
IN  THE PR ESS

When the Legislature 's In Session, Does
Other News Take a Back Seat?

by Jack Betts

This regular feature of  Insight  focuses on how
the news media-newspapers,  television, and ra-
dio---cover public affairs in North Carolina. In this
column ,  Insight  examines  whether the Capital Press
Corps ignores other  state government  news and
concentrates  solely on the  legislature  when the N.C.
General Assembly  is in  session.

O ne day last June,  Jim Sheppard took the ele-
vator down to the fourth floor of the Archdale

Building in the downtown state government com-
plex and walked into a conference room filled with
state officials .  He wouldn't need the releases he
had prepared a week earlier,  which announced the
first meeting of a blue-ribbon panel to determine
whether North Carolina should start up an envi-
ronmental indicators program.'  A veteran state
public information officer,  Sheppard wouldn't
have to answer any questions from the press, ei-
ther,  because no reporters showed up.  Those re-
porters, as Sheppard had anticipated,  wouldn't be
anywhere else that day but covering the N.C.
General Assembly,  en route to its longest session
ever- more than seven months.

So it goes in Raleigh,  where there are two
packs of note-the Wolfpack of N.C. State Uni-
versity in west Raleigh,  and the press pack of the
Capital Press Corps downtown.  When you're
looking for reporters during a legislative session,
finding them is a snap.  Just drop by the big white
building on Jones Street and there they' ll be-as

hostage to the legislative session as  staff  members,
the cafeteria crew, and the legislators themselves.
Reporters grouse about the long hours and con-
stant grind of covering the legislature from start to
finish-215 days from January to August in
1989-but few of them are able to break away
regularly to do the sort of coverage of other state
government stories that occur throughout the year,
whether the legislature is in session or not.

This pack journalism prevails largely be-
cause, in North Carolina, the General Assembly is
the most powerful branch of government and by
far the most accessible.  Stories are easy to get.
Legislators seek out reporters, doling out juicy
quotes and swapping hot rumors.  Most meetings
are wide open,  and not even the wiliest legislator
can hide from a reporter for long. And it's a lot
easier to cover the legislature, where all 170
members and all the staff are located in just two
adjacent buildings,  than the executive and judicial
branches- which are spread out in 95 buildings in
downtown Raleigh alone and in hundreds more in
the rest of the state.  And, of course,  the fact is that
reporters stick to the General Assembly because
that ' s where their editors want them to be most
days. When reporters aren't there, editors want to
know why not.

"Reporters  are  mainly tied up with the legisla-
ture when it's in session ,  even when there are sexy
issues out there to be covered,  like the Mobil Oil
thing,"  says Seth Effron,  Raleigh correspondent
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for the  Greensboro News & Record.  "It's gotten
covered somewhat [mostly by environmental re-
porters], but it would have been more closely
scrutinized if the legislature had not been in ses-
sion [when Mobil Oil proposed to drill for gas off
North Carolina's coast]." The same thing goes for
the state's choice of a radioactive waste disposal
site operator, Effron adds. "There would have
been more intensive coverage of that issue if the
legislature had not been in session." The  Winston-
Salem Journal,  the state's environmental watch-
dog, had covered the story for more than a year,
but other news organizations weren't giving it as
much attention-especially during the General
Assembly.

Graham Wilson, a former Raleigh correspon-
dent for WBTV in Charlotte and now a govern-
ment spokesman at the Department of Crime
Control and Public Safety, agreed with Effron's
assessment about the legislature captivating re-
porters' attention. "We had a feeling that we were
tied to the legislature somewhat when it was in
session," says Wilson. That prevented him from
covering other state stories or getting out of town
to cover statewide controversies. "It did affect
coverage. When the legislature wasn't in, it was
one less thing to worry about."

Adds Ferrel Guillory, government editor of
The News and Observer  of Raleigh: "When the
legislature is in town, it tends to dominate [news
coverage]. But the fact is that even when the
legislature is not in town, we don't do the day-to-
day coverage of state government as well as we
should. That's not a problem specific only to
North Carolina. I don't think  The Washington
Post  covers government as well as it should, or
The New York Times.  Covering the bureaucracy,
the everyday workings of government, is really
difficult. It has gotten so big, it has gotten so
arcane, that you tend to go where the flashes of
activity are."

The phenomenon does not go unnoticed in the
Governor's office. Phil Kirk, until recently Gov.
Jim Martin's chief of staff and himself a former re-
porter for  The Salisbury Post,  observes that most
newspapers and other media outlets don't put
enough reporters on government news, and when
the General Assembly is in session, that's the only
game in town. "I think the state government and
legislative coverage personnel assigned by the
media are so small, relatively speaking, that they
have to concentrate on either the legislature or the
rest of state government," and reporters regularly
choose the legislature, Kirk says. "I have defi-

nitely seen that happen each time the General
Assembly is in town. They have to cover what is
hot at the moment, and that's the legislature. We
expect the administration to be more closely scru-
tinized when the legislature is not in town."

Good reasons abound for sticking with the
legislature. "There are legitimate reasons that the
General Assembly demands all of our time," ob-
serves Danny Lineberry, Raleigh correspondent
for the  Durham Morning Herald.  "One, no other
branch of state government has as much impact on
the daily lives of North Carolina's citizens-how
much they pay for gasoline, how much their
driver's licenses cost, how much automobile lia-
bility insurance they must purchase. Second, I
think it's our responsibility to tell the people what
their elected representatives are doing, how they
are voting (or not voting), where they stand on
issues  .... In short, given the limited resources
available to news organizations and the potential
impact of its actions, I think the General Assembly
deserves the intense coverage-even it it means
other areas go uncovered."

Adds columnist Paul T. O'Connor, "Given its
current size, the Raleigh press corps does a greater
service by covering one branch well rather than
covering all three in a very shallow manner."

Running with the pack has always been a
danger for Raleigh reporters, whether they work
for a Raleigh outlet or an out-of-town organiza-
tion . Most reporters are cognizant of the problems
that stem from running with the pack-covering
the same stories, missing others, forgoing the
risky, boring enterprise of digging into the details
of a policy issue in favor of the tried-and-true
routine of events coverage, guaranteed to get the
story air time or page-one play. Most members of
the Capital Press Corps wouldn't miss a guberna-
torial press conference-held on Thursday morn-
ings in the Administration Building-for all the
beer in Beaufort. While those conferences don't
often produce front-page-quality news, they al-
ways produce something that reporters can write
about, especially stories of confrontation between
the Governor and legislature when it's in  session.
But stories of such confrontation, while dramatic
enough to sound important, help the reading and
listening  public far less than aggressive coverage
of other public affairs.

Timothy Crouse described the pack phenome-
non in  his 1972 screed,  The Boys On The Bus.
Crouse wrote of "womblike conditions that gave
rise" to pack journalism, and described the pack as
"hierarchical  as a chess  set" and "divided into
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cliques."2 Crouse could have been writing about
the General Assembly, where reporters and legis-
lators spend too much time in captivity together,
and the Capital Press Corps, which has its own
hierarchy (see sidebar, p. 66). "Everybody de-
nounces pack journalism, including the men who
form the pack," wrote Crouse. "Any self-respect-
ing journalist would sooner endorse incest than
come out in favor of pack journalism."

In North Carolina, the pack rarely congre-
gates for election coverage. It convenes more
often in legislative coverage. And much of the
legislative coverage in 1989 was about the
squabble between the House and the Senate and
the Governor about  how to fund  the $9 billion
highway funding package-by a factor of 20, the
largest road-building and public works program in
the state's history.' But almost missing entirely in
the coverage-as  The News and Observer  was
careful to point out in a short item in its "Under the
Dome" column4-was much pointed discussion of
whether there was a need  for all that road-build-
ing. There were exceptions, of course. Ferrel
Guillory of  The News and Observer  pondered how
to approach the subject in an editorial-page col-
umn,' and columnist O'Connor wondered whether
education had become a second or third priority
behind roads. Most reporters did do stories when
Sen. Marshall Rauch (D-Gastonia) worried aloud
about the need to spend so much money, but lack-
ing from the public prints was any detailed report-
ing on the need for the projects. While  local  road
needs often were well covered by newspapers, the
media generally seemed to accept the conven-
tional legislative wisdom-and the Martin
administration's assertion-that the new N.C.
intrastate  roads package was essential, and fo-
cused instead on how to pay for the monumental
project. Ted Harrison, a public television pro-
ducer and the most experienced hand in the press
corps, notes that road needs were determined by
state transportation officials a year earlier, and that
the press never really covered the story in a com-
prehensive way. "That part of the battle-the
needs-was fought out long before we as a rat
pack got hold of the carcass, and no one wanted to
play catch-up," says Harrison.

Guillory, who helped restructure The Old
Reliable's 1989 coverage in an effort to avoid
missing the sort of stories that are easy to overlook
during a legislative session, concedes that some
stories don't get enough attention when the big
show is in town. "I know there are agencies,
pieces of government, that we don't poke into well

enough. There's the [N.C.] Agriculture Depart-
ment, certain elements of the Department of
Commerce [now renamed the Department of Eco-
nomic and Community Development], and any
number of government agencies," said Guillory.
"But I wouldn't argue to divert coverage from the
legislature to something else. I'd argue that we
need to pay attention to the other two branches of
government more."

Newspapers in particular have made efforts to
get those sorts of stories and to avoid the pack. In
the late 1970s, for instance,  The Charlotte
Observer  had a model arrangement for its Raleigh
bureau. Three full-time, veteran reporters sought
to do stories that no one else was covering, and
their product was the envy of other news opera-
tions. That office had one of the state's top inves-
tigative reporters in Howard Covington, one of the
top political reporters in Ned Cline, and an experi-
enced general assignment reporter in Susan Jetton.
That trio covered a wide variety of stories no one
else was doing-and all this came at a time (1978
and 1979) when the state budget was much smaller
(less than $4 billion a year in 1979 as opposed to
$10 billion in 1989) and when the state had less
responsibility for programs and the federal gov-
ernment had more. The  Observer,  the state's larg-
est newspaper, and other papers have maintained a
bureau of two reporters in Raleigh in the 1980s,
but the continued growth in state government
would justify sending  more  reporters, not  fewer,  to
cover the state. In a Raleigh office, three is not a
crowd, given the size of government.

Today, most reporters make an effort to get
away from the legislative building, if only to pre-
serve their sanity during the seemingly intermi-
nable sessions. Guillory says  The News and Ob-
server  made pre-session plans to spring loose Bill
Krueger and others for stories on day care centers
and prisons, among other subjects.  The Charlotte
Observer  tries to send reporters from its Charlotte
staff to Raleigh to regularly supplement govern-
ment coverage, allowing Raleigh Bureau reporters
like John Drescher to pursue, for instance, a story
on a special fund that paid for a cook at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina president's home in Chapel
Hill.6 Effron and his editors make it a practice to
plan on at least one long-term project during each
session of the General Assembly. In the middle of
the 1989 session, when the House and Senate were
at loggerheads over a host of issues, Effron took
several weeks away from the General Assembly to
do the painstaking and time-consuming research

- continued on page 68
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-continued from page 65
to find out how much money the state was spend-
ing to employ public information officers (PIOs).
Their job sometimes was to answer public inquir-
ies, and sometimes, it seemed to Effron, to be
apologists and press agents for their bosses. The
cost for this cadre of PIOs wasn't available any
other way than through poring over computer
printouts and tracking down the spokespersons
for each of scores of state agencies. The grand
total, in an article published June 18, 1989, came
to more than $9.2 million for 362 official govern-
ment PIOs on the payroll?

Effron's story was  unusual  not so much be-
cause of its importance or its originality, but be-
cause the paper was willing to devote so much
time to a single investigative story when there was
plenty of other news cover. That story came at the
height of the General Assembly, when, as the late
Sen. Ralph Scott (D-Alamance) would have put it,
the throat-cutting had just begun. Most other
reporters were still in the traces covering the
budget process, the debate over teacher pay raises,
or the highway funding imbroglio. And here was
Effron, blithely ignoring the legislature to do what
was, after all, a splashy story guaranteed to make
the taxpayers' teeth gnash. Other reporters were
envious as well. "Where's Effron and what's he
doing, anyway?" wondered a fellow scribe while
Effron was off chasing his story.

The Greensboro paper had been planning to
do that story for some time, says Effron. "Some
[legislative]  issues might  have gone uncovered,"
concedes Effron, "but the  News & Record  as much
as any newspaper has been making an effort in not
having its own reporters duplicate others, espe-
cially the wire services. We look at the AP (The
Associated Press) as another staffer for us, and we
use them."

So, the paper used more copy than normal
from the AP and stories from its other Raleigh
reporter to cover the  legislature  while Effron pur-
sued the story on PIOs. Little, if anything, in
legislative coverage was sacrificed, Effron says,
and the  News & Record  got a big Sunday spread
out of it.

"Still, I think there are parts of government
that do go uncovered," Effron says. "I don't want
to imply that people get away with murder. But
there are stories of significance that don't get
written-changes in eligibility for government
programs, how the state day care  commission is
handling the question of what to do about when
kids get sick, how the state' s investment portfolio

is being managed."
Martin's former Chief of Staff Phil Kirk-

who became president of N.C. Citizens for Busi-
ness and Industry on December 1-agrees, but
only to a point. "I think it's more a quantitative
thing. They [readers] get the information [about
other state government stories] ultimately, but I
don't think they get it nearly so soon or in such
quantity when the General Assembly is in ses-
sion."

While accepting the notion that some stories
may go unreported while the legislature com-
mands the attention of most newspapers, Guillory
points out that the General Assembly is, after all,
an important story-particularly for those news-
papers that  don't maintain  full-time offices in
Raleigh. "I don't blame  The Asheville Citizen  or
The Fayetteville Observer  for paying attention to
the legislature, because this is a democracy,"
Guillory says. "The legislature is an expression of
democracy, and there ought to be a lot of coverage.
But you do need to find some balance, and I'd
argue that we have got to do a better job overall.
One of the real issues in journalism these days is
whether there is a diminishing of government
news and political news of all kinds. There's a
danger that we will  People  magazine ourselves
too much."

Finding that proper balance-between what
the public is interested in reading and what they
should know about-is a journalistic challenge,
and one that reporters  sometimes  worry about
when the legislature seems to go on interminably
without making progress. "There are times when I
feel like I'm being paid to watch a hamster cage,"
notes Effron. "Sure, there's a lot of motion on that
wheel, and yeah, we can tell the reader that there
was movement today on that wheel, but when the
end of the session comes, it still seems like we
spent a lot of time spinning our wheels when we
could have been out covering other stories."

Aggressive coverage of state government be-
gins with a  commitment  to hard  news and not to
media consultants  and decorators who insist on
fluff and soft news. One way to provide that
coverage would be to  commit more  resources-to
assign more  reporters to state government cover-
age-and to insist on more interpretive reporting
of, say, trends in regulatory issues at the N.C.
Utilities Commission, or whether the Milk Com-
mission is  an anachronism, or whether the state's
administrative rules bureaucracy is a shambles.
The state's larger out-of-town newspapers, as well
as the state's bigger television stations, could as-
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sign more reporters to Raleigh to keep up with the
big increases in state government growth that
has been fueled in part by the federal government's
ceding of much responsibility to the states in the
past eight years as the growth of parts of the
federal budget has slowed. And those reporters
should be schooled in the arts of aggressive, hard-
nosed,  and independent reporting- and not just
more reporting of the same old spinning wheels.

wit
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How can you tell who's who in the legislature?
By reading the 1989-90 edition of ...

ARTICLE II
A Guide to the N.C.  Legislature

Complete with past legislative effectiveness rankings compiled by
the N.C. Center for Public Policy Research. Also, information on each

legislator's occupation, education, committee assignments, and voting record,
as well as trend data since 1971. A bargain at $21.00 plus $1.50 postage.

So give us a call at 832-2839, and order a
copy of our who's who -Article II
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