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PRESS FOR THE PEACE OF JERUSALEM?

Israeli Media Coverage of the Jerusalem Issue

A research report by Keshev and Ir Amim
June 2008
In September 2007 reports began to appear in the media about a plan for an arrangement in Jerusalem, publicized in the name of Deputy Prime Minister Haim Ramon. During the following months the plan was mentioned daily in the media, but details about it remained vague. Although Prime Minister Ehud Olmert did not express specific public support for the plan, neither did he come out against it. In November 2007 the prime minister attended the Annapolis conference, declaring his specific intention to launch diplomatic negotiations with the Palestinian Authority, at the end of which we would reach a consensual solution on all the core issues, including Jerusalem.

This report is designed to point out the behavior of the media in their coverage of the issue of Jerusalem in relation to the Annapolis conference (November 2007). For example, this report finds that in spite of the critical place of Jerusalem in every outline for a future settlement of the Israeli-Arab conflict, and its centrality in the internal Israeli discourse, the principal media in Israel, during the period covered by the investigation, failed in their presentation of the aspects and significance of the plan presented in the name of Minister Ramon. The media did not raise questions about the diplomatic, regional, demographic, economic and other aspects of the plan; they did not thoroughly examine its feasibility, did not analyze its innovative aspects and did not question how the Palestinians relate to it.

The media coverage of the "Ramon plan" was not unusual. The story of Jerusalem as reflected in the behavior of the main media outlets in Israel is a collection of events taking place in various places, devoid of the necessary contexts and lacking an overall framework. The absence of an "overall picture" makes it difficult for media consumers to understand the complex subject called "the Jerusalem issue."

It is possible that these patterns of news coverage do not differ substantially from the patterns of coverage of other issues, but Jerusalem is not the same as any other issue; because of its central place in the awareness of the conflict among both nations. Therefore it is very important to understand the overall picture, which relates to the entire area as one unit, with all its historical, cultural, national, security, economic and social strata. The media had difficulty providing us with this information and these analyses.

Most of us formulate our opinions, and judge the reality in which we live, in light of the knowledge that we acquire from the media – the principal mediators of knowledge, and sometimes the only ones, at our disposal.  We cannot do this well if the media do not reflect for us the tangle of sensitivities, the magnitude of the complexity and the required contexts for dealing with the subject of Jerusalem.

This report is a result of cooperation between two organizations: Keshev, which deals mainly with analyzing the media coverage of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and with changing problematic patterns of coverage, and Ir Amim, which works for stability, equality and an agreed upon political future in Jerusalem.

If the publication of this report improves the quality of the coverage of the issue of Jerusalem in the main media outlets in Israel even somewhat, making it more complete and comprehensive and presenting its broad and complex contexts, we will have done our job.
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The Main Findings

Since the establishment of the State 60 years ago, there has been widespread public and international interest in the city of Jerusalem, interest that increased significantly after the annexation of the eastern part of the city in 1967. The media, the main providers of knowledge, return to the subject at repeated intervals. Naturally, at times when the diplomatic negotiations become a priority on the public agenda, Jerusalem also receives intensified media attention.

There is no question that the issue of Jerusalem is at the heart of the Jewish-Palestinian conflict, both because of its sanctity for the three religions and because of its historical significance and unique geopolitical status. These circumstances lend the discussion of the issue a mythic and emotional dimension. That is also the reason for the unique importance of covering the subject of Jerusalem in a balanced and practical manner.

This importance increases at a time when diplomatic contacts between Israel and the PA are being renewed. At such a time especially there is a need for media coverage that presents the issue in all its broad contexts, conducts a critical discussion and casts doubt on the establishment discourse, which usually blurs things. Such coverage is essential in order to expose the tangle of problems and the picture of the complex situation in Jerusalem.

This report tracks the manner in which various issues relating to Jerusalem were covered in the six main media outlets in Israel – the daily newspapers Haaretz, Yedioth Ahronoth and Maariv, and the news broadcasts on Channels 1, 2 and 10.

The period of the investigation covers three months, from October 1, 2007 to December 31, 2007. The Annapolis conference, which was held on November 27, 2007, took place exactly in the middle of this period. The analysis that appears in the report is therefore based on reading all the newspapers and viewing all the main news broadcasts during the period that was studied.

During the course of examining the material we discovered a number of central issues dealt with by the media when they cover the subject of Jerusalem: the division of the city (including reference to various plans for division, and possible solutions), the Judaization of East Jerusalem (including Har Homa, E-1 and construction in other areas), archaeological digs in the Old City and another issues that we defined as the fabric of life in the city. These issues, it should be said, were not chosen by us randomly or ahead of time, but reflect the range of the coverage and the media discussion of the subject of Jerusalem

In quantitative terms, during the period of the investigation there were 450 articles and references dealing with various aspects of the issue of Jerusalem and the city of Jerusalem. Ostensibly this is a large number; in fact, there was a relatively small number of items about each of the subjects. For example, there were about 60 reports or references regarding Har Homa and E-1; about 40 news items on the archaeological digs and about 40 items referring to the fabric of life. The rest of the items dealt with the various aspects of the division of the city (namely: various plans for division, the "Ramon plan" and proposals for possible solutions).

Finally, the press covered the subject of Jerusalem more than did the broadcast media. There were 336 items in the press as compared to 114 on the television news broadcasts. It is possible that the nature of the coverage, which requires a great deal of initiative and is not traditional "reactive" coverage, explains the quantitative difference between the two media.

As a rule, from an analysis of all the materials, we can point out a number of patterns that characterize the way in which the principal media outlets in Israel covered issues related to the city of Jerusalem, during the days preceding and following the peace conference:

· Current discussion about Jerusalem characterized by a relatively low level of "patriotic" fervor
As opposed to previous years when the issue of Jerusalem was at the top of the public agenda, we can state that the current discussion about Jerusalem was characterized by a low level of "patriotic" fervor. We found very few headlines in the style of "Jerusalem the eternal capital of Israel" or on the other hand, threatening headlines from the Palestinian side, in the style of "in blood and fire we will redeem you, Al Aqsa." In that sense we can say that the most prominent headlines were usually practical in nature and in tone. A possible explanation for that may be the "maturation" of public discourse as well as a change in the tone used by politicians who expressed themselves on the subject.

· Dichotomous and superficial discussion

The discussion of the possibility of dividing Jerusalem was presented in the media in a dichotomous and superficial manner, and did not provide the reader with the necessary information for understanding the pending issues on this subject. For example, the Arab neighborhoods and villages that were annexed after 1967 (in which 250,000 people are now living), the Jewish neighborhoods that were built in the annexed area and the "Holy Basin" were in most cases presented as though they were all of a piece.

· Lack of comprehensive and high-quality information hinders genuine and profound discussion

The coverage lacks comprehensive and high-quality information. For example, Jewish and Palestinian construction that was taking place in East Jerusalem during the period, or future development programs in areas such as Har Homa and E-1, are only rarely discussed, and usually they are marginalized. The same is true of the activity of Jewish associations in Palestinian neighborhoods and villages – the sparseness of information appearing on the subject and its marginal nature hinder the development of a genuine public discussion of the phenomenon or its implications for the feasibility of a future agreement with the Palestinian Authority.

· Absence of coverage of the life of Palestinian population
The various processes taking place in the city, including the digs in the Old City, the serious neglect of East Jerusalem and its residents and the tense relations between Jews and Palestinians in "united" Jerusalem do not receive enough exposure and the few reports that do exist provide little information. Moreover, a discussion of these subjects, if it exists, usually appears in the opinion columns and deep inside the news broadcasts, a fact that makes it largely irrelevant.

· Absence of the contexts necessary to create an educated understanding

 In order to properly understand the complex situation in Jerusalem there is a need for      very broad historical, political, military and geopolitical knowledge and contexts. These contexts are crucial for the media consumer who wants to formulate an educated viewpoint on the subject. We found that the discussion of the broader contexts appears for the most part in marginal locations and is usually divorced from the news reports. As a result of this pattern we found that the discussion of possible solutions for a diplomatic solution in the city has also been pushed to the margins.

· Collected bits of information without discussion of their implications

The media rarely draw connections among the various parts of the coverage. In other words, the media do not deal, for example, with the possible effect of the digs taking place in the Old City on the chances of the Annapolis conference and the diplomatic process in general.  Or, in another case – the media present the construction on Har Homa and that in area E-1 as two separate and unconnected events. So,instead of presenting Jerusalem as one urban area, with everything happening in it likely to affect the future of the city, Jerusalem is portrayed in the media as an area composed of enclaves that ostensibly are unconnected to one another.

· Absence of reference to the Palestinian point of view

Prominent in its absence is a presentation of the Palestinian voice in the media coverage. The findings of the study indicate that the question of the division of Jerusalem, for example, is presented as an internal Israeli-Jewish issue. The fact that Jerusalem is also sacred to Muslims and Christians has no place in the coverage.

· Prominence of the issue of Jerusalem in Haaretz
On all the subjects covered in the report, Haaretz stands out both in the number of items and in the quality of the information appearing in them. In Haaretz there were 200 articles about Jerusalem and references to it, as compared to 81 in Maariv and 55 in Yedioth Ahronoth. More than all the other media, Haaretz often gave prominence to the subject of Jerusalem and its coverage was far broader and more profound than that of the other media.


PAGE  
2

