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With the rise of enemy attacks in Iraq, President George W. Bush's administration has complained of biased media coverage. According to his officials and military leaders, the media focus too much attention on deadly attacks against U.S. and coalition forces-and not enough on progress and reconstruction throughout the country. Last fall, General John Abizaid, Commanding General of U.S. Central Command, asserted that the media's focus might create the impression that enemy fighters are stronger than they are in actuality. 

The issue of strength and perception of strength does matter. Almost certainly, the opposition leaders who direct attacks on coalition forces and their Iraqi supporters are not seeking to win battles. Instead, like the Viet Cong in the 1960s, they seek to erode the will of the United States by creating the impression that its efforts are ineffective and doomed to failure. The media, however, are essential to both sides of the conflict. And it appears the Bush administration is not measuring up in terms of information management. This seems to be another case of shooting the messenger to avoid honest appraisal of how we arrived at this critical point. 

Before the war, Bush administration officials repeatedly dismissed warnings of difficulties in post-Saddam Hussein Iraq-from experts, Democrats, and their own ranks. In the fall of 2002, Deputy secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz suggested in an interview that liberated France in World War II would be the most appropriate analogy for postwar Iraq. In claiming that Iraqis would welcome coalition forces as liberators, secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld insinuated the postwar phase would be easy. 

Reconstruction costs were discounted by citing Iraqi oil revenues and contributions from other nations. In February 2003, secretary Wolfowitz told Congress it was wrong to assume that U.S. dollars would pay for everything. Administration officials clearly implied that the troops would come home quickly after Saddam fell, forecasting expectations of roughly 50,000100,000 U.S. troops remaining by the end of the summer of 2003. The Department of Defense hierarchy dismissed former Army Chief of Staff Eric Shinseki's testimony that postwar Iraq might require several hundred thousand troops. 

Having set these expectations for Americans, Iraqis, and journalists worldwide, the Bush administration now must live with the consequences. Current negative media coverage comes in large part from the discrepancy between optimistic official prewar assessments and the harsh realities. If Iraqis are glad to be rid of Saddam, their joy over U.S. and coalition occupation is far from universal. Iraq in 2003 after the initial combat phase was not France after liberation in 1944. For all the grief that French officialdom posed to us in those days, the most immediate challenge to U.S. commanders in liberated towns was protecting soldiers from French women and champagne. 

Rather than experiencing a reconstruction free ride, the inadequacies of the Iraqi oil infrastructure and increasingly precise and deadly enemy attacks mean that U.S. taxpayers are footing the bill-$87 billion dollars in this fiscal year. Current media images do not convey the notion that Iraqis wholeheartedly welcome U.S. and coalition occupation. The facts on the ground prove that journalists are holding the Bush administration to the standards that it set. 

By comparison, consider the Pentagon's carefully crafted prewar messages warning of the potential for mass casualties if Saddam Hussein's armed forces were to use weapons of mass destruction, or if they defended resolutely in the cities. Officials repeatedly emphasized the risks and harsh realities of the battle of Baghdad. In fact, the warnings were overly pessimistic. Had Pentagon and other administration officials publicly presented a similarly cautious approach to the scenario in postwar Iraq, they would be in a better position today for managing perceptions of ongoing operations. 

To bolster support for the war, the administration downplayed the immense problems that might arise after initial victory on the battlefield. Given mounting U.S. and allied casualties, images of blown-up buildings and burning vehicles, negative fallout over the treatment of Iraqi POWs, and U.S. forces facing unexpectedly long tours of duty, officials have launched a campaign to turn media coverage toward reconstruction progress. 

But so far, remedial actions seem to be too little, too late. Without a fundamental and honest assessment as to how prewar perception mismanagement got the Bush administration into this fix, its media management campaign is doomed to failure. 
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