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As journalists reflect on the coverage of events since Sept. 11, many of them undoubtedly will conclude that the coverage of foreign news will need to be improved. Walter Isaacson, chairman of CNN, for example, told David Shaw of the Los Angeles Times, that the terrorist attacks has helped his network rediscover its "the vital importance of what we do . . . to cover international news in a serious way." 
 


Back in 1997, Jim Hoge wrote a piece for the Columbia Journalism Review on the decline of international coverage. It's title was "Foreign News: Who Gives A Damn?" The conventional wisdom today, I would suspect, is that all of us should care about it. 

But what does that mean in terms of covering international news seriously? The well-documented decline in foreign news in the media is only partially the result of the assumption by editors and news directors that the public isn't interested in it. It's also an effect of the fixation of news organizations on Wall Street and the fact that foreign news is expensive. 

If it means more of what we've been giving you, we'll have missed the lesson of Sept. 11 and the world thereafter. If more international coverage only means more news about terrorism here there and everywhere we'll have flunked the course. If it means only more about war, revolution and social unrest, we might as well save our money and put it into better coverage at home. 

If we want to tell our readers and viewers about Christianity in America, we would not confine our reporting to sects like the Branch Dividians. If we want to expain why millions of Americans believe in their right to own guns, we would not concentrate solely on militias. Our stories on civil rights would not begin and end with the Aryan Nation and our coverage of the deep-seated concerns that half the country has about abortion would not be limited to the Army of God.

In all these cases, we would -- or should -- take a much broader view. And that is what I'm arguing for in terms of foreign news coverage. I think the only way to give our readers and viewers a picture of how the rest of the world lives and why it does so and how these things came to be is to provide over the long haul international coverage that reflects the same news values that we give to news at home. 

The way to begin is to throw away the notion that every foreign story has to have a literal home town peg. We miss a lot of important stories because of that assumption. Take the Asian money crisis of 1997, which went largely unreported until it reached pandemic proportions. It was simply beyond the press, or certainly almost all of it, to report on the early fluctuations of the Thai baht in ways that connected to Main Street.

I tell my students every year to heed the message of John Donne, who observed nearly 400 years ago that no man is an island. We are all part of the main, the continent, and sooner or what happens to everybody else -- down the street or thousands of miles away in a country that we can barely pronounce -- affects us. I tell my students that good journalists are involved in mankind, and unless they are they will never be able to write about the world in ways that touch their readers -- much less learn anything about themselves. 

At this point, you may be wondering how American journalism can accommodate this enlarged mission. I have a few suggestions. 

Most news organizations cannot afford to station correspondents abroad. But you can do what my old paper, the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, did years ago, which was to send reporters abroad for long assignments to write about events that were daily front page news. In 1967, I went to Russia for 60 days. Among other things, I wrote about agriculture, industry, education, what people did for amusement and what there was of religion. I didn't write a single "political" story, and yet from all that I did write you could easily see the vast reach of the communist state into the lives of its people.

News organizations that want to bring their audiences a sense of how people live in other countries and what they think about and what animates them, could experiment consortiums. A half dozen regional papers could send enough reporters abroad to provide interesting stories throughout the year.

Those that cannot even afford this could borrow the concept of the old Rail Column from the Washington Post. As the Post's little volumn called "The Editorial Page," describes it, the germ for the paper's op-ed page was a column that used to run along the right hand margin of the editorial page. It was called the rail column and the idea was simply to print every day the most interesting 800 words its editor could find. Almost any paper, I should think, could afford the space to print once or twice a week the 800 most interesting words its editors could find about something that described the lives of people elsewhere in the world.

Our foreign news coverage and deteriorated shamefully. As David Shaw of the Los Angeles Times reports "newspaper editors and television news executives have reduced the space and time devoted to foreign news covered by 70% to 80% during the past 15 to 20 years."  The events of Sept. 11 and thereafter should instruct us that this is not acceptable. 

With regards to international news, the media today finds itself in the position of the drunk, who breaks into a cold sweat as he sobers up, remembering that he just drove ead blotto through a crowded school zone. He swears never again. But now it’s tomorrow. Does he head back to the liquor cabinet for a little hair of the dog? Or does he begin a new and more responsible life? 

The choice is ours.

