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ne of only two such organiza-
ons in the countrv (the other is

Honolulu) which purport to
versee and scrutinize the press,
as inspired Mike Wallace to call

for a national council. That is a
ierv bad idea.
ll ftre premise of such a council
$ that  the watchdog press needs
a watchdog i tsel f .  The Minnesota
eouncil exerts its influence in
bre guise of improving the quality
and accountabil ity of journalism.

: :  Simply stated, ' the news out let
[s required to appear before an
l impart ia l  board" of  "commutr i -
tV leaders and journal ism col-
lbagues" along with the party
{ la iming to have been in jured by
fre bad report ing.  In a recent
examDle, Northwest Air l ines
r iompiained about CBS-owned
Wcio-rv in Minneapol is-St.

faul- .The counci l  eventual ly de-

cided that the airl ine was injured
through the reporting of an inves-
tigative story about maintenance
procedures. WCCO and members
of its award-winning Investigative
Unit were publicly f logged
through the dutiful reporting of
" f indings" in newspapers and on
local television.

The decis ion of  the counci l  in
this indiv idual  case is not the
issue, but the process certainly is
one which al l  journal ists,  indeed
al l  c i t izens, should fear.  I t  is  one
which the publ ic should fu l ly  un-
derstand before succumbing to
the elixir of press-bashing.

Nervs councils give powerful
inst i tut ions in America,  pr ivate
and publ ic,  fur ther protect ion
from publ ic scrut iny and a big
club to rvield against the press. In
the Minnesota case the TV station
was facing one of  the largest em-
ployers wi th one of  the largest ad
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budgNts in the state. The airl ine I
was able to arouse public opinion
through advertising channels, la-
bor unions and competing media
in a textb'ook display of a corpo-
rate power play. Any media outlet
in Minnesota wi l l  th ink twice be-
fore taking Northr,vest on again.

The Minnesota News Counci l
is voluntary. In fact two Twin
Cit ies TV stat ions s imply choose
not to part ic ipate,  ever.  Yet they
report  the resul ts when cr i t ical  of
a compet i tor .  Keep in mind these
stat ions said their  decis ion not to
part ic ipate was based on a phi lo-
sophical  d isagreement wi th the
concept.  They feel  the process is
unfair  and biased, yet  such feel-
ings are missing on the day the
competitor's ox is gored.

According to whom?
Final ly,  the credibi l i tv  of  the

counci l  i tsel f  is  an issue just  as i t

,lead to more timid press
is  wi th the press i t  purports to
judge. \Vho is to determine
whether indiv iduals are unduly
inf luenced by the " in jured par-
ty"? What safeguards are in place
to guarantee that compet i t ive
juices aren' t  the dr iv ing force be-
hind the do-gooders' actions?

How is i t  determined that per-
ceived wrongs from the past
aren't the motivating factor for
the thumbs-down vote in the
present? In a dispute involv ing
mult ip le t ruths and no simple
right t lr wrong, whose truth wil l
prevai l? Perhaps a Counci l  of
Counci ls would be required for
appeals.

Nervs councils seek to tighten
the restrictions on the press, thus
rveakening First Amendment
freedorns.  They seek to provide
relief for parties who dispute the
report ing of  a story and who may
not prevai l  in a court  of  law. A

news counci l  scoffs at  the f ree-
dom we hold dear as journal ists
and cit izens.

The hel l  wi th 15 "community
leaders" and assorted col leagues
si t t ing around a table vot ing yes
and no on quest ions that are not
so black and rvhi te.  I t 's  the job of
journal ists to cover journal ism
good and bad. And i t 's  the ent i re
community that  should s i t  in
judgment, not a select few.

I 'm convinced that the idea is
gaining momentunr because
journal ists do a bad job cover ing
journal ism. We're giv ing our-
selves a skate,  looking the other
way.We c i te  compet i t ion  as  the
reason for our hands-of f  ap-
proach to our colleagues and our-
selves.  Let 's face i t ,  journal ism
gets a f ree r ide f rom journal ists.
And because of  that ,  a news
council sounds tempting.

Now imagine a ne\,vs council

on a nat ional  level .  Consider the
del ight  at  Phi l l ip Morr is knowing
that a cozy relat ionship n ' i th the
chairman of  a media conglomer-
ate may not be enough to k i l l  an
important story.  Take i t  to the
National Nervs Council.

Creat ing t ighter controls on
the vigorous act iv i ty of  a f ree
press wi l l  indeed reduce mis-
takes. At the same t i rne i t  wi l l
cause al l  rnembers of  the press to
think twice before act ing.  Effec-
t ively i t  becomes a protect ion for
the mistakes made by the power-
ful  at  the expense of  the power-
less.  America does not need a
more t imid press,  rather the op-
posi te -  part icular ly wi th regard
to coverage of itself,

- John Lansing, who serued as
news director of WCCO-TV from
1990 to 1994, is the station man-
ager of W){YZ-TV in Detroit. J


