Air war in the Mile High Clty

Denver Watchdog group
takes on local TV news

By Michael Grunwald
GLOBE STAFF

DENVER - “Tonight. we begin with breaking
news:-Police officers in riot gear converge on an Au-

rora school!” The breathless KCNC-TV anchor an-

nounced it in a tone suggesting World War III. -

The same story led KUSA-TV's news that night
last February: “A high school basketball game ends
in chaos!” Ditto for KMGH-TV: “ThIS was a fight
that got way out of hand?”

Only Denver’s KWGN-TV stra\ed however
briefly, from the pack that night: “Tonight, a former
Miss Ameriea recalis ehilling similarities between
ner life and JonBenet Ramsey's. -But first, this

breaking news: a possible riot situation at Range- -

view High School! Details remain sku_etcby LT

In the end, the riot fizzled; no one was badly
hurt, although KCNC dutifully reported that some-
one had suffered “a bump on the head.” But that
right's newscasts, in the end, could have a major
impact. A local news media watchdog group was tap-
ing them, and the tapes, with scores of similar broad-
cast snippets, have become prime evidence for the
group’s crusade to overhaul and reshape local TV
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Paul Klite, a former doctor and radio jOlll'I]a]lSt
founded Rocky Mountam Media Watch in 1994.

news in Denver and across the nation.
Last month, Rocky Mountain Media Watch ﬁ]ed

- a first-of-its-kind petition with the Federal Comma-

nications Commission seeking to deny the relicens-
ing of Denver's four commercial TV stations based
on a scathing and detailed appraisal of news content.
The group says newscasts here are too violent
and too sensational, ignoring key issues and hyping
trivial ones in their quest for ratings and profits, and
etching ugly stereotypes of minorities and of Den-
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. ver-area life. This “imbalanced diet’

of news, the group argues, is harm
ful to the public health.

“Night after night, the local new:
is an onslaught of trash journalism,
said Paul Klite, 59; a former docto:
and radio journalist who founder
Rocky Mountain Media Watch I
1994. “Instead of informing people, i
just scares and polarizes and titil
lates them. That has a toxic effect o1
the community.”

In fact, Denver’s local news cov
erage is considered substantive b;
national standards, and its two top
rated news stations have won presti
gious national awards. And for ai
the intellectual complaints abou
blood-and-guts journalism, about the
emphasis on stickups and molester:
instead of education and AIDS, loca
TV news in cities across the countr}
was rated favorably by 81 percent of
those polled by the Pew Research
Center in 1997, the highest marks
for any news medium.

Still, the rare FCC challenge ha:
stirred serious self-examinatio
among the four Denver stations
“This does make us stop and tak
another look,” said Roger Ogder
general manager of KUSA.



‘Night ufler wight, the local news is an onstaught of trash jowrnalism. Instead
of informing people, it just scares and polarizes and titillates them.’
PAUL KLITE, Rocky Mountain Media Watch

Watchdog group crusades to overhaul TV news |

"~ The issues raised by the ehal- }

lenge also are the subject of debates
raging within the. broadeast indus-
try, Some stations are starting to
question whether the if-it-bleeds-it-
leads mentality makes sense in an
era of plunging crime rates, whether
financizi motives are overshadowing

journalistic ethies, whether audi-

ences really need to see video of ev-
ery flery explosion and car chase.
TV is still the best medium for
visually arresting images and you-
are-there drama. but some broad-
casters worry that its immediacy has
crowded out it intelligence,
“There’s a great deal of self-eriti-
cism going en in this industry right
now,” said Barbara Cochran, presi-
dent of the Radio-TV News Diree-
tors Association. “It's still an ineredi.
bly competitive business, but people

~ are definitely saying there needs to

be more than just body-bag stories.”
The FCC has not denied a B-
cense renewal since the mid-"70s,
well before the deregulation of the
broadeast industry, so no one ex-
pects that to happen here.
" Rocky Mountain Media Watch
did propose conditions the stations
could be forced to meet to keep their
licenses, including mandatory public

service announcements to warn 1

viewers about imbaianced news cov-
erage and a mandatory expansion of
local election coverage. But even
Kiite would be surprised if the FCC
agreed to dictate changes in the con-
tent of local newseasts. ]

Still, the Media Watch petition
has caused a stir in Denver, and
Kiite hopes it will inspire similar
. challenges arcund a country where
-28 many 28 80 millicn people tene in
to local news. .
¢ In its survey of 100 loeal news-
casts on that February night last
year, the group found that 33
percent of all stories were devoted to
crime, while 2 percent or less were
devoted to topics such as poverty,
the environment, and religion. The
same formulas showed up all over
the country: smooth-skinned anchors
behind shiny desks, palpitating mu-

gic behind blood-red graphics, :
weather guys whe mug for the cam- .
eras and sports guys who promise to | -

tell who won ...
messages.

“Almost: everyorie is using” the
same mindless seript,” said Kiite, a
s activist who runs the Media
Wateh out of his Capitol Hill apart-
ment. “It’s not just a Denver prob-
lem. It's a national problem.”

Media Watch filed its complaint
in Denver because it is based in Den-
ver, but violent TV, news is less of a
penver phenomenait than a national

right after these

Watching the news

Rocky Mountain Media Watch analyzed 1

or “anchor chitchat” This is how the sta

across the nation on Feb. 26, 1997. The average show inchided about 13
minutes of news, not inciuding time spent on ads, sports, weather, promes,

Percentage of broadcast dedicated to ...

00 local TV newscasts from 55 markets

tions filled their air time:

Attack of the giant tumbleweeds

Dennis Rodman poses in a bikini

Keviri Costner rated sexiest man in France
Hypnosis fof horses

Iguanas are vegetarians

Fergie moves 1o servant's quarters

SOURCES: Rocky Mountain Media Watch, Colorado
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These were some of the less consequential items on TV news that night:

Pregnant turtle gets sonogram

The science of tickling

Police adopt Scrappy the dog
Tatking parret cfams up on camera
Big Foot convention

Divsion of Local Govemment

one. :
- The best-knowm practitioner of

| this fast-paced, shoot-'em-up, enter-
tainment-first style is WSVN in Mi-

ami, owned by the same company

- that owns WHDH (Channel 7) in

»

Boston. Crime-and-grime is also the
norm in New York, Los Angeles, and
Chicago.

In Denver, KMGH adopted a

! similar format under a former

WSVN news director hired last year,
featuring an anchorwoman who
watked around the set in miniskirts.
But its ratings plunged even lower,

- down to a-10 percent share for its’

laté news, and the news dn'ector ieft :
towni last week. ’

“We were leading w1th these rap-
id-fire video clips that meant abso-.
lutely nothing to Colorado,” said
Norman Van Ness, an assignment

editor who left KMGH for its rival

- KUSA “Boom! Ten seconds on a
. mudslide in LA Bam! Ten seconds
i on a bank robbery in New York.

Cool pictures, but it wasn't news.”
By contrast, KUSA, Denver's
top-rated late news, and KCNC, the
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top-rated early news, are recipients
of the Edward R. Murrow Award for
the nation’s best news station.

This pheniomenon s even starker
in Austin, Texas, where KVUE has
held the top spot in the ratings while
adopting specific guidelines to re-
duce its coverage of crime and fluff.
However, in Orlando, Fla., a similar
effort to beef up substantive report-
ing has dropped WESH into last
place,

“We discuss this stuff ail the
time, -and we dont always get it
right,” said KUSA's news director,
Patti Dennis, a dynamic woman who
played with a Slinky while she
?::iked nlcu: are Hmes when |
watch our news and think: Am [ the
-only person in Denver who didn't die
today? But it's tough. This is a busi-

" ness, you know. We have to think

about our audience, and the bottom
line.”

In the 1960s, the FCC had to
pressure many stations to offer tocat
news, but the stations soon discov-
ered that the shows could he a ho-
nanza. Todav. KUSA offers more

e 0 |

than 30 hours of local news a week.
and its 10 o'clock newscast is the
highest-rated in the country,

But the huge corporations that
snapped up local stations in the wake
of deregulation are slow to plow
profits back into news operations. At
KUSA, owned by Gannett, the news
staff has only 17 reporters, leaving
them little time to develop areas of
expertise or cover in-depth stories.
(In contrast, CBS's “60 Minutes”

“employs 100 reporters for one hour

of teievision time a week.) The smaii
KUSA staff spends most of its time
responding to reports on the sta-
tion's 15 police and fire scanners,

A reporter was invited to watch
KUSA's news operation one day last
week, by all accounts a siow news
day on the seanners. “Sorry, no may-
hem for you today,” joked Ted Fine,
producer of the 6 o'clock news.

At the daily news meeting, the
producers, joined by Adele Arakawa,
a longtime anchorwoman who defies
the bubble-head stereotype, focused

" on stories about statehood for Puer-

to Rico and higher insurance rates
for sport utility vehicles, Still, when
6 o'clock rolled around, the top three
stories were about- crimes. “That's
the nature of the TV beast,” said ex-
ecutive producer Graham Clarke,

While Klite argues that local
news harms communities with bad
journalism, many lecal stations serve
their communities in ways that have
little to do with journalism.

On the day of the reporter’s visit
to-the KUSA newsroom, & team of
lawyers was dispensing free legal
advice to viewers who called in to the
station. Asked to name three of the
station’s recent accomplishments,
general manager Roper Ogden cited
a Channel 9 health fair that served
40,000 people, a 9 Who Care
program te honor volunteers, and a
public service campaign against
teenage smoking. He did not men-
tion a single on-air story. :

To be sure, eritics: like Klite

clearly. are making an impression dn

local news .operations. If nothing

_else, there is at least a new emphasis

on self-examination. In the end,
though, every station will have to an-
swer to the same masters: the view-
ers holding the remote controls.
“We think that people deserve a
lot hetter,” Klite said. “But if the
people themselves don't think se,

we're going to have a difficult bat- |

tle,”

1
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FCC rejects Denver license challenge

Says violence on local news is not basis for intervention, broadcasters cheer decision

By Chris McConneli

he FCC last week
Trejected a Denver
group’s contention
that the government
should pull four TV li-
censes because the sta-
tions aired too much vio-
lence in their local news
coverage.
Rocky Mountain Me-
dia Watch in February

Denver’s KCNC-TV,

KMGH-TV, KUSA-TV and
KWGN-TV after-the group conducted a
study of the local newscasts at the sta-
tions. The group told the commission
that the newscasts suffer from “ioxic
TV news syndrome” and that stories
about crime, disasters, war and terror-
ism accounted for up to 55% of each
newscast.

The group also said that the news-
‘casts underrepresented women and
minorities as authority figures and
devoted a higher-than-average portion

‘The FCC’s decision sup- . .
had asked regulators to  ports definitively the editor- predominance of violence
deny license renewals to  ial freedom of broadcast in the stations’ local

journalisis,” says RTNDA
President Barbara Cochran

of their evening news-
casts to commercials.

Regulators found the
group’s analysis irrele-
vant to a license renewal
application.

“Although we believe
that Media Watch’s views
regarding violence in
Nnews Programining are
legitimate matters for dis-
M cussion within the Denver

. community, the alleged

evening news does not
present a basis for inter-
vention by the commission in connec-
tion with a license renewal application,”
video services division chief Barbara
Kreisman wrote in the FCC’s decision.
Kreisman also cited First Amend-

ment protection and journalistic discre- -

tion afforded broadcasters.

“Fditorial judgments regarding news
programs are committed to a broad-
caster’s good faith discretion,” Kreis-
man. wrote. “With certain limited ex-
ceptions not applicable here, licensees

are afforded broad discretion in the
scheduling, selection and presentation
of programs aired on their stations.”

The commission also found no merit
in the group’s complaints about minor-
ity representation and overcommercial-
ization at the stations. '

The decision came as po surprise to
broadcasters, but won cheers nonethe-
less. _ '

“The FCC’s decision supports defin-
itively the editorial freedom of broad-
cast journalists,” Radio-Television
News Directors Association President .
Barbara Cochran said of the action,

“We congratulate the FCC for defend- ~
ing the right of stations to exercise edito-
rial judgment in local news coverage,”
added NAB President Eddie Fritts. .

Washington communications lawyer
R. Clark Wadlow called the group’s
petition “pretty silly,” but added that he
was impressed with the commission’s
swift decision to reject it.

Paul Klite, Rocky Mountain Medla'-
Waich executtive director, said he was
disappointed with the ruling but voiced .
hopes that groups in other cities will
file similar petitions with the FCC. =

Satellite rewrite stalled by must-carry debate

Broadcasters, DBS spar over requirements for local-into-local

By Paige Albiniak

ny chance for a rewrite of the
Asateilite law this year could be
killed by broadcasters’ demand
that satellite TV providers carry all local
broadcast signals in markets they serve.
House Telecommunications Subcom-
mittee Chairman Billy Tauzin (R-La.),
an ally both of the direct broadcast satel-
lite industry and of broadcasters, says he
plans in the next two months to intro-
duce legislation that would clearly allow
DBS providers to legally offer local sig-
nals. But Tauzin is ranning out of time,
“It makes it more difficult ... but that
doesn’t mean we aren’t going to offer
[a bill],” Tauzin says. “We need to
debate it. We still need to try and do it.
But I can’t be as optimistic as I would
be if the broadcasters would come
around to some agreement on it.”
That appears unlikely. And sources

say broadcasters dislike a bill being
floated by Senate Commerce Commit-
tee Chairman John McCain (R-Ariz.)
that would give DBS companies at
least a year before the FCC writes a
rule sefting must-carry requirements.

McCain’s proposal, one observer
notes, “offers something for everyone
to hate.” But Andy Paul, vice president
of the Satellite Broadcasting and Com-
munications Association, says McCain
“is on the right irack.”

Congress faces a dilemma because
non-basic cable tiers are due to be
deregulated next March. Rather than
reregulate, lawmakers would prefer to
let market pressure set prices. But two
years after the 1996 Telecommunica-
tions Act, only DBS is prepared to
compete with cable.

Nonetheless, key lawmakers are not
approaching this issue with great
urgency.

EchoStar, the only operating DBS
company pressing for legislation that
would allow it to offer local signals,
says it prefers no legislation this year to
bills from House Courts and Intellectu-
al Property Subcommittee Chairman
Howard Coble (R-N.C.) or Senate
Judiciary Committee Chairman Orrin
Hatch (R-Utah). Both bilis would
require DBS companies to offer all
local signals in all local markets they
choose to serve as soon as they enter
that market.

A new version of Hatch’s bill, which
started off by mirroring Coble’s, would
give satellite TV providers a perma-
nent copyright license for local broad-
cast signals. But it only extends the
satellites’ license for imported signals
for three years. It also would do noth-
ing to change increases in copyright
rates implemented by the U.S. Copy-
right Office carlier this year. |
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