Getler/Taiwan Remarks
Thank you very much for inviting me. I'm very honored to be asked to come and speak with you, and also to answer your questions about this unusual- sounding role that I have been playing for the past several years—the news ombudsman.

I am not at all an expert on the role of the press here in Taiwan. The last time I was here was almost 40 years ago when I was a correspondent for The Washington Post and I was on the way home from an assignment in Vietnam.

So I approach this audience very humbly. While I do believe that the journalistic values and ethics that have developed in the United States over the past century have great value for consumers of news, and have stood the test of time well, I do not come here to preach.
I think, or at least I hope, that all of us who live in free and democratic countries are devoted to freedom of speech and expression, but I understand that the practice of journalism is often determined by cultural differences.
This is also an unusual time for an American journalist to be addressing such issues in front of audiences in other countries. The great "golden age" of American journalism, especially for people my age, of the past 60-70 years is ending, and rather suddenly. American newspapers, even some of the best ones, are losing money, staff and space at a rate that was unthinkable just two years ago. 
Some newspapers have shut down. Others have stopped publishing daily. Others are now online only. More than 10,000 jobs have been lost in the industry, many of them reporters, editors and photographers. Many of the older and most experienced, and thus expensive, reporters have been let go. Many foreign bureaus have been closed and investigative staffs reduced or dismantled. In several places, everything from police stations to state legislatures are covered less thoroughly than before.
We are an industry, and a craft, in transition. But in a transition to what, is the question. Reporting, and some advertising, is moving online, for sure, and onto some other platforms—other than print. 
But it is not at all clear that there is a new business model online that will generate anywhere near the revenue required to maintain, or reconstruct, the kind of newsrooms and reporting staffs that have done such valuable work for the citizens over these last decades in holding government, business—and all the people and organizations that impact our lives—accountable for what they do.

Not only do big news organizations need revenue to report and investigate, and to uncover corruption, they need money to withstand commercial pressures from advertisers and defend against legal challenges to shut them down or restrict them by government, business or special-interest pressure.

My hope is that the American press will find its way through this. Some of the most important papers—such as the New York Times, Washington Post and Wall Street Journal—are doing their best to preserve their staffs. I have hope, although nothing much to base it on, that a new business model will be found. 
One of the ironies of the current situation is that it is not readership that is declining. Readership of the printed papers is dropping, but online readership of their Web sites is very high. So the need and demand for news is still very much there. The problem really is advertising and the needed revenue it must generate. Online advertising, so far, is neither plentiful enough nor effective enough—except for classified advertisements for cars and real estate—to carry the journalistic load of a good and well-staffed newspaper.

In all of this current turmoil, the ombudsman has also become something of an endangered species.
The U.S. has been the focal point for news ombudsmanship for the past 40 years or so, usually with 35-40 newspapers having such a position and being members of the Organization of News Ombudsmen. In the past year, however, 14 of our American members have had their jobs eliminated. We are an easy target; an in-house pain-in-the-neck that can be more easily removed under cover of bad economic times.
But we are growing abroad—with ombudsmen now in  Australia, Brazil, Canada, Colombia, France, Denmark, Estonia, Britain, the Netherlands, Sweden, Turkey, Morocco, South Africa, and with press organizations in Uganda, Kenya, Tanzania, Lebanon, the Pacific Islands, and here in Taiwan, expressing interest..

The ombudsman is a creation of the Swedish monarchy back in the early 1800's. The idea was to provide citizens with a person to whom they could bring their complaints about the government and get a fair hearing and a proposed answer. The King's ombudsman probably had more authority than we do. Our only authority is in making these issues public and providing independent assessments that are also made public.

As these slides show, there are no official descriptions of our role. It differs slightly depending on the organization. One thing you need to understand about American journalism is that there are no national rules or regulations, or even organizations. Newspapers and news organizations generally are fiercely independent, and they resist cooperating or engaging in group action or thinking.
So each news organization has its own published set of standards and guidelines (I will hold up some examples) and the most important role for an ombudsman is to hold these organizations to their own standards. These standards, and ethical guidelines, are not all that different from place to place, and there are certainly several that are generally agreed upon wherever you go. But some are much more detailed than others.

It is crucial for a democracy, in which citizens must be well informed if they are to make good decisions, that newspapers and other major news organizations be held to high standards; they must not be allowed to slip or to not acknowledge and answer for their mistakes. Ombudsman can play a central role in assuring that happens.

The ombudsman, or woman, needs to be a person respected for professional skill and fairness. He or she becomes the knowledgeable contact point for the public to get answers and explanations about the editorial quality of the newspaper or radio or television program. 
The ombudsman must approach the job only as a reader or viewer. He or she should not play any internal role at the paper. They should not see anything before it goes into print or on the air. It is crucial that you come at this job as does the consumer of news.

You must serve as the watchdog for the public; be the public's editor. That doesn't mean you are always an advocate for the reader or viewer. You must also defend the news organization when the criticism is unfair or inaccurate, and explain journalistic reasoning and process whenever necessary. So you also have a duty to educate.

You must look into complaints from the public, ask reporters, editors and producers for their response, and then provide an INDEPENDENT assessment of the situation, and be permitted to PUBLISH it without management interference in a prominent place where the public can read it or see it.

These are the crucial concepts. Newspapers, for example, have letters-to-the-editor columns. But these may include just a handful of thousands of letters or e-mails received. And they are just letters—no answers, nobody saying who is right. Newspapers also have correction boxes to correct obvious factual errors. Television doesn't have either of those instruments.

But an ombudsman goes far beyond those conventional ways of dealing with critical, and frequently frustrated and disadvantaged readers. An ombudsman looks into the issue, holds the newspaper accountable when necessary and publishes his or her independent findings and reasoning. 
Readers and viewers can smell bias or unfairness a mile away, and those failures are not properly dealt with just by letters. There will also be someone out there who will catch every error, no matter how small or arcane. In today’s environment consumers of news want transparency; they want someplace to be heard and someone to respond. An ombudsman can do that better than anyone else, even if the reader or viewer doesn’t always like the ombudsman’s conclusions. Newspapers and journalists are notoriously defensive, so somebody needs to take this on.
As I said, independence is the key. Ombudsmen must have a contract that guarantees them independence, that they can assess and write without fear of reprisals, that management will not interfere in what they write.
Some newspapers in the US, such as The Washington Post and The New York Times, have this kind of iron-clad contract. But in many cases, some ombudsmen are members of the staff who are asked to do this job for a few years and then return to the staff. Many of them do very good work. But that is not ideal because to do this job you must not pull any punches. You must be prepared to be quite critical if the case merits that. But if you are critical, then going back on staff is probably not very good for your career and your relationship with colleagues.
It also seems to me that having an ombudsman, even though we serve as in-house critics, is good business. Readers and viewers like it. It signals that a news organization is willing to take a punch rather than always throwing a punch. It helps cement people to their newspaper. And it is usually a widely-read feature.

Now I want to talk briefly about two other subjects central to our role. The first is the matter of journalistic ethics.
What makes American journalism especially valuable, and what is still very much intact, is the culture in which it operates, which goes back to the founding of the country more than 200 years ago.

Thomas Jefferson, the principal author of the Declaration of Independence and the nation's third president, said: “wherever the people are well-informed, they can be trusted with their own government.” More famously, he said that “were it left for me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.”
The first amendment to the US Constitution says Congress shall make no law abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press. It is no accident that this is the first amendment. It is central to our democracy. It doesn’t exist elsewhere. The press is the only business in America protected by the Constitution.
Whatever the new financial and alternate media pressures, that culture—that democracy cannot succeed without a free press and an informed citizenry—remains in the hearts and minds of reporters and editors in newsrooms big and small all over the country.
That remains the overriding religion of serious American journalism, and, I believe, the overriding expectation of the majority of American citizens and American culture. Are there more outlets now on radio, TV and print that have a political tilt? Absolutely. But they are not at the core of what it means to be an informed, knowledgeable democracy.

Although most Americans get their news these days from TV, it is newspapers that drive the news and the agenda for TV. So they remain at the core, and that is why the threat to their future is so important. The Web is a wonderful thing. But it is not clear, at least not yet, whether it can replace or re-create the breadth and depth of factual, verifiable coverage provided by the highly experienced and trained newsrooms and staffs of the past many years, and the impact that such reporting has had on public knowledge and debate.
My view has always been that newspaper readers, wherever they are, are smart and want to be well informed. People, no matter what they do, understand the value of being informed accurately, factually and intelligently.
Sure there are those who prefer to read news that seems to verify their own politics. But that's not what smart people look for; people who understand that if you have the best available information on what is really happening, like it or not, you are more informed, more prepared, and that you have an advantage over those less informed.

The journalistic religion that I spoke about is not regulated. There are no journalistic licensing procedures, or agreed-to standards or even regulations that have any status. There is no church. There is no collective voice.

The Newspaper Guild is a small and decreasingly important trade union. Its main role is helping to raise pay standards and working conditions.
There are also no really protective organizations for journalists. That comes from the Constitution, from the courts and from so-called Shield Laws in most but not all states. But there is also no absolute legal protection, as I will explain.
Efforts to create some kind of National News Council with real authority have never really caught on. The leading papers especially see it as a step toward regulation and government control, and that is anathema to many of the leaders of American journalism.

Rather, each newspaper has its own code of ethics, and the scandals of recent years within some American news organizations have served to produce revised and strengthened codes at newspapers and renewed awareness of the responsibility of editors to enforce them.

They are very clear and demanding standards, and reflect the traditional view of what readers have a right to expect. But they are self-enforcing. It is only the news organization itself, perhaps under pressure from an ombudsman or from readers, that decides.  
At The Washington Post, for example, there are not just rules about anonymous sources and anonymous, ad hominem personal attacks.
There are stringent conflict of interest rules. Newspapers must always pay their own way on reporting trips. No gifts. No free trips. No paid-for golfing vacations. No preferential treatment as a result of where you work. There must be no connection with government. No outside activities incompatible with your role as an independent journalist.
Business reporters must disclose their financial holdings. Any involvement in partisan political causes or demonstrations must be avoided if it compromises your ability to report fairly, and editors must be made aware of any such proposed activity. Nothing is more valuable than the trust of the readership and that must be protected at all costs.
The idea that a major news organization would be controlled or subsidized by a political party is inconceivable, and would be suicidal, in the US.

The firewall between the news and editorial pages is real and sacred. The editorial page belongs to the owner. The news pages to the editor. The papers that I just mentioned, and many, many others—and news magazines such as Time and Newsweek as well as the main commercial TV networks—are independent, non-partisan operations, despite what their critics say.

I would say that fairness, honesty, accountability and a rededication to the art of editing are, or should be, at the heart of essential, relevant journalism. They should be the tests of any story.

Some would add "balance" to that mix. That is often true if there are indeed two sides to a story. But too often the demand for balance comes from partisans or self-interest groups who seek to create a false equivalence when there is not really a second side to a story that demands equal time. There are some stories that just are not balanced, and reporters have an obligation to clarify, to get as close to the truth as they can, and not obscure it by a false equivalence.

The First Amendment, as I said, is central to everything, but the body of Supreme Court decisions over hundreds of years has come to define what is meant by freedom of the press in America.

There are many rulings that affirm that freedom. For example, the government may not exercise prior restraint, or prevent the publication of a newspaper. It may not pass a law that requires newspapers to print information against their will. There are no government licenses for newspapers, even though there is a procedure for broadcasters because the  electromagnetic spectrum was deemed to be "scarce' and thus needed to be allotted.
There can be no criminal penalties or civil damages for publication of truthful information of public concern, and even untruthful material is protected "in the absence of malice."

 It has also been the case that journalists were not compelled to reveal, in most circumstances, their confidential sources so as to protect the public's right to know. But this has never been an absolute privilege, especially in federal criminal grand jury proceedings.

In recent years, this specific situation has led to new decisions that reaffirm that lack of absolute privilege for the press, the most famous ones being the imprisonment of New York Times Judith Miller in 2005. 
There is no official secrets act in America, as there is in Britain, but there have been attempts in recent years to make it a crime for government employees to disclose classified information, rather than just lose their clearances or jobs. This has been rejected thus far, but it is not impossible that it will come to pass. There are some instances—such as leaking the name of undercover intelligence agents—that are not legal. But there are relatively few such categories because people realize that there is a massive over classification of information in government, much of which is more politically embarrassing that secret.

So the country that has the most free press in the world still struggles to make sure it stays that way. 

Finally, I show on the screen here the Ten Principles of Journalism
outlined in a recent and widely used book on journalism titled, “The Elements of Journalism by Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel.
You can read them as well as I can but the first four are sort of the golden rule for major American news organizations: seek the truth, readers come first, verify your reporting, and keep your distance and independence, especially from those you cover.

The question for all of us now, and for those who depend on reliable reporting everywhere, is whether those fundamentals will survive this tidal wave toward Web-based publication and all other platforms. Newspapers survived the emergence of radio and then television, and my sense is that some of the best ones will continue in print for quite a long time. The big television networks, where most people still get their news, have lost viewers but they, too, have survived the emergence of cable.

Nevertheless, the dominant player in the future clearly is online and those fundamentals of journalism somehow must survive and transition online as well if we are to have an informed citizenry.

Newspapers and television networks have editors, someone standing between reporter and reader or viewer. Major newspaper and TV web sites also have editors and have adopted the same rules. But much more now depends upon the individual consumer.

The Web and the blogosphere have opened up an unlimited flow of 24/7 information, and have clearly already contributed important facts and stories that had not been covered by the mainstream press, and quite a bit of new and compelling analysis and commentary, as well. But as we all know, there is also an enormous wave of opinion masquerading as fact, and of claims that are just plain false. There are usually no editors or fact-checkers on many sites or search engines. On the other hand, the very openness of the Web is often self-correcting, but the audience is unclear.
Here, too, then, are other roles for an ombudsman. I'm the only one in American television, at the moment, and I don't appear on TV, only online. Maybe it's because I'm not a pretty face. But television networks in several other countries—France, Canada, Sweden, Columbia, Australia, just as examples—make very good use of them.

And they are certainly needed on the Web as an expansion of their role in print.
So, we are already in a new world for journalism. There is no stopping it. And journalism will, of course, continue because people everywhere still demand news. The platforms are changing almost as fast as we speak. I'm already a very old journalist; probably a dinosaur in the eyes of the new generation.

That new generation of newspaper reporters, by the way, is very smart and very capable. That is not an issue. What is an issue, however, is the environment in which they work these days and the explosion in the means by which news consumers get their information. Newspapers produced a sense of community, of general understandings at least about what the issues are. Things today are very fractured. What I hope does survive my old-fashioned ways, are the standards and values that we have become used to. Those must remain timeless.
This did become a bit of a sermon, but ombudsmen get to say what they think is the right course for journalism because consumers deserve to be confident about what they read, see and hear in media that they put their trust in. Thank you very much.
