ELECTIONS 101: KEEP IT LOCAL

Newspapers should view election coverage as the most fundamental
element of their service to democracy in action. Solid coverage and
commentary help voters elect better people to make decisions on
their behalf. Election coverage is among the most exhaustive tasks
facing newsrooms, especially in today’s hyper partisan atmosphere.
This session will focus on your strengths: Coverage of local
elections. In other words, do what you know best, and do what no one
else is doing for your readers.
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CALENDARS - INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL
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CREATE MASTER CALENDAR

Premise
The advent of early voting requires newspapers to have an early discussion on what this means
for election coverage.

External Calendar

This calendar of election dates was posted on the Sibley County website — a great guide for
coverage. Identify which items warrant news coverage. For example, how many people cast
absentee or early ballots? Examining campaign finance reports might reveal interesting facts.

Key Public Dates ‘

February 3 Minnesota Political Party Caucus Day - Please visit mn.votes.gov for
more information

February 10 February Special Election Day - Currently no elections scheduled for
this date in Sibley County

February 17 Early Voter Registration Cut-Off Day - Last day to preregister to vote
for March Township Election (Green Isle Township only)

March 10 March Township Election Day (Green Isle Township only)

April 14 April Special Election Day - No elections scheduled in Sibley County

May 12 May Special Election Day - No elections scheduled in Sibley County

May 19 Early Candidate Filing Period Opens - Federal, State, & County
offices

June 2 Early Candidate Filing Period closes at Spm

June 4 Early Candidate Withdrawal Deadline ends at Spm

June 26 Absentee Voting begins for Primary Election - Sibley County
Courthouse in Gaylord

July 14 Late Candidate Filing Period Opens - City, Town, & School District
Offices file with local clerk

July 23 Last Day to Pre-register to Vote for the Primary Election - Ends 21
days before Primary Election

July 28 Late Candidate Filing Period closes at Spm

July 30 Late Candidate Withdrawal Deadline ends at Spm



https://www.sos.mn.gov/elections-voting/how-elections-work/precinct-caucuses/?searchTerm=caucus

Key Public Dates ‘

July 24 Direct Ballot Absentee Voting (placing ballot directly in ballot
counter) begins for the Primary Election - /8 days before the Primary
Election

August 8 Extended Hours for In-Person Absentee Voting - 9am to 3pm at the
Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

August 10 Last day for In-Person Absentee Voting for the Primary Election
- Until 5pm at the Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

August 11 Primary Election Day - Visit the Secretary of State's website for your
polling location

September 18 Absentee Voting begins for General Election - Sibley County
Courthouse in Gaylord

October 13 Last Day to Pre-register to Vote for the General Election - Ends 21
days before General Election

October 16 Direct Ballot Absentee Voting (placing ballot directly in ballot
counter) begins for the General Election - /8 days before the General
Election

October 24 Extended Hours for In-Person Absentee Voting - 9am to 3pm at the

Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

October 27 Extended Hours for In-Person Absentee Voting - 4:30pm to 7pm at the
Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

October 31 Extended Hours for In-Person Absentee Voting - 9am to 3pm at the
Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

November 1 Extended Hours for In-Person Absentee Voting - 9am to 3pm at the
Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

November 2 Last day for In-Person Absentee Voting for the General Election
- Until 5pm at the Sibley County Courthouse in Gaylord

November 3 General Election Day - Visit the Secretary of State's website for your
polling location



https://pollfinder.sos.mn.gov/
https://pollfinder.sos.mn.gov/

Internal Calendar
A master calendar should incorporate the “external” dates identified above with the newspapers
“internal” to-do dates. For example:

February-May
Preview, report on political caucuses — the first step in Minnesota’s political process.

Preview and report on township elections.

For announced candidates in general election, check on organization of campaign committees.
Convene joint meeting of news/advertising staffs for initial overview of contests.

Identify when candidate finance reports are due.

Poll candidates on re-election plans for those who have not yet announced.

Send introductory letter, set up face-to-face meetings with candidates to introduce news and
advertising initiatives for elections.

June-August
Convene joint meeting of news/advertising staffs to review primary election races.

Contact candidates to set up interviews for profiles, possible endorsements for primary election.
Be aware that legislative candidates likely field numerous requests for interviews, especially if
many newspapers are in their districts. Consider a collective interview with all media
representatives. You’ll have opportunity to ask your own questions plus benefit from questions
raised by other outlets. Each news organization will write its own story.

Confirm you have complete biographical information, photos for candidates.

Decide whether to produce Voter Guide for general election; identify “first tier” and “second
tier” races — which ones will command greater coverage.

Firm up assignments of which reporters will cover which election races; finalize lineup of races
and ballot initiatives for November election.

Publish candidate profiles for primary election; publish schedule.
Publicize deadlines for letters for primary election — those that raise new issues and all letters.

Immediately following primary election, set up interviews with winners for general election.



September-December
Compile complete biographical information and photos for all general election candidates.

Contact individuals who might provide election analysis.

Take pulse of races to identify any unexpected developments that warrant attention.

Decide which candidate forums warrant coverage.

Candidate profiles begin; publish schedule.

Assign all duties for election night.

Set, publicize deadlines for letters for general election— those that raise new issues and all letters.
Complete election-night contact list for candidates, campaign managers.

Conduct post-mortem on election; discuss and schedule post-election stories.

Identify races, brainstorm stories for elected officials’ first 100 days in office.



Column: We’ll be at district conventions
Red Wing Republican Eagle

By Jim Pumarlo
Editor

“I am really disappointed that you cannot afford to have a reporter at either the Republican or the
Democratic county conventions,” a caller remarked Tuesday in People’s Platform. “We are all interested
in Northern States Power Co., but we are also interested in what’s going to happen to the rest of the state
for the rest of the year. This is really tacky and cheap.”

The R-E made a conscious decision not to cover the county conventions this year. Money was not an
issue. We do plan to attend the 1st District congressional conventions. DFLers will convene May 7 at
Austin. Independent-Republicans will do business May 14 at Winona. We traditionally have covered
county conventions. In hindsight, maybe we should have attended this year as elections near.

But we're taking an increasingly hard look at routine coverage of meetings and how we report on politics
and government. There’s indeed a segment of citizens that follows politics with keen interest. But there’s
also a whole slew of people who simply don’t care. Witness the horrible turnout at caucuses last month.

Does that mean we stop trying to inform people about the political process? Absolutely not. But we will
make adjustments as 1994 political activities heat up.

Close to home, Red Wing will be watching its own Joanell Dyrstad as she leaves the lieutenant
governor’s office to seek the U.S. Senate seat being vacated.

The 15t District promises to be interesting, too, with contested races in both parties to replacing the retiring
incumbent. Minnesota’s governor is facing an exceptionally strong challenge within his party, and the DFL
nomination is wide open with several candidates.

All of those races are expected to get more focused at the district conventions once the Legislature
closes and state conventions near.

In contrast, there are few races in the local legislative districts. We do plan to attend the IR endorsing
convention April 16 for District 29B where several candidates have stepped forward to replace the
incumbent who is not seeking re-election.

Another important feature of conventions is passage of resolutions on issues. Almost anything and
everything is discussed at the county level. Once again, these will be narrowed down at the district level.

Meanwhile, the NSP dry-cask storage proposal indeed is consuming a good share of our time. It's
probably the most significant — and certainly the most visible — issue before the Legislature.

It also has far-reaching ramifications. The plant employs many of our readers in Minnesota and
Wisconsin. The tax impact is obvious on all local units of government in Goodhue County. A plant
shutdown would affect taxpayers and shareholders across the state.

On a national level, this debate is being monitored closely. If “environmentalists” are able to close one of
the top nuclear plants in the world, their next battles will become that much easier as they move across
the country.

That’s not to say we can’t be second-guessed in coverage. In fact, the Platform call prompted a
discussion at our news staff meeting this week.

Readers are our best feedback. We welcome all suggestions.



INTRODUCE YOURSELF TO CANDIDATES
Premise

Election coverage by its nature can be complicated and confusing, even to those of us planning
and generating the material. Then we lay down rules and guidelines, many of them directed at
the candidates. We often do so without fully communicating what we expect of candidates,
without explaining the dos and don’ts of coverage. Consider writing an introductory letter to
candidates, then follow up with a personal phone call. Make certain candidates understand the
separation of news and advertising in your operations.

Write a welcome

Congratulations on your decision to seek elective office. We commend you for giving your time
and talent to help make this community a better place to live. As the primary source of local
news, we take election coverage seriously. We consider it one of our most important journalistic
and civic duties. To assist you in your campaign, here are some answers to the most frequently
asked questions raised by candidates. We look forward to connecting and working with you.

What vou need from candidates

Basic biographical information. List the standard items that you seek from all candidates —e.g.,
full name, age, how long at current address, family, occupation, education, civic involvement,
special interests.

Photo: Ask for a current color photo or set an appointment for your photographer to take one.

Contact information: Phone numbers and email addresses; social media channels —e.g.,
Facebook, LinkedIn, X.

Contact information for campaign manager, if appropriate.

What candidates need to know

Special sections: Note dates and deadlines for Voter Guide or any other election promotions.
Advertising deadlines: List your standard deadlines.
Election Day ads: Do you publish them?

Letters to the editor policy: Newspapers often incorporate special guidelines in terms of number
permitted and word count. Identify any special deadlines for 11™-hour attack letters.

Endorsements: If you endorse candidates, briefly explain why you do and the process. Explain
the distinction between news stories and the editorial page as well the separation between news
and advertising.



Press releases: Many campaigns churn out press releases on a regular basis. Explain that they are
reviewed on a case-by-case basis and that responses from the “other side” are sought and
published, where warranted.

Photos: Be prepared for a flood of photo requests and submitted photos. As with press releases,
explain that each request/submission will be evaluated on a case-by-case basis.

Complaints: Provide contact information for the individual(s) to be contacted if candidates
believe they’ve been treated unfairly in news and/or advertising coverage.

Consistency

Candidates and voters alike will be served best by fair and consistent coverage in the news
columns. Fairness standards also apply to political advertising. Rarely does an election season
pass without someone challenging — or, at minimum, raising questions — about the hows and
whys of coverage in the news and advertising columns. An introductory letter will go a long way
in explaining your operations.

Communication

Newspapers should send a letter to candidates as soon as they announce for office. This likely
won’t answer all the candidates’ questions, but it will serve as an introduction to some frequently
asked questions that arise during election coverage. Follow up the letter with a phone call. Many
of the points raised here are also excellent material to address in a column from the editor and/or
publisher during election season.



Column: Ground rules for political campaigns
Red Wing Republican Eagle

By Jim Pumarlo
Editor

The election season is in full swing, and nowhere is it busier than locally. Several races are guaranteed to
attract readers’ attention — from the U.S. Senate race and the candidacy of Red Wing’'s Joanell Dyrstad to
the crowded contests in Goodhue County where 13 candidates are vying for two commissioners’ seats.
The campaign season also means a flurry of press releases and letters to the editor. Our FAX machine
has been in a constant whir the past several weeks, and not a week passes without some candidate
wanting to stop by and promote a campaign.

Our goal is to keep readers abreast of as many campaigns as possible through Associated Press and
staff reports. The greatest attention will naturally be given to local candidates and local races.

The first step is the September primary elections. We've divided the contests in Minnesota and Wisconsin
among our three primary “beat” reporters — Anne Jacobson, Karl Puckett and Ruth Nerhaugen. Coverage
will encompass written answers to questions and live interviews.

A Voters Guide will augment our coverage for the November general election.

We'll try to give a flavor of the candidate as a person as well as relay positions on a variety of issues.
That's especially important where a flurry of candidates came forward, particularly during the last few
days before the filing deadline. In addition, many of these people are relatively unknown to the broad-

based voting public.

Candidate forums will be considered on a case-by-case basis for coverage. Often the issues raised there
are the same we’ve addressed in our own interviews.

In similar fashion, we evaluate press releases on their individual merits. Candidates who send releases
on a weekly basis just to keep their names in the news likely will not see many published.

Those organized campaigns are more appropriately handled with paid advertising.

We encourage candidates and their staffs to call if they’re unclear about our policies and procedures.
Laying the ground rules up front will lead to fewer misunderstandings in the heat of campaigning.

10



GENERATE POLITICAL ADVERTISING

Premise

Publishers often bemoan the lack of political advertising, especially in local races. But how many
newspapers approach candidates with an advertising campaign? Many candidates are novices to
the political arena. Seize the opportunity to be a key adviser in spending advertising dollars.
Parameters

Introduce yourself and make an appointment to meet as soon as candidates announce.

Familiarize yourself with the races and the issues. News and advertising departments should
connect early and regularly in the election cycle. Adjust ad campaigns as dynamics change.

Assign ad reps to specific races.

Understand who controls the advertising dollars. Know the campaign managers.

Be aware of key advertising opportunities for maximum exposure. For example, when will
candidate profiles for specific races be published? Will the newsroom be covering specific
forums? Identify the editions when reports will appear. Will a Voter Guide be produced?
Develop advertising packages. Identify opportunities from print editions to digital platforms.

Create a separate tab on your website for elections. Promote advertising and candidate messages.

Know your market share. As most community newspapers are the primary source of local news,
make the argument that candidates should divide their advertising dollars accordingly.

Be aware of legislative and/or congressional seats in targeted or swing districts. There may be
extra advertising money available from the respective political parties or special-interest groups.

Postal regulations adopted in 2022 increase the sample copy limit to 50% of annual circulation.
That’s an invitation to produce a sample-copy election edition two to four weeks before election.

Consistency

Promoting a candidate is no different than promoting a new store or product. Candidates stand
their best chance of securing votes if in front of constituencies early and often. A successful
advertising campaign will introduce candidates and underscore what they bring to the table.

Communication

Be first at doorstep of candidates, explaining why your newspaper is in best position to deliver
consistent and credible messaging. Present yourself as one-stop-shop for advertising needs.

11



INTRODUCE THE CANDIDATES
Premise

Candidates for elective office are applying for a job. They must convince their bosses — the
electorate — that they are the most qualified to effectively advance constituent interests. It is the
responsibility of the newspaper — which is arguably in the best position — to help present that
information in the clearest and most meaningful manner.

Parameters

Know the issues. Preparation is most important in presenting a well-rounded profile of the
candidates and issues.

Prepare the questions. It should be fairly straightforward to produce core questions if your
newspaper aggressively covers public affairs. Solicit ideas from all employees. Go beyond the
newspaper office.

Cross-examine candidates. Reporters’ greatest challenge will be to flesh out answers in the
candidates’ own words, minus the cheat sheet they’ll often have. Don’t accept simple yes/no
responses.

Assign reporters to specific races. It’s ideal when editors can assign reporters to those races
where they are most familiar with the issues: e.g., school board reporters covering school
elections. At minimum, the same reporter should interview and cover the campaigns for all
candidates in a specific race.

Decide on format for profiles. Different reporters will have different writing styles, but
information should be presented in similar format. Consider a profile, question-answer on issues,
plus photo and standard biography.

Written questionnaires demand preparation. Limited resources mean some candidate interviews
will be handled via written questions and answers. If questions can be answered by simply “yes”
or “no,” be sure to have candidates explain “why.” Set word limits for answers and enforce them.
Make certain editing is consistent among candidate responses.

Prep your advertising department. Familiarize your advertising department on the candidates and
the issues. Preview the election. Maintain separation between news coverage and advertising
campaigns.

Each race will prompt a distinctive set of questions, but some questions should be common
among all races. Always be certain to ask the standard questions as responses might be

unexpected and enlightening — e.g., “Why are you running?”

Decide how much attention to give to regional and statewide candidates. Make a distinction in
coverage depending on whether they are local residents as well.

12



Be cautious in handling press releases from incumbents as well as challengers, especially those
that make a specific charge.

Anticipate write-in candidates and how they will be handled.

Some candidates may refuse access despite multiple inquiries. Underscore this is candidate’s
opportunity to be introduced to constituents, to state positions on priority issues in the campaign.
If you can’t interview them, it is fair game to interview associates, supporters, etc. Campaigns
need treasurers. That can be a place to start.

Consistency

Fairness and consistency are trademarks of balanced election campaign coverage, and that begins
with a plan for introducing the candidates. A solid launch with all candidates will pay all-around
dividends.

Communication

Candidates and readers alike should understand the newspaper’s process for introducing
candidates and reporting on their campaigns. Explaining policies and procedures should be

standard procedure when individuals announce their candidacy. It’s also an excellent topic for a
column.

13



INTERVIEW CANDIDATES: THE QUESTIONS

Many candidates will be ready and prepped for the usual questions with written notes; others will
be unprepared. Again, these questions should be asked. But also try to think of unorthodox
questions that will force candidates to think on the spot and delve into territory that won’t be
covered at the usual candidate forums. Also, be attentive to their answers for appropriate follow-
up questions.

Here are some sample questions — the routine as well as others appropriate for individuals
interviewing to be hired by the electorate. It’s just a beginning; newsrooms can likely add to the

list with a brainstorming session.

What prompted you to seek office? Was it a personal initiative, or were you encouraged by
others?

Why do you think voters should replace the incumbent with you?
What are the most important issues in your race, and how do you plan to address them?
Y our opponent is most critical of your stance on this issue. How do you respond?

Ask about major issues in different ways: Where do you stand? If X happened, how might that
change your position or approach? Under what circumstances would you take X position?

Who do you identify as your base of support — specific demographics, organizations, special
interests?

Who are the people most opposed to your candidacy, and what do you say to allay their
concerns?

What is the chief strength and weakness of your opponent?

What are your strengths and weaknesses, and how will you compensate for your weaknesses?
What do you bring to the table that your opponent doesn’t?

How can you, as one vote, make a difference on the policy-making board?

How is your experience — or lack of experience — in the public and private sectors a plus or
minus for the job?

Do you support term limits?

Do you agree with the philosophy that elected officials should enact broad policy and staff
should handle daily administration? How do you approach this division of responsibilities?

14



You are elected to represent your constituency, yet at some point their wishes and beliefs likely
will be contradictory to your personal beliefs. How will you arrive at your vote?

What specific practices will you implement to keep in contact with constituents?
Does your employment place any restrictions on your ability to serve?
What one issue is not being talked about in this race that should be getting aired?

What will you do to address the partisanship that seems to have filtered into all levels of
government?

Political observers routinely rate the U.S. president’s first 100 days in office? If elected, what can
we expect from your first 100 days?

What is the government’s role in providing specific services?

Can government be more efficient by partnering in the delivery of services and programs?
Identify some possibilities.

Do you advocate public-private partnerships? Identify some possibilities.

Think of your particular community or constituency 20 years from now. Name three things that
must be addressed now to make it better for our kids.

How will changing demographics affect public policy?
Address the balance of public policy necessary to satisfy both rural and urban constituencies.

On whom will you rely for advice if you are elected? What will be the role of people who
contribute to your campaign?

What sort of promises have you made to those contributors?
What principles will guide you as you make decisions?

At the end of your term, what do you hope people will say about you? What major
accomplishments do you hope to achieve?

What one question are you glad we didn’t ask? Are there any skeletons in your closet?
Is there anything else you’d like to add?
Final question: What didn’t I ask you that you were expecting or hoping I would ask?

For a profile: Who else do I need to interview?

15



LETTERS TO THE EDITOR
Premise

More and more newspapers are restricting endorsement letters due to the increasing frequency of
orchestrated writing campaigns. It’s prompted many newspapers to charge for all endorsement
letters. These organized campaigns must be addressed. At the same time, letters — the exchange
of ideas — are the lifeblood of editorial pages and the heart of newspapers. It seems contradictory
for newspapers to routinely encourage and publish letters but consciously put clamps on
discussion during elections.

Parameters

Editors are usually on safe ground limiting the circumstances under which candidates can write
letters to the editor. Candidates have ample other opportunities to get their views in the

newspaper, and they usually have a well-oiled machine of other individuals who can write on
their behalf.

Newspapers regularly limit length of letters, ranging anywhere from 200 to 400 words. The word
count might have to be tightened due to the number of election letters.

Publish deadlines for election letters. A separate, and earlier, deadline should be set for letters
that raise new issues and might warrant a rebuttal, if opposing candidates wish to respond.

Individuals should be limited in their number of letters during an election season. Think about
distinctions between the overall number versus number of letters written about a specific race.
One suggestion: Allow individuals to write one letter per race per each election cycle; this would
allow one letter for each the primary and general elections.

Some letters are bound to prompt responses and spawn a public debate between two individuals.
Consider allowing the individuals two letters each. Someone always will argue that the other
person had the last word, but at some point the exchange must be relegated to a private
discussion.

Decide criteria for what can be addressed in letters. For example, is it appropriate for candidates
to use the “free” letters column to respond to issues raised in “paid” advertising by opponents?

Some issues raised in letters should be properly pursued as news stories. Decide whether the
letters still are published, or whether the issues should be handled entirely as news stories.

Many newspapers routinely reject letters from individuals outside their readership area,

especially during the election season. However, consider that an individual still may be a
constituent such as in congressional districts that cover multiple counties.

16



Consider accepting letters on local issues, written by individuals outside the readership area, if
they are authored by an “expert,” or at least by someone with specific knowledge on an issue.

Reject letters that carry the signature of a local resident but are clearly mass produced.

All letters should be submitted with the author’s full name and contact information — e.g.,
address, telephone number, email address. Letters should be verified, preferably with phone call.

The same guidelines that apply to letters in the newspaper should apply to online letters.

Be sensitive to how letters are displayed. Opposing candidates will watch closely to see if letters
supporting their opponents receive better standing.

Make readers aware that election letters will be edited aggressively, especially as themes become
repetitive.

Identify ways to group many short letters in support of one candidate/issue. For example, use a
banner headline and then subheads over individual letters. The letters will take up less space and
likely will receive greater readership due to a more attractive display.

For newspapers charging for endorsement letters, ask yourselves: Do you really want to limit the
debate of election issues — including perspectives on the strengths and weaknesses of candidates
—to “paid opinions” only? Consider other ways to restrict orchestrated letter-writing campaigns.

Consistency

Letters, like so many other elements of election coverage, are scrutinized by candidates and their
supporters and detractors. It’s important to set guidelines and stick to them as letters have
become a core strategy of campaigns.

Communication

If editorials are frequently misunderstood by readers, letters to the editor are likely next in line.
Readers and political campaigns alike will challenge why they don’t have unlimited access to the

editorial page under their First Amendment rights. Editors should take every opportunity to
communicate the policy. It’s another excellent topic for a column.
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Column: Nice try, but we’re not entirely stupid
Red Wing Republican Eagle

By Jim Pumarlo
Editor

Two letters arrived in the mail last week, both criticizing 2" District congressional candidate Alex Radke
for his stance on privatization of Social Security.

The unpublished letter was a fake, including the signature.
The R-E confirms signed comments prior to publication, whether they appear in the letters section orin
People’s Platform. The misrepresentation of this letter was clear from the moment we called the

supposed author.

“My letter?” he asked with wonder in his voice. He was not only surprised but was upset with the
campaign worker who had solicited him to write on behalf of Democrat Eric Ladwig.

“| thought they were going to send it to me first,” he said. In fact, he was under the impression that he
would be sent a list of suggested points but that he would write the letter himself.

“It must be a form letter,” he said, adding that he would not have any letter published with his name that
he hadn’t seen. Don’t print it, he said.

Not the first time

Letter-writing campaigns are very much part of campaign strategies today. Candidates see it as a way to
supplement paid advertising. The flow of letters churned out by party machines has become so excessive
that many newspapers have stopped publishing endorsement letters altogether or at least severely
restrict them.

The R-E throughout the years has maintained a liberal letters policy, even during election season. We do
limit the number of letters an individual can write, but we rarely restrict length.

We’'re not so naive as to believe that we recognize all the orchestrated campaigns, but we believe it's
important to let local residents express their opinions on local issues and candidates.

But this latest letter crossed the line. We had our suspicions before we made the telephone call to
confirm. Both letters arrived the same day, and both bore other telltale signs.

New guidelines
The individual said he was going to call the Ladwig campaign to express his displeasure.

As he alerts that campaign, we alert all candidates: Effective immediately, we will reject any letter that has
even the appearance of an orchestrated campaign.

The same local party machine behind the letter last week has engaged in similar practices in previous
elections. We know the source but won't identify it in this column. Let’s just say this is a warning.

Other previous incidents of campaigners trying to dupe the editor include:

¢ A candidate brought in a letter on his behalf, unaware that the same letter had been FAXed to our
office earlier in the day.
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o The R-E was challenged on whether a letter met the deadline for publication — challenged not by
the author but by another individual who oversaw the campaign.

e The party machines have become lazy. The same dozen or so core names are used each year to
write letters for the favored candidates — whether for a local, state or federal race.

Critical readers
What does this mean?

It's unfortunate, but from here on certain “legitimate” letters likely are not to be published. If there’s any
hint that a letter is part of an organized effort, it will wind up in the trash.

The parties are welcome to deliver their messages in paid advertising.

We appreciate the fact that political parties and special-interest groups will continue letter campaigns —
albeit with some additional inconveniences.

The most important lesson, however, is that readers need to critically evaluate all letters — especially
during election season. For it's increasingly clear that even if a letter is legitimate, there’s reasonable
doubt whether the ideas are original.

As for last week’s hoax, we recommend the real author step forward. As it stands, the letter is an
embarrassment to the campaign and to the party.
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Endorsements at heart of R-E's responsibility
Red Wing Republican Eagle

By Jim Pumarlo
Editor

"The R-E should remove the word Republican and call it the Red Wing Eagle," a reader called to People's
Platform this week. "Not everybody in this town is a Republican.”

Another reader last week questioned the R-E practice of offering editorial endorsements during the
political season: "Why does the R-E editorial staff feel we need your guidance in choosing political
preferences? Perhaps your staff needs guidance."

For the record, the name Republican Eagle is steeped in tradition — and not political affiliation. Indeed, the
R-E is one of the longest-operating newspapers of uninterrupted publication in Minnesota. The
Republican was launched in Sept. 4, 1857, as a weekly newspaper.

Red Wing, like many communities, was home to newspapers of competing political philosophies.
"Democratic" and "Republican" newspapers co-existed for nearly 100 years until 1940. With neither
newspaper strong enough to force the other out of contention, the newspapers were merged under the
late Albert Marshall.

The first edition of the Daily Republican Eagle rolled off the presses Nov. 25, 1940. The word "Daily" was
dropped from the newspaper's name Nov. 24, 1969.

Why do we endorse?

For the past several weeks individuals and organizations have been lining up behind candidates for the
primary and general elections. They've outlined their support — or nonsupport — for candidates based on
their specific interests.

In the same vein, the R-E has offered its endorsements these past two weeks. Our "special interest" is
the livelihood of the broader communities.

Our endorsements are not intended to "tell" someone how to vote. Rather, they are presented as one
informed perspective on a candidate or issue.

Our endorsements involve discussions with the publisher and various members of the news staff who
may have special knowledge on a candidate or issue. We collect as much information as possible to
factor into our selections. We review the performance of incumbents and listen to arguments advanced by
challengers.

In the end, we endorse those individuals whom we believe will best represent and serve the broad-based
interests of our communities and residents.

There's no question, however, that we devote the lion's share of space to endorsements by readers —

letters to the editor and calls to People's Platform. They are the ones which have the greatest impact on
policies shaped by elected lawmakers at all levels of government.
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LEGAL MINEFIELD: QUICK HITS
Premise

Many questions and challenges — legal and operational — are likely to confront newspapers
during election season. That’s especially the case in today’s political environment. Editors and
publishers should take steps early on to discuss these and other scenarios and have a plan to
address them before they arise. Legal requirements and guidance may vary by state. At the same
time, common-sense will help you navigate the scrutinized path of your election coverage.

Use this checklist as a starting point to prepare for some of the circumstances.

ARE YOU REQUIRED TO GIVE ALL THE CANDIDATES EQUAL COVERAGE?

Newspapers are not governed by any legal requirement in contrast to broadcast media that are
regulated by things like the “equal time” rule under federal law. Ethical standards should be the
guiding principle. Convene a brainstorming session with representation from your entire
operation; go beyond the newsroom. Be prepared for the challenges that will come your way in
news and advertising. Your best defense is a strong offense in explaining and implementing
policies.

One checklist:

e Develop a uniform format for reporting candidacies. Recognize that some individuals
will come into your office with a two-page press release and a full-profile color photo.
Others may simply call to announce they have filed their paperwork.

e Develop guidelines for letters to editor submitted by the candidates themselves or key
individuals on their committees such as the campaign chair or treasurer.

e Develop policies for response to proposed ads. Candidates often take credit for a variety
of accomplishments. They also may level charges against their opponents. Do you allow
the opponents to respond with a letter to the editor and/or press release?

e Develop a policy and process for handling 11™-hour letters to the editor that raise new
issues.

e Develop policies and guidelines for Election Day ads.

e Develop ground rules for coverage of candidate forums. Does it make sense to cover a
forum if you have published full-length candidate profiles just days in advance? Does a
forum addressing a single issue warrant coverage?

e Develop policies for campaigns that pitch photos purely promotional in nature. For
example, a U.S. Senate candidate swings through your town to support the efforts of local
candidates. The event lasts less than 15 minutes.
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WHAT SHOULD BE YOUR RETRACTION POLICY?

Remember, you can be legally liable for publishing what someone else says as well as what you
report in your own research. Many states have laws detailing what has to be in a retraction to
minimize your exposure or to limit damages in the event of a libel suit. Research state laws
before developing a policy. And it’s nearly always wise to consult legal counsel before
publishing a retraction.

One checklist:
e Pay attention to stories. Do your research and verify facts. When in doubt, leave it out.
e Pay attention to letters to the editor. You cannot possibly confirm every assertion, or fact,
in a letter. But be alert to anything that sounds an alarm and causes you to pause on
whether it is fair play.

e Pay attention to ads. First and foremost, make certain all election ads carry a disclaimer:
“Paid for by ...”

ARE PUBLIC FIGURES FAIR GAME?

Current First Amendment law prohibits libel judgments against newspapers from public figures
except when the newspaper publishes information that it knew was false or if it disregarded the
truth with reckless abandon. Be aware that some key policymakers, including a U.S. Supreme
Court justice, are encouraging the landmark case of Sullivan versus New York Times — that
gives newspapers this protection — to be re-examined.

One checklist:

e Editors should apply a careful filter, a wary eye to what they publish — especially in
today’s political environment.

e s it a public or strictly private issue?

e Consider the forum where disparaging comments are made against public officials. Were
they made at a public meeting? Or does a letter to the editor reference remarks made at a
private meeting? The context may affect whether any, or how much, legal attention is
given to comments.

e  Weigh your right to publish something along with your accompanying responsibility of
fair play.
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DOES LIBEL INSURANCE INCLUDE POLITICAL COVERAGE?

Libel insurance typically includes political coverage but always check with your carrier or agent.

One checklist:
e Today’s charged political environment demands extra attention to anything that crosses
your desk.

e Don’t take risks with content that gives you pause. Take the extra step to be sure you are
on solid legal ground in publishing something.
e Isitnews? How would you treat the story if you were the subject?

WHAT IF WE ARE ACCUSED OF PUBLISHING FAKE NEWS?

Journalists require tough skin, especially when reporting during election season. Do your job
responsibly, and don’t censor yourself because someone doesn’t like what you are writing.

e Don’t allow your detractors to make generalities about coverage. Ask them to be specific
in where they believe you have misreported.

e Charges of fake news often are volleyed against large media organizations. Make the
point there is a distinct difference between mainstream media and community
newspapers.

e Develop and implement policies that guide your news coverage. Identify sources of news
that warrant extra examination before considering whether to publish. Have a discussion
when circumstances might warrant an exception.

WHAT IF THE POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT POSES THREATS TO PERSONAL
SAFETY AND PROPERTY?

These circumstances regrettably sometime happen, and the potential is greater during the heated
political season. Newspapers should take common-sense steps.

One checklist:
e Lock doors.
e Provide escort for employees to and from cars at night.
e Ask for police coverage of homes, if circumstances warrant.
e Don’t risk personal safety posed by in-person coverage of events. Journalists also should

have clear understanding with local law enforcement assuring their access to events.
e Provide for the safety of all employees — not just reporters.
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RESOURCES

The Minnesota Newspaper Association has a legal hotline. MNA Attorney Mark Anfinson can
provide information to answer legal questions and to otherwise address issues that are specific to
your jurisdiction.

Ask your peers who may have faced similar challenges and circumstances. Colleagues can
provide a wealth of information.

COMMUNICATION

Newspapers can anticipate many of these questions and challenges from experiences in previous
election cycles. Where appropriate, include answers to anticipated questions in a handout for
individuals as they announce their candidacies. In similar fashion, explain your policies to
readers with a regular column. Some issues can be addressed each election cycle, and sometimes
more than once.
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