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Lessons from Covid coverage: the media can drive you crazy 

Catherine Riva, Serena Tinari, Re-check.ch 

 

In 2011, Julian Assange reminded us1 that almost every war that had started in the past 50 

years had been a result of media lies. Wars that these same media could have stopped if they 

had done their job: by digging up and verifying information, by confronting those responsible 

and, above all, by refraining from reprinting government propaganda. As the founder of 

Wikileaks pointed out, “population don’t like wars, so population have to be fooled into 

wars”. That’s where the media come in, to hide the truth, distort reality and set things alight. 

The “watchdogs of democracy” become instruments of propaganda. 

With Covid, the story was strikingly similar. The spiral of panic could have been stopped very 

quickly if the journalists had honored their duty: to provide the public with relevant, verified 

and correctly placed information. The public could then have made an informed judgement as 

to whether the decisions taken to protect them were justified, with all their consequences. At 

the start of the crisis, Peter Hänni, Professor Emeritus of Constitutional and Administrative 

Law at the University of Fribourg, pointed out that even when the law of necessity applies, 

journalists and the media “do not become the executors of the Confederation and the cantons 

[...] They can therefore exhaust the full range of their possibilities in their research and 

publish inconvenient truths”.2  

At the beginning of March 2020, there was nothing to stop the Swiss media from doing this. 

But they didn’t. At first, we thought they were in over their heads.3 Public health is a complex 

field, and the tools needed to investigate it are neither intuitive nor immediate. But after a few 

weeks, we had to face the facts: the search for truth didn’t seem to interest them. Critical 

questioning was nowhere to be found, and pertinent questions were rarely asked.  

It could, of course, be that some journalists were carried away by the panic propagated by 

their own coterie. After all, there are hypochondriacs in every profession. But that alone 

doesn’t explain the overwhelming proportion of bad work and the incalculable damage it has 

caused. For what journalists have done is to add fuel to the fire, sow panic and lay the 

foundations for division, while elevating a caste of ratings- and power-hungry researchers to a 

pedestal.  

One of the first bottles of oil thrown on a still hesitant fire was the complacent relay, offered 

in early March 2020 by Heidi.news4, to an individual with no relevant background by the 

name of Tomas Pueyo. An improvised “influencer” urging governments the world over to 

impose containment, on pain of seeing the number of Covid cases and deaths explode. His 

reasoning was staggeringly simplistic, based on erroneous calculations and ignoring all the 

methodological lessons supposed to govern public health. Tomas Pueyo pulled “Flatten the 

Curve” and “The Hammer and the Dance” out of his hat, concepts previously unknown in 

public health. Subsequent events have amply demonstrated that they are nothing more than 

fanciful aberrations. Yet in the Heidi.news article, prominent representatives of the future 

Swiss National Covid Task Force applauded him instead of explaining that Tomas Pueyo was 

unqualified and that his comments were nonsense. These enthusiastic clappers included Samia 

 
1 https://twitter.com/sundin1967/status/1629602490873180162  
2 https://medialex.ch/2020/04/02/coronavirus-und-medienfreiheit/  
3 https://www.re-check.ch/en/journalism-pandemic-embedded/  
4 https://www.heidi.news/sante/pourquoi-des-mesures-vraiment-drastiques-sont-imperatives-pour-contenir-le-
covid-19  
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Hurst-Majno, Christian Althaus, Marcel Salathé and Jacques Fellay. It’s true that Switzerland 

wasn’t the only country to follow this insane trend. Just type “Tomas Pueyo” into the Google 

News search box to gauge its surrealist influence. 

In fact, it would be a mistake to imagine that the mainstream media were content to passively 

relay the official word. In Switzerland, they at least cofabricated the Covid crisis. For the 

government did not initiate the measures, but gave in to the pressure that the media were 

building up. The Federal Council quickly acquired a taste for exercising this unprecedented 

power. The research caste was then able to activate under the snoring name of Swiss National 

Covid Task Force and give free rein to a veritable folie à deux. Disregarding their own rules, 

the members of the Task Force continually talked to the press and gave the media enough to 

keep the machine running.5 Give and take. As a result, every press conference at the Federal 

Palace followed the same pattern. The question asked was invariably: “Shouldn’t you be 

stricter?”. If policies weren’t tough and dramatic enough, the journalists berated the decision-

makers. And celebrated their leadership every time they tightened the screw. 

The record of the researchers who became media stars during the Covid crisis is as appalling 

as that of the media. It would be wrong to object: “Yes, but, at the time, they couldn’t have 

known”. For some important data was already available, and none of it incited panic. These 

scientists propagated the idea that Covid was dangerous for everyone, when it was clear from 

the outset that serious cases and deaths were almost exclusively among the over-70s, the 

obese and those already ill.6 They did not challenge the practice of intubation in patients, even 

though it was immediately clear that it was killing these patients disproportionately, and that if 

it had become widespread, it was not to save patients but to “protect doctors from Covid”.7 

Subsequently, having allowed the authorities to turn long-term care facilities into prisons8, 

they condemned those who urged them to genuinely protect the elderly and let the others 

return to normal life,9 preferring to pursue the Covid zero strategy without declaring it.  

At no time did they initiate or recommend studies to assess the benefit/risk ratio of the 

measures they recommended. They did not worry about the impact of closing schools, 

wearing masks or isolating children. Instead, they called for confinement, then for masks, 

ignoring research that had shown them to be useless10, and finally for large-scale vaccination 

and Covid certificates with their attendant discrimination,11 each time claiming to know the 

future thanks to their mathematical models – models that turned out to be as serious and 

reliable as a crystal ball.12   

Clearly, all that mattered to these Covid-miraculized scientists was being able to call the 

shots. And without the help of the media, they would never have succeeded. At any moment, 

the media would have had the power to stop the machine. But they never questioned the 

validity of the story these researchers were peddling, or the quality of their work. The media 

zealously supported their “key opinion leaders” in their delirium, relayed the press releases of 

 
5 https://www.re-check.ch/en/science-pandemic-task-force/  
6 https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.04.05.20054361v1.full.pdf  
7 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/europe/ventilators-killing-covid-patients/2021/03/15/7115e4e8-
7611-11eb-9489-8f7dacd51e75_story.html ; https://www1.wdr.de/daserste/monitor/sendungen/gefaehrliche-
intubation-100.html  
8 https://www.nzz.ch/meinung/corona-und-die-willkuer-ld.1729617  
9 https://www.tagesanzeiger.ch/schweizer-corona-experten-im-kampf-gegen-die-durchseuchungsstrategie-
106127044236  
10 https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/do-masks-stop-the-spread-of-covid-19/  
11 https://www.re-check.ch/en/covid-certificate/  
12 https://www.eugyppius.com/p/corona  
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the pharmaceutical industry and health authorities virtually unchanged, and took on the 

ignoble task of acting as cops for the Ministry of Truth in the process. They never really 

opened up the debate, nor gave a voice to other scientists. 

When renowned researchers such as John Ioannidis, Martin Kulldorff, Tom Jefferson or Carl 

Heneghan (the list is not exhaustive), all qualified in the field of public health and 

epidemiology, tried to make their voices heard, the mainstream media and social networks 

organized grotesque “fact checking” and smear campaigns of unprecedented violence to deny 

them any right to public speech. For two years, this mechanism was deployed every time a 

study or piece of information came out that might call into question the narrative presented by 

the media, governments and public health authorities as “the real science”.  

Another noteworthy fact is that not one major media outlet criticized another for its calls for 

panic and division, its misuse of the term “scientific”, its idolization of Task Force forecasts 

or its complacency in the face of the authorities’ narrative. This silence alone is suspicious and 

indicates that the Coronaleaks pointing the finger at Ringier reveal only part of the story. 

What this unanimity and eagerness to play the “embedded” journalism card also shows is that 

whatever the title, whatever the channel, the point of view adopted was the same. In fact, the 

corrective effect that the media could have had on each other no longer worked. They 

produced uniform messages on the same subjects, hierarchizing them in the same way, 

deploying identical reasoning and displaying the same arrogance, limiting the reading of 

reality to their narrative.  

In the wake of this, we must question the nature of the media’s power. Their dropping of 

Julian Assange had already highlighted the ease with which they could flip-flop and rally to 

the official word. Since February 2020, they have also shown that they have the power to 

drive a large part of society mad. 

It’s high time that journalists of good faith, who don’t dream of becoming spokespersons for a 

minister, a pharmaceutical company or a lobby group, took a step aside and examined the 

disaster that has occurred. Let them question their reading of the world, their mission, their 

“ethical standards”, their “values”, their reflexes, their routines.  

Until this is done, newsrooms will remain propaganda offices. 

But let’s not kid ourselves. Since February 2022, this examination could at least have been 

initiated. But nothing happened. The media quickly found a new obsession: the war in 

Ukraine. If Covid has demonstrated their scientific inculture and ability to divide society, their 

coverage of the war in Ukraine reveals their ignorance of history, their pro-war inclination and 

their profound desire to ignore anything that disturbs their narrative, even when it’s an 

investigation of the quality delivered by Seymour Hersh on the sabotage of the Nord Stream 

gas pipelines.13  

Julian Assange presciently concluded: “We have to question: whether the world wouldn’t be 

better off without them altogether.” If things remain as they are, the answer is: yes, without a 

doubt. 

 
13 https://seymourhersh.substack.com/p/how-america-took-out-the-nord-stream  
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