Liz’s November ’10 Col.
                       Coming to Terms with a Good News Story                                                          Page 1
                                                          The Media Report the Rescue of  33 Chilean Miners


I am writing to provide an explanation to readers who may have been confused and mystified by the media’s coverage of the rescue of 33 Chilean miners from the 2000-foot depths of a copper mine a few weeks ago. That is because in the presentation of that event the American public was exposed to a form of journalism seldom witnessed in past decades—what is known in the trade as a “good news” story. 
While I often tear up while watching the news, the tears running down my cheeks during the rescue weren’t tears of anguish over Conservative proposals to eliminate public schools, but tears of joy. The elation I felt wasn’t discovery of another “witch” reference by Tea Party candidate Christine O’Donnell of Delaware, but happiness at the sight of Chilean families reuniting after 70 days of heart-wrenching separation. Most of all, I experienced no blistering anger, but rather a sense of warm, feel-good contentment. 

I can assure readers our media culture has not changed. Our reporters, pundits, and cable and broadcast networks have not given up their “watch dog” function of providing us with all news and all sides of every issue, even when those opinions are voiced by only a handful of Americans living in caves and sustaining themselves solely on peyote and grubs. 

No, our press corps was simply taking a breather, gearing up for the customary acrimonious coverage of the Midterm elections this month. Political figures also signed up for the respite, foregoing for a few days the lies, insinuations, and accusations for which our media act as conduits.
For those of you who missed the traditional approach to news coverage of the Chilean miners’ successful recovery, I have gone to the trouble of finding the dirt, uncovering the heartbreak, and arousing public rage that traditionally accompanies news stories linked to disasters and just about everything. 
To do this I gathered a vast quantity of print and video reports from Chilean sources and conducted several dozen interviews of those close to the scene. A hired-translator helped me get the low-down on what actually went on there. Among questions I posed and answered were the following:

Where was President Sebastián Piñera? For 16 minutes after he was informed of the San Juan shaft collapse on Friday, Aug. 5, multi-millionaire President Piñera kept mum about the tragedy. He did not bother to make an announcement of sympathy or condolence, or call for “heartfelt prayers” on the nation’s airwaves until almost 20 minutes after he became aware of it. 
At the time of the mine collapse the president was in Ecuador for a treaty-signing ceremony with that country’s leaders and on his way to the inauguration of Colombian President elect Juan Manuel Santos the following day. After attending the inauguration gala, he changed from his tux into overalls and a hard hat and visited the mine site late Saturday night.

Santiago streets are swirling with protestors decrying the President’s delayed response and lack of sensitivity. Members of the Concertacion party are bringing impeachment charges against Piñera in the National Congress for his neglect. This is the third move to impeach Piñera since he came into office in March.
“Furthermore, though the president visited the above-ground site several times in ensuing weeks and was there with his wife throughout the 22-hour rescue ordeal, never once did he try to descend the shaft to join the imperiled miners during their entombment,” Concertacion spokesman José Insulza charged.
In a normal news story, pundits would then make bitter comparisons with US politicians to reignite old controversies and inflame the citizenry. For instance, reference could have been made to President George W. Bush’s response to the 9-11 attacks in 2001. President Bush was informed of the first airplane crashing into the Twin Towers at 8:52 that morning in his limo enroute to a Sarasota elementary school to endorse a reading program. He met with the children as scheduled, completed a planned program and the reading of The First Goat with the youngsters, and left the classroom 36 minutes later, chatting amiably with school and local dignitaries on this way to an adjacent classroom to meet with advisors. At 9:55 the President left Sarasota on Air Force One, while Vice President Cheney and National Security Advisor Condoleeza Rice made decisions to shut down all US air traffic.
Whos’ going to pay for the rescue? This vital question was virtually ignored by our media—as has the parallel question, Whose fault was it? It is customary to focus on money and blame in disaster coverage and absence of answers to either question is very much out of character.
After exhaustive research I discovered the mine is owned by Compañia Minera San Esteban Primera, a private local company, whom many consider “too small to fail.” Furthermore, the San Esteban Primera Company made substantial contributions to Primera’s election campaign last spring.
Since all safety precautions and regulations are outlawed by the Chilean Constitution, President Piñera’s declaration that “Justice lies ahead for those responsible” has been met with public guffaws. 
Under Piñera and his ultra right Coalition for Change government, stringent balanced-budget legislation was passed earlier this year, making it impossible for Chile to pay up. A delegation is leaving Santiago this morning for Beijing to request a hefty loan.
No story on deficit spending and blame is complete without comments from GOP Leader John Boehner, Rush Limbaugh, and that preacher in Florida who wanted to burn the Korans. None responded to my telephone and email inquiries, however.

What is the legal status of Carlos Mamani? While 32 of the trapped men were Chilean, one, Carlos Mamani, is Bolivian. And while not a native of Chile, the 24-year-old was the fourth of 33 to be rescued, requiring 27 red-blooded Chileans to wait for this Cholo to reach the surface. 
The obvious question is, why was this Bolivian taking a job that a Chilean could have held? Does he have a green card? In other words, is he an illegal alien or an undocumented worker? Does anyone know the difference?
Wire photos show President and Mrs. Piñera waving small Bolivian flags as Mamani greeted his wife. Mrs. Mamani’s documentation to be in Chile is also in question. This waving of Bolivian flags is seen as a lack of empathy with unemployed Chilean miners, several right-wing Senadores claim. 
What About the Embarrassing Lack of Cultural Diversity Somewhat related to the observation above is the appalling lack of ethnic diversity among the trapped miners. All 33, including Bolivian Mamani, are Mestizos, that is a mixture of Euro-White and Native American. Virtually all are practicing Roman Catholics. Every one of them knows Chile’s ranking in the last five World Cup Soccer matches, and one of them is a former soccer hero. 
Most of them know all the words to all of Cecilia Echenique’s songs. All but but two looked forward to a big bowl of Caldo de Cardan (bull-penis soup) when they got home. Not one was allergic to wool, cat fur, dog hair, or peanuts. All spoke Spanish and nothing else—even the Bolivian. Talk about homogenity! No wonder they bonded so tightly. What kind of challenge is that?
In contrast, wealthy President Pinera and his blonde wife Cecelia Morel are not Mestizo, but as white as the new-driven snow. The only thing whiter at the mine scene were Pinera’s capped teeth. While admittedly this is a small sample, the implication that perhaps ethnicity and skin-color play a role in Chile’s social-economic structure would normally have been investigated.
What about the human interest component? One element of disaster glossed over in the recent reporting is the self-righteous pointing out of human weakness and moral laxity. Buried in all the paragraphs of joyous reunions, tearful prayers, and gifts from strangers are stories that really grab our interest. Such as that of Yonny Barios and his wife of 28 years, Marta Salinas. 
Though invited by her husband to be at the mine opening when he emerged, Salinas refused to put in an appearance. The problem was he had also invited his mistress to be there. 

Certainly this is an instance of an interview worth $20,000, if accompanied by exclusive photos. How long had Yonny and Susana been an item? Why wasn’t “other woman” Susana Valenzuela wearing make up when she met Yonny at the top? Why doesn’t she do something about her hair? Why did they hug, but not kiss? Is Susana also married? The public has a right to know!
Unquestioned was the behavior of the last miner to emerge, foreman and group leader Luis Urzúa, who hugged and gabbed with every man in sight for 35 minutes before turning to embrace his patient wife and daughter. What’s his thing with men? Is that why he chose mining as a profession? Again, the public has a right to know.
The role of the mass media is not only to inform, but also to entertain. Invading people’s privacy, pointing out embarrassing secrets, and ruining reputations is a prime responsibility of our news organizations. While given short shrift in the San Jose mine story, we need not fear that this oversight is permanent.
Why has the central role of the U.S. been underplayed? As anyone who has followed this story recognizes, this is really not a Chilean event but an American one. After all, it was a drill provided by a Berlin, PA, firm that actually broke through to the stricken miners. And it was NASA that came up with the checklist to ensure that the rescue pod was in good working order.
But America’s largest role has not yet been acknowledged. It is likely that President Barack Obama was responsible for the mine collapsing in the first place. As guru Rush Limbaugh pointed out this spring, passage of Obama’s health care plan resulted in the eruption of Iceland’s Eyjafjallajokull volcano, befouling European skies for weeks. Furthermore, as Westboro Church members profess, it is tolerance of gays and lesbians in US society that has brought on the deaths of American soldiers by an angry homophobic God. While the particular action of the Obama government that caused the Chilean mine disaster is yet to be determined, we can be sure it’s there somewhere.
Therefore it is somewhat surprising that the media did not pick up on the chanting of U-S-A, U-S-A at the mine site, choosing to focus instead on cheers of Chi-Chi-Chi Le-Le-Le. (That’s Chi-le, get it!)
This last example, because it is so far-fetched, proves that American media’s presentation of “good news” is only a temporary aberration. Already they have resumed their “watch dog,” some might say “junk-yard dog,” approach to giving us the news of our time. And, thank heavens, it ain’t pretty.

