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Police wrong to freeze out media

F

hief Charles Moose of

Maryland's  Montgomery

County police force has a

history of shouting at re-
poriers, blowing up 4l news con-
ferences and refusing . answer
fuestinns. He has every right 1o be
mad — he's just mad at the wrong
people. He should be mad at the
snmiper.

Instead ol sarcastically suggest-
ing that the media solve this
crime, he should plug the Icaks
among his own [ellow ollicers, one
of whom told reporters that a tarot
card was found ar a shooting
SCEne.

‘Many serial killers want
the spotlight so badly
they leave clues to get
caught, as in this case.
Smoking the sniper out
could save lives.'

—

Media transgressions are naoth-
ing compared with the dozens of
“witnesses” who deliver [ake re-
ports, consuming millions of dol-
lars and doxens of howrs of police
time. Even the Pentagon wasa'l
onside  with  locnl  police  who
wanled secrecy, when it issued a
news release revealing use of sur-
veillance planes in the case. Then
there are the dozens of women
who set the police on their ex-hus-
bands in order e add a lidle extra,
post-divorce punishrment.

The flambovant chief has been
orderad to take sensitivity courses
before in his coreer, and a litde
media raining now might stop the
sniper quicker. The chiefl should

=W The press often helps to catch
publicity-seeking Killers,
ALLAN BONNER writes

bear in mind that murder cases in-
volving publicity-secking  killers
are often resoived, mather than
spoiled, because of the media.

To get officers to understand
their common purpose with re-
porters, [ used 1o begin media and
crisis management classes that |
taught at the Canadian Police Col-
lege by describing  journalists.
“They're hard-drinking, parlying
types who use secrel sources, oc-
casinnally skew the ovidence 1n
achieve their goals and love in-
trigue. Cops have nothing in com-
maon with that sort, do they?™

As an occasional consultant to
the police, two points | continue to
make to municipal forces in Can-
atla and the United States are:
Youre in the information gather-
ing business just like journalists;
and you need them as much as
they need you.

In the past, Chicf Moose has an-
grily accused reporters of putting
“officers in danger” by their cover-
age of a hostage taking, There are
also many documented cases of
the media saving lives by showing
terrorists there's no hope of es-
cape. Police are grateful in those
cases, Moreover, on any given day
police officers are rightly trying to
plant stories with the media in
urder o further police work, Law
enforcement can’'t have it hoth
ways — their best hope is compe-
tence in dealing with the legiti-
mate role of nows reporters n a
democracy.

Those who bemoan the cum-
bersome media should recall thar
there are only about a dozen
countries in the world that have a
history and tradition of changing
their povernments without  vio-
lence and bloodshed. A free press
it an integral part of that radition
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Chief Charles Moose of Maryland's Montgomery County police force, left, and Montgomery County
Executive Douglas Duncan say little to the media during press conferences.

warts and all.

There may be cryptic messages
lor the sniper in the chiel™s poor
media relations. But it doesn't
seem logical 1o hold a news con-
ference to say he "won’t take no
guestions on no topic.”

Arguing with reporilers does as
much pood as arguing with the
cop as she's writing yvou a ticket;
they're just doing their job. Some
news makers take the risk ol bring-
ing reporters into their confidence
~— and it often works, In the Tyle-
nol poisonings, the drug maker
confided that rthere was oyanide

kept on the company’s premiscs
for quality control. Reporters
apreed o keep that secret hecanse
none wis missing (confirming that
it could not have been an inside
job} and the company was Irying
to fight a terrorist who had killed
several people through product
tampering. The New York Times
knew of the Kennedy administra-
tion's plans o invade Cuaba and
kept quict, The media-savwy presi-
dent (a former journalist} pres-
sured editors by puhblicly enticing
them to ask not only the guestion
18 it news?T but also the chilling

“Is itin the national interes1?”

lHow to use the media to help
catch someone spreading terror?
Yoears ago in New York City some-
one was dropping items from a
high-rise housing project and ter-
rorizing construction workers and
passershy. Rother than hlaming
the media or calling the perpetra-
tor “sick”™ or the more morally neu-
tral  “cowardly,”™ a  police
psvehologist did his  homework,
Old news reports showed  that
many  Jow-income  familics  had
been displaced to make way for
the high rise, The psychologist's

poid guess was that the perpetra-
tor viewed himself as Robin Hood
avenging wrongs for the power-
less, Police began a campaign (o
dislodge the terrorist from his self-
image. They published an uogly
looking composile (despite not
knowing what he looked like) and
a description that speculated he
had no  [friends, trouble with
women and smelled. The violence
ended, prabably because few peo-
ple, inchuding murderers, want o
be publicly painted as inept and
smelly,

Washington-area police could
ponder how the sniper could pos-
sibly bolster his (her or their) self-
image through these heinous
crimes. Could the sniper be right-
ing an old wrong, such as failure in
the military? Could he be sending
a message about the United States”
vulnerability to terrorisim?

Authorities could then use the
media (o communicate with the
sniper.

They eould say how anxious

they are to learn from him or how
powerlul a point he's made, Many
serial killers want the spotlight so
badly they leave clues to get
caught, as in this case. Smoking
the sniper out could save lives,
- An American  commission  on
freedom ol the press after World
War Il stated that news was “full
access o the day's intelligence.”
Society 15 usually better off with
maore information, not less.

Chief Moose is sworn o keep
the peace and security of his com-
munity, He might read Thomas
lefferson who said “the only secu-
rity of all is in a free press.” Good
media relations 15 part of good po-
lice work.,

Allrin Bonner is  Toronio-based
reesen relrer riddeer Fenciies o fhe
Centre for Framing in Risk and
Crisis Managentent. His latest boak
et meelien il De prbiished in early
2003,
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