Tips Judges, Court Personnel and Lawyers Need to Know About Dealing with the Media During a High-Profile Trial

General:

· Media will do just about anything to get a story.

· Local media, especially print, believe they should get preferential treatment.

· All media must feel like it’s a level playing field-no one is getting special access, information before others, etc.

· Some reporters will quote you even though they say they won’t.

· Treat “off the record” as if it does not exist.  Different people have different ideas of what off the record means.

· If you don’t want to read it in the newspaper/hear on TV or radio- Don’t say it!
· Don’t be hostile or pick fight. Be civil at all times-there’s nothing truer than: the media buy ink by the barrel, control the airwaves and cyberspace.  Besides what does being rude get you except a bad name.

· In all of your communications with the press, your tone will be more important than your content.

For Judges:

·  Have someone-either staff or consultant to handle media management.  Either staff a public information/media relations officer, other staff person trained in dealing with media, or a consultant or journalist under contract, should be dedicated full time to the case.

· Authorize only one person (preferable the information officer or equivalent) to speak for the court and keep that person fully in the loop!

· The court media liaison is part of your team and needs direct access to you.

· Don’t be hostile towards or pick fights with the media.

· Don’t let bailiff/security personnel handle media relations-unless it is someone who is specialized.  Even then, make it clear who speaks for the court. (More than one person giving out information about court rules, procedures, what happened in court, etc., can wreak havoc and damage the court’s credibility.)

· Let the media have input into everything possible that affects them.

· Courtroom seating, camera access and access to file documents are among the most contentious aspects of dealing with the media on a high-profile case.  Resolution of these issues is reached more amicably if the media are involved.

· The media must understand at the outset that they will pay for costs associated with any accommodations/services they want, such as furniture, phone lines for media center, that they will pay from any damage they cause and will restore any alterations to original condition.
· Start proceedings on time!

For Court Personnel:

·  Be civil, be civil, be civil!

· Make filed documents available to the media ASAP.

· Understand that the media will want in fact, demand-access to the case file, so anticipate and make arrangements to ensure that access.

· Who ever deals with the media for the court is part of their team, not the enemy.

For Security Personnel:

· You are not the purveyor of court and/or case information.

· Be cooperative with and work with the information officer on courtroom rules, seating, access.  You are members of the same team.

· You are not the star.  Do not fawn over celebrity news people.  Do not try to get in the camera shot.  Do not ask the media for copies of pictures in which you happen to show up.

· Don’t allow media to park equipment vehicles on sidewalk/in red curb zones/adjacent to fire hydrants.

· Don’t let attorneys use private entrances unless the trial judge and/or presiding judge have been consulted in advance and granted approval.

· Do not act like the Gestapo to anyone, especially the media.

For Lawyers:

· The Court information officer is not your information officer.  That person must remain neutral and display not even an appearance of bias or favoritism toward wither side in the case.

· Don’t be rude to the media.

· Don’t run from or try to avoid the media.

· Don’t try your case in the media.

· You can be courteous and talk to the news media, even answer questions on camera, without discussing the merits of the case.

· Don’t expect anyone with the media to give you more favorable coverage because you accommodate their questions or treat them courteously- or even leak a tidbit of information.

· Your agenda is not their agenda.

· Trying to manipulate them might back fire.

Most Commonly Asked Questions (by Judges, court staff, lawyers):

· Do I have to allow them (the media) in the courtroom? (Coming from judges, this is sometimes in the form of a statement. “I’m not going to let them in the courtroom.”)

· Do I have to allow cameras in the courtroom? (Judges)

· Do I have to hold a hearing on their request for camera coverage? (Judges)

· How many courtroom seats should the media get? (Judges, sometimes bailiffs)

· Would you keep those people (media) away from me! (From Lawyers)

·  Would you tell them I’m not going to talk to them? (From Lawyers)

·  Do I have to talk to them? (Courtroom staff)

Most Commonly Asked Questions (by the Media):

· How do we get credentials for the trial?

· Will the judge meet with us?

· Can we speak to the judge?

· Would you let the judge know I would like to interview him/her?

· What happened in court today?

· What’s going to happen next? 

· When will jury selection (opening statements, key witness testimony, closing arguments) begin?

· Can we get the (blank) jury questionnaire?

· Can we get the completed questionnaires? Of the seated jurors and alternates? Of everyone who filled them out?

· When can we interview the jurors?

· Who’s testifying tomorrow?

· Where can I park?

· Can we photograph/get footage of/copy the exhibits?

· Can we get shots of the empty courtroom?

· Can we photograph/get footage of the jury room?

· Where do I sit (in the courtroom)? (Usually asked by media who show up on the first day of or after trial is underway, have never informed anyone they plan to cover it, despite months of pretrial proceedings and an information office that has put out numerous advisories will in advance informing media who want to cover the case to contact the court (information office)).

· Where can I work when the court’s not in session? (Again, folks who show up on first day of trial after all arrangements have been finalized and made known well in advance.)

· Where’s the media center/press room? (With the expectation that the Court will be providing such a space, and that there will be room for the Johnny come latelies.)

· Can I bring my laptop into court to take notes? (Clickity, clickity, click.)

· When will the verdict come in?

· How much time will the judge allow when the jury reaches a verdict and when its read in court?

· (When the jury is sequestered) What do the jurors do during conjugal visits? (An actual question asked by a Court TV reporter/lawyer who Peter-principled herself up to a CBS early a.m. news anchor position.)

Most important questions that should be asked by judge/court and security staff)

· What can I expect?

· What will the media want?

· What should we give them or allow them to do?

· What can be done to contain/maintain control of the courtroom? Courthouse, environments? (Or how can we keep this from becoming a proverbial media circus?)

· Should I allow camera coverage?

· What conditions can I put on camera coverage?

· What are the options to camera coverage?

· How much seating should the media get?

· They want to interview me, what should I do?

A Major Point:
The judge should consider and make sure the courtroom and security staff understand that the person who deals with media on behalf of the court is on their team.  As such, that person needs direction.  Whatever is provided to the media should be a collaborative effort between the judge, his/her clerk and the media liaison.

