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Introduction 

The period following the attacks of September 11, 2001 has been a tumultuous one for 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƛƳŀƎŜΧōǳǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀŎǳǘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ŀƴŘ auslim 

world. The divide between how America views its policies and how the Arab and Muslim world 

views them is vast and growing. American security experts have found themselves in the 

unfamiliar situation of being unable to solve this dilemma with military might alone, leading to 

a rediscovery of other foreign policy tools, most notably public diplomacy.  

Public diplomacy has many dimensions; however, this paper will focus on AmericaΩǎ 

attempt at becoming a significant force in broadcasting to the Arab world through the full-scale 

ǊŜōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ±ƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ !ǊŀōƛŎ ŀǎ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ όΨwŀŘƛƻ ¢ƻƎŜǘƘŜǊΩύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ 

first Arab Satellite TV ChaƴƴŜƭΣ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ όΨ¢ƘŜ CǊŜŜ hƴŜΩύΦ L ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ¦{-funded 

!ǊŀōƛŎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ¦{ {ǘŀǘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ 

Office for Press and Public Diplomacy in the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs in the summer of 

2007 as well as my experience working with the Public Diplomacy section of the US Embassy in 

Qatar in the summer of 2008. I will draw upon the interactions, conversations, and insight into 

DOS relations with pan-Arab media gleaned from these experiences throughout the paper. 

 In this paper I will provide a detailed overview of the structure and functional capacity 

of the two American funded outlets as well as a comparison between Radio Sawa and its 

predecessor Voice of America Arabic. I will then describe the unique challenges within the 

current Middle East broadcasting environment, the motivation behind the entrance of Alhurra 

and Radio Sawa into this environment, and how they have been utilized by United States 

Government officials.  This will be followed by an analysis of the Arab reaction to these outlets 
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measured both through polling data and anecdotal/editorial opinions of respected academics 

and Arab journalists. I will then provide my evaluation of the effectiveness of the current 

strategies employed by the outlets in furthering the objectives of U.S. public diplomacy. Finally, 

I will provide my recommendation as to what should be done to improve the efforts of the 

United States in effectively reaching Arab audiences through broadcasting.      
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Structural and Functional Capacity of Alhurra and Radio Sawa  

The legal structure for Alhurra and Radio Sawa is composed of multiple levels of bureaucracy 

beginning with the Broadcasting Board of Governors (BBG) which was established on October 1, 

1999 as the independent federal agency responsible for all U.S. government and government 

sponsored, non-military, international broadcasting.1 The BBG oversees multiple broadcasting 

organs including Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, Radio Free Asia, and the Middle East 

Broadcasting Networks (MBN), formerly the Middle East Radio Network (MER) until 2004, 

which functions as an independent nonprofit grantee and serves as the umbrella for Alhurra 

and Radio Sawa.2    

 Radio Sawa launched in March 2002 and was given $100 million in startup funding, 

while Alhurra was launched in February 2004 and was given $102 million in startup funding.3  

From fiscal year 2002 through fiscal year 2008 congress has appropriated more than $445 

million to fund Radio Sawa, Alhurra, and Alhurra Iraq (approximately $396 million excluding 

Alhurra Iraq). In fiscal year 2003 appropriations totaled $30 million increasing to $88 million by 

fiscal year 2008.4 9ŀŎƘ ȅŜŀǊ a.bΩǎ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƭŜǾŜƭ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ нп-hour 

television coverage for Alhurra and increased signal strength and 24-hour radio programming 

                                                 
1
 CƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ..D ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŀǘΥ www.bbg.gov  

2
 For a graphic chart of BBG structure please see Appendix I  

3
 William A. Rugh,  Broadcasting and American Public Diplomacy, Transnational Broadcasting Studies, Journal 14: 

2005 
4
 Jeremy M. Sharp, The Middle East Television Network: An Overview, CRS Report for Congress, August 17, 2005  

http://www.bbg.gov/
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for Radio Sawa.5 In fiscal year 2009 the BBG has requested $112.4 million dollars which 

represents 16.1% of its total congressional request for international broadcasting.6 

 While appropriations for MBN increased by $5 million between fiscal year 2007 and 

ŦƛǎŎŀƭ ȅŜŀǊ нллуΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘ ōȅ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǘ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀέ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ ōȅ IŜȊōollah and Hamas 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ LǊŀƴΩǎ IƻƭƻŎŀust Denial Conference. The committee deferred providing 

funds to enhance Alhurra programming and instead provided $2.2 million dollars to provide 60-

day archiving on the stations website and $2 million dollars for the random translation of 20 

ƘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ άǘǊŀƴǎǇŀǊŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅέΦ7  

The action taken by the Appropriations Committee was significant. It served as a 

reminder of the limits to editorial freedoms for U.S. Government funded media outlets and 

brought MBN programming- largely unmonitored due to the Arabic-English language barrier- 

under the congressional magnifying glass. When questioned about the congressional 

appropriations decision, one senior MBN official stated that he was in favor of transparency 

and believed archiving on its website provided Alhurra with an opportunity to reach additional 

audience domestically while translation of Alhurra broadcasts was a BBG initiative that had not 

been completed due to lack of funds.8 However, ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ the 

assertion that Alhurra did not take this initiative unilaterally due to a Ψlack of fundsΩ seems to be 

                                                 
5
 U.S. International Broadcasting: Management of Middle East Broadcasting Services Could Be Improved. GAO 

Report: GAO-06-762, August 4, 2006. Please see Appendix II for a detailed breakdown of Alhurra and Radio Sawa 
Appropriations between FY 2002-2006 
 
6
 Broadcasting Board of Governors, Fiscal Year 2009 Budget Request  

7
 International Broadcasting Operations, House Report 110-197 - STATE, FOREIGN OPERATIONS, AND 

RELATED PROGRAMS APPROPRIATIONS BILL, 2008 
8
 ¢ŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ΨǎŜƴƛƻǊ a.b ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ƻn April 17, 2008 

http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d06762.pdf
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a convenient excuse. Government control over MBN outlet programming derived from control 

over funding will play an important role in my forthcoming analysis of MBN outlet credibility. 

In addition to greater daily news coverage, increased levels of funding have enabled the 

expansion of operation reach for both Alhurra and Radio Sawa. Radio Sawa enhanced its 

broadcast depth through the strengthening of its medium wave signal and arranging for leases 

on several local FM channels.9 Currently its operations are divided among three major 

geographic divisions North Africa, the Levant, and the Gulf with on-air FM stations clustered 

within Morocco, Israel, the Gulf Emirates, and Iraq. Sawa maintains seven distinct programming 

streams including (1) Iraq, (2) Jordan and the West Bank, (3) the Gulf, (4) Egypt and the Levant, 

(5) Morocco, (6) Sudan and Yemen, and (7) Lebanon. Each stream provides similar newscasts, 

the exception being Iraq, while differentiating music ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ ƴŜǿǎ 

broadcasts average between 31 and 35 hours.10  

 Since its launch in 2004 Alhurra has been carried on the two most popular Arab Satellite 

providers, Arabsat and Nilesat, allowing for ubiquitous coverage of the region from North Africa 

through the Saudi Peninsula and including Iraq and Sudan. In addition, supplemental 

appropriations to the MBN in 2004 and 2005 have allowed for the establishment of Alhurra Iraq 

and Alhurra Europe, the first 24/7 Western Arabic-language television network broadcasting to 

Europe. Alhurra Iraq programming is tailored specifically to the Iraqi public while Alhurra 

Europe is meant to provide Arabic-speaking audiences in Europe with balanced and accurate 

news and information.11 MBN maintains three television offices in the region located in Beirut, 

Baghdad, and Dubai- ǘƘƻǳƎƘ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ {ǇǊƛƴƎŦƛŜƭŘΣ ±ƛǊginia- with an 

                                                 
9
 Rugh, Broadcasting and American Public Diplomacy 

10
 GAO Report: GAO-06-762 

11
 Alhurra to Begin Broadcasting to Europe, PRNewswire, Springfield, Va., July 25, 2006 
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ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǎǘŀŦŦ ƴǳƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ нллΦ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǘƻǘŀƭ ǿŜŜƪƭȅ ƴŜǿǎ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘǎ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

between 36 and 43 hours. 12  

 While Radio Sawa and Alhurra cover a similar geographic area, they maintain different 

target audiences which influence their programming styles considerablyΦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ 

broadcasts are designed to reach a target audience of 15-30 year olds through an emphasis on 

Western and Arab popular music and a music-driven format.13 According to Norman Pattiz, BBG 

member and the person popularly credited for conceiving and launching Radio Sawa, the target 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ άƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜ ƻŦ олΧ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛƪŜǎ our mix of Western and 

Arabic pop musicΧ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

marriage and dating, and the Internet, and finance, and entertainment. They're pretty much 

like the under-ол ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƴȅǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΦέ14 By most 

estimates the programming breakdown consists of 40-45 minutes of commercial-free music per 

hour with the remainder being filled by Arabic news broadcasts and occasional specialized 

programming.15 The emphasis on entertainment is acknowledged by the BBG who wrote in a 

2004 statement, "The reason Radio Sawa plays music is because research indicated a 

combination of music and news is the best way to reach its target audience."16  

 Alhurra is intended to target a broader Middle Eastern audience by providing a balanced 

broadcast of news, current affairs, and entertainment programming. Rather than targeting a 

particular demographic, the BBG targeted the niche of ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎΩ which they 

determined was not being filled by the other Arab satellite providers. The assertion that Arab 

                                                 
12

 GAO Report: GAO-06-762 
13

 IBID 
14

 News Hour with Jim Lehrer Transcript, Terrence Smith interview of Norman Pattiz: January 2003 
15

 GAO Report: GAO-06-762 
16

 Glenn Kessler, The Role of Radio Sawa In Mideast Questioned, Washington Post, October 13, 2004 
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ǎŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

which I disagree. According to Senate testimony given by Mouafac Harb, news director for the 

Middle East Television Network (MTN), in 2004, άΧwe were business-like in our approach, and 

we studied our market from the Straits of Gibraltar to the Persian Gulf. What came out was the 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƴŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŀƴŘ 

accurately. That means going beyond just reporting what happened. We provide background 

and context to ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƳƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜΦέ17 

!ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ sports, cooking, fashion, technology, and entertainment 

programs as well as political talk shows and magazine-type news programs.18 Since its launch in 

2004, Alhurra has increased from two hours of live news to six and a half hours.19 

 

¢ƘŜ bŜǿŜǊΣ {ŜȄƛŜǊ ±ƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ !ǊŀōƛŎΧ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΚ 

Voice of America (VOA) broadcasts first went on the air in 1942 under the auspices of 

the Coordinator of Information, but were transferred soon after to the Office of War 

Information and were utilized as a tool of psychological warfare meant to simultaneously 

demoralize American opponents while emboldening domestic populations to rise-up against 

their governments. VOA was transferred to the Department of State in 1945 and became a 

division of the United States Information Agency (USIA) in 1953 where it remained until 1999, 

when the USIA was reintegrated into the Department of State and the BBG was established. 20  

                                                 
17

 Senate testimony of Mouafac Harb to the Subcommittee on International Operations and Terrorism Committee 
on Foreign Relations, April 29, 2004 
18

 Ellen McCarthy, Va.-Based, U.S.-Financed Arabic Channel Finds Its Voice, Washington Post, October 15, 2004 
19

 Alvin Snyder, DǊƻǿƛƴƎ tŀƛƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨbŜǿ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩ, CPD Blog: USC Center for Public Diplomacy, June 11, 2007 
20

 Allen Heil Jr., Voice of America: A History, New York: Columbia University Press, 2003 
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 ±h!Ωǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘives changed considerably upon their relocation to USIA. In 1960, USIA 

Director George Allen endorsed the VOA Charter, drafted by VOA staff members and later 

approved by President EisenhowerΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎΥ άThe 

long-range interests of the United States are served by communicating directly with the 

peoples of the world by radio. To be effective, the Voice of America must win the attention and 

ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎΦέ In order to win over audiences, the VOA carefully balances policy 

advocacy with honest and impartial news reporting. This objective is highlighted by statements 

from its charter such as ά±h! ƴŜǿǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀŎŎǳǊŀǘŜΣ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜέ ŀƴŘ ά±h! 

will represent America, not any single segment of American society, and will therefore present 

ŀ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΦέ21 

¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ƛǘǎΩ golden years of broadcasting during the 1960s and 1970s, VOA gained a 

reputation for comprehensive and objective coverage owing to its dedication to the 

straightforward reporting of divisive issues such as the Vietnam War and Watergate. By 

maintaining this dedication to fair and balanced reporting, VOA established itself globally as a 

well-respected, credible news outlet despite its overt ties to the American government.22 

While VOA has undergone substantial transformation during its 60 year history, funding 

has consistently been tied to the fulfillment of the core objective of furthering U.S. foreign 

policy goals. This meant that during periods of international conflict funding was temporarily 

increased in support of greater broadcast output. An exemplar of this correlation is the increase 

in broadcasting of VOA Arabic from a half-hour program in 1950 to 14.5 hours daily during the 

                                                 
21

  VOA Website, http://www.voanews.com/english/Africa/VOACharter.cfm   
22
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Suez Crisis of 1956, and back down to 6 hours a day by 1958.23 The attacks of September 11 

have led to a reorientation of U.S. foreign policy both in substance and geography with the 

Arabic speaking world, and more broadly the Muslim world, replacing the former Soviet Union 

as the focal point for U.S. government initiatives. Historically, this shift in priorities would 

support an increase in funding to VOA Arabic as a means of influencing Arab foreign opinion; 

however, the tumultuous period following the terrorist attacks provided opportunities for new 

initiatives throughout the government and political decision-makers were persuaded by long-

time Clinton friend and radio industry giant Norman Pattiz, that a new, drastic change of 

direction in broadcasting was needed to combat the threats facing the United States.24  

 Pattiz argued that the VOA model of news-ƘŜŀǾȅ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŘŀǘŜŘ Ψ/ƻƭŘ ²ŀǊ 

ǊŜƭƛŎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŘŜƳƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƻŦ !ǊŀōƛŎ ȅƻǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ 

needed to be replaced by a more energetic, entertainment friendly station which would come 

to be known as Radio Sawa. Pattiz supported his assertion with data demonstrating that VOA 

Arabic was woefully poor at obtaining market share with just 1.6 million Arab listeners or 2% of 

the Arab audience tuning-in to broadcasts.25 It is important to note that while disagreeing on 

the type and scope of change necessary, VOA Arabic had independently arrived at the 

conclusion that new measures should be enacted to increase listenership. To this end VOA 

management had drawn-up a $15 million plan in 2001 to expand transmission capabilities and 

                                                 
23

 Heil, Voice of America: A History 
24

 Myrna Whitworth, Speaking Out: Time to Speak up for the Voice of America, Foreign Service Journal, American 
Foreign Service Association: January 2004 
25

 Sharp, CRS Report 
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lease FM broadcasts to boost VOA penetration depth; however, the plan came too late and 

when VOA Arabic service was replaced by Radio Sawa,  it was shelved.26 

 

Differences between VOA Arabic and Radio Sawa  

Radio Sawa was intended to be different from VOA Arabic in two key ways: 

programmatic focus and targeted demographic. The most concrete difference between VOA 

Arabic and Radio Sawa is the lattŜǊΩǎ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎ ƻƴ attracting listenership through deep market 

penetration of the youth demographic through entertainment heavy broadcasts featuring 

Western and Arabic popular musicΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŀ ǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΣ άwŀŘƛƻ 

Sawa is beamed at a certain segment of the Arab speaking audience, young people, and their 

mission is to address young people. VOA Arabic was a purely news operation that talked to 

every section of the Arab population.έ27 VOA Arabic utilized a broad range of programming 

including news reports, features on American culture and society, and in-depth background 

pieces, whereas Radio Sawa dedicates approximately 75% of its broadcasting to popular 

music.28 The same retired senior VOA Arabic official pointed out that VOA Arabic programming 

contained a lot of Americana- literature, theatre, short stories- absent on Radio Sawa, which 

helped Arab audiences understand Americans better socially and culturally.29  

VOA Arabic also exhibited a more thorough approach to reporting and dedication to 

news broadcasting than Radio Sawa, relying on its own central newsroom for translation of 

reports from its combined global assets and providing more frequent news specials, whereas 

                                                 
26

 Whitworth, Speaking Out: Time to Speak up for the Voice of America 
27

 ¢ŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ  ΨǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ  !ǇǊƛƭ ннΣ нллу 
28

 Sharp, CRS report  
29

 ¢ŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ΨǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩ ƻƴ !ǇǊƛƭ ннΣ нллу 
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Radio Sawa picks up much of its news from other agencies such as the AFP or Reuters or 

stringer reporters, columns written by freelance reporters paid by the story.30 The difference in 

programmatic prioritization is emphasized by a comparison of the length of average news 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΥ ǿƘƛƭŜ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎΩǎ ƭŀǎǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƘŀƭŦ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎΣ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ƭŀǎǘ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ-

five seconds.31  

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ focus on entertainment has been highly successful in increasing 

market-share in the Arab world, claiming 3.1 million weekly listeners in 2002, 10.7 million in 

2003, 14.3 million in 2004, and on pace to reach 21 million listeners by 2008 which would 

represent a 13 fold increase in listenership in comparison to VOA Arabic. 32 A 2003 AC Nielsen 

survey found that Radio Sawa is the leading international broadcaster in the five Middle Eastern 

countries in which the survey was conducted (Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, Jordan, 

and Egypt) with 31 percent listenership among the general population and 42 percent in the all-

important 15-29 year group providing evidence that Radio Sawa has also been successful in 

specifically targeting the youth demographic; moreover, Radio Sawa listeners view the United 

States more favorably than do non-listeners.33 

 

 

 

                                                 
30

 Salameh Nematt, The Middle East News Gap, Local Voices, Global perspectives: Challenges Ahead for 
International Media Edited by Alan Heil Jr., Public Diplomacy Council: Washington, D.C. 2008 
31

 Laurie Kassman, Voice of America versus. Radio Sawa in the Middle East: A Personal Perspective, Arab Media and 
Society, May 2007 
32

 Detailed Information on the Broadcasting to Near East Asia and South Asia Assessment, Office of Management 
and Budget PART Assessment, 2004 
33

 Changing Minds, Winning Peace. BBG press release response to report issued by the U.S. Advisory Commission 
on Public diplomacy: October 8, 2003 
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Challenging Territory: the Middle East Communications 
Environment  
 

There are common aspects between the Middle East as a region and the Middle East 

communications environment that contribute to the unique challenges of the market. In many 

ways the Middle East communications environment is a reflection of the region from which it 

emanates: overcrowded, driven by personal politics and national agendas, and deeply 

influenced by government interference. 

 

Overcrowding 

 The Middle East communications environment has become highly competitive over the 

past decade due to an explosion in the number of channels available and a marked 

improvement in professional standards amongst the stations. Prior to the early 1990s, Arab 

audiences regularly watched Western media outlets for news about what was going on even in 

their own countries due to a lack of trust in the tightly-controlled domestic media.34 The Arab 

ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ private media ownership began after the 1991 Gulf War during 

which Saudi Arabia and Egypt launched satellite channels in order to establish Arabic language 

equivalents to BBC and CNN and counter Iraqi propaganda, and culminated in the launching of 

the most successful Middle East satellite channel in history, Al Jazeera, in 1996.35  

For the first time Arab audiences had a credible, regionally-based broadcast alternative. 

!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ has acted as a catalyst for the development of other Arab outlets. From 

                                                 
34

 Mohammed El-Nawawy, U.S. Public Diplomacy in the Arab World: The News Credibility of Radio Sawa and 
Alhurra Television in five countries, Global Media and Communication, Vol. 2.2, pp. 183-203: 2006 
35

 Marwan M. Kraidy, Arab Media and U.S. Policy: A Public Diplomacy Reset, The Stanley Foundation, January 2008 
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January 2004 to October 2006 alone, the number of Free to Air (FTA) Satellite channels 

broadcasting on Arabsat and Nilesat- the two largest Middle East satellite carriers- rose by 

163% from 161 stations to 263 stations. By most estimates the number of Middle East satellite 

channels available as of 2008 falls between 300 and 350. 36 The Gulf countries host nearly half 

of all FTA channels followed by a close race for second between the Levant and North Africa.37  

TherŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ΨǊŜŎƛǇŜ ŦƻǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ƛƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ !Ǌŀō ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ 

that of the stations currently broadcasting in the Middle East, 90% include Arabic-language 

programming, while channels cƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ΨƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΩ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜ all 

others, accounting for 25.9% of the FTA channels as of October 2006. The most popular Arab 

television programs exhibit the following features: (1) historical or political resonance, (2) narratives 

of social mobility, (3) and interactive features. Over the past few years talk shows, reality television 

(shows like Star Academy and Superstar), and drama series with historical or political themes have 

dominated the Arab ratings.38   

 Competition in the Middle East communications environment for market share within 

radio broadcasting is markedly lower than in television because radio has not experienced the 

same rapid growth rate, although the overall competitiveness of the radio market has increased 

over the past decade as a function of improved programming and professionalism. Currently, 

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ is derived from existing local radio stations functioning 

within its signal range and the BBC World Service in Arabic; however, there is also growing 

                                                 
36

Satellite TV in the Arab World 2006,  Arab Advisors Group report, December 07, 2006 
http://www.arabadvisors.com/  
37

 IBID 
38

 Marwan M. Kraidy, Reality Television and Politics in the Arab World, Transnational Broadcasting Studies, Volume 
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competition from music-focused satellite channels such as Rotana, Music Plus, and Melody 

which provide a music-listening alternative to radio altogether.39  

 Recently, the Middle East communications environment has become even more 

crowded with the entrance of foreign governments into Arabic-language broadcasting. Their 

entrance has been particularly noticeable in the area of news broadcasting. Prior to 1996 there 

were only three major 24-hour satellite-television news channels in the Middle East: Al Jazeera, 

Al Arabiyah, and Alhurra; however, in 1996 alone France, Germany, and Russia launched their 

own state-funded Arabic news services.40 On March 11, 2008 the United Kingdom threw its hat 

back into the Arabic broadcasting ring, following the unceremonious failure of a joint-venture 

with Saudi Arabia in 1996, indicating that the BBC will utilize its 60 years of experience in the 

region as well as its award-winning Arabic-ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƴŜǿǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ΨǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ 

ŦŜŀǊ ƻǊ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΩΦ41 The continued importance of the Middle East in global politics will almost 

certainly guarantee a continuation of this trend as foreign countries utilize Middle East 

broadcasting as a conduit to increase their regional influence.  

 While the competition for market-share within the Middle East communications 

environment is fierce among Arabic-language news agencies, there are two outlets that stand 

head and shoulders above the rest: Qatar-based Al Jazeera and Saudi Arabian-funded, UAE-

based Al Arabiyah. Al Jazeera is the undisputed regional media superpower attracting an 

estimated 45 million weekly viewers and Al Arabiyah (launched 7 years following Al Jazeera in 

2003) places a strong second.42 According to the 2008 Arab Public Opinion Poll conducted by 

                                                 
39

 GAO Report: GAO-06-762 
40

 Analysis: Russia Enters Arab-World Media Battleground, Radio Free English/ Radio Free Liberty, June 21, 2006  
41

 BBC launches Arabic TV Channel, BBC News, March 11, 2008 
42

 GAO Report: GAO-06-762 
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Shibley Telhami with Zogby International among residents of Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Saudi 

Arabia, and the UAE, Al Arabiyah and Al Jazeera  were viewed ΨŘŀƛƭȅΩ ƻǊ Ψр ǘƻ с ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ ǿŜŜƪΩ by 

25% and 60% of respondents, respectively.43 Both stations benefit from significant, but 

unknown, levels of funding from their financiers- Qatar and Saudi Arabia- which has allowed 

them to develop global networks of bureaus and correspondents. Al Jazeera alone boasts thirty 

bureau locations across six continents; in contrast Alhurra maintains three, affording Al Jazeera 

a vast advantage in covering breaking-news.44 

There is no superpower among radio-based Arabic-language news services; however, 

Radio Sawa contends with strong competition from BBC World Service which has a 60 year 

history in Middle East broadcasting, maintains an extensive network of correspondents and 

bureaus globally, and has acquired favorable licensing arrangements with many companies.45  

 How does this competition affect the Middle East communications environment? 

Primarily, it makes the objective of obtaining additional viewership more difficult by creating 

market fragmentation whereby broadcasting outlets are being forced to market-themselves to 

an increasingly small group of viewers, essentially becoming niche providers. A typical Middle 

Eastern viewer will routinely check multiple news stations and is increasingly willing and able to 

flip the channel if a station is not providing them a quality product that speaks to their personal 

proclivities. For an example of the fickle nature of Arab audiences in the new Middle East media 

environment one need look no further than Saudi Arabia, where in 2005 Al Arabiyah, surpassed 

                                                 
43

 Shibley Telhami, 2008 Annual Arab Public Opinion Poll, Survey of the Anwar Sadat Chair for Peace and 
Development at the University of Maryland (with Zogby International): 2008.  
44
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Al Jazeera as the most-watched news channel ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-standing as the Saudi 

Arabian viewŜǊǎΩ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ46 

 

Personal politics and national agendas  

 As demonstrated above, the Middle East communications environment has been 

characterized by an astounding growth-rate in broadcast outlets over the past decade; 

however, many of these new oǳǘƭŜǘǎ ǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǾŀƴƛǘȅ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ 

ΨǾŀƴƛǘȅ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎΩ ƛǎ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ ΨǾŀƴƛǘȅ ǇublishingΩ which first arose in the 1900s in 

ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎ ǿƘƻ ǇŀƛŘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ΨǾŀƴƛǘȅ 

publishƛƴƎΩ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ Ǌǳƴ ŦƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΦ47   

Many stations within the Arab world are utilized as little more than mouthpieces for 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴŜǊǎΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ Ƴƻtives or personal prestige. In the region it is common for broadcast 

media to support a particular regime, political party, or personal point of view with some 

stations flaunting their ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōƛŀǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IŜȊōƻƭƭŀƘΩǎ al Manar and the Lebanese Future 

tŀǊǘȅΩǎ Future TV. According to Jawad Abbassi, President of the Arab Advisors Group, a member 

of the Arab Jordan Investment Bank Group that specializes in research, analysis and consulting 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ²ƻǊƭŘΣ ά[ŜŦǘ ǘƻ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ŀƭƻƴŜ ǿŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ мл ǘƻ 

15 channels--commercially viable ones, but because ƻŦ Ǿŀƴƛǘȅ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ probably 
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ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ сл ƻǊ тлΦ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǇǊƻŦƛǘΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘȅ ƴƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ 

discloses revenues or ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦέ 48  

 In addition to vanity broadcasting, the Middle East communications environment is 

characterized by a multitude of well-funded partially or fully government-owned media outlets.  

Lamees Al-Hadidi, editor-in-chief of Alam Al-YoumΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 9ƎȅǇǘΩǎ ǘƻǇ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎΣ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ 

that 70 percent of all Arab satellite stations are government controlled.49 The extent of state 

control has diminished since the 1990s when everything from production and broadcasting 

facilities to final editorial control rested in the hands of the government; however, financial 

partnerships between the state and private satellite broadcasters- ǘƘŜ Ψ!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ aƻŘŜƭΩ- have 

allowed for the persistence of substantial government influence over programming.50   

It is a fairly open secret that a quid pro quo exists between Al Jazeera and the Qatari 

government in which Al Jazeera avoids criticism of the Qatari regime in exchange for editorial 

freedoms in covering other regional development and substantial funding. This has led to a 

double-standard whereby Al Jazeera has been quick to criticize other countries, boasting official 

complaints from Algeria and Yemen and withdrawals of the Tunisian and Libyan ambassadors 

from Doha in protest of news segments featuring political dissidents, while conveniently 

overlooking Qatari actions.51 For example, Al Jazeera has criticized financial and political deals 

between Arab government and Israel, but did not cover the opening of a Qatari trade office in 
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Tel Aviv and has cited Egyptian election irregularities when Qatar does not even hold 

elections.52  

Many Arab governments have attempted to follow tƘŜ Ψ!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ ƳƻŘŜƭΩ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƧŜŀƭƻusly 

witnessing the success of the Qatari government in controlling regional news, while avoiding 

domestic criticism through its partnership with Al Jazeera. By establishing their own nationally-

funded Arabic satellite news outlet other Arab governments hope to strike the same deal, 

thereby enhancing their ability to influence opinions throughout the region.  

 

Government interference  

 Arab governments have just recently become active players in the Middle East 

communications environment through the funding of semi-private state-funded satellite 

channels; but, historically, they have been actively engaged in regional broadcasting by 

restricting the editorial freedoms of channels emanating from their domestic territory as a part 

of their larger effort to control the domestic flow of information. Prior to the spread of satellite 

broadcasting to the Middle East in the early 1990s, Arab governments were able to control 

programming through their physical control over the broadcasting apparatus. Additionally, they 

maintained close watch over the entire media establishment in the rare case that a story was 

aired against the wishes of the domestic regime.  According to a 1999 report by Human Rights 

²ŀǘŎƘΣ !Ǌŀō ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎ άǊƻǳǘƛƴŜƭȅ use police wiretaps on phones and fax machines of 

susǇŜŎǘŜŘ ŘƛǎǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΣέ ŀƴŘ άǘŜƭŜŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƘŀƴŘǎΦέ53 
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 Because of reports by groups like Human Rights Watch, Arab governments have enacted 

legislation and constitutional guarantees protecting free speech; however, they have 

circumvented their responsibilities through ineffective implementation of the laws as well as 

ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛŎǘƻǊȅ ƭŀǿǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ {ȅǊƛŀΩǎ Ŏƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƎǳŀǊŀƴǘŜŜǎ freedom 

of expression, one Syrian reporter from a state-run newspaper was quoted in the 2005 Media 

Susǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ LƴŘŜȄ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άIt is obvious to everyone that the political and security 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪ about 

ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ ƻŦ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ {ȅǊƛŀΦέ54 

 The shift towards regional satellite channels has removed the physical components of 

broadcasting- both structural and human- from domestic government control, making previous 

tactics employed by Arab governments to control broadcast outlets unviable. Today, Arab 

governments utilize nation-wide bans to prevent the broadcasting of outlets that they feel are 

detrimental to their regimes, such as those placed on Al Jazeera in Algeria, Tunisia, and Iraq as 

of March 2008. In an effort to provide a layer of legitimacy to these broadcasting bans, in April 

2008, ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō [ŜŀƎǳŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ŀ ΨǎŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀǊǘŜǊΩ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŀƭƭƻǿ ƛǘ ǘƻ 

more easily censor programs that "negatively affect social peace, national unity, public order 

and public morals." Not surprisingly the charter was initiated by Saudi Arabia and Egypt and is 

currently opposed by Qatar and Lebanon.55 While broadcasting bans are rarely enforced or fully 

effective, except where the government has direct control, they do serve as a significant 

obstacle and deterrent.   
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Why Has the United States Thrown Its Weight Behind Middle 
East Broadcasting? 
 

The United States has been consistently engaged in the Middle East since the end of World War 

II and throughout this period its policies have often been highly unpopular among the Arab 

populace; however, it was not until after the terrorist attacks on September 11th 2001 that the 

United States government faced the realization that the negative foreign opinion of the Arab 

world towards American foreign policy- since exacerbated by the invasion of Afghanistan, Iraq, 

and the Global War on Terror- ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘΦ Lƴ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ά²Ƙȅ Řƻ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǘŜ 

U.S.Κέ ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ {ŎƛŜƴŎŜ aƻƴƛǘƻǊ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΥ άThe 

vast majority of Muslims in the Middle East were as shocked and horrified as any American by 

ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀǿ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ¢± ǎŎǊŜŜƴǎέ ōǳǘΣ ƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ǳǇƻƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ Ƴƻǎǘ 

Muslims he spoke with agreed that άŀ ƳƻƻŘ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜƴǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ 

around the world has become so commonplace in their countries that it was bound to breed 

ƘƻǎǘƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǘǊŜŘΦέ56 

Perceptions of the United States within the Arab world have deteriorated precipitously 

over the past decade, reaching an all-time low in 2007. According to a six-nation comparative 

survey conducted by Zogby International on the topic of the change in Arab opinions towards 

America between 2002 and 2004, in all the countries surveyed except the UAE negative 

attitudes towards the United States grew. Between 2002 and 2004, 22% more Egyptians (98% 

of those surveyed), 27% more Moroccans (88% of those surveyed), and 7% more Saudis (94% of 
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those surveyed) viewed the United States unfavorably; attitudes remained virtually unchanged 

in Lebanon and 14% more Emiratis viewed the country favorably.57  

In order to begin reversing the negative trend of Arab attitudes towards the U.S., the 

U.S. government faced two options: either change its policies towards the region- unlikely- or 

do a better job communicating the reasoning behind its policies. Interestingly, the same Zogby 

International poll found that in all the countries surveyed, for those who have not traveled to 

the U.S. and did not know any Americans, the principle source of information on America is 

άǎŜŜƛƴƎ ƻǊ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ !Ǌŀō ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ƳŜŘƛŀΦέ58 The portion of respondents who 

indicated this as their primary source averaged between 25-33% in four of the six countries. 

Additionally, among those who have derived their information about America from hearing or 

seeing Arabic commentaries on Arab television (which above was found to be a plurality of 

respondents), attitudes are appreciably less favorable toward the U.S., its policies, people, 

values and products.59 

This last finding is not surprising considering that the Middle East communications 

environment is dominated by Al Jazeera which according to most experts demonstrates 

considerable anti-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ōƛŀǎΦ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ Ƙas been predicated on 

feeding the skepticism and conspiratorial mentality that pervades Arab society and deepens 

distrust of the United States. A Saudi journalist was quoted in a 2001 congressional report as 

ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ άώŀƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀϐ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǎǘŜ of the Arab street, and the Arab street is anti-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΦέΦ60 

Furthermore, Al Jazeera has made a practice of airing terrorist videotapes, inflammatory 
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speeches by anti-U.S. personalities, and violent photographs from Iraq. There were reports in 

April 2004 that management of Al Jazeera had to actually encourage staff to tone down 

ΨŜȄŎŜǎǎƛǾŜ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ LǊŀǉ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŜŘƛǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ΨǎǘǊƛƪŜ ŀ 

ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ώŘŜǎŜƴǎƛǘƛȊŀǘƛƻƴϐ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘΩΦ61  

 

The perfect storm: congressional pressure, Norm Pattiz, and the BBG 

In the period following September 11th the U.S. Congress was under immense pressure 

from the American public and upper echelons of government to address the problem of 

negative Arab public opinion towards the United States. The President had just launched the 

Global War on Terror beginning with the Invasion of Afghanistan and the so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ Ψ!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ seemed to be taking holdΦ ¢ƘŜ Ψ!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ƛǎ analogous ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ψ/bb ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ōǳt 

takes place within the Muslim world, and refers to the new media environment in which Arab 

audiences could view comprehensive, timely coverage of regional events, thus magnifying U.S. 

foreign policy actions and resulting in elevated levels of negative sentiment towards America 

and placing pressure on many Muslim governments to act against U.S. ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ ¢ƘŜ Ψ!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ 

ŜŦŦŜŎǘΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ U.S. needed to drastically alter its public 

diplomacy strategy in the Arab world because they could no longer depend on building 

relationships with the elites while ignoring the rest of the populace.62 It appeared more than 

ever that the U.S. would need a more sophisticated and comprehensive method of 

communicating with the Arab and Muslim world.  
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In 2002, Norman Pattiz, foundŜǊ ƻŦ ²ŜǎǘǿƻƻŘ hƴŜΣ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǊŀŘƛƻ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ 

company and member of the recently established BBG,63 provided congress with a plan to 

drastically alter U.S. broadcasting to the Middle East through the replacement of VOA Arabic 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ΨƳŀǊƪŜǘ-drivenΩ !ǊŀōƛŎ ǊŀŘƛƻ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭΣ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ !Ǌŀō ȅƻǳǘƘ 

from Morocco to the Saudi Peninsula and serve as a tool in the battle for hearts and minds. 

According to Pattiz, the Middle East Radio Network (renamed the Middle East Broadcasting 

network in 2004 after the addition of Alhurra) took into consideration what was already 

available in the marketplace and what had the best chance of delivering the largest possible 

ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ŀŎǊƻǎǎΦ IŜ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ΨƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻn to the 

ƳŀǊƪŜǘΩΦ 64 The ŘǊŀǎǘƛŎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ tŀǘǘƛȊΩǎ ƻǾŜǊƘŀǳƭ ƻŦ ¦Φ{Φ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ Arabic language broadcasting 

was in keeping with other major changes being made throughout government. Furthermore, 

his ability to market Middle East broadcasting as an effective way to assist America in the 

Dƭƻōŀƭ ²ŀǊ ƻƴ ¢ŜǊǊƻǊ ǇŜǊǎǳŀŘŜŘ ŎƻƴƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ tŀǘǘƛȊΩǎ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘ ǿŀȅ 

forward.  

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ bƻǊƳŀƴ tŀǘǘƛȊΣ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǇǊŜŜƳƛƴŜƴǘ Ǝƻŀƭ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

number of Arabs listening each week. PatǘƛȊΩǎ ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ƳŀƛƴǎǘǊŜŀƳ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ 

broadcasting most likely influenced his emphasis on obtaining greater market-share when 

launching Radio Sawa. In commercial broadcasting the main goal is to obtain the largest 

audience possible in order to justify charging elevated rates to advertising companies thus 

earning higher revenues. Pattiz ǿŀǎ ƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƘŀƴ on 

obtaining greater market-share which, he argued, was critical to achieve the goals of public 
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diplomacy stating, άΧǿŜ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ōȅ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ music-driven format that we could attract the 

largest possible audience to what was also our public diplomacy mission ... the greatest 

ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƛŦ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎΦέ65   

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ unquestionable success at obtaining substantially higher listenership 

throughout the Middle East than its ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊΣ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ tŀǘǘƛȊΩǎ characterization of 

Middle East broadcasting as a tool in the battle for hearts and minds are directly linked to its 

ability to acquire substantial funding for the launch and expansion of Radio Sawa. The U.S. 

budget has become increasingly unbalanced due to American military engagements abroad 

forcing the Bush administration to cut costs from most areas of government; however, whereas 

non-Middle Eastern related language services experienced budget cuts or even closures, Radio 

Sawa obtained a 13% increase in funding.66  

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ success earned Pattiz the trust of many within government, including 

the former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld who stated, "Improving our efforts will likely 

mean embracing new institutions to engage people around the world. During the Cold War, 

institutions such as the U.S. Information Agency and Radio Free Europe proved to be valuable 

instruments for the United States. We need to consider the possibility of new organizations and 

programs that can serve a similarly valuable role in the war on terror."67 Therefore, it was little 

surprise that when Pattiz proposed the launching of the first non-Middle Eastern based 24-hour 

Arabic language news channel, Alhurra, congress overwhelmingly supported his proposal. 

Again, he marketed Alhurra as a tool to assist in winning hearts and minds, in this case 

particularly to combat the anti-American bias of the most popular Middle Eastern news station 
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!ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ǿƻǊƭŘ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƳƻǾŜ ōȅ 

other Middle Eastern states to create their own satellite channels which could provide a 

competing view point with the hopes of stealing audience from Al Jazeera to their own 

stations.68 The United States followed the same basic logic in the eventual launch of Alhurra.  

The pressure on congress to find an answer to the problem of negative Arab public 

opinion of the U.S. as a means of assisting in the Global War on Terror and the seizure of this 

opportunity by Norm Pattiz in his characterization of Radio Sawa and Alhurra as tool in the 

battle for hearts and minds has fundamentally altered the way in which the U.S. government 

views broadcasting to the Middle East: no longer is it simply a means of improving Arab opinion 

of the United States, but it has become a strategic imperative following the September 11th 

attacks. Despite the significant challenges associated with the Middle East communications 

environment, the United States has signaled its willingness to devote the time and resources 

necessary to become a real player in the region with the launch of Radio Sawa and Alhurra.  
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Is the US Government Fully Utilizing Radio Sawa and Alhurra? 
 

In this section, I will restrict my discussion of government utilization of Radio Sawa and Alhurra 

to Department of State (DOS) officials unless otherwise noted, as the DOS is the U.S. 

organization specifically tasked with managing U.S. public diplomacy and managing foreign 

policy issues. Since the abolition of the United States Information Association (USIA) in 1999 

and the merging of its public diplomacy functions into the DOS, there has existed an uneasy 

relationship between State Department employees and their responsibility to assist in 

conducting public ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅΦ aȅ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5h{Ωǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ tǊŜǎǎ 

and Public Diplomacy in the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, which was tasked with arranging 

interviews for DOS officials with pan-Arab media, has convinced me that the organizational 

model in place at the DOS has a tendency to deemphasize incorporation of public diplomacy 

responsibilities, particularly with regard to the engagement of foreign audiences through 

international broadcasting.  

  

International bǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎΥ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜΩǎ YǊȅǇǘƻƴƛǘŜΚ  

¢ƘŜ 5h{Ωǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƳƛƴƛƳŀƭ ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƎŀƎƛƴƎ 

the foreign media, while maintaining stiff penalties when an employee oversteps their bounds 

or misspeaks. The case of Alberto Fernandez, a veteran DOS employee and fluent Arabic 

speaker, is quite instructive in this regard. Fernandez was responsible for the majority of U.S. 

interviews to Arabic outlets during his tenure as Director of the office of Press and Public 

Diplomacy in the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, and was almost single-handedly responsible 
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for the much-touted statistic that the number of interviews conducted by U.S. Foreign Service 

Officers in Arabic doubled from 2004 to 2005.69 He was a one-man army in conducting Arabic 

interviews with Middle Eastern broadcasters; however, for all he did to improve understanding 

of U.S. ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƘŜ ƳƛǎǎǇƻƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ƴŀƳŜ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǿŜll-

known in government circles.  

On October 21, 2006, Fernandez conducted an interview on the topic of U.S.-policy in 

Iraq on Al Jazeera Arabic and was quoted as saying that the world was άǿƛǘƴŜǎǎƛƴƎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ƛƴ 

LǊŀǉέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǊƻƻƳ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǊƻƴg criticism, because without doubt, there was 

ŀǊǊƻƎŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǳǇƛŘƛǘȅ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ LǊŀǉΦέ CŜǊƴŀƴŘŜȊ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀǎǘƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ U.S. 

Administration for his comments and issued a public retraction of his remarks, stating "Upon 

reading the transcript of my appearance on al-Jazeera, I realized that I seriousƭȅ ƳƛǎǎǇƻƪŜΧέ70 

The result of the publicization of cautionary tales regarding media engagement 

combined with the minimal effort expended by DOS officials in lauding positive efforts has been 

the pursuance of non-media friendly behavior among employees at DOS. These behaviors 

include the refusal to make oneself available to conduct interviews generally, but specifically 

the avoidance of difficult interview situations such as live interviews in which a misspoken word 

is immediately on the record and conducting interviews in a non-native tongue. This risk-averse 

approach to media is pervasive throughout the DOS; however it is particularly troublesome 

with regards to speaking to Arab outlets. This represents a major problem because much of 

American foreign policy is being implemented in the Middle East and as one Al Jazeera editor 

ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άLŦ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ǘŀǘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ U.S. with U.S. government officials for our 
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shows when we request them, we will ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀƛǊ ƻǳǊ ǎƘƻǿǎΧ ōǳǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŀ U.S. government 

ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΦέ71  

 

Appointment of Karen Hughes and increased focus on international 
broadcasting 
 
 On March 14, 2005, Karen Hughes was nominated by her close-friend, President George 

W. Bush, to the post of Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs. Hughes 

earned dual degrees in English and journalism from Southern Methodist University and was a 

reporter for an NBC affiliate in Dallas/Ft. Worth, before becoming executive director of the 

Republican Party of Texas.72 Undoubtedly, Hughes background in journalism was an important 

factor in her subsequent emphasis on broadcasting and media outreach during her tenure as 

Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy. Hughes instituted media-friendly initiatives such 

as the creation of the Rapid Response Unit which monitored newscasts and provided early-

morning summaries complete with official USG response to members of the DOS and the 

creation of regional media hubs which facilitated engagement with regional media outlets, 

particularly in the Middle East.73 In fact, some of Hughes critics say that she placed a 

disproportionate amount of attention on news media outreach, and too little attention on long-

term outreach efforts. 74 
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 Hughes challenged the DOSΩs organizational bias against speaking to the media through 

vocal support for the inclusion of public diplomacy- particularly through interaction with media- 

into the mandate of U.S. Foreign Service officers irrespective of their cone of employment or 

rank.  In her view not speaking to the media was just as much of a risk- if not more- than 

speaking to them. Hughes was quoted by the Associate press in June 2006, as stating, ά¢ƘŜ 

purpose of our ambassadors and our Foreign Service officers is to be out interacting with the 

ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦέ75  

During her tenure, Hughes ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ΨƴŜǿ ǊǳƭŜǎΩ which stated that Ambassadors no 

longer had to receive pre-clearance from Washington before conducting interviews and that all 

foreign service officers should conduct interviews; however, she qualified her statement by 

ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƻƴ ƭƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΩǎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ 

points for guidance.  Hughes went so far as to write public diplomacy into the evaluations of all 

Foreign Service officers. In a 2006 appearance at the Council on Foreign Relations, Hughes 

ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ά²Ŝ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜƳ ώCƻǊŜƛƎƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊǎϐ to be out there engaging in public 

ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ Ǝƛving them more tools and resources to do so.76 On October 31, 2007 

Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice announced the departure of Karen Hughes as 

Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs. It is yet to be determined if the strides 

she took to mŀƪŜ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ CƻǊŜƛƎƴ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǊΩǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ 

increase the importance of speaking to foreign audiences will become institutionalized.77  
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In my experience working with the Public Diplomacy section of the US Embassy in Qatar, 

the ¦{ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΩǎ ƻǳǘǊŜŀŎƘ to Arab media appeared quite enthusiastic in contrast to that of 

embassy officials. This difference proved problematic in enforcing a joint military-DOS strategy 

of engagement with the pan-Arab media, particularly Al Jazeera, which was necessary to create 

the leverage to encourage more professional journalistic practices. A conversation ensued at 

the US embassy between high-ranking public diplomacy officials from the military and the 

embassy to determine why different strategies of engagement with the pan-Arab media were 

being pursued. The military official stated that one of the main directives issued to him by his 

superiors was to engage the Arab media by accommodating interview requests and arranging 

for interviews of top-military officials that often traveled through Qatar- which hosts one of the 

¦{ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ bases. The embassy official asked if the military had had 

negative experiences with Al Jazeera in the past, particularly with regards to asking questions 

that were outside agreed upon parameters and respect for USG officials being interviewed. The 

military official replied that his relationship with Al Jazeera was positive and mutually respectful 

and that in the few occasions that questions were asked which he could not answer, he did not 

see any problem in responding ΨL ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΩ ƻŦ ΨL Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘΦΩ He went on to state that it 

was his belief that the benefits accrued from an American presence on Arab stations outweighs 

the negative repercussions of being unable to fully answer questions- a point with which the 

embassy official disagreed.78 In a subsequent conversation I had with three Al Jazeera 

producers at a dinner meeting, they corroborated and justified the unequal treatment of USG 
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officials and miƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ Ψ²ƘƛƭŜ ¦{D ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ 

ŎǊŀŦǘƛƴƎ ¦{ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƨƻō ōŜ ŜƴŦƻǊŎƛƴƎ ƛǘΦΩ79  

In the case of Qatar, embassy officials had deemed it counter-productive to continue 

granting interviews to Al Jazeera due to their poor track record of professionalism. Their 

decision ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ YŀǊŜƴ IǳƎƘΩǎ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ 5h{ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇǊƻŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴ 

conducting outreach with international media and belies two important points: top-down 

ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜǎ ŀƭƻƴŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƘŜ 5h{Ωǎ ŀƴǘƛ-media bias and local circumstances 

are important in shaping the rules of engagement with international media.  

 

Limited resources and tough choices  

 ¢ƘŜ 5h{Ωǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōƛŀǎ ŘƛǎǎǳŀŘes most employees from conducting interviews; 

however, DOS employees within the Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs face the additional obstacle 

of poor linguistic and cultural training which hampers their capability for effective 

communication. According to a 2006 GAO report, 30% of language designated public diplomacy 

positions in the Muslim world were filled by officers without the requisite language skills.80 In a 

January 2009 article in Roll Call, a newspaper covering events on Capitol Hill, the US 

Congressional Representative from the 13th district of Texas, Mac Thornberry, criticized the 

{ǘŀǘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ǿƻǊƭŘ 

ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ άΧthe United States has 23 embassies and consulates throughout the Middle East and 

North Africa, a region that is home to about 300 million people. And yet, within the past year, 
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we had as few as 65 proficient Arabic speakers [level 4 or above] working for the U.S. State 

Department. A full one-third of them were posted in Washington, D.C., instead of serving at 

embassies and consulates throughout the Arab world.έ81 Additionally, unlike their American 

counterparts that focus on civility and soundbytes, Arabic television broadcast formats 

encourage heated discussion and lengthy responses which many DOS officials are untrained to 

handle.   

 The few DOS employees that remain willing and capable of conducting interviews with 

the Arab media must decide how they can achieve maximum impact with their limited time. 

There are over 300 satellite channels broadcasting to the Arab world; however, there are a few 

that dominate in market-share, market-ǇŜƴŜǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΧ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ŀƴŘ wŀŘƛƻ 

Sawa are not among them. While Al Jazeera reaches an estimated 40 million weekly viewers82 

and commands 53% of the Arab market-share for international news viewers, Alhurra reaches 

25 million weekly viewers and commands only 2% of the Arab market-share for international 

news viewers.83 To underscore the regional importance of Al Jazeera even further, during my 

time working with the public diplomacy section at the US Embassy in Qatar, in preparation for 

the arrival of a new ambassador the staff made the acquisition of a new satellite package which 

included the entire range of Al Jazeera channels one of the top priorities. As the public 

ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘŀƴǘ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ΨŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭΩ 

to have access not only to Al Jazeera Arabic, but to all Al Jazeera channels because they 
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represented the Ψpulse of the Arab streetΩ.84 Radio Sawa faces a different problem: while it 

reaches an estimated 21 million weekly listeners, two independent panels of Arab-language 

experts appointed by the Inspector General pointed out that Radio Sawa lacks regional 

influence and is not a primary source for news.85  

  The statistics above demonstrate the limited ability of Alhurra and Radio Sawa to 

provide optimal exposure to DOS officials in communicating U.S. foreign policy to the Arab 

world in comparison with other available outlets, and is reflected in the lack of appearances by 

DOS officials on U.S.-funded outlets. For example, it was not until summer 2007 that Secretary 

of State Condoleezza Rice first appeared on either Alhurra or Radio Sawa despite multiple 

requests from both outlets. Robert Satloff, the only non-Arab host on Alhurra, has faced similar 

frusǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ άCǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿŜŜƪ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ 

ǎƘƻǿŎŀǎŜ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎΣ ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǳǇ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ōǊŀƴŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ must-watch station to learn 

what Washington is thinking. Despite many promises, only two senior officialsτSecretary of 

Education Margaret Spellings and White House spokesman Tony Snowτhave appeared on my 

show. More important, only a paltry few have ever appeared on any Alhurra ǎƘƻǿΦέ86
  

However, the situation may be improving as U.S. government officials and the Arab 

audience become more familiar with Alhurra and Radio Sawa. According to a senior MBN 

ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΣ ά{ǘŀǘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŦǊustration but over last year or 

ǘǿƻΣ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘŜŀŘƛƭȅ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΦ ! ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ 

ǿƘƻ ǿŜ ŀǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

typically U.S. State Department officials want to have a large audience. Over last year or so as 
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part of our steady improvement, more and more State DŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊƛƴƎΦέ87 

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ 5h{ ŎƻǊǊŜǎpondent, Samir Nader, a 30-year Washington correspondent for Arab 

media, also believes DOS officials have bŜŜƴ ƘŜƭǇŦǳƭΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΥ άL Řƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜ ǾŜǊy good help from 

the State Department. Officials here have a good understanding about the importance of public 

ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ƻŦŦŜǊ ƳŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΦέ88 While this statement appears to contradict the 

assertion made above that DOS officials have been hesitant to engage with Radio Sawa and 

!ƭƘǳǊǊŀΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ΨǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘǎΦ    

 

Bang for the buck: engagement with Al Jazeera 

Al Jazeera is the unrivaled heavyweight of the Arab media world. According to a 2007 

viewer demographic profile of Al Jazeera created by the Allied Media Corporation, a broadcast 

marketing firm which targets growing ethnic markets, over half of thŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

international news tune-in weekly to Al Jazeera, the majority of whom watch for 3-4 hours on 

average. Al Jazeera viewers are typically married, 66% have a secondary level education or 

above, and 94% live in heavily populated urban and suburban areas.89 If the goal is to reach the 

largest Arab audience possible, increasing US programming on and engagement with Al Jazeera 

is a more cost-effective strategy than launching US-funded alternatives. A 2003 report 

submitted by the Advisory Group on Public Diplomacy for the Arab and Muslim World to the 

U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Appropriations, which later came to be known as 
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the Djerejian Report (named after the chairman of the advisory group Edward Djerjian), 

recommended as much, ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ άAn attractive, less costly alternative or supplement to METN 

may be the aggressive development of programming... This programming can then be 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦέ90 

What prevented this seemingly logical action from being attempted prior to the 

launching of Alhurra television? The answer is multifaceted and complex, owing in part to the 

aforementioned pressures of the post 9-11 environment on congress and leadership by Norm 

Pattiz, but part of the reasoning also relates to the rocky and sometimes conflictual relationship 

between the USG and Al Jazeera stemming from a perceived anti-American bias in !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ 

coverage of global issues. ¢ŀƪƛƴƎ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ 5ƻƘŀ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǘƻǳǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ƛƳŀƎŜǊȅ 

from the US invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan highlights their negative view of US foreign 

policy. By complicating the already difficult task of explaining US interventions in the region, Al 

Jazeera has become an enemy of the US in the mind of many policy-makers; however, in 

fairness, !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ƴŜǿǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀƭ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō 

world that US intervention in the Middle East has been detrimental.  

 Upon my arrival to the US Embassy in Qatar in May 2008- sometimes referred to as US 

Embassy Al Jazeera due to the amount of time dedicated by DOS officials there to working with 

the Doha based news agency- relations between Al Jazeera and the embassy were dismal. The 

then Secretary of Homeland Security, Michael Chertoff, had conducted an interview with Al 

Jazeera English anchor, Sami Zeidan, only days earlier on May 27, during which the anchor 

ignored pre-arranged agreements with the embassy over topics that were not to be discussed-
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including Guantanamo Bay and extraordinary renditions- and repeatedly interrupted the 

secretary while he was answering questions. The interview climaxed when Zeidan sarcastically 

ŀǎƪŜŘΣ άaǊΦ /ƘŜǊǘƻŦŦΣ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ ȅƻǳ ǎƭŜŜǇ ŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΚέ  

Public diplomacy officials at the embassy who had previously lobbied the upper brass in 

Washington, D.C. in support of engagement with Al Jazeera, were furious over !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ 

of professionalism- particularly because this was a cabinet level secretary whose experience 

would undoubtedly be recounted to senior decision-makers in the White House- and 

demanded that portions of the interview not be aired. Eventually, Al Jazeera English agreed to 

the demand, but the damage had been done. The interview was evidence to many within the 

embassy that the relationship with Al Jazeera had reached a breaking point and needed to 

change if any future interaction was to take place.91  

For the remainder of my time at the US Embassy in Qatar, public diplomacy officials -

myself included- expended tremendous effort in creating and enacting confidence building 

measures between Al Jazeera and embassy staff. These efforts were focused on two major 

objectives: constructing personal relationships and encouraging a fresh start for the 

professional relationship as a new US administration took office. A series of soccer matches 

between Al Jazeera and embassy staff provided a neutral ground to cultivate new relationships 

and a string of dinners between public diplomacy officials and Al Jazeera producers afforded 

both sides the opportunity to question each other about long-standing allegations of 

misconduct which had caused distrust between the two sides. At one of the dinners I attended, 

ŀƴ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¦{ ƘŀŘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜŦǳƭƭȅ ōƻƳōŜŘ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ 

Baghdad office during a US air raid on April 8, 2003. A public diplomacy official replied that this 
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was just as untrue as the allegation that Al Jazeera had aired videos depicting the beheading of 

hostages by terrorists in Iraq after 2003. The official went on to state that instead of focusing on 

previous incidents, the relationship between both sides needed to move forward because there 

would be a change in foreign policy that accompanied a new US administration and if Al Jazeera 

wanted access to USG officials in this new era, changes in the relationship had to be made. The 

Al Jazeera producers grudgingly agreed that their interview of Michael Chertoff had been 

unprofessional and acknowledged the importance of a positive relationship between the 

embassy and Al Jazeera.92  

 Up to this point I have referred to Al Jazeera as a single entity for simplicity; however, it 

is important to note that in discussing future engagement between USG officials and Al Jazeera 

one should distinguish between ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƳŀƧƻǊ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ ƻŦ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ƴŜǿǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΥ !Ǌabic 

and English. Beyond a common parent company, Al Jazeera Arabic (AJ) and Al Jazeera English 

(AJE) have little in common: each maintains functional independence from the other in all 

aspects of business and production beginning with reporting and carrying through to 

management structure. The level of independence was highlighted by a conversation I had with 

one of the senior producers of AJ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƻǳǊƛƴƎ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ 5/ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ my experience 

ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ¦{ {ǘŀǘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ ŦƻǊ tǊŜǎǎ ŀnd Public Diplomacy in the Bureau of 

Near Eastern Affairs. I asked her how much interaction the Arabic and English service had with 

each other. She responded that beyond sharing a building they might as well be in different 

countries because they hardly ever spoke with one another. She went on to point out that in 

ƘŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǎƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ !ǊŀōƛŎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǳƴōƛŀǎŜŘΣ 

particularly with reference to Israel-tŀƭŜǎǘƛƴŜ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ΨŘǊƻǾŜΩ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ ƻŦ !ƭ 
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JazeeraΩǎ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΦ93 After subsequent conversations with members of Al WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ 

English service two things were clear: each side felt they maintained a higher level of 

professional standards and both were fiercely independent.    

 In treating AJ and AJE not as different branches of the same tree, but different trees 

altogether, USG officials can limit the damage done to their effectiveness in engaging the Arab 

world ōȅ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀΩǎ ƴŜǿǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

the other. In my observation, the treatment of AJ and AJE as separate entities has already been 

implemented by public diplomacy officials at the US Embassy in Qatar. In two separate 

ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōŀǎǎȅΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴ L ǿŀǎ ǘƻld that if a USG 

official insisted on being interviewed by Al Jazeera, it was always preferable to have them 

interviewed on the Arabic service instead of the English service because while AJ may be anti-

American policy, AJE can at times be simply anti-American.94 They attributed this difference to 

the biases of the top-ƭŜǾŜƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΦ L ŀƭǎƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳōŀǎǎȅΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ 

officials felt that the Arabic service was generally more professional and responsive to pre-

arranged US interview agreements. 95  While the views of one embassy should not dictate the 

actions of the entire DOS, it would be a mistake to simply ignore the opinions of the public 

diplomacy staff of the US Embassy in Qatar as they have more contact and experience with Al 

Jazeera than the staff of probably any other US embassy in the world.  
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Public Reaction to Alhurra and Radio Sawa  

!ŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩΥ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-share and moving the 
needle 
 
 Prior to assessing the Arab public reaction to Alhurra and Radio Sawa it is important to 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ because this will affect how 

the subsequent assessments are evaluated. As previously discussed, Norm Pattiz has brought a 

more commercially-oriented approach to the launching of Alhurra and ςeven more overtly- 

Radio Sawa. His reliance upon entertainment in obtaining a large market-share has been 

successful in attracting a substantial audience, but at what cost?  

The argument Pattiz puts forward is that if the Arab audience is not tuning-in, it does 

not matter how good the message may be; however, some public diplomacy officials have 

criticized his approach as being too focused on market-share while forsaking the true measure 

ƻŦ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛvely support American public diplomacy 

efforts. They argue that while Radio Sawa is providing young Arabs the programming they want, 

entertainment and pop-music, the station does little to improve understanding and 

appreciation of American society and foreign policies.96   

 ¢ƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ŦƻǊ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ŀƴŘ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ  ŀǎ Ǉǳǘ-forward 

by Pattiz and many other public diplomacy officials came to a head with the submission of the 

Djerejian Report. ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ ǳƴƛǘ of measurement is not the number of 

publications distributed by embassies, the number of households reached by radio, or the 

number of speeches made by advocates of U.S. policies. Those are all important inputs, but the 
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key measurement is the output, which ƛǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎΦέ97 The 

ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘƭŜΩΦ  

 Defining tƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜŘ ōȅ 

discusǎƛƴƎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǎƘŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘƭŜΩ ƛƴ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜǊƳǎΦ !ǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƧŜǊƧƛŀƴ 

report, market-ǎƘŀǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƴǇǳǘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ΨƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘƭŜΩ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƻǳǘǇǳǘΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ useful 

ǘƻ ǾƛŜǿ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǊƛȄ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-share, credibility/reliability, and 

programming content all play an important role: the better a broadcasting outlet can perform 

in each of these categories, the more effectively it will be in communicating with foreign 

audiences.   

 

Assessments 

In assessing the Arab public reaction to Alhurra and Radio Sawa it is important to take 

into consideration both polling data and editorial and anecdotal evidence to provide a more-

complete picture of the way in which the outlets are being received. The popular saying is Ψthe 

ƴǳƳōŜǊǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛŜΣΩ but, in the case of polling data, the results can be subject to manipulation 

through biased questioning and/or sampling methods. In response to a question about 

ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǇƻƭƭƛƴƎ Řŀǘŀ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΣ ƻƴŜ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ a.b ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ά! ƭƻǘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ 

question is being asked. There are 325 satellite television stations in the Middle East and if you 

ask the audience what their favorites are you will get certain ranking- but ask what news 

ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ǿƛƭƭ ƎŜǘ ŀ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǊŀƴƪƛƴƎΦ LǘΩs an apples and oranges 
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ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴΦέ98 This makes the addition of editorial and anecdotal assessments, which are 

based on first-hand experience, not numbers, essential in providing a true reflection of the 

outlets.   

 

Poll data assessment 

 In this section I will focus on four categories of polling data with regards to Alhurra and 

Radio Sawa: total audience viewership/listenership, specific country viewership/listenership, 

credibility/reliability, and ranking of outlet choice in relation to other regional outlets. Because 

much of the polling data I cite comes from BBG-funded studies and the BBG has an inherent 

benefit in presenting positive polling data, I will provide a discussion detailing criticisms of BBG 

polling techniques.   

 

Total viewership/listenership: A BBG-funded survey conducted by AC Nielsen in 2005 

showed that together Alhurra and Radio Sawa had an impressive unduplicated weekly audience 

of more than 35 million adults in the Arab world.99 The same survey found that 21.5 million 

people in the Middle East tuned-in to Alhurra on a weekly basis, with projections by a senior 

MBN official that Alhurra would reach 25 million weekly viewers in 2008.100 A 2004 Office of 

Management and Budget report found that Radio Sawa has 14.3 million weekly-listeners and 

projected the outlet to reach 25 million weekly viewers in 2008 based on current trends.101 
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Specific country viewership/listenership: A BBG-funded survey conducted by AC Nielsen 

in 2004 found that weekly viewing rates for Alhurra among adults with satellite television 

ranged from 12% in Egypt to 33% in Kuwait; however, a private follow-up survey conducted by 

the Arab Advisors Group found that only 4.6% of households with satellite television in Cairo, 

Egypt, watched Alhurra for news programming.102 While acknowledging the aforementioned 

polling data compares Egypt to /ŀƛǊƻΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ǿŀǎǘ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ 9ƎȅǇǘΩǎ ǎŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜ ¢± 

viewers live within CairoΩǎ ƳŜǘǊƻǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǘƘƛǎ does provide a relevant comparison and good 

example of the way in which data can be misleading if not investigated closely. According to 

BBG research conducted in 2002, Radio Sawa has been successful in penetrating the 17 to 28 

year old demographic group in places likes Amman, Jordan, and Morocco. 103  

Following the U.S. invasion of Iraq, there has been considerable emphasis placed on 

broadcasting efforts to the country by Alhurra and Radio Sawa. According to a BBG-funded 

survey conducted by AC Nielsen in 2005, Alhurra and Radio Sawa together reached an 

unduplicated weekly audience of 71 percent of Iraqi adults 15 and older. Alhurra reached 42% 

of Iraqi adults weekly, ranking fifth among over 200 channels available for viewing in Iraq, while 

Radio Sawa reached 51% of Iraqi adults, ranking as the single most listened to station in Iraq.104 

 

Credibility/reliability: Polling data for this category is not-widely available, despite the 

apparent value of credibility/reliability as a key descriptive indicator. As discussed previously, 

credibility/reliability moves beyond the simple measure of market-share and serves as an 

important factor in establishing outlets capable of effectively achieving the goals of U.S. public 
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diplomacy. A BBG-funded survey conducted by AC Nielsen in 2005 found that 75% of viewers 

who watch Alhurra rate its news as either reliable or somewhat reliable, while 63% of Radio 

{ŀǿŀ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƴŜǿǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǊŜƭƛŀōƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ 

were based on over 2,000 face-to-face interviews conducted with randomly selected 

respondents.105    

 
 

Ranking of outlet choice: This category of polling data is a more compelling indicator of 

regional outlet perception because it provides a context for the interpretation of results. 

Statistics from 2006 rank Alhurra 56th among the top 100 Arab satellite channels and research 

has shown that 90% of Arab audiences only watch the top-ten channels making Alhurra almost 

invisible for much of the Arab world, whereas Al Arabiyah, which launched the same time as 

Alhurra, ranks 2nd. 106 In the more specific ranking of Alhurra as a source for international news 

amongst Arab viewers, Alhurra achieves only a 2% market-share107 and according to a 2004 

survey conducted by Shibley Telhami, Arabs ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ !ƭ-Hurra a first choice for news and 

only 3.8% picked it as a second choice.108 In reaction to this polling data, a senior MBN official 

ǎǘŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǎǘƛŎ Ǝƻŀƭ ŦƻǊ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ΨǎŜŎƻƴŘŀǊȅ ƻǊ ǘŜǊǘƛŀǊȅ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ƻŦ 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΩ ǘƘŀǘ !Ǌŀō ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ΨƳŀȅ ƴƻǘ ǿŀǘŎƘ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ōǳǘ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜǎ ŀ 

ǿŜŜƪΦΩ109 Research done on Radio Sawa indicates that it is the most popular source of radio 

                                                 
105

 IBID 
106

 Nematt, The Middle East News Gap 
107

Telhami, 2008 Annual Arab Public Opinion Poll 
108

 VOA Changes Prompt Staffer Protests, U.S.A Today, July 12, 2004 
109

 Interview of a senior MBN Official over the telephone on April 17, 2008 



P a g e  | 45 

 

news by 32% of Iraqis (followed by BBC Arabic Service at 13%)110 and 42% of the youth 

demographic in Amman, Jordan.111  

 

Criticisms of BBG Polling Techniques 

 

BBG-funded polling lacks context: Many of the BBG-funded polls ask respondents if they 

ƘŀǾŜ ΨǘǳƴŜŘ-ƛƴΩ ǘƻ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ƻǊ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΣ ōǳǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŜ ƘŜŀŘ-to-head 

polling which would provide more context in measuring the competitiveness of the outlets in 

the regional comƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΦ Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ΨƘŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ 

ǿŀǘŎƘŜŘ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǿŜŜƪΩ !Ǌŀō ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ΨȅŜǎΩ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ 

the station for only a single minute, while spending the majority of their time watching other 

stations. A much better test of audience penetration would be asking which station the 

respondents prefer.112 

 
 

BBG-funded polling does not fully explain research: By avoiding probing questions of 

respondents and failing to fully explain their research, BBG-funded polling has shown a 

propensity to be misleading. One example of this is the publicization of the finding from a 2005 

BBG-funded study that 39.5% of respondents in five key countries listened to Radio Sawa on a 

weekly basis. The five key countries included three Gulf states- Kuwait, Qatar, and the UAE- that 

have a combined population of 5.5 million, of which a large portion are foreign workers, Jordan, 
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and Egypt. While Jordan and Egypt can more realistically be labeled key countries, these 

countries both exhibited listenership rates far lower than those of the three Gulf states and the 

final five-country average of 39.5%.113 

 

BBG-funded research utilizes weak survey methodology: According to a 2006 GAO 

report entitled U.S. International Broadcasting: Management of Middle East Broadcasting 

Services Could be Improved, weakness in the MBNs survey methodology and documentation 

have made it impossible to determine the accuracy of MBN's reported audience size and 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άThe BBG did not take certain steps that could have 

explained and increased the reliability of its estimates, such as by fully documenting its research 

and estimation methods, measuring the level of uncertainty surrounding its estimates, 

disclosing significant limitations, and consistently implementing policies and procedures for 

verifying data.έ114 A copy of the draft report revealed BBG interference in interviews and 

intimidation of employees whose data was not in keeping with the accepted research.115 The 

report further criticizes the BBG for failing to conduct standardized, regular program reviews 

designed to ensure programming quality control.116  

The BBG protested the GAO report in a 49-page pre-publication rebuttal in which it 

defended the professionalism and quality of its audience research, but also acknowledged 

some of its shortcomings, attributing them to the difficulties of working in the Middle 
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East.117 BBG member Norman Pattiz characterized the draft copy of the GAO report as full of 

άƛƴŀŎŎǳǊŀŎƛŜǎΣ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛǎƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΧǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘŜŘΦέ118 

 

Editorial Assessment  

 

Alhurra: There are conflicting opinions regarding the overall perception of Alhurra as an 

effective broadcasting outlet. Some academics argue that irreparable damage was done to the 

ƻǳǘƭŜǘΩǎ regional credibility due to the manner in which it was introduced and continues to be 

marketed to the Arab world. !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘƻ ΨǘƘŜ ŦǊŜŜ ƻƴŜΩΣ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ 

±ŀƭŜƴǘƛƴŜΩǎ 5ŀȅ нллп almost as if it was intended to be a gift to the Arab world. It features 

promotional spots of wild horses slowly opening their eyes with an accompanying message 

ƛƳǇƭƻǊƛƴƎ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ ΨŘŜŎƛŘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎΩΦ119 Some Arab viewers reported being offended by 

the symbolism of the launch date, promotional spots, and even the name Alhurra which they 

find patronizing and reflective of a lack of U.S. knowledge about the Middle East.120 According 

to one Arab columnist, "Often these foreign stations are the only means for people to get 

reliable information, and they build up their reputation over time. The BBC and VOA did so τ 

whereas Alhurra has probably already lost its own reputation." 
121 

 A senior MBN official disputes the way Alhurra was launched as the reason it has 

received negative reaction from many Arab journalists and media experts throughout the 

ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘΤ ǘƘŜ 
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problems arose beforehand. People made up their minds that Alhurra was going to be a 

propaganda channel beforŜ ƛǘ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘΦέ122 

 Alhurra has been criticized for poor professional standards with some experts 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛȊƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀ άthird-ǊŀǘŜ [ŜōŀƴŜǎŜ ¢± ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǳƴŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ 

ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎŦǳƭ ŘŜōŀǘŜ άǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀϥǎ Ŧƭagship public diplomacy 

ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜέΦ123 According to former two-time Ambassador and USIA Area Director for Near East 

ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǎƛŀΣ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ wǳƎƘΣ !Ǌŀō ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƛǎŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ άǇƻƻǊŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ !Ǌŀō ǎŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜ ¢±έ ŀƴŘΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘΣ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ άǿŜƭƭ ōŜƭƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

government of the world's only superpower.έ 124
  

 In an April 2008 phone interview conducted with a senior MBN official, he counters that 

all start-ups have problems, but over the last four years Alhurra has shown significant 

improvement in quality and quantity of newscasts.125 9ǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŀǘƛŎ 

improvement can be found in the pages of the popular pan-Arab newspaper al-Quds al-Arabi. 

Though the paper typically exhibits an anti-!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ōƛŀǎΣ ƛǘ ƭŀǳŘŜŘ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

run-ǳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ нллр 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ άAlhurra television emerged like a 

black stallion in this satellite competition, since it is able to attract normal viewers and activists 

alike, thanks to its wide range of guests from the opposition who are not fearful of criticizing 

ǘƘŜ aǳōŀǊŀƪ ǊŜƎƛƳŜΦέ126 Still other Arab journalists comment that while Alhurra may have its 
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successes, in the end it is simply out of its league and unable to compete with the programming 

currently offered by the leading pan-Arab channels.127  

 Alhurra has also faced substantial criticism for its lack of dedication to investigative 

reporting within the Arab world. During a discussion with the Alhurra news director, Salameh 

Nematt, former Washington bureau chief for the international pan-Arab daily al Hayat and the 

LBC television station, he stated that the Pulitzer Prize of the Middle East was getting jailed by 

the authorities because this means you are challenging the establishment; however, in the 

three years since the discussion not one Alhurra correspondent had been incarcerated.128 

Alhurra did catch the attention of Syrian authorities in 2006 following the first of three 

scheduled town hall meetings in which attendees provided provocative interviews to the 

station on taboo topics such as the Syrian leadership and foreign policy. Their foray into 

investigative journalism led to the incarceration of those giving the interviews and the 

expulsion of Alhurra from the country.129 

 

Radio Sawa: According to most accounts of Radio Sawa from non-BBG officials, the station 

has been an unabashed success in attracting a young, Arab audience interested in music and 

entertainment, but not in political programming or news. In an interview on Newshour, 

acclaimed columnist for the pan-Arab daily Asharq al-Awsat and regular guest on both 

American and pan-Arab television, Mamoun Fandy, stated that from his own conversations 

with younger Saudis and Kuwaitis he had arrived at the conclusion ǘƘŀǘ άpeople were listening 

to Radio Sawa in terms of music, but in terms of political programming, they go somewhere 
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ŜƭǎŜΦέ130 Other Arab commentators concur ǿƛǘƘ CŀƴŘȅΩǎ conclusion that Radio Sawa has been a 

successful music station, but a failure as a news outlet. One commentator who was familiar 

with the regional news-gathering techniques employed by Radio Sawa stated that the outlet 

actually picked-up most of its news from Reuters and AFP.131  

 Some officiaƭǎ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ !Ǌŀō ȅƻǳǘƘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ-term. In 

an interview conducted with a retired senior VOA Arabic official he stated that anecdotal 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ Ƙŀǎ ƭŜŘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ Ƙŀǎ ŘǿƛƴŘƭed 

ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΣ ά¢ƘǊŜŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻ ǿƘŜƴ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ WƻǊŘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ 

cab I entered was listening to Sawa. This past December I was in Jordan again and I used cabs 

five times a day for an entire month and not a single driver was listening to Sawa. I asked one 

Ŏŀō ŘǊƛǾŜǊ ǿƘȅ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊŜŘ Ψ²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΚΩέΦ132  

Radio Sawa has also been criticized for its lack of professionalism. According to a 

January 2008 blog entry by long-time Radio Sawa monitor and retired Chief of VOA's Near East, 

North Africa and South Asia Division, Sam Hilmy, Radio Sawa aired a report from Gaza stringer 

Ulfat Haddad that was unbalanced in reporting serious accusŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ IƛƭƳȅ ƎƻŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǘŜΥ άAn 

official American station should either provide a U.S. response or just eliminate such 

unbalanced segments. {ŀǿŀ ŘƛŘ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊΦέ 133 Salameh Nematt, Washington bureau chief for the 

international pan-Arab daily al Hayat ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [./ ǘŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƭǎƻ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ 

ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΥ άL ǿŀǎ ǎƘƻŎƪŜŘ ŀǘ ƻƴŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ 

popular with Arab audiences, stated to usŜ ǎǳŎƘ ǘŜǊƳǎ ŀǎ ΨŀŎǘƛǾƛǎǘǎΩ ƛƴ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘǎΣ 

                                                 
130

 News hour Special Report on Public Diplomacy: January 2003. 
131

 Nematt, The Middle East News Gap 
132

 Interview of a retired senior VOA Arabic official over the telephone  April 22, 2008 
133

 Sam Hilmy blog entry from January 15, 2008 



P a g e  | 51 

 

ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ΨǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘŜǊǊƻǊƛǎǘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎ ƛƴ LǊŀǉΧ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ did nothing for American 

ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅΦέ134  

In contrast to the assessments cited above, in an April 2008 interview conducted with 

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ {ǘŀǘŜ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘ, Samir Nader, he stated that Radio Sawa 

presents coverage of U.S. foreign policy in a balanced way and has achieved substantial 

credibility as a news-provider within the Arab world to the extent that other news agencies 

ŎŀǊǊȅ {ŀǿŀΩǎ reports. Nader went on to commentΣ ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƎƻƻŘ ƴŜǿǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ 

persuasive arguments, and respond to issues that appear in the Middle East on time, you will 

ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴ ƛƳǇŀŎǘΦέ135
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Evaluation: Has the BBG Approach in Establishing Alhurra and 
Radio Sawa Been Effective in Achieving Public Diplomacy 
Objectives? 
 

Because ǘƘŜ ..DΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛn establishing Alhurra and Radio Sawa was shaped by its 

ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜǎΣ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ..DΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ useful to describe 

ǘƘŜ ..DΩǎ objectives and determine to what degree they are in-line with the objectives of U.S. 

public diplomacy. For the purposes of this paper I will consider the objectives of U.S. public 

diplomacy to be in accordance with those outlined in the 2003 report by the State 

5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΩǎ !ŘǾƛǎƻǊȅ .ƻŀǊŘ ƻƴ tǳōƭƛŎ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ŀƴŘ aǳǎƭƛƳ ²ƻǊƭŘ- chaired by 

Edward Djerjian- commonly known as the Djerjian Report. 

¢ƘŜ ..DΩǎ Ƴƛǎǎƛƻƴ focus is presented in the context of a post September 11th security 

ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ άŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ 

system that reaches significant audiences where most needed in support of U.S. strategic 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎέΦ 136 The BBG outlines the primary objectives of its mission focus as: providing 

accurate and objective news in support of the war against terrorism, providing clear 

information to regions of the world where freedom of information is suppressed or denied, and 

serving humanitarian efforts by assisting nations in crisis.137 In contrast, the Djerjian Report 

defines the goal of public diplomacy as influencing the beliefs and attitudes of foreign 

audiences. While ƴƻǘ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ..DΩǎ first listed goal- to provide accurate and 

objective news and information to areas critical to U.S. strategic interests- does appear to fall 

within the realm of public diplomacy objectives as defined by the Djerjian Report. 
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BBG Approach 

IŀǾƛƴƎ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ..DΩǎ ǎǘŀǘŜŘ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŀǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ-or-less concurrent with those 

outlined within U.S. public diplomacy, the next question becomes how these goals are being 

pursued. While the BBG maintains a broad framework and outline for achieving their 

objectives, it has yet to create its own long-term strategic plan. According to a 2006 GAO 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ άBBG officials said a reason for the delays in planning is that the BBG and MBN are still 

learning about the market, especially for Alhurra, and are taking a close look at the results of 

audience surveys, focus groups, and in-depth interviews to determine the best direction for 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜǎΦέ138 Despite the absence of a long-term strategy, the BBG has been managing 

Alhurra and Radio Sawa for 3 and 5 years, respectively, and the approach they have utilized to-

ŘŀǘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ L ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘŜΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǇŜǊ L ǿƛƭƭ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ΨŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΩ ŀǎ 

the choice of audience, programming, and strategy in broadcasting to the Arab world.  

 

Audience: The BBG has been explicit in its targeting of the youth demographic (15 to 30 years 

ƻƭŘύ ǿƛǘƘ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ ŦƻǊǘƘŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ 

target audience. According to the aforementioned BBG response to the GAO report citing the 

..DΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƭƻƴƎ-term strategy, the MBN is still evaluating the market in the case of Alhurra.139 

Some U.S. diplomacy experts have leveled criticism at Radio Sawa for being solely focused on 

youth while forsaking the VOA Arabic audience that included influential professionals and 

policy makers;140 however, one senior MBN official characterized the target audiences of Radio 
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{ŀǿŀ ŀƴŘ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ŀǎ ΨŎƻƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŀǊȅΩ ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƴŜǿǎ ǘƻ ȅƻǳƴƎ-people who 

would not normally listen to an entire broadcast like that found on Alhurra.141  

 The idea of employing a joint-strategy in order to reach complementary demographics is 

an interesting tactic and one that deserves more attention. There are usually two divergent 

views when it comes to choosing a target audience for a public diplomacy program/initiative in 

the Arab world: target the urban-elite and well-educated who will hopefully control a 

disproportionate amount of influence over society in the future or target the broader 

population with a significant focus on youth whom constitute 60% of the Arab world and 

embody a new, more-liberal generation interested in affecting societal change.142 ¢ƘŜ ..DΩǎ 

strategy of utilizing Alhurra to target the elite Arab population and Radio Sawa to tap into the 

Arab youth demographic combines the merits of both view points above and therefore 

increases effectiveness in achieving public diplomacy objectives. Additionally, there is a 

significant opportunity for cross-promotion among the outlets- currently this is the only type of 

promotion utilized as they receive no promotional money in their budgets from the 

government- which increases the possibility of eventual transfer of audience between the two 

outlets. 143   

 

Programming: AlhurrŀΩǎ programming features sports, cooking, fashion, technology, and 

entertainment programs as well as political talk shows and magazine-type news programs.144  
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Ostensibly, some of these programmatic foci seem to be of little benefit beyond filling the 

hours in between newscasts; however, they do provide a source of Americana through which 

Arab viewers attain a more well-rounded view of American society and culture (which is an 

objective of U.S. public diplomacy). For example, research done has shown that the majority of 

Arabs think ǘƘŀǘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ƛƴ D-5Σ ǎƻ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ 

recent visit to America as well as additional programs on religion in America to counter this 

belief about American society.145 

  Of more direct impact to the way in which Arab audiences view America and its foreign 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǊŜ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŀƭƪ-shows. The political talk-shows routinely encourage debate 

and discussion amongst different groups such as Arabs and Israelis, Americans and Arabs, and 

Arabs with differing viewpoints. Because of this, they have demonstrated a significant potential 

to communicate a more unbiased point of view on issues than is commonly available on other 

regional networks. For example, on the Alhurra show, Free Hour, an Israeli official and pro-

government Saudi appeared together on Arab-language television for the first time ever 

providing an important contrast on the issue of Arab-Israeli relations.146
 Presenting balanced 

debate will enhance the credibility of Alhurra programming, hopefully leading to greater 

market-share and the ability to communicate with a larger Arab audience. 

 Recently, Alhurra has begun placing a greater programmatic focus on the discussion of 

key regional issues such as human rights, democracy, freedom of speech and the press, and the 

ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΦ !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ .Ǌƛŀƴ /ƻƴƛŦŦΣ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ a.bΣ ά!ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ƛǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ 

ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ΨausŀǿŀǘΩΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ 
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ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƻ Ψ9ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΩΦ !ƴŜŎŘƻǘŀƭ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 

programs. 147
 Presenting programs that focus on issues of critical importance to the Arab world- 

but that Arab outlets beholden to their government financiers are reluctant to air- presents 

another opportunity for Alhurra to obtain greater market-share while simultaneously 

presenting a discourse that can assist in building bridges between Arab and American society. 

As far as news is concerned, Alhurra has demonstrated a commitment to expanding its 

coverage of live or breaking news of the U.S. or U.S. policy reflected by a 178% increase 

between 2006 and 2007 and an increase in the number of hours of live daily news coverage 

from 3 to 6.5 hours.148  According to Mouafac Harb, former MTN (Middle East Television 

Network) News 5ƛǊŜŎǘƻǊΣ ά²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƻƴ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǾŜ 

garnered exclusive interviews. We created a program schedule for Alhurra that is flexible 

enough that we can break into regularly scheduled programming to cover breaking news if it is 

ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘŜŘΦέ 
149!ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƛǾŜ ƴŜǿǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǎƛƎƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘƭŜǘΩǎ 

original reliance upon pre-recorded Western programming is not necessarily indefinite. Greater 

emphasis on live and breaking news should help in establishing AlhurrŀΩǎ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ as a news 

outlet and make it more effective in achieving the goals of U.S. public diplomacy.  

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŜǎǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ 

emphasis on obtaining market-share through entertainment. Radio Sawa utilizes a broadcasting 

format of 75% entertainment- a combination of Arabic and Western popular music- and 25% 
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news.150 It provides on the hour headlines, daily news reports which last between 4-6 minutes, 

and weekly news features between 4-5 minutes in length.151 Although the U.S. is much more 

than simply popular music and celebrities, wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ŀǾƻǿŜŘ focus on these areas neglects 

other important aspects of Americana such as theatre, literature, and art. The emphasis on 

entertainment may attract an audience, but it does little to provide Arab audiences with a 

better understanding of America. Additionally, despite the professionalism- or lack thereof- in 

{ŀǿŀΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ not a radio news outlet; therefore, it does not attract 

an audience that appreciates the 25% of programming most integral in furthering the goals of 

U.S. public diplomacy. They are as likely to change the station at the top of the hour as they are 

to tune-ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŀƛŘΦ Lƴ Ƴȅ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΣ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳming is ineffective in 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊǎΩ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ƻƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƴŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

in achieving the goals of U.S. public diplomacy. 

 Both Alhurra and Radio Sawa maintain a mediocre track-record in covering issues of 

regional importance. When the 2004 assassination of Sheikh Ahmad Yassin by Israeli forces 

occurred, all of the pan-Arab outlets provided extensive coverage while Alhurra offered only 

brief coverage before returning to the airing of a pre-recorded cooking show.
152

  Because MBN 

officials have lauded !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ŦƭŜȄƛōƭŜ ǇƭŀǘŦƻǊƳ as an important component in their ability to 

cover breaking news, one can only ascertain that this was an editorial decision meant to avoid 

high-lighting the politically sensitive US-Israeli military relationship. While there are certain 

instances when a story being aired by other regional outlets is simply unsuitable for Alhurra or 

Radio Sawa, too often this line has been drawn incorrectly. To reach Arab viewers sometimes 
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entails broadcasting content focusing on personalities or situations U.S. government officials 

consider unsavory or even dangerous.153 Refusal to cover these issues due to the concerns of 

American foreign-ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎΩ ƛǎ ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǘƻ a.b ƻǳǘƭŜǘ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ to the 

mission of achieving the goals of U.S. public diplomacy. 

 

Strategy: As pointed out by the 2006 GAO report, the MBN lacks an overall strategy covering 

both Alhurra and Radio Sawa; therefore, it is useful to provide a separate assessment of the 

effectiveness of the strategy employed by the MBN outlets in achieving the aims of U.S. public 

diplomacy. The majority of this section will be dedicated to the discussion ƻŦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ 

market-share first strategy which is both better established and more controversial than 

!ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƛŎƘŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ   

 wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-share first strategy is appropriate in the short-term, but untenable 

in the long-term as there is little evidence to support the conclusion that the current strategy is 

either effectively engendering change in Arab public opinion towards the U.S. or effectively 

communicating U.S. foreign policy. The one area in which the U.S. has been more effective than 

any other has been the spread of American entertainment culture. It is commonly noted that 

Oprah is the single-ōŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ Ƙŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !Ǌŀō ǿƻǊƭŘΦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ 

entertainment emphasis does little to expand the knowledge of Arab audiences of America 

beyond their current level. It is arguable whether it is more difficult to obtain an audience or 

provide programming capable of advancing the understanding and appreciation of America and 

ƛǘǎ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ 
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only the first-step in the process of furthering the objectives of U.S. public diplomacy. If no 

change is made to the current platform in order to add freight to balance out the 

entertainment, the market-ǎƘŀǊŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǇǊƻǾŜ ƛƴŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ΨƳƻving 

ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘƭŜΩ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘƛƴƎ U.S. public diplomacy efforts.    

 CǊƻƳ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ǎǘŀƴŘǇƻƛƴǘΣ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎŜƴǎŜΤ 

however, this is much easier said than done. According to a study of Arab College students in 

five Arab countries regarding their perceptions of the news credibility of Alhurra and Radio 

{ŀǿŀΣ άΧǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ ƴŜǿǎ ŀǊŜ 

positively correlated to their degree of favorability toward the US foreign polƛŎȅΦέ ¢ƘŜ 

ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎ Ǝƻ ƻƴ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŜȄƛǎǘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘƭŜǘǎΩ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ 

ǎǘŀǘƛƴƎΣ ά¢ƻŘŀȅΣ Ƴŀƴȅ !Ǌŀōǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ Řƻǳōǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ¦{ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ 

ƭŀǳƴŎƘƛƴƎ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀ ŀƴŘ ¢ŜƭŜǾƛǎƛƻƴ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΦέ 154 Clearly, outlet credibility is a function of 

multiple factors- some of which are more easily manipulated than others. Of particular 

importance to outlet credibility are three factors: professionalism in reporting, quality and 

choice of programming, and editorial independence. Despite the significant gains Alhurra may 

be able to make in these areas, it will always be known as a U.S.-funded outlet with a pro-

American bias. Alhurra may be able to mitigate this to a certain extent, but whether Arab 

audiences tune-in to Alhurra to obtain unbiased news or an American perspective is debatable. 

Arab audiences are similar to American audiences in their propensity to obtain news from 

different sources in order to paint a more-accurate picture of reality. In this case, knowledge 

that Alhurra is U.S.-ŦǳƴŘŜŘ Ƴŀȅ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΦ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 
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ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜ ǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƴŜǿǎ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭ-intentioned; however, in 

the end it may be irrelevant.   

 

BBG Surrogates: U.S.-funding and credibility 

Almost all Middle Eastern broadcast outlets carry the perception of being biased 

towards a particular government, group, or individual. According to Mamoun Fandy, columnist 

for the pan-Arab daily Asharq al-Awsat and regular guest on both American and pan-Arab 

television, άThere has been a history of blaming governments for the comments of broadcasts 

emanating from within their borders- ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΦέ155
 This phenomenon 

is particularly troublesome for Alhurra and Radio Sawa which have been faced with the 

challenge of broadcasting to the Arab world about U.S. foreign policy that is viewed as anti-

Arab. In placing Alhurra and Radio Sawa under the jurisdiction of the BBG, the U.S. government 

made a decision to attempt to mitigate this perception by ensuring full editorial freedoms.  

 

Attempting to mitigate the affects of government interference: the BBG 

ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭΩ: All things being equal, most media experts agree that direct government ownership 

or involvement in broadcasting turns viewers off.156 The intention of passing the 1998 Foreign 

Affairs Reform and Restructuring Act (Public Law 105-277) and the creation of the BBG and 

associated structure was to move international broadcasting further from the reach of 

government oversight and allow for greater editorial independence. It is debatable whether 
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this move was necessary in the first place. When asked about editorial freedoms prior to the 

ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊƛƴƎΣ ŀ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜŘΣ ά±h! ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀŘ ŀ 

conflict with the government at my level of management, maybe at the top levels. At my level, 

probably the third level of management, we were free to do whatever we wanted. We had two 

purposes, to inform and serve the interests of the U.S. and this we did weƭƭΦέ157  

 By law the BBG maintains two main functions that can appear contradictory at times: 

act as an instrument of foreign policy and serve as a firewall between the Department of State 

and journalists who do the broadcasting.158 A senior MBN official stateŘΣ ά²Ŝ ƳŀŘŜ ƛǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǘƘŀǘ 

we have an independent editorial line. When there are complaints from the Department of 

State they are brought to the BBG and the incident is discussedΦέ159 There are some that argue 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭΩ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ..D ƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘŜrproductive because it creates the impression 

that the U.S. government is attempting to hide its involvement in international broadcasting. 

9ŘǿŀǊŘ 5ƧŜǊƧƛŀƴ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇƭŀŎƛƴƎ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘƭŜǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ..D ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭΩ 

ƛǎ ŀǎ ƛŦΣ ά¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǎǳƛǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƘŜƳΦέ160
 Others argue that the 

..D ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭΩ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ōŜƛƴƎ implemented firmly enough as the level of credibility is the 

reason people tune-in to an international broadcast. Kim Andrew Elliott, an audience research 

analyst for the International Broadcasting Bureau, goes so far as to say that public diplomacy 

and international broadcasting maintain two different objectives.161 

 If the ultimate objective of the 1998 Foreign Affairs Reform and Restructuring Act was to 

enhance credibility by convincing foreign audiences that broadcasting outlets placed under the 
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BBG fall outside the reach of U.S. government control, then the restructuring has been a failure. 

There was no question about VOA being an American station- it was after all the Voice of 

America- yet it maintained a global reputation for credibility that far surpasses either Alhurra or 

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ..DΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƳŀƴŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭΩ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ŀŘŜǉǳŀǘŜΤ 

however, pushing for less government oversight would a mistake. It would reduce the pressure 

on the BBG to improve programmatic quality and uphold journalistic standards and on balance 

serve as more of a detriment to MBN outlet credibility that what could be hoped to be gained 

from the perception of greater freedom from government control. Again, it is impossible to 

eliminate the perception that Alhurra and Radio Sawa are government controlled; therefore, 

focus should be placed on other areas which will enhance credibility in order to better achieve 

the goals of U.S. public diplomacy.  
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Recommendations  

To date, the U.S. government has made multiple mistakes in its approach to engaging the Arab 

world through Arabic-language broadcasting in the launching and operation of Alhurra and 

Radio Sawa, resulting in regional reputations detrimental to achieving US policy objective that 

will be difficult to change. Some critics have argued that U.S.-funded Middle East broadcasting 

was doomed from its inception because it is overly ambitious in its objectives and simply 

ǊŜƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǉŀǎǘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŎƻƭƻƴƛŀƭƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 

imperialism.162
 In their opinion, Alhurra and Radio Sawa are perceived regionally as an 

American funded neo-colonialist endeavor. I thoroughly disagree with these criticisms.  

The Middle East communications environment does pose unique challenges to U.S.-

ŦǳƴŘŜŘ !ǊŀōƛŎ ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΩǎ ƻŦǘ-perceived anti-Arab regional foreign policy; 

however, VOA Arabic demonstrated U.S. ability to maintain a successful regional broadcasting 

outlet despite these challenges. Additionally, if done correctly, rather than reminding Arab 

audiences of their past experiences with European imperialism, U.S.-funded Middle East 

broadcasting will provide a window into American culture and society that builds bridges of 

commonality and improve relationships. It will also serve the equally-important function of 

providing a distinction between the ways U.S. foreign policy is presented in the Arab world 

through such outlets as Al Jazeera- which maintains its own biases- and the way Americans 

view foreign policy.  

 Other critics have argued that Alhurra is incapable of successfully competing with the 

Arab media superpowers- mainly Al Jazeera and Al Arabiyah- and therefore of gaining the 
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market-share necessary to affect significant change in Arab perceptions of America. Again, I 

disagree. It is a small, but important distinction that Alhurra was never intended to be a 

competitor with the Arab media superpowers, but rather a player in the larger Middle East 

communications environment. In an interview conducted with a senior MBN official, he stated 

that Alhurra was never meant to be a primary source of news, but realistically a secondary or 

tertiary news source, one of many points of view that, taken together, will provide a more 

accurate picture of reality.163  

Alhurra will never attract more audience than Al Jazeera or Al Arabiyah, but neither do 

99% of the Arab satellite stations. In fact the same 2008 polling conducted by Shibley Telhami 

that found Alhurra maintains a 2% market-share for Arab viewers of international news for the 

six-country totals, found that the average of the 10 stations other than Al Jazeera or an 

Ψ9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴ bŜǿǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΩ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜŘ о҈ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-share.164 The reality is that 2% market share is 

not bad in the Middle East which boasts 300-350 satellite channels and a plethora of well-

funded news outlets that are either backed by regional or international heavy-weights.  

 In my opinion, there is no question that U.S. should continue investing money in 

engaging the Arab world through Arabic language broadcasting. When so many other nations, 

groups, and personalities either maintain their own Middle East broadcast outlets or are 

planning one, it would be irresponsible for the U.S. not to have its own outlet providing an 

American perspective, especially in the Middle East which is- and will most likely remain- a 

region of critical strategic importance to U.S. ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎŜŜŀōƭŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΧBUT, 

changes need to be made.  
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The operations of Alhurra and Radio Sawa can both be improved leading to increased 

professionalism and regional credibility, and eventually enhanced overall ability to achieve the 

goals of U.S. public diplomacy. My recommendations will be divided into two parts: 

improvement of international broadcasting management and broadcast structure adjustments. 

 

 

Improvement of international broadcasting management 

 
Address U.S. ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴǘƛ-media culture: Alhurra and Radio Sawa maintain a 

natural competitive advantage over other Arabic broadcast outlets in two ways: first, they 

should be able to explain America and its foreign policy more accurately and second, the Arab 

ǿƻǊƭŘ ǘǊǳƭȅ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀΧ ōǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀŘǾantage to be 

meaningful requires U.S. government support which has been woefully poor. As stated 

previously, there exists an anti-media culture throughout the U.S. government that has become 

institutionalized in organizations such as the DOS. This unwillingness to speak with media 

outlets hinders the achievement of the goals of U.S. public diplomacy which is reliant upon 

broadcasting as part of its overall strategy.  

 Karen Hughes provided the first challenge to the U.S. ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ŀƴǘƛ-media culture 

by introducing directives mandating the inclusion of public diplomacy as part of the job of every 

Foreign Service officer and encouraging DOS officials at all levels, but particularly the 

ambassadorial level, to speak with media outlets. A window of opportunity has been opened 

and it is important to ensure that the momentum in beginning to change the institutionalized 
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anti-media behavior within the DOS does not stop now that Karen Hughes has stepped down as 

Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs. 

Hughes was successful in opening the discussion on U.S. government and media, but it 

will take more than general directives to affect real change within an organization that has 

evolved over decades. There should be a program introduced by the next U.S. administration 

that provides incentives for all U.S. government officials to take classes in broad areas such as 

ΨǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŦƻǊŜƛƎƴ ƳŜŘƛŀΩ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ΨǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘΩ ƛƴ 

order to increase their overall awareness of the need to engage the media and their confidence 

in conducting interviews. This will provide U.S. broadcast outlets with a much more willing and 

effective group of government officials from which to request interviews, improving the 

communication of U.S. foreign policy. There should also be action taken within DOS to increase 

the number of coned public diplomacy officers that are promoted to higher positions including, 

but not limited to, ambassador, in order to demonstrate the importance of public diplomacy to 

other government officials and make public diplomacy more attractive to incoming Foreign 

Service officers.  

 

Encourage transparency and good governance within the BBG: The BBG and its 

associated structures were established to increase the independence of broadcasting outlets- 

including Alhurra and Radio Sawa- from government control and subsequently improve 

credibility; however, the reality is that no matter the amount of distance placed between the 

DOS and the MBN outlets, they will always be viewed by Arab audiences as U.S. government 

outlets. In a region where almost every broadcast outlet is financed by a particular country, 
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group, or person, credibility is not a function of separation from government control, but of 

programmatic quality and professionalism. VOA Arabic maintained a substantially better 

regional reputation for credibility than do Alhurra or Radio Sawa and yet it made no attempt to 

hide its ties to the U.S. government- it is after all the Voice of America. VOA Arabic walked the 

fine-line between journalistic integrity and functioning as a tool of U.S. foreign policy far better 

ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ a.b ƻǳǘƭŜǘǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ..DΩǎ ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭΩΦ  

 Lƴ ŦŀŎǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ..D ΨŦƛǊŜǿŀƭƭ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ 

provides little real benefit to credibility, while providing substantial cover for the BBG to 

become increasingly independent and prevent government oversight. The 2006 GAO report 

cites the BBG for negligence in administering annual reviews of programming, maintaining 

weak methodological standards in conducting surveys, and lacking a long-term strategic focus 

was damning. It proved that in the absence of DOS oversight, the BBG was unable or unwilling 

to implement standards of transparency and good governance that would allow for the growth 

of professionalism and eventually true regional credibility.  

At this point the BBG might be too big of an obstacle to tackle, but it will only become 

more heavily institutionalized over time as it assumes a larger appropriations budget and 

becomes entangled in the bureaucracy of the U.S. government; therefore, it is imperative that 

the BBG structure is addressed by congress now. The congress should take one of two courses 

of action: eliminate the BBG and start from scratch in creating a more ŀǇǘƭȅ ǘƛǘƭŜŘ Ψ5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ 

ƻŦ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ .ǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘƛƴƎΩ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄŜǊǘǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƭŜǎǎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ƻǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ 

congressional oversight over the BBG by mandating biannual assessments of programmatic 

quality, Arab audience reaction, and use of funding in addition to making it clear that the BBG is 
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to be considered a DOS controlled entity.  These measures will increase transparency and 

encourage good governance within the BBG which will resonate throughout all levels of the 

organization in increasing pressure to provide higher quality programming and raise 

professional standards. 

 
 

Broadcast structure adjustments  

 

Programmatic Changes: !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

balanced, professional news as its niche in the Middle East communications environment. 

²ƘƛƭŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǘƘƛǎ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƳ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜΣ ƛƴ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŜ ΨŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƴƛŎƘŜ ƛǎ 

unworkable the way in which it is currently being approached. In all likelihood Alhurra will 

never be the outlet Arab audiences turn to for balanced news, but more realistically to obtain 

the American view of the news; therefore, Alhurra should embrace its designation as the 

aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ American Arabic-language news outlet instead of trying to paper-over its 

connections to the U.S. ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀƴǎ ŀ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΩǎ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ΨōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΩ aƛŘŘƭŜ 9ŀǎǘ ƴŜǿǎ ƻǳǘƭŜǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǳǘƛƭƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

natural competitive advantage it maintains over other regional broadcasters in the coverage of 

American news and society and of regional issues that other stations avoid due to their 

personal interests.  

Alhurra will always carry the baggage of being U.S.-funded in addition to lacking the 

resources necessary to compete with Al Jazeera and Al Arabiyah in Arab regional news 

coverage, but there is no excuse for Alhurra not to be the best in covering American issues and 
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news. Alhurra is afforded special access to DOS officials and has far more familiarity with 

American politics than foreign Arab outlets. It should utilize this advantage and place a much 

greater emphasis on covering important U.S. government addresses in detail and presenting 

discussions concerning U.S. foreign policy, particularly with regard to the Arab world. If Alhurra 

does nothing else it should at least be the satellite channel to which Arabs turn when they want 

to know what the U.S. government and the American people are thinking. 

In addition to greater focus on news coverage of America and its foreign policy, Alhurra 

should increase the amount of time dedicated to Americana. It is an open secret that the Arab 

world is very interested in Americans- both because they are a driving force behind regional 

events and due to the export of American culture- and therefore hungry for programming that 

provides them with greater insight into American society. This is evidenced by the fact that 

some of the most successful programming done by VOA Arabic was not news-reporting, which 

was much more objective than what was available at the time in the Arab world, but pieces on 

American culture and society. Additionally, a 2004 study demonstrated that amongst the Arab 

public, time spent watching television remains significant even after controlling for TV news 

viewing, suggesting that other forms of programming are likely to shape perceptions of the 

US.165 Alhurra should therefore dedicate a significant amount of its broadcasting to pieces 

detailing things such as American art, theatre, or literature or current trends in American 

society.   

 A second area of natural competitive advantage maintained by Alhurra is in the 

presentation of regional issues that other stations avoid due to their personal interests. There is 

heavy market demand among Arab audiences for stories on Arab government corruption, 
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repression of civil liberties, or the violation of human rights. As a U.S.-funded broadcast outlet, 

Alhurra maintains greater independence from regional pressures than other Arabic networks 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ŧƛƭƭ ǘƘŜ ΨǾƻƛŘΩ ƻŦ !Ǌŀō ƴŜǿǎ ŎƻǾŜǊŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǇǊesenting stories critical 

of regional governments; however, this does not insinuate that other Arab news outlets have 

not or will not attempt to fill this void as well, despite statements made by the management of 

Alhurra, particularly the former news director of the outlet Mouafac Harb, to the contrary. In 

my opinion, Mouafac Harb is wrong is his suggestion that Alhurra is unique in providing 

freedom of the press to the region. Al Jazeera in particular has a history of covering many 

regionally sensitive issues- from corruption to the lack of democracy- that were formerly taboo 

in the Arab world, as evidenced by the fact that they have had their broadcasts criticized and 

restricted throughout the region. 

 While it is important to recognize that Alhurra is not unique in its focus on regionally 

sensitive issues, Al Jazeera is an outlier in the Arab media environment where most outlets 

have yet to cross the lines drawn ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘǎΤ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀ 

should continue to pursue this strategy. This is a potentially risky avenue to pursue because it 

will cause Arab allies in the region consternation domestically and may affect diplomatic 

relations; however, if done correctly this threat can be mitigated significantly. Alhurra should 

focus its attention on the socially relevant aspect of stories critical to regional governments, 

such as class income-inequality, lack of job opportunities, or difference in educational 

opportunities for males and females, rather than government response to these conditions. In 

this way it maintains the ability to present issues critical to regional governments in a manner 

that is much less inflammatory.  
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 Alhurra should complement its news and Americana programming with the utilization of 

interactive platform based programming. Interactive platforms- such as talk-shows, call-in 

segments, and town-hall meetings- engender debate and discussion which are important 

components in creating the perception of mutual understanding and respect which the Arab 

world often chastises the USG for lacking. The transition from an image-building mentality in 

which America is portrayed as infallible to a discussion of real issues, will assist in redefining the 

relationship between the Arab world and the US government.166  

My recommendations for programmatic changes at Radio Sawa are much less drastic 

ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ !ƭƘǳǊǊŀΦ Lƴ Ƴȅ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ƘŜŀǾȅ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ 

has failed in its ability to achieve the objectives of public diplomacy, but it has been a useful 

vehicle for attracting a substantial, young Arab listenership which is an important audience with 

whom the U.S. government hopes to be communicating. It would be a waste of effort to change 

wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ-share first strategy because it will never acquire the reputation of VOA 

Arabic as a credible news-source and, furthermore, any attempt to change the entertainment 

emphasis would most-likely alienate its listenership; however, Radio Sawa can be utilized as an 

important tool of public diplomacy by simply giving the listenership more of what they want. 

 Since Radio Sawa has predicated its success on popular music and entertainment why 

not dedicate time to segments featuring American celebrities and musicians speaking about 

their experiences in America or what it means to them to be American? These personalities will 

function much like the goodwill ambassadors to the UN or UNICEF, in this case representing 

America to the Arab world. Radio Sawa can present weekly features with them that serve to 
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broaden Arab audience understanding of American society and dispel misunderstandings about 

Americans in general. Quotes from these interviews can be utilized strategically throughout 

daily broadcasts to reinforce these ideas. These segments will address Arab audience desires, 

while furthering one of the goals of public diplomacy in building bridges between Arab and 

American audiences. 

 

Reestablishment of VOA Arabic as a complement to Radio Sawa: Currently, there is 

a void of credibility in U.S.-funded Arabic-language broadcasting to the Middle East that cannot 

be filled by the existing MBN outlets, despite programmatic adjustments in the short-term or 

improvements in international broadcasting management in the long-term. In my opinion to fill 

this void necessitates the reestablishment of VOA Arabic for an approximate cost of $4 

million.167  

¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ŦŜǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜ ±h! !ǊŀōƛŎΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ƛƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ U.S. 

public diplomacy in the Arab world from a programmatic standpoint. The outlet presented 

extensive news-coverage of America and its foreign policy and maintained a reputation for 

balanced, credible reporting and good standing among Middle Eastern audiences for over 50 

years. The argument against VOA Arabic has always been that its programs were not reaching a 

large enough audience to be effective; conversely, Radio Sawa has failed programmatically 

while being successful in attracting a large audience.  

The BBG would like congress to believe that its success in obtaining a large segment of 

the radio broadcasting market-share is a direct result of its new strategy; however, Radio 
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{ŀǿŀΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƘŜŀǾȅ ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ focus. Radio Sawa 

currently has at its disposal a substantially larger U.S.-funded budget than VOA Arabic ever had, 

which has allowed it to enhance its medium-wave signal strength and begin broadcasting on 

FM frequencies increasing its potential audience dramatically. Additionally, Radio Sawa benefits 

from daily cross-promotion on Alhurra television which itself reaches 25 million weekly viewers. 

If VOA Arabic is afforded the same advantages as Radio Sawa, I believe that its audience will 

grow substantially enough to argue that it can succeed both programmatically and in reaching a 

significant number of Arab listeners therefore becoming an effective tool in furthering the goals 

of U.S. public diplomacy.  

The reestablishment of VOA Arabic should not lead to the elimination of Radio Sawa. In 

my opinion, the appropriate action is to maintain the outlet as a complement to VOA Arabic 

because, if the previously stated recommendations are instituted, Radio Sawa will exhibit 

greater capacity to assist U.S. public diplomacy efforts, while providing a means of 

communicating with a significantly different segment of the Arab audience than VOA Arabic. 

Radio Sawa, with its focus on the youth demographic, will attract an audience that can 

hopefully be cultivated through cross-promotion to listen to VOA Arabic if they want a more 

news-heavy radio broadcast.  

This recommendation does require an increase in congressional appropriations; 

however, to put the increase in perspective, it would cost 1.5% the price of a single FA-22 

fighter jet to reestablish the entire VOA Arabic radio service. In fact the total bill for Voice of 

America in 2003- which reached over 100 million listeners globally- was only 58% the price of a 
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single FA-22 fighter jet.168 If the Egyptian government alone can maintain 30 state-funded 

satellite channels, there is no reason that the U.S. government- which will provide $1.726 

billion in foreign aid to Egypt in fiscal year 2008- should be unable to maintain one more 

channel as well.169 If the U.S. government is as serious about reaching the hearts and minds of 

the Arab world as it claims, it is only rational to reestablish VOA Arabic. After all, U.S. public 

diplomacy efforts in the Arab world will be furthered much more from having a broadcasting 

entity with a long regional reputation for excellence and an established audience, than one 

more fighter jet in the American military arsenal. 

______________________________________________________ 

The USG, public, and academia must maintain realistic expectations for the extent to 

which US-funded Arabic language broadcasting can mitigate anti-American sentiment in the 

Arab world. A 2004 study on the relative contributions of socioeconomic and political 

influences, individual level demographic factors, and television news to anti-American attitudes 

ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άCƻǊ ǘƘŜ aǳǎƭƛƳ ǇǳōƭƛŎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƳŜŘƛŀ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ receiving news through 

ŜƛǘƘŜǊ !ƭ WŀȊŜŜǊŀ ƻǊ ŀ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ ƴŜǿǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀ ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ ŘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ170  

International broadcasting can assist in ameliorating Arab public opinion of US foreign 

policy by fairly representing and explaining American actions; however, it is by no means a 

panacea. Ultimately, actions speak louder than words. Now is a critical time for the institution 

of these recommendations as the election of President Barack Obama has created the opening 

for US policy modification for the first time in the past eight years. The forthcoming changes to 
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US foreign policy must be effectively expressed to the Arab world and US-funded Arabic 

language broadcasting will play a significant role in this endeavor.  
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Appendix 
 

 

I. Graphic Chart of BBG structure 

II. Breakdown of Alhurra and Radio Sawa appropriations between FY 2002-2006 

III. 5ƛŀƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩs AM and FM broadcast range 

IV. Map of MBN outlets target range and locations of overseas offices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All appendices were taken from 2006 GAO Report 06-762 entitled: U.S. International 
Broadcasting: Management of Middle East Broadcasting Services Could Be Improved 
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I. Graphic Chart of BBG structure 
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II. Breakdown of Alhurra and Radio Sawa appropriations between FY 2002-2006 
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LLLΦ 5ƛŀƎǊŀƳ ƻŦ wŀŘƛƻ {ŀǿŀΩǎ !a ŀƴŘ Ca ōǊƻŀŘŎŀǎǘ ǊŀƴƎŜ 
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IV. Map of MBN outlets target range and locations of overseas offices 
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