An Issue of Great Importance in America…

Lifting Immunity from Journalists and their Sources
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There are many ways and methods of curbing Journalists, and there are many purposes behind the use of reporters by the Government and the Security Apparatus in many countries.

The latest assault on the profession of Journalism took place in the United States through the American administration’s use of reporters for the illegitimate exposure of the secret identity of Valerie Plame; a Central Intelligence Agency- CIA operative. 

This is believed to be an act of revenge against her husband, former Ambassador Joseph Wilson after he revealed that President George W Bush and Vice-President Dick Cheney deliberately exaggerated intelligence information to justify the war on Iraq. 

Two days ago, Judith Miller- a Reporter for the “New York Times” was sent to prison for refusing to disclose her sources for this story. She was mistreated twice, first by the politicians then again by the Judiciary. But Miller’s fate is much better than the fate of reporters who anger politicians in the Arab region. 

The matter of Samir Kassir is an example of multi-faceted “punishment” culminating in his assassination on June 2nd 2005. This terrorist act represents the prevailing environment of hatred and vengeance for the bravery and integrity of journalists like him. His assassination came to end his touching journey into hearts and minds, and his murder was also intended as a means to intimidate those who write so boldly.

Before the assassination of Samir Kassir with a bomb-laden car, he and his family suffered terrorism that took the form of repeated adverse actions and threats against him. In times prior to this terrorist act, his friends, fellow journalists and opposition figures effectively helped him to “escape” the wrath of the authorities.

Samir Kassir fell victim to terrorism of several kinds. His blood will not dry up as fast as those who pursued and killed him would hope to see. They know who they are. They know what they did. The common attribute between those who used psychological terrorism against him and those who executed the terrorist act of blowing him up in his car is that they hate a courageous, righteous and honest journalist. They are the enemies of free media in its role as obstacle and watchdog that holds them accountable.

They are the enemies of freedom of expression, regardless of whether or not it supported national interests. Their goal is to completely terminate freedom of expression; since they consider the media to be a means of control and hegemony that is used to mislead and conceal truth from the public. However, the media comes in handy when they want to use it to further their agenda. 

So they only speak, leak and control when they choose to… that is what they think.

Some reporters are victims of the conditions put forth by politicians or dictated by terrorists. However, the majority of reporters have scored a victory for freedom of expression and the credibility of their work. Misleading the public is a means used by these enemies of freedom, but the truth usually leaks between the lines. 

The number of journalists killed, -especially in the Arab world, is a witness to the accomplishments within the profession; this in spite of adversities such as murder, torture, kidnapping, terrorist threats, arrest, cancellation of passports and military trials under the guise and accusation of being enemy agents. 

Such acts are nothing but assault and aggression by a narcissist, political, and authoritarian

cult that empowers itself at any cost, and by any means.

Laws in the Arab region are unjust towards the media because the politicians, security agencies and Judiciary deliberately avoid instituting laws to protect them. It’s no wonder that they feel impunity in curbing reporters by fashioning stories about national treason.

All towards a single goal: to silence the media. 

They perceive the media’s role to be about taking orders; and if a reporter refuses and simply reports events as they are, then he or she must be “punished”. 

The nature of these people is to use intimidation as a means to influence. They influence Editors of newspapers or TV channels to object or send a clear message: we are watching you, be warned. Some insist on remaining a nameless influence, and some decide all of a sudden to make public statements. The culture of official dealings with the media in the Arab region is a sick one, but there are gaps of acceptable relations. 

The Western relationship between government and media is better since it is generally protected by Law. However, what happened this week in the United States is of paramount importance despite differing opinions on the subject. 

The matter is relatively complex and difficult to explain in a column, but it is an exciting story with aspects of deception, revenge, intelligence, manipulation of information, the Iraq war, the Bush administration, and the White House Staff.

This issue is considered to be one of the most important legal confrontations between the US Government and the media in 34 years; when the US Supreme Court refused to prohibit the “Washington Post” and “New York Times” from publishing the secret history of the Vietnam War. The title of that 1971 crisis was “the Pentagon Papers”.

This time the Supreme Court refused to listen to objections to the preliminary ruling of the lower court, insisting on having journalists stand before it and disclose the sources that leaked information with the aim of exposing a spy’s identity in the CIA, endangering her life and the people she secretly dealt with.

"Time” magazine correspondent, Mathew Cooper, was a witness in front of a jury after his source allowed him to reveal his name. This unfolded after his magazine submitted documents to the Court along with an objection on its specification of media freedom in a way that obstructs reporters’ work and the free flow of information; a vital matter for democratic societies. Yet, the magazine admitted that there is an investigation about the leak that intends to harm the country and politically serve those who took part in it.

The “Time” statement said that the Constitution, which protects freedom of the press, requires adherence to the final decisions of the Court, and respect of their rulings, and that “Time’s” severe objection will not give it immunity.

Judith Miller collected information from her sources and did not publish it in the “New York Times”. She insisted on rejecting the Court Order to reveal the identity of her sources on the grounds that she was within her Rights not to disclose as a basic principle of Journalism that should not be relinquished.

Her refusal to adhere to the Court Order led to a prison sentence; perhaps until next December, but with a reminder that she can get out the moment she decides to present testimony before the Court.

In Judge Thomas Hogan’s words, “…she holds they keys of her jail”.

Ms. Miller is a controversial personality even among her colleagues. The “New York Times” had to apologize to its readers for the misleading information about Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction. Miller wrote these articles, and her source was Ahmad Al Jalabi. The articles were deliberately misleading to mobilize American public opinion behind the war on Iraq. At the same time, Judith Miller -who has been a journalist for years has written several breaking stories and was assigned to report on the Iraqi Oil-for-Food Program.

Regardless of her professional bio, -even if her position is motivated by personal goals, she is perfectly right in refusing to reveal the identity of her sources. The Court in turn is wrong in persecuting a journalist who refuses to reveal these sources.

The source, if it indeed committed an illegal or manipulative act should be the one to go to prison. The media should not be punished while the politicians who take advantage of and manipulate it are excused. 

If it is proven that a reporter has manipulated information or took part in abusing his or her profession for political purposes, then he or she surely deserves punishment and prosecution. This would be a different issue than sentencing a reporter to prison for refusing to disclose the identity of a source.

Once again the story becomes more complicated, because the person who deliberately revealed the identity of Valerie Plame to the media is not the one going to prison. 

Robert Novak, the first to expose the American spy in his article will not say for now whether he cooperated with authorities or disclosed his source. He has promised CNN to reveal this information when all has been resolved. 

Patrick Fitzgerald, the Special Prosecutor in this matter is investigating who within the Bush administration may have leaked the identity of Plame a few days after her husband, (Joe Wilson) took action that was considered to be a setback for the Bush Administration.

Vice-President Dick Cheney took part in sending Joe Wilson to Africa to investigate Intelligence claims that Saddam Hussein had purchased Uranium from Niger in the late 1990s to be used in making nuclear weapons. Wilson minimized the Iraqi threat, infuriating key members of the White House Staff. 

One of these men said that his lawyer talked to the “Time” correspondent emphasizing that those claims are baseless. What he also discovered is that the administration manipulated intelligence information regarding the man who exposed the identity of CIA operative Valerie Plame. Many think that Political Advisor/Strategist Carl Rove was the source.

Investigators interviewed Bush and Cheney, which demonstrates the importance of this issue. Exposing a CIA operative is a very serious matter. This scandal might be very influential in George Bush’s second term. It has aspects of removing an intelligence operative from the protection of secrecy, which is a most serious offense under American Law. 

It shows elements of revenge for the disclosure of the truth, but also manipulation and exaggeration of facts for the purpose of misleading the American public in order to gain support for the war in Iraq.

Yet another aspect is the use of the media as a scapegoat before the American Judiciary, as well as the aspect of protecting sources of information as an essential and integral Principle 

of Journalism.

Control over reporters has various faces, and people of authority are more than happy to use the media as a scapegoat for their goals. Nevertheless, be warned of the assumption that the authoritarian and security influences have won.

The fear that they instill in hearts is temporary, and the profession and practice of honest Journalism will steal sleep from their eyes. 

This is precisely what Samir Kassir is dreaming of from his Palace in Heaven.
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