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Methodology 
 

We conducted a survey of the Grand Rapids Press and 3 local 
TV news stations for their coverage of the US war in Iraq from 
Monday, March 17 through Friday, May 2, 2003. This time pe-
riod begins with President Bush’s last national address to the 
nation before the war through the day he addressed the nation 
from the US naval ship docked in San Diego. 
 
 
We recorded and monitored the 5:30 pm, 6 & 11 pm newscasts 
from both channels 8 & 13, and the 10 pm newscast from FOX 
17. This did not include Saturdays and Sundays, since news 
programming varies due to sporting events and other program 
changes. The GR Press survey included Saturdays and  
Sundays. There was no recording of FOX 17 on March 19 nor 
WZZM 13 on March 20 due to technical problems. 
 
For examples of TV coverage, GR Press coverage, the front 
pages of the GR Press from this study and all the political  
cartoons related to the war in this study go to http://www.griid.
org/instructional.shtml.  
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Major Findings 
 
 
 

• All four news outlets relied heavily on network or wire-service 
stories  

 
• All four news outlets relied almost exclusively on official sources, 

government or military, for war reporting 
 
• All four news outlets acted primarily as a conduit for official 

sources, rarely questioning or providing other perspectives 
 
• Once the war started anti-war voices diminished 
 
• All four news outlets took a public position in “support  of the 

troops” 
 
• Coverage of casualties tended to focus on US troops with limited 

reporting or images of civilian casualties 
 
• Contextual/historical information on US involvement in Iraq was 

limited 

Introduction 
 

The recent US military intervention in Iraq 
could be a new chapter in foreign affairs. The 
US government claimed that the Iraqi’s pos-
sessed Weapons of Mass Destruction (will be 
referred to as WMDs for the rest of this report) and 
therefore constituted a threat to the security 
of the United States. The United Nations   
Security Council did not support a US mili-
tary solution to the claimed threat, thus put-
ting the US at odds with many countries in 
the international community.  
 
This report will look at the Grand Rapids-
based news coverage of this US led war in 
Iraq from the day that President Bush gave 
his last appeal to Saddam Hussein (March 
17) until the day he addresses the American 
public on the deck of a US warship (May 2).  
The report will focus on what sources were 
used in the news coverage (both news 
sources and sources who appeared on camera 
or in print), how the news coverage was 
framed/in what context, and coverage of    
local reaction to the war. We look at specific 
stories as examples for content analysis and 
provide all the statistical data at the end of 
this study. (See pages 15-17) 
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Reporting with “Official” Sources 
 
None of the local news agencies included in this study 
sent reporters to Iraq or Kuwait to cover the war, as em-
bedded reporters or otherwise. They all relied on larger 
news agencies or, in the case of the GR Press, wire ser-
vices and national newspapers. WZZM 13 relied on ABC 
and CNN, WOOD relied on NBC and WXMI relied on 
FOX video feeds and reporters based in Iraq/Kuwait or at 
the White House. (see chart                 ) 
 
There was a tremendous amount of discussion prior to 
and during the war in Iraq about the use of “embedded re-
porters,” reporters that rode along with various units 
within the military. Most of the embedded reporter stories 
that aired on the 3 TV stations tended to share more about 
US soldiers, than what was happening in combat. This 
was particularly the case with WZZM stories that relied 
on USA Today embedded reporters. Many of their reports 
actually included excerpts from letters by soldiers to fam-
ily members. For a more detailed analysis of the quality 
of embedded re-
porter stories, 
see the  Project 
for Excellence 
in Journalism 
study at  
http://www.
journalism.org/
resources/research/
reports/war/embed/
default.asp 

 
 
 

 

    

 
Network/National 

Stories 

 
1:39:58 

 
2:29:22 

 
1:29:21 

 
Local Reporter 

in DC 

 
1:20:04 

  

 
Local station  
War updates 

 
1:45:44 

 
1:39:44 

 
29:13 

Local  
Stories/responses 

to war 

 
2:20:29 

 
3:15:14 

 
41:06 

 
Total Time 

 
7:06:15 

 
7:24:20 

 
2:40:40 

Sources for articles in Grand Rapids Press 

Associated Press – 367 
Grand Rapids Press - 54 
LA Times – 53 
Washington Post – 29 
New York Times News Service – 24 
Boston Globe – 12 
Newhouse News Service – 12 
New York Times – 9 
GR Press Wire Service – 5 
Cox News Service – 4 
Scripps Howard News Service – 4 
Toronto Globe & Mail – 4 

San Francisco Chronicle – 3 
Houston Chronicle – 3 
Baltimore Sun – 3 
Newsday – 2 
Minneapolis/St. Paul Star – 1 
Press Lansing Bureau – 1 
McClatchy Newspapers – 1 
 
Total # Stories - 504 

News Sources Data 
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In addition to looking at what national news sources the local 
media relied on, we looked at the sources used within news 
stories—people who were quoted or heard speaking. Here we 
see that the majority of voices were those in the US govern-
ment or military, sources generally referred to as “official” 
sources. Certainly, in the midst of a war it is important to 
provide the perspective of those in both military and diplo-
matic positions. However, if there is no questioning of the in-
formation that is being presented, then news agencies are just 
being a conduit for “official” sources. (see data pg. ) 
 
Out of all the stories we documented only once did we find 
an instance were a local reporter questioned or challenged an 
“official” position. Two days before the war began 
WOODTV 8 newsreader Tom Van Howe had US Rep. Pete 
Hoekstra on air live in Washington, DC. After getting a re-
sponse to Hoekstra on Bush’s decision to go to war, Van 
Howe asked that “according to UN Sec. General Kofi Annan, 
if we go to war today in Iraq without UN support we do so 
outside the limits of international law. Do you agree with 
that?” Hoekstra said no. Then Van Howe asked “does the US 

have the right to enforce a 
UN resolution or is that the 
UN’s responsibility?” At this 
point Hoekstra was com-
pletely caught off guard and 
ended up giving an incoher-
ent response. This was a 
great example of what can 
happen when journalists 
challenge official positions.  

Unfortunately this was the exception to what we docu-
mented, which was polished messages from either the White 
House or the multi-million dollar briefing center set up by 
the Pentagon in Kuwait. 
Most reports involved com-
ments from one of the Gen-
erals, Sec. of Defense 
Rumsfeld or Pentagon 
spokesperson Torie Clarke. 
A typical report went like 
this:  
 
• A reporter from one of 

the news agencies 
would give an overview 
of Operation Iraqi Free-
dom, with latest US tar-
gets or advances made 
by units on Baghdad or 
one of the other major cities. 

• Cut to the Pentagon briefing center in Kuwait where the 
US military either confirmed or denied the days events. 

• Maybe a response by Washington from either a White 
House spokesperson or, in the case of WOOD TV 8,         
a Michigan Representative or Senator.  

 
Rarely did this formula change from day to day. On occasion 
we did get other opinions, such as from the international 
community or “experts.” International perspectives decreased 
once the war started and the primary perspective came from 
the UK, particularly Tony Blair. Even though “expert”  

Ms. Torie Clarke, prior to being 
hired by the Pentagon was the 
head of the Washington office of 
Hill & Knowlton, one of the 
largest global PR firms. Hill & 
Knowlton was responsible for 
the major PR deception cam-
paign that got the US into the 
first Gulf War. ( see John Mac-
Arthur’s book The Second 
Front). Unfortunately for view-
ers and readers information 
about Ms. Clarke’s previous  
employment was not shared by 
the news agencies studied. 
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opinions were limited, those cited tells us something about 
which “expert” sources are used. Listed below are the think 
tanks and policy centers that provided opinions that were 
cited in the GR Press. According to the work done by the 
media watchdog group FAIR, center and right of center 
think tanks are more likely to be cited as “expert” sources 
than progressive or left of center— http://www.fair.org/
extra/0307/thinktanks2002.html. Of the groups listed the only 
one that could be considered progressive or left of center is 
the Center for Defense Information, which was cited once.  
          
 
 
 
 

Think Tanks                                         times cited 
 
Center for Strategic & International Studies                   8 
Lexington Institute                                                              5 
Brookings Institute                                                              3 
Washington Center for Near East Policy                         2 
The Petroleum Finance Co.                                               2 
Council on Foreign Relations                                            1 
Global Energy Studies                                                        1 
Center for Defense Information                                        1 
Carnegie Endowment for International Peace                1 
Boots & Corts International well Control                       1 
US Institute of Peace                                                           1 
Center for European Studies                                              1 
Heritage Foundation                                                            1 
World Affairs Council                                                        1 
Jane’s Air landed Weapons                                                1 
Center for Economic & Policy Research                         1 
Near East Affairs                                                                 1 
Bechtel                                                                                   1 
Halliburton                                                                            1 
Center for Strategic & Budget Assessments                   1 
GMS Inc.                                                                               1 
Heritage Society                                                                   1 
US Baltic Foundation                                                          1 
Alaska’s permanent Fund                                                   1 
New American Foundation                                                1 

Framing War Stories 
 
It stands to reason that since most news sources were US 
government or military personnel, then the way news stories 
about the war were framed would be somewhat biased. To 
illustrate this we will look at four stories: 1) bringing down 
the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad, 2) the shooting of 
Iraqis at a US military checkpoint, 3) the discovery of a 
chemical agent that was thought to be WMDs,  and 4) Iraqi 
civilians protesting a US sponsored meeting on the future of 
Iraq. 
 
On April 9, US Marines entered Baghdad, minutes later as a 
crowd of Iraqi civilians gathered, the Marines then pulled 
the statue over with one of their vehicles. All four news out-
lets studied reported that the crowds filled the square, the 
GR Press AP articled used the word “swarmed” into the 
streets. The Fox 17 reporter says this was the end of the re-
gime and that “jubilant Iraqis dragged the statue’s head 
through the streets of Baghdad, smacking it with their shoes 
in a display of utter contempt.” Only channel 8 and 13 re-
ported that US Marines placed an American flag over the 
face of a statue of Saddam Hussein. The GR Press ran pho-
tos of a Iraqi child kissing a US soldier and an Iraqi man 
kissing a picture of George Bush. None of the 3 TV stations 
ran comments from Iraqi civilians, but WZZM 13 had com-
ments by a US soldier about how good it felt to see the 
crowd celebrate.  
 
First, do we know the whole story? Many independent 
sources say that the US Marines had closed off the square 
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with tanks all around the perimeter. This was difficult to tell 
from the news coverage provided locally, since the photos 
and video footage is fairly tight. From this website (http://www.

informationclearinghouse.info/article2842.htm) you can see that the pe-
rimeter is surrounded by US military vehicles. If this was a 
display of freedom, why surround the square with tanks? 
Other news sources claim that many in the crowd were Iraqi 
National Congress members, along with Ahmed Chalabi, 
which has received 
millions of dollars in 
US  support over the 
years. At some level 
it is important to ask 
was this a staged 
event? 
 
Second, if repres-
sion of 
political speech in 
Iraq under Saddam was as bad as commentators led us to 
believe, how is it than an Iraqi man had a George W. Bush 
photo to kiss?  
 
Third, maybe the crowds were jubilant since a US military 
presence might mean an end to the bombing and the  end of 
12 years of the harshest economic sanctions ever imposed 
on a country The answers to the questions are impossible to 
know, since the only news agency to report an Iraqi perspec-
tive was the GR Press. This did not stop the local news from 
using the statue story as a vindication of the war, evidenced 
by the jubilant crowds.  

The second example involves the shooting of Iraqi civil-
ians at a US military check point. The GR Press headline 
for this story was “They tried to warn the vehicle to stop,” 
subtitled “After US troops shoot at a van packed with 
women and children, Central Command says the seven 
deaths are on Saddam’s head.” Both channel’s 8 & 13 re-
ported the incident from the US perspective ending the 
short news pieces with “The military is investigat-
ing” (WOOD TV8) and “...details are still coming in from 
the story.” (WZZM 13). Channel 13 also ran a screen 
graphic with the heading Suspicious Van.  
 
In the Press article it quotes Gen. Vincent Brooks at length 
who says “While we regret the loss of civilian lives, they 
remain unavoidable.” A Washington Post reporter is men-
tioned in the story, relating that a US Army Captain 
“accused soldiers of not firing warning shots quickly 
enough.” As Fairness & Accuracy in the Media discov-
ered, the major news outlets only reported the “official” 
military version and not the Post version which implies 
that it may have been the US military’s fault.  http://www.
zmag.org/content/showarticle.cfm?SectionID=15&ItemID=3396. 
No Iraqi or independent perspectives were provided. 
 
Our third example has to do with a story of 50 gallon 
drums that were found and suspected of being chemical 
agents.  All 3 of the TV stations ran this story with video 
footage of the 50 gallon drums. Fox 17 & WOOD TV 8 re-
ported that further tests needed to be done to determine 
what the drums contained. WZZM 13 ran an ABC report 
which said that “initial tests indicate these drums of  
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chemicals may contain mustard gas,” then they added that 
further tests will need to be conducted. In addition to these 

stories, each station ran second 
pieces that were chemical 
weapons related. WOOD TV8 
ran a piece with Washington 
correspondent Rick Albin, re-
phrasing the WMD discovery 
story, but with Albin stating 
“the US and Britian may well 
see this as the smoking gun or 

vindication for this military action.”  
 
WZZM 13 ran an additional ABC piece that included US sol-
diers commenting on the chemical weapons discovery, and 
Fox 17 ran a piece about a chemical weapon detection device 
that the US military is using. The story included a digital 
graphic of the device that looks very much like it was part of 
a promotional video or a VNR, a video news release. Video 
News Releases 
are promotional 
pieces created by 
companies or 
public relations 
firms hired by 
companies and 
sent out as 
“news.” This 
could have been a 
VNR created by 
the Pentagon. 

The last example involves an Iraqi demonstration at a US 
brokered meeting on what type of government will be cre-
ated. All 3 TV stations and the GR Press ran stories about 
this event on April 16.  
 
The Press did the best job, by printing the 13 points 
which was agreed upon by the 80 delegates at the US-
facilitated meeting. The Press also quoted several Iraqi’s, 
one from the meeting and two from people on the street 
who were protesting the meeting. However, the headline 
was a bit misleading—Goal #1: democracy, postwar 
meeting participants find plenty to agree on. Two para-
graphs into the article and it reads “Iraqi factions attend-
ing a meeting to create a postwar government had plenty 
of honest differences of opinion.” The rest of the article 
provides additional dissenting opinions from those not in-
vited to the gathering, but little evidence that much was 
agreed on. 
 
Fox 17 ran only a short bit of video from Iraq of the meet-
ing of delegates, but gave viewers an excerpt from a 
speech that Bush gave in the US on the Iraq postwar gath-
ering. “In Nasiriyah the Iraqi people have made a good 
start. Out of that meeting came this declaration. Iraq must 
be democratic.” Pentagon spokesperson Torie Clark was 
also given airtime on Fox were she dismissed accusations 
that the US was imposing its will on the Iraqi people. No 
Iraqi opinions were given. 
 
The WZZM 13 story led with information on the meeting 
of delegates with “two goals: 1) the new government must 
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be a democracy, and 2) the Iraqi people must choose their lead-
ers.” There was video b-roll of the meeting, but no direct com-
ments from Iraqis or US personnel. The Channel 13 news-
reader then said “also today anti-American rallies in Iraq 
turned dangerous. 10 people were killed after a crowd began 
throwing stones.” No 
mention was made of 
who did the killing or 
why there was an anti-
American rally. For this 
part of the news story 
they just ran a graphic 
that read Anti-American 
Rallies. 
 
WOOD TV 8 reported 
on this story as “In the ancient city of Ur, US & Iraqi ethnic 
and religious leaders were greeted by noisy protests as they met 
to discuss the formation of a new government. The demonstra-
tors complained that the US should have no role in determining 
the country’s future. The American representative says the US 
does not want to rule Iraq.” Channel 8 did run video footage of 
both the delegate meeting and the demonstrations, but provided 
no direct comments from Iraqi delegates at the meeting nor 
those demonstrating outside. 
 
The coverage from each of the 4 Grand Rapids-based news 
agencies does reflect some differences in the coverage of this 
story. However, the differences are mostly with quantity, not 
quality. Only the GR Press gave viewers/readers more than of-
ficial sources, with multiple perspectives, even dissenting Iraqi 
perspectives. However, none of the news agencies provided 

much of a context for this event. No information is 
given on how the delegates were chosen, what the US 
role was, nor a timeline for the postwar reconstruction. 
There was little additional information on Iraqi recon-
struction provided during the rest of the news coverage 
through the May 2nd study end date. A few stories were 
aired on the US contracts given to US companies and to 
the appointment of MSU president Peter McPhereson to 
help in the financial component of the reconstruction. 
Besides the occasional dissenting Iraqi perspective on 
the reconstruction, no independent perspectives were 
provided on the process and intent of the ongoing US 
role in Iraq. For some detailed analysis go to: 
 

http://www.zmag.org/CrisesCurEvts/Iraq/occupation.htm 
http://www.occupationwatch.org/article.php?list=type&type=9 

http://electroniciraq.net/news/ 
 
 
 

War with Iraq in Context 
 
It is important to acknowledge that most of the news re-
porting from the US on foreign policy tends to follow 
the latest “hot spot.” Wherever the most recent crisis is, 
the news media’s attention will follow. What that usu-
ally means is little historical context is given, particu-
larly as it relates to the US relationship with individual 
countries. 
 
Since Saddam Hussein has been in power in Iraq, the 
US has had a relationship with that country that has 
changed over time. During the 1980s, the US provided 
diplomatic and military support to Iraq for it’s war  
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against Iran. The US provided millions of dollars in aid, mili-
tary hardware and materials to produce chemical weapons. 
Even Sec. Of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, on a visit to Iraq in 
1983-84, made no condemnation of Iraq’s use of chemical 
weapons. (See declassified documents at http://www.gwu.edu/

~nsarchiv/NSAEBB/NSAEBB82/press.htm).  
 
Leading up to the current war and during our news coverage 
study we found that US officials, as reported by journalists, 
made the claim that since Hussein has used chemical weapons 
in the past he would use them in the future. The problem with 
framing the story that way is it only gives part of the story. 
Had journalists said that Hussein used chemical weapons with 
US approval in the past, that would have been more accurate. 
(Sources http://www.casi.org.uk/info/usdocs/usiraq80s90s.html, http://www.ips-dc.

org/iraq/primer4.htm#35).  If reporters did include that phrase, “with 
US support” at the end of a statement about Iraq’s use of 
chemical weapons would it have had an impact on public per-
ception and support for the war? If historical context about 
countries and foreign policy are not provided on a regular ba-
sis, then any reporting is incomplete and misleading.  
 
We noted more recent examples of reporting in a historical 
context during this study. The 3 examples we want to look at 
have to do with stories on Sanctions, Gulf War Syndrome 
and POWs.  
 
Near the end of the study period there were several reports 
from all 3 TV stations and the GR Press reporting that Presi-
dent Bush was calling for an end to the sanctions in Iraq. The 
news also reported that countries like France & Germany  

were not in favor of this. Not once did we note any back-
ground information on the sanctions, nor the US position on 
sanctions since the end of the 1991 Gulf War. Viewers and 
readers would have been served well if they were informed 
about how the US was the lead country on imposing and 
maintaining the harshest form of sanctions ever imposed on 
a country. (http://www.nonviolence.org/vitw/pages/myth_reality_print.html)  
We noted numerous stories from all local media outlets on 
the wealth of Hussein and his sons that were discovered by 
US troops, complete with video footage of the palaces. We 
were given numerous stories about what was referred to as 
Saddam’s “Love Shack,” (GR Press, April 13, A-5) yet mar-
ginal coverage of the health conditions and poverty that 
many Iraqi’s faced. 
 
Due to the concerns of the possible use of chemical weap-
ons, there were a few stories (1 on WZZM 13 and 2 on 
WOOD TV 8) about what is referred to as Gulf War Syn-
drome. The WZZM 13 story (30 seconds) only cited Penta-
gon sources and said that Gulf War Syndrome was due to 
“troop exposure to chemical agents.” WOOD TV 8 ran both 
stories on the same day. The first story (6pm) was about a 
local man who suffers from Gulf War Syndrome, but both 
the news-reader and reporter frame the story in such a way 
to make viewers think that troops this time were in grave 
danger. “….A scary warning of what chemical agents can 
do.” This story reports that the soldier received a letter from 
the Secretary of Defense stating that he was “exposed to a 
low levels of a chemical agents in 1991.” At the end of the 
story the reporter encourages viewers to go to their website 
for more information, by clicking on “CIA reports.” 
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During the 11pm newscast channel 8 ran a second story on 
Gulf War Syndrome in their Health Beat section. They begin 
the story by saying “was it toxic smoke from burning oil fires, 
the sand storms, exposure to chemicals, or the very vaccines 
and medications our sol-
diers took for protection. 
Twelve years after the end 
of the first Gulf War health 
experts still don’t know 
why so many people got 
sick.” This seems to con-
tradict the information 
given during the 6pm 
newscast by the Defense 
Department, yet these  
contradictions were not acknowledged. Again they cited a 
document from the Department of defense, only this time say-
ing “..the nerve agents sarin and cyclosarin may have been re-
leased into the air.” Only another Gulf War vet was inter-
viewed, as well as two health professionals for this story, 
none of which challenge the government position.  
 
In addition to providing limited sources of information 
and unquestioning the official position, there was no 
mention of the possibility of troop exposure to Depleted 
Uranium as a possible cause for the widespread sickness. 
Many military families, Gulf War Veterans and some    
investigative journalists have presented a strong case, 
claiming that Depleted Uranium was the main culprit for 
Gulf War Syndrome. 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/syndrome/analysis/ 

The last example has to do with the issue of Prisoners of War 
(POWs). All four news agencies reported on US POWs in 
Iraq, but no stories were provided on Iraqi POWs. WZZM 13 
reporter Kim Covington during one newscast gave an update 
on US POWs that were coming home, then went on to intro-
duce a story about a WWII vet who was a POW. As a transi-
tional statement, the channel 13 reporter made this claim 
“from the Japanese to the Germans to the Vietnamese to 
Iraqis, America historically treats prisoners of war better 
than our enemies do.” This may be the case, but they pro-
vided no source to confirm that claim.  
(See H. Bruce Franklin’s MIA or Mythmaking in America: 
How and why belief in live POWs has possessed a nation, 
1992.)  

Worthy & Unworthy Casualties 
# of times mentioned 

     
Grand Rapids 

Press 

US Troop 
Casualties/
POWs 

 
 

28 

 
 

30 

 
 

15 

 
 

39 

Iraqi  
Civilian 
Casualties 

 
 

8 
 

 
 

4 

 
 

3 

 
 

23 
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Home Front Coverage 
 
Up to this point we have been analyzing the coverage of the 
war as presented by news services/agencies that the local news 
utilizes, and that which has been Iraq or Capital Hill focused. 
Here we turn our attention to what was reported on in West 
Michigan. The bulk of local reporting dealt with the plight of 
local military and their families, but we will also look at how 
the pro-war & anti-war positions were reported on. 
 
The amount of coverage of local military personnel and their 
families was quite astounding. FOX 17 devoted over 17 min-
utes, WOOD TV 8 one hour and 20 minutes, and WZZM 
13 two hours and 10 minutes. Much over the coverage was 
very sympathetic to troops and their families, both while they 
were being shipped out and during the war. There were regular 
updates on troop casualties and deaths, plus ongoing coverage 
of the financial and emotional difficulties that military families 
faced. Each week different families were featured and viewers 
were taken into the homes of spouses and parents who had 

family in Iraq. Additional stories 
were presented about local efforts at 
supporting the troops, from public 
displays to care packages and letters 
from school children.  
 
All 3 of the TV stations provided in-
formation about local military fam-

ily support groups and where people could make donations for 
care packages. WOOD TV 8 featured local soldiers during 
their newscast and WZZM 13 created a segment devoted to  

local military families called Home Front Families. It was 
clear from the amount and style of these stories that the lo-
cal news departments were being sensitive about how this  
war was impacting military families. It is difficult to know 
what the motivation for all this coverage was, but clearly 
decisions were made to make this a priority.  
 
WZZM 13 invested  money to send a reporter and camera 
person to San Diego in early May to cover a wedding of a 
local soldier that was billed as A Wartime Wedding. Chan-
nel 13 spent time with the parents of the soldier who live in 
Grand Rapids, reporting on things like what kind of clothes 
the parents were going to 
wear to the wedding. 
ABC was broadcasting 
the wedding live on 
Good Morning America, 
but WZZM 13 felt it nec-
essary to give additional 
coverage of this event.  
 
 
What is interesting to note is that prior to the war there was 
more diversity of perspectives being presented. The debate 
about the war was presented from both a pro-war and an 
anti-war perspective. Once the war started, that debate 
seemed to be a mute point. Once the full-scale US military 
action began the local story was “Supporting the Troops” or 
who was engaged in some expression of patriotism. While 
we don’t know all the pro or anti-war organizing that was 
going on the West Michigan, we were able to document  
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that while there was a fair amount of anti-war voices/stories 
prior to the war, that number dropped significantly after 
March 17. We acknowledge that there may not have been  

    

 
Pro-war Voices 

 
4 

 
1 

 

 
Anti-war Voices 

 
19 

 
17 

 
7 

 
Pro-War Stories 

 
1 

 
1 

 
 

 
Anti-war stories 

 
20 

 
9 

 
7 

Pro/Anti-war coverage before the war 
January 20 – March 14   

    

Pro-war Voices 42 45 10 

Anti-war Voices 6 7 5 

    

    

Pro/Anti-war coverage before the war 
March 17—May 1 

an organized Pro-war effort prior to the war, but we know 
that the anti-war efforts were just as active post March 17 
as they were pre-March 17. In addition to the discrepancy 
in numbers there were differences in content. Several    
stories by both channel 8 
& 13 were done about and 
prior to Pro-war/Pro-troop 
rallies in Grand Rapids 
and Holland. We docu-
mented no stories that pro-
moted Anti-war rallies.  
 
Numerous stories were 
done about the Dixie Chicks comments that were critical 
of Bush while touring in Europe. Local news outlets did 
report that some radio stations were choosing to not run 
their music, but these reports did not raise the issue of cen-
sorship. The GR Press did report on the actions of a local 
anti-war group that was challenging the pro-war positions 
of local radio on April 10 (page A-21). The story presented 
both sides and even provided contact information for the 
anti-war group and the radio stations that were being chal-
lenged. WZZM 13 reported that the crowd booed Michael 
Moore for his comments at the Oscar’s after receiving an 
award for best documentary. The story did not reflect that 
Moore also received cheers for his comments. The tone in 
many of the TV stories were also biased when dealing with 
criticism of the war or actions that challenged forms of pa-
triotism. Channel 13 reported that a community in New 
Jersey made it illegal to have symbols placed on public  Page 13 



space. While one news-reader was saying this the other 
was shaking his head. The report did mention that the city 
council in New Jersey made the decision to avoid efforts 
by groups to have negative images displayed on public 
space. At the end of the story WZZM news-reader Lee 
Van Ameyde said “I guess I’m glad I don’t live in New  
Jersey.” 
 
One last example of bias appeared in a March 21 story of 
the GR Press. The headline read Diversity Conference 
turns into attack on US war plans. The Grand Rapids 
Community College was hosting it’s annual Diversity 
conference and invited actor/activist Derrick Ashong as 
the guest speaker. The Press article used comments like 
“the keynote speaker unexpectedly used his speech to 
slam US bombing of Iraq,” and that he used “an overt po-
litical tone.” The Press article also gave space to a college 
representative who said that the speakers comments were 
full of “half truths and lies,” despite not wanting to be 
identified. The article mentioned that the speaker had 
lived in the Middle East during the 1991 war with Iraq, 
but it gave no context for the comments he made that 
were critical of the US military actions. (I happened to be 
in attendance and heard the lecture, in which Ashong gave 
a substantial amount of historical examples of violent and 
racist US interventions that the Press article does not   
provide.) 

Conclusion 
 
As of this writing the US military continues to occupy Iraq. 
Many soldiers are dying and the search for Weapons of 
Mass Destruction continues. There does not appear to be a 
resolution to the current problems that face the Iraqi citizens 
nor the US forces assigned there.  
 
What we have attempted to show in this report is that too of-
ten the local news agencies relied on limited national news 
sources, acted as a conduit for US government and military 
officials, and were biased in presenting the local Pro and 
Anti-war perspectives. 
 
It is crucial at all times, but particularly during wartime, for 
news agencies to inform the public by providing multiple 
perspectives and voices on what the government is doing in 
the public’s name. News agencies should not attempt to par-
ticipate in any form of nationalism or patriotism as is nor-
mally defined. As was the case with our study of local news 
coverage of the war in Afghanistan (http://www.griid.org/pdfs/

war_report.pdf), we concluded that in general if people were re-
lying on local news agencies to remain informed about the 
US war in Iraq, they would have been unable to do so. 
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Additional Resources 
 

 
• To read a week to week analysis of local war coverage in 

Iraq go to http://www.griid.org/warcoverage.shtml  
 
 
• To look at the front page headlines from the Grand    

Rapids Press during the study period go to the GRIID 
Media Instructional section http://www.griid.org/
instructional.shtml  

 
 
• To view all the political cartoons that appeared in the 

Grand Rapids Press related to the war in Iraq go to the 
GRIID Media Instructional section http://www.griid.org/
instructional.shtml  

 
 
• GRIID maintains all the GR Press articles and TV foot-

age from this study. If there is an interest from anyone to 
use this information, or would like copies of specific sto-
ries, contact us at 459-4788x122 or jsmith@grcmc.org. 

 
 

Total times for Local TV Coverage  
of the War in Iraq 

 
 
FOX Network – 1:29:21 
Local update – 29:13 
Local Troop/family support – 17:47 
Anti-War – 5:28 
Local Arab/Muslim/Iraqi response – 7:56 
Other local  - 9:55 
Total Time    2:40:40 
 
NBC Network – 1:39:58 
Local/updates – 1:45:44 
DC Reports – 1:20:04 
Local Troop/family support – 1:20:13 
Anti-war – 9:24 
Local Arab/Muslim/Iraqi response – 11:11 
Other local  - 39:41 
Total Time    7:06:15 
 
ABC/CNN/USA Today – 2:29:22 
Local/updates – 1:39:44 
Local Troop/family support – 2:10:10 
Anti-war – :20 
Local Arab/Muslim/Iraqi response – 11:45 
Other local  - 52:59 
Total Time    7:24:20 
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Sources used in Local TV reporting 
March 17 – May 1 (Monday - Friday)  

 
                   WOOD TV 8       WZZM 13      WXMI 17 
Total # of Stories        323                  338                  107 
 
Sources: 
Bush                            29                    29                    16 
Powell                         1                      3                      3 
Rumsfeld                      20                    17                    11 
Cheney                        1                                              1 
Fleischer                     6                      2                      7 
Rice                                          
Levin                           11                    3                      1 
Ehlers                          10                                                                     
Hoekstra                      16                                            1 
Stabenow                    6                                              1 
Other politicians          14                    3                      2 
CIA                                                     1                                   
FBI                                                                                                    
UN/Inspectors                                     5                      3 
Iraqi diplomats            10                    7                      9 
Iraqi Military              2                      1 
Iraqi civilians               6                      7 
Chalabi                                                2 
UK                              4                                              4 
France                                                                         4 
Russia                                                                                              
Germany                     1 
Australia                                  
Pakistan                                                                        
NATO                                                                          
Experts                        4                      9                      2 
US Military                 68                    56                    50 
Ridge                           1                      2 

Continued 
 
                          WOOD TV 8        WZZM 13      WXMI 17 
 
Humanitarian worker  3 
Ashcroft                        1 
Garner                                                      3                        1 
McPherson                   2 
 
Stories on local            53                      85                      12 
Soldiers/vets                 21                      34                      3 
Military Families         43                      99                      7 
Relief Agency              2                        2                        1 
Pro-war voices             42                      45                      10 
Pro-war stories                                      10 
Anti-war stories           3                        4                        3 
Anti-war voices           6                        7                        5 
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Sources used in GR Press reporting 
March 17—May 2, 2003 

 
US Military – 284 
Bush – 33 
Cheney – 3 
Powell – 18 
Rumsfeld – 30 
Fleischer – 7 
US Politicians (general) – 75 
Rep. Ehlers – 4 
Sen. Levin – 3 
Sen. Stabenow – 1 
Rep. Hoekstra – 2 
Pentagon Spokesperson Torie Clarke – 2 
US Ambassador to the UN/Negroponte – 2 
US Envoy Khalilzad – 4 
Jay Garner – 4 
Tom Ridge – 2 
Wolfowitz – 2 
Perle – 1 
CIA - 1 
Unnamed US officials – 17 
Former CIA Director Woolsey – 1 
Michigan State Sen. Sikkema – 1 
Michigan State Rep. Sak – 1 
Kent County Comm.  Mayhue – 1 
Peter Seechia – 1 
Friends of MSU Pres. MsPherson – 3 
MSU spokesperson – 1 
Ex-POWs – 3 
Veterans – 3 
Humanitarian – 12 
UK – 15 
France – 7 
Germany – 2 
United Nations – 8 
Turkey – 3 
Denmark – 1 
Iran – 2 
Syria – 1 

Continued 
Kuwait – 3 
Egypt – 1 
Cuba – 1 
Angola – 1 
United Arab Emirates – 1 
Japan – 1 
China – 1 
Indonesia – 1 
 
Saddam Hussein – 7 
Iraqi officials – 14 
Iraqi military – 16 
Iraqi opposition groups – 23 
Iraqi civilians – 83 
Iraqi Police - 2 
Kurds – 8 
Israeli Military – 1 
 
Journalists – 8 
PR Firm – 1 
Pollster – 1 
Amnesty International – 1 
Human Rights Watch – 2 
US Academics – 36 
Clergy – 38 
 
Local Business – 3 
Tax resisters - 3 
Local Iraqis – 8 
Local Family/friends of US soldiers – 119 
Local Anti-War – 18 
Local Police – 2 
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