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Spin doctors of war

Ié a civil way, as in any markeling campaign, it'’s important lo get third-party
" endorsement for your story. Karl Waldron reports on the PR of conflict

1 would have been perhaps the worst

strocily so &r in & war where horror

follows on horror; Serbian irregular

snipers paid the equivalenal of £300 for
cvory child-kill they achieve. The story was
related by Stcve Watl, a volonteer aid
workcr., .

“They target the children,” be said, “be-
cause of the money and because they arc
easier to kill. With thair small size, the bul-
Iets make a bigrer mess.”

Mr Wait’s words wore Uansinitted—along
with his clatmed watistic for 11000 chid
injuries from gunshot wounds and some 400
child-deaths—on Synday, the BBC's moms-
ing radw news service, The World This Rleek-
end and. perhaps most imperiantly, on
News-Hour, the World Service fagship news
programme the following day. They were
thus readSolo the record for 8 potential Eng-
Bsh lapguage audence of 300 million Bs
teners warldwide, ‘

And the story s almost certainty not rve.
No one imputcs any ulterior motive in Mr
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ATROCITIES
PR Rt

Watt's relating what he had becn lold by
Croals ang Bosnizns in his brave journey in
a truck convoy oo the road o Serajevo; b
ove does have 1o question the BBC's editor
ial judgment ia the manner of its
transmizsion.

Like many others of its genre, this slory
had its eriging in Bosnk-Hercegovina, tut
owes more than a bttle m ils passage to
Jore to the outpourings of a PR company’s fax
machine in Washington DC.

While origins of atrocity stories are
frequently difficalt to discern in war, the
history of this ooe, unusually, can be traced.

I first gained its credence in the Croatian:
redia and, like many otbers from both sides’

of the conflict, it bas Rtle or no firsthand
substsnhation.

& made an appearance o an arlicle writtea

by Irise Zortic, a Bosnian Musthn journalist
working ko 2 Crostian gewspaper, the con-
tents
ip other Croatian newspapers and formed
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‘ part of a news broadeast transmitted by

which were subsequently repeated’
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Radio Croatia InfernaGonal,

The service, which peppers is broadcad
with iterns of blatant propaganda passing as
“news”, fs (reated with disdain by the west-
ern meka But Fke afl indernaional broad:
casts, it s monitored by the BBC at
Caversham, whose operators brear #s other
favoured subjects—Serbian 53N mines oper-
ated with Croat and Bosnian slave labour and
Kardish militia Eghting, far huge sums of
money, for the Serbxan cause

The Caversham monitors record mport-
anl information from (he airwaves in the
Semunary of Wortd Broadoasts. One sald re-
cendy: “Frankly, much of whal we get from
all sides in this conflict is vnusable, useless.
Unless It §s 3 speech or something Fke that,
# usually 6nds its way to the bin." Which is
wvhath to Zortic's story.

Zortic stands by his story, but admitted last
week that be wag given #t by the Croatian
Information Ministry, In a private iofcrview,
and that he made no further checks. “Who |




could [ ask? he says. “You can't expect us o

ring them {the Serbs] and believe them | " o
when they say & isa't true.” Bul e tale, [~ -

which is s0 widely accepted as fact in Croatis

as 1o be described a5 an “old chcsm.u(' yal:
scnior western journalist covering the | .

Yugoslav conflict, owes much to an

communicaion from the fax machine inthe |

of fices of Ruder and Finn in Washington.

Lzst week, Rhoda Paget from the company

admitled to assisting in disseminating the
*Cash for 8 Corpoe” story. “We were told &

by a oimster n the Crodian guverament. |.

We merely informed them of ils importance
and have neves checked its honesty. Neither
do we have the resources to do so. Frankly,
it’s just not our job. It's the journalist’s job 0
d\ccklhemou\...hﬁimmnmtsy
2 suprising route.” Ruder and Finn's $ob”is

1o bandle the PR account for the govern- |-

ments of Croatia and Bosnia-Hercegovina &
a cost of US$18,000 (£9,700) & month, while
Beitish lobbyiog company, lan Greer Associ
ses, act in a similar regard on behall of
Serbian interests™, their andisclosed fee paid
by a “syndicate of Serbian businessmen”.
According to John MacArthur, publisher of
Harpers magszine, aod author of 2 book,
Second Frost. on the subject of public rela-
tions and propagandaia the Gulf war, itis the
American company that is currently doing
the betier. “The relative success of thege
coaipanied ingeningbormrswriesimoprid
is critical to the setting of the miernational
political agenda,” he says. “They affect votes
in both the Security Council and the Coo-
ference on Security and Cooperation in Eu-
rope by alicring the mind-sel of an electorate
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eporting on the clpims end counter
aims of the numerous strocities in
Bosnia and Serbia has become 8 jour

e mmefield. Both sides have

Jong Sece embraced propaganda, actusing
the ofher of orgies ofviolence that hark back
o the strocities committed in Yugostavia

“during the second world war. - -

L sow similarly exaggeraied dais dofing
the Romanian revolution of 1989, when diy-
embowelled bodies of pregnant women

_were paraded in froot of the press in Timo-

soara. 1o fact, these women had died of nato-

ral causes and had been cut open for
- qustopsjes—oot butchered by Ceansescu’s
: Securitete, .. :

P or the first time last week, one side in the
counflid retracted an atvocity claim.

Yugoslay
A thousand Bosnlan Serbs were alleged W

have bees massacred in Odzak is northern
Bosnia, which had been captured by the
Croate for three moaths. The Belgrade news
agency. Tanjug, withdrew the claims when
commnanders from the Bosnian Serb armty
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who woxtld pever dream of reading a2 UN Serb

resclution. They establish the conditions
which make it possible to be invofved in a

war.

MacArthur polats to the success of PR
oompam'Hﬂdenovdlminpmmoﬁngme
“Dead Kuwaili Babics® story, in which Iragi
troope were alleged 1o have taken Kuwaii
babiet owt of their incubators and keft them

1o die 00 the hospital floar. The story relied”

on the testimony of an eyc-witness who sub-
scquently gave televised testimoany to the
Congressional Human Rights Caucus. Tbe
“cye-witness” was s y revealed lo
be the dzughter of the Kuwaitl ambassador
1o Washiagtoa who had been “told " about the
killiags by witnesses who have never since
been produced. . '
=( this bad been known at the time,” John
Fdward Polter, senior Republican on the
caucus said, “she would bave not been
allowed to testify”. But the story of the story
was pol published until fanuary this year,
sine months after the end of Dezert Storm.
“Nayirsh's lestimony was critical for estab-
Kshing the conditions where the Amencan
public would accept the deaths—any
death—of their own,” says MacArthur, “It ks
tronic and immorat that such changes should
| have brought about misinformation, perhaps
even a downright fake.”

Acvording to Tom OSulfivan, a journalist
8t PR Weeak, both Steve Watt's and Nayiral's
testimony provide what is called ia PR-epesk,
~a classic (hird-party endorsement”, al-
though Nayireh's was sol revealed as such
a the time. A story is t}d, someone elsc
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scale of the sec strociGes on
ctherside. . . . - . oY
The Croations preduced a 500-page

book with pictures and eyciwitoess state
ments of Serbian srocities. | saw pictures of
burnt bodeswith theis hands tied and thelr
genitals cut off and forced down their
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ports came through of 8 massecre of 15
Croatian soldicrs m wretern Bosmia. Thew
faces had been shot to pieces, faey had been
castrated, gnd two fingers from cach hand
had been cut off, leaving the three-fingered
Sesbian s2lute.

Serbisns tell simlar stories of maw tor

o ture. The strongly partisan paper, Folifika,
& 7| has socused the Croats’ orack Ustashe force

of “ethnic ceansing” in eastern Bosnia, and
of raxing Serb villages with modern German

WeaARONry.

Speaking to some Chetniks (crack Bos
nian Serb treops) in a Serb stronghald near
Sarajevo, prejudice and propaganda was
very apparent. The Chetniks, many of them
teensgers, told me that during their ethaic
cleansing operations, they had been at:
tacked by drugcrazed Muslfim Bosoians,
and had rescued Serd children who had
been rped by MusEms. They said that they
had proof that Libyans, Atican and Iranian
mercenarics were fighting for the Bosnians.
In the same beeath, they said that all Mus
firns were ~dirty Arabs who wipe their bot
toms with their hands®.

The atrocilies inflicted on Bosnian Mus
lims have been documiented m a report
called Save the Humanity, which was pub-
Eshed last mouth by Bosnian peace and noo-
governmeatal organisations based in
Sargjevo. It draws on 20 statesents made by
eye-witpesses, who said they would be wilt
ing to stand up in an international court and

These fartual accounts seem credible,
but some of the storics | heard in Sa
rajevo could easlly have been exaggerations
or pure tayth. As the war in Bosnia con-
tiniies, new Arocity stores come (6 Eghit
every day, ncreesing the stakes, and the
bitterness oa all sides. Such horror stories,
whether troe or false—and some certalnly
are true—will divide communitics in Bosnia
asd the other Yugosity repubbes for years
to come.

Kardn Weaver

retells #t and n the retefling i ofien gots
embroldered. Watl says he was told the
chid killings story on the road to Sarzjeve
and has no Grst-band knowledge, That
means the real, true story is that someone,
preferably English or In English speaker
and a non-combatant, befieves in its authen-
teity. “But the listener docsn't take it in as
hearsay—instead they hear it as recorded
fact,” says Sullivan. “You could argue, that is
what the PR indostry i afi about.”

According 10 an executive at Hifl and
Koowlton who, although ot acting for any
Balkan interests, refused to be named, the
fact that Croatia 5 oot subjected (o any em-
bargo, even for weapancy, while Serbia fecce
sanctions, may itself be duc to better PR, A
recent mvestigation of reported atrocities
showed that the number of substantialed
incidents was similar: four perpetrated by
Serbe, two by Croats, one by Mushims, and
two by Muslimes and Croats together

Joha Kenoedy, a Conservalive parliames-
tary candidate at the st election, sow a PR
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consultant with Tan Greer Associgtes who
has worked on the Serbism svcount, say's that
the Serbian goverament in its support lor
Serbian irregulars is “faced with losing
batiles on the second {propagands) front
precisely because they have been winning
the war. The public relations defeats do not
bother the fighters, of course, bul they bave
an indirect effect on their ability (o prosecute
their war.”

Mr Kennedy, usually tabelled by BBC
radio—znd without further qualification—as
“an cxpert on Serbian affxins”, feeks Greer's
way is more subtle than that favoured by the
American compaaies, “We use the press,” he
gaid ™t it is behindtheacenes lobhying,
and the use of governmental opinion {0 sway
iolernational governmental opinion
we are the most eflective. The Serbs will now
have more opportunily for gressing thelr
cause. Milan Panic, prime minister of the
rump Yugoslavia, numbers Lawrence Eagle-
burger, US assistant-secretary of stale
among s closest briends.
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