The Observer/ THURSDAY, MAY 20, 1989

(F)Aa8

POINTS OF VIEW

'He s dedicated to giving news
‘that has impact on readers

&4 overage of
state govern.
ment is in

¢ steep decline. In capital
press rooms around tho
country, there are more
and more empty desks
and silent phones,
Bureaus are shrinking ...
atories get less space and
poorer play, and all toa

, frequently editors just
don’t care.

“At the same time &

state govornments have|ll (I FIERY 1 8

more power and more
money than ever before.
Their tentaclea reach into every houschold and
business. Everyone ~ political pnrlies, acade-
mics, trade organizations, laber unions, corpo-
rations - has dnsmvemd this. Everyone, that is,
except the press.”

That sad conclusion was reached ina Atudy
called the “State of the American N

Gary Peters, D-Bloomfield, when the govern-
ment is going through a process of “devolution”
in which the feds keep handing more power and
authority off to the state governments, It began
in the Reagan ern and was known then as “The
New Federalism.”

Stata governments are now setting policy on
all kinds of issucs that people care deeply about
— education, health care, roads, insurance, envi-
ronment, wolfare reform, crime control, gun
control, und the list goes on.

Why the lack of coverage? In the '70s and
‘808, .cditors concluded that readers were bored
with hard news, government news ecspecinlly.
Papers across tho country lightened up their
coverage with more “news you can use,” more
fentures and entertainment, more food and
fashion pieces,

Now, the study says, renders want their hard
news back,

There may be other reasons for the dimin-
ished interest. “In the past, much of the wri!.ing
ubuut state governmont was undeniably dull,”
ls the unly auggestion in the study that

conducted by the Project for Excellenco in Jour-
nalism and funded by the Pew Charitable
Trusts. The results were published in a series
of articlea over the past year in the American
Journalism Review,

I've been covering communities in Oakland
County for better than two decades now, the
last 10 a8 editor of The Novi News, and in that
time I'vo seen countless examples of how state
news can have a dircct impact on readers’ daily
lives.

Since I've drawn the nssignment to cover the
statchouse for the HomeTown Communications
Network ~ the company which owns this news-
paper — it'll be my job from here on out to find
those stories and write them up.

In Lansing, lawmakera seem to agree with
the “State of the American Newspaper” study
that state government is getting less attention
from the press than it did a deende ago. It's
reached the point that lawmakers say they
“mias” the coverage.

“A Iot is going on here that we think deserves
coverage, But they prefer to run entertainment
and features. That has been the trend, less gov-
;:rn:lnent news,” said Sen. Bill Bullard, R-High-
an

In the 19805, 25 mpurt.eru wero assigned full-
timo to cover A

1 may have hod something
Lo du wah the decline.

I think the writers should take more of the
blame, If renders have had a hard time relating
to capital coverage, it’s probably because the
stories often rend as if they were written by
insiders for insiders,

One bright gpot in this dismal picturce has
been a guy named Tim Richard and this news-
paper company. In his years as state reporter
for HomeTown Communications, Richard could
always be counted on to find a fresh perspective
on the issues. He kept a sign taped to the inside
of his laptop that read, “What does it mean to
the reader?” And this company gave him the
nup;l)‘ort and resources necessary to carry on his
work.

He retired April 30, but this company has
decided that Lansing is a beat important
enough to warrant i the

We are respectful and respons1b1e

Colorado has sot off shock waves that are
still reverberating tlirough every communi-
ty in America,

In Micbigan, not a doy has gone by without
news of anothor threut posted on the Internet,
more graffiti talking violence or some troubled
students cnughrlauspcctcd of acting out their
anger.

The concern hos g gone so far t}mt literally all
the schools in the Port Huron school district were
closed Jnat week after a killing plot was discov-
ered and a homb was found,

For hometown newspapers lilic this one, such
events call forth spocial responses. Part of our
company philosaphy eays this: “Because wo pub-
lish community newspapers, wa think about com-
munity journaliem in n fundnmer-tn]ly dxﬁ‘ercnt
way than our bigger 8. Thoy

Thn mm;uucm at Co!umbmc High School in

serious cnough in their ovn right without seme

TV reporter on the make aLicking microphones in’

front of terzified kids and anxious parents.
Ecmune we m not engngcd in a battle to puffup -
our cir we have noreasonto |

themselves to be independent of the stories they
cover, siooping in to write the unusual or sensa-
tiona) and then dash off to cover something else.
We remu'd ourselves as botly pecurato journaliste
and as caring citizens oft.he communities where
we live and work.”
In the context of this polu:y. T've tried to think
hrough how this h can best
reapoml to the ovents now unfolding in our
schools. I've tried to act out a fow general princi- .
ples that should help pravide a standard by
which our readers cgn judge bow we carry out
our responsibilitics as commuaity journalists:
Tell the truth. No obligation for any journalist
is greater than this.
This obligation extends to the ways we report
what officials toll us. Consider two examples.
Students at Walled Lako Contral High School
were evacuated in response to a bomb threat
under the pretense of a fire drill, Officinls Iater
explained they wanted to avoid creating a panic,
which makes sense. But those same officials; for
a timo, tried to )ust)fy covering up the bomb
threut, whlch does.not, ‘Later, howaver, school
on‘ c:ahz ﬁent a Ieu,or hﬂmu fu]iy explaining the

So that's the challenge I face - finding those
stories that have a direct impact on readers’
lives, and domg it without gemng caught up in
the ings, and and paolit-
ical intrigues that go on in a town like Lansing.

fyou believe the “State of the American

to the study. Now the number is down to 16,

‘In his firat four years in office, Sen. Loren
Bennett, R-Canton, said he was interviewed by
the cnpitnl press corps “six, perhaps a dozen,
times. To me, that hardly scems adequate.”

The press’ withdrawal from capital coverage

. has come at a curioua time, ding to Sen.

As ouT adllurml on’ tha nuhje:t said, *It is
for the’ {stration to assume
that it has ‘s right to withhold such critical infor-
mation about the stud ents from their purents,
At Birmingham's Seaholm High School, princi-
pnl ‘.l‘crry Plper wrote n letter to garents

paper” study — that the state’s “tentacles”
mnch into every humo and busi - it ought
not be that difficult,

Mike Malott reports on the local implications
of state and regional issucs. He can be reached
by phone at (248) 349-1700 or by c-mail at
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ging graffiti in-a boy’s bathroom that
said, *Death May 6, Someone will die.” Peaple
kneiw.thefacts. Piper neither under-reacted nor
over-reacted, He deserves credit for uzlhng the
truthina rcsponaxbla way." )
Do no! These si

aro

“this

are.

Protect our sources. Be a rcsponazh}c :mzm
These two principles are often in conflict. It.
isn't ible to be a good list — in see

ations of citizumxbip in the community we serve.
. Our newapaper in East Lansing expemnu:d
this conflict recently when lhmuwncd by the *
with a suk di
over all the unpubbzhcd photographs taken of
tho riot. Our policy is to oppose such subpoenas,
not because we condone riots or nnu.m nor -
wo are i to the ok i
zenship. Rather, our concern is that by setting
the precedent of complying with ene subpoena,
oo mmatier how compelling, wc open the dour to
less other less justifi ﬁsh.mg di
by police or prosecutora.
Nevertheless, our policy is that sbould we get
even one morsel of information about an act of

terrorism ~ o plot to bomb a schoal or amce a not'

- wo will instantly contact the upprppnnw
authoritics.

Sn H

1and

newspapers rcspz-ct their renders and the mstml-

tions (such as schools) that define the communi-
ty. At the end of the day, it is only by beinga
vesponsible institution within the commiupity

that we can be respectful to the community mdf ’

and to its citizens.

Phil Power is chairman of HomeTown Commu

nications Network Inc., the campany that awm ;

spaper. He
cither by voice mail ‘at (734) 953 2047 Ext. 1880
or by c- mall. at ppawct@bconlmc.com

overplay storics thut are serious cnough as tlwy .

king .
out and telling the truth about school officials, for,
. example — without protecting your sources. But
‘us community journalists, wo also have the oblig-:
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of citis .,
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irect from Basel, Switzerland’s prestigious World Watch, Clock and
2 Jewellery Show, we have once again assembled an outstanding
collection of luxury timepieces for this special event.
from the world’s most renowned watchmaking houses will be on hand
to present and discuss their latest creations at Michigan's original
waltch fair, Please join us to preview designs from:

Representatives

BAuME & MERCIER

Cartier

i

10 A.M. =8 P.M.

- SATURDAY; MAY 22,10 A:M. -5 PM.

JULESR.

SCHUBOT

JEWELLERS / GEMOLOGISTS

Across Coolidge from Somerset Collection South
3001 Woest Big Beaver Road * Suite 112 Troy, M1 48084
(248) 649-1122 « 800-SCHUBOT




