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Moments after I awoke on this cloudy, cool morning, I suddenly realized that today was the day: the UNIS-UN Conference was to begin, and that’s where my group and I were headed! Quickly, I began to get ready: after eating a quick breakfast and dressing, carefully following the conferences’ dress code (suit and tie!), I plunged into the wilderness that is downtown Manhattan. Hailing a cab was the first task at hand, and then I was off! But, of course, I first said a prayer that I would truly arrive at my destinaion, a thing I will never take for granted while riding a taxi in New York. Saying that New York’s traffic is stop-and-go is like saying New York is a fairly large city. You have not seen stop-and-go traffic until you have been to New York. The city’s strets are mobbed with taxis, each driver seemingly more impatient than the last, all of them swerving in and out of lanes, accelerating, then braking again within seconds, then accelerating once again as if they think the traffic will suddenly, miraculously clear. And the entire time they beep at each other incessantly, complaining about their counterparts, crazy antics as if they were any different. But, somehow, the UN building suddenly emerged in front of me and my excitement and anticipation grew. Quickly, I found the rest of my group, and together we entered the building along with hundreds of other students, none of us knowing what to expect. As we entered the General Assembly Hall and claimed seats for ourselves that we would occupy for the next seven and  half hours, realization slowly started to creep into my mind: Here I was, sitting in a seat normally occupied by one of our world’s leaders, debating the world’s problems and deciding it’s fate… All six of us sat together at one table, each one of us with a piece of paper and a pen near at hand, waiting for the conference to begin with bated breath. Shortly, the conference began with a short introduction delivered competently by one of the UNIS students who helped organize the conference. This year’s topic: modern mass media and the influence of information. A newsletter on this topic had been distributed which pointed out several key problems and conflicts that would be discussed thoroughly during the two-day conference.

The first guest speaker was Mr. Danny Schechter, the Vice President, Executive Producer and Executive Editor of MediaChannel.org, the world’s largest online media issues network. Mr. Schechter got straight to the point in his speech: He launched into an aggressive attack on mass media today, especially in the U.S. He began by pointing out that media controls what people know and don’t know  and therefore has great influence in our world. However, the media is often biased and pro-government and consequently presents a skewed view of the world. In these statements, he was mainly referring to media in the U.S., and, in particular, it’s coverage of the war in Iraq. By relying very heavily on embedded reporting, which lead to reports that are sympathetic to the U.S. soldiers’ cause, and by refraining from showing civilian casualties, he argued, the U.S. media had played directly into the government’s hands and become no more than propaganda, neglecting to show the horror and destruction of the war and relenting to pressure from the Bush administration. 

I was honestly surprised to hear such a delicate issue debated in such an open and straight-forward way. Up until then, I hadn’t expected the conference to be such a controversial affair, but that is certainly what it turned out to be. 

After a short question and answer period with Mr. Schechter in which the audience had the opportunity to discuss Mr. Schechter’s views with him, the next speaker, Mr. Abderrahim Foukara, strode to the podium. Mr. Foukara, a correspondent for Al-Jazeera presented this highly controversial, middle-eastern news station. In his speech, Mr. Foukara presented the goal of Al-Jazeera, namely to be the face of dissent in the Arab world, to allow the Arab people to criticize their own governments that control the media in the respective states themselves and also to allow the Arab world to present it’s own version of history and to convey it’s own views to the world. It is important to mention at this point that Al-Jazeera is a completely independent news station, the sole possibility for uncensored distribution of relatively objective information in the Middle East. Mr. Foukara also described the phenomenon of “Americanization” in the arab media, as it is becoming more and more similar to the U.S. media and more and more an entertainment industry. During the question and answer period that followed the speech, one topic that came up was the Bush administration’s allegations that Al-Jazeera is simply a distributer of terrorist propaganda. These accusations stem from the fact that Al-Jazeera broadcasted video-taped messages from Osama Bin Laden. Mr. Foukara defended the broadcasting of this kind of material, explaining that Al-Jazeera was only trying to be as objective as possible and to present a variety of viewpoints. 

All in all it was a very interesting speech, especially since it put so many things in a different perspective. By now, it was eleven o’clock: lunch time! The masses flooded the UN cafeteria that served surprisingly good food, though it was clearly far too small to accommodate so many people. The fight for a place to sit began (no violence, luckily)!

At 12:30 the conference resumed. The next speaker was Ms. Carole Frampton, the Outreach Director of Search For Common Ground, a program that strives to make conflict resolution accessible and applicable to a wide audience. To achieve this, the program makes use of the media to inform people and to promote peace and ways to solve conflicts without aggression. 

This speech showed the immense potential and power the media has and how much good can be achieved if it is used correctly and constructively. 

Ms. Frampton was followed by Mr. Ralph Begleiter who delivered perhaps the best speech of all. Mr. Begleiter is an accomplished reporter; he was CNN’s World Affairs Correspondent and has taught media and foreign policy at Georgetown and Princeton University, two prestigious American colleges. He is currently a professor at the University of Delaware.

At the beginning of his speech, Mr. Begleiter pointed out that T.V. is the main source of news in our day and age, which makes it all the more easy to manipulate the average person, as images that are shown can easily be taken out of context to create a false impression. And as Mr. Schechter before him, Mr. Begleiter then began to discuss the Iraq war and the way the media covered it. He showed how the government can easily influence what is reported and what is not and how easily the T.V. media can give people false impressions. Here’s an example: Before the Iraq war, 3% of the U.S. population believed that Saddam Hussein was responsible for 9-11. By 2003, that number had risen all the way to 70%. This statistic is truly shocking and proves how easily the media can manipulate people. It was never explicitly said that Saddam Hussein had organized the attacks, but his name had been mentioned in connection with them so many times that people received a false impression. Once again, the immense power of the media was shown which is in a way frightening if one considers how easily the Bush administration influenced what was reported durind the war. Objectivity disappeared. 

After this fascinating speech, a student panel was held in which four student speakers delivered a speech on the influence of the internet and its rapid expansion and possible consequences. I didn’t find any of the speeches very good, all of the speakers just read out a text they had written beforehand. I was not enamored with the context of any of the speeches, either. But after their speeches, the four students stayed at the podium to field questions from the audience and from the moderator, Mr. Ralph Begleiter, who competently guided the discussions between the four speakers and the audience. The funniest (or scariest, depending on your point of view) moment was when Mr. Begleiter asked one of the speakers, a girl from China, if the internet could help support democracy around the world. Her answer was: “I’m sorry, I don’t know much about democracy.” My first reaction was to laugh, but, even now, it worries me. Here is a fifteen or sixteen year old girl who is sitting in the UN General Assembly Hall and who can’t say anything in regard of democracy because she does not know enough about it. I can only draw certain conclusions about the Chinese education system and how much influence the state has on it. As I said, it worries me. 

The first day of the conference ended with the student panel, it was 4:30 p.m. when we left the UN building. My head was spinning with information as I exited the complex, but the message that had been sent was clear in my mind: Do not accept everything you learn through the media on face value, be a critical observer and try to collect as many different reports and opinions as possible so you can evaluate the situation and form your own opinion. 
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