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Cutting the distinction between
hard news and private scandal

' T it took to get Detroit Mayor Kwamie

v Kilpatrick off the front pages wus for
Oakland County Executive Brooka Patterson

to get special treatment when pulled over for, um,

“erratic” driving. The publlc embarruastients of

the mayor and the exccutive are by now well-

known,

What  think deserves some reflective connider-
atlon, however, ia the proper treatment of such
cases by the news media — assumlng for o
moment the medla are capnble of going beyond
. the National Enquirer school of scandal-monger-

ing {or its own aake, In the case of this

gate expenditure of tax dollars spent on the
mayor'’s security.

And if members af the detad] are driving while
drunk or cheating on thelr overtime reports, the
minyor should be held publicly accountable for
failure to supervise subordinates properly.

Are "wild” preties at the mayor's private resi-
dence "news” under this standard? I think not, as
long na they are private nnd do not Involve viola-
tlony of the Inw.

And if the assertions about the firlng of the
deputy chief ure correct — that he wos fired

wetry to druw a distinction between the private
belavior of public officials and
instances where private behav-
ior runs the risk of jeopardizing
thie integrity of public office.

Over the years, we have
known of a fair number of cases
where local offivials — mayors,
Jjudges, city conncil members —
have been inclined to have one
100 many as they leave the golf’
course or display a fondness for
members of the opposite sex
who are not thelr spouses.

Our standard in such cases is
that if the behavior does not
interfere with responsible and ethical conduct of
public office, we consider such peccadilloes a pri-
vate matter and, therefore, not to be fit subject for
news covernge.

But should 2 judge, for example, actually pre-
side cver a trial when inebriated, we would find a
waty to dig into the story aggressively.

‘Why? Because a drunk judge sitting on the
bench st a trial is a judge that bas cast aside the
integrity of his public office. This standard of
news covernge, I believe, is rather more rigorous
in defining news than that commonly used by the
big city papers or TV stations,

Why? Because the kind of journalism we prae-
ticeinthis h i

because his igations got too close to the
mayor — that constitutes wholesale dercliction of
public duty for hizzonor and deserves front page
treatment.

In the case of Brooks Patterson — whom I like
personally and whom I admire for his quick wit
and sense of humar — the issue is pretty clear,

My company publishes newspapers in Oakland
County, where Patterson is the big boss and by all
accounts a very cffective executive,

It's been common knowledge to my editors and
reporters that Patterson from time ta time likes to
hoist a few, especinlly in the company of his vari-
ous cronies.

But up to now, this kind of behavior has lxu-g:?
been kept in private and hence has largely stay
out of the news columns. .

1 think this is proper, as up to now there has
been little evidence Patterson's drinking habits
have adverscly affected the conduct of his public
office or provably broken the law.

In the most recent case, however, Patterson
very likely was driving while under the influence.
There is clear evidence that his ermatic driving
patterns could have endangered others.

And I cannot escape the canclusion that the
Oakland County sheriff deputies who bauled him
over failed to treat him a3 a likely drunken driver
because they were to book the big boss.

Patterson will not formally be charged with vio-
lating the law, if only because there is no conclu-

Jjournalism — is one that balances our, journalistic
i to fairness and objectivity with the
t as
we are members of the community we cover and,
hence, have an obligation to consider the conse-
quences of our news judgment.
T have seen too many instances where public
i f decent and ble people were
ruined just because a newspaper editor dacided to
print a story about a private misdeed. I've been
thinking how this standard would be applied to
both Mayor Kilpatrick and Executive Patterson.
In Kilpatrick's case, three items gained lots of
press coverage: The size and conduct of his secu-
rity detail, the "wild parties” at the Manoogian
Mansion and the firing of the deputy police chief.
‘The size of the security detail is fit for news cov-
erage, if only beeause it has ta do with the profli-

., aa b e e e

sive that would justify charging him
with driving while under the influence.

All this is and will be all over the front pages of
the papers, properly in my view and not as
instance of scandal-mongering media. Making
the distinction between hard news and mere pri-
vate scandal is not easy, especially under dendline
pressure and when the facts are never as clear as
onie would wish.,

It's especially hard for us community journal-
ists —~ wh bligations run simul ly to
accurecy and making an impact on the communi-
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Harrison administrator uncovers
the rest of the Georgia prom story

arrison High School Axsistant Principal
H Bill Smith was all fired up nat long ago,

immersed in a range of feclings and
thoughts.

He waa offended.,

He wanted to talk to nie as a member of the
media and § soon learned why. He wanted me
to tell the reat of the story that wasn't covered
by my brothers and sisters in the national

medin,

*Are you fumillar with that story in Georgla
about the all-white prom?” he asked me.

They actually had one — deliberately, he
gaid. It was publicized nationally, and the
entire Hurrison cafeterin fell
silent when students saw s
news segment about the all-
white prom.

So Smith decided to con-
tact Superintendent Wayne
Smith in Geargia directly,
after o diverse group of stu-
dents asked how such a

thing could happen.

“Cur kids sui(r:\'hy and I
said why, too,” Smith said. *I
was very imp d with
how the superintendent
responded to me.”

Stmith wus surprised that this level of segre-
gation still existed in the South. He grew up
in Texas. “I've seen the lingering effects of
segregution,’ Smith said.

Smith's first reaction was that the school
superintendent was a racist, but his impres-
sions continued o change after he discovered
the Georgia County High School's real school

. prom, which the students organized, had 480

attendees. It was held two weeks after the alls
white prom, which was not school-sponsored
and had only 15 white couples.

The small prom had tons of pews coverage,
but the same media didn't shake a reporter’s
notebook st the larger one.

“Nobody responded,” Smith said.

Smith thought about the ethnic diversity he
sces at Harrison, He lnows there are many
good stories yet untold about Harrison, too.

So he sent an e-mail to Superintendent
‘Wayne Smith, who said he had had received
about 1,000 e-mails, including some hate
mail, after the news coverage.

“He called me back and gave me a code
word,” Smith said. *He gave me a code word,

His message that viewers didn't leam

about the Georgla school's diverse school -
and sports teams shck with me. 'm sure -
other administrators and teachers become
impassioned like Bill Smith, but | don't

hear their stories, Recently hired at
Harrison, he is a breath of fresh air,

3

‘Bill' and his secretary patched him tome. He - '+
told me the whole story. Fifteen couples BN
impacted the whole school, and the school's .-
whole reputation was destroyed by it

A {ew people can destroy a school’s image,

Bill Smith sald, noting Harrison, too, has
detractors. .

Bill Smith is concerned about the percep- |
tions people have about schools.

“[t's such a passionate thing,” he said.

“People don't always see the real story”

His message viewers didn't learn about
the Georgia school's diverse suhool and sports |
teams stuck with me. I'm sure other adminis- . #
trators and teachers become impassioned like
Bill Smith, but I don’t hear their stories.
Recently hired at Harvison, he isabreathof "
fresh air. . :

Georgia Superintendent Wayne Smith did-

o't return a phone call, but his secretary suid

e local, community newspaper didn't cover
either prom.

Some people think members of the media
are all alike. We at the Observer € Eccentric
know that cur community journalism is dif-
ferent. We publish your births and denths,
attend your graduations and concerts,
applaud new businesses and merchants. You
know where to find us.

And now you know the rest of this story.

Sue Buck covers Farmington Public Schools and the city
of Farmingtoa for the Farmington Observer. She wel-
commes your comments in person or by mail at 33411
Geand River, Farmington, M1 48335; by phone, (248} 4T7-
. 5AS0; by FAX, (248) 4T7-9722; or via e-mail,

sbuck@oe homecomm.net

ty — to have a civil regard for the

between private behavior and public display.

Phil Power Is the chairman of the bard of the company that
owns this newspaper. He would be pleased to get your reac-

tions to this column either at (734) 953-2047 or at
ppower®homecomm.net.
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Volunteer today to:

= Increase your knowledge of ari through in-depth training

= Mect new, interesting people
= Join the DIA family
= Help build a new generation

To learn more, call 313-833-9178 or visit www.dia.org.

Bring Art to Schools and Your Life
Art to the Schools brings art to life for 3-6™ graders
through slide shows given by trained volunteers.

of art lovers
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