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REPORT SUMMARY

There is nothing new about reporters travelling with troops in wartime. What made the deployment of embeds in the recent conflict in Iraq different was the scale of the exercise, the changes in technology which made live or near-live television war reporting from the battlefield possible for the first time and also, perhaps, the level of political controversy about the war itself and whether it was justified. 

This report, commissioned by the BBC, is based on the most thorough analysis of the issue to date. It is informed by an analysis of the production, content and reception of the broadcast coverage of the war with Iraq. This involved:

· Interviews with 37 key actors in the broadcast coverage, 27 of whom were reporters, editors and heads of news departments, and 10 of whom were key personnel with the Ministry of Defence and the Pentagon. 

· An extensive analysis of the broadcast coverage during the war, with a particular focus on the role of embedded reporters.

· A series of focus group interviews with members of the public about the coverage, presented in the context of surveys of attitudes by Cardiff University and the Independent Television Commission (ITC).

The evidence we have gathered makes it difficult to offer either a simple endorsement or a straightforward rejection of the role of embedded reporters. While we have found little evidence to support some of the most prominent criticisms of the embed programme, our research has raised some significant areas of concern.

On the one hand, there is no doubt that the use of embeds provided an unprecedented degree of media access to unfolding events. This meant that broadcasters were less dependent upon military briefings, and better able to offer independent accounts of the military campaign. While journalists, between them, provided us with a long list of complaints about the embed programme, the general consensus was that it worked reasonably well, and that the degree of interference and censorship involved was lower than many expected.

We also found no evidence to support the idea that embeds were necessarily “in bed” with the military or the US/British government in the tone of their reporting. Most of the journalist’s involved made efforts to protect their objectivity, and, on key issues, were demonstrably able to do so. Indeed, our evidence suggests that the embeds provided a much more balanced account of events than some non-embedded reporters – especially studio based anchors, whose scripts could be seen, on some issues, to be inadvertently tilted toward certain pro-war assumptions. Similarly, while we found less careful attribution of information sources than is desirable, embeds were no more remiss in this regard than any other kind of reporter.

Moreover, the oft-made comparison between unilateral and embedded reporters is, we would suggest, not always useful. Distinctions between the two are often blurred on the ground – some unilaterals became embedded (albeit temporarily), while some embeds flouted the ground rules, temporarily abandoning their units to report stories independently. And in practice, embedded reporting was less a substitute for unilateral reporting – which, because of its dangers, is inevitably limited in scope – than an alternative to military briefings. Thus, however one views the limits of the policy, the embeds allowed a higher degree of independent scrutiny than would have been possible without them.

Nor did we find much evidence to support claims that embedded reporting added significantly to the abundance of rumours and misleading reports during the war. While two notable stories broken by embeds proved unfounded – the Basra uprising and the Basra tank column – the reporters concerned were merely passing on information given to them by their military units. Indeed, the Basra uprising story was later “confirmed” by the MoD. And there were a number of instances – such as the reporting of the battles for Umm Qasr and Nasiriyah, or the checkpoint shooting near Najaf – where embeds were able to correct misleading claims made by military sources. 

For their part, both the Pentagon and the MoD regarded the embed programme as a success – the latter expressing a few more qualms than the former. How one interprets this reaction, of course, depends upon one’s point of view. Our research also suggests that the Pentagon’s operation was, from the journalist’s perspective, slicker and more professional, reflecting the Pentagon’s greater focus – and more extensive resources – on public relations, as well as their drive to discourage unilateral reporting.

Although we found some of the criticisms of the embed programme unwarranted, we must draw attention to three major concerns. The first, expressed by many reporters we spoke to, was a feeling that the welcome given to many embeds was accompanied by a greater disregard for the welfare of independent journalists – particularly by US forces. Indeed, the fact that so many unilaterals were killed during the war may make embedding the only option for broadcasters in future conflicts of this kind. This would clearly be a concern both for journalists and for the public (who also expressed strong support for the principles of independent reporting during war – including reporters based in Baghdad).

Indeed, one of the areas in which both broadcasters and the public are in emphatic agreement is that a multiplicity of sources and perspectives is essential for objective and balanced war coverage. In short, we need to know not only how it looks from underneath the missile launcher, but what happens when the missile lands. Embedded reporting may be a useful addition to the mix, but there is broad agreement amongst both journalists and the public that it should remain part of a picture that includes independent reporting. 

The second concern is more subtle, and emerges when we look at the broader picture provided by the three phases of the research. One of the main limits placed upon embedded reporters was, in fact, the culture of British broadcasting, which – for entirely laudable reasons – makes it impossible to screen particularly violent or graphic images. Journalists are acutely aware of this, and fashion their coverage accordingly. This creates a problem that is, ironically, a function of the ability of embeds to bring the viewer close to the front lines. The coverage seems to take us closer to the reality of war, and yet norms of taste and decency exclude the ugly side of that reality. 

This resonates with responses made in the surveys and the focus groups, where respondents commented on the sanitised, almost “fictional” quality of embedded reports, bringing a “made for TV” version of war into their living rooms. The ideological consequences of this are profound. It may be that embedded reporters are, despite often diligent objectivity and undoubted courage, forced by current constraints to produce a kind of coverage which may, for some, make war appear more acceptable.

Thirdly, for all the news value of providing coverage close to the front lines, there is no great demand from viewers for this kind of coverage. This is not to say that it is not highly appreciated by some, or that people are rejecting the idea of embedded reporting in principle. But for many viewers, what was missing was a broader analysis of the kind that we saw before and after the war – especially in relation to the Iraqi people themselves, who, apart from the celebratory scenes broadcast at the end of the conflict, remained a somewhat enigmatic presence throughout. 

