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MATIIEWS : | will first begin by introducing the panclists
in the United States. They are Bill Dedman from New York
and Jonathan Neumann from Philadelphia.

Bill Dedman is a fellow at the Freedom for Media Studies
Center at Columbia University in New York city. he is writing
a hand book for journalists called "Power Reporting: Your
Complete Guide to Computer-Assisted Journalism.”

In the late 1980s, he wrote a series of articles on "The
Color of Money.” These articles were on racial discrimination
by banks and savings and loan associations. For his work, he
received the 1989 Pulitzer Prize in investigative reporting.

Dedman, was, for a briel period, a stafl writer for the
"Washingtoh Post.”

Jonathan Neumann is editor in chage of investigative re-
porting for the "Philadelphia Indquirer.” The "Inquirer” is one
of the top investigative newspapers in the United States.

Here in Kuala Lumpur we have with us two distinguished
personalities from Asia. From Indonesia, we have Mochtar
Lubis and from Bangladesh, S M Ali. Let me introduce them to
you individually.

Mochtar Lubis is chairman of the Press Foundation of Asia.
A veteran journalist of Indonesia, he is well-known world-
wide. He is one ol the mcmbers of the famoys McBride
Commission. He was also one of the authors of the "New
World Information Order.”

He accounts for 50 years of journalistic experience, having
also served as editor for a number of dailies in Indonesia.

S M Ali is the chief editor of the "Daily Star" of Bangladesh.
Formerly, he was managing editor of the "Bangkok Post” in
Bangkok and the Hong Kong Standard in Hong Kong. He also
served as roving editor of the “Straits Times" in Singapore.

A former director of the Press Foundation of Asia, he re-
tired as the Regional Communications Advisor of UNESCO for
Asia prior to his present post.

My name is Philip Mathews. I'm the coodinator of this dis-
cussion. With us in this conference call are over 30 editors
and senor journalists taking part in a seminar on develop-
ment journalism. i

Today is the last of the three-day seminar. We have one
hour for gquestions and answers. Without mué¢h ado, | would
like now to introduce to you Mr. Mochtar Lubis, who will ask
the first questions. :

LUBIS : Hellow, Bill. May | call you Bill? Good morning
from here, maybe good evening in your place.

DEDMAN : Yes, Good morning to you, sir.

LUBIS : And also Jonathan — can | call you John?

NEMUMANN : Certainly.

LUBIS : My question is first to Bill. Bill, how do you — how
could you break into the bank computers? | think everybody
in this room in Kuala Lumpur would like ‘o hear from you.

And to John, | would like to ask you, how far do you go
with your investigative reporting? Even to impersonating
other people? | :

DEDMAN : We did not break into the bank computers. This
story was referred to as an example of what we call
“computer-assisted reporting,” not "dynamite-assisted re-
porting.”

Because of all ns of discrimination in this country by
lenders in the 1960s and 1970s, laws m=re established. The
advocacy groups and neighborhood organizations were not
able to get strict controls on lending to =nsure [airness, but
they were able to get disclosure of informationt about where
banks made loans and where they did not.

One could obtain, on paper or com>ater, a list from the

federal government, of the number of loans made in each arca

by each lending institution for residential loans. From then
on, it's just a simple matter of counting and sorting and
cross-indexing that information with Ceasus information to
show race and income and property values in these neigh-
bourhoods.

| think we often find that the most powerful tool is not any
sort of political editorial or opinion, but merely a rather dry,
‘even-handed, even-toned, conservative statement of the [acts.

As to the question of how [ar to go, there is agrenl?iﬂcr-
ence of opinion in this country on such questions as whether
or not an investigative reporter can pretend to be someone
else. That's a practice that's generally frowmed upon.

| must admit that it's frowned upon more often by editors
when one asks in advance if it's permitted and less often after
the fact, when one has found out something of note by doing
0. .

NEUMANN : In answer to your question of how f[ar do we
go, | took that to mean two things.

How far — what subjective matters do we feel that we can
pursue safely, or are we on dangerous ground, or will the gov-
ernment interfere, or are we in danger :n doing reporting of
certain of subjects? | |

And the answer to that is that there really is no govern-
ment censorship at all when it comes to newspaper reporting
here. We look and very frequently do write about local and
federal government corruption, wrong-doing, in terms of in-
dividuals who may have taken brides or some something ille-
gal as well as departments, such as the police, a local police
department that may frequently use brutality in doing their
inves :

So there really is no limit as to the subject matters that we
can investigate, and we don't feel any restrictions as far as our
government is concerned.

We do feel restrictions in terms of our being as fair as pos-
sible in writing the story and also, for our own concerns,
there are courts in the United States in which newspapers
are frequently sued for libel by the people we write about; and
increasingly, in the last ten years, there have been more suits
filed against newspapers just for the [act that we're written
slories.

So there's a lot of pressure on a newsosaper, not only to do
a story accurately but to make sure that it can defend itself in
court, not fust on the matter of the fact, but knowing that is-
sues of fairness and people’'s personalities will come up.

So we're more concerned with fairness than we are with
government censorship.

MATHEWS' : Dedman and Neumann, can | ask a supple-
mentary question? What, in your view, are special challenges
that mnm:r — aided journalism poses?

DED : Are you asking about computer-aided journal-
ism? Is that what you said?

MATHEWS : Computer-aided journalism — do they pose
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any special kind of challenges to modern-day journalists?

NEUMANN : Well, yes and no. At our newspaper and al a
lot of the larger newspapers, we have people on stall full-time
whose expertise is in computers and interpreting data, in
addition to newspaper reporters.

So in some ways, the challenge is for the computer ex
perts rather than the reporters. But for the most part re
porters are out in the field in interviewing people or getting
records. If it means getting computer tapes, compuler inlor-
mation, and we have difficulty in interpreting it or sorting it

out, we do have computer cxperts who we Wwork with at the
paper to do that.

DEDMAN : | would agree with that, certainly. | think using
the computer in reporting provides many more opportunities
than it does present problems.

The main opportunity, | think, is to examine — and this, |
think, is the primary function of the press — is to examine
those institutions and people that hold power, whether they
are businesses or the government or individuals, and
examining of documents or looking at a large set of
information or data with a computer can allow one lo get
beyond what the newspaper usually relies upon, which is what
the government says about itscll.

In this country and, I'm sure, in others, the great mass ol
what's reported is press releases and press conlerences and
briefings and interviews and announcements; and these are
often self-serving, and when they're not that, then they are
frequently manipulative or eonflicting; and whatever they are,
they don't help citizens make informed judgements, not
about what the government is saying but about what it is do-
ing. That often is the power of the ablility to analyze a large
volume of information.

MATHEWS : We'll now move on to S M Al

ALl : My question should be to both, Bill and Jonathan, be-
cause these are two very general questions.

We are all very, very impressed throughout the world by
your track record on investigative reporting with some of the
most earth-shaking stories. And I'm looking back on
Watergate and a few other things.

What would be your assessment, Bill and Jonathan, of your
track record on local issues, local issues that do not make big
headlines around the world, but could well, very well mean, a
lot to the people in the United States? That's my first ques-
tion. \

And | might as well pose you the second one, so you can
take your time answering both. We get the feeling here, in
Southeast Asia or Asia, that the biggest problem in investiga-
tive reporting is sources cannot be named, government
reccords cannot be examined, so you rely very much on
hearsay or, to go back to the Watergate, to that so-called
"Deep Throal”. Doesn't it pose a problem of accuracy and
credibility when it comes to major investigative reporting?

And those were my two questions, and you take your time
answering them.

NEUMANN : I'll take the first crack at that.

Most of the investigative reporting that we do, and most of
the reporting that's done in the United States is local: it's not
national. Obviously, in foreign countries, you would net hear
about the local news; you would hear about the news about
Washingilon. And | think we could do a lot more investigative
reporting locally but, for the most part, that's what. we do,
and we look at what's going on in our cities and in our local
communities.

As far as we're concerned at the "Philadelphia Inquirer”, it
is virtually a requirement that the people, the sources, are
named in storics and that people who are quoted are quoted
by name and that when we get records or documents, that we
refer specifically to the records and where they come from,
becausé we think the credibility of the stories is absolutely
essential and that, as you pointed out, if you don't name peo-
ple and if you have anonymous quotes, lo a certain extent
you're not proving your story and you're not really succeeding
in doing what you want to do.

So that's really an essential part of what we do, and most
of it — we will take as long as a year to do one story. It's
pretty routine for us to take six months to a year to do one
story, and most of that time is spend documenting, on the
record, quotes and other documentatfon, so that when we
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Does the US press Investigate why banks i(n white
neighbourhood offer loans more quickly than those in black
dominated areas?

tell the story, all of it has names attached to {1, because that's
really the most important part of the credibility of the story.

DEDMAN : 1 would agree on the question of time and per-
sistence and patience, Of course, this requires a greater
commitment on the part of editors and publishers to allow
reporters to go the extra hour or the extra phone call. If one
is faced with the short deadline and not able to use an un-
named sourpes, sometimes that does mean that the door is
closed on the story.

On the question of source-based reporting as opposed to
document or record reporting, | think there’'s a misconcep-
tion in this country even among a good number of reporters
who are or hope to be investigative reporters, that the best
stories come from the "Dee¢p\Throat”.

I'm not Bob Woodward, and | never expect to be Bob
Woodward, and never expect anyone in a parking garage in
the dark to give me a good story. | think we do better by
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looking for documents and by being prepared in advance.
Often the story one gets from a source can't be published
until one tracks down the verification for it later.

In hindsight, | often see that if we had been mere diligent
in pulling out mobster traps, in putting out our net to find
the little bits of information about the subject areas we were
interested in — whether or not it's the >usincss holdings of
public ollicials or the coverage ol routine lawsuits in the ar-
rests, and the reaction time it takes for an arrest to be fol-
lowed up In one part of town as to another, or a pat-
tern of fires and who holds the insurance on those bufldings
— by looking at the small details and building files, often one
will get to a pattern, a recalization, a g-reepUon, or just a
hunch which one can then get some direction from a source,
and one’'s built the information that will allow you to push the
story so that the editor, the publisher, the government official
will [ace a burden that one can't overcome to keep a story out
of publication.

I've heard this called the ‘tyranny of information.” One
builds such a case, one floods the system with so much in-
formation and so much good rep-urunf. that no editor wants
to be known as a censor, and more ol it will get through the
sysilem,

NEUMANN : I'd like to add one more thing about the issuec
of named or unnamed sources in a story. It's pretty common,
when we do local storfes. Recently, we were doing a story
about the mental health system in Philadelphia and and
problems with it.

it's pretty common. In fact, the mos. common problem |
have when | work with reporters is that they will come back
with very interesting and revealing irterviews that they've
done, with ordinary citizens as well as public oflicials, and the
reporter will say that, in many of the cases, "This person told
me Lhis but they didn't want their name used.”
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And probably the toughest of our job and the longest
parl of our job is to go back again and again and again to con-
vince people that if it's an important stcry and they feel that
there's need for the public to know the story, that we need
to use their name.

That's really a large part of what we do, s work to get
names on the record, and you do need the time. There's no
doubt about it. You have to take the time to do it. But we find
that it's definitely worth the time and the effort in doing
that.

DEDMAN :I would add to that that: an incremental ap-

. proach is possible, that it necd not always be all or nothing.

Often one can do an interview and the person, a government
ollicial will say, "That was all off the record; you can't use any
of that,” and one has had the conversation, one has taken the
notes or remembers the information.

One can then say, "Well, what abou: this small bit here?”
And you pick the most innocuous piece of information, such
as whether or not it rained on Thursday, and say, "Can we as-
sign your name to that piece of information?” And when you
get to that, go on to the next lcast innocuous picce of infor-
mation.

Alter some time, one can find that often, through persis-
tence, you can get a good part of a notebook back on the
record,

ALl : Could | come back with a couple of guestions, which
may sound like supplementaries, but might open up some
new areas?

[ think you will all agree that — botl af you will agree that
— the prolessionalism in any country in journalism is an un-
cven thing. [ mean, it's not the same in every newspaper.

That being the case, do you see any danger of, or do you
sce the signs of some of the smaller papers using investigative
reporting for mud slinging or what we have now in Britain,
royalty bashing, often going beyond the normal limits of pro-
fessionalism. That would be my first question.

The second question — and then, of course, I'll pass it on
o my other colleagues here — that your people, US re-
porters and journalists, do travel a lot in Asia and Alrica and
other countries. What is your assessment of what we call the
sensitivities of the governments in this part of the world to
investigative reporting, especially when 1t is done or carried
out by US or western reporters?

NEUMANN : Yes, This is Jonathan. You're absolutely right
that there's really no steady, reliable pattern. If you studied
any 100 newspapers, you wouldn't find probably that even the
majority of them handled the same story the same way or that
they were equally responsible.

But I'm not sure that really is an issue of investigative re-
porting. | think that goes more to what the publisher of a
newspaper or the editor of a newspaper 18 hoping to achicve
with their particular publication.

There are publications that are literally trying to stay alive
or trying to make moncy by publishing very exciting or
splashy headlines. So they would do that, i it was an event
that occurred yesterday or it was a story, so-called, an inves-
tigative story

| don't really see that, {f that's the approach that a news-
paper is taking, I'm not sure that the method, whether it's
investigative reporting or daily reporting, makes any differ-
ence. And there are no safeguards against that in the United
Sfates, because we do have tremendous freedom and no cen
sorship. And therefore, it s in the hands of each individual
newspaper to try 1o be responsible

You know, I'd lying if | said everybody was responsible. It's
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very spolity. There's no way of predicting or controlling it.

DEDMAN : | wauld agree that professionalism of spotty and
depcnds on Lhe news organization involved

On your question of sensitivity to outsiders making criti-
cisms, yes, we, as you, would be sensitive 1o others coming in
and applying standards that might be different from the local
standards. | do have an impression that, at our core, journal-
ists here may operate from a different assumption of what
our primary role is. | would be interested to hear from you
your perccption

But I'm neol sure that we perceive Lthat our first role is the -
well-being of the nation in the sense of the well-being of the
bureaucrats whe happen to be at the nation's service at that
momenti, or that necessartly our goal would be 10 move the
country forward. America | would classify as a developing na-
tion as well — more deweloped than most, but still develop-
Ing.

We would — at least those who consider themselves inves-
tigative reporters would — see that we were adding to subject
matter is the erwvironment — by let's say our malter is
the environment — by pointing out questions of sofl erosion
or waste disposal, these sorts of questions. | would consider
that these are not necessarily matters of political orientation.

Not that our goal is to create any sort of national consen-
sus on issues, but that we are 1o point out the fact and the
problems. People can then make up their minds about how te
resolve those questions.

MATHEWS : | have one tion. | know part of this ques-
tion has been answered. But could you tell us under what
other circumsiances would it besdefensible to report an fssue
which may at first secm one-sided?

DEDMAN : Could you give an example, explain that fur-
Lther? .

MR MATHEWS: Well, you know, when you
thorities for information and you don't get the kind of infor-
mation you want, and you continue reporting an issue and you
only get one-sided views all the time, how long can you justi-
Nably ﬁ on carrying on storics like this without any response
from the authorities?

DEDMAN : Jonathan, do you have an idea on that one?

NEUMANN : That's a tough question and, | mean, it goes
both ways. | think that many journalists are very frustrated
by that, particularly when you talk about a one-sided story.

to the au-

If the one side is coming from an official mment
spokcsman, which is the most typical examplz, then all
newspapers and television and radio essentially have a re-

sponsibility to report what was said, because you know that
responsibility to report what was said, because you know that
it's going to be on the wire services and it's going to be in all
the other papers tomorrow, so you have to veport it. You may
not have time to do any reporting. investigating to look into
the truth of what the rmment official said. And that
comes up virtually every do. There's really nothing we can do
about that for the daily newspaper, but that we try to do, you
know, when therc are

scandals — and it secems like there are seandals [requently in
the United States. “

When the issue of the arms for hostages with Iran came up
a few years ago, and the possible fllegal supplying of weapons
t the Contras in Latin America by the United States
government, everything was one-sided &zt first, coming from
President Bush's Adminis-tration, and we had no choice but
to report what the President and his spokespeople were
saying about those issucs.

But, over a period of time, we sent reporters out to lran
and to Central America and to the Army bases here, to try to
find out what was actually happening. And it took months to
do that. :
* But you don't really have a choice. As the news events
unfold or as the public statements are made, you have to
report them, even i you know that there must be more to the
story. All you can do is send your reporters out and hope that

could get the other side of the story, at least in time so
that by the time you report it, it's not just histoery.

But there's really — it's a tough position for reporters to be
in when they know that there's more than one side to a story
and yet, because it's a public pronouncement, you have to
report it today. | don’'t see any way around that.

DEDMAN: As a local reporter, covering a city or county
government, | often wished | had been two people — one who
could ask the tough questions and the other who wouldn't
suffer the retribution of being frozen out of information for
having asked those tough questions.

Sometimes there's a benefit that comes from demonstrat-
ing your { nce. Even the official who you have an-
gered may call you late at night. | was su the first time
this ever happened to me. The official was decrying me in the
press during the day, and at night he would call me and tell
me all the bad things the other politicians were doing.

But usually, once is placed in a situation of a conflict, of
having to choose — "How far do | h, how tough can my
questions be?” Some journalists are blessed with the ability to
ask the tough question and to give the appearance that it's
only because one's doing one’s job and one takes on glee from
it whatsoever. This was not a skill that | had.

Sometimes, the solution may be, in fact, to assign two
reporters — one who covers, at the State Department, lets’
say, the daily announcements and the briefings and the days’
events, which could easily take up one person's time,
covering any ministry of the government. and the other
reporter, who doesn't have to rely on the good graces of the
officials but who can try to go around a little behind the
scenes, not write stories quite so often, not be in the paper
every day, but attempt to find out, through the back door,
what is going on.

But we do have an obligation to report the
pronouncements of government, but they need not be all that
we report. The Greek historian, Herodatus, said, "It is my
duty to report all that is said, but I'm not obliged to believe it

. all alike.”

A PARTICIPANT: This to add to what Philip said a little
while ago. This is really a problem in parts of the world — this
part of the world — that you have a story and you are not
getting the other side of the story, mainly from the official
sources,

What we do — and | wander if you would like to have advice
on it — that if the reporter is reasonably convinced in his
mind that there is another side and it i{s more or less
speculative — official sources don’t confirm it, but official
sources might heed the other side of the story.

Our reporters do try to bring it in, into the story, and try
to make it, as Philip said earlier, a balanced story. Because as
you had said earlier that we have problems, even in the
United States, of the editors frowning on some of the
investigative stories, because they may not be balanced. And

then you have problem with the court, if it goes before the
courtl,

What is your advice? | mean, s it fair that you have one
side of the story which is based on some record and some
hard-hitting quotes from the critics on the particular
government policy and on the other side you have a govern-
ment policy being explained in rather speculative terms?
Would that fit in with your concept of a good investigative
reporting?

NEUMANN: You haven't told us what kind of restrictions,
{f any. your papers may be under by the government in the
different countries that you're doing reporting in, and that
could affect our answer tremendously

But if reporters are not restricted from speaking to any
given people, then what we're basically talking about is the
difficult jobh of legwork and persistent interviewing of people.
I think that sometimes reporters make the mistake of
thinking that if something comes out of records or if there is
a story to be gotten in a record, that that's the only place that
siray exisis.

Bul records, after all, are only pieces of paper that tell you
about something that happened with real people, and the goal
is always to get to the primary people whe the story may be
about 00 whether it's a government policy or whether it's
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Regular columns ‘MY WORLD™ and “WRITE TO MITA® are
held over for unavoidable clrcumstances



