(one hundred investigative journalists

in fifty countries) has also been working

on cross-border investigations that are

routinely published around the world.
High-quality investigative work does

reach a wide audience. Our Campus As-
sault project, discussed in the article, had

atotal audience of some 40 million—the

number of people who read, heard, saw,
watched, downloaded, tweeted, or oth-
erwise touched our reports in part or in

full. That is the new ecosystem, as Chuck

Lewis properly calls it.

Bill Buzenberg

Executive Director

Center for Public Integrity

Washington, DC

Whose Supplement?

The Columbia Journalism Review de-
serves a notable Dart for ambiguity and
nondisclosure in the magazine’s twelve-
page supplement from The Common-
wealth Fund titled “What Will Hap-
pen Under Health Reform—and What’s
Next?” (CJR, May/June).

A reference to CJR was in smallish
type at the top of the first page: “Supple-
ment to the May/June 2010 issue of the
Columbia Journalism Review” Are we
to understand that “supplement” is a
euphemism for “advertisement”? I can
see why an advertiser would prefer to
avoid the less lofty word, especially in
pages filled with editorial content. But
shouldn’t we expect better of a maga-
zine devoted to raising journalistic stan-
dards?

I'd suggest that CJR let readers in
on the information they had a right to
know in the first place. Did cJr’s editors
have any role in putting together those
twelve pages? If so, what was that role?
If not, why the avoidance of truth-in-
labeling words like “paid” and “adver-
tisement”?

And if the twelve-page supplement
was strictly advertising, then can any
well-heeled outfit buy itself a supple-
ment to the Columbia Journalism Re-
view? Are there any editorial standards
applied to such advertising, and if so,
what are they?

By the way, this particular supple-
ment from The Commonwealth Fund,
while fact-filled, was hardly free of
arguable judgments. Its “Conclusion”
lauded the new federal health-reform
law as “a pragmatic approach,” and
offered these final words: “It will lay
the foundation for a high performance
health system affording access to care
for all, improved quality, and greater
efficiency.”

I wonder how much it would cost to
challenge that conclusion with a twelve-
page supplement to the Columbia Jour-
nalism Review.

Norman Solomon
Point Reyes Station, CA

The editors respond: Solomon has a
point. Because the supplement was
physically separate from the maga-
zine—while shrink-wrapped and de-
livered with it—we thought it would



be clear that it was not part of the is- masor FUNDERS for car and CJR.Org in
sue. And the Commonwealth Fund lOgO. recent years include the Arca Foundation,

. . . The Atlantic Philanthropies, Neil Barsky, The
i : X X
contact information, and list of experts Brunswick Group, The Cabot Family Trust,

we thought, made its provenance clear. Carnegie Corporation, The Challenge Fund
Still, the word “supplement” is indeed  for Journalism, Citigroup, Nathan Cummings
ambiguous, and we wish we'd written = Foundation, The Ford Foundation,
“sponsored supplement.” goldmarll Sach§, William an'd Mary Greve
: X oundation, Kingsford Capital Management,
We were delighted to have it,by the  jopp s, and James L. Knight Foundation,

way. It was rich in valuable research Joan Konner, David and Esther Laventhol,
and information, As for its “arguable ~William Lilley I1I, Peter Lowy, The John

ud ts” bi fr h D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation,
judgments,” we are big on iree speech. Open Society Institute, James H. Ottaway Jr.,

If Solomon knows someone or some Park Foundation, Peter G. Peterson
organization that would like to chal- Foundation, Charles H. Revson Foundation,
lenge the supplement’s conclusions Rockefeller Brothers Fund, Rockefeller Family

. Fund, Sunlight Foundation, TIAA-CREF,
with another sponsored supplement, M & T Weiner Foundation, Winokur Family

we’re all ears. cJr Foundation, and our readers.

{

EDITOR’S NOTE

MORE AWARDS! I'M HAPPY TO REPORT THAT COLUMBIA JOURNALISM REVIEW'S
Dean Starkman and former cJR staff writer Megan Garber have each won a
Mirror Award, bestowed by Syracuse University’s Newhouse School of Public FREE TRAINING
Communications to honor the year’s best reporting and writing on the media.

Starkman won in the Best In-Depth Piece, Traditional Media category,
for his May/June 2009 article “Power Problem,” about the business media’s
complacency in the years leading up to the financial meltdown. (That piece
was also part of the reason CJR took home this year’s Bart Richards Award for
Media Criticism, given in May by Penn State’s College of Communications.)
Garber won in the Best Single Article, Digital Media category, for her article

“Common Knowledge,” which is part of “Press Forward: Dialogues on the
Future of News,” a series of essays and conversations on CJR.org.

Craig Silverman, CJR's “Regret the Error” columnist, and Justin Peters,
CJR’s managing editor/Web, were also finalists at the June 10 Mirror Awards
luncheon in New York: Silverman in the Best Commentary, Digital Media
category, and Peters for Best Profile, Digital Media (profiles plural, actually;
he was a finalist for two different articles). A word about Peters: he recruited
the excellent Silverman to CJR, and he conceived and co-wrote the substan-
tial Press Forward series, with Garber, whom he edited regularly (Megan has
moved to the Nieman Journalism Lab). And he writes beautifully, online and
in print (see page 51). Maybe we’ll get some heavy glass and fashion him an
award of our own.

I'd also like to tell you about a changing of the guard here: each July, the
Columbia Journalism Review welcomes two new assistant editors, hired from
the ranks of the graduating class of Columbia’s Graduate School of Journal-
ism, for a one-year stint. This year we are delighted to have landed two of the
top students in the class, Lauren Kirchner and Joel Meares, for the upcoming
twelve months. Watch for their bylines, online and in print.

The bittersweet part of this guard changing is that we also say goodbye to ,
the current pair of assistant editors, Greg Marx and Alexandra Fenwick, who JOURNALISM
are finishing a stellar year. Ali switched to the news-innovation beat when Gar- ’
ber left, and did a fine job; she also handled Darts & Laurels on the print side,
and brought nuance and ¢omplexity to that page. Greg will be sorely missed.
He covered the coverage of politics and policy, and did it with fresh insights
and great energy. He also pitched in with enthusiasm on anything we asked of
him, including editing the Currents section for print. Both are great fun to work
with, too, and we’ll miss them.

TWITTER: @BIZJOURNALISM « FACEBOOK: BIZJOURNALISM

—Mike Hoyt
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Currents

overruled Sir David Eady. England's most influential libel judge, issued a damning ruling in the
libel suit that made science journalist Simon Singh an icon to reformers. Singh won on appeal.

Is the End Nigh?

Journalists have been whinging about
England’s libel laws—which notoriously place
the burden of proof on defendants, lack a
strong defense for fair commentary or writing
on public figures, and provide a venue for
forum-shopping plaintiffs across the globe—
for generations. But efforts at reform, like the
parliamentary committees of 1948, 1975, and
1991, have produced only tweaks. q So skeptics
can be forgiven for doubting that anything
will come of a similar parliamentary report
issued this winter. But across Britain, there’s a
growing consensus that the law has become a
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national shame and a chill
on public debate. Just a few
years ago, not one major
party included a call for libel
reform in its platform. This
spring, all three did.

What accounts for the
transformation? Interna-
tional pressure, in part. In
2008, the United Nations
Human Rights Committee
concluded that Britain’s
laws discouraged “cridcal
media reporting on matters
of serious public interest”
and warned of a danger
to “freedom of expression
worldwide” in the Internet

age. Meanwhile, laws have
been passed in four U.S.
states to protect Americans
from adverse judgments in
England—a “humiliation
for our system,” the most
recent parliamentary report
acknowledged.

Another catalyst was
Simon Singh, a best-selling
science journalist. In 2008,
Singh published a column in
The Guardian asserting there
was “not a jot of evidence”
behind the British Chiro-
practic Association’s claim
that spinal manipulation is an
effective treatment for child-
hood colic, ear infections, or
asthma. He was sued for libel,
and The Guardian told him it
couldn’t afford to fight. But
earnings from his popular
books hadn’t left Singh
defenseless. “I could see no
reason why I should back
down,” he says. “If I had the
time and the resources, I had
almost a responsibility.”

Significantly, said Singh’s
lawyer, Robert Dougans, the
column “wasn’t a story of an
MP who had fiddled his ex-
penses a bit, or of a footballer
with a prostitute. It’s real
science journalism about real
health” That meant the ensu-
ing legal battle provided a
handy rallying point for a key
new player, a coalition known
as Libel Reform. Made up
of the English branch of the
writers’ association PEN and
the NGOs Index On Censor-
ship and Sense about Science,
the campaign has major sup-
port from the Open Society
Institute (a CJR donor), but no
formal backing from the pub-
lishing or media industries.

UPPA / PHOTOSHOT



‘Wait and see. Wait—until it’s too late. That’s what | generally see
happening among regional and local newspaper companies. They
talk about early adopters and the high cost of a state-of-the-art
iPad app, and most are waiting. The big guys—what I've called the
Digital Dozen—aren’t waiting.’—Ken Doctor, Nieman Journalism Lab

Libel Reform built its
publicity efforts and parlia-
mentary lobbying around
Singh’s trial, which as it
unfolded demonstrated
another perversity of the law.
After an adverse initial ruling,
Singh prevailed on appeal
in April, putting him in the
roughly one-tenth of writers
who successfully defend libel
claims in British courts. But
he spent about £200,000 of
his own money, and hopes
to recoup at most 80 percent.
His experience illustrate
how the cost of a lengthy
defense—an Oxford study
pegged British libel litigation
at 140 times more expensive
than the average in conti-
nental Europe—is a greater
threat than damages under
the current regime.

The reform campaign is
making progress. The ruling
Conservative Party and its
junior partner, the Liberal
Democrats, wrote a review of
libel law into their coalition
agreement, Meanwhile, Lord
Anthony Lester, a Lib Dem
peer with a track record of
major legislation, has intro-
duced a bill that Libel Reform
hopes to push forward.

Given the burden he faced,
says Singh, his advice to
other journalists in the same
situation would be, “don’t
fight the case.” If the current
effort prevails, they may rlot
face that dilemma.

—Clint Hendler

Legal Aid

THE NEED FOR PRESS FREE-
dom and government trans-
parency is as urgent today as

Hlustrations by Jacqui Oakley

ever, but the newsrooms that
long defended key rights have
fewer resources. A year-old
externship program at Yale
Law School is trying to help.
The ten students in the Media
Freedom and Information
Access Practicum work pro
bono to support journal-

ists on issues ranging from
national security to online
speech to access to state

and federal records, and
have already represented
more than a dozen clients.

In May, Rachael Scar-
borough King spoke

with Jack Balkin, Knight
Professor of Constitu-

tional Law and the First
Amendment and the
practicum’s supervisor, and

Nabiha Syed, a recent gradu-

ate who was one of the four
founding students. A longer
version of this interview is at
httpy/www.cjr.org/behind_
the_news/legal_aid.

Is this project part of a move
toward nonprofit models?
JB: One of the big trends

this clinic is part of is what

I would call the disaggrega-
tion of the functions of the

twentieth-century newspa-
per. Legal clinics and NGos
that do not understand
themselves to be journalistic
enterprises nevertheless are
engaged in litigation that

uncovers information that

is of value to the public. Just
as some nonprofits have
taken on some of the work of
investigative journalism, so
too might some nonprofits
take on some of the work of
defending media freedoms.

How has the clinic changed
from what you first envi-
sioned?
NS: The most surprising
thing is how quickly people
have been willing to give us
work. We have a relation-
ship with The New York
Times, and if you had asked
me when we were starting
this last year if I would help
the Times with legal work, I
would have laughed. So much
is changing, and people have
a need for bodies, and we
have them and we’re free.

Has it become more difficult
for journalists to get access

HARD NUMBERS

5 million ;5

page views
for P8S NewsHour's widget
showing live video of the Gulf
oil spill, as of June 14. The site’s
traffic tripled from the prior
month.

43 percent of online adults
who reported watching
news videos on the Internet
in 2009. Across media genres,
69 percent of online adults
reported using the Web to
watch or download video, up
from 57 percent in 2007.
19 percent increase in
videos produced by
a cross-section of newspaper
publishers for online
distribution between the first
quarter of 2009 and the first
quarter of 2010

downloads of
80,421 Wired's iPad
application, priced at $4.99, as
of June 9-a figure comparable

to the magazine’s average
monthly newsstand sales

5 price, in dollars, Gannett

is charging a key
advertiser for one thousand
impressions on its USA Today
iPad app-about five times the
CPM rate for regular Web ads,
and about half the rate of a full-
page color ad in print

5 million &

down-
loaded to Apple’s new iPad as
of June 7, meaning the product
accounted for 22 percent of
the e-book market within two
months of its launch

3 percent of newspaper
executives, when asked
in a recent survey what they
would do differently given the
chance, who said that their
organization should have
invested more in new media,
technology, and the internet a
decade ago. The second most
common reply, at 30 percent,
was to charge for content.

PBS NewsHour, Pew Internet and
American Life Project, Brightcove Inc.,
Wired, The AP, Mashable, Pew Project
for Excellence in Journalism
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to information?

JB: We're in the middle of
building out what I call a
national surveillance state,
which is a state that does

the work of government by
analyzing and collecting
information. We need to find
out what kind of information
the government is collecting,
how it’s collecting it, whether
it’s abusing its privileges or
not. At the same time, there
is a natural bureaucratic ten-
dency to resist inspection. So
it wouldn’t be surprising that
governments would become
a little stingier.

Do you see drawbacks to tak-
ing this type of work out of
the newsroom?

JB: I can think of advantages.
An NGO might be able to
defend some interests thata
major metropolitan newspa-
per would regard as second-
ary. It might be willing to do
ro1a work that the paper
wouldn’t invest in because it’s
time-consuming and expen-
sive. The sum of their work
might in fact better approxi-
mate the public interest.

Ns: I hope we don’t replace a
lawyer in the newsroom who
has a personal relationship.

We can help where people
don’t have other options, or
they’re priced out of other
options, or they have don’t
have time for them.

Bold Move

LAST FALL, A NEW, CITY-
mag-style Web site quietly
planted its flag in the crowded
San Francisco blogosphere.
There was no launch party,
no ad campaign, just an eye-
catching design and a single,
first-person story about weird
exercise classes on offer in
the Bay Area. A few days later,
another story, about a bike-
thief stakeout. By the end of
its first month, The Bold Italic
had also tackled the how-to of
street musicianship and the
etiquette of a strip-club visit.
But despite the eclectic
approach, one topic seems
too touchy for the site to ad-
dress directly: its ownership.
The Bold Italic is a Gannett
experiment, led by Michael
Maness, the company’s vice
president of innovation and
design. But Maness’s name
is absent from the site, and
Gannett’s is mentioned only
once—buried in the 3,000-
word terms of service. (Full
disclosure: the site I work at,

Bundle.com, has had conver-
sations about collaborating
with The Bold Italic on an
editorial project.)

Keeping quiet about
the site’s lineage is a stra-
tegic move. Gannett is still
a traditional company; its
family-friendly newspapers
are not likely to use the word

“tranny” or end a story about
marijuana dispensaries with
helpful local listings, as The
Bold Italic does. And while
the arm’s-length approach
allows Gannett to maintain
its squeaky reputation, The
Bold Italic is free of associa-
tion with its stodgy parent.
As Jim Goss, an analyst
who covers Gannett for
Barrington Research, says,

“Sometimes it’s good not to
tie a new project to some-
thing that’s perceived as a
challenged brand.”

And this is anew project
(it’s still in beta), with a new
function—to “help people be
better locals,” according to

Maness found that readers
are frustrated with journal-
ism’s claims of objectivity
and its focus on corruption,
crime, and disasters. So Bold
Italic stories are written

in the first person, and the

LANGUAGE CORNER HONING PIGEONS?

LET’S HOME IN ON A PROBLEM: THE MISUSE OF “HONE IN” TO MEAN “ZERO IN.” WHEN
you “zero in” or “home in” on something, you're seeking and finding the goal. “Hone”
means “to sharpen,” as in “hone a knife.” But “hone” sounds a lot like “home,” and since
you’re “sharpening” your focus when you “home in” on something...well, you can see

how this mistake happens.

Write LanguageCorner@cjr.org

The misuse was first spotted in 1965, and seems to have exploded in the past few years.
Such luminaries as Jay Leno and cJR have been caught using it.

Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of English Usage, published in 1994, says “it may be that
eventually hone in on will become so common that dictionaries will begin to enter itas a
standard phrase; and usage commentators will then routinely rail against it as an ignorant
corruption of the language” That day may be nigh. The more recent Merriam-Webster’s
Collegiate Dictionary says “hone in” “seems to have established itself in American English,”
though it adds, “your use of it especially in writing is likely to be called a mistake.” Garner’s
Modern American Usage says that its use is “commonplace even among many well-edu-
cated people;” but something “to avoid” in “careful usage.” Careful writers will hone their
cursors, so that seldom will be heard this discouraging word.

12 JULY/AUGUST 2010

—Merrill Perlman

Maness—and an upbeat tone.

site doesn’t cover bad news.
“People want to feel good
about where they live,” Ma-
ness says. The site’s freelance
writers aren’t necessarily
trained journalists. “We don’t
even call it journalism,” he
says, preferring to talk about
“storytelling” and “narrative.” -

The sunny, service-ori-
ented approach carries over
to the business model, which
depends on listings and
targeted ads. A black tab on
the side of the screen func-
tions as a “clipbook,” where
readers can bookmark events
and businesses that interest
them; that information will

“help match merchants with
potential customers who
share their passions,” ac-
cording to the site’s About Us
section. (Maness didn’t offer
specifics about Gannett’s in-
vestment or financial targets,
but says the site is generating
money “in fits and starts,”
and added, “We’re patient for
quick profit, but we’re impa-
tient for early revenue”)

While the implications
of product placement may
make traditionalists nervous,
early reviews have been flat-
tering. The Webby awards
gave the site an honorable
mention, and tech blog
Gizmodo complimented
its iPad app. And traffic,
though modest—a big story
might approach 20,000 page
views—is growing.

Jim Hopkins, a former
USA Today journalist who
runs a blog about Gannett
from his San Francisco home,
says he likes the writing
and the tone. But more than
that, Hopkins says, “I like it
because it’s Gannett. They’ve
historically been so timid, and
this is nothing yowd ever see
in a Gannett product, period.”
For this exercise in anti-
branding, that is, perhaps, the
first mark of success.

—Janet Paskin



DARTS & LAURELS ALEXANDRA FENWICK

On Valentine’s Day week-
end in 2003, a gang of
Italian thieves, led by a
= man named Leonardo
Notarbartolo, broke into
the Diamond Center, a vault in Antwerp, Belgium. Using
items like Styrofoam, a dustmop handle, and hairspray, the
thieves disabled a state-of-the-art security system that in-
cluded infrared heat, motion, and light sensors, as well as
a lock with 100 million possible combinations. Police say
at least $100 million in diamonds went missing in the big-
gest diamond heist ever.

But the thieves made a mistake. While hightailing it back
to Italy, they tossed bags of garbage containing receipts, loose
gems, and other incriminating information into a stretch of
Belgian forest routinely patrolled by a retireé on the look-
out for litterbugs. The garbage cracked the case. Four of the
thieves were convicted, including Notarbartolo, who got
ten years.

It sounded like a Hollywood movie. And soon it will be,
Notarbartolo gave an interview last year to Wired contribut-
ing editor Joshua Davis for a magazine story that has since
been optioned and is currently being produced by J.J. Abrams
for Paramount Pictures.

Davis’s jailhouse interview with Notarbartolo, published
in March 2009, introduced an exciting new twist. According
to Notarbartolo, he didn’t mastermind the Diamond Center
caper. He was in Antwerp to fence other stolen jewelry, and
was approached by a diamond dealer who wanted the vault
robbed in order to collect insurance. Notarbartolo said his
backer built a replica of the light-sensitive vault—a detail
straight out of the movie Ocean’s Eleven, to which this heist
has been compared—so the thieves could memorize its di-
mensions and do the job in the dark.

On the night of the break-in, he said, the thieves stole
what they thought were bags full of diamonds, only to open
them later and discover they were largely empty—a double-
cross. Nearly everyone with gems in the vault had removed
them, Notarbartolo claimed, presumably in order to join the
insurance scam.

Dramatic stuff. The only problem, according to Belgian
police and others with knowledge of the case, is that it’s not
true. Greg Campbell and Scott Andrew Selby devote an en-
tire chapter in Flawless: Inside the Largest Diamond Heist in
History, their recent and meticulously reported book about
the theft, to debunking Notarbartolo’s account. The evidence
marshaled by the authors is considerable.

One example: when a security guard discovered the crime
scene, the lights were blazing and a pile of ransacked bags
and other containers, as well as distinctive jewels and other

Hlustration by Jacqui Oakley

Send nominations
dartsandlaurels@cjr.org

items like credit cards and passports, which might leave a
trail, were piled on the floor. Black electrical tape covered
the light sensor. Clearly, darkness wasn’t a factor, and the
thieves had gone through the loot in the vault.

A reader of the Wired article, though, would not know
about this or any of the contradictions between Notarbarto-
lo’s story and what the police found. Instead, Davis simply
included a series of hedges at the end, suggesting that his
storyteller could be lying, posing questions like, “Is Notar-
bartolo’s story a decoy to throw suspicion on others?” Da-
vis says his article was never meant to be a straightforward
presentation of the facts of the case. Rather, as Wired editor
Mark Robinson put it, “Our approach—telling the story from
Notarbartolo’s point of view—was entirely valid considering
that it had never been heard before”

Agim De Bruycker, one of the lead detectives on the case,
told cJr he met with Davis several times prior to Davis’s jail-
house interview with Notarbartolo. But he said Davis never
made an effort to check Notarbartolo’s story with him or
his partner, Patrick Peys. “Not one detail of Leo’s story can
be confirmed by the facts in the investigation,” De Bruycker
said. Davis’s explanation? “I did not ask for the police point
of view on the story as I directly explored the reasons why
Notarbartolo might lie, an exploration that was informed by
my [earlier] conversations with the police.”

Is that good enough? We don’t think so. Without giving
readers, who come to the story without any context, at least
a glimpse of the police version of events—beyond the obvi-
ous caveat that the storyteller was a known thief and liar—the
article gets too close to qualified stenography. Even some of
Wired’s readers knew dereliction of journalistic duty when
they saw it. “Who, exactly, is supposed to be fooled by this
silly tale?” read one letter to the editor. For this, Wired earns
a DART.

In aninteresting epilogue, about four months after his early
release from jail last spring, Notarbartolo was pulled over in
Milan, where police found a kilogram of diamonds stuffed
between the seats of his car. He said they were low-quality
industrial grade diamonds purchased in 2008 (odd, since he
was in jail that year); nothing like the highly valuable stones
that would have been stored in the Antwerp Diamond vault.
But according to the Belgian police, the diamonds have been
inspected by experts who determined that they were indeed
of the highest quality.

Moreover, these diamonds, about $80,000-worth, may be
connected to the heist, a source told cJr. According to the
source, the stones await an Italian court’s permission to be
brought back to Belgium, a factual detail that seems compel-
ling enough to fold in to the movie. But don’t look for itin a
theater near you. cir
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ON THE JOB SHAHAN MUFTI

A World of Trouble

Who’s a journalist? In today’s war zones, the answer matters.

IN NOVEMBER 2008, THE PAKISTANI ARMY LAUNCHED ITS FIRST MAJOR OFFEN-
sive against militants in the tribal areas of the country. I was working as a reporter

for The Christian Science Monitor and had arrived in the border town of Peshawar

from Islamabad, prepared to enter the war zone with a military unit as an embed-
ded journalist. It was not an ideal arrangement, and I expected nothing more than

a sloppily choreographed dog-and-pony show that would showcase cooperation

with the U.S. military aims. But reporters were barred from entering the war zone,
and this was the only way to get in legally. It also meant a close, if carefully man-
aged, look at the battlefield. After weeks of wrangling, I had a green light from the

military, and I thought that little could go wrong.

Then it went wrong in a manner I had not even considered. When I arrived
in Peshawar, my fixer told me he’d heard that the Taliban in the tribal areas had
kidnapped a Canadian woman. Over the next few hours, I pieced together from
rumors and half-baked accounts that she was a freelance reporter of some sort. I
didn’t recognize her name, but I gathered that in spite of many warnings by local
journalists, she had decided to travel alone into the heart of Taliban country to
shoot a documentary.

I called my contact in the Pakistan intelligence agency, the ISI, with whom I had
arranged my embed. It was immediately evident that the tone had changed. The
colonel, who had been reluctant but helpful so far, was no longer in the mood to
accommodate my professional requests. Had I heard about this Canadian woman?
he asked. I told him that I had. Did I know her? I did not.

As we spoke, a few things became clear: first; the colonel was not convinced
that the woman was a legitimate journalist. He didn’t go so far as to accuse of
her being a spy or a collaborator with the insurgents, but he did wonder out loud
why she was not on anyone’s radar if she was working in Pakistan as a reporter.
Second, he was somehow holding me—and all English-language journalists—re-
sponsible for making his job more difficult. Third, he was going to make sure I
paid for the PR nightmare that was already unfolding for him with the Canadian
government. “We’re not taking in any reporters,” he said, and hung up before I
could get in a full sentence.

The Canadian, Khadija Abdul Qahaar (formerly Beverly Anne Giesbrecht), was
fifty-five years old at the time of her kidnapping. Two years later, she is still in cap-
tivity. She was a one-person news organization, the publisher of Jihadunspun.com,
a Web site dedicated to chronicling what Qahaar viewed as a war against Muslims
waged by America in Iraqg, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. By venturing alone into the
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tribal areas, she had obviously put her
life in danger. She had also screwed up
my story and, after speaking with the
colonel, I realized that she had eroded,
however slightly, the reputation of the
entire foreign press corps covering the
war. Qahaar’s abduction left many of us
foreign correspondents feeling that we
had to be extra careful, extra coopera-
tive with the authorities to make up for
a major gaffe by someone who was sup-
posed to be “one of us.”

As frustrated as I was, I found it dif-
ficult to blame Qahaar completely. For
more than a year, I had worked in Paki-
stan as a freelance reporter. I had only
weeks earlier become a full-time cor-
respondent and “legal”’—eligible to ob-
tain a coveted press pass. I knew all too
well that for a freelancer in a war zone,
bold (and even reckless) moves—such
as the one made by Qahaar—often seem
like the only way to get attention, and a
paycheck. As a freelancer I too had trav-
eled into the tribal areas with nothing
mare than a notepad, a camera, and a
young fixer by my side. With Pakistan
now in an all-out war, nowhere was par-
ticularly safe. My closest calls had actu-
ally come in Pakistan’s largest city, Ka-
rachi, when the former Prime Minister
Benazir Bhutto returned from exile. A
bomb exploded in the middle of a mas-
sive procession that I was covering, kill-
ing nearly one hundred and fifty people.
There were dozens of foreign freelanc-
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Captive Shane Bauer, one of three U.S. citizens arrested last year in iran, with his mother during her visit in May.

ers operating from Pakistan during this
time, and most of them, at some point,
had done something foolish in search
of a story. Qahaar’s misfortune was that
she got caught.

Today, western freelance reporters of
all stripes are spread across not just Pak-
istan but Iraq, Afghanistan, Africa, and
Latin America, reporting on the most
violent conflicts in the world. War zones
have become the training ground for
some of the greenest reporters, a way to
break into a U.S. news business that has
dramatically reduced its footprint in the
world, shuttering bureaus and calling
correspondents home. For newsrooms
with shrunken budgets, freelancers in
far-flung hotspots are a godsend. They

tend to be young and hungry and, more

to the point, cost a fraction of what staff
reporters do. They don’t have to be in-
sured; they don’t require business cards

or press passes or Kevlar vests or hostile-
environment training.

This situation is not new. The re-
treat from foreign coverage has been
under way for at least twenty years,
and intrepid freelancers have long set
off without institutional backing to try
to make their own professional breaks.
But what is different now is that the fi-
nancial health of most news outlets has
become so dire that their use of—and in
some cases reliance on—such lone-wolf
reporters has become the norm rather
than the exception. Advances in digital

technology, meanwhile, have enabled a
new breed of citizen journalist to wan-
der in search of a scoop—or stumble
upon one—publishing on their own Web
sites and on their own terms. The re-
sult is that while not long ago we would
have expected a star reporter like Chris-
tiane Amanpour to provide the defining
reportage from a violent post-election
Iran, today it is raw camera-phone video
footage of a young woman bleeding to
death in the streets of Tehran that de-
fines a moment in history. The people
who uploaded this video of Neda Agha-
Soltan were awarded a Polk award, one
of journalism’s highest honors.

Some freelancers have capitalized
on the new reality to produce impor-
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tant coverage and establish themselves
as serious journalists. Chris Albritton,
for instance, translated his fearless and
incisive freelance war reporting into
a bureau chief position with Reuters.
Michael Yon, another freelance war
reporter who became popular for his
coverage of fighting in Iraq, published a
book and caught the attention of Bruce
Willis, who expressed interest in making
a movie based on Yon’s experiences.
But given the range of people who
roam the world’s volatile regions—from
academics doing research to tourists
with blogs and digital cameras—it isn’t
surprising that we periodically hear the
alarming news of freelance journalists—
or someone with a camera who may or
may not consider himself a journalist—
getting into trouble. The imprisonment
of Iranian-American journalist Roxana
Saberi by the Iranian government was
only the most publicized of recent cases.
Shane Bauer, one of the American “hik-
ers” arrested months later in Iran on
charges of spying, has also been de-
scribed as “a published journalist who
reported from Darfur, Yemen and Irag,”
and whose “insightful commentaries
have covered issues not tackled by the

The upshot is that there is real con-
fusion over who is a journalist in a war
zone, and that confusion can cause prob-
lems for professional journalists as they
try to do the already difficult work of
covering conflict. But me having a trip
into the tribal areas scuttled, and having
to work overtime to mend my inherently
fraught relationships with the Pakistani
military, are minor irritations compared
to the very real possibility that this con-
fusion can be exploited for political gain.
And the problem is not simply a matter
of foreign governments looking to con-
trol the western media, or gain a propa-
ganda edge. The more serious signs of
trouble are coming from home.

In January, Major General Michael
T. Flynn, the top U.S. intelligence offi-
cial in Afghanistan, published a report
calling for an overhaul of intelligence-
gathering operations. Drawing paral-
lels to how sports reporters gauge the
chances of teams winning in the Na-
tional Football League, Flynn expressed
the need for intelligence assets who
would “retrieve information from the
ground level and make it available to
a broader audience, similar to the way
journalists work.”

The confusion over who is a journalist in

a war zone can cause problems for actual
journalists that go beyond safety concerns—
it can be exploited, by the U.S. military and
others, for strategic and political gain.

mainstream media” These arrests in

Iran came on the heels of the impris-
onment of two Asian-American journal-
ists in North Korea, and in the follow-
ing months many freelancers also ended

up in jails while covering the post-elec-
tion upheaval in Iran and the war in Sri

Lanka. And then there are those under-
reported stories, like Nicole Tung, the

twenty-three-year-old college graduate

(and journalism major) who was picked

up by Pakistani intelligence agents last

December as she wandered in the tribal

areas armed with a camera, working as

a freelance photographer.
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In the footnotes, he was even more
pointed: “Analysts need not come solely
from the intelligence community....Sea-
soned print journalists who have been
laid off in the current industry retrench-
ment, and who want to serve their coun-
try in Afghanistan, might be a source of
talent....”

Then in March, The New York Times
broke news that a Defense Department
official, Michael D. Furlong, had “set up
a network of private contractors in Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan to help track
and kill suspected militants.” One of
the subcontractors, a freelance jour-

nalist, told the Times “that the govern-
ment hired him to gather information

about Afghanistan and that Mr. Furlong
improperly used his work.” The free-
lancer felt cheated. “We were providing
information so they could better under-
stand the situation in Afghanistan, and

it was being used to kill people,” he told

the Times.

Clearly, the American news media
aren’t the only ones moving to a free-
lance model for information gathering,
The military and editors in New York
are in some cases drawing on the same
talent pool. Under such circumstances,
the ambiguity surrounding journalists
in war zones—to say nothing of the un-
der-employed nature of journalists gen-
erally—suits the military just fine. But
it is bad news for American journal-
ism. It makes the days when the indus-
try wrung its hands over the military’s
embedding program look ideal by com-
parison—at least as embeds journalists
maintained the institutional integrity
of the press, even while riding on the
military’s jeep.

It also makes the Pakistani colonel’s
insinuation that Qahaar had a “secret
agenda,” and the allegations of espio-
nage that have been hung on nearly ev-
ery kidnapped or arrested journalist in
recent memory, much more troubling—
not because I suddenly believe those
charges have merit, but because there
is now something concrete for the folks
doing the kidnapping and arresting to
use to justify their claims.

Itis useful to remember that the term

“freelancer” was first used for merce-
naries who lent their martial skills and
services to the highest bidder in time
of war. In the current environment, the
following scenario is certainly plausi-
ble: a freelance journalist, strapped for
cash and with no institutional affilia-
tions or loyalty, embeds herself with
a unit of freelance warriors from the
Blackwater army. Together, they ride
into a war zone, all freelancers, with in-
determinate missions and no one to vet
whatever “journalism” gets committed.
Things have never looked quite so eerily
uncertain. CJR

SHAHAN MUFT! is a freelance writer. He
teaches at the Hagop Kevorkian Center for
Near Eastern Studies at New York University. «




IN MEDIA RES ALISSA QUART

The Trouble With Experts

The Web allows us to question authority in new ways

ACTRESS JENNY MCCARTHY’S FAVORITE LINE IS, “MY SON IS MY SCIENCE.” SHE’S
an autism activist who insists that vaccines caused her son’s neurological disorder,
a claim that has near-zero support in scientific literature. Years ago, she might
have been dismissed as another irrational celebrity or passionate crank. But in
the brave new world of “experts” online, McCarthy is more than that. In some
corners of the world, she defines a debate, blotting out scientists who completely
debunk her claims.

And then there’s Orac, McCarthy’s opposite number. Orac is the nom de blog of
someone who writes that he is a “surgeon/scientist.” He’s another self-appointed
autism expert but, unlike McCarthy, Orac attacks the vaccines-cause-autism set. He
recently delighted in the downfall of a telegenic anti-vaccine doctor in England, for
example, who finally lost his license. We, the audience, don’t know who Orac really is,
although he has taken on a leading role as a debunker of the autism-vaccine link.

As long as I can remember, “the expert” arrived through news articles, inevita-
bly a guy at that smart-sounding think tank, a famed professor of social science, a
renowned author. The expert quote arrived toward the second half of most pieces,
wafting out of some glorified institution, as iconic and predictable as Colonel Mus-
tard in the board game Clue.

Structurally, the expert quote is supposed to act as the inarguable voice of reason,
getting rid of any doubt left in our minds or splitting the difference between extremes.
As the poet Philip Larkin writes of such voices, “Ah, solving that question /Brings
the priest and the doctor /In their long coats /Running over the fields.”

But the mystique around expertise has always troubled those who bothered
to think about it. The philosopher John Dewey expressed irritation over the un-
questioned expert a long time ago, chiding that experts were but “a class” with

“private interests and private knowledge” As the British critic Adam Phillips writes
in his book on the nature of expertise, Terrors and Experts, expertise carries with
it some troubled assumptions—that “because a person has done a recognizable
or legitimated official training they are then qualified to claim something more
than that they have done the training.” Phillips points out that it is almost always
a feeling of uncertainty that drives the non-specialist—the reader, the patient, the
investor—into the arms of experts.

For journalists, this uncertainty is at the center of every traditional news story.
Journalists have long gathered expert quotes, secretly hoping to have our angles
confirmed and our fears of imposture put to rest. But also because many journalists
believe there’s a Platonic truth out there, a definable explanation for everything

under the sun—and the experts can tell
us what that is.

But with the rise of the Web, as well
as changingideas of authority in general,

“the expert” has come to mean some-
thing different from what it once did.
There’s the rise of what the Brits call
“experts by experience”—people like
Jenny McCarthy, and also like Orac—
who have emerged online because they
write well and/or frequently on their
subjects, rather than becoming an ex-
pert by acclamation of other experts or
because of an affiliation with a venerated
institution. The worst part of all of this
is the thicket of false expertise available
on the Web, mistaken by Google-search
enthusiasts or, sometimes, naive report-
ers, as real expertise. These fauxperts
are not entirely new, but not many years
ago they had a somewhat harder time
getting their point of view presented as
coming from an “expert.”

This change in the way we think about
expertise stems from a few sources. The
first is a weakened trust in institutions
or companies or government. Some con-
tend this started in the 1980s and 90s,
though, as measured by the Edelman
Trust Barometer, trust took a serious
dip in 2007. The second is due to what
Net brainiacs eall “disintermediation,”
or the disappearance, due to the Web, of
the grinning middlemen who previously
connected one institution to another. In
the case of journalism, a perfect example
of “disintermediation” is that experts
used to be mediated and selected by jour-
nalists, but now experts themselves may
well present their expertise online, like
Orac, or the twenty-three-year-old hur-
ricane blogger Brendan Loy, a self-de-
scribed “weather nerd” in Indiana who
predicted Hurricane Katrina days before
itoccurred, yet another “expert” emerg-
ing from the crowd without the usual
vetting or filtering.

THIS IS A TWO-SIDED THING. ON ONE
hand, it’s great that an expert can go
straight to the people. On the other, if
that expert is an autism-vaccine con-
nector or a climate-skeptic blogger
like Anthony Watts, whose claims have
been disputed by scientists, it’s pretty
clear that mediation is needed. But who
should the mediator be?

Dave Winer, a visiting scholar at New
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York University’s Arthur L. Carter Jour-
nalism Institute, would say no one. He
has argued that experts and amateurs
with expert-level knowledge should go
directly to readers rather than relying
on journalists as mediators. He calls
it “Sources Go Direct” (So direct that
Winer dislikes being quoted by journal-
ists, as an expert or otherwise.) “The
sources who no longer trust the jour-
nos, or aren’t being called by them...are
going direct,” he has written. “This is
what replaces journalism.” I see Winer’s
logic. If people want expert opinions on
film, they might well look to the Inter-
net Movie Database’s flock of amateur
reviewers. These IMDBers are true film
buffs. Their often expansive, obsessive
reviews should be part of a new defi-
nition of expertise, a place beyond the
ordered (and American-centered) orna-
mental gardens of New Yorker reviews.

I spoke to some people who are try-
ing to make sense of this dilemma—call
them experts on expertise or institutional
authorities on the end of institutional-
ized authority—and they were helpful, as

stance. Nicco Mele, who once ran How-
ard Dean’s Internet campaign and is a
lecturer at Harvard’s Kennedy School,
sounded happy when he said that “clas-
sic institutions are fading as arbiters of
expert reputations” and Google, Twitter,
and Facebook are taking their place.

But Dave Cohn, the founder of Spot.
us, had a more complicated take. A Web
community may revolt against tradi-
tional experts and anoint its own, based
on a different criterion of expertise, he
says. But this Web community can be
even more capricious in how long a per-
son gets to be acommunity expert. Itcan

“redact a positive opinion of you. It’s sort
of like getting fired,” says Cohn.

I expected Jonathan Zittrain, author
of The Future of the Internet And How to
Stop It and a professor at Harvard Law
School (Harvard expert, natch?!), to be
another specialist who might support
specialists going direct. But Zittrain also
expressed a concern over the unsorted
expertise on the Web. That problem is
the “epistemological paralysis,” as he
put it, or the entropy that sets in when

‘Journalists have to understand the difference
between expertise and authority, says Clay
Shirky. ‘A lawyer knows just as much the day
after he is disbarred as the day before, but his
authoritative status has changed’

experts often are. Most of these people
were interested in making more space
for a kind of expert-journalist who im-
proves upon our previous incarnation as
jolly generalist. (For an insightful essay
on the need for journalists to report their
way toward their own expertise, search
for Brent Cunningham’s “Re-thinking
Objectivity” on cJr.org, and fork over
the $1.99 to download it.)

I imagined that many of the up-to-
the-minute digital journo types I knew
would cast a cold eye on experts and the
need for journalists as intermediaries,
choosing Web-enabled amateurs over
the authorities that have so damaged
themselves in the last decade—the ex-
perts championing failing wars, for in-
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we aren’t guided by filtering voices on
the Web—what others have called “filter
failure.” One unsatisfactory cure to this
problem is the emergence of filtering
voices that only speak to the most frag-
mented audiences—“getting silo-ed,” as
Chris Mooney, the science blogger and
co-author of Unscientific America, put it,
or “broken into little partisan herds.”

“A reader wants some trusted source
to break it down for her: a domain ex-
pert with ablog and a Rolodex, who hap-
pens to be eager to draw upon further
experts,” says Zittrain. “Cacophony cries
out for intermediaries, to hold politi-
cians accountable or to give readers the
sense of an environment that they can’t
personally see or touch.”

WHEN JOURNALISTS ARE GENERALISTS,
they rely, often uncritically, on outside
experts for specialized thinking. They
are famously able to immerse them-
selves in a fresh subject and report back.
But they carry with them their ignorance
of the area’s debates and politics. Hyper-
specialization of most subject areas has
made this guileless, mediating journalis-
tic model somewhat uncomfortable.

But maybe journalists can get better
at locating experts. “Journalists have to
understand the difference between ex-
pertise and authority, and to question
the categories,” says Clay Shirky, a pro-
fessor at New York University’s Interac-
tive Telecommunications Program and
author of Cognitive Surplus. He offers
a dark example: “A lawyer knows just
as much the day after he is disbarred
as the day before, but his authoritative
status has changed. Journalists need
to separate credential-based expertise
from actual authority” Journalists might
“try for aricher set of calculations” about
authority, Shirky suggests.

By abandoning the assumption that
gold-plated credentials equal exper-
tise, the press might even change his-
tory. Could journalists have helped to
take down, say, Bernie Madoff, before
the feds did if they had questioned the
SEC’s experts more? Shirky wonders.

And then there’s the chance that au-
thentic experts (not necessarily creden-
tialed experts) could become journal-
ists of some kind. It’s happening already.
Take the flock of professor-bloggers
masticating the news on the Foreign
Policy Web site or economist bloggers
like Tyler Cowen. There are journalists
who have become experts via either peer
or crowd review—like Laurie Garrett, a
reporter who focused on public health
and foreign policy until she became a
Senior Fellow for Global Health at the
Council on Foreign Relations, or the om-
nipresent Nate Silver, who combines his
knowledge of polls and statistics with a
journalistic role as generalist informa-
tion curator with star-making aplomb.
To cheaply paraphrase Isaiah Berlin,
journalists can’t all be clever hedgehogs,
but perhaps some generalist foxes can
start growing some quills. cJr

ALISSA QUART, who finished a Nieman
Fellowship in May, is a CJR contributing editor.



TRANSPARENCY WATCH CLINT HENDLER

Message Control

Is Obama’s White House tighter than Bush’s?

ON MARCH 4, PRESIDENT OBAMA SAT BEHIND HIS STOUT OAK DESK, FLANKED
by beaming lawmakers, and, wielding a pen for the cameras, signed the Travel
Promotion Act into law. Just a routine White House moment, right?

Maybe not. The images from which I—and others in the press—recreated that scene
were captured by government employees. The White House released a photo to the
world and produced a slick video that would have looked right at home on the eve-
ning news. No journalist was present for the bill signing because none were invited.

The bill, which passed Congress with overwhelming bipartisan support, had the
anodyne goal of luring foreign tourist dollars to these shores. Not so controversial.
But the ceremony was just one recent example of an unsettling trend of limiting
press access to major events at the White House, from the Dalai Lama’s visit to
the odd do-over of Obama’s flubbed attempt to take the oath of office.

Despite the administration’s trumpeting of its record on transparency—not to
mention its use of the issue as a campaign cudgel—on the whole reporters have found
this White House to be no different than the Bush administration (or any other re-
cent administration) when it comes to providing information or being accessible to
the press. “By and large, they’re just like all of their predecessors,” says css Radio
correspondent Mark Knoller, who has covered every president since Gerald Ford.

“They give us information that serves their interests more than our interests.”

Message control is central to every administration, and it would have been naive
to expect much else. But the Obama White House has actually regressed in some
troubling ways. For instance, Obama has been far less available for questioning
by journalists than even President Bush, who was openly contemptuous of the
press. And accommodations on off-the-record background briefings and White
House photo releases—both forged in the wake of significant press failures in the
run-up to the Iraq war—have eroded since Obama took office.

Photo releases, where shots taken by the official White House photographer are
offered to news outlets, are nothing new. But photojournalists have long been irked
when such photos are the only images of an event that could have easily been made
public. In 2005, after an increase in presidential events from which they were ex-
cluded, the White House News Photographers Association allied with other press
crganizations and successfully pressed the Bush White House to routinely allow
photographers back in. “We won the access under the Bush administration, and it has
been taken away under the Obama administration,” says Ron Sachs; who chairs the
association’s advocacy committee. He pointed to a series of recent incidents, includ-
ing the decision to bar photographers from Obama’s February 18 meeting with the

Dalai Lama in favor of releasing a single,
no-smiles still taken by Pete Souza, the
official White House photographer.

It wouldn’t take much to let the photo-
graphic pool into the room for half a min-
ute, thereby producing dozens of shots
for editors to choose from. Instead, the
only record of official White House busi-
ness is often a single frame, curated by the
president’s staff in accordance with the
administration’s message of the day.

Message control is enhanced by elimi-
nating instances when the president is
forced to answer inconvenient ques-
tions—and possibly provide inconvenient
answers. Remember the very real national
distraction that ensued after Obama sug-
gested at a July 2009 press conference
that the Cambridge, Massachusetts, po-
lice had “stupidly” arrested Harvard pro-
fessor Henry Louis Gates Jr. at his home?
That was Obama’s last formal press con-
ference after a remarkable opening string.
In February, shortly after The Washing-
ton Post and The New York Times pub-
lished pieces pointing out the drought,
Obama made a surprise half-hour visit to
the briefing room. Besides that, he went
without a White House press conference
until late May—309 days.

For White House reporters the ab-
sence of informal opportunities to ques-
tion the president is at least as galling as
the dearth of formal sessions. Richard
Stevenson, who covered the Bush ad-
ministration for The New York Times,
says it was routine for reporters to be
allowed to ask the president questions—
often several times a week—when they
were ushered into the Oval Office for
quick pool sprays or in other less regi-
mented settings. “It wasn’t an extensive
give-and-take, but he did take questions
quite frequently,” says Stevenson, now
the paper’s deputy Washington bureau
chief. “Obama has almost completely
stopped doing that.”

Some reporters credit the Obama ad-
ministration with increasing access to
certain subject-area experts. But often
these background briefings—and others
with White House staffers—come on the
condition that the briefers can only be
quoted as a “senior administration offi-
cial” or some equally vague attribution.
Here again, progress under the Bush ad-
ministration has been rolled back under
Obama. Controversy surrounding off-
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the-record sourcing before the Iraq war

prompted news organizations to protest

to the Bush administration about the fre-
quent demands that background brief-
ings be anonymous, and the innocuous-
ness of some of the information conveyed

this way. “They got the message, and for
most of the briefings we would be able

to quote people by name,” says Caren

Bohan, an officer in the White House

Correspondents Association who has

covered both administrations.

But Obama’s handlers discarded the
Bush-era détente. Print reporters have
been particularly outraged by incidents
in which background briefers went on
cable news to deliver the same infor-
mation, faces before the world, minutes
after the background sessions.

To protest the White House’s brief-
ing policy, Stevenson and Ron Fournier
of The Associated Press organized a
sign-on letter from many Washington
editors and bureau chiefs in May 2009.
The White House responded and agreed
to put more of the sessions on the record.
While the situation has improved from
the journalists’ point of view, readers still
regularly find the administration’s line
coming from unnamed sources. “There’s
at least movement in the right direction,”
says Stevenson. “It still is a problem. But
the blatant instances where the only per-
son who doesn’t know the identity of the
briefer is the reader have been reduced—
but not anywhere close to eliminated.”

NONE OF THIS IS THE STUFF OF NIXON’S
Enemies List. But the changes have to be
understood in the context of the admin-
istration’s increasing use of online media
to effectively create the White House’s
own internal news organization. It is a
matter of evolution and degree. This is
not the first White House to e-mail its
press releases to the public. But it is the
first to press back against news articles on
itsblog and via its press officials’ Twitter
feeds, to use such venues to break news,
and to regularly broadcast its own video
Q&A sessions, moderated by government
employees, on its own Web sites.

No one expects the White House to
ignore these new tools for communicat-
ing with the country. And there’s nothing
inherently wrong with the White House
setting up online interactions between
the president and the American people—

'World Radio Histo

itis this very digital intimacy that fueled
Obama’s successful grassroots campaign,
and it was predicted that, once in office,
it would help the president explain his
policies and rally the nation.

But from the perspective of ensuring
that an independent press can do its job,
it’s important to understand what these
new communication strategies have al-
lowed the White House to do. Take the
matter of who gets to photograph official
White House events. In 2005, when the
issue came to a head, the AP could refuse
to distribute the official White House
photo of an event, giving the press con-
siderable leverage with the Bush admin-
istration in making its case for access.

But that leverage is gone. The Obama
White House has its own Flickr feed—a
de facto wire service—from which any-
one can pull Pete Souza’s official photos.
(The economic crisis facing journalism
isn’t helping the situation, as Newsweek,
for instance, has left the White House
photo pool, and relies more and more on
the White House handout photos.)

Or consider how, when pressed by
journalists on the diminished opportu-
nities to question the president, the ad-
ministration points to the array of Q&a
sessions available online in which the
president has interacted with citizens.

Though he meant it pejoratively,
George W. Bush was right: the press
does filter the administration’s mes-
sage on its way to the American people.
At its best—and let’s stipulate that both
the White House and Washington press
corps often fall short of our ideals—that
press filter knocks down egregious spin
and outright falsehoods, challenges the
administration narrative, and provides
important context.

That crucial job is made more diffi-
cult when the White House can bypass
the press corps and at the same time
limitits access to the president and other
decision-makers. Finding new ways for
our government to communicate with
citizens is laudable, and even good for
democracy. But it should not—and need
not—come at the expense of a free and
unfettered fourth estate. cir

CLINT HENDLER writes about government
transparency issues for CJR.org. Research sup-
port was provided by The Investigative Fund at
The Nation Institute.
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A Second Chance

How mobile devices can absolve journalism of
its original sin: giving away online content

BY CURTIS BRAINARD

Talk to people who are into mobile reading devices like the
1 Kindle and the iPad, and a scene from the movie Minority
Report tends to come up. Tom Cruise, who is on the run from
the law, is on a train. Next to him, a man reads usa Today on
what looks and acts like broadsheet paper but is clearly digi-
tal film of some sort, with animated graphics and flashing news
updates. Suddenly, a photo of Cruise pops up on the man’s

(and everyone else’s) gadget, along with an announcement
that he is wanted for murder.

It’s a bummer for Cruise, but that screen makes techies
swoon: paper-thin, it has the slight gloss of a laminate but
otherwise looks like typical newsprint, though it is clearly
connected to some ultrafast wireless network and can
instantly access the limitless information of the future Inter-
net. You get the impression that, after Cruise fled the train,
the man folded up that screen, shoved it into his briefcase,
and took it out later to find USA Today (or the publication
of his choice) waiting with a fresh batch of articles. Alas,
no such product actually exists...yet. But it’s closer than
you may think. Steven Spielberg and crew developed the
idea based on input from E-Ink, a manufacturer of so-called
electronic paper based in Cambridge, Massachusetts, which
The Boston Globe last year called the “hottest technology
company” in the Boston area.
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Hollywood has long been something
of a bellwether for advanced technolo-
gies, and that is certainly the case here.
In April, I called Sri Peruvemba, E-Ink’s
marketing director. The company was
involved in one of the most conspicuous
recent examples of journalism’s pursuit
of this digital Holy Grail: an electronic-
paper cover that Esquire magazine used
on its seventy-fifth anniversary issue in
September 2008. Peruvemba directed
me to a YouTube video of critics from
Gizmodo, Gawker Media’s popular gad-
get site, trying to “hack” it. “Wait until
they get the knives,” Peruvemba chirped,
after I noted the cover’s impressive
resistance to the hackers’ attempts to
tear it apart by hand and light it on fire.

Rugged, shatterproof screens will
be a key feature of future e-readers, but
overall, Gizmodo was lukewarm about
Esquire’s experiment: “This is really
slick in some ways—as far as attention
goes—but the bigger thing it shows is
the terrible lack of understanding that
most magazine editors have in dealing
with the digital future of their publica-
tions.” That’s probably true. The New
York Times reported that Esquire made
a six-figure investment to develop the
battery alone—hardly a sustainable
model for the industry, even if Ford did
buy an ad, executed on e-paper, on the
inside cover.

But it’s not just the battery; it’s the
gimmicky, one-off approach. Media
outlets are still having a tough time see-
ing beyond their own dwindling print
runs, and it was only three years ago
that electronic paper helped incite what
has been called the “e-reading revolu-
tion.” It’s not much of a revolution yet, but what is increas-
ingly apparent is that mobile devices have the potential to
offer the journalism business that rare and beautiful thing: a
second chance—another shot at monetizing digital content
and ensuring future profitability that was missed during the
advent of Web 1.0.

I use the word “potential” because there are many ifs and
unknowns undergirding this notion of a second chance. ButI
use it also because so much of the hype about how e-readers
could save journalism that has poured forth since the release
of the iPad in April (actually, such articles have been appear-
ing since the launch of the Kindle in 2007), ignores—or fails
to grasp—what’s really going on. Proponents of the revolution
believe that a richly designed and robust mobile reader will
be a boon to digital subscriptions, and more importantly to
advertising, in a way, and at a rate, that the Web has not. What
this theory hinges on, though—and what the hype has tended
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If publishers had their
own digital storefront,
they could cut out the
middleman, charge for
subscriptions, and the
advertisers would follow.

to overlook—is the need for the media companies that create
news and other editorial content to reclaim control over the
channels of delivery for that content—the kind of control
they had when the printing press was still at the center of
our information universe.

While it is fine (in fact it’s crucial) that your newspaper
or magazine be available by subscription on the Kindle or by
app on the iPad, that alone isn’t enough. There are some fifty
e-readers using e-paper screen technology on the market
worldwide, in addition to the iPad (which actually uses LcD
technology rather than e-paper). Of these, the most popular
by far are the Kindle, the Sony Reader, and the Barnes &
Noble Nook. As Amazon has forcefully demonstrated during
its pricing wars with book publishers, however, relying on a
third-party device maker and content retailer can be limit-
ing in important ways. Amazon takes around 65 percent of
the revenues from e-book sales (at the end of June, Amazon
began offering publishers the option of flipping the equation
in their favor, but doing so means sacrificing a significant
amount of control over the book’s pricing). Apple has been

- more generous to publishers, taking only a 30 percent com-

mission on sales, and media companies hope that the launch
of the iPad and other more publisher-friendly e-readers will
force Amazon and other content and device “e-tailers” to
strike more agreeable bargains.

But if publishers developed, or subcontracted the develop-
ment of, their own content management system for mobile
devices, and opened their own digital stores to sell that con-
tent, then in theory they could charge for subscriptions and
effectively cut out the middleman. They could then use this
paying, engaged audience—and the demographic informa-
tion that comes with it—to attract advertisers. There are signs,
nascent and tentative, that this is beginning to happen.

For the moment, a project called Next Issue Media is

the boldest and most comprehensive of these efforts.
Founded in December 2009, it is a partnership of five lions—
Condé Nast, News Corporation, Hearst, Meredith, and Time
Inc.—that have banded together like some Voltron of mass
media, out to save the news business. The idea is to setup a
one-stop clearinghouse for digital newspaper and magazine
content. Publishers and consumers could use it to distribute
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and purchase content for a variety of smart phones, e-read-
ers, tablets, netbooks, desktops, and laptops (the emphasis,
though, is on hand-held mobile devices). The group has no
plans to develop its own e-reader, but it does intend to “part-
ner with device manufacturers and software developers to
create technical and universal standards for our new, com-
prehensive e-reading initiative.”

The Next Issue folks are cagey about the details of their
operation, preferring to wait until they have an actual product
to show off. But John Squires, who left his job as an execu-
tive vice president at Time Inc. to captain Next Issue Media,
tells me that one of the first priorities is to develop a simple,
open-platform system that makes it easy for publishers to
distribute and format their editorial content for a variety of
different screens—“one that renders the distinctive look and
feel of your publications across multiple devices, operating
systems and screen sizes,” as the group’s Web site puts it.

“It is critical for publishers to continue to own and manage
customer relationships directly,” Squires says.

This back end will facilitate a kind of online store—an
iTunes for news, if you will—where people can subscribe
to a variety of publications for as many devices as they like.
Squires calls this a “fairly complicated technical challenge.”
Indeed, the new media editor at Nrc Handelsblad, a Dutch
newspaper that has been publishing digital editions of its
product on several e-readers since 2008, says that setting
up an efficient publishing platform is a challenge, but the
first, and perhaps most important, step toward capturing
readers. He stressed, however, that trial and error is the only
way forward, and that publishers should not wait “for the
perfect ecosystem” to begin experimenting with new digital
products. (Europe, in general, is further down this road than
we are in the U.S., but more on that later.)

The next step is to develop a similarly simple procedure
for advertisers to launch new campaigns with one or mul-
tiple publishers on one or a range of devices. Squires says
Next Issue Media will work with the advertising industry to
develop new metrics and analytical tools that will be different
from those used to evaluate printand Web advertising—again,
details are sparse, but the idea is to measure “engagement”
with ads rather than “clicks.” This likely means spending
more time analyzing how long readers linger on a page, espe-
cially one with a large ad (although, to some extent, this is
done now). The scheme will allow each publisher to control
the sales and pricing of its advertising on the platform.

This all will take time, of course, but Squires says there
will likely be some significant announcements from Next
Issue by late summer or early fall.

All of the companies in Next Issue Media were relatively
farsighted, technology-wise, even before they joined forces,
and perhaps none more so than Hearst, which helped launch
E-Ink back in 1997, Hearst continues to play a trailblazing
role, having invested in a company two years ago called First-
Paper. We didn’t hear much about the company until late last
year when, rebranded as Skiff, LLc, it launched a slick Web
site that outlined its goals. Like Next Issue Media, Skiff wants
to create a publishing and advertising infrastructure on the
back end with an online store at the front, but the two proj-



ects are independent of each other. Unlike Next Issue, Skiff is
also testing the hardware waters, having developed a reader
with an eleven-and-a-half-inch e-paper touch screen. It’s a
flexible display, which makes it shatterproof, rugged, and
light, but it is set in a rigid frame (which houses supporting
electronics). It looks sort of like a hybrid of the Kindle and
the iPad, but will probably lean heavily toward the former
in terms of functionalfty. That is, if Skiff releases it at all. In
June, as this issue was about to close, News Corporation
bought Skiff from Hearst—but it only bought the publish-
ing platform, leaving the future of the reader, which was a
hot item at the Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas in
January, uncertain. Indeed, before the deal was announced,
several people I interviewed were under the impression that
Skiff was rethinking its planned launch of the reader in order
to focus on the publishing, subscription, and advertising
platform—like Next Issue Media. Both Hearst, which still
owns the reader, and Skiff declined to comment.

While Skiff’s reader awaits its fate, its main rival, a device
called Que made by a company called Plastic Logic, is moving
ahead and targeting the business community with the pitch
that it offers “news that looks like news.” It is also an e-paper,

The fact that many people
have already accepted

the need to pay on mobile
devices is their most
elementary magic from a
publisher’s standpoint.

tablet-style device with a large, flexible touch screen, and
the Que store has signed up some two dozen newspapers
and magazines. Although Plastic Logic doesn’t have a Hearst
bankrolling it, USA Today and the Financial Times, as well as
the Detroit Media Partnership, which manages the Detroit
Free Press and The Detroit News, have worked closely with
the company throughout the development process. Patricia
Kelly, the vice president in charge of digital solutions at the
Detroit Media Partnership, says this “is a better approach
than waiting for somebody to come out with something and
asking, ‘How can we get on there?”” For instance, a newspa-
per would have a wish list for the page design on a reader
that would be very different from what the Kindle offers,
because the Kindle is built for books, and that is what most
people use it for.

Building the devices and the infrastructure is a crucial
first step on the road to a second chance. But once the store-
fronts are built, will the readers come? More importantly,
will they pay?

It is important to understand that e-readers have
thus far done nothing to fundamentally improve the
journalism industrv’s bottom line. Many media executives
interviewed for this article described themselves as “bull-
ish” about the long-term potential of mobile devices. They
see an opportunity, but don’t know how big it is, and most
are skeptical that subscription and advertising revenues
will ever return to pre-Internet levels. Moreover, a num-
ber of authorities on the subject, such as Sarah Rotman
Epps, who studies e-readers and the news media for For-
rester Research, stress that many big media companies have
“legacy problems”—debt, overhead, real estate, inflexible
labor structures, etc.—that technology will never overcome.
Within that context, a lot is possible, but a number of vari-
ables will determine whether the second chance is as pro-
found a moment as some think.

The first and most significant variable is whether—and
why—consumers will continue to pay for content on mobile
devices. The fact that many people have already accepted the
need to pay is, after ali, the e-reader’s most elementary magic
from a publisher’s standpoint. There are many theories about
how the magic works. One of the most logical is that mobile
devices have enabled what Epps calls “a return to curated
computing.” Basically, the subscriptions on a Kindle or the
apps on an iPad provide a more restricted reading experience
than the Web, but in a way that enhances the experience.
Unlike the chaos of links, summations, images, and ads on a
Web page, mobile readers give you a simple, curated list of
top stories, period. Think of surfing the Web as wandering
through a museum warehouse, piled with every dusty knick-
knack it ever collected, and using mobile readers as visiting
its galleries, where experts have lovingly gathered highlights.
This restricted experience, the theory goes, adds value to the
news product and makes people willing pay for it.

But there is also a transactional aspect to the magic—
people need an easy way to tender their payments. Mobile
devices enable publishers to collect money from consum-
ers in a way that hasn’t existed on the Web since America
Online’s heyday in the 1990s. In that era, people gave AoL
their credit card numbers, and in return got both access
and proprietary content like e-mail, games, and news. The
content was, in essence, tied to access. When broadband
arrived, content and access were disaggregated. We began
paying an Internet service provider, like Time Warner Cable,
for access, but it no longer came with e-mail, games, or news.
That content could be found elsewhere, of course, and plenty
of sites were giving it away for free. That is how the Web
effectively tricked the journalism industry into believing
that people won’t pay for a well-curated news experience,
even if you make it effortless to do so. Mobile readers, some
believe, are reconnecting access and content.

Squires suspects that one of the reasons Amazon was able
to incite the e-reading “revolution,” such as it is, was that it
already had thousands of its customers’ credit cards on file
when it launched the Kindle, which made it easy for them to
buy books. The same holds true for the iPad and iTunes App
Store. Once again, one credit card buys access and the all the
content—including news—that a consumer desires. “One of
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the biggest issues about content providers getting paid was
not that their content wasn’t valuable, it was that they didn’t
have an effective way to bill the consumer,” Squires says. “It’s
almost as simple as that.”

Here’s where it gets tricky, though. Web browsers will
likely always be popular, because the larger walls of the Inter-
net have been permanently torn down (AOL can attest to that)
and people want all that free content to which those brows-
ers provide access. News outlets’ Web sites are currently the
path of least resistance to their work. What publishers must
realize, then, is that the golden egg of the “revolution” is
not that e-readers offer a second chance to monetize digital
content on mobile devices alone, but rather digital content
on all platforms. Web sites must be pulled into the equation.

“As a publisher, you're going to have to figure out what you
want to do because you can’t give it away for free one place
and charge in another,” Squires says.

If consumers are willing to pay for content, then the next
question is how to structure the pricing for a store that ser-
vices a range of devices and publications. Next Issue Media,
Skiff, and a number of individual media companies are talk-
ing a lot about single-copy and subscription models with
one price for access to content for all your devices, mobile
or otherwise. By offering this news bundle, outlets would, in
essence, he creating a valuable new service—the multiplat-
form, single subscription—rather than just suddenly charging
for an old one that used to be free. This digital subscription
might also be bundled with the print edition, but for the
foreseeable future news outlets are likely to go with some
sort of tiered subscription structure with options for print-
only, digital-only, or “everything”

The Wall Street Journal has used such a system to become
the largest circulation daily in the country. The weekly sub-
scription to its iPad app is $3.99 (but is available to subscrib-
ers free for a limited time), compared to $2.69 for print and
online, $2.29 for print only, and $1.99 for online only. Its
Kindle subscription runs $14.99 per month, a bit cheaper
than its iPad app. (The Journal sidesteps sharing subscrip-
tion revenue with Apple by making its app free and requiring
customers to pay the Journal directly to register to use it,
which is ingenious if cumbersome.) Amazon doesn’t release
newspaper subscription numbers, but the Journal recently
disclosed that it has 64,000 iPad subscribers and 15,000
Kindle subscribers, compared to its daily print circulation
of nearly 2 million. That’s probably a high benchmark—many
publications have only a couple hundred e-reader subscrib-
ers. Official, industry-wide statistics on e-reader subscrib-
ers are scarce, but these numbers are sure to rise, perhaps
dramatically. Also, in order to maintain the optimal balance
between quantity and “quality” of their readers and viewers,
news outlets will likely have to keep some content—especially
short, breaking-news updates—outside of their digital pay-
walls, as The Wall Street Journal does now.

At ten to twenty dollars per month, on average, subscrip-
tions won’t add up to much, especially if publishers are not
able to regain some modicum of control over pricing (whether
through the so-called agency model with third-party retailers
or through their own stores). Moreover, surveys conducted
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Offering access on all
your digital devices for
one price is a valuable
new service, not just
charging for an old one
that used to be free.

by Forrester Research have shown that consumers expect a
40 to 50 percent discount on the price of yearlong subscrip-
tions and single issues relative to print editions.

But subscriptions have never paid the bills for newspapers.
Advertising, of course, was the moneymaker, and this is the
major shortcoming of the Kindle and its e-paper ilk. Once
you’ve got the infrastructure and the subscription system
in place, you need to crack the ad problem. The fact that
no model exists to get ads onto these devices has left many
media companies that have worked with Amazon angry and
frustrated, and despite repeated promises that such capabil-
ity is on its way, nobody is sure when it will arrive. Mean-
while, Apple’s new operating system (OS 4) for iPhones and
iPads, whose release is expected sometime this summer, will
include the new iAd mobile advertising platform, which news
outlets and other developers can use to embed personalized
ads directly into their apps. It works just like Google’s AdMob
service for standard Web sites, but has the same limitation
as AdMob insofar as Apple, rather than publishers, retains
control over ad sales and strategy. Apple plans to take a 40
percent cut of the ad revenue. And like Google, Apple will
probably go after the largest, national advertising campaigns
rather the locally oriented, small- and medium-sized ones
that have been periodicals’ bread and butter.

It is unclear how Skiff and Next Issue Media’s advertising
services will compare to iAd and AdMob. Both will surely
feature some kind of revenue-sharing agreement with pub-
lishers, but again, Next Issue says the publishers will control
ad sales and pricing, which is a step in the right direction for
the news business. Once the infrastructure is in place, many
media executives believe that paying mobile subscribers
will present an attractive, captive audience to advertisers,
especially given some of the hyper-targeted advertising pos-
sibilities that the devices will allow.

From subscription structure to advertising, there is a

lot we don’t know about how the e-reader market will
take shape for the news business. The answers will come
only through aggressive experimentation, through trial and
error. That process is well under way in Europe, and the
efforts there have some lessons for the U.S. market. A Flem-
ish paper that handed out 200 e-readers to subscribers in



2006 and measured their response found that most of them
likened the experience to reading the paper product rather
than the Web site, and 45 percent said they would consider
buying an e-reader. Nrc Handelsblad, the Dutch newspaper,
expanded delivery of its digital edition to a variety of devices
after an exclusive launch on the iRex iLiad reader in 2008
drew “substantial sales.” In other words, people like these
things and will pay to get news on them.

Next Issue Media Has also done consumer research and
found a high level of interest in e-readers and digital news,
especially once people have seen a demonstration. Nonethe-
less, in the U.S., most media companies have so far proceeded
with caution. “What I see is a lot of watching, waiting, and
one-off initiatives,” says Forrester’s Sarah Rotman Epps.

There are signs—beyond Next Issue, Skiff, and Plastic
Logic—that this may be changing. MediaNews Group, which
owns fifty-four small- to large-sized papers across the country
(plus over 200 niche magazines), is, like Next Issue Media, try-
ing to create the back-end infrastructure so that its properties
can distribute content across the range of digital platforms (it
also has deals with both Skiff and Que). And three years ago,
the Reynolds Institute at the University of Missouri launched
the Digital Publishing Alliance, comprised of more than thirty
news outlets, technology companies, and media organiza-
tions, which is researching the mobile market and developing
best practices and standards for e-readers and other mobile
devices. (For an interview with pPA’s Roger Fidler, go to www.,
¢jrorg/behind the_news/fidler_q_and a.php.)

But given the state of the economy and the general
beaten-down mood in the American news business, it would
be naive to suggest that a full-blown e-reader revolution
is at hand. Some four months before the ABC survey, for
instance, in March 2009, the Digital Advisory Committee of
the Newspaper Association of America—a body that includes
senior digital media executives from member outlets—held
a first-of-its-kind meeting with e-reader manufacturers in
order to acquaint participants with some of the emerging
products. While the group didn’t necessarily see the devices
as a game-changing technology, according to Randy Bennett,
the NaA’s head of business development, many intuitively
recognized the opportunity to rebuild some portion of their
former revenue streams. A few months later, Derek Robin-
son, Bennett’s counterpart at the Cox Media Group, which
owns forty-three newspapers, built a financial model to mea-
sure the potential economic effects of moving a thousand
subscribers from print to electronic delivery. The answer?
It would take a newspaper 4.1 years to break even on its
investment in the migration.

That doesn’t sound so bad, perhaps, but the model was
full of mostly dummy data. For instance, while it used ad
revenue of $700 per print subscriber, based on current data
from the Newspaper Association of America, it assumed
that figure would decrease by only 20 percent on e-readers.
That’s a dubious estimate, however. Other Naa data, not
used in the model, puts current online ad revenue at $46
per unique monthly visitor—a decrease of 95 percent com-
pared to print.

Still, the point was for publishers to plug in their own pro-

prietary data to determine the feasibility of a print-to-digital
migration given their newsrooms’ particular circumstances.
Most media executives accept the value of holding on to a
print subscriber, however, and all of those interviewed for
this article said that while they want to encourage as many
e-readers as possible, it would be unwise to hasten the switch
to mobile reading.

At the end of May, I attended the Society for Infor-
mation Display’s annual conference in Seattle, where
companies from around the world had gathered to show off
their latest screens, using a variety of technologies. Device
manufacturers sold roughly 1 million readers using e-paper
displays in 2008 and 5 million last year, according to Display-
Search, a market research firm. That is expected to grow to
14.5 million this year. By 2018, DisplaySearch predicts that
more than 90 million units will be sold around the globe,
including 20 million with ten-inch or larger screens that
the company has begun referring to as “e-newspapers” and
“e-magazines,” Together, the Kindle and Sony Reader control
more than 50 percent of the market, but everyone agrees that
there is plenty of room for “disruptive” technology innova-
tion to catapult a newcomer to stardom.

The iPad, which sold a million units in its first month (the
Kindle sold half a million during its first year), has brought
more attention to e-readers and mobile devices in general.
Since the iPad’s emergence, there hasbeen much debate about
whether or not it will become the so-called “Kindle Killer” It
is fairly safe to say, given their different qualities and ways that
consumers will use e-readers—for instance, reading (Kindle)
versus entertainment (iPad)—that this won’t be the case.

But what became clear to me while reporting this piece,
and was really driven home at the Seattle gathering, is that
the debate over which technology, or device, is superior is
mostly beside the point. The rate of evolution is moving so
quickly that in ten years e-readers will have become like
televisions and cell phones, meaning there will be hundreds
of affordable varieties that basically do the same things. As
Cox’s Derek Robinson reported in March, in an update to
his survey that he provided to the NAA, “E-readers may just
be the tip of the iceberg. ... We as an industry have begun to
look beyond e-readers and are now considering the entire
ecosystem of ‘emerging platforms.”

That is why staying ahead of the technology curve—both
for hardware and software—is crucial. As device manufactur-
ers race toward that do-it-all e-reader of the future seen in
Minority Report, media companies must follow Next Issue’s
lead and make strategic partnerships that will allow them to
influence the products and retailing mechanisms coming to
market. The circulation levels and ad dollars of yesterday may
be gone for good, but there are real opportunities to reclaim
control of journalism’s financial future. Second chances are
rare, and if we miss this opportunity to capitalize on digital
content, we may not get a third. cJr

CURTIS BRAINARD writes about science and the environment at The
Observatory, on CJR.0rg.
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Justice for Conroy

John Conroy spent years exposing police torture in Chicago.
Now the alleged leader is on trial, and the reporter is laid off.

BY DON TERRY

If life were fair and the gods of journalism just, I would be able

a lot of journalists in town just didn’t
take us seriously,” says Mike Lenehan,
a former editor and part-owner of the
Reader before it was sold in 2007. “We
were just the free paper. In those days,
‘free paper’ was a stigma. John’s work
changed that.”

Since it was founded in 1971, Conroy
did more, perhaps, than anyone in the
paper’s fine lineup of writers to put the
Reader on the map of serious journalism.
There’s no question that Conroy did
more than anyone else in all of journal-
ism to expose police torture in Chicago.
Conroy and the Reader kept the story
alive for years until reinforcements
arrived from the downtown dailies
and a group of Northwestern University
journalism students and their professor.
Eventually, the efforts of Conroy and
other journalists—especially Maurice
Possley, Steve Mills, and Ken Armstrong
from the Chicago Tribune, who broad-
ened the story to include prosecutorial
misconduct—defense lawyers, anti-
death-penalty advocates, and a citizens’
police watchdog group convinced then-
Illinois Governor George Ryan that the
system was broken. In 2003, Governor
Ryan emptied death row, sparing the
lives of more than 160 condemned men
and women, several of whom said their

to report to you that when John Conroy was laid off by the Chi- ¢onfessions were false and had been

cago Reader nearly three years ago, his bosses quickly came to
their senses and rehired him, and he has continued with his
award-winning, life-saving investigative reporting ever since.
I'd be able to tell you that after almost single-handedly expos-
ing a torture ring of rogue officers inside the Chicago Police

Department—a reign of terror that may have sent scores of
wrongfully convicted poor black men to prison, and, in some
cases, to death row—Conroy cavered what could be the last
chapter of the decades-long scandal this spring without hav-
ing to go around town knocking on doors to find an editor
willing to pay him more than what he was making in 1975.

Finally, I wouldn’t have to report that Conroy now is

“sometimes given to despair” and is seriously thinking about

quitting journalistn, even though in these perilous times
journalism needs his kind more than ever.

Since this is not a fairy tale, but a nonfiction dispatch from
the frontlines of twenty-first century American journalism,
I have to tell you instead that Conroy, who recently turned
fifty-nine, hasn’t had a full-time job since he was laid off in
December 2007 by the Reader, Chicago’s free weekly alterna-
tive newspaper that used to come in four sections, choked
with ads and listings, but now comes in only one. “For years
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extracted through torture by a police
commander named Jon Burge and his
detectives inside a police station that
came to be known, in some circles, as
“the house of screams.”

Jo Ann Patterson’s son Aaron, a gang
member, was “interrogated” inside that
station house before being convicted of

double homicide. She has no doubt that her son would be dead
today, executed for a crime he did not commit, if not for the
long, lonely crusade of John Conroy. “John’s articles helped
save Aaron’s life and showed how the system can really get
you caught up,” she says. “But Aaron wasn’t the only one John
saved. A lot of people owe him their thanks.”

Over the years, the city has shelled out millions in legal fees
and settlements, including nearly $20 million to Patterson’s son
and three others arrested by Burge and his officers. In 2006, a
special Cook County prosecutor’s investigation concluded that
the commander and his men had obtained dozens of confes-
sions through torture. “I can’t begin to tell you,” says Andrea
D. Lyon, a criminal defense attorney and the author of Angel
of Death Row, a memoir about her experience representing
condemned prisoners, “what an enormous loss it is to not have
someone like John doing the in-depth work he was doing”

Lyon says everyone involved in Chicago’s criminal jus-



CARLOS JAVIER QRTIZ

‘Unsung hero’ Conroy, an old-school investigative reporter, has struggled to find work since 2007

tice system knew something was amiss at the Area 2 police
headquarters on the city’s Far South Side, where most of
the alleged torture took place. Prosecutors knew it. Judges
knew. Reporters knew, too. But no one, she says, said or wrote
anything about it until Conroy and maybe one or two others
came along. “The groundwork came from John Conroy roti-
ing that big stone up that steep hill,” she says. “He’s utterly
trustworthy and honest. You don’t hand over your files to him
if you think your guy is guilty. He’ll find a witness that maybe
the prosecution couldn’t find. He’s patient, easy to talk to. He’s
smart but nat arrogant. He’s part of a dying breed, a real-life
investigative reporter who cares. He’s an unsung hero”
Where has Conroy gone? Wherever he can find work. Con-

roy—the author of two well-received nonfiction books, Belfast
Diary: War As A Way of Life, on the troubles in Northern
Ireland, and Unspeakable Acts, Ordinary People, an examina-
tion of the practice of torture in three democracies: Belfast.
Israel, and Chicago—has transformed from journalist to jug-
gler, tryving to keep several freelance jobs in the air at once.
One of his gigs is writing scripts for online health videos about
domestic violence, sTDs, and childhood obesity. He’s written
a few magazine pieces, including a first-person account of
getting mugged in 2008. He has done some radio reporting.
He has also worked as an investigator for a lawyer pal with
whom Le plays hockey ir: a no-slap-shot, no-check league.
He started playing at age fifty-four. So far. he’s worked on
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two narcotics cases for his friend and now is investigating a
murder case—the stabbing of a barber on Thanksgiving eve,
2008. “T have to do other things to support the journalism,” he
says. “It’s very stressful. The pay is low and getting lower. It’s
become demeaning. I have two kids. I'm not a spring chicken.
Sometimes I am given to despair.”

Tall and lanky, with the lived-in face of a character actor,
Conroy is the kind of reporter your mother dreamed you
would grow up to be: dogged, driven, caring, righteous,
cranky, smoldering, and moral. Don’t take your mother’s
word for it, though. Check it out. Conroy would.

STRETCHING BACK NEARLY TWO DECADES, CONROY’S

nuanced, morally complicated stories about what was alleg-
edly happening inside “the house of screams” set the agenda

for much of the coverage by Chicago’s two daily newspapers

and its television newsrooms. Conroy’s articles, such as a

piece he wrote in 2006 called, “The Police Torture Scandals:

A Who'’s Who,” were a vital road map for any reporter—or
prosecutor, defense lawyer, or civilian police department
investigator—coming fresh to the story. “The scale of crimi-
nality,” he wrote,

is immense: hundreds of assaults (most victims were sub-
jected to more than one attack), hundreds of acts of miscon-
duct qualifying as felonies. Some detectives, called to testify
in various proceedings, may have committed perjury on five
or more occasions in a single case.

And knowledge of the abuse traveled up the ranks: Police
superintendents were informed of the torture and knew the
identities of some of the torturers. State’s attorneys were
informed of the torture, and no one was ever prosecuted.
Now that the statute of limitations has run on many if not all
of these crimes, state prosecution is unlikely, though victims’
attorneys hold out hope that federal charges are possible.

All of the known victims are black. Some were sent to
death row on the basis of tortured confessions and perjured
testimony by police, and many are still serving long sentences.
All of their confessions are suspect.

Most of the accused police officers are white. Many have
been promoted or have retired with pensions. Some of the
prosecutors informed of the torture are now judges. One
serves on the Illinois Appellate Court. And one is the mayor.

The tools of torture included burning suspects on radia-
tors, beatings, mock executions, games of Russian roulette,
near suffocation with typewriter covers, and electric shock
to the genitals. No one has been tried for the alleged torture
that went on inside the house of screams. Until now.

In May, high above the streets of the city he patrolled for
years, often with honor and distinction, the alleged leader of
the torture ring, Jon Burge—a burly, first-through-the-door,
decorated Vietnam veteran—went on trial in federal district
court in Chicago. Burge’s path to the Dearborn Street court-
house was blazed by the more than 100,000 words Conroy
wrote over the years about the case.

But Burge, who is sixty-two, lives in Florida on a police pen-
sion, and is reportedly battling cancer, is not facing charges of
torture. The statute of limitations on that charge ran out long
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ago. Instead, he is facing perjury and obstruction of justice for
allegedly lying in 2003 during a civil suit about his role in the
torture ring. Burge has always maintained his innocence. One
of his lawyers, Richard Beuke, refused to comment on the case
or Conroy. Beuke said Burge would not comment either.

No journalist knows more about Burge, or the band of
alleged torturers in blue he is supposed to have led, than Con-

The tools of torture
included burning
suspects on radiators,
games of Russian
roulette, and electric
shock to the genitals.

roy. Yet, on the first day of jury selection in early May, Conroy
didn’t have an assignment to cover the trial. He showed up
in the twenty-fifth-floor courtroom anyway. Faith and stub-
bornness made him go. “I’ll probably cover it for somebody,
hopefully not full of resentment for what I’'m being paid,” he
says. “Part of me is wondering why I'm doing this. I guess
there’s this sense of seeing something through. And I actually
think I could cover this case pretty well.”

Conroy sat about twenty-five feet behind Burge. From
behind, Conroy says, Burge looked much the same as he did
when they first met in 1989. When Burge slowly got out of
his chair and said, “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen,”
to the prospective jurors, Conroy says he recognized “the
same gravelly voice.”

When the proceedings finished for the day, Conroy lingered,
hoping to have a word with Burge. But Burge and his lawyers
left too quickly. “I would have said hello,” Conroy says. “I don’t
know how he feels about what I have done. There are a lot of
people out there screaming that Jon Burge is a monster, but I
have not portrayed Jon Burge as a monster.” In a 2005 piece,
for example, Conroy dug into Burge’s army record from the
1960s that described how the eighteen-year-old recruit went
on to become a military policeman in Korea, “gathering five
letters of appreciation from superiors that praised his loyalty,
devotion to duty, outstanding performance, military bearing,
appearance, attention to detail, tact, and extra effort.”

In 1968, Burge volunteered for Vietnam. He returned
home in 1969 and soon joined the Chicago Police Depart-
ment. In 1972, Conroy wrote, Burge prevented a twenty-two-
year-old woman on the South Side from committing suicide
by jamming his thumb into the firing mechanism an instant
before she squeezed the trigger.

“I think if you were to look at the press coverage of Jon Burge



and look who has written about the heroic things that he did
on the job and in Vietnam, I'm pretty much solo,” Conroy adds.
“If someone else did it too, they took it from my ceverage.”

AS A YOUNG REPORTER IN THE MID-1970S, CONROY WAS

about to leave his job at Chicago Magazine. Both man and

magazine were young and raw, and he planned to move to

South America to make his mark as a foreign correspondent.
But a colleague convinced him to move instead to South Chi-
cago, the land of steel mills and the tough people who worked

them—Serbs, Croatians, Latinos, and African Americans. The

colleague told him there were great stories to be told about
urban politics, union conflicts, race, and the fading American

dream. It was the gritty stuff of Upton Sinclair and Nelson

Algren. Conroy agreed.

For decades, South Chicago had been one of America’s
entry points, a portal through which waves of migrants from
Eastern Europe, Mexico, and the American South had come
to find their footing. By the time Conroy arrived, the earth had
shifted. The mills were on the edge of a steep and swift decline.
A way of life was coming to an end. “I didn’t quite understand it
on an emotional level at the time,” he says. “I wish I had made
that connection because I’'m now part of a dying industry. I
didn’t understand what it means that something that seemed
rock solid when you were growing up would become a relic,
something people talked about referring to the old days.”

He wrote a five-part series about what he saw and learned
in South Chicago, including the rise of a young politician
nicknamed Fast Eddie and a bitter union election. “There
was a lot of racism in South Chicago,” he says. “And it’s a
cliché to call the politics bare-knuckled, but that’s what it
was. There were fist fights and people got hurt”

When his worthless ’63 Chevy was stolen and one of the
people he was writing about threatened to throw him down
the stairs, Conroy decided it was finally time to see the world.
In 1977, he went to Northern Ireland and freelanced for the
Chicago Daily News, which had recently shut down its foreign
bureaus as that great paper slid toward its grave.

Conroy spent a few weeks there and quickly realized how

“bad the press coverage of Northern Ireland was,” he says.
“Reporters would fly over when there was a major incident. It
was covered like youw'd cover a fire. There wasn’t any context
to it. People back here couldn’t understand why these two
people who had the same color skin and worshiped the same
God were fighting each other.”

He started writing for the Reader in 1978. But he couldn’t
get the troubles out of his mind. Both his parents traced
their roots to Ireland. His family had visited when he was
a teenager. He still had relatives there. In 1980 he returned
to Northern Ireland for ten months on an Alicia Patterson
Fellowship to work on what became his first book, Belfast
Diary. He got more than abook out of it. He also met his wife,
Colette Davison, a psychologist.

Belfast Diary was published in 1987. By then, Conroy
was back at the Reader. In 1988 Ann Close, an editor at Knopf,
contacted him and told him she had read and admired the
book. She proposed he write another, this time specifically

on torture, which was a way of life and war in Northern Ire-
land. Conroy had started researching torture around the world

when a friend at the Chicago Lawyer newspaper told him about
Andrew Wilson, a convicted cop killer, who claimed he had

been tortured by police and was now suing in federal court.

Wilson’s suit sounded interesting but preposterous. Wil-
son and his brother, Jackie, had been convicted of killing not
one officer, but two—William Fahey and Richard O’Brien—
during a traffic stop in the winter of 1982. Now Wilson was
saying he had been tortured by some of Chicago’s finest. Con-
roy walked into the courtroom, thinking Wilson did not have
a chance. “He killed two cops—a career criminal, going up
against decorated detectives—no way,” Conroy says.

As the six-week trial dragged on, Conroy slowly began
changing his mind after listening to the medical testimony
and hearing both Wilson and Jon Burge, who at the time
was the head of Area 2’s detectives, testify. Maybe Wilson’s
charges of being burned by police and receiving electric
shocks to his genitals, nose, ears, and fingers were not that
preposterous. Maybe they were true. “I can’t say there was
amoment when I said, ‘Oh, my God, this is true,” he says. “It
was a gradual dawning.”

Something else dawned on him. “I began to realize how
important this was,” he says. “And nobody seemed to care.”

Conroy was often one of the few, if not the only, report-
ers in the courtroom. The proceedings ended in a mistrial,
followed a short time later by a second weeks-long trial, in
which Wilson won a mixed verdict. The jury found that his
constitutional rights had been violated and that the city had
ade facto policy of allowing police to abuse people suspected
of killing police officers. But the jury also found that Wilson
had not been subjected to excessive force as a result of that
policy. (Wilson appealed and won a third civil suit in 1996.
The city was ordered to pay $100,000 to the family of Officer
Fahey, which had filed a wrongful death suit against Wilson,
and another $900,000 to Wilson’s attorneys. Wilson did not
receive a dime and died in prison of natural causes in 2007,
about three weeks before Conroy was laid off.)

Conroy sat through the first two trials but did not publish
a single word until the final verdict was in. His story in the
Reader hit the street on January 25, 1990. The headline was,

“House of Screams, Torture by Electroshock: Could it hap-
pen in a Chicago police station? Did it happen at Area 22” He
thought his work was done. Now the downtown dailies would
jump all over the story and the house of screams would come
tumbling down. “John really was kind of waiting around for
the lid to blow off and nothing happened,” says Mike Lenehan,
his former editor and still a close friend. “He was disillusioned.
John has this strong streak of Irish Catholic to him. He’s just
as upright as a guy can be”

IF THE PRESS DIDN'T IMMEDIATELY SEE THE IMPORT OF
Conroy’s story, the inmate population in Illinois certainly did.
Soon, Burge and his detectives were facing dozens of accusa-
tions of torture. In 1993, after an internal police department
investigation and as the accusations against him continued
to pour in, the city’s Police Board fired Burge. He was never
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John Conroy, you’re a
bad man. You’ve always
told the truth. You never
sugar-coated anything.
Please stay the course.
You made a difference.

charged with a crime, though, and a number of men remained
in prison, some on death row, as a result of the confessions
they gave inside the interrogation room at Area 2. Conroy
stayed on the story.

In 1996, the Reader published his second long article on
the case, “Town Without Pity, Police Torture: The courts
know about it, the media know about it, and chances are you
know about it. So why aren’t we doing anything about it?”
Michael Miner, a Reader editor who writes a popular media
column for the paper, edited most of the seventeen stories
Conroy wrote about police torture. They often worked at
Conroy’s kitchen table in suburban Chicago, poring over
documents and eating homemade scones.

The men knew they were treading in sensitive political
territory. Every fact or assertion was double- and triple-
checked. “John’s a fastidious guy,” Miner says. “He holds
himself to a higher standard than anyone I know. He was
extremely cautious in what he reported.” They also knew
they had “a terrific” story on their hands. “It seemed to be
our franchise,” Miner says. “One story suggested another. It
was just a bottomless well of material ”

ONE DAY IN EARLY DECEMBER 2007, MINER WAS IN THE
Reader office just north of the Loop when Alison True, the
editor, said she wanted to talk to him. True has been the
Reader’s editor since 1994. She proudly had given Conroy
the time and the space to tell his incredible stories. Some
of them ran close to 12,000 words. What True wanted to
talk to Miner about was layoffs. It broke her heart, she told
Miner, but Conroy and three other feature writers had to be
let go. The paper, its editorial budget cut nearly in half, could
no longer afford what Conroy did best. “The investigative
reporters who remain on staff;” she says, “are the ones who
are in the paper every week.”

Miner says True “was sick about it. I was sick too.” They
discussed the best way to handle it. True decided she would
personally tell each of the four. Conroy was not in the office,
s0 True drove to his home. She stayed about thirty minutes.

“It was the worst day of my professional life,” she says. “Maybe
it was in the top two worst days of