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INTRODUCTION

A few weeks ago, a colleague of mine sent me an e-mail, telling me that she could not get her editors in Mexico to "buy" her stories because they were not sensationalist enough. She concluded: "foreign reporters, like you and me, are becoming a threatened species".

Exaggeration? Not really. Corruption scandals, the video of the week and the never ending fights between the political parties and within the Fox Administration, have taken over, most of the time, the evening news and the front pages of the papers. 

International news, unless it concerns a dramatic event like the March 11 terrorist attacks in Madrid, are secondary to the internal political laundry machine. Not even the bloody fighting in Iraq is seen as more newsworthy than the internal sensationalist political events in Mexico.

Since the invasion of Iraq the US is perceived more than ever before in recent years as imperialist, arrogant and unilateralist. Anti-Americanism has dramatically increased, and this reality is strongly reflected in the Mexican press. 

This does not make the job of a Mexican correspondent in D.C. easier. Maintaining balanced coverage when there is an administration obsessed with terrorism and Iraq, with little or no interest in issues important to Mexico, such as immigration and international law, is to say the least, a daily challenge.

*** In today’s technological information era, few nations in the world escape media scrutiny. But because of the unique relation with the US, Mexico is more widely covered and analyzed in the US press than other countries not at war or in a crisis. 

Our unique relation with the US compares to no other nation in Latin America and is based in historical and geographical facts that you all know.

For this reason, we have an intense and complex agenda that, in turn, shapes to a great extent, the Mexican reporting in the US.

We have more official visits than any country in the hemisphere, and perhaps the word; we also have more bilateral treaties, more trade, more investment and more immigrants than any other nation in the hemisphere.

As I said, the intense agenda resulting from this special relationship, shaped the coverage seen in the past decade and a half. In the beginning of 1990s, the priority in the agenda was trade and the NAFTA negotiations; in mid 1990s it turned to drugs, corruption and certification; in 1995, to the peso crisis and during the first three years of the Fox Administration, to immigration and border issues. 

It is fair to say that Washington generates more news and information for Mexico, than for any other nation in the hemisphere.

One candid US official recently said to me: right now, with the mess in Iraq and the threat of terrorism, the only Latin American country in the administration’s screen is Mexico, and the reason is very simple: the border. 

This brings me to your work in Washington, D.C. 

Being a Mexican correspondent in Washington, D.C. is the dream of many young reporters in Mexico. If journalism is the world’s best occupation, as García Marquez claims, then Washington is the Mount Olympus of the profession.

But, as the Mexican song goes, "no hay nada mas bello que lo que nunca he tenido" (there is nothing more beautiful that what I have never had). 

Washington is a tough nut to crack, especially for foreign reporters, who often have less access to government sources than the intern of the smallest newspaper of the tiniest state of the US. 

If before NAFTA, Washington was an important foreign post for Mexican reporters, during the NAFTA negotiations it became the number one post. In 1989, there were three Mexican media organizations with correspondents in Washington; by 1994, the number jumped to eleven, where it remains now. 

In the beginning of the 1990s, it was very difficult, if not impossible to get US officials to return calls (an exclusive interview with a top level official was pretty much out of the question).

But, in the 1990s there were two major developments that changed the role of media in the bilateral relation: the NAFTA negotiations and the technological information Revolution. 

As a result, now there is more access, and sources of information can actually be developed. There are two reason for this: Mexican media is perceived as more professional, trustworthy and independent than before, and two, because news travels in real time, the US government seems to be more concerned with what the foreign media publishes than ever before. 

In this new era, we have become transmitters of messages, an arena for settling or starting new disputes, and a means to test political or negotiation positions. In the information age, the media does not make Foreign Policy... but Foreign Policy can NOT be made without the media.

I’d like to say a few words about our US counterparts in Mexico.

During the Salinas administration, the US media lost objectivity and balance. The coverage was nothing but praise for the "reform-minded Harvard-trained president", portrayed as a "model" for developing nations. The US press became Salinas’ cheerleaders. 

The events of 1994 and 1995 --the Chiapas uprising against NAFTA, political assassinations, corruption and the arrest of Raul Salinas de Gortari-- stunned US reporters. All those glowing stories about the Salinas "revolution" now seemed a colossal embarrassment. Some reporters felt obliged to publicly admit that "Salinas nos engaño". (lied to us)

In part as a reaction to the flop with Salinas, during the Zedillo administration, the US press performed a 180-degree turn. As Michael Massing wrote in the Columbia Journalism Review, "they went from one extreme to the other". Mostly, the coverage on Mexico during the Zedillo administration was alarmist and one-dimensional. 

Just to give one example: according to a Lexis-Nexis search that I conducted in 1998, from 1989 to 1994, The New York Times and The Washington Post together published 1,334 stories on drugs and corruption, compared to 1,391 in the first three years of the Zedillo administration. In other words, the same number of stories but during three years not six.

Something similar happened with the Fox administration. During 2000 and the first half of 2001, readers of the US press knew more about Fox’s cowboy boots than about his qualifications and policies to deliver on his campaign promises for change. The US press was consumed with the man and fixated on his personality.

In his piece, Massing said that it is somewhat understandable. Fox’s election, putting and end to 71-years of one party rule, "marked a true watershed in Mexican history, and US reporters, like the rest of the world, got caught up in the euphoria".

The US media welcomed Fox’s historical election and believed, like most Mexicans, that Mexico would change for the better; that Fox would fight corruption, poverty and repression. But nothing or very little has happened.

By mid 2001, Fox became a disappointment for the international press. Now, Fox is often called a lame duck president, incapable of running the country (I wouldn’t say tying his shoes because he wears boots...) and putting order within his own government.

The US press learned the lesson of the Salinas’ experience. The honeymoon with Fox did not last long.

*** 

CONCLUSION

Media coverage can project images of success or failure, which, in turn, can influence policy decisions by governments. It can also perpetuate stereotypes. 

US administrations have traditionally blamed the Mexican media with reinforcing the image of the US as an imperial nation that does nothing good for Mexico. 

In the same vein, Mexican governments have resented the US media for what they see as promoting the perception of Mexico as a society riddled with corruption, inefficiency, and impunity for wrongdoers. 

In concluding I would say the Mexican media in the US has an important role to play. As a Mexican diplomat once said to me, "in Mexico, the US is often seen through the eyes of the Mexican correspondents". 

The better we understand the US, the better we will be able to report on it. Due to our direct contact with the US public and political process, we are in a good position to overcome stereotypes and shed the historical emotional baggage resulting from an often contentious bilateral history that tends to contaminate the views of otherwise well-informed analysts. 

The ability to transmit a sober view of the US can only help the Mexican public better understand the relationship.

 

 

 

