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GREEN ROOMS, HODS, CONFESSIONALS, Gs OF VARIOUS NUMBERS and dimensions, MODALITIES, BLUE BOXES, AMBER BOXES, NAMA -1 could go on. But these names and acronyms - well known to those of us who make a habit of covering the WTO - give some clue to the special challenges facing trade journalists as they try to master -and communicate - the intricacies of international trade negotiations. 
Such terms are a total mystery to outsiders. My personal hate is modalities. Just what does that mean. Unfortunately you are forced to use it occasionally because ministers seem particularly fond of including it in their best quotes. 
The reason that I start with this is covering the WTO does pose special problems to a journalist, particularly one who does not write for a specialist audience. Subscribers to the Washington Trade Daily may be familiar with some of the acronyms and concepts outlined at the start, but the readership of a news agency such as Reuters most certainly is not. So we often struggle to find a balance between oversimplifying issues and providing our readers with the necessary level of detail to be able to reach conclusions about the subjects we are covering. 
Journalists write for different audiences, with different demands and this will dictate the style and content of the stories we write. But I would contend that there is one thing that unites us. We all aim to cover the NEWS. That is our job to present the NEWS about a particular aspect of trade, whether it be the Doha Round or a dispute. That, as far as I am concerned, the full extent of our job. 
Like it or not, I do not think that we are in the business of educating our readership. We do not, I would contend, have a ROLE in trade negotiations or trade policy or at least not a direct one. We are not like negotiators, who represent a particular country, or even NGOs, which represent particular points of view. We are simply there to seek out the NEWS that will be of interest to our clients. And that is all. 
I would take issue with questions such as 'what role can journalists play in bringing about a better understanding of trade issues' - the only answer to that - for me - would be to do a better job at reporting - if in the past it has been considered deficient. But when sitting down to write a story, I am not going to be thinking, ' what is the contribution I can make to the better understanding of trade issues' with this particular report.
Clearly, however, NEWS is not a completely objective concept. What the NEWS is in a particular instance - a report, a particular moment in a trade negotiation - would not necessarily be the same for me as it would for another journalist. Sometimes it will be, of course. When the Doha round collapsed or was suspended in July, that was the news for everybody, regardless of who they were writing for. 
If there has just been an inconclusive round of talks, however, stories about those talks could vary widely. If an Indian trade minister took part, and you are writing for an Indian newspaper, it is pretty likely that what he said about things would be the story. But this would not necessarily be the case for somebody writing for an international agency or a European or US paper.
Now, it may be that what I consider NEWS at the WTO tends to be dominated by the big players - the EU, the United States, Brazil, India. But the fact is that not much is going to get decided at the WTO without a big input from the EU and the US and other major members. That is why the people I write for are interested in what they have to say. 
Hence the frequent accusation that press coverage tends to be 'spun' towards the interests of the major powers. I am not sure that the fact that they feature more in press reports necessarily means that the facts have been spun in their direction. The fact that EU Trade Commissioner Peter Mandelson gets more mention in Reuters' stories than the trade minister of Zambia does not necessarily mean that Reuters - or other major news outlets ~ buy the EU spin or is acting as a mouthpiece for its policies. Reporting is not the same as advocacy.
What I am saying applies to correspondents, to reporters. Clearly the situation of writers of comment pages is different. They set out to express a certain point of view, to convince and to influence. But that is not the reporters' job. The best way for developing countries that feel that they are not getting fair treatment in the way of coverage by major news organizations is probably to do a better job of selling their story. NGOs can often help. Oxfam, for example, did a great job in getting good international cover of the cotton and the serious problems facing West African producers.
