Judicial Reform Project --Workshop on Covering Trials  March 3-5, 2004

There were eight participants in the first day of the three-day workshop. All were radio reporters – from eight different provinces. I had done previous workshops with 90 percent of these journalists – at their own stations.

I began with a discussion on trial coverage – including such issues as impartiality, fairness, accuracy, presumption of innocence, attribution and observation.

Only one person in the group had covered a trial – and I asked her to describe her experiences. It involved a case in which a mother had abandoned her new born. 

The reporter described how she had formed a somewhat negative opinion about the defendant before the start of the trial, but during the proceedings –  and the woman’s testimony -- she began to understand her side of the story. The reporter told me while it was a difficult case for her – she said she did write the story in a balanced way – making sure to tell the woman’s point of view.

I used the reporter’s experiences to demonstrate impartiality and how it is essential to keep personal opinion out of a court story. I went around the room asking how they would have covered this same trial. Would they have prejudices? Could they write the story in a balanced way?  Later, I used exercises to check their skills in balanced court reporting. The exercises consisted of a list of details about actual court trials – with quotes from all trial participants as well as the verdict.

I also stressed the importance of staying for the entire length of the trial – and how they must never base their story on what someone tells them outside the courtroom. In another workshop on court trials – one reporter had told me she regularly contacted the judge to find out what went on in the courtroom and wrote her story based on what the judge told her.

In another case, a reporter described how she had to cover a trial in which she was also a court observer.

I handed out an exercise in which about ten elements of an actual court case were listed, but not in order, and the participants had to find the lead. Two of the attendees nailed it, but the other six struggled to find the main news nugget.

In my next exercise, I gave them a handout in which all the elements of a court case were listed and they had to rearrange them to create a 170-word story.

This time, seven of the participants got the lead correct – and almost everyone balanced the story with quotes from the defense and the prosecution. For the most part, there was good attribution – and almost no personal opinion.

In order to demonstrate the importance of observation in the court, I used a 2 minute NPR interview in which a reporter covered a court appearance by Michael Jackson. The reporter described what was happening outside the courtroom – when Jackson danced on the top of his SUV -- and also described what happened inside the courtroom. He used a quote from the judge who scolded Jackson for being late for the proceeding. The reporter also described the atmosphere in the courtroom.

I used this audio clip to show the importance of note-taking in and outside the courtroom. Without good notes, the reporter would not have been able to quote the judge or provide the mood in and out of the courtroom.

After lunch, I showed a Judicial Reform Project video of a mock trial involving domestic violence. Afterward, the participants were asked to write a 170-200 word story based on the trial. Most of the participants took plenty of notes – and watched attentively.  

We translated three of the stories and I had the three reporters read their writing. Each one seemed to get the gist of the case, but two of the reporters were weak on attribution and use of the words “allegedly,” “accused,” and “charged.” Still, they seemed to put their stories together reasonably well. All three found the lead and put it on top.

Handouts:  

1. Twenty-one tips to remember when covering a trial.

2. Transcript of NPR interview with reporter covering Michael                  Jackson hearing.  

3. Various writing exercises.                 

Workshop Day Two

I had seven participants in today’s workshop and I critiqued the remaining stories from the mock trial.  Again, there were serious attribution problems and in some cases – the stories were not balanced – most were supportive of the victim. For instance, some reporters made statements that the defendant was drunk – no attribution and no mention that the defendant clearly stated in court that she was not drunk.

I then reviewed the main points from the previous day about court coverage – accuracy, balance and lots of note-taking. The reason for the review was we were about to cover an actual court case in Ulaanbaatar.

We then climbed aboard a bus to go to an actual courtroom and cover a criminal case involving five defendants charged with assault on two Turkish nationals.

In the courtroom, one of the defense attorneys failed to show up, so the chief judge (there were three) issued a continuance for the trial to resume at a future undetermined date.

Afterward, the judges allowed our team of reporters to ask questions about the case (all this material was off the record – except the very basic facts of the case. The reporters peppered the lawyers and judges with questions for nearly an hour. I was impressed with their questions and follow up questions. I had held previous workshops with most of these participants and had focused on “interviewing techniques” and “follow up questions” during those seminars.

After returning to the conference room workshop, each person was asked to write a very short story (100 words) on what transpired in the courtroom.

Most of the stories were very long – even though the reporters had little to report. Some of the stories were repetitive – and some added facts that were disclosed only as off-the-record by the judges, prosecutors and defense lawyers.

Even though it would have been more instructive for the group to cover an actual trial, the reporters did get their feet wet. For most, it was their first time inside a courtroom. It also provided an opportunity for the participants to deal with material that is off the record. 

Workshop Day Three

There were seven participants in today’s workshop. 

We began the day with a discussion on journalism ethics. 

I used as one example the question and answer session from the previous day in the courtroom. I reminded the reporters it would be unethical to report material that was given as “off the record.” I also urged them to consider that the prosecution and the defense have their own agendas and had given conflicting statements during the question and answer session – in order to support their case.  I urged the local reporters to keep track of this case and try to cover it -–when a court date is set.

I also used as an example the story of a Mongolian border guard who was rumored to have Aids and a newspaper journalist published the story on two sources with no attempt to interview the border guard.  The group agreed that it was irresponsible journalism – but one reporter said he didn’t see anything wrong with broadcasting  the story if only one source had told him about it. He argued it was in the interest of public health.  The rest of the participants cautioned that it would be irresponsible not to first check out the source’s story and the source himself – and at least attempt to interview the border guard.

The issue sparked a lively debate – and plenty of examples about ethnics. 

In one case, a participant described how a Mongolian TV camera person was told to get a shot of a drunk person – and found someone who was sick – (not drunk) hovering over a toilet and during the broadcast the reporter described this person as being very drunk. The incident apparently happened during a workshop last summer – after a workshop participant became ill and spent most of the time in the rest room. The participant knew the person who became ill.

The participant told me that when the story was aired the sick man’s wife saw it – and almost divorced him – because the story – which appeared on Mongolian Television -- focused on alcoholism and prostitution. When the woman saw her husband on TV, she thought he had been with a prostitute. The participant told our group there was no context in the story – except that the man was described as being drunk.

Handouts:  RTNDA Code of Ethics, Essay on Ethics, Main Principles of Journalism and various exercises.

In the afternoon, I sat up ethics scenarios for the participants – including one in which the reporter was offered an all expenses paid trip to China – paid for by a luxurious hotel. The hotel wanted the reporter to do a story on the hotel resort. As it turned out the hotel was a dump, the food was horrible and the service almost non-existent.

Should the reporters accept the trip? Does the reporter include negative elements in the story?  Is it possible to write a negative story if the reporter allows the hotel to pay for everything?

The vast majority of the seven participants said they would accept the trip—and while a few said they wouldn’t do any story at all – since there was nothing good to say – most agreed they could write a story that reflected accurately what they found.

Another ethics issue involved a gay politician. The scenario was as follows: you learn that a popular politician is gay, but has broken no laws. Is it a story?  At first, all agreed that it would be, but when pressed on why it is newsworthy – most couldn’t tell me. One reporter told me it was something the public would want to know.

I stressed that unless the politician broke the law (had sex with a minor, etc) there really isn’t a story here. I urged the group to consider that the politicians’ personal life is private. 

It was an uncomfortable issue to deal with because homosexuality is something that is not usually discussed in Mongolian society. It turned into a lively discussion and I felt – based on their comments -- that each reporter came away with at least some understanding that a person’s private life is indeed private. Earlier, I urged the reporters to rise above any personal prejudices and try to put themselves in the other person’s position – and to consider what a story would do to the politician’s career and personal life.

One participant said half jokingly that such a story would sell a lot of newspapers and generate lots of radio listeners.

Assessment

I found the participants attentive and engaging during the workshop – as I focused on the basic elements of trial coverage to journalism ethics.

In their writing exercises, mock trial and actual trial coverage – I noticed a marked improvement in their writing skills as the workshop progressed. In the last two days of the workshop, most of the stories were balanced and contained attribution and less personal opinion than they did on the first day. This was the first time most of these journalists had covered a trial – and I felt they did well with the little information that was available to them.

I do believe there is a need for more workshops like this one – follow up seminars are vital in helping re-emphasis issues and introduce new ones.

This group would definitely benefit from future workshops that focus on  basic writing, news gathering, digital editing and ethics. Once the basics are mastered, I would like to introduce investigative reporting to this group.









February 06, 2004

Comment Cards

Ch. Duuren – Dornogobi, Radio journalist
· This workshop was very interesting & important that it was not only teaching theory but had lots of practical exercises, giving us loads of new, interesting information. In the future we would like to have more workshops like this. 

Shinai Rachmet – Bayan-Olgii, Communication Center, Journalist

· We learned things that we should pay attention when we record a trial. Also learned new ideas of journalism principles, and more of journalist ethics etc. The workshop was very interesting. 

Batsetseg – Khentii, “Dulgeen Kherlen 106,2” FM, Journalist

· This workshop was very interesting and productive. The way that he analyzed each person’s exercise did improve the results. I gotten now so much knowledge especially in the fields of journalism that I didn’t know, and hand-outs are quite valuable. 

I. Tsevelmaa – Hovsgol, “Hoh tenger107.5” FM, Journalist

· I am very happy to participate in this kind of workshop for the first time. During this workshop I learned how to report a trial,  how to get information, ethics of journalism & journalist etc. 

Ts. Baatartsogt – Uverkhangai, “Noyon-Uul 102.6” FM, Journalist

· The workshop was excellent, did learn a lot indeed. Especially the part when we discussed journalism rules & principles was very interesting. 

Kh. Bayasal – Darkhan, “Orkhon 106”FM, Journalist

· Did grab a lot from this workshop for reporting a trial. I even learned more of journalism ethics, how to get information and write news etc many things. Really liked the workshop. 

N. Enkhtsetseg – South-Gobi, “Gobi Wave 103.6”

· During this workshop I gained knowledge of how to report a trial, how to write news etc. Moreover, I know now how to find a solution at some complicated & confusing journalism ethics issue arising situations. 

