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Ignorance of the war is no 
excuse

The number of working journalists, columnists, pundits, 
television comperes and radio commentators in Australia 
with an acceptable professional knowledge of military 
matters is around a dozen or so. Most people working in the 
media know and acknowledge their limitations in this regard 
but not all do. At the end of May Australians were able to 
observe two spectacular examples of uninformed media 
reporting of Australian defence issues.

The interview of the ADF’s commander in Dili, Brigadier 
Mick Slater, by television breakfast-show host, Jessica 
Rowe, received much publicity for the shallowness of her 
questioning and Slater’s crushing response.

The rival Seven-network delightedly rebroadcast this 
exchange for the rest of that day. But their breakfast show 
host, David Koch, had said an even sillier thing the day before 
during a live interview with the Reverend Tim Costello. 
When Costello complained about the ADF supposedly not 
protecting the activities of his NGO (an incident subsequently 
shown to be the fault of the NGO), Koch, on the hop, told 
him that this was disgraceful and that the program would 
ring the Minister for Defence and get it fixed.

The Rowe incident attracted widespread public derision 
but her producers and researchers were equally to blame for 
the poor questions and the clumsy stage management of the 
backdrop in Dili. She also apologised immediately. Koch’s 
more individual failure attracted less general public notice but 
considerably more scorn and professional outrage from ADF 
personnel. This was no doubt widely shared among those 
Australians who understand military matters, international 
affairs and how ADF command and control actually needs 
to work.

The stupidity of the belief by television breakfast-show 
hosts, that they can task elements of the defence force 
deployed on overseas operations, is exceeded only by the 
idiocy of their misplaced confidence that they know enough 
to do so and should be able to. The apparent failure of 
Koch’s co-host or producers to even notice his gaffe only 
reinforces this judgement. But such misplaced confidence and 
ignorance when tackling defence issues is not just confined 
to television comperes. More dangerously, it is common 
among real journalists.

With the accident that befell Private Jake Kovko, much 
silly and indeed hurtful media speculation was caused by 
no-one knowing the many variables you would need to know 
before usefully speculating. Nor did a deep lack of knowledge 
of firearms, infantry tactical procedures, the situation in 
Baghdad specifically and battlefield accidents in general, 
to name just a few, provide any obstacle to an avalanche 
of ill-informed and pointless speculation. Little and often 
no thought was given to the additional grief this needlessly 
caused the Kovko and Small families and their friends.

Later, radio commentator Derryn Hinch even broadcast 
excerpts of an uncompleted draft report into the debacle 
surrounding the repatriation of Private Kovko’s body. Hinch 
could, of course, have made his point about the inexcusable 
military bungling involved without needing to broadcast 

detail from the report. Many Australians no doubt found it 
even more disturbing that previously reputable journalists 
defended Hinch’s actions, even to the extent of claiming not 
to notice any ethical,  professional or bad taste problem.

On operations, based on long experience, the military 
traditionally worry that accompanying journalists might put 
personal aggrandisement and the quest for a scoop above 
the safety, security and operational success of those they 
accompany. Their fears are reinforced when inexperienced or 
egocentric journalists claim that common-sense operational 
security considerations are merely ‘censorship’.

The media should assume nothing, report the facts and not 
give opinions, especially ones based on biased or mistaken 
assumptions. Questioning should enable viewers, listeners 
and readers to form their own conclusions. The disappointing, 
and at times disgraceful, standard of recent media coverage 
of defence issues will do nothing to allay the natural friction 
between the professions of arms and journalism. 
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