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COMMENT
Israeli press not fiee? They’re joking

ADISCHWARTZ

Abiased report by
aninexperienced
researcherhas
led to absurd
allegations
againstlisrael

REEDOM HOUSE, an
international NGO
conducting research
into democracy,
political freedom
and human rights,
haz declared in itz
prezz freedom index
thatlsraelizno
longer a “free” country. It iz nowonly
“partially free”.

Odd. If anything, the [sracli presz
iz over-aggressive, with little respect
for privacy and a tendency towards
sensationalizm. More zo than many
otherWestern media, the Izraeli press
iz robust and boisterous.

On the other hand, Freedom House
iz arezpected organization, guoted
frequently in major newspapers, az
well as in academic papersand govw-
EIMMEnt reports.

Freedom House publishes itz
index every year. The lower the zcore,
the better. Freedom Housze regards
countriez with 0-30 points as “free”;
countriez with 31-60 points az “par-

tially free”; and countries with 61-100
points az “not free”. Until now, Israel
was regarded az “free” | with 23 points
for 2007).

But thiz year, Izrael received 31
points— an obvious PRvictory for
Izrael’s enemies.

The report states: “On December
31, the High Court ruled in favourof a
Foreign Press Aszociation petition that
the Gaza ban be lifted, but the govern-
ment ignored the court ruling ™

Butthatiz net trus. The IsrasliHigh
Courtoffered a compromiss between
the Izraeli authoritiez and the FPA for
a few forzign journalists to be allowed
to enter Gaza. Thatdid nothappen,
but the court zaid later that the gow-
ernment’s actz were reasonable.

The strangest part of Freedom
House'sreportrelatesto “heightenead
self-cenzorship and biased report-
ing.. . many media outletz largely
reflected and, indeed, fed popularzen-
timent and prioritised nationalistic
themes™.

But most Izracliz felt exactly the

opposite: that too many journalizts
were demeralizing the troops and
actually feeding defeatist entiments.
The report's author, Adam Werner,
iznot a journalist and thiz iz hiz first
year with Freedom House. lasked
him how he knew that there was zelf-
censorship. Itwas bazed, he told me,
on an interview with Yizhar Beer, the
director of Kezhev, a watchdog group.
Because of Beer's well known, far-
left political views,  asked Werner if
he consulted anyone elze. Communi-

cations law experts? Journalists? “No,”

he zaid. The aszertion ef heightened
self-censorship (which actually led
to Izracl’s statuz decline was based
solely on Mr Beer's view:

Ithen asked about the High Court's
decizions. MrWerner asked me to
send him the rulings (ratherlate, I'd
say).1zlzo asked sbout “pro-peace

radio station” RAM-FM, which, accord-

Ing to the report, was “clozed down”
by the Israeli police. Butthe station

closed because it didn't have a permit.

After a permit was obtained, itwent

back on air. Six months later it closed
—due to financial problems.

Sowhyis thizin the report? And
why mention that it'z a “pro-peace
radio station”, if not to imply that
there was a political reason?

Freedom House says it sends draft
reports to three profezsors of commu-
nications studies. Unless theysigna
report, itis not approved.

lasked Dr Karin Karlekar, manag-
ing editor of the Freedom of the Prezs
Index, which profeszors it was sent
to.5he admitted that thiz year, due
to financial problemz, the report was
notsenttoany

An inexperienced researcher, who
Iz notan autherity in hiz field, writesa
report based on an interview with one
Iinterviewes with a very clear political
apenda. Nobody checkz it. And on that
basisz, Freedom House downgrades
Izrael from “free” to “partially free”.

Adi schwartzis a Tel Aviv based independ-
ent investigative journalist. He blogs at
wwwadi-schwartz.comblog



