By _' Van ]or:ee.; _

n the fall of 1996, the San Francisco
Police Review Commission held
hearings. on tlie death of Aaron
Williams, an African-American man
suspected of a $50 petstore burglary

who died in pohce custody Accordmg-""

to witnesses and police sources, a team

of pohce led by Officer Marc Andaya

repeatedly kicked Williams in the head

‘and emptied three canisters’ of pepper'
spray into his face. Despite the fact that-
Williams was having difficulty breath- -
ing, the police finally hog-tied, gagged:
and left him unattended in'the back of

a pohce va, where he died..

My orgamzauon ‘the Ella Baker
Center for Human Rights, and our pro-
~ject, Bay Area PoliceWatch, organized
around this case for two years. This is
our experience changing news cover-
age around the case and how it affected
our organizing campaign for justice for
Aaron Williams,

In its first set of hearings, the police
‘commission ruled that no “excessive

“force” was used, that the cops’ role in

. beating Aaron Williams was fine. The

_ police comimission was able to get away
~with such a ruling because of the
- abysmal media coverage leadmg up- to
the initial hearings on the case.

- The few news. reports were r1d1cu—
lously biased. The’ coverage made: it
look like Aaron Williams hadn’t beén
beaten to death, but died because of a
strange new malady, “sudden m-custody
‘death syndrome.” That’s how the
San Francisco Chronicle (4/8/96), the
Bay Area’s leading daily' newspaper,
described a new phenomenon in which

. victims of - police beatings inexplicably
die, but it’s somehow not a result of
those beat_mgs :

As often happens in coverage of
police brutallty,_ news reports during

—the _hearings: focused_on.-the. back:...

ground and alleged misdeeds of the
victim. In Williams™ case, coverage
focused on his alleged- drug problem
and referred to him as a parolee.
There was virtually no mention of

Car medla actmst or} an'_a.tlon—teh&t—spe—

_Andeya’s record, which included 37

prior complaints of “police brutality,

five lawsuits alleging racism and abiise,
and one other death of an unarmed

man of color

Exammmg the Message
After we lost the  initial hearmgs we

brought in Wssage

heyasked us to tell theri what ‘our ini-

| tial media message and orgamzmg goal
~ had been.

Our initial media message had been
“the San Francisco police department
is out of control.” Not even the pro-
gressive press Wanted Eo cover the story
with that message.

The problem was that people had

' to be completely critical of the San
Francisco police department in order

to agre¢ with us that police officers
shouldn’t have, beaten an unarmed

man to death, People in the neighbor-

hoods with experience with police bru-
tality might agree with that message,
but what about people from communi-

' ties' which rarely suffer from pohce

brutality?

What we were really’ askmg people
to agree with us about was not particu-
larly radical at all. Most people would
agree that cops shouldn’t beat
unarmed people to death. So we

-focused on that.

And we had defined our goal as Jus—
tice for Aaron Williams and his family.

- As a media message, that was (oo vague.

When Kim Deterline from Interrupt
asked us what ° justice for Aaron” would
look like, what we really wanted the
police commission to do, we said, “Fire

“Marc Andaya,” She said, “Say that.”

Like most grassroots groups, we
knew exactly what our organizing goal
was—we just didn’t think we could say it
to the media. We were thinking of
media as separate from, rather than in
support of, our organizing éffort.

Lessons fme a Killing

Changing news coverage of police brutality in San Francisco

Strategle Challenges
The néxt step was 10 look at the strate-
gic media challenges ahead. Given the

“ biased media coverage so far, the Ella

Baker Center faced three challenges in

“achieving good coverage for the second

round of hearings on-the case. We had

“to rehumanize Aaron Williams,; shift

the focus from Williams to Andaya and
establish institutional accountablhty for
what had happened.

We had. to rehuman1ze Wllhams

'because he had been demonized in the

press. We had to rehumanize Aaron so
people who had heard: about the case
through the media could see him as
something “besides "some crackhead
parolee who happened to die, and the
loss to. Aaron’s family was felt by the

community as a whole.

Next, we had to shift the frame and
the focus of the story from the back-

-ground and history of Aaron Williams,
* the victim, to the past misdeeds of Marc
" Andaya, the perpetrator. Shifting . the

focus' of coverage to Andaya’s back-
ground and record=—which is where it
should have been inn' the first place-—

: was key to changlng public Opll’llOI’l on'
the case.

Finally, we also had to establish insti-
tutional accountability for the police
brutality that was happening in-our com-
munities. We had to put a name-and a

face to who was responsible for what

happened in that neighborhood: Arid

- we needed (o turn' the tbles and hold

the police comtission’ accountable for
letting cops get away-w_ith murder. .

: Sharpening the’ Target

We had to find a way to talk about Marc
Andaya that let people know he was a
racist cop and a bad apple from the
beginning. So we called him a name
that was becoming synonymous with
racist cops: We said, “Marc Andaya is
the Bay Area’s Mark Fuhrman.”

Since the policé commission had
the power to fire Andaya and they were

-appointed by. the mayor, we came up
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with a much sharper target: Mayor

Willie Brown’s police commission. We"

“started putting it in terms of “Willie
Brown’s police commission protecting
the Bay Area’s’ Mark Fuhrman.” “If
Willie Brown’s police commission does-
n't fire Marc Andaya, Aaron Williams’
blood is on Willie Brown’s hands.”
Our media strategy became integrat-
ed with our organizing campaign. Our
primary tactic was. to stop ‘business-as-
. usual at the police commission, bringing
100 to 200 people to every. pohce com-

mission meetmg and having the medla :

there to broadcast it all. This. constantly
ratcheted up the pressure on the police
commission, and on Mayor Brown to do
something about the commission.

_ Brown, who had been in the back-
‘ground, was suddenly in the hot seat.
'Andaya, who had been’ presented as
this nice police officer who had unfor-
tunately had somebody die on him with
some strange malady, became what he
-'was, which was a menace and a térror to
the African-American community. And
“Aaron Wﬂhams, who before had been

- some ‘black crackhead who happened

to die, became a valued member. of a
commumty and part of a family that

+ was devastated by his loss.

Victory fer the'Commuhi‘ty

In a fourweek period, we got close to

two hours of television coverage The_

story went from being buried to the
front page. And it made the front page

" repeatedly for several weeks. We also

_shifted the coverage dramaueally Both
the San Francisco Chronicle and the
Examiner edltorlahzed against the
policé commission for refusing to fire
Marc Andaya. The coverage’s focus

“went from Aaron Williams’ background

to Marc Andaya’s record to the institu-
tional factors which allow police brutal-
ity to happen—proving that you can
use an individual story to talk ahout

institutional issues. :

But more importantly for our com-
munities, we collapsed the police com-
mission. By the time the campaign was
over, all three ‘of the commissioners
who had initially sided with Andaya had
been removed or had quit because of
the tidal wave of media and community
attention. And as a result of unprece-
dented community pressure, Marc
Andaya was fired.

On the day that Marc Andaya was
finally klcked out of the police depart-
ment, the major stations
mterwewed Williams’
“aunt. Her voice broke
_when she said, “Now I can
g0 to my nephew’s grave .
. . and tell him we got
some justice for him.” For
Aaron Williams ‘and the
thousands of police bru-
ta]ity"vii:tims' across the
A country, reframing media
(:overage isa prerequlslte to any kind of
justice. @ -

Vi Jones is director of the Ella Baker Center
Jfor Human Righis in Calij ornia.” He recently
won the Recbok Human' Rights Award for his
efforts on behalf of police brumhty mctzms,
including Aaron Wzllmwm '
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why progresswess keep Iosmg
california’s mltlatwe wars

by Hunter Cutting and
Kim Deterlinej

In the past few years a pattern has
emerged from a string of explosive politi-
cal campaigns in California that have
sparked public debate across the nadon.
Launched in the form of ballot initiatives,
these campaigns have attacked affirmative
action, immigrants, bilingual education,
and labor unions. They have divided tradi-
tional progressive coalitions, scapegoated
marginalized communities, and revived
formerly bankrupt social policies. The
results of these battles contain profound
lessons about the differerice between win-
ning and losing campalgn strategies and
media messages.

Hijacking the Terms of Debate

Each of these initiative campaigns has creat-
ed a tremendous shift in the terms of debate.
While the initiatives themselves are strongly
regressive, their proponents have cam-
paigned under the banners of equality, fair-
ness, and even the advancement of children.
Formerly the rallying cries of progressive
movements, theseivalues have been usurped
by the media consultants of the right. And
the surrender of initiative opponents to the
new terms of debate completed the sea
change in po]itical discourse.

~~Proposition 209 the iniddtive outlawitig

afﬁrmauve act?f:;, was promoted as a inove
o “end unfair radial preferences.” The.
response from the most vocal opponents
was “mend it, don’t end it.” Far from chal-
lenging the idea rl.hat Proposition 209 was
about fairness, this media message con-
firmed the nouon that there was some-
thing basically wrong with affirmative
action. While it may be worthwhile to
have 2 policy discussion on how to
improve affirmative action programs, the
media is not the place to hold that discus-
sion—especially in the face of a withering
attack on the very legitimacy of affirmative

action.

In similar fashion, Proposition 187, the
initiative to deny health care and educa-
tion to iHegal immigrants, was promoted
as stopping the purported “drain that
immigrants have placed on our public
schools and state resources.” In a bit of
surreal harmony, the official ballot pam-
phlet argument written by opponents of

. 187 opened with a statement that illegal
immigration was a problem in need of a
solution. Years of funding cuts to schools
and public services became invisible in this
debate.

Most recently, the campaign for
Proposition 227, the measure to end bilin-
gual education, argued that the best way to
teach kids English was to get rid of bilin-
gual education. In response, anti-227
rhetoric focused on secondary issues such
as the cost of implementing the initiative

LY ; .
- Ward Connerly and Pete Wilson turn in petition ngnamm for. Pmposztzm 209,

and the lawsuits that might hit teachers
who defy the new policy. Pushing this
strategy to absurdity, the No on'227 cam-
paign mailed letters to opinion leaders and
potential donors that introduced the initia-
tive but never mentioned the words “bilin-
gual” or “bilingual education.” The basic -
premise of Proposition 227—that bilingual

_adnueatins: doesn’s taach Enplich— was

gL [

never debunked. By abandoning any
defense o bilingual education, opponents .
of Proposition 227 allowed proponents to
take on the role of children’ champions,
defending immigrants’ right to learn
English. That role had previously been
filled by tilingual education advocates.

Conceding the Moral High Ground
‘While all of these regressive initiatives
were cloaked in the rhetoric of progressive
values, they in fact drew much of their
support from a potent brew of hatred,
racism, anid fear. None of the major cam-
paigns launched by initiative opponents
drew out rhis contradiction. In 2 moment
of dark irony, the campaign against
Propositicn 187 even reinforced propo-
nents’ anti-immigrant message with a
radio ad played heavily in Southern
California. The commercial explained that
if Proposition 187 were to pass, “our” chil-
dren would be at risk of catching infec-
tious disezses from the sickness-carrying

immigrang children who would go without
health care.

Paralyzed by a fear of White backlash,
these campaigns refused to point out the
racial scapegoating inherent in these initia-
tives. In each case opponents passed on an
opportunity to stake out a moral position
the average voter could agree with. As a
result, the moral high ground was conced-
ed to proponents, who continued to cam-
paign in the name of fairness.

{oppag] 11035 965 1@ o104

Changing Public Opinion

The method behind this madness is a rule
of thumb among center-left electoral
strategists holding that election campaigns
are a time for persuasion, not education.
One should attempt not to change the
minds of voters, but to make an argument
voters already agree with. The terms of
depate are assutned to be set; snd strate= -

- gists must concentrate on finding the best

point of leverage available in the current
political terrain. Unfortunately for the
center-left, over the last 30 yeers the right
has reshaped the political landscape in the
United States. And accepting this as a fait
accompli means fighting a losing battle up
a very steep hill.

In accordance with the prevailing rule of
thumb, managers of campaigns against the
California initiatives crafted media mes-

. sages to match rather than to change the

attitades and opinions of their target audi-
ences. In the campaign opposing
Proposition 227, media strategists tested
the political waters by polling frequent
voters (heavily White and older residents)
and found that this target group did not
support bilingual education. Strategists
therefore decided to find and focus on sec-
ondary arguments against Proposition 227
that this target audience did support. As a
result, while the pro-227 campaign direct-
ly attacked bilingual education; no one
rose to defend it.

Because campaigners never clearly asserted
the fundamental effectiveness 2nd morality
of policies such as affirmative action and
bilingual education, voters were never
given powerful reasons to support them.

Ironically, initiative campaigns are among
the few things that get people to pay
attention to debate over public issues. A

>continued on page 2
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>continued from page 1

campaign gives you the public’s ear and thus
the opportunity to change public opinion. A
campaign also allows organizers to link edu-
cation with action. They can give the newly
educated something to do—vote, campaign,
raise funds.

During the Pfoposition 209 campaign, propo-
nents were able to dramatically change public

opinion of affirmative action. Polis taken
before the start of the campaipgn revealed
widespread public support for affirmative

action, even among White voters. Undaunted
by these results, proponents attacked affirma-

tive action by renaming the policy “racial
preferences.” The process of renaming

involved consistent and clear repetition of the
message “racial preferences are unfair” when-

ever the subject of affirmative action was
broached in the news media or in campaign
promotions. Proponents were able to associ-
ate the policy with injustice, and public sup-
port for affirmative action dropped.

Of course, that re-christening also allowed
proponents to define affinmative action as a
purely racial issue, thus making a subtle
appeal to latent racism among voters and

shoving the tremendous benefit of affirmative

action to wormnen out of the spotlight. ‘This

was a critical accomplishment, as the union of

women voters with voters of color was a

hypothetical winning majority in this contest.

Targeting White Voters

Across the board, the campaigns surrounding

these initiatives were focused on appealing to
older White voters. Conventional wisdom
dictates that campaign messages in television
commercials and mailers should be directed
only at voters who regularly show up at the
polls. And while White residents make up
barely more than half the population of
California, they account for a much larger
majority of voters who show up at the polis.
Older residents are similarly overrepresented
at the polls. So in order to get the biggest
bang for their buck, oppositon campaigns
concentrated their resources on older White
residents. As a result, election mailers didn’t
show up in the mailboxes of infrequent vot-
ers—younger people and people of color—
and TV commercials were not crafted to
speak to them. In addition, the Democratic

Party failed to fully fund election day get-out-

the-vote activities in neighborhoods where
people of color live because low-turn-out
precincts are concentrated in those areas.

For opponents of these wedge initiatives, the

strategic targeting of older White voters rais-

€5 a serious question: Are marginalized com-
munities ignored because they don’t show up
at the polls, or do they opt vut of voting
because they are being ignored? The near-
sighted logic of initiative opponents appears
to have set in motion a vicious circle,
Campaigns that ignore the concerns of com-
munities of color engage in self-fulfilling
prophecy.

california’s initiative wars

Ignoring Cemmunities of Color

The campaigns against Propositons 187
and 227 revealed the error in assuming
that communities of color won'’t vote. The
Latino community in particular was awak-
ened by the threat posed by Proposition
187. In 2 campaign filled with dramatic
images of immigrants swarming over the
Mexican border, Latino voters could not
miss the message meant for older White

audiences: Brown people are a threat. That

message strongly affected Latino voters,
who came o the polls in unexpected num-
bers and have come back in increasing
numbers sinct then.

Nevertheless, during the Proposition 227
campaign, Latino voters were still seen as
difficult to motivate. In addition, early
polling results registered moderately strong
support for Proposition 227 among Latinos.
Strategists were convinced thar Latino com-
munities should not be a high priority. On
election day, however, Latino residents once
again came to the polls in numbers beyond
expectations, and they voted against
Proposition 227. This result came after a.
strong editorial campaign by Spanish-lan-
guage televisidn stations aimed at changing
public opiniori, and an aggressive door-to-
door canvassing campaign in hundreds of
neighborhoods of color conducted by a num-
ber of groups including a new political actor
in the state, Californians for Justice (CFJ).

tention of Proposition 227 proponents that
bilingual education was a failure went
largely unchallenged in the news miedia.

During the Proposition 209 campaign,
news reporters adopted the proponents’
term “racial preferences” as a neutral
description of affirmative action.
Opponents of Proposition 209 failed to
correct this misuse of rerminology and as a
result the fight to save affirmadve action
came to be described by newspapers as the
fight to support “racial preferences.” Not
surprisingly, polling dara indicated:that
while the public supported “affirmative
action,” it did not support “racial prefer-
ences.” S

Road Signs to Success

There have been a few bright moments
during the initiative wars of the past few
years that illuminate the possibilities for
suceessful opposition. One of the high
points in the campaign against Proposition
20% came when California State University
Northridge stadents set up a debate on the
initiative. Until that point, Ward
Connerly, an “up-by-his-bootstraps”
African American businessman and univer-

_sity regent, had been the most visible pro-

ponent of Proposition 209. But in an
inspired stroke of media savvy, stugdents
invited David Duke, a former Ku Klux
Klan member and national political figure,

Californians for Justice was one of the few statewide organizations to priovitize outredch to
commeunities of color in the Proposition 209 and 227 campaigns.

The lack of any statewide political organi-
zation prioritizing progressive issues and
the concerns of communities of color
spurred the creation of CFJ during the
Proposition 209 campaign in 1996. The
organization has since gone on to become
a street-level-champion of civil rights in
California and offers an alternative for
fighting inidstive campaigns. Like Jesse
Jackson’s canipaign for president, CFJ has
shown that communities of color can be
mobilized to vote, provided they are given
a reason to go to the polls.

Missing the Mark with the News Media

There were also strong similarities in the
way the losing initiative campaigns
approached the news media. In traditional
campaign style, editorial boards of the
major English-language daily newspapers
were approached and, in most cases, their
opposition to the initiatives was secured.
Front-line news reporters, however, were
largely ignored except as sources for plac-
ing favorable news stories.

This strategy.proved costly, because much
of the public debate on key issues in these
campaigns was determined by the content
and framing &f news stories written by
reporters. During the key early months of
the Proposition 227 campaign, when news
coverage framed the initiative, none of the
state’s three leading newspapers ran a news
story about the effectiveness of bilingual
programs, despite a wealth of academic
work supporting bilingual education and
numerous school programs that demon-
strate its success. As a result, the con-

to speak on behalf of Proposition 209.
Duke accepted the invitation, and -
Proposition 209 proponents reacted in a
furor. The association with hate groups
was clear and led voters to ask themselves
whose side they wanted to be on.

In 1998, the campaign against Proposition
226 picked up on this strategy and scored
a stunning victory at the polls. The initia-
tive called for unions to seck written per-
mission from cach of their members
before spending their dues on political
activities. Once again, proponents-framed
their arguments in terms of fairness and
justice. The initiative was sold as a way to
protect working men and women from
being forced to support political causes
that they in fact opposed.

Opponents sidestepped lengthy explana-
tions of how elected representatives and
union elections work and avoided nit-pick-
ing at side issues. Instead, they spoke
directly to the issue of fairness and
exposed the real forces driving the initia-
tive. A series of campaign commercials
hammered home the question: If this ini-
tiative is supposed to protect working peo-

- ple in California, then why is the campaign

being funded by a millionaire businessman
from Indiana?

Opponents derailed ‘a Sierra Club baliot
initiative on immigradoen in a similar fash-
ion. Brought before the club’s half-million
members and discussed on the front pages
of the nation’s newspapers, Measure A
promoted new limits on immigration to
the U.5. in the name of environmental

protection. Rather than argue about immi-
gration’s net environmental impact on the
planet, oppenents crafted a clear and effec-
tive sound bite: “Blaming immigrants for
our environmental problems is mean-spir-
ited and misguided. It blinds us to the real
culprits, like logging companies and chem-
ical factories, and it blinds us to the real
solutions, like telling developers they can’t
fill in wetlands for golf courses.” A key
part of promoting this message was careful
research documenting the large support
the Measure A campaign received from
openly White-supremacist organizations.
This extra effort went beyond simply call-
ing people racist.

What Is To Be Done?

Center-left strategists tend to look at elec-
tions as the end in themselves, unlike
right-wing strategists, who take the long
view and have set out to reframe the terms
of debate. We must go beyond choosing
messages that match public opinion and
instead craft messages that resonate
strongly enough with shared values to
change public opinion. To defeat future
right-wing initiative campaigns—especially
those powered by unspoken appeals to the
fear and hatred of racism-—both on-the-
ground organizing and the content of our
media messages must change.

Campaigns must expose both White audi-
ences and people of color to the racial
motivations behind these initiatives and
debunk the myths and lies at the heart of the
proponents’ argumerjlté. Precinct work in
communities of color must be better orga-
nized and funded. Pressuring journalists for
accurate, thorough, and balanced coverage is
critical to promoting our messages. And
media messages can no longer be targeted
only at oider White voters. They mustinspire
multiracial audiences%in terms that everyone
can understand.

Future campaigns must challenge the terms of
debate and reclaim the values of fairness and
equality. We have to teclaim the moral high
ground on which everyone can agree. The
values we fight for are widely shared, and this
is our strength. Our messages must defend
our agenda, or we will go on losing both
battles and the war.

Hunter Cutting, associate director of
We Interrapt This Message, is a long-
time political campaign manager and
media consultant to nonprofits. Kim
Deterline, executive divector of We
Interrupt This Message, is @ veteran
media strategist for public interest
organizations.

Research assistance for this article was
provided by Angela Eaton.
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Youth role

in crime

exaggerated

- By Sarah Xochitl Bervera,
Malkia Amala Cyril, Ortega
Yarborotugh, Rocie Nieves .

venile crime fills headlines and
leads newscasts. The stories so

" dominate the news that it’s fair to ask:

Are the nation’s newspapers reporiing

..the news. or are they selling tragedy?

And at what cost to the county? :

© Arecent Galtup Pollfound that adults .
have an exaggerated view of violent juve- -

- nile crime. The adults polled estimated
~ that youth were responsible for 43 per--
cent’ of vielent crimes. The truth? FBI -

statistics show that juveniles are respon-

‘sible for 13 percent of violent crime; less
thar a third. of what the adults polied~

thought. In San Francisco last year, juve-
niles accounted for 3 percent of all homi-
cides and 9 pereent'of all felony arrests.

So where do adults get their mzsper—
ceptions? According to a Los Angeles

_Tirnes poll, 65 percent of those polled said”
they.primarily learn about crime from

the media. What is the media saying
ahout kids and crime and how are those
reports creatmg such distorted percep-

tions?

~ Agroup of homeless youth completed '
a study this summer of The San ¥Francis-

co Chronicle and its news coverage of
youih and erime. The study’s results doc-

- ument how The Chronicle and other me-

dia heip perpetuate myths about youth
crime,

The study, conducted jointly by the
youth group UNYTE (Unity Now! Youth -
Training for Empowerment) and the non-.

profit We Interrupt This Message, found
news stories often portray youth as per-
petrators of crime but rarely report

wheén “youth " aré victiins of erinie; espe-

cially when they are victims of adult
crime, Aliost three quarters of the news
stories examined depicted youth as per-
petrators of erime.

In reality, crime data show youth are
much more likely to be victims than per-
petrators. For every violent or’'sexual of-

HE COUNTRY’S obsession with ju- .

YOUTH CRIME STEREOTYPES MISINFORM PUBLIC, POLICYMANERS

Date  Article Headline

Teenagers Get Terms

Parents Shot

During the summers of 1997 and 1998, 15 homeless and at-risk youth studies news
coverage in The San Francisco Chronicle as part of a communily organization and
leadership program. This s a portion of the study. -

No, onouth No. of Youth Perpetrators Victims in
Perpetrators .

" No. of youth No of Youth

Victims - in article

article

ks

. ferise committed by a youth under 18
‘years of age, there are three such crimes

committed against a youth by acults..

Of the 72 articles examined in the

.study, 50 did not explore the roots of.

youth’ crime, yet 15 called for tougher

penalties, longer sentences or increased -

policing. No articles examined whether
tougher penalties and incarceration actu-
ally reduce youth crime.

" Considering that the recernt “epidem-
ic of youth crime” has resulted in youth

- sentences that, on average, are 60 per-

cent longer than adult sentences for the
same crime, there’s an imperative need
for this kind of reporting.

The study found no article that
looked at poverty as a primary or poten-
tial factor in crime. When poverty is fac-
tored in, the “epidemic of youth crime”

disappears. In 1993, the crime rate among
~ teenagers living below the federal pover-
ty line was the same as similarly impover--

ished adults in their 40s, and well below
the crime rates of adults in their 20s and
30s. This type of uninformed news re-
porting obscures youth poverty, the fac-

Chronicle Graphic

tor most closely eorrelated with youth

crime..

Distorted news coverage mlsmforms
the public and leads to had public policy,

-with damning consequences for home-
- 1ess and. at-risk’ youth whose lives are
. regulated by adults. These laws can cost

young people their edueation, their fami-

1y, even their lives.

Thé youth of UNYTE, who conducted
the study, call for the media and policy-
makers alike to investigate the root caus-
es of crime, and stop scapegoating youth
for socioeconomic problems that victim-
1ze young people most.

fter reviewing the study, The
Chronicle was willing to work with
UNYTE to monitor and improve news

" coverage, UNYTE is hopeful other media

will follow The Chronicle’s lead and be

_responsible for, and responsive to, youth

and their profound need for fair, accu-
rate news coverage.

Sarah Xochitl Bervera is the program associafe
at We Inferrupt This Message, Malkia Amala
Cyril is the director of UNYTE, Ortega Yarbor-
ough and Roao Nisves are UNYTE members.
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X ALIFORNIA S OBSESSION With _guvemle

— prompted draconian legtslatlon to CUI‘]J
: the so-called | epidemic of youth crime,
-media has taken the lead in reporting ‘each detatl
- “of this “epldemlo ” the fruth’ ab
crime remains largely hidden.”.
A recent Gallup poll: found that adults have an
absordly exaggerated view of Juvemle vnolence
The average adult esfimated that young people

- were, responstble for 43 _perc“ent‘ of:this coun- -

“fry’s violent crifnes. The trith? FBI statistics e
veal that juvemles are respous1ble for’ only 13 pet—
" cent of this nation’s violent crime. - .
= 8o’ where do adults get then' mlsmforma-

- tion? Accordmg to a Los Angeles “Times’ poll, "

65. percent of the populatlon admits to learmng
* about crime primatily from the media. So how' " *
_'does medta coverage ]ead to such dlstorted pub—

o A study of the San Fi mm:t.tco Chmmc!e and‘ :
its news coveragé of youths and crime was re-

cently.conduicted jointly by menibers of UNY'I‘E

-(Unity Now! Youth Trammg for Empowerment} :

and the media activist center We Interrupt This

~ "Message. The study, covering the periods-of .
- April through June 1997 and July 1998, docu- * people by carctakers each ycar? Where is the re-
~'ments how the media perpetuate myths con--- porting ¢ on the. policies that render youths this -

cemmg ]uvemle cnme and shows who ulttmately.

pays the price. -

Accordmg to the report, titled “Juvemle In- .

' ]ustlce ‘news stories overwhelrmngly ‘portray
- youths as perpetrators of crime while rarely Tep-
resenting youths as victims —especially as vic-
tims of adult crime. Almost three-quarters of
-~ the news stories examined depicted youths as per-

- petrators. And miore than half of the victims por« :

trayed were victims of other young people.

of crime, in which youths are much more Tikely
1o be victims than perpetrators. Crime data from
“cities across the coitntry and from the National

" Center on Child Abuse and Neglect show that for
every violent and/or sexual offense committed by -
. 2 youth under 18, there are three such crimes

committed against youths by adults. " 7

Furthermore, 50 of the 72 amcles exarnmed

- crime has been filling headlines and *
. leading newscasts; which in turnhave N

xocnltft*-*-:stnunn
A_Nn ORTEGA vnasu_noucn—--‘ L

“Medta ‘bias takes many forms

This Messag
wrttmg about trug thmgs that happen. We simply
‘want them to be more respon51b1e in writing all

thé facts; riot just the most sensational.” . .

“When ‘we examme ‘the’ facts, it becomes :

: clear that what we have in California is an epi-

~-demic of youth Victimization. So why is the

‘medid i ignoring the U.S. Census Bureau’s re-. -
* ported 2,000 deaths and 350,000 incidences of
- violent and séxual abuse inflicted on young

country’s poorest ‘age-group, wnth a poverty
‘Tate double that of adults?

“In"a climate of blaming the Vlctlm young
people are facing pohtlcal cmmnahz.auon {0 jus-

“tify the stashing of funding for programs that

primarily benefit youths. From welfare reform to
public school defunding, today’s political prior-

ities rely on “budget balancing” through dwest—j-
{ing this country’s young. Instead of examining this -

" ‘political current or its ramifications,’ reponers
That stands in direct contrast to the real world

are contnbutmg to the tide by choosmg to pnor—
“itize stories concerning, Juvemle-perpetrated crime

" over almost all Others. Biased reporting is not just
,—about inaccurate ‘stories; it is also about what -
. stories are being left out altogether IR

: fuvem!c Irgumre tnay be ‘viewed at .g‘bg éom. Samb
. " Xochitl Bervera is program associate at We Interrupt T}m

Mmage Ortcga }Szrbamugb is @ mem ber of UNYT, E

dults in power and their fules. Whether 1t sa’-
~memberof Congress, a teacher, or a.cop, a mis-. -
informed adul guided by i 1naccutate stereotypes o
; an wreak uniold damage on a young person’s
“life. The média have a unique obligation to report o
E uvemle crime accurately and in context. . -
. says KllTl
‘Déterling; executive dicector ‘of We Intermpt i
- #We don’t want reporters to stop



