The idea
of reviving
news
councils

to evaluate
citizen
complaints
about news
coverage is
arousing
new
interest.
Will this
help
bolster
sagging
credibility?
Orisita
dangerous
intrusion
into the
workings
of news
organiza-
tions?

By Alicia C.
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Y THE TIME GEN. WiLLIAM C. WESTMORELAND WITHDREW HIS

$120 million libel suit against CBS in 1985, days before it

was to go to the jury, each side had spent serious money.

Midway through the 18-week trial, CBS correspondent
Mike Wallace, then 66, author of the 1982 Westmoreland docu-
mentary, was treated for exhaustion at a New York City hospital
for nearly two weeks. Westmoreland, then 70, had spent nearly
three years publicly defending himself against allegations that
during the Vietnam War he had deliberately deceived his superi-
ors by underestimating enemy troop strength.

The protracted legal battle took an emotional, physical and
financial toll on all involved and ended without resolution. CBS
offered neither money nor an apology to Westmoreland. The
general never conceded the broadcast was accurate. “Now both
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Gen. Westmoreland and CBS believe that their respective posi-
tions have been effectively placed before the public for its con-

sideration and that continuing the legal process at this stage
would serve no further purpose,” the combatants said in a joint
statement.

Years later, Westmoreland would come to Minneapolis for a
speaking engagement. By chance, he happened upon the Min-
nesota News Council, a nonprofit group set up 26 years ago by
the state’s newspaper association to provide readers and view-
ers an impartial forum for airing complaints against the Min-
nesota news media.

“I know as well as any American that courts are no answer
in trying to settle a dispute with the media,” Westmoreland said
in a public service announcement on behalf
of the news council. “Here in Minnesota you
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