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FOREWORD

It is barely fifty years since broadcast news began to take over from the press as the
prime source of up-to-date information about current events in the world at large.
The turning point was almost certainly the European crisis which culminated in the
Munich agreement of September 1938. Then war seemed inevitable and radio, for
the first time, showed that it could deliver news to an anxious audience faster and
with more immediacy than the best run newspapers. The Second World War con-
firmed the trend, not just in Britain itself, where the nation gathered each night
round its wireless sets to listen to the Nine O’Clock News for an authoritative
account of the swaying fortunes of war, but more widely through the BBC’s Euro-
pean and Overseas Services, which established then standards of reliability and
professionalism which have been maintained to this day.

Yet the BBC, then a monopoly, had been slow in appreciating the importance of
broadcast news. Reith, its founder, and his senior colleagues were deeply suspicious
of journalists, and it was not until 1937 that the BBC appointed its first professional,
R. T. Clark, to be its News Editor. The previous year, a proposal by a young,
newly-recruited Topical Talks Assistant, Richard Dimbleby, for the creation of a
team of BBC reporters and the introduction of voiced reports in bulletins had fallen
on deaf ears. So had a proposal for the setting up of a corps of BBC correspondents
put forward by Commander Stephen King-Hall, a noted broadcaster of the period.

Andrew Boyd’s book vividly reflects the distance travelled since those early days
and graphically portrays the vast new industry which the growth of the broadcast
news media has brought into being. It is not just that news has become the staple
ingredient par excellence of both radio and television. Nor is it just that nowadays far
more people get their daily ration of news from hearing it or seeing it, than from
reading it. It is also that the number of sources of broadcast news has greatly
increased with the proliferation of radio and television channels, and that techno-
logical advances have brought the gathering, processing and presentation of news to
a remarkably high pitch of speed and sophistication.

Andrew Boyd rightly focuses on the skills required in a profession which long ago
ceased to be the province of talented amateurs. Young people who read his book will
find in it not only a profusion of first-hand information about what it is like to work
‘at the coal face’ in this demanding trade and on how news is gathered, processed,
edited and packaged in the various sectors of the television and radio industries, but
also a great deal of practical instruction on the craft of television and radio news
broadcasting, from the first indications of a breaking story to the full treatment in a
news programme. But behind the hard-nosed, down-to-earth approach of the
experienced news editor there is the frequently reafirmed awareness of the special
responsibilities of broadcasting journalists and of the fundamental values — inde-
pendence, integrity, dedication to the truth — without which there can be no good
journalism, however well developed the skills.

Gerard Mansell

Former Deputy Director-General of the BBC,; Managing Director of BBC World
Service and Chairman of the Joint Advisory Committee for the Tramnng of

Radio Journalists
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HOW TO USE THISBOOK

Broadcast Journalism: Techniques of Radio and TV News is a practical
manual for reporters and would-be journalists eager to make a career in
the hectic world of broadcasting. It offers a clear insight into the arena of
electronic news and, with extensive illustrations, provides step-by-step
practical instruction in all the essential skills of broadcast reporting.

The three main parts — Broadcast Journalism, Radio, and Television —
systematically lay the foundations required by the aspiring broadcast
journalist.

Part One deals with the business of newswriting, newsgathering, inter-
viewing, programme making and presentation, focusing on the common
ground between radio and television.

Parts Two and Three place those skills firmly in the context of the radio
and TV newsroom. Each begins by taking the reader behind the scenes,
first to experience the atmosphere in the internationally respected news-
room of the BBC External Services in London and then to the stimulating
world of Independent Television News.

Today’s broadcast industry has been shaped by rapid advances in tech-
nology. How the equipment works and how the reporter should use it is
clearly explained in the sections on television fand radio which offer
instruction in the basics of camerawork, recording for radio, editing pic-
tures and audio, and TV scriptwriting.

A section on the career outlines the jobs available and offers a plan of
campaign for those determined to break into broadcasting, from the first
approach to preparing for the interview. The question of training is
covered and a preliminary list of courses is given.

For readers using the book as a reference, the detailed contents at the
start and extensive cross-referencing signpost your route and encourage
you to dip in and out as you please.

Each chapter ends with a set of practical suggestions for developing the
skills outlined. These form the basis of a training course which you can
use to teach yourself or others.

The aim has been to produce a comprehensive manual — a tool — to be
grasped and used by students, teachers and practitioners of broadcast
journalism alike.

Andrew Boyd
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Figure 1 ‘On the hour, every hour...' The pace, the hustle, the pressure of the IRN
(Independent Radio News) 24 hour newsroom (cou-tesv IRN




PROXIMITY

NEWS GATHERING

1 What is news?

‘Tidings, new or interesting information, fresh events reported.’
— CONCISE OXFORD DICTIONARY

‘News is the first rough draft of history.’ — BEN BRADLEE

‘News is anything that makes a reader say, ‘‘Gee Whiz!""’
— ARTHUR MCEWEN

‘News is the immediate, the important, the things that have impact on
our lives.’
—FREDA MORRIS, NBC

‘When a dog bites a man, that is not news, but when a man bites a dog,
that is news.’ — CHARLES DANA

‘Women, wampum and wrongdoing are always news.’ —STANLEY WALKER

In a contest to come up with the dullest imaginable headline, a Times
sub-editor managed to slip the following into the paper:

SMALL EARTHQUAKE IN CHILE - NOT MANY DEAD

The headline has all the resounding impact of a damp squib. It turns the
story into everything news is not — by making an earth-shattering event
sound small in scale and undramatic, remote and unimportant. It may
have produced a smile at The Times — thousands of miles from the earth-
quake — but the irony would have been lost on anyone living in Chile.

Yet this spoof has something to say about the nature of news. For a
story to have impact, it has to be relevant. For news to be relevant, it has to
have proximity to an audience.

Somebody once described news as an acronym for North, East, West
and South. But news is narrower than that — the tremors in South
America would be unlikely to trouble the Eskimos of the northern Arctic
wastes — the problem is simply too far away.
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RELEVANCE

IMMEDIACY

INTEREST

Even when the proximity gap is narrowed, a news item may fail to interest
different groups within the same country. A surge in the price of coffee
might shake up the businessmen of Nairobi, but fail to stir the fishermen
and woodcarvers of Mombasa. But if the price of coffee crashed, the item
would come home to everyone in Kenya — the economy would slump and
they would all be affected.

But even when a story has both proximity and relevance, the reaction it
provokes in you will depend on your upbringing, environment, educa-
tion, background, beliefs, and morality. In other words, news values are
subjective, and for most news editors, the selection of news is more of an
art than a science. Stories are weighed up by an instinctive process they
would put down to news sense.

Despite that, every editor would agree that the greater the
effect of a story on listeners’ lives, their incomes and emotions,
the more important that item will be. And every editor knows
that if a news service is to win and hold an audience, the bulk of
its stories must have impact on most of the people most of the
time.

‘Yesterday’s newspaper is used to wrap fish and yesterday’s broad-
cast does not exist at all.’ — MARTIN MAYER

‘The strength of radio is its immediacy. Exploit that by constantly up-
dating stories and keeping them fresh. We're telling people what's
happening now.’ — MALCOLM SHAW, NEWS EDITOR, RADIO MERCURY

‘Radio news is what happened five minutes ago and its impact on what is
going to happen in the next five minutes.’
— RICHARD BESTIC, IRN PARLIAMENTARY CORRESPONDENT

News is about what is happening now, or the first inkling of something
that happened earlier but was hushed up. And nowhere is news more
immediate than in broadcasting. ‘You catch it live!” used to be the
catchphrase of one radio station’s sports service. It is a boast the printed
word can never match.

To the broadcast journalist, what happened yesterday is dead and
buried. There has to be something new to say, some fresh angle. And with
hourly deadlines, even what went on air at eleven will have to be updated
for noon.

To put it another way: news s only news while it is new.

‘Worthy, but dull’ is one of the most damning indictments you could make
about a news report. News should make you suck in your breath and
exclaim, sit up, take notice and listen.




DRAMA

ENTERTAINMENT

DIFFERENT TYPES
OF NEWS

What is news?

Broadcast news is often criticized for pandering to the popular taste,
but by its very nature, broadcasting caters for the mass interest, rather
than that of a minority. Stories must have a wide appeal or most of the
audience will change channels.

The skill of the newswriter comes in drawing out the relevance of a
story and presenting it clearly and factually while making the most of
every scrap of interest. This way the newswriter can give the audience
what it needs to know — as well as what it wants to know.

The most interesting element in news is often people — showbusiness
personalities, celebrities, big-name politicians, royalty — elite people, who
we know only from a distance and who interest us out of curiosity, envy,
admiration, malice or affection; people through whom we live our lives
vicariously, or whose actions and decisions influence and shape our
existence.

Dramatic events of the stranger-than-fiction variety make striking head-
lines. Shotgun sieges, violent crime, car chases, cliff-top rescues — the
greater the drama, the greater its prominence in a bulletin. Excitement,
danger, adventure, conflict, have as great an appeal to the newswriter as
the novelist or movie-maker.

The art of newswriting is closely related to storytelling — news items are
referred to as stories — but if the writer is to maintain integrity and
credibility, the temptation to dress up the facts to make them more like
fiction has to be avoided.

In some journalistic circles entertainment is still a dirty word, but news
and showbusiness often go hand in glove. There is an element of per-
formance in the presentation of news and sometimes pure entertainment
in its writing. The kicker or railpiece is a prime example. This is the light
or humorous story at the end of a bulletin, immortalized in the UK by
Independent Television News (ITN), whose policy to ‘leave ’em smiling’
is pure showbiz.

Information and entertainment are often held in tension. Where news
ends and entertainment begins is more than a matter of house style. It is
one of the more important questions facing the news media today. Where
that line is drawn will depend on the target audience for a programme and
the priority that is placed on high ratings. The surest way to boost those
ratings is to increase the amount of entertainment that goes into the mix.

For more on item selection see Chapter 10, page 108.

Many first-time visitors to a newsroom ask the same question: ‘where do
you get all your news?’ The answer is, it may not grow on trees, but there
is usually plenty to be found if you know where to look, as the rest of this
chapter explains.
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Emergencies

‘Steven McBride is 20 years old.’
So what? It might be information, but it is not news.

‘Half his short life has been spent in prisons, borstals and other institu-
tions.’

Well, that is sad and may be of some interest to somebody because it is
unusual, but it is still not news.

‘Steven McBride is coming out today . .. a free man.’

It is information, it has some interest and it is new because he is coming
out today, but it is still not news.

‘Three months ago, McBride was sentenced to life for the murder of his
parents.’

His parents. Now this is important. How can a man who has been char-
ged with murdering his parents be let out of prison after only three
months?

‘New evidence has come to light to show conclusively that McBride did
not commit the murders and that the killer is still on the loose and has
already struck again.’

The information is new, interesting, and important, but for it to be news-
worthy, it would have to be relevant to you, the audience. If the murders
were committed in your home town — that is news — and local radio and
TV there would almost certainly run it as their lead.

The starting place for most broadcast journalists is in the local or regional
radio newsroom. Here, the local angle is all-important. Where the audi-
ence lives, the people they know, the matters and events that directly
affect them give the story its point of relevance.

Once reporters have cut their teeth on the bread and butter stories
many will think about moving into network news or television. Many
items of national news begin in the local newsroom. The writing style is
similar, the mechanics of the piece unchanged, but the scale of the event
gives the story a wider significance.

Whether a news story is local, naticnal or international, it will usually
fall into one or more of the following categories:

The emergency services deal with the high points of human drama - fires,
sea or mountain rescues — whenever human life is at risk there is a story.
Accidents are a steady but unpredictable source of news, but the larger
the area covered by the news service, the more serious these will have to
be to warrant coverage, otherwise the bulletins would be full of little else,
so reporting of accidents is usually confined to death or serious injury.

Rising crime rates offer a steady source of news. The larger the area, the
more crime there will be, so only more serious offences are likely to be
reported.




Local and national
government

Planning and
developments

Conflict and
controversy

Pressure groups

What is news?

‘Crime is still a big one. People love crime stories, they really do, no
matter where in the world you are people want to know about what is
happening on the streets; the murder, the rapes, the robberies — that
occupies a fairly large chunk of time.’

— ANNETTE BOSWORTH, ASSISTANT TO THE VICE PRESIDENT, NEWS AND PROGRAMMING,
WEEI, BOSTON*

Crime stories have many phases, from the actual incident, to the police
raid, arrest, and eventual appearance in court.

Every action of government — locally or nationally — has a bearing on a
potential audience, and whatever affects an audience is news. To prevent
bulletins becoming swamped with items from city hall, news policy is
usually to report only the stories that have the greatest effect on the largest
number of people.

Local building developments would include new projects, leisure com-
plexes, shopping centres, housing schemes and any big development that
will impact on an area. Nationally, the difference is one of scale. News-
worthy developments would include major road building schemes, new
townships, dams and other large projects.

But the concept of developments as news expands beyond public works
to mean any form of major change that is happening or is about to happen
that will affect a given audience.

‘Almost inevitably, anything that threatens people's peace, prosperity
or well-being is news and likely to make headlines.’
— ALASTAIR HETHERINGTONt

News is about change — events that shape our society and alter the way we
live. Conflict is the essence of drama, and the dramatic makes news.

This can be physical clashes in the streets or a conflict of ideals — a row
at the local council or in Parliament. Where actions or ideas mean
upheavals in society, then that conflict is news.

Every issue in the public eye has those who are for it and those who are
against it. Broadcast journalism can cover what is happening, stimulate
debate, and bring important issues into sharper focus.

Pressure groups are people who have organized themselves to stir up
controversy. They either want change or are opposed to it, so their
demands are usually news. Reaction to government policy, events or
developments can be an effective follow-up to a story. The reporter seeks

*From WEEI, video by Ian Hyams.
* From News, Newspapers and Television, Macmillan 1985.
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Industry

Health

Human interest

Personalities

Sport

Seasonal news

Special local interest

Weather (Figure 2)

out the players in the underlying conflict, exposes the controversy and so
uncovers the news.

Employment is a major factor in most people’s lives, so developments in
industry make big news, whether they concern layoffs or increased job
recruitment which will affect the workforce and prosperity of an area.

From outbreaks of AIDS, illness and disease, to a shortage of blood
donors.

A human interest story may be defined as an extraordinary thing that has
happened to an ordinary person. Soft news is lightweight material which
people like to hear, such as who has won the pools or discovered a Ming
vase in their shed. It is the unusual, ironic, or offbeat; the sort of story that
people enjoy talking about in pubs and bars.

Visiting personalities, royalty or politicians are usually good for a local
news item, especially if their visit is linked to a local event or occasion.
Nationally, the bigger the name, the more likely it is to make news. The
more entertainment a station mixes with its news, the more prominently
personalities — especially from showbusiness — are likely to feature.

Many in the audience tolerate the news only because they know if they
stay tuned they will get the latest football, cricket or rugby results. Local
teams and clubs often feature strongly in the local news, especially if they
are doing well or badly in their leagues, and this is reflected at a national
level, where news usually focuses on the promotion battles and relegation
struggles that mark the changing fortunes of the top and bottom teams.

Seasonal news includes Christmas shopping, January sales, the first
cuckoo, the tourist season, seasonal unemployment.

No two news areas are the same. Each will throw up stories peculiar to its
own geography and make-up. An area with a car factory will create news
about recruitment, layoffs, new models and the fortunes of the company.
A seaport with a naval base will produce stories of warships stationed
there and naval exercises involving local ships and men. A mountainous
region will generate items about missing climbers and mountain rescues.

Special features give an area its identify. Audience loyalty is built when
a station is seen to be providing a truly local news service.

Regular weather updates are one of the main features in the local news.

TV companies spend a great deal of money providing a high quality
weather service. On the national news satellite pictures are often com-
bined with detailed graphics and elaborate weather maps.



Traffic

What is news?

Weather normally follows the news, but at times of extreme conditions,
the weather itself will make headlines. Radio comes into its own when
there are flash floods, droughts or serious snowfalls. CBC in Wales picked
up huge audiences by running snowdesks one particularly severe winter.
Residents and travellers regarded it as a life-line as people were being
literally snowed under or cut off for days at a time. CBC put out a constant
stream of information and answered people’s inquiries by telephone.
Nothing can touch radio for its immediacy in times of crisis.

Next to the weather, the first thing many people want to know in the
morning is whether the roads will be clear for getting to work. Radio is the
only medium motorists can safely take in while driving. In car-orientated
societies where large numbers commute to work, traffic and travel news
can pick up big audiences. These periods are known as drive-time. Radio
stations can give up-to-the-minute information on which roads are
blocked and where there are traffic jams.

Some car radios can automatically scan channels and seek out the latest
traffic reports. In Britain, the Automobile Association (AA) has its own
reporters who go live into local radio drive-time programmes from AA
offices around the country.

Figure 3 Capital Radio’s Flying Eye - traffic spotting over
London (courtesy Capital Radio)

Figure 2 (leff) No newscast is complete without a weather
report and, increasingly elaborate ways are being found
to display the forecasts. Unseen to the audience, the
weatherman in this picture holds a switch which changes
the electronic backdrop at the press of a button (courtesy
BBC)
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Some larger stations, such as Capital Radio in London and Radio
Clyde in Glasgow, have their own aircraft scanning the roads for traffic
snarl-ups, with a reporter on board who can send back live updates over a
radio link (Figure 3).

Cellular phones and CB radio are also frequently used to get a first-
hand picture of the build up of traffic from the motorists who are
trapped in it. Many stations extend their service to cover all types of
commuting by providing drive-time reports about buses, trains, ferries
and flights.

Few items prompt greater reaction from the legions of pet lovers than
shaggy dog stories. Men, women and babies may die in fires but fail to
provoke a murmur, but if anyone tries to poison a poodle, the switch-
boards are likely to be jammed with calls.

For any item which does not fall into the above categories, the test of
whether or not it is news to a given audience is:

Is it
® Relevant @ Immediate or imminent
o Important e Interesting
® Tragic o Controversial
o Unusual ® The first
@ The last @ The biggest
® The most expensive o Funny, or Ironic

But the first question an editor will ask is: Does it affect our audience? And
for the local newsroom that means: Is it local?

FIELDWORK

1 Video record a local TV news programme and list the stories that appear.
See if each of the items will fit into one or more of the categories in the
summary above. If you cannot place any of the items, work out suitable new
categories into which they will fit.

2 Record national and local radio bulletins of comparable lengths on the same
day and list the stories in each.

Go through each story to see how it rates in your view in terms of
relevance, significance, immediacy, interest and entertainment. Award each story
points out of three under each category, where three is the maximum score
(Very important, etc.) and zero is the lowest. Add up the totals and see
which bulletin scores the highest overall. Is that the one you preferred? If
not, why do you, think it rated so highly?

3 Which stories did you find the most relevant and why? In what way is the
relevance of those stories determined by their geographical proximity to you?
Which stories did you find the most important and what made some stories
more nteresting than others? Why?
Decide which you think is the most controversial story in each bulletin and
why.



What is news?

4 Focusing on the idea that News = Change, work out what are the biggest
changes happening in your local area at the moment that might find their way
into a news bulletin.

5 News has just come in of a big fire in a chemical warehouse in the centre of
town. Some of the chemicals are highly explosive. Police say the whole
warehouse is like a giant bomb and are evacuating the area. Given unlimited
resources, how would you cover the story for TV? (Split into teams of four if
you are in a class and discuss.)

11
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NEWS GATHERING

2 News sources

There are some days when news just seems to fall into your lap. Every-
where you turn another story is breaking. Days like these are a journalist’s
dream.

The nightmare begins with the holiday season when nothing seems to
happen. Local check calls to the police elicit jokey offers from bored
constables to ‘go out and bite a dog for you.’

And so the media resorts to clutching at flying saucers and running
items about nude bathing on the beaches. This is known as the si/ly season.

Figure 4 Part of the BBC’s massive news monitoring service at Caversham which listens
in to broadcast stations and agency reports throughout the world and feeds information
to BBC newsrooms, Parliament and the press (courtesy BBC World Service)

World Radio Histt




REPORTERS

CONTACTS
(Figure s)

NEWSROOM DIARY
(Figure 6)

News sources

Most times the newsperson’s lot is somewhere between these extremes.
What stories there are have to be dug for. Graft is required to turn a
tip-off into hard facts.

The biggest source of news for any radio or TV station should be its
reporting staff. Many local stations rightly insist that their journalists live
in the community to which they are broadcasting. Through everyday
contact with people in the area, from their observations as they do their
shopping or drive to work, will come ideas for stories.

From the car window the reporter notices that the construction of a
new factory seems to be behind time. There has been little progress for
almost a month; so the reporter pulls in at the roadside and asks the
foreman why. Closer to the station, rows of publically-owned houses on
an inner city site seem to be rotting away; what can the authorities do to
make them habitable? Squatters are moving in; are the neighbours con-
cerned? Would the squatters resist attempts to evict them? Reporters
should keep their eyes and ears open.

Wealthier stations are able to employ specialists — reporters who are
experts in certain areas, with experience behind them and a key set of
contacts. Chief fields are local government, industry, or crime.

The job of the investigative journalist is to find something wrong and
expose it. He or she is a positive force for change, a professional with the
ability to penetrate the closed ranks of vested interests and free impri-
soned information from behind enemy lines. Investigative reporters may
also work in teams on projects such as documentaries.

Not every station can spare the time or has the scope to permit an
ordinary reporter to develop into an investigative journalist, but all
reporters have to be investigators at heart.

When the big story breaks, the first thing reporters reach for is their
contacts book. This is their most valuable resource. It contains the names
and phone numbers of everyone in their area who regularly makes, or
comments on, the news, plus national figures whose sphere of influence
may include their own ‘beat’.

The relationship between reporters and their contacts is doubled-
edged. The newswriter needs a story, the newsmaker needs publicity.

Clearly, a line has to be drawn, and the place to draw it is well
before the point where editorial freedom and integrity begin to
be compromised.

After a while, reporters may find some of their regular contacts become
their friends. That may be fine if there is good news involving that con-
tact, but if the news is bad, it still has to be reported. In the end, reporters
must maintain their independence. They can never afford to owe anyone
favours.

Newsrooms keep a diary, which is made up each day by the news editor.
It gives details of stories the newsroom will cover, the times of events and
the reporters alloted to them.

13
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hollpub Wed Apr 1 10:52 page 1

Date

=== 31/03/92

NEWS INTAKE DIARY TUESDAY 31ST MARCH 1992

eee .

BBC WORLD SERVICE NEWS COVERAGE DIARY

AM PM
NEWSROOM EDITOR PETER SKINNER ext 2016
SENIOR DUTY EDITOR: PETER NETTLESHIP ROGER MANN GWYN JONES ext 2699

NEWSDESK: SALLY-ANNE THOMAS ROGER HILL ext 2138

EUROPE/LATIN AMERICA: MIKE JERVIS NORMAN HARTLEYext 2091

ASIA/AFRICA/ARAB: MICHAEL WAY DAVID HUGHES ext 2640

NEWS INTAKE: DAVID WILSWORTH  ARTHUR HERMAN STEVE ROWLEY ext 3069
.

MIDDLE EAST

ey

ISRAEL: watch for developments on resignation of FM David Levy/ALEX BRODIE,
PAUL ADAMS in Jerusalem.

ISRAEL: Labour opposition party hold ‘primary’ elections to choose

candidates for the legislative elections in June, (AFP)

JORDAN: European Cammunity “troika’ peace mission press conference in Amman/
BARNY MASON there.

AFRICA

eeeeee

ANGOLA: Start of UN-supervised demobilisation/ANITA COULSON in the field;

Figure 5 News sources - almost a full contacts book chalked up on the board in a BBC
local radio newsroom (Andrew Boyd)

Figure 6 Most newsrooms produce a diary each day to show what stories they plan to
cover and which reporter has been assigned to them. The BBC World Service diary
extends to several pages and covers the globe (courtesy BBC)

The diary, or a list of prospects drawn from that diary, is the first thing
reporters look at when they arrive on shift. It is the day’s plan of action;
the newsroom route map.

The editor makes up the diary from information in the post, tips from
reporters and stories which are known to be breaking. Files are usually
kept on major stories containing up-to-date cuttings and background
information. Bigger stations have libraries and news information services
to help with more extensive research.

FILES Inits simplest form the futures file can be a single drawer in a filing cabinet
with drop-files numbered 1 to 31, one for each day of the month.
Selected news releases about events at some future date are noted in the
diary and put on file. Court appearances for newsworthy cases are filed
ahead, with copy relating to earlier hearings.

14
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News sources

An archive may be developed by transferring the month’s files to an
identical filing drawer with all the copy used and possibly tapes of the
output. Bulletins and news programmes may also be recorded and stored
in the archive.

All incoming copy of interest, but which has failed to make the bul-
letins, is impaled on a spike or kept in a basket.

The trouble with storing information on paper is that it takes too much
space to allow files to go back a long way, and increasingly stations are
keeping their files on computer databases.

Stories can be instantly recalled, even if the operator has forgotten the
date or author of the copy. One or two key words are typed into the
computer and, providing those words featured in the story, the copy will
quickly come up on the screen. (See also the computerized newsroom,
page 339).

The WPB is often the biggest file of all. Newsrooms get flooded with
useless information and propaganda, most of which ends up, with
scarcely a glance, where it belongs, in the waste paper bin.

A story which is happening right now, such as an armed robbery, fire, or
air crash, is known in Britain as a breaking news item, and in America as a
spot story.

Prime sources of breaking news are emergency services — fire, police,
ambulance, coastguard, etc. — which are contacted regularly. These
inquiries are known as check calls.

There are problems with such calls. In an area which is rich in news
media, overworked police officers may be tempted to shake off callers by
saying nothing is happening even when it is.

Shift changes may mean a call is made before the new duty officer has
managed to catch up on the paperwork, so he or she is unaware of the
events of the previous few hours and gives the reporter a false impression.

A common mistake is for the reporter to try to get information from the
wrong person. In provincial British police stations constables are rarely
authorized to talk to the media, who should instead refer inquiries to duty
inspectors or station sergeants instead. If a serious crime has been com-
mitted, a station sergeant may know little about it, so the best contact
would be the detective from CID (Criminal Investigation Department)
or equivalent, who is handling the case.

Constabularies may be organized on a county basis, each with its own
press officer, whose task it is to collate important news from police sta-
tions and release it to the media. This can overlook the bread and butter
items and be too slow off the mark with breaking stories.

Press officers are distant from the scene of the crime, so information can
take some time to get to them. To make matters worse, local police, who
do know what is happening, are often instructed in major crimes to re-
direct all inquiries to the press officer.

There are times when the police need the media as much as the media
needs the police, for making appeals for witnesses and help in tracing

15
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missing persons. Reporters are not obliged to co-operate, but goodwill is
often the best way of ensuring a steady flow of information.

The surest way to keep in touch with major breaking news is to tune in to
emergency services radio.

By monitoring the transmissions of police and fire services you can hear
the news as it is actually happening, instead of waiting for the official
version to be collated and sanitized by a spokesperson.

In Britain it is illegal to listen to police radio and take action as a result
of that information. The law is intended to deter criminals from listening
to police activity. To make it harder, messages from base are given on one
frequency and mobile units reply on another, so only half the conversa-
tion can be heard at one time.

In America it is common for reporters to turn up at an incident before
the police, but British law means that writing a story from a police broad-
cast, or sending a reporter to the scene could result in a prosecution. In
practice it would be impossible to prove the reporter had been listening to
police radio.

A more likely outcome would be the straining of relationships between
the newsroom and the police, which could result in a loss of goodwill and
stem the flow of official information.

In places where listening in is legal, newsrooms commonly use radio
scanners. These monitor the emergency airwaves for a transmission and
home in on the conversation.

In many countries the police talk to one another in a code designed to
help them communicate clearly and rapidly over the air, while at the
same time mystifying unauthorized eavesdroppers.

Frequently the code used is a variation of the 10 code. Instead of
saying ‘Fight in progress’, for example, an officer might say ‘10-10’,
followed by the location. Each force may haves its own version of the
code where the numbers mean something different.

Some of the key messages in one variation of the 10 code are:

10-31 Crime in progress
1032 Man with a gun
10-33 Emergency

10-34 Riot

1035 Major crime alert
10-80 Accident

10-87 Hitand run

10-79 Notify coroner

Whatever is heard over police radio must be checked before use. Fre-
quently police get called to ‘emergencies’ only to discover a storm in a
teacup. A ‘riot’ can turn out to be a gang of kids establishing who’s boss in
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The protest

News sources

the park; reports of a murder attempt in an apartment or block of flats
might be a husband and wife settling their differences with a crockery-
throwing contest.

‘Too much of what I see is press release broadcasting. You
automatically go and get a ministry, then somebody from the
opposition. All these people do is give you party political statements. I
find that boring and can’t believe the public learns anything. You
already know what the political parties are going to say, and I can’t
see where any of that does a damn thing to improve the quality of our
understanding.’— HARRY RADLIFFE, BUREAU CHIEF, CBS NEWS

Local politicians are a prime source of news for a local newsroom. Usually
they are happy to oblige as this raises their profile and may win votes. A
reporter should be wise to that and make sure legitimate news, rather than
vote-catching rhetoric, gets on air.

Every journalist should know the names of the area’s representatives in
both local and national government, and should have contact numbers for
them at work and at home.

When politicians are not making news themselves, they are usually
good for a comment or reaction to stories that affect their constituencies
or wards. Political comment is cheap and readily available and this type of
reaction can be overdone, lead to accusations of political bias, and leave a
bulletin sounding as dull as a party political broadcast. Use sparingly.

A similar warning applies to using pressure groups for reaction and com-
ment: beware of vested interests. Big pressure groups include trades
unions and employers’ organizations. Smaller groups abound such as the
Lord’s Day Observance Society which wants to keep Sundays free from
commercialism, and the Animal Liberation Front, which sometimes
takes criminal action against vivisection laboratories. Many charities also
act as pressure groups.

Beware of unrepresentative groups with only a handful of members.
Bona fide pressure groups have an important contribution to make to
public debate.

Staging a news event is the pressure group’s ultimate way of winning
attention. These usually fall into one of three categories: the protest;
announcement and ser-piece.

This is the pressure group trying to give its voice as wide a public hearing
as possible. A three-lane highway is to be constructed across green fields
to run alongside a housing estate. Residents, environmentalists, and
opposition politicians form an action group to stage a march on the town
hall. To make sure the cameras are there they make the event as visual as
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possible, with people dressed in fancy costumes and carrying banners. To
ensure radio coverage they chant and sing specially written protest songs.

This is more formal, and often takes the shape of a news conference.
When the town planners announce their three-lane highway they do so
with a lavish presentation. All the media is invited to a conference in the
chandeliered opulence of the town hall banqueting room. Drinks are laid
on and a buffet provided.

When reporters have been wined and dined and their journalistic sen-
sibilities submerged beneath a stupor of alcohol, the mayor and other
senior officials are ceremoniously invited to make their presentation.

The road scheme is flourished with neat and convincing rhetoric about
better traffic flow, reduced accident figures and the positive effect on
trade in the town. For the cameras, there are stylish mock-ups of the road
and artists’ impressions. For the media, press packs are provided with
slickly written articles which the organizers hope will be published
unaltered. Key speakers are available immediately after the presentation
for photocalls and interviews. (See also news conferences, page 35.)

This is usually staged simply for publicity. The new highway has been
built, and a TV personality hired to open it by leading a cavalcade of
vintage cars along its length — very visual and almost assured of TV
coverage. At its best the set-piece provides a bright and appealing story
for the bulletin, at its worst it can be news manipulation of the first order.

A prime example was the funeral of an IRA hunger striker which
received widespread coverage on British television. This was largely
thanks to the specially constructed grandstand provided by the terrorist
organization for the cameras.

At the other extreme was the ‘Great Auk Story’. Reporters from Brit-
ish newspapers and a TV journalist were lured to the remote Orkney
Islands where a team of five eccentrics was believed to be embarking on
an expedition to find the Great Auk, a seabird thought to have been
extinct for 150 years. Hopes were fuelled by reported sightings by islan-
ders. When the bird eventually did make an appearance it was not only
extinct, it was stuffed. It turned out to be a stunt for a whisky company. It
was not wholly successful. At least one reporter, peeved at being taken on
a wild Auk chase, refused to name the distillery which had organized the
stunt. '

Where news events are a lavish attempt at news management by pub-
licity seekers, journalists should be aware of this and not let it influence
their news judgement. Money talks, but it is up to you whether you listen.

‘Is there anything more useless than a PR agency, I ask myself? Every
morning I have to devote half an hour of my precious time to opening
mail: 99 per cent of it describes a graceful arc into the waste paper
basket.’ — LETTER IN THE UK PRESS GAZETTE
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Each morning, editors in broadcast newsrooms have a pile of mail
dumped before them on their desks. Yet most of the items posted to the
media will end up in the waste paper bin after scarcely a second glance.
That is because so much is irrelevant and of little interest to the audience.
Middle Eastern countries have been known to send regular bulletins on
their economic progress and internal politics to small-town radio stations
in England.

To sift the wheat from the chaff, the mail is copyzasted, but to scrutinize
each item carefully could take hours, so each envelope is ripped open and
its contents hastily scanned. Unless a news angle presents itself almost
immediately the copy is filed in the bin.

Most of the mailbag comprises public relations handouts — usually
dressed-up advertising the writers hope will pass as news. They are usu-
ally disappointed.

If the handout is one of the small percentage that does contain a pos-
sible story, it will be checked and written up into copy (Figure 7).

Some news releases carry embargoes, which means they are not to be
used before a certain release date. Public relations people use the embargo
to try to control the flow of news, and prevent stories being run in what
they would regard as a haphazard fashion. On the plus side, the embargo
gives the newsroom time to prepare its report by giving advanced warn-
ing of the event.

Figure 7 Embargoed news releases give advance information on the understanding
that it will not be published until the release date, giving the newsroom time to prepare
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The Queen’s New Year’s Honours List is a good example of
embargoed material. The list is sent by teleprinter well before the official
announcement. Local stations can then produce stories about people in
their area ready to run the moment the embargo is lifted.

‘In America there would be no arrangements with the Governumnent to
hold a story for release. In the States there would be an effort to prevent
us knowing, because if we know, we go with the story. There just isn't
that kind of cooperation, except in matters of extremely high security.’

‘You mean there are no gentlemen's agreements?’

‘There are no gentlemen!’ —FREDA MORRIS, LONDON BUREAU CHIEF, NBC NEWS

Among the daily plethora of unsolicited material which arrives in the
newsroom may be a number of recorded interviews sent by public rela-
tions companies. These are often available free of charge and usually have
some advertising tie-up.

This more sophisticated variation of the news release appeals to pro-
ducers who are slothful or overstretched and who may be grateful to
receive something for nothing. But as the saying goes, there is no such
thing as a free lunch. The PR company hopes stations will find a slot for
the tape and play it on air unedited. Used in this way, syndicated tapes are
simply free, unadulterated, publicity.

They may be interviews with airline bosses talking about new or
cheaper flights; company directors explaining plans for a superstore in
the area, or, even agricultural hints and tips from a government agency.

At best, syndicated tapes are harmless, even useful, fillers. At worst
they can be scarcely disguised adverts or propaganda. No unsolicited
tapes should be used without checking for violations of the advertising
code, and that journalistically and technically the tape is up to standard
and is relevant to the audience. Handle with care.

There is also the syndicated programme. Like the syndicated column
in a newspaper, this is produced for regular subscribers or distribution on
a wider scale. Again, advertising can play a major part, as many of these
programmes will be sponsored. They are often available at no cost to the
station, provided references to the sponsor’s name are not edited out.
Syndicated programmes include, in the US, Monitor Radio, from the
Christian Science Monitor newspaper, and, in the UK, a sponsored chart
show which is broadcast by stations in the independent radio network.

SYNDICATED
TAPES

FREELANCES Most newsrooms supplement their own material by buying news tip-offs
and stories from freelances. Non-staff members who contribute regularly
are known as stringers or correspondents; working journalists who add
considerably to the eyes and ears of a station. Freelances may also be
employed to fill for absent staff members. (See also career, page 347.)
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Stringers are often local newspaper reporters boosting their incomes
by selling copy to other media in the area — with or without the blessing of
their editors. Some will make their living this way.

The most organized may band together to form a local news agency.
These often specialize in fields such as court, council, or sports reporting
— assignments which would often take too much time to make it worth an
editor’s while to cover. Instead, a stringer will be commissioned to cover
the event, and will usually file for a number of stations.

Stringers will either be specially commissioned to report a story, or will
offer their copy ‘on spec.’, in the hope that the station will buy it.

Advantages

e Stringers are cost-effective because they are often paid only for work
that gets used on air;

@ They enhance a station’s ‘ground cover’, by using local or specialist
knowledge to get stories that might not be available to staff reporters.

® They can be commissioned to cover stories that would be too time-
consuming to warrant staff coverage;

e Experienced broadcast freelances can fill for staff members who are
sick or on holiday.

Disadvantages

e Stringer copy is seldom exclusive as their living depends on supplying
news to as many outlets as possible;

o Copy is seldom in broadcast style, as many stringers are newspaper
journalists more familiar with writing for print;

e Stringers have to sell their copy to make a living, so stories may be
dressed up to make them more marketable;

e Stringers are less accountable than staffers who can be more readily
disciplined for their mistakes.

Another source of news is the tip-off, from known contacts or members of
the audience, who may phone in with what they consider to be news
items. In the US, where union regulations permit, some stations appoint
a number of authorised tipsters from the audience who call in when they
spot a possible story. WGST in Atlanta, Georgia, has even gone to the
length of issuing tipsters with car stickers and giving a cash bonus for the
tip of the week.*

Items from tipsters cannot be given the same weight as tip-offs from
bona fide stringers or ‘correspondents: the information is not from a
trained journalist, the source may be unreliable, the facts confused or
even libellous. Also, every station has its time wasters and hangers-on
who phone in or call round out of sheer self-importance. Worst of all, the
tipster may be malicious, and the information a hoax.

* Phillip O. Kierstead, 4All-News Radio, TAB Books, 1980, p. 198.
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MISSING ARISTOCRAT LORD LUCAN SPOTTED IN SOUTH AFRICA
GADAFFI ORDERS DEATH OF EXPELLED DIPLOMATS
PRINCE CHARLES ATTACKS ARCHITECT
ROBERT DE NIRO TO STAR IN YORKSHIRE RIPPER MOVIE
DIRTY DEN (BRITISH SOAP STAR) TO QUIT

These hoaxes are the work of one man: mass-hoaxer Rocky Ryan who
has been waging a one-man campaign to pull the wool over the eyes
of the British media ever since a Sun newspaper reporter had him
arrested at gunpoint.

‘Ryan is a pain in the rear but knowing there are hoaxers like him
about ought to make all of us more careful about thorough checking of
the facts. In a way he actually might be good for us.’

~NEWSDESK EXECUTIVE QUOTED IN UK PRESS GAZETTE

Broadcast news, with its quick-fire deadlines and lack of time for
checks and balances, sometimes falls prey to the most elaborate of
hoaxes. People ring up claiming to be contacts who are known by the
station, such as police inspectors, and offer phoney information.

A person claiming to be a well-known sports commentator
telephoned the BBC’s national radio newsroom with the snap that
racing driver John Watson had been killed. It was a hoax.

BBC TV news has been hoaxed about an air crash, and a tip-off on
April fool’s day caused the independent station, Essex Radio, to put out
news of an armed man holding a hostage. This tip, on the newsroom’s
ex-directory hot-line, came three minutes before the bulletin. When the
police heard the news they panicked and sent their cars racing to the scene
only to discover that they and the radio station had been duped.

Ifin doubt, check it out. The only sure protection against the hoaxer
is a set of sharp wits and the common sense to check the information.

If someone rings up claiming to be a regular contact and does not ring
true for some reason, get his number and check it against the known
contact’s number. Even if it matches, ring him back to make sure he had
not simply looked up the number in the phone book. If the caller is
genuine, he should not object to the care with which his information is
being checked.

Occasionally, a tip-off will yield some useful information, but for
safety’s sake all tip-offs, whether they appear genuine or not, must be
checked before running — even if it does mean missing the deadline. In the
end, accuracy counts for more than speed — if it doesn’t check out,
chuck it out.
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Usually, once a wire is installed and the subscription charges paid, a
station can use any amount of material. This copy is known as rip and
read, because in theory it can ripped off the printers and read straight on
air. Extensive use of rip and read means that many stations in remote
areas are able to employ small newsrooms, and in some cases make do
without any journalists at all.

There are disadvantages. The news may be national or international
but it is seldom local. Rip and read copy is also often long winded and in a
literary style which would need rewriting (Figure 8).

As well as news, some agencies offer specialized wires, covering fields
of interest such as weather, sport, or business news.

A logical step from relying on the resources of agencies or freelances is for
broadcast organizations to pool their news stories and programmes.

This produces economies of scale. If five stations take the same pro-
gramme, then the costs are spread five ways. When stations work together
more cash can be found to produce higher quality programmes. Material
which would have been beyond the reach of a small station, may now be
made available under a pooling scheme. This is the principle behind
networking.

Networking can take place in a loose federation, as with independent
radio in Britain, where each station is an autonomous company, or in a
formalized system where all the stations are owned and regulated by a
single body such as the BBC.

In America, the first national network came into operation in 1928,
with fifty-six stations under the control of the National Broadcasting
Company (NBC). This was to later spawn the ABC network (American
Broadcasting Company) with four separate news and music services.
Others include CBS (the Columbia Broadcasting System), MBS
(Mutual Broadcasting System), and NPR (National Public Radio).
When it comes to television, the USA has the biggest concentration of
TV companies and TV sets in the world.

In Canada, CBC (the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation) operates
radio and TV networks in English and in French. A large number of
homes also take cable TV. Australia has both public and private radio
and TV networks. The Australian Broadcasting Corporation is the
equivalent of the BBC. Independent stations come under the auspices
of the Federation of Australian Broadcasters (FARB). In Africa, the
state retains control over TV and radio. All India Radio is regulated by
government and broadcasts in more than 90 different dialects. India’s
satellite network beams mainly educational programmes to ground
stations for distribution around the country.

Many networks feed their string of local stations with national news
from a centralized newsroom, and those stations in turn send back
reports of major stories to the network.

IRN (Independent Radio News), in London, is a wholly-owned
subsidiary of the Independent Local Radio network. It provides
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RIP'N READ NEWS SUNHARY FOR 13046

YIA GNE

LEYLAND VEHICLES HAYE ANNOUNCER WHAT THEY CALL ' SUERSTANTIAL
FEDUNDANCIES® AT THEIR PLANTS IN GLASGUW: WATFORD ANDI AT LEYLAND
IN LANCASHIRE+ THE CONFPANY SAYS WORKERS AT THE THREE PLANTS ARE
BEING TOLR OF THE DECISION QWER THE NEXT THO BAYS+ UNION LESDERS

ARE BEING GIMEN DETAILS OF THE REMUNDANCIES AT A MEETING IN LONDOK

TODARY +

Figure 9 The BBC's General News Service sends out rip and read summaries of
national news which network stations can pull from the printers and read on air.
Illustrated is the lead story for the major one o'clock bulletin (courtesy BBC GNS)

independent stations with news bulletins on the hour and a teleprinter
and audio service, so they can take the national news live, or assemble and
read their own version of the IRN bulletin.

Some stations in remote regions such as Scotland prefer to compile
their own national bulletins which can be angled to suit their Scottish
audiences, rather than settle for news with a London emphasis.

Network stations pay for the IRN service with a fixed percentage of
their revenue. This means prosperous stations pay more and subsidize
the smaller ones.

The BBC’s network service operates differently. GNS (the General
News Service) provides copy and audio, but does not offer a live bulletin
which stations can pipe-in on the hour (Figure 9).

In the US, regional networks range from groups of stations who
exchange tapes on a regular basis, to scaled down national networks with a
centrally produced bulletin piped-in on the hour.

When a station switches over to take the network news, this is called
opring-in to the network. The process of switching back is called opting-
out.

Where opt-outs are used, bulletins will end with a readily indentifiable
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OTHER NEWS
MEDIA

‘Get the father...’
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outcue such as a timecheck, which is the presenter’s cue for switching back
to local programming.

Many radio stations follow the national news with a local bulletin,
others precede it with local news, and some prefer to combine the twoina
single bulletin, which is known as a news-mix. Many television stations
produce their own regional news but take a networked national news
service.

Local TV and radio stations will also be expected to contribute to the
pool of news stories available to the network. Material is supplied to and
from the network along a contribution circutr. Stations with similar
interests may install their own contribution circuits and supply one
another with material, operating like a network within a network.

Journalists take a professional pride in beating their fellows to a story.
Most news editors monitor the rival media to make sure they are ahead
with the news, and to see if there is anything they have missed.

One of the news editor’s first tasks each day is usually to go through the
national and local papers to see if there are any stories referring to the area
which need to be followed-up.

Following-up a news item means checking and developing it to find a
new angle. This is different from taking a story from a newspaper and
rewriting it for broadcast. That would be plagiarism - stealing some-
body’s work. Facts may also be wrong and errors repeated.

There is no copyright on ideas, however, and journalists often feed on
one another for their leads and inspiration, as in this actual example:

Two rival TV news programmes go on air close to one another in the
evening: Coast to Coast, the independent programme, between 6 and
6.30; South Today, the BBC service, from 6.35 to 7.

Coast to Coast picked up a breaking news story. A local businessman
had been held in Libya because his boss’s company there had run into
debt and he was being held responsible. The news broke that he was
finally to be allowed to return to Britain, and was flying home that night.
Coast to Coast had just got the information and carried it as a copy story.

South Today was monitoring the programme and immediately got a
reporter to phone Gatwick airport to try to interview the father, who was
waiting for his son’s flight.

Meanwhile, Coast to Coast has just finished and the opening sequences
of South Today are going out on air. The presenters are told to stand by
for late breaking news.

Minutes later copy comes in saying the businessman is due to arrive
within the hour, and a presenter breaks from the script to read the story
unrehearsed.

At the airport, public relations staff are busily trying to find the father.

Twenty minutes into the programme and all that remains is the
weather and the headlines. The father has not been found and time is
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running out. The producer takes over the story. He gets through to the
father even as the closing headlines are being read.

The director quickly tells one of the presenters through his earpiece
that the father is on the phone waiting to be interviewed. The presenter
has 45 seconds to ad-lib the interview before the programme ends and
transmission returns to the network. It is not possible to overrun by even
a second.

The businessman’s father says he is delighted his son is returning
home. The Foreign Office confirmed the news yesterday. Alcohol is for-
bidden in Libya, so they will celebrate with sorhe bottles of his son’s
favourite beer. )

The director counts down the closing seconds while the presenter
thanks the father for talking to him and wishes the viewers a calm good
evening. The programme ends bang on time and as coolly as if it had all
been planned from the start. Independent television had led the way, but
the BBC got the better story.

A number of BBC TV and radio newsrooms share the same building, so
there is a crossover of ideas. Joint newsrooms, such as BBC Radio Bristol
and BBC Television South and West take this one step further. Story
ideas are swapped and stringer and agency copy pooled.

The BBC increasingly expects its reporters to be able to cover stories
for both radio and television, and its trainee journalists are now being
taught to be bimedial.

On occasions, radio will use the soundtrack of TV interviews in a
bulletin, and TV stations may make use of radio reporters to supply
phone reports on breaking stories.

In Britain, independent radio sometimes uses material recorded off-
air from independent television, although the two have no corporate
tie-up. The arrangement usually requires the radio station to credit the
TV company for using its audio. Cable television companies have also
used reporters from local radio stations to produce and present their
news programmes.

At an international level, news services frequently buy and exchange
reports with one another to enhance their worldwide coverage. A number
of broadcasting unions have been set up to act as clearing houses. These
include the Inter-American Association of Broadcasters (AIR), the
European Broadcasting Union (EBU), the Union of National Radio and
Television Organisations of Africa (URTNA), and the Caribbean Broad-
casting Union (CBU). (See also Inside I'TN, page 247.)

FIELDWORK

1 Itis a quiet day on the radio station. No news is breaking; there is nothing to
follow up. You are sent out by your news editor to find a story. If you are able
to, go out into your neighbourhood and see what you can come up with. (Go
in pairs if you are in a class.) If you can’t get out, discuss what stories vou
might cover.
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2 You are setting up TV news coverage in a brand new area. Think of ten
important contacts you would make in the community. Then find out the
name, job title and phone number of the major contacts you would expect to
call each day in your area to make the check calls to the emergency services.

3 If it is legal, listen in to the emergency services band on the radio and see if
you can work out what they are covering. If they use a variation of the 10
Code, jot down the codes used and find out what they mean.

4 From your own TV viewing and radio listening, which do you think are the
most active pressure groups in your area and how do they get their message
across to the media? Do they come across favourably or badly? Why?

5 A caller on the line to your newsroom says large quantities of lethal waste
have leaked from a nearby industrial plant. The toxic chemical is spilling into a
reservoir which directly feeds the local water supply. He says he is the
manager at the plant and is urging you to put out a message immediately
warning people to stop drinking the water as it could poison them. What do
you do?



NEWSROOM
CONFERENCE
(Figure 10)

NEWS GATHERING

3 Getting the story

News editors are to broadcast journalism what generals are to warfare.
They set the objectives, weigh the resources and draw up the plan of
campaign. Under their command are the officers and troops on the
ground.

Some news editors prefer to be in the thick of battle, directing the
action from the front line, while others favour a loftier perspective, set
back from the heat of the action. These will oversee strategy, but delegate
a number two to be responsible for tactics. In larger newsrooms, this may
be the deputy news editor, senior producer, or bulletin producer. Work-
ing to the news editor’s plan of campaign he/she will keep in touch with
the news as it develops and arrange coverage.

In larger newsrooms the plan of campaign is drawn up at the morning
conference. Producers and senior staff put their heads together with the
news editor to map out the day’s coverage.

Figure 10 Morning news conference for the programme Northern Life. Journalists
gather in the newsroom to discuss the day's coverage. The news editor decides which
stories to pursue and allocates reporters to cover them (courtesy Tyne Tees Television)
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Many stories will already be in the diary or on the files; some of yester-
day’s items will still be current and will need to be followed-up to find
new angles. The news wires may produce items which can be used or
pursued. Producers and reporters will be expected to come forward with
their own ideas, and other leads may come in the post or from rival media.

Stories are then ranked in order of importance and in line with station
policy and resources are allocated accordingly. (See also item selection,
page 108.)

If more stories present themselves than staff reporters can cover, the
news editor will bring in freelance support or put some stories ‘on ice,’ to
be followed only if others fall down.

On a thin day, the news editor may have to rely on back-up material to
fill the programme. Most stations have a small collection of timeless fea-
tures which have been kept for such emergencies, called fillers or padding.
Where there is little hard news to cover, reporters and crews may be sent
out to get more filler material to top up the reserves.

If the station is running news on the hour, the news editor will attempt
to spread coverage throughout the day to provide an even balance, with
the emphasis on peak-time listening. For longer news programmes, pro-
ducers arrange coverage to ensure reports are back in time to make those
deadlines.

Each newsroom will have someone in charge of the newsdesk at all times,
keeping a close eye on agency tapes and breaking stories. As news comes
in, a senior journalist will copytaste each item to see if it is worth running
or pursuing or offers new information on an existing story.

When a good story breaks unexpectedly, the news editor, like the
general, must be prepared to switch forces rapidly from one front to
another to meet the new challenge.

Reporters may be asked to drop what they are doing and cover the new
story instead; old running orders will be scrapped and new ones devised.
This demand for sharp reflexes, total flexibility and all-stops-out per-
formance puts the buzz into news reporting.

Chasing breaking news is only half the story. The news editor or pro-
ducer also has the overall balance of the programme to consider.

In a 30-minute TV programme time will be set aside for regular slots or
segments, such as sport, headlines and the weather, and material will have
to be found to fill them.

In any audience will be some who would prefer to unwind to light items
at the end of a working day, rather than endure heavyweight stories;
others will prefer national news to local, and commercial stations may be
expected to inject enough entertainment into the show to shore-up audi-
ence ratings. All these conflicting demands will be brought to bear in
shaping the news priorities and arranging coverage at the start of the day.
(See also the news programme, page 102.)



VISUALS AND
ACTUALITY

THE BRIEF

Getting the story

Getting the story in radio and TV means more than simply gathering the
facts. How those facts are illustrated is also important. Like newspapers
with their photographs, radio has its sounds, recorded at the scene. These
are called actualiry.

Radio brings a report to life by painting a picture in the imagination of
the listener, while TV takes its audience to the scene through the use of
film and video footage. And TV can add to its armoury sound effects,
graphics and still photographs. The cost of all this artistry is to make TV
sometimes slower and less flexible than radio, but attractive visuals and
interesting actuality breathe life into the coverage of news. Good illustra-
tions can boost the position of a report in the programme, and poor
actuality or footage may make a producer think twice about running it at
all.

The ideal brief would be a typewritten note giving details of the story,
saying who the interviewee was, the time and place of the interview, with
the relevant press clippings, background and a selection of suitable ques-
tions. But reality usually falls short of the ideal. News editors are busy
people who say the reason they have two ears is so they can perch a
telephone under each. Most reporters will be all too familiar with the
phrase that greets them when they arrive for work: ‘Don’t take your coat
off ...

Sometimes ‘brief’ is the operative word. .. It may go something like
this: ‘The strike at the car plant — the MD’s in his office, he’ll see you in ten
minutes. Give me holding for 11, a clip for noon and Ill take 2 and a half for the
I o’clock.’

No typewritten note; no background list of questions. Not even a
‘please.’

The reporter is already expected to know that the strike has been called,
which car plant it concerns, where it is, how to get there, who the manag-
ing director is, all the necessary background to produce three separate
items, and to have the know-how to come up with a line of questioning
which perfectly matches the unspoken ideas in the news editor’s head. So
what’s unreasonable about that?

However frantic the news editor may be, the reporter will have to prise
out the answers to three questions before setting out on the assignment:

e What do you want?
® When do you want it for?
e How long do you want it to run?

With the car workers’ strike, the plant’s managing director will be asked:
‘What’s your reaction to the stoppage? How damaging could it be for the
company? Will jobs or orders be lost? How long can the company survive the
action?’. The union point of view will also be required.

Knowing the time of transmission and the length of the item is vital.
There would be no point in returning to the newsroom at 3 o’clock with
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enough material to make a half-hour documentary when what was
wanted was a 35-second interview for the lunchtime news. No one will
see this masterpiece if it arrives too late or runs too long to go in the
programme.

News reporters usually work to the next bulletin deadline. On some
stations deadlines crop up every fifteen minutes, so when reporters go out
on a story, that story must not vanish with them. Hence the instruction to
write holding copy. This is a short news item that can be run in the next
bulletin or headlines to tide the newsroom over until reporters return
with the interview.

If they are likely to be out for some time, say, at a conference, they may
be expected to phone in regular reports from the venue to keep the bulle-
tins topped up with the latest news. Recorded interviews can also be fed
back down the phone as a last resort. (See telephone reports, page 238.)

The next directive is to provide a clip for noon: that would be the best
35 seconds or so from the interview to illustrate the story.

Lastly, the reporter here has been asked to produce an interview of 2
minutes 30 seconds for the 1 o’clock news programme. The questions
above on page 31 would satisfy that, with any leads picked up from the
managing director which give a new slant on the story.

Many news editors would argue that an elaborate brief should not be
necessary, as reporters are expected to have a good working knowledge of
their area and keep abreast of breaking news. But things are not always so
hectic. When reporters arrive on duty, they may be given time to catch up
by reading through the output of the previous shift. Reading-in helps
reporters familiarize themselves with what has already gone on air.

Where more background is required, reporters on small stations would
be expected to research it themselves, while those on larger stations may
be able to call upon a researcher or the station’s news information service
or library.

‘What you need is a wide background knowledge, rather than narrow
specialization, and you need to keep it up to date.’
— BBC WORLD SERVICE NEWSROOM GUIDE

Think of a news story as a diamond. A diamond has many facets, and
whichever way you hold it, it is impossible to look at them all at once.
Some will always be hidden from view. Likewise, it may be impossible to
cover every aspect of a news story at once — there is seldom the time or
space. The reporter will be forced to concentrate on a few of the story’s
facets. Each facet represents a different angle. The angle is the part of the
story which the reporter chooses to hold up to the light at any one time.
Most stories will have a number of different angles and news editors and
producers usually spell out which particular one they want reporters to
focus on.



CHASING THE
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(Figure 11)

Getting the story

Take a story about a big new contract at a steelworks: the fact of the
contract is the story, but that may not be reason enough for running it.
Information only becomes news when it affects a given audience. If the
contract is big enough, it might make national news, but the editor in a
local newsroom would run the story only if the steelworks is in his/her
area. The story would then have a local angle. With national news, the
main angle is often the importance or significance of the story to the
nation. At a local level, the importance to the community comes first.

Once the news editor is satisfied the story is relevant to the audience,
he/she may want to cover it a number of different ways. The angle will
change according to viewpoint, and with the steelworks, the obvious
viewpoints to go for would be those of the management and workforce.

An interview will be arranged with the company about the size of the
contract, the effect on the company’s prospects and the likelihood of more
jobs.

If the reporter discovers 500 new jobs will be offered over the coming
three years, the follow-up angle would shift to the union viewpoint. The
major union would be asked to comment.

So far, both interviews have been with spokespeople; one to establish
the facts of the story and the other to react to them, and there is a constant
danger in journalism of always talking to experts, or talking heads, and
overlooking ordinary people with grassroots opinions.

Another viewpoint, closer to the audience, would be that of the workers
at the steelworks. The reporter would ask some for their reactions to the
news and might follow that by talking to several unemployed people who
now have their first chance for some time of finding a job.

Workers and unemployed alike are the people whose lives will be
affected by the contract, and they and their dependents will probably
make a significant part of the station’s audience. In the end, it is their
reactions that matter the most.

Using extracts from all the interviews, a comprehensive and well-
rounded report could be built up, with background material filled in by
the reporter. This is known as a package.

TV reporters will want to illustrate their item with good footage of the
steelworks in action. Dramatic images of red hot molten steel and flying
sparks would feature with shots of blue-collar workers with their protec-
tive facemasks, contrasting perhaps with images of a be-suited director in
a plush office.

Radio will certainly go for the noise of the steelworks, the clashing of
metal and the voices of people at work.

Once the reporter has been briefed and found out exactly what is wanted
and when, the process of getting the story begins with the contacts file.
Much precious time on a sixty-minute deadline can be saved by going
for the right person from the start. Go straight to the top. Don’t waste
time with minor officials who will only refer you upwards. If you are
dealing with a company, go for the managing director. Only settle for the
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Figure 11 Getting the story
with what the BBC describes
as the radio reporter's
notebook - the portable reel-
to-reel tape recorder
(Andrew Boyd)

press office if the MD or his/her secretary insists. A press officer is at best
one step away from the person you want to interview and may have
reasons for putting you off.

Some organizations will insist you use their press officers — that is what
they pay them for — and it is possible to build up a good working relation-
ship with the best of them, but remember that behind every plausible
statement and off-the-record remark there lurks a vested interest.

‘Idon’t want any of my journalists talking fo press officers. Press officers
are paid to conceal the truth, not to tell it.” — STEWART STEPHEN, EDITOR

Setting up the interview can be the dullest, most time-consuming chore
in journalism. Sometimes the ringing round can seem interminable and
more time can be spent waiting for people to phone you back than in
reporting.

To save time, the best tip is never to rely on anyone to call you
back. If a secretary tells you your contact is speaking on another
line and will return your call, politely insist on holding on while
he/she finishes the conversation. If you hang up, your name will
be added to the list of callbacks, and that list could be a long one.
Also, if the story might mean adverse publicity, you could find
yourself waiting by the phone for ever.

If your contact is out, leave a message stressing the urgency of your
business, and ask if there is someone else who could handle your inquiry.




STAGED NEWS
CONFERENCES

Getting the story

If they try to put you off, be polite but persistent, and if that fails, go
above their heads to someone more senior. If no one can talk to you, find
out where your contact is and try to call him/her there. Don’t be fobbed
off. Remember, every minute wasted brings you closer to your deadline.
The approach should be assertive rather than aggressive and tenacious
but always polite.

If, after that, vour interviewee is still playing hard to get, then put that
angle ‘on hold’ and approach the story from another direction.

With the steelworks item, if management is being elusive, go instead
for the union line. With a more controversial story, such as plans to build
a prison in the area, if those behind the scheme will not talk, go directly to
the opposition or to the grassroots and interview residents who may be
frightened about the prospect of prisoners escaring near their homes.

All too often, despite your best endeavours, you will find yourself star-
ing at the telephone, willing for it to ring, while messages and repeated
messages lie neglected in a heap on your contact’s desk.

At this stage, you are wasting time and should go back to your news
editor. Say what steps you have taken, and seek further direction. Should
you continue to wait by the phone, firing off still more messages, or
should you cut your losses and try a different angle or abandon this and
get on with another item?

News conferences can be a time-consuming way of getting a story.
Having sat through a forty-minute presentation, when questions are
invited from the floor, the tendency is for reporters to talk over each other
and fire their questions at once, often in pursuit of different angles. This
kind of anarchy, induced by approaching deadlines, can make for a gar-
bled recording.

Set presentations can be difficult to record if the speakers are some
distance from the microphone, and much of the material may be irrele-
vant to the report and can swallow up yards of tape which makes for
troublesome editing. The reporter should always take extra tape and note
when the interesting points were made.

Press conferences generally live up to their name. The format was
devised for print journalism and is largely unsuited to the electronic era.
The opportunity to record interviews usually comes after the conference.
Some newsrooms refuse to give coverage unless the main speakers make
themselves available for private interviews well in advance and provide
copies of speeches so questions can be prepared.

The alternatives are to hang around for interviews until the conference
is finished, or record them on location before the conference gets under
way, but there may well be a queue of other reporters with the same idea.

Radio has an advantage. When TV moves in to do an interview, the
crews usually take a little time to set up their lights and cameras, so radio
reporters are advised to be assertive and to get in first, pleading that the
interview will take only a few minutes. Cooling your heels while TV
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completes the cumbrous operation of lights, colour check, pre-chat,
interview and cutaways, will only push you closer to your deadline.

The fastest way to get a report on air is via the telephone, and live pieces
may sometimes be taken into news programmes or bulletins. But tele-
phone items (phonos) are mushy in quality and lack that essential visual
element for TV.

Stations which have few reporters will often rely on interviewees to
come to them. This practice frees the journalist to remain in the news-
room and chase more stories, but is better suited to radio than TV where
the choice of location is often determined by the need for interesting
visuals.

If time is short, and the reporter is having to travel to the interview,
precious minutes can be clawed back by planning the route. Rush hour
delays should be taken into consideration. Detailed street maps are essen-
tial, and travelling by cab can put a taxi driver’s expert knowledge at your
disposal.

If the station has a radio car or outside broadcast vehicle, live reports
can be sent back which save time and add considerably to the sense of
occasion and urgency.

Another way to claw back precious minutes is to arrange to do your
interviews in the order in which they will appear on air. This keeps the
tapes or film in a logical sequence and helps with the preparation of
questions.

Make sure all the key phrases and quotes you intend to keep are noted
either during the interview or after it, and log the points where those
quotes occur. This can be done from a stop-watch, or by using the coun-
ter on the tape recorder. Jotting down single trigger words such as ‘angry’
or ‘delighted’ can help you plan your editing.

Many radio reporters listen to their interviews in the car on the way
back to the station and the editing process is well advanced in their minds
even before they return.

In the editing room, many inexperienced journalists, sweating against the
clock, let circumstances panic them. There is always the hope that you
will be able to turn round that three minute package in the last moments
before the programme, and an experienced hand will have little trouble in
doing just that. But the old adage about more haste, less speed, is espec-
ially true in broadcasting.

Be realistic. If you doubt your ability to get the piece on air by
the deadline, then warn the producer or news editor that it may
not be coming. Give them time to prepare a standby. Whatever
you do, do not leave them without that safety net. If they are
banking on your item and it fails to turn up, at best you will try
the patience of your colleagues, and at worst you will leave a hole
in the programme which could prove impossible to fill, throw




Getting the story

the presentation team into confusion and lead to a disaster on
air.

Similarly, by rushing your piece you could easily make a mistake and
the first time you realize your blunder may be when you see or hear it
going on air. When a deadline is rapidly approaching, the temptation to
run the piece without checking it through can be almost irresistible.

If mistakes do appear, the station’s credibility takes a nosedive, and the
authority of that bulletin is knocked. The audience and your colleagues
will judge you, not by the amount of well-intentioned effort that went into
your work, but by the results as they appear on air. In the end, that is all
that really matters.

‘The most important thing about news is the listener — most radio journ-

alists think getting the last-minute story into the bulletin is more impor-
tant than presentation, and getting the facts absolutely right — they are
mistaken.’ — SIMON ELLIS, NEWS EDITOR, BBC ESSEX

FIELDWORK

1 Find out the names of the news editors at your nearest radio and TV
stations and ask if you can visit their newsrooms for a day (longer if possible)
to observe what goes on. Talk to the journalists about their jobs without
getting in their way and ask if you can go with any of the reporters on a story.
Watch how the news develops from an idea to a full-blown report.

2 L.isten to the main local news programme on the radio and see if you can
work out which, if any, of the stories are being used as padding or fillers.
Listen especially to any actuality in the bulletin and discuss whether it added
anything to the story, or if the story would have been clearer without it. Was
there too much or too little actuality in the bulletin?

3 Read through a local newspaper and make a list of stories that could be
followed-up. Think about the angles you could take to develop the story
further. Then plan your coverage for each of them. Work out contacts and
questions and draw up briefs for your reporters.

4 For TV, work out what footage you would want to take to illustrate those
different stories. Go for a good a mix of coverage with plenty of variety.
Be creative.

5 If you have access to radio or TV recording equipment, find a contact
involved in one of the stories who is willing to be interviewed. Compare your
finished report with those in the next radio and TV bulletins and discuss how
your own work could be improved.
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4 Conversational writing

‘Writing, when properly managed. . . is but another name for conversa-
tion.’ — LAURENCE STERNE

‘For years, editors told reporters: “Don’t tell me about it, write it.”’ Turn
that around, and you have a good rule for the broadcast journalist:
“Don’t just write it, TELL ME ABOUTIT.”"’

— BROADCAST NEWS OF CANADA, STYLE BOOK

Anyone with ambition towards writing will probably appreciate a lively
piece of prose. We all have our journalistic giants and literary heroes. But
what may be clear and sparkling to the eye, may be confused and baffling
to the ear. It may also prove impossible to read out loud. The following is
from Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. A Spanish gypsy, Rafael, is
describing a machine gun attack on a Facist train. Read it out loud and see
how you get on:

‘The train was coming steadily. We saw it far away. And I had an excite-
ment so great that I cannot tell it. We saw steam from it and then later
came the noise of the whistle. Then it came chu-chu-chu-chu-chu-chu
steadily larger and larger and then, at the moment of the explosion, the
front wheels of the engine rose up and all of the earth seemed to rise ina
great cloud of blackness and a roar and the engine rose high in the
cloud of dirt and of the wooden ties rising in the air as in a dream and
then it fell on to its side like a great wounded animal and there was an
explosion of white steam before the clods of the other explosion had
ceased to fall on us and the maquina commenced to speak ta-tat-tat-ta!’
went the gypsy, shaking his two clenched fists up and down in front of
him, thumbs up, on an imaginary machine gun.’*

Breathless? Punctuation is minimal to drive the speech forward and
convey a sense of excitement, but although it makes compelling reading
on paper, it is almost impossible to read aloud without suffering from
oxygen starvation. Even conventional prose can cause problems, because
the writing obeys the rules of the written, rather than the spoken word.
Writing for broadcast can mean tossing away literary conventions,
including the rules of grammar, if the words are to make sense to the ear,

* Penguin, 1969, page 31.
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Figure 12 Newswriting for the computer age - writers for the BBC’s World Service
dictate their copy directly to a computer operator. On-screen it can be rapidly edited
and updated and different versions produced tcourtesy BBC World Service)

rather than the eye. In print, shades of meaning are conveyed with choice
adjectives and skilful prose, but the spoken word makes use of a medium
which is altogether more subtle and powerful — the human voice.

An accomplished reader can breathe life into the flat black marks on a
page, investing them with shades of light and dark, irony, pleasure or
distaste with nothing more than a minor variation in the pitch or tone of
his voice.

If you find it difficult to put your thoughts down on paper clearly and
simply, use the trick of telling someone out loud what you want to say.
Your brain will throw out most of the padding automatically. People talk
more clearly than they write; so make your writing more like your
talking and your viewers will understand you better.’ — HARRIS WATTS*

For print joumalists making the crossover into broadcasting and grad-
uates embarking on a career in radio or TV, the hardest adjustment can be
to break out of the literary mould imposed on us since our schooldays. All
the emphasis then was on the written word, but everything in broad-
casting is written to be spoken.

* On Camera, BBC, 19%4.
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The technique of the broadcast newswriter has been described as ‘zalk-
ing into the typewriter’*, and for many years some BBC reporters have
dictated copy directly to secretaries without first drafting it on paper, to
make sure the story is in a conversational style. A piece of broadcast copy
should sound natural to the ear and be easy to read out loud, without
causing the reader to stumble over words and gasp for breath.

Newswriting, which may look fine in print, can often sound stilted and
peculiar:

Judge Theodore T. Townshend (43), of 17 Withy Grove, Edmonton,
Alberta, has been found guilty of being in charge of a motor vehicle
whilst under the influence of alcohol.’

Picture yourself leaning on a bar telling the same story to a friend.
Chances are you would say something like, ‘Hey, have you heard — an
Alberta Judge has been found guilty of drunken driving!’

Without realizing it, you would have translated the written word into
the spoken word, and the broadcaster would do the same, leaving out,
of course the ‘Hey, have you heard . . .?’ The broadcasting equivalent
of this attention grabber is the jingle (sounder, US) into the news
bulletin,

The conversational approach would continue for the rest of the item:
Judge Theodore Townshend,who’s 43 and lives at Withy Grove, Edmonton . . .
etc.’ The middle initial and road number only clutter up the story and so
have been dropped. Any facts that are not vital should be scrapped.

Similarly, broadcast news has no need of a mass of adjectives. For
television, the saying ‘a picture is worth a thousand words’ holds true and
the images presented by the camera will tell the story more effectively
than any description. Where there are no accompanying illustrations, the
nuances of inflection in the newsreader’s voice will paint a picture as
colourful as the most purple of prose.

‘At all imes remember you are communicating with ONE person. ONE-
TO-ONE means YOU and just ONE listener.’
~ COUNTY SOUND RADIO STYLEBOOK

For the professional broadcaster there must be no such thing as ‘the masses
out there’. Images of a sea of upturned faces somewhere beyond the studio
lead only to megaphone newsreading and a style of writing which turns
every story into a proclamation.

The secret of communicating with an audience, however large,
is to write and speak as though you were talking to only one
person, and it helps if that person is someone you know and like,
rather than your worst enemy or boss.

Visualizing a single well-disposed listener warms up the approach,

*Carolyn Diana Lewis, in Reporting for Television, Columbia University Press, 1984.
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Conversational writing

makes it more personal, and avoids the trap of sounding patronizing. Aim
to talk ro the audience and not at them.

The most important technique in communication is to meet people
where they are — at their level. Nothing enrages an audience more than
being talked down to, and few things bore them faster than hearing talk
which is above their heads. Broadcasting means just that: reaching out to
a broad cross-section of the community, and the skill lies in pitching it so
what you say satisfies roadsweepers and university dons alike — no mean
task.

When reporters learn to zell the story rather than write it they are
half-way there. The next stage is to realize that the broadcast audience has
different needs to the newspaper reader, and that those needs differ again
between radio and television.

Newspaper readers have one big advantage: they can read and re-read the
same item until they can make sense of it. But broadcasters have only one
chance to score with their audience. The information is fleeting. As soon
as it has passed, it has vanished into the ether and is lost until the broad-
cast is repeated the following hour — if it is repeated at all.

The onus on making sense of the news lies always with the
newswriter and newsreader, never with the audience. This
means the broadcast story has to be crystal clear the first time of
hearing. Clutter has to go and convoluted writing has to be
ironed out; clauses and sub-clauses dismantled and recon-
structed as new sentences if necessary.

The writer has to wield a ruthless logic in the way the story is
explained, moving the information unswervingly forward from point to
point. Mark Twain described the way a good writer constructed a
sentence:

‘He will make sure there are no folds in it, no vaguenesses, no paren-
thetical interruptions of its view as a whole; when he has done with it, it
won'’t be a sea-serpent, with half of its arches under the water; it will be a
torch-light procession.’

What do you think Mark Twain would have made of the following?
‘The docks’ dispute, which is now in its 17th day, as 300 members of the
Transport Union, Britain’s largest union, take strike action, because of
an overtime ban which has been in operation since February 9, as well
as unsocial hours, shows no sign of letting up, despite warnings by the
TGWU that lorry drivers could be asked to black the port.’

Chances are you would have to read that through twice to be clear about
it, which means the story would have failed on radio or TV. Yet all it
needs is a little unravelling:
‘There’s still no sign of a let-up in the docks’ dispute, now in its 17th day.
This is despite warnings by the Transport Union, Britain’s biggest, that
lorry drivers might be called on to black the port. 300 members of the
TGWU have walked out in protest at unsocial hours and a ban on over-
time. The ban was imposed on February the 9th.’
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In this rewritten version, the one sentence of the original has become
four. The tangle of subsidiary clauses has been unravelled and chopped
into three short sentences. The story progresses logically and the only
kink which remains is the tiny subsidiary clause, ‘Britain’s biggest,” which
is too small to restrict the flow of the sentence.

Notice too, that ‘February 9> which is standard newspaper style, has
been changed to the slightly longer, but more conversational, ‘February
the gth’.

Sentences for broadcast need to be clear and declarative, containing a
minimum of different ideas. Simplicity and conciseness are the
watchwords, yet that does not mean that writing for the voice should be
devoid of style, energy or colour. Poetry, which is intended for reading
aloud, is often vivid and bursting with life.

Canada’s Broadcast News organization recommends a sentence length
of 20 to 25 words with one thought per sentence, but recognizes the
danger that, ‘strings of short sentences can be just as deadly as overlong
sentences, because they produce a staccato effect.’

Newspaper readers have the food in their own hands, they can feed
themselves and decide how long they want to spend chewing over an
item. But radio and TV audiences have to be fed the news. Many stations
assume an average attention span of about three minutes; some rate it
even shorter — around 9o seconds — but for even three minutes of spoken
information to be digested it has to be chopped up into small chunks
which are easy to swallow.

‘A high school teacher of mine once said short declarative sentences
are the best kind of writing. Writing should be as concise and clear as
possible.’ —PAUL CLEVELAND, ABC ASSIGNMENT MANAGER, ABC NEWS (US) LONDON

An item which makes sense on paper where the punctuation is visible can
have an altogether different meaning when read aloud:

‘South Africa said the Zambian leader has been found negligent in the
area of human rights.’

Just who has. been found negligent and by whom comes down to a little
matter of punctuation, or lack of it, which can completely alter the sense
of the story:

‘South Africa,’said the Zambian leader, ‘has been found negligent in the
area of human righ<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>