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U.S. press loses touch with the world. Cynthia G. Wagner.
Abstract: US newspapers have shown a decline in their coverage of foreign news. CNN international correspondent Peter Arnett has observed how the focus of US dailies has shifted, not to global, but to 'consumer-type' information. However, a counter-trend is being noted as world financial news coverage seems to be on the rise.
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Coverage of world events disappears from American newspapers.

When India exploded a hydrogen bomb in May 1998, the Indianapolis News the next day made no mention of it. Instead, the paper focused on a tobacco industry lawsuit, a business merger, and the upcoming Indianapolis 500 car race.

Local news now dominates in a growing number of American newspapers, says CNN international correspondent Peter Arnett in American Journalism Review. Indianapolis was one of several stops Arnett made last year in a search for trends in American newspapers. In the 30 pages of that day's News, Arnett reports, "I found only a few international briefs. Nine paragraphs, total."

With so much competition for their readers' attention from other media, America's mainstream newspapers are concentrating on stories of more-immediate interest, "news you can use" type consumer information, and the like, rather than providing updates on complicated global issues or events in far-off lands.

"I'll put it simply," Arnett says. "International news coverage in most of America's mainstream papers has almost reached the vanishing point. Today, a foreign story that doesn't involve bombs, natural disasters, or financial calamity has little chance of entering the American consciousness. This at a time when the United States has become the world's lone superpower and 'news' has so many venues - papers, magazines, broadcast and cable TV, radio, newsletters, the Internet - that it seems inescapable. So how is it that Americans have never been less informed about what's going on in the rest of the world? Because we, the media, have stopped telling them."

The danger is that, if people don't know what is happening, they cannot become aware of its importance to them either personally or globally - they cannot assess the potential impacts and make appropriate responses.

One problem for newspapers was the rise of Arnett's own employer, Cable News Network, which quickly became the medium of choice for those interested in world events. Because CNN's global web of journalists could provide on-the-spot coverage of anything happening anywhere in the world at any time, its competitors in broadcast television "essentially left the field," says Arnett. "Magazines followed suit; foreign covers, we've been told, are the newsstand kiss of death."

Newspapers, especially the major ones - New York Times, Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, and Wall Street Journal - were the last to cut back on international coverage. But tightening budgets in the 1990s forced newspapers, too, to give in. Supporting a one-reporter bureau overseas can cost $250,000 a year.

"As paper after paper wrestled with priorities, what resources there were stayed home," says Arnett. "Local ruled."

A countertrend to this American info-provincialism has emerged, and it, too, has to do with finances.

More people are now interested in business, trade, and economic news, according to a recent survey by the Project on the State of the American Newspaper. "The most pronounced change has to do with the exploding interest in business and finance news," reports the American Journalism Review. "That accounts not just for the increased manpower at the Wall Street Journal but at the various wire services. Reuters and Bridge News (formerly Knight Ridder Financial News) devote literally hundreds of people around the world to the arcana of finance, much of it aimed at highly specialized audiences. And just nine years ago, Bloomberg News, now boasting 226 reporters in 62 foreign bureaus, didn't even exist."

But perhaps increased international coverage of economic issues is not so surprising: Little could be of more immediate, personal interest to readers than their own pockets.

Source: "Goodbye, World" by Peter Arnett, American Journalism Review (November 1998). Web site www.ajr.org.
