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ABSTRACT

Cheonan Patrol Combat Corvette Sinking and Media Control:
A Production Study on Investigative Programs

Sang—Gyoon Kim" * Hee Jeong Han™

This study examines why follow-up investigative programs about the sinking of the Cheonan
Patrol Combat Corvette(ROKS Cheonan) have not been produced, despite much speculation
surrounding the cause of the sinking since November 2010, when KBS investigative program,
In-Depth 60 Minutes which had covered the incident was aired. We have uncovered four reasons
through a series of in-depth interviews with producers and reporters, as follows.

First, Korean military authorities monopolized relevant information, while the producers could
not prove or confirm the validity of the findings of the JIG(Joint Civilian-Military Investigation
Group)’s report because the facts had been revealed partially and selectively by the authorities
and the press’ scientific investigation were rejected by the authorities. Second, the crew of In-Depth
60 Minutes was subjected to severe disciplinary action by the Korea Communications Commission.
This caused a chilling effect, - it broke the producers’ resolve to further explore the reason behind
the sinking. Furthermore, the screening of the investigative documentary, Project Cheonan Ship was
cancelled without prior notice, presumably by the power of the State and markets. Third, the
reorganization and shake-up of personnel by broadcasting stations’ presidents appointed by the
power of the State crushed the spirit of PD Journalism. Finally, the “red purge” factions stigmatized
by the political or military, or the mainstream press, caused the producers or broadcasters to engage
in self-censorship. The idea has been used in Korea as a smoke screen to deflect public attention.
Nevertheless, the producers hope to shed light on the Cheonan sinking incident and to prove
reasonable doubts by pursuing follow-up investigations.

Keywords: production study, gatekeeping, PD journalism, Cheonan sinking, investigative
programs, chilling effect, self-censorship
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