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I. PURPOSE

A. The Helena Police Department must have the support of the community to be successful. Establishing and maintaining an effective relationship with the news media is crucial to accomplishing this goal.

B. This Media Relations policy establishes guidelines regarding media relations and the release of information to the public through the news media. 
II. POLICY

A. Law Enforcement operations in a free society must not be shrouded in secrecy.  It is necessary that there be full public disclosure of policies and openness in matters of public interest.  To this end, information will be released to the news media in an impartial, accurate and timely fashion. It is the responsibility of each employee to abide by this philosophy of cooperation.

B. Additionally, the Department must strive to make known and accept its objectives and policies.

1. A free press serves the public by supplying needed information, by stimulating thought, and by providing a medium for expression.

2. Crime, its results and the efforts to combat it are all matters of continuing public concern.  The Department is regularly involved in events at which members of the news media properly present and perform their task of gathering information.  A responsible, objective press can be of tremendous assistance to both the public and law enforcement.  It is the policy of the Department, with our Community Orientated Policing Philosophy, to develop a working partnership with the media for the benefit of the citizens that we serve.

C. Article II, Section 3, of the Montana State Constitution and the First Amendment to the United States Constitution guarantees freedom of the press.  “No law shall be passed impairing the freedom of speech or expression. Every person shall be free to speak or publish whatever he will on any subject being responsible for all abuse of the liberty.”

III. Responsibilities in Releasing Information
A. All press releases shall be made by:

1. The Chief of Police

2. The Assistant Chief of Police

3. In the Chief’s and Assistant Chiefs absence, or at his/her discretion, the Commanding Officer is authorized to make press releases within his/her span of control and may delegate to another, i.e. Officer in Charge.

a. All non-supervisory members will obtain permission from their Supervising Officer before making any press releases. 

B. After normal administration work hours and on weekends the shift supervisor will be responsible for returning phone calls to the media representatives.
C. When a major incident occurs, the Chief of Police, or his designee, may elect to coordinate the release of information through a member of the Department temporarily designated as a Press Relations Officer (also referred to as a Public Information Officer, or P.I.O).  The Press Relations Officer would then be responsible for gathering and disseminating all available facts meant for media release.  The Press Relations Officer should be cognizant of press deadlines.

D. When an incident involves the death of any person within the Department’s jurisdiction, information containing the victim’s identity will not be released until the County Coroner approves such release.  Concerning all deaths that occur within the Department’s jurisdiction, identities and notifications of next of kin shall be made by the County Coroner.

IV. PROCEDURES

A. Media Inquiries– The agency will respond to all media inquiries in a timely and professional manner. During normal business hours, media inquiries shall be directed to the Chief of Police.

B. Interviews–The Chief of Police is responsible for assisting the news media by conducting interviews him/herself or coordinating interviews with other qualified agency personnel. Employees contacted directly by the media shall notify the Chief of Police through their proper chain of command of any interview requests. All conversations with members of the news media should be considered “on the record” and subject to being quoted.

C. News Releases–News releases shall be written and disseminated to the media and within the agency on major incidents and events of community interest or concern. 

D. News Conferences–News conferences will be held only in connection with major events of concern to the community. The agency head will be informed of all news conferences. The Chief of Police will facilitate the news conference.

E. Access to Crime Scenes and Critical Incidents–Agency personnel should be courteous to news media representatives at crime and critical incident scenes.

1. At such scenes, agency personnel shall ensure that the media respect the established perimeter. Members of the media have no greater or lesser access to an incident scene than members of the general public.

2. Any member, with approval of the scene commander, may grant closer access to news personnel and their equipment, to the degree that it does not interfere with law enforcement operations. 

3. No member of this agency shall prohibit the media from newsgathering practices, including photography and interviews, outside the established perimeter.

4. News media representatives shall not be prevented from access to any area solely because of the possibility of their injury or death. If this is the only consideration, the media representative should be advised of the danger and allowed to make the decision to enter on his/her volition.

5. The Chief of Police or his/her designee will release information at crime/critical incident scenes. 

6. At critical incident scenes, the Chief of Police or his/her designee will establish a media briefing area as close to the scene as safety and operational requirements allow.

7. At critical incident scenes, members of the agency will work in close cooperation with the media to ensure that live broadcasts do not disclose any information that could endanger law enforcement personnel or the general public.

F. Public Records–This agency and its members will abide by all local, state and federal laws governing the release of public records.

G. Access to Suspects–Suspects or accused persons in custody shall not be posed or made available for media interviews by any member of this agency.

H. Joint Investigations/Other Agency Involvement –In a multi-jurisdictional investigation, the lead investigative agency is responsible for providing or coordinating the release of public information. The Chief of Police or designee for the lead agency will share that information with all involved agencies in advance of public dissemination.

V. Information Release Guidelines
A. In a free society the media has access to criminal justice information within specific guidelines.

1. Information appropriate for disclosure and reporting by law enforcement agencies.

a. Information that may be contained on an initial arrest reports, limited to the arrested person’s name, age, and residence;

b. The criminal charge;

c. Description of the offense with which the defendant is being charged;

d. The circumstances of the arrest such as time, date, and location unless the location may reveal the address of the victim in a sex crime;

e. The amount or condition of bail;

f. Information about unidentified suspects, such as physical description, clothing, vehicles;

g. Method complaint was received, i.e. officer observation, citizen, or warrant;

h. Any other information available through public records;

i. Age and gender of drivers in traffic accidents, location, direction of travel of vehicles (if known) and if any person involved in the crash was transported via ambulance.

j. Names, ages and/or descriptions of persons arrested/cited as the result of a crash investigation, including juveniles.

2. Information not appropriate for disclosure and reporting by members of the Department.

a. The existence or content of any confession, admission, or statement given by the accused.

b. Opinions concerning the guilt, innocence or character of the accused, complainant, victim or any witnesses.

c. Statements predicting the outcome of a trial.

d. Results of any examinations or test or the accused’s record.

e. Statements or opinions concerning the credibility or anticipated testimony of prospective witnesses.

f. Items of evidence seized.

g. The apparent cause of death.

h. Biographical information concerning the arrested party, complaining party or victim.

i. Names of victims of sexual offenses, juvenile offenders (other than if arrested/cited as a result of a crash investigation), or witnesses.

j. In circumstances where a juvenile offender’s name can be released by law, the press shall be referred to Juvenile Court Service or County Attorneys Office.

k. Identity of individuals interviewed, but not charged.

l. Any information that could be known only to the guilty party 

m. In the event of unusual circumstances or a question as to whether or not the information should be released, the member’s Commanding Officer shall be contacted prior to release of information.

n. Any information describing the nature or extent of injuries to persons involved in incidents investigated by the department, including crash investigations.

3. Members may reference The Montana Criminal Justice Information Act of 1979, located in Title 44, Chapter 5 of Montana Code Annotated.

VI. MEDIA RIDE-ALONGS

A. Media ride-alongs, in accordance with the Department’s current ride-along policy and procedures, allow members of the media to accompany law enforcement officers as they perform their duties. 

B. Employees shall not permit members of the media to accompany them onto private property nor will they assist in securing permission for access from property owners.

VII. Training

A. This agency is committed to providing proper training for its Supervisory Officers. Employees who interact with the media will also be provided access to appropriate training when necessary.

VIII. Ethics

A. It is the policy of the Helena Police Department to treat members of the media with professionalism and ethical behavior. It is expected that the media will respond in a like manner and follow ethical guidelines established by their industry.

B. Members of this agency who believe they were treated unethically should contact the Chief of Police. 

IX. Meetings with the Media

A. Reaffirming this agency’s commitment to positive media relations, the agency head shall meet on an as-needed basis with media representatives to discuss issues of mutual interest or concern. 

B. Proposed or anticipated changes in department policy or procedures dealing with the media also will be addressed at this time.
X. Media Credentials

A. To insure that the Helena Police Department is communicating with a bonafide news medial representative, members may take appropriate steps at the scene of an incident to verify the credentials of individuals not immediately recognized as such.  If officers are speaking to a media representative on the phone and they are not sure of whom they are speaking to, members may call the media outlet to verify identification.  

B. Police Department press identification can be obtained from the Department Administrative Assistant, upon presentation of an official credential request on media organization letterhead.  This Department will also recognize other appropriate press identification from other areas.

XI. Live Coverage Agreements

A. Live coverage agreements establish voluntary guidelines for the broadcast of live pictures or information emanating from critical incidents scenes such as hostage situations, barricaded subjects and other ongoing crises. This agency supports the creation, implementation and use of such agreements. 

B. While news media may be permitted in the area of a crime scene or a serious police incident, they do not have the authority to be within an area that has been secured to preserve evidence or at any location where their presence jeopardizes a police operation, or presents a risk to any person’s safety, including their own.

C. News media’s primary responsibility is to report the news by obtaining information and pictures at newsworthy incidents.  Their opportunity to do so is frequently at an emergency scene.  Sharing these circumstances with the media, Department members should not unnecessarily obstruct the media in the performance of their job; however, members of the news media are not exempt from any municipal, state, or federal statue.

D. The media may photograph or report anything they observe when legally present at an emergency scene.  Where publication of such coverage would interfere with an official investigation or place a victim, suspect or others in jeopardy, the withholding of publication is dependent upon a cooperative press, not upon censorship by the members of the Helena Police Department.  Under such circumstances, Commanding Officers should advise news personnel of the possible consequences of publication, however, members shall not interfere with media activities as long as that performance remains within the confines of the law.

E. With the continuing development of the Community Policing Philosophy within the Department, there will be times when requests to the media will be made to provide Public Service announcements to the community.  These messages provide education regarding traffic problems, safety tips notification of special police operations, animal control problems, etc.  Any member of the Department may issue Public Service announcements with prior approval of their division commander.

XII. Alternative Methods to Disseminate Information

A. It is the policy of the Helena Police Department to pursue alternative methods of disseminating information directly to the public.  These may include community newsletters, government access cable television shows, web sites, public appearances by agency members, public area bulletin boards and others.
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