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Despite all we know of the 
realities in these affected 
regions, this question is almost 
never posed. It is also objection-
able that journalists, analysts 
and politicians disproportion-
ately tout the death of men like 
Mullah Manan while ignoring 
the numerous civilian victims 
of the global drone war. Such 
behavior merely contributes to 
the perpetuation of the fraudu-
lent narrative of the “precise” 
drone that exclusively kills “ter-
rorists.”

Recent figures indicate that 
from January to September 
2018, the US military dropped 
more than 5,000 bombs from 
manned and unmanned aircraft 
over Afghanistan – marking a 
17-year high. Moreover, such 
statistics issued by the military 
have proved to be erroneous in 
the past. In 2017, it was found 
that numerous sets of data from 
Iraq, Syria and Afghanistan were 
faulty. The Military Times, which 
brought the scandal to light, 
reported “potentially thousands 
of lethal airstrikes” of which the 
public was never informed.

Even less data exists on the 
drone war. Both the US military 
and the CIA disclose virtually no 
information on attacks. In 2015, 
the Obama administration pub-
lished a four-page document in 
which it claimed to have killed 
between 64 and 116 noncomba-
tants in Libya, Pakistan, Somalia 
and Yemen over the course of 

Obama’s presidency. As for the 
2,000 victims of drone strikes, 
Obama officials maintained that 
each and every one of them was 
a “terrorist.” For that point in 
time, even conservative esti-
mates of civilian drone victims 
exceed by far those provided by 
the White House. 

Through my own research 
alone, I have been able to recon-
struct dozens of cases where 
civilians exclusively were killed. 
But none of this much matters 
when the White House classifies 
more or less all males in range of 
a drone strike as “militants” or 
“enemy combatants.” 

The following question is thus 
all the more relevant: If I were 
killed by a drone in Afghanistan, 
would I be considered a terror-
ist as long as the opposite is not 
proved? And this begs my final 
question: Who makes the effort 
to prove otherwise, when an 
Afghan nomad, greengrocer or 
farmer is obliterated via remote 
control from Nevada? Far too 
few of us – that’s the grim truth. 
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Reporting on the bright colors of the 
trans-Atlantic relationship and the ties
that bind the US and Germany

Ti
gh

tro
pe

 a
ct

 in
 M

on
um

en
t V

al
le

y:
 A

 G
er

m
an

 s
la

ck
lin

er
 a

t a
n 

al
tit

ud
e 

of
 5

00
 m

et
er

s 
  ©

 w
un

de
rb

ar
to

ge
th

er

The German Times
is the o�  cial media
partner of
Deutschlandjahr
USA 2018/2019

www.times-media.de

Truth: A dangerous quest
Journalists in conflict zones are increasingly targeted for their work. 

Media outlets must take ownership of their responsibilities

Unfortunately,  the 
remark attributed to 
Senator Hiram John-

son remains as valid today as 
when it was uttered in 1917: 
“The first casualty when war 
comes is truth.” With the 
outbreak of armed conflict, 
information decays into pro-
paganda, thereby becoming 
an additional weapon of war. 
That makes the independent 
work of reporters all the more 
important in zones of war or 
crisis. Only a free and inde-
pendent press ensures objec-
tive information from all those 
affected by armed conflict.    

The situation for report-
ers and their colleagues in the 
field is deteriorating by the day. 
Protective arrangements such 
as the Geneva Convention and 
“Press” or “TV” labels on body 
armor and vehicles no longer 
protect their legitimate users. 
Indeed, journalists are increas-
ingly becoming victims, and not 
by coincidence. They are being 
targeted deliberately.

In 2018, at least 80 journalists 
were killed – 15 in Afghanistan, 
11 in Syria, nine in Mexico, six 
in India – all told 36 of them 
outside war regions.

The reasons are numerous. 
First, independent reporting is 
unwelcome in war zones. Jour-
nalists are often detained or 

kidnapped, to be used as propa-
ganda tools or held for ransom. 
The videos of the Islamic State 
celebrating the killings of 
reporters are evidence enough 
in their brutality.

Yet this grim picture is quickly 
evolving elsewhere as well, in 
non-military contexts, even 
in Europe. Last summer, for 
instance, Germans could wit-
ness this phenomenon first-
hand. To report on the distur-
bances and neo-Nazi demon-
strations in the eastern city of 
Chemnitz, journalists could not 
do their jobs without police pro-
tection or facing manifest bodily 
harm on the streets. 

The core of the problem is 
that, instead of being accepted 
as neutral observers, journalists 
are increasingly regarded as par-
ties to the conflicts on which 
they report. 

Journalists face the greatest 
amount of danger when report-
ing on military conflicts, terror-
ism, restrictive states, organized 
crime or – increasingly – politi-
cally motivated violence aimed 
explicitly at media representa-
tives.

The dangers can also be cat-
egorized regionally. In Latin 
America and Africa, local 
reporters and correspondents 
are chief targets. In their various 
conflict zones, Al Shabaab, Boko 
Haram, Al Qaeda, the Taliban 
and IS seek to silence local jour-
nalists. The Taliban, for exam-

ple, specifically hunts down 
Afghan journalists. Protecting 
correspondents on the ground 
requires constantly revamped 
measures that now include the 
use of aliases.

Despite all the threats they 
face, journalists want to and 
must do their jobs. Some risks 
can be minimized, above all 
through comprehensive secu-
rity management. Deployments 
must be carefully planned, with 
proven and reliable contacts on 
the ground an absolute neces-
sity. Furthermore, reporters 
require special training, includ-
ing first aid, particularly when 
operating in hostile environ-
ments. Reporters also need 
competent and closely coor-
dinated guidance and support 
from their media outlets span-
ning every single moment of 
their deployment. A network 
of contacts to colleagues  in 
the danger zone should also be 
maintained.

In short, media outlets must 
go beyond mere awareness of 
their legal and ethical respon-
sibility toward their reporters. 
They have to weigh whether a 
reporting deployment should be 
cut short or perhaps whether 
the dangers are too great to  
even authorize it in the first 
place. They must take owner-
ship of these principles. This 
involves defining with preci-
sion the company’s risk toler-
ance and providing active secu-

rity for their journalists in the 
field. We owe much to the men 
and women whose courageous 
reporting helps truth reach the 
public’s attention.
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