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Zechman announces retirement as Standard publisher

Is the White House violating 
the First Amendment by barring 
Associated Press journalists from 
press events because AP has made 
the editorial decision not to adopt 
the phrase Gulf of America?

AP reporters are currently 
denied entrance to White House 
events attended by other journal-
ists. On February 12, adminis-
tration officials said that in their 
view, entrance to the Oval Office 
and other such press events at 
the executive mansion is at the 
discretion of the White House and 
that journalists have no legal right 
to entry.

White House press secretary 
Karoline Leavitt said the White 
House is barring AP from ac-
cessing these events because the 

news outlet is spreading “lies,” 
by not using President Donald 
Trump’s new name for the former 
Gulf of Mexico. For its part, the 
news agency says it “will refer 
to it by its original name while 
acknowledging the new name 
Trump has chosen” because AP is 
a global news organization, and 
Gulf of America is not globally 
recognized. The U.S. Board on 
Geographic Names has officially 

changed the name of the Gulf.
Julie Pace, the executive editor 

of The Associated Press, said in 
a letter to White House Chief of 
Staff Susie Wiles, that barring the 
reporters was “plainly intended to 
punish the AP for the content of its 
speech. It is among the most basic 
tenets for the First Amendment 
that government cannot retaliate 
against the public or the press for 
what they say. This is viewpoint 
discrimination based on a news 
organization’s editorial choices 
and a clear violation of the First 
Amendment.”

Do journalists have a First 
Amendment-based right to at-
tend White House press events?

There are no U.S. Supreme 
Court opinions or lower-court 

decisions as yet that specifically 
establish such a right, though a 
few appellate court rulings involve 
circumstances around the issue. 
So any court ruling in AP’s favor 
specifically on White House access 
would break new First Amend-
ment ground. Legislative action 
is not likely to settle the matter, 
given the Constitution’s separation 
of powers.

AP’s letter contends the ban on 
its reporters violates a long-es-
tablished general tenet of First 
Amendment rights, under which 
the government at any level can-
not restrict the content of speech 
on any matter or punish a speaker 
for a viewpoint it dislikes. The 

After an over-50-year career 
providing information and enter-
tainment to the people of War-
ren County, Southern Standard 
Publisher Patricia Zechman has 
announced her retirement.

Zechman’s time at the Standard, 
McMinnville, dates back to January 
1967, when she was hired as a 
typesetter for $1.25 an hour at the 
Standard’s office on Morford Street 
near Warren County Furniture. The 
Standard moved to its current home 
at 105 College St. upon completion 
of the building in the early 70s. 

“I worked right up until the day 
I got married to Bill in April 1972,” 
Zechman said. “We moved to 
Nashville for a little while, and our 
first daughter, Christie, was born. 
We moved back home because Bill 
got a job at the radio station, which 
was upstairs in the same building 
the Standard was in. James W.R. 
White owned both the radio sta-
tion and the Standard at the time.”

In 1979, Zechman received a 
fateful call which would determine 
her career path and help shape the 
face of media in Warren County 
for decades.

“Mike Pirtle called me and said, 
‘I need you,’” Zechman said. “I was 
pregnant at the time, but he said, 
‘I don’t care. You can still write.’ 
I came back and took the role of 
society editor. At the time that 
meant you could be doing anything, 
including going out to take a picture 
of a dead deer lying on a car or rat-

tlesnake that had been run over.”
Upon reflecting on her journal-

ism career, which began 58 years 
ago, Zechman takes seriously the 
responsibility of the free press 
and its role in keeping citizens 
informed.

“The editorial department has 
been a true instrument that has 
safeguarded the people of our 
community. People don’t realize 
that employees here sometimes put 
their lives in jeopardy to hold to ac-
count people in power,” Zechman 

said, recalling past threats and 
attempts to pressure reporters. 

“We do this for the people of 
our community. We have good 
people in this community, and I 
hope we have helped make it a 
better place. I hope the newspaper 
never becomes unimportant to 
this community. When you go into 
the newspaper business, you do 
it because you care. Once you get 
ink in your blood, it’s a true labor 
of love,” Zechman said. 

“We want people to feel invested 
in their community newspaper 
because they are part of it. Without 
the readers and advertisers and 
people providing us information, 
we would be nothing. The world is 
changing, but I believe we’re still 
the best way to get out the news 
about your events and your busi-
ness. We can now do that through 
the printed product and home deliv-
ery as well as on our website, social 
media and through video. There 
are a lot of people who have worked 

Does White House block of AP violate First Amendment?

See POLICINSKI Page 12
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Publisher Patricia 
Zechman receives a 
cake from Standard 
General Manager 
Dale Stubblefield 
at a surprise party 
Thursday, Feb. 22, 
in honor of Zech-
man’s retirement.

Freedom
Forum

Gene Policinski

See ZECHMAN Page 2
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Trust and truth are newspapers’ currency
American civilization is based 

on truth-telling. Our nation is built 
on hard work and the trust of a 
person’s word and handshake. But 
today, the value of truth is being 
shown the door by once unconceiv-
ably profitable social media giants. 
And the day that door slams on 
trust, we are all screwed. ”

America needs its newspapers 
today more than ever — and I’m 
not talking about the paper on 
which they are printed.

With Meta (aka Facebook) now 
declining to vet the content posted 
on its platforms for truthfulness, 
social media’s already shaky 
reputation is poised to take a swan 
dive off the cliff of credibility. 

Credibility is the foundation 
of the American newspaper 
industry. Over the past two and 
a half centuries we’ve built that 
credibility by doggedly pursuing 
truth and fairly giving citizens 
the information they need to hold 
the folks in charge accountable. 
But for the social media platforms 
in this digitally polarized politi-
cal era, discerning the truth and 
editing for accuracy is apparently 

not worth the trouble, the expense 
and the legal exposure. 

The wild, wild west
Legacy media such as newspa-

pers are held civilly accountable 
for truthfulness. If we publish 
falsehoods intentionally or with 
malicious negligence, we face law-
suits for libel or defamation. But 
due to a deeply flawed federal law 
that was passed to protect startups 
in the fragile infancy of the inter-
net, social media can’t be sued for 
their content as long as they don’t 
vet or edit the stuff. The result: a 
wild, wild west of communication.

American civilization is based 
on truth-telling. Our nation is built 
on hard work and the trust of a 
person’s word and handshake. But 

today, the value of truth is being 
shown the door by once unconceiv-
ably profitable social media giants. 
And the day that door slams on 
trust, we are all screwed. 

Recently a professional group 
toured The Daily News in Gal-
veston, Texas. During the visit, 
I explained how a newspaper 
gathers, vets and multi-sources 
information before publishing. 

“To us, right is more important 
than first,” I said. “And being 
wrong means being potentially 
liable for damages.”

A hand came up. A lady asked if 
that’s also true for social media. 

“No, social media is shielded by 
law. Someone can say the worst 
things about you, and there is 
pretty much nothing you can do 
about it,” I said. 

The room became even quieter. 
“Nothing?” she said. “That’s not 

right.”
“Well, take it up with your con-

gressman,” I said. 
A newspaper’s value is the trust 

it enjoys from its readers and adver-

Guest
Column

Leonard Woolsey

hard over the years to make sure 
Warren County gets its news.”

Zechman’s dedication to her 
craft has been evident throughout 
her more than five decades on the 
job, perhaps never more so than 
during her pregnancy with her 
third daughter, Lauren.

“When I was pregnant with 
Lauren, I knew I was in labor 
one morning, but I was trying to 
finish my food page at the house,” 
Zechman said. “I brought the page 
in around noon and told Mike I 
was going to the hospital, because 
I was in labor. He handed me a 
thick folder of stuff I could be writ-
ing on. He said I needed something 
to do while I was in labor. 

“We left McMinnville at 12:30 
p.m. on the way to Murfreesboro 
on the old road. Lauren was born 
at 1:37 p.m. shortly after we pulled 
up to the hospital. After I had her, 
I worked from home a little bit 
before coming right back to work. 
Mike said, ‘You knew you were 
going to have that baby for nine 
months. You should have had that 
food page done,’” Zechman added 
with a laugh, noting how much 
she loved working for her editor. “I 

cried for a month when I found out 
Mike was leaving to take a job in 
Murfreesboro in 1976.”

In the mid-to-late 70s, Morris 
Multimedia bought the Standard. 
Shortly after, Zechman was pro-
moted to managing editor of the 
Standard in 1977. She served in 
that role until 1990 when she was 
promoted to general manger, and 
was then named publisher in the 
90s, a position she held until her 
retirement.

As for her decision to retire, 
“Sometimes you just get to a 
point where it’s time,” Zechman 
said. “Now I’ve got to pack up my 
office, but the hardest part will be 
packing up the memories. There 
have been a lot of great memories, 
as well as some hard ones with 
the recent losses of Kevin Grizzle, 
Vickie Scott and Susan Newby.”

Zechman’s absence will be felt 
as her long-time colleagues strive 
to continue her legacy.

“I’ve had the honor of working 
with Pat for 25 years and she will 
not only be missed by me but ev-
eryone who has ever worked with 
her,” Southern Standard General 
Manager Dale Stubblefield said. 
“She isn’t just a newspaper person; 
she is a journalist who has never 

backed down from a story and has 
dedicated her life to making sure 
the citizens of Warren County 
were well informed of all matters. 
Her leadership throughout the 
years has inspired everyone at 
the Southern Standard. She has 
always treated everyone as family 
and put that above anything else. 
Pat is a special person who every-
one here can call a true friend, 
and nobody can describe how 
much she has meant to us all and 
how much we will miss her.”

The sentiment is echoed at the 
offices of Morris Multimedia in 
Savannah, Ga.

“Pat Zechman has dedicated 
her career to serving the citizens 
of Warren County and beyond, 
leaving a lasting impact through 
her commitment to reporting the 
news with integrity and dedica-
tion,” Morris Multimedia Regional 
Manager Charles Hill Morris, 
Jr. said. “For over 50 years, Pat 
Zechman has been a cornerstone 
of the Southern Standard, shaping 
the paper, engaging its readers and 
earning the respect of colleagues 
and the community alike. Her 
presence will be deeply missed, 
and she leaves behind a legacy that 
will be difficult to replace.”

ZECHMAN  from Page 1

See WOOLSEY Page 5
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March 2025
19-20: 2025 TPA Winter Conven-

tion, DoubleTree Nashville 
Downtown Hotel, 315 Fourth 
Avenue North. Details at www.
tnpress.com

24-28: March 2025 IRE Data 
Journalism Bootcamp - Google 
Sheets Deep Dive, University of 
Missouri, Columbia, MO.

April 2025
11:  2025 TPA Ideas Contests submis-

sions deadline., for advertising, 
circulation and marketing.

14-16: America’s Newspapers Me-
ga-Conference, Orlando, FL.

23-26: Society of Environmental 
Journalists Annual Conference 
2025, Omni Tempe Hotel at 
Arizona State University, Tempe, 
AZ.

30: TPAF grant request deadline 
for fiscal year 2026. Contact 
TPAF Secretary/Treasurer Mark 
Millsap at mmillsap@ tnpress.
com for the application.

June 2025
19-22: 2025 Investigative Reporters 

& Editors (IRE) Annual Confer-
ence, New Orleans Marriott, 
New Orleans, LA. 

26-28: 2025 Tri-State Press Con-
vention (Arkansas, Mississippi & 
Tennessee Press Associations), 
“Newspapers on the Beat.” 
Sessions are planned on edi-
torial, revenue and digital best 
practices, among others. 
Hilton Memphis, Memphis, TN.

28:  TPA State Press Contests 
(Newsroom) Awards Luncheon, 
Hilton Memphis, Memphis, TN.

July 2025
9-13: The International Society 

of Weekly Newspaper Editors 
(ISWNE) 2025 Conference, 
South Dakota State University, 
Brookings, SD.

September 2025
11-13: 2025 National Federation 

of Press Women (NFPW) 
Communications Conference, 
Denver Marriott West, Golden, 
CO.

For Your Calendar
After over 30 years of writing 

columns for journalists, I’m 
flabbergasted that anyone is inter-
ested in what I have to say. But it 
seems there are few of you left, so 
I’ll spend a little time this Satur-
day evening sharing my thoughts 
about artificial intelligence (AI) 
and its use by those of us in the 
news business.

Those who know me well 
know I’m not one to fall for the 
latest “gadgets” and “get rich 
quick” ideas. This probably 
comes from speaking at thou-
sands of conferences over the 
years and seeing more “next big 
things” than I could count with 
a calculator. I remember being at 
a convention in Texas more than 
a decade ago when a publisher 
asked about a product being 
promoted by a “hot” vendor. I told 
the publisher, “They won’t be in 
business a year from now,” and 
they weren’t.

So please don’t lose patience 
when you don’t see me getting 
overly excited about anything, 
including artificial intelligence. 
That doesn’t mean I don’t see 
incredible potential in using AI or 
that I don’t think it’s a major force 
right now. It only means I try not 

to let emotions get the best of me 
regarding new technology. Let’s 
face it: I’ve spent most of my adult 
life developing, testing, using, 
and writing about technology. 
There was a time when my office 
looked like a computer store be-
cause of all the free software and 
hardware I received almost daily 
from companies hoping I would 
promote their products.

Yet here I am. Writing about 
artificial intelligence. I’ve even 
made a decent living – well, part 
of my living – speaking at con-
ferences and leading workshops 
and webinars on the topic of AI. 
I acquiesced when universities 
and press associations began 
asking me to discuss artificial 
intelligence with publishers and 
university faculty. Let’s face it: it’s 
fun being considered an expert 
by professors who make a living 
from being experts.

When I speak with groups 
about AI, I generally break it 
down like this:

• The history of AI dating back 
to the 1940s

• Developments over the past 
20 years that have sped up AI 
capabilities

• “Machine Learning” and how 
it forms the backbone of artificial 
intelligence

• Why artificial intelligence 
gets so much wrong

• Use of AI in the current busi-
ness world

• Practical AI tools for possi-
ble use in communications and 
journalism

• Ethical considerations
• Creating an AI ethics policy
You probably have noticed I ha-

ven’t spent time promoting partic-
ular AI software or tools. It’s not 
because there aren’t great AI tools 

Don’t fear AI - we’ll figure it out, the good and the bad

News & Moves

Gregory named 
Sumner editor

Main Street Media has named 
Chris Gregory as its Sumner 
County publications editor.

Gregory will fill the role held 
by Sherry Mitchell, who passed 
away on Jan. 26. Mitchell served 
as news editor for The Hender-
sonville Standard, The Gallatin 
News and The Portland Sun.

Under Mitchell’s leadership 
as editor, the Gallatin News was 
named best weekly newspaper 
in the state twice and the Hen-
dersonville Standard once.

Both newspapers often 
received first-place awards in 
several categories in the Tennes-
see Press Association’s annual 
awards contest, including Public 
Service, Investigative Reporting, 
News Reporting and Feature 
Writing.

“Sherry left some very big 
shoes to fill but Chris is a solid 
editor who has done well every-
where he’s been. We are very 

excited to have 
him working in 
Sumner Coun-
ty,” Main Street 
Media owner/
publisher Dave 
Gould said.

Gregory 
grew up in 
Hendersonville 
and is a 1994 

graduate of Beech High School. 
He studied journalism at Middle 
Tennessee State University. For 
the past three years, he has 
been editor of the Cheatham 
County Exchange, the Dickson 
Post and Main Street Maury. Pri-
or to that, he formerly worked at 
The Tennessean from 1997-2014, 
followed by seven years as ed-
itor of the Hartsville Vidette in 
Trousdale County.

Gregory lives in Hartsville 
with his son, Jay. In his spare 
time, he is a member of the 
Hartsville Rotary Club and trea-
surer of the Community Help 
Center of Trousdale County. He 

also works with other charitable 
groups, including Trousdale 
County Christmas For Kids and 
the Hartsville Backpack Pro-
gram.

“Sherry set the bar very high 
in Sumner County, and I look 
forward to continuing the legacy 
of strong journalism our readers 
have come to expect from Main 
Street Media,” Gregory said. 
“Having grown up in Hender-
sonville, this is like a homecom-
ing to me.”

Main Street Media, Gallatin
Feb. 14, 2025

Stephens named County 
Exchange, Post editor

Main Street Media has named 
Nancy Stephens as editor of the 
Cheatham County Exchange and 
Dickson Post, effective immedi-
ately.

“Nancy has done a fantastic 
job in Fairview for many years 
now. She is going to bring a 
wealth of experience and pas-

sion to her new 
role as editor 
in Cheatham, 
Dickson and 
Hickman 
counties,” Main 
Street Media 
owner/publish-
er Dave Gould 
said.

Stephens will 
replace Chris Gregory, who is 
moving to become the Sumner 
County publications editor for 
Main Street Media. She will also 
be editor of the Hickman County 
Times, which Main Street Media 
recently acquired.

“I am very excited to assist in 
providing the best news cover-
age possible for our readers in 
Cheatham, Dickson and Hick-
man counties,” shared Stephens.

Originally from West Ten-
nessee, Stephens has resided 
in Fairview since 1990. She 

See NEWS & MOVES Page 4

See SLIMP Page 5

From The 
News 
Guru
Kevin Slimp

Gregory Stephens

Submitted



Main Street Media of Tennessee 
is expanding into three Mid-
state counties after making two 
separate acquisitions in February. 
The company acquired The News 
(formerly Green Hills News) from 
FW Publishing. Main Street Media 
plans to expand the distribution of 
the currently free weekly news-
paper to all areas of Davidson and 
Williamson Counties.

Anthony Cunningham, son of 
The News’ founder the late Gary 
Cunningham, will continue to 
work for the publication.

MSM also acquired two weekly 
newspapers from Your Hometown 
Newspaper, a company based in 
Florence, Ala., and owned by Char-
lie and Melinda Crawford. Four 
generations of the Crawford family 
have owned newspapers in Middle 
Tennessee for more than 100 years.

The Hickman County Times 
was one of the newspapers that 
changed hands. The Times, found-
ed in 1947 serves the area with 
local news, sports and information. 
Longtime Times editor Brad Mar-
tin, who had previously announced 
he was retiring, will work with 
new Times editor Nancy Stephens 
during a period of transition.

Main Street Media also ac-
quired the 141-year-old Dem-
ocrat-Union in Lawrenceburg. 
Main Street Media plans to merge 

that paper with its own paper in 
the county, the Lawrence County 
Advocate. Advocate publisher 
Scott Stewart will continue to 
lead the company’s efforts in the 
county.

“Selling our family’s newspaper 
is bittersweet. For over a century, 
this newspaper was more than 
just a business; it was our heart 
and soul, our life,” said outgoing 
D-U Publisher Charlie Crawford.

The late C.T. Crawford, first-gen-
eration publisher, was Charlie’s 
great-grandfather.

“It’s been an incredible journey 
serving the community, telling its 
stories, and being a part of its dai-
ly rhythm,” Charlie Crawford said. 
“Our commitment over the years 
to the people of Lawrence County 
never wavered, and we’re proud of 
the legacy we’ve built together

Founded in 2013, Main Street 
Media of Tennessee is a multi-media 
company that publishes 16 local 

weekly newspapers, in 13 Middle 
Tennessee counties as well as 
websites, e-newsletters, social media 
pages and a streaming TV channel.

“We are very grateful to Charlie 
and the whole Crawford family who 
have been great stewards of The 
Democrat-Union for so many years,” 
MSM Owner Dave Gould said.

“Main Street Media of Tennes-
see’s mission is to provide readers 
with unique hyperlocal news and 
information that is relevant and im-
pacts their daily lives,” Gould said.

Main Street Media also publish-
es The Dickson Post, The Wilson 
Post, Main Street Clarksville, 
The Connection, The Houston 
County Herald, The Gallatin 
News, The Chronicle of Mt. Juliet, 
Main Street Maury, The Portland 
Sun, The Bargain Browser, The 
Murfreesboro Post, The Cheatham 
County Exchange, The Hender-
sonville Standard and the Pulaski 
Citizen. The company also has 

the Main Street Preps website and 
Main Street TV.

Main Street Media, Gallatin
Feb. 14, 2025
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had been editor of Main Street 
Fairview for the last five years, 
having previously been employed 
with The Tennessean as editor 
of The Fairview Observer from 
1994 to 2019.

In leaving Main Street Fairview, 
Stephens wrote the following 
to her readers: “As a resident of 
Fairview for 35 years, it has truly 
been a memorable adventure 
to cover my community’s most 
exciting moments, good and bad, 
while happily promoting all the 
wonderful things that make Fair-
view such a special place to live, 
work and raise a family.

“As editor of Main Street Fair-
view, I worked to keep our read-
ers informed on important issues 
while also offering interesting 
features that highlighted special 
events, individual achievements 
and community activities.”

Stephens, an active member 
of her community, previously 
served with nonprofits and the 
local chamber in a variety of 
roles including chairperson for 
Nature Fest and the Fairview 
Christmas Parade for several 
years.

“I look forward to making 
many new friends in my new 
role and encourage our readers to 
share news tips, story ideas and 
press releases with myself and 
staff members,” Stephens said.

Main Street Media, Gallatin
Feb. 18, 2025

NEWS & MOVES  from Page 3

Karine, who once participated 
in a Zoom meeting with me, told a 
story about the impact of response 
advertising. A few days earlier, 
she had seen a billboard that 
caught her attention. It featured 
a large photograph of a tall coffee 
cup which was obviously a latte. 
Droplets of condensation were 
visible on the side of the cup and 
whipped cream towered over the 
top. The headline read “Iced Latte 
$1.99.” The coffee shop’s logo 
appeared on the right side, along 
with the words “Next Exit.”

All of the words were large 
enough to be easily read at high-
way speed. “As soon as I saw the 
sign,” she said, “I started thinking 
about that cool and refreshing 
drink. So I took the exit and a few 
minutes later, I was enjoying an 
iced latte.” 

I asked Karine what made that 
billboard’s message so effective. 
She said, “It proved that strong ad-
vertising is specific and communi-
cates clearly. It offered a reason to 
make a purchase right away.” 

The two types of advertising 
have been discussed in these 
columns before, but it bears 
repeating. Image advertising, 
sometimes called institutional 
advertising, is designed to portray 
the advertiser as dependable, 
caring, safety conscious – or any 

other description which is called 
for by the branding strategy. The 
effect is cumulative. Done prop-
erly, it works over time. They’re 
saying, “If we make ourselves 
(blank) enough, maybe you’ll 
decide to do business with us. 

On the other hand, response 
advertising strives to generate 
immediate action. There’s a sense 
of urgency. “Buy now,” an ad 
might say, “because we’re having 
a sale”... or “because this offer 
expires soon”...or “if you miss this 
exit, you’ll miss your chance for a 
cool, iced latte.” 

Since our main interest is 
newspaper advertising, let’s look 
at another example. Gregory told 
me about the time he was going 
through a special section which 
featured appliances and technol-
ogy products. His family wanted 

a new, larger TV anyway, but he 
admitted that the pro football 
playoffs were on his mind. A par-
ticular wall-mounted TV caught 
his attention, so he discussed 
it with his family, drove to the 
store, bought it (at a discount), 
and installed it before the next 
day’s game. That’s response 
advertising. 

Too many advertisers don’t un-
derstand the difference between 
these two types of advertising. 
You probably know merchants 
in your town who run one image 
ad after another – and expect 
consumers to buy now. The mis-
understanding usually works in 
that direction: They run image 
ads and expect the results of 
response ads. 

Most consumers are like Kar-
ine and Gregory – and you and 

me. We’re ready to buy certain 
products and services, if someone 
would just give us relevant infor-
mation about those things and 
give us good reasons to buy now. 

Maybe it’s time to have con-
versations with your advertisers 
about the two types of advertising. 
And maybe it’s time to talk about 
realistic expectations – especially 
when they say they want immedi-
ate results as they hand you a sug-
gestion for an image campaign.

Copyright 2025 by John Foust. 
All rights reserved. John Foust has 
conducted training programs for 
thousands of newspaper advertis-
ing professionals. Many ad depart-
ments are using his training DVDs 
to save time and get quick results 
from in-house training. Email for 
information: john@johnfoust.com

Ad-libs®

John Foust

Coffee, televisions, and response advertising vs. image advertising

StewartMartin Crawford Gould

Main Street Media of Tennessee aquires The Democrat- 
Union,  Hickman County Times and The News

Tennessee Press 
Association 
 Foundation 

Grant request 
deadline 

April 30 2025

The Tennessee Press 
Association Foundation is 
accepting grant applica-
tions for consideration at its 
summer meeting. April 30 is 
the deadline for requests to 
be considered for fiscal year 
2026. Contact TPAF Secre-
tary/Treasurer Mark Millsap 
at mmillsap@ tnpress.com 
for the application.
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As youths we all likely tried to 
hide bad behavior from our par-
ents. The truth inevitably surfaced, 
and we bore the brunt of punish-
ment. Lesson: Be up front with 
circumstances, and repercussions 
typically are minimized.

Newspapers should commu-
nicate the same lesson to public 
officials who try to keep secret 
what they deem sensitive or unwel-
come news: Be forthright. Make 
it standard procedure to volunteer 
the news and minimize rumors.

Newsrooms work tirelessly to 
deliver on the “public’s right to 
know,” and for good reason. In the 
words of David Bordewyk, execu-
tive director of the South Dakota 
NewsMedia Association: Open 
government is essential to good 
government.

The public’s right to know is the 
thrust behind the SDNA’s support for 
a bill in this year’s state Legislature 
to require all public boards to review 
the open meetings laws once a year, 
Bordewyk writes. “Keeping an eye 
on government and informing read-
ers about public meetings are among 
the most important jobs for commu-
nity news media organizations.”

Government transparency often 
centers on open records and open 
meetings laws, Bordewyk notes, 
acknowledging that laws can be 
confusing and lead to misunder-
standings. So why not require an 
annual refresher course? It’s a great 
idea, one that should be pursued 
by other state press associations if 
it not already on the books.

At the same time, newspapers 
should not wait for the often 
lengthy and zigzag path of a 
worthy idea to reach the finish line. 
Why not initiate meetings with 
local officials to review and explore 
the intricacies of open meeting and 
data practices laws. 

Newspapers certainly should 
stand on the letter of the law when 
seeking access to public infor-
mation and meetings. Two other 

points should be stressed.
First, advance requests based on 

the spirit of openness – no matter 
what the law dictates. Challenge 
public officials to place themselves 
in the position of friends and 
neighbors seeking answers from 
City Hall. Would they be satisfied 
with “no comment”?

Second, underscore the value of 
setting benchmarks for community 
conversation. Meeting in secret or 
withholding information only fuels 
rumors. If gossip has reached the 
newspaper, those affected can rest 
assured it has circulated broadly, 
especially fueled by social media. 
At minimum, hearsay exaggerates 
the facts. At worst, the whispers 
promote blatant falsehoods.

The opportunity to deliver facts 
straight from the source is one of 
the strongest arguments editors can 
present to those otherwise hesitant 
to share information. Citizens still 
may dismiss statements as a “com-
pany line,” but parameters have 
been set for community discussion.

The premise of openness should 
be delivered to the private sector as 
well. Companies and individuals 
are not subject to the same laws 

as public bodies, but they ought to 
be aware that their news is equally 
important to the community and 
often travels more quickly than a 
city council vote.

Conflicts over the public’s right 
to know often focus on a specific 
meeting or particular document. 
Officials also should be reminded 
of the value of everyday openness.

I vividly recall the “news” passed 
along by my photographer when I 
sat behind the editor’s desk. Word 
had reached his son’s elementary 
school that a teacher at the middle 
school had lost all his fingers in 
a lab experiment. We prompt-
ly tracked a story for that day’s 
edition. The superintendent set the 
record straight. The teacher lost a 
fingertip and all was handled very 
calmly and professionally.

Our first inquiry, however, went 
to the school principal. She refused 
comment, charging us with sensa-
tionalism. A few minutes later she 
called and canceled her subscription 
without even seeing our report. I’ll 
stand by our decision to pursue and 
publish the story. I’m certain we 
prevented a lot of misinformed table 
talk at dinners that evening.

I applaud Bordewyk and his 
association for seeking legislation to 
require all public boards to review 
the open meetings laws once a year. 
In tandem, I encourage newspapers 
to pursue meetings to orient public 
officials on the laws. Nothing is 
more important in newspaper mis-
sions than to preserve and advance 
the public’s right to know.

Editors too often find themselves 
demanding information in con-
frontation. Seize the opportunity 
to structure these meetings as an 
effort to reach a common under-
standing.

Jim Pumarlo is former editor 
of the Red Wing (Minn.) Republi-
can Eagle. He writes, speaks and 
provides training on community 
newsroom success strategies. He is 
author of “Journalism Primer: A 
Guide to Community News Cover-
age,” “Votes and Quotes: A Guide to 
Outstanding Election Coverage” and 
“Bad News and Good Judgment: 
A Guide to Reporting on Sensitive 
Issues in Small-Town Newspapers.” 
He can be reached at and welcomes 
comments and questions at jim@
pumarlo.com

The strongest argument for openness: Facts quell rumors
Community
Newsroom
Success

Jim Pumarlo

available for newspapers and other 
media types. It’s just that plenty 
of folks are writing and talking 
about these tools and how to use 
them. And remember, it’s Saturday 
night while I’m writing this, so I 
have no desire to get wordy.

Listen, I’ve used Grammarly 
since it first came to the market. 
I wouldn’t even think of letting 
one of my writers or editors send 
me their work without using 

Grammarly to go through it with 
a fine-tooth comb. I receive book 
manuscripts almost daily from au-
thors, hoping I’ll consider publish-
ing their books. And yes, I often 
use ChatGPT to create an outline 
and summary of the manuscripts 
to help me decide whether or not 
I want to take the time to read 
40,000 words. I admit it: I’ve used 
Downsub to transcribe videos and 
create outlines of meetings. I’ve 
even used the AI tools in Photo-
shop to create additional content 

for an image to be used in an ad.
I once asked my brother – a lead-

er in the world of computer science, 
including AI – for a quote I could 
share with audiences concerning 
AI. He did a good job summarizing 
my thoughts when he said, “You 
really shouldn’t be afraid of AI. 
Just like the internet (when it was 
new), we knew it could do good 
things, and we knew it could do 
bad things. There’s no need to be 
afraid of it. We can’t stop it. So, we 
might as well figure out what parts 

of AI to use and what parts of AI to 
leave alone.”

I don’t need to tell you never to 
use AI to write newspaper stories. 
You already know that. I don’t 
need to remind you that stories 
about high school ballgames writ-
ten with AI almost always sound 
like a computer wrote them (and 
often get the details wrong). You 
know that.

I’ll just give you a pat on the 
back for sticking to your eth-
ics and, in my brother’s words, 

“(figuring) out what parts of AI to 
use and what parts of AI to leave 
alone.”

That’s about 800 words. It seems 
my work is done.

Kevin Slimp is a consultant, 
advisor and trainer in the newspa-
per industry. From 1997-2018, he 
directed The Newspaper Institute of 
The University of Tennessee. He is 
CEO of Market Square Publishing 
and Chief Guru at NewspaperAcad-
emy.com.

SLIMP from Page 3

tisers. Our communities expect and 
deserve nothing less. But in a divid-
ed nation where generations of peo-
ple have historically subscribed to 
the truth as a gold standard, social 
media now threatens to undermine 
trust in American institutions.

Newspapers must 
push for truth

Some modern journalists want to 
hang out with the cool kids at the 
online lunch table. But that’s hard 
to do for newspaper folks, because 

newspapers are hard-wired to push 
for truth. Sharing false information 
is akin to a mortal sin for commit-
ted journalists in professional news 
organizations. We still believe “the 
truth will set you free.”

Our core belief — and the fact 
that the truth is an endangered 
species today — is something 
today’s newspapers should talk 
openly about with the public. We 
must defend the concept that no 
matter how uncomfortable or un-
pleasant, the truth is absolutely es-
sential for citizens of our country, 
our states and our communities to 
make the best decisions.

We should be producing 
news, not noise

Our newspapers’ product — 
credible, fairly conveyed informa-
tion based on time-tested, truth-re-
vealing processes — is news, not 
noise. Unfortunately, the noise 
getting more and more attention 
today is nothing more than opin-
ion posing as fact, spewed without 
legal consequence and then posted 
on the social media platform that’s 
most friendly to the political per-
suasion of the writer.

Opinion posing as news is every 
bit as nutritious as cotton candy: 

tasty but void of substance. And it 
rots your teeth. 

We are a nation anchored by 
free speech, and the strongest link 
in our anchor chain is the truth. 
When we accept false information 
as another flavor of “truth,” our 
anchor line for making critical 
decisions is broken.

Newspapers must defend and 
sell the value of truth-telling. We 
must shout from the rooftops, 
from our pages and from our web-
sites that we are different. We’re 
different because our newspapers, 
unlike social media platforms, 
follow genuine standards and do 

our best to present the truth. Our 
readers trust us to do nothing less.

For a real newspaper, trust nev-
er takes a day off. And the truth 
never sleeps.

Leonard Woolsey is president 
of Southern Newspapers, Inc., 
and president and publisher of 
The Daily News in Galveston, 
Texas. He also serves as president 
of America’s Newspapers. This 
column, originally published by 
America’s Newspapers and posted 
online at newspapers.org on Jan-
uary 7, 2025, is republished here 
with permission.

WOOLSEY from Page 2
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Days after Hurricane Helene 
struck, ETSU student Fate Walker 
was on their hands and knees, 
digging through dirt and silt to 
find remnants of what was once 
their family home.

“I found two of my baby photos 
in the dirt,” Walker said. “All of 
my childhood photos are gone, 
except for those two.”

Walker’s family owned and lived 
on the Jonesborough KOA Camp-
ground, something that had been a 
family dream for over a decade.

“Over the span of 12 years or 
so, my family had been looking to 
buy a campground because we all 
have a love of nature,” they said. 
“Then this one showed up, and my 
folks were like, this is the one that 
we’re going to go to, and (we’ve) 
been here for six years.”

An hour to act
On Sept. 27, Walker was at 

home with their father when the 
floodwaters started to rise.

“I was there in the house, and 
we got the evacuation notice an 
hour before . . . we just had an 
hour to evacuate. Usually we get 
those, and my dad and I will stay . 
. . but the water came up high-
er than we had ever seen it – it 
actually breached our bathhouse, 
which had never happened,” 
Walker said. “At that moment, my 

dad was like, ‘Okay, we’re going.’”
Walker and their father fled their 

home and took the SR-81 bridge 
over the Nolichucky River. Just min-
utes passed between their evacua-
tion and the collapse of the bridge.

“I was on that bridge 15 minutes 
before its collapse,” they said. “That 
was the bridge that I took out.”

The zombie apocalypse
Walker returned home a few 

days after evacuating to survey the 
damage to their family home and 
business.

“The whole bottom part of my 
house is stripped, it’s not livable 

anymore . . . I went out, you 
know, dug through all that, tore 
through drywall with my bare 
hands to get one of my cats,” they 
said. “He’s disabled, so he wasn’t 
able to move very well, so I broke 
the drywall to get him.”

At the height of Helene, Walker 
said the floodwaters measured 40 
feet on the property – an unfath-
omable reality that has left the 
campground unrecognizable.

“It was taken by the flood. I 
mean, everything was,” Walker 
said. “It was like somebody came 
in and took an eraser and just took 
out everything.”

‘Come Hell or High Water’: ETSU student graduates despite losing it all to Helene
LAKEN GREENE
Six Rivers Media, Kingsport
December 13, 2024

TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE: Six Rivers Media, Kingsport

Walker has returned to the 
community frequently to assist 
in recovery efforts – whether it is 
helping to distribute food or shov-
eling sludge at Fender’s Farm.

Still, they struggle to wrap their 
head around the current state of 
the community.

“The best way I can explain it is 
it’s ‘The Walking Dead’, but instead 
of zombies we have cows. Like, 
there’s a lot of animals out there 
that have been displaced and are 
confused because their pastures 
are gone,” Walker said. “But it is 
quite literally like ‘The Walking 
Dead’ – you go around and you see 
these giant orange ‘X’s’ with like, 
‘Collapse’ or ‘Implode’, and then 
you see a zero on it, but then you 
see the house that doesn’t have 
a zero, like, oh God, who was in 
there? Or who is in there still?”

Walker describes the sensation 
as “existential dread.”

“I’ve seen this place for the past 
six years full of life. I’ve seen the 
people working on the tomato fields. 
I’ve seen the guy across the road 
with his grandson playing with the 
cats out in the front yard, and then 
all of that’s gone,” they said. “And 
it’s like a very desolate Walking 
Dead set, and it looks like the zom-
bie apocalypse hit out there.”

Walking the stage
Like many, Walker’s life was put 

on hold by Helene. Pretty soon, 

however, they were faced with 
a decision that would determine 
their fate.At the time of the flood, 
Walker was barely a month into 
their final semester at ETSU. They 
had just days to determine wheth-
er they would complete their bach-
elor’s degree or take a break and 
return in the spring semester.

Staying, though, meant finding 
a place to live and being away 
from their mother, father and sis-
ter, who went to stay with friends 
in Virginia.

Walker chose to take matters 
into their own hands.

All photos by Laken Greene/Six Rivers Media, Kingsport

ETSU student Fate Walker was to graduate on Dec. 16 despite having lost 
everything to Hurricane Helene.

Walker has been accepted into the Master of Fine Arts program at ETSU, 
which begins in the spring, where they will continue studying motion 
capture and feature animation.

Walker’s finished cap design is 
a photo of their house with the 
words ‘Come Hell or High Water’ 
written on it.

See HELENE Page 10
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A new concentration in open-
source investigative reporting 
in the master of arts degree in 
journalism and strategic media 
at the University of Memphis is 
one of only a handful of programs 
nationwide teaching digital and 
visual investigations.

This is an emerging field in 
which journalists analyze publicly 
available video, satellite imag-
ery, social media networks and 
online databases for possible news 
accounts. Many journalists now 
using these techniques are either 
self-taught or have learned them 
via online forums.

“Open-source investigative tech-
niques have been used to break 
some of the most impactful news 
stories of the last few years,” said 
Robby Byrd, associate chair for 
graduate studies in the Department 
of Journalism and Strategic Media 
at the University of Memphis. “It’s 
important that journalists learn 
these techniques and apply them to 
their work. I’m happy that UofM is 
leading the way.”

The program, which is fund-
ed by a $300,000 grant from the 
esteemed Scripps Howard Fund, 
in partnership with the Adam R. 
Scripps Foundation. is housed in 
the Department of Journalism and 
Strategic Media and works in con-
junction with the UofM’s Institute 
for Public Service Reporting.

Open-source research uses 
publicly available information to 
uncover data and get to the truth. 
Through the graduate program 
in Open-Source Investigative 
Reporting, journalists with all 
levels of experience will learn how 
to discover, uncover and report on 
information found on the internet, 
social media, public databases, 
books and periodicals – from the 
U.S. and other countries. The pro-
gram will also teach participants 
how to conduct open records re-
quests and what to do if a request 
is denied or delayed.

“This program will have a 
lasting effect on investigative 
journalism across the country 
and will position our students as 
tomorrow’s leaders in the field,” 
said Matt Haught, who was named 
chair of UofM’s Department of 
Journalism and Strategic Media 
in June 2024. “We’re also launch-

University of Memphis launches master’s program in investigative reporting
SUBMITTED
University of Memphis
March 2, 2025

who want to hone their skills.
The UofM Department of 

Journalism and Strategic Media, 
renowned for its comprehensive 
and innovative approach, has con-
sistently been recognized as one 
of the country’s best. The depart-
ment’s programs prepare under-
graduate and graduate students for 

meaningful and ethical practice 
in journalism, advertising, public 
relations, visual media, and other 
media professions. Committed to 
providing a supportive environ-
ment, the department empowers 
faculty members to educate and 
mentor the next generation of 
media professionals.

ing a new Ph.D. program that will 
be one of the first online programs 
in the country and will also be 
available on campus.”

Haught replaced Dr. David 
Arant, who served as a UofM jour-
nalism professor for more than 25 
years. Dr. Arant also chaired the 
school’s Department of Journalism 
& Strategic Media from 2008 until 
his retirement at the end of the 
Spring 2024 semester.

As a dedicated member of the 
university community, Professor 
Haught specializes in visual com-
munications and teaching mainly 
design, photography, creative 
strategy, and multimedia commu-
nications to both undergraduate 
and graduate students.

Haught’s educational journey 
includes a Bachelor of Arts degree 
in Print Journalism and a Master 
of Arts degree in Journalism from 
Marshall University in Hunting-
ton, WV. He earned a Ph.D. in 

Mass Communications from the 
University of South Carolina in 
Columbia, SC.

Expressing his enthusiasm for 
the new role, Dr. Haught said, 
“I’m excited to lead Journalism 
and Strategic Media into its next 
chapter. I believe we have a won-
derful team of faculty and staff, 
and our students are as bright and 
promising as ever. I’m honored to 
take on this leadership role, and I 
am grateful for Dr. David Arant’s 
mentorship and steady guidance 
as department chair.”

A decline in the number of 
journalists has meant fewer eyes 
and ears on government, which in 
turn has led to the public getting 
less substantive reporting on 
issues critical to the region. Since 
its founding in 2018, the Institute 
for Public Service Reporting has 
raised community awareness of 
complex issues.

As the teaching institute in 
the Department of Journalism 
and Strategic Media, the Institute 
for Public Service Reporting has 
created a professionally staffed 
newsroom specializing in in-depth 
investigative, public service and 
explanatory journalism. It also op-
erates the Otis L. Sanford Journalist 
Incubator, educating students from 
middle school to graduate school 
while inspiring working journalists 

Haught Arant

Submitted

University of Memphis journalism students will now have access to a 
new master’s program in open-source investigative reporting as well as 
a Ph.D. program available both online and on campus.
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but rather the lack 
of transparency in 
how it was being 
implemented so 
quickly. Now, this 
unprecedented rul-
ing raises serious 
First Amendment 
concerns. Joining 
me today to 
unpack all of this 
is Wyatt Emmerich, publisher and 
owner of the Clarksdale Press Reg-
ister. Wyatt, you are not a stranger 
to this program. I just had you on 
a few months ago concerning your 
class action suit against Google. 
Welcome back. It’s an honor to have 
you here.

Wyatt Emmerich: Thank you. 
There certainly seems to be a lot to 
talk about these days in the local 
news world.

Blinder: And after Wyatt helps 
us unpack what happened in Mis-
sissippi, we’re going to chat with 
Seth Stern, Director of Advocacy at 
the Freedom of the Press Founda-
tion, who’s been very vocal about 
this case. Seth, our hope is that 
you’ll be able to unpack the broad-
er implications of this ruling and 
what the industry can do about it. 
Welcome aboard, Seth.

Seth Stern: Great to be here.
Blinder: All right, so Wyatt, be-

fore we take a break for a commer-
cial, I read the editorial, and I don’t 
think it was that scathing.

Emmerich: Let me clarify—
Floyd Ingram is the publisher of 
the Clarksdale Press Register, and 
he wrote the editorial.

Blinder: Oh, Floyd wrote it. Got 
it. Go ahead.

Emmerich: Yes, and he’s a great 
publisher, salt of the earth—does 
his job and puts out a good local 
paper. He has gone head-to-head 
with this mayor over the years. It 
really started about two or three 
years ago when the mayor and the 
commissioners gave themselves a 
huge pay raise—and tried to keep it 
quiet. Floyd exposed it.

Blinder: And ever since then, 
there’s been a war?

Emmerich: It’s been difficult, yes.
Blinder: And weren’t you 

offered, in 2023, $30,000 to fire 
Floyd? Is that correct?

Emmerich: Yes, the mayor 

personally offered 
me $30,000 to fire 
him.

Blinder: By the 
way, I saw the 
piece. It was taken 
down, but it was 
clearly labeled as 
opinion.

Emmerich: Yes, 
it was an edito-
rial on the editorial page. There’s 
no doubt about that. And it’s not 
libelous— it’s true. They admitted 
they failed to notify the newspaper 
of the meeting, as is customary and 
required by law. I even spoke with 
the city attorney and said, “This is 
going to blow up in your face. You 
don’t need to do this.” I was really 
trying to help them. And they did it 
anyway.

Blinder: Let’s unpack that. On 
February 14, an official complaint 
from the city attorney was sent to 
a judge, arguing that the editorial 
was defamatory. The judge ruled 
in favor of the city and ordered you 
to take down the editorial. Is that 
correct?

Emmerich: Yes. And we weren’t 
even at the hearing—we never even 
spoke to the judge in any way. Yet, 
she ruled that there was malice, 
which is an extremely difficult 
thing to prove. There are so many 
interesting aspects about this. First, 
the fact that it was done through 
a restraining order. Second, the 
fact that it was an opinion piece, 
clearly labeled as such. Third, we 
were never even notified about the 
hearing or given a chance to present 
our side. Then there’s the fact that 
they filed the case in Hinds County, 
which is two and a half hours away 
from Clarksdale. That felt like judge 
shopping to me. And on top of that, 
the plaintiff in the case is not even 
the mayor personally—it’s the City 
of Clarksdale. There is clear federal 
legal precedent that a government 
entity cannot sue for libel. Every-
thing about this is bizarre. There 
are at least five major legal issues 
wrapped up in this single case. The 
response from the First Amendment 
community has been immediate, 
national, and overwhelmingly in 
support of our position. It’s reassur-
ing to see such strong backing.

Blinder: One of those voices of 

support is Seth Stern. We’re going 
to unpack this further with Seth 
and dive into the broader implica-
tions of this ruling—right after this 
message. Stick around.

Blinder: All right, Wyatt, hang 
in there just for a second. Seth, 
treat me like I’m a three-year-old. 
Has this ever happened before? Is 
this normal? Your organization is 
an advocacy group that keeps a 
watchful eye on First Amendment 
rights. Am I correct?

Stern: Yes, that’s correct.
Blinder: And you’re the chief 

advocacy person there, right?
Stern: Yes.
Blinder: So this is right in your 

wheelhouse. Is this the first time 
something like this has happened?

Stern: I can’t recall seeing anoth-
er instance where a city obtained 
a court order to take down an 
editorial based on allegations that it 
was defamatory. We’ve seen plenty 
of frivolous legal actions against 
the media. We’ve seen plenty of 
prior restraints. We saw the police 
raid in Marion, Kansas, a couple of 
years ago. We’ve seen reporters and 
publishers prosecuted for what they 
report, like in Atmore, Alabama, a 
year or two ago. But this particular 
fact pattern is pretty unique—even 
among cases dealing with legiti-
mate defamation complaints.

Blinder: Wyatt, you’re in the 
national spotlight now. You have 
advocacy groups reaching out to 
you, publishers backing you, and 
your state press association has put 
out a strong statement of support. 
But let me zero in on your commu-
nity. You’ve been talking to Floyd. 
This is one of the communities you 
serve. What’s the local reaction to 
all of this?

Emmerich: The support has 
been great. It’s very heartening. 
The mayor has his loyalists, of 
course, but we feel like we have 
strong backing in the commu-
nity. The tax in question was 
meant to fund law enforcement, 
and everyone supports that. The 
problem is that this special meeting 
was used to broaden its scope to 
include economic development, 
which could mean anything. That’s 
what we were questioning in our 

What happens when a city silences a newspaper? 
An inside look at the Clarksdale censorship case

When a city government uses the 
courts to silence a newspaper, it’s 
not just an attack on one publica-
tion—it’s an attack on press freedom 
itself. That’s exactly what happened 
in Clarksdale, Mississippi, where 
in February a judge ordered the 
Clarksdale Press Register to remove 
from its website and to halt distru-
bution of its print edition containing 
an editorial questioning the trans-
parency of a proposed tax initiative. 
The ruling, widely condemned as 
an egregious violation of the First 
Amendment, has ignited national 
concern among journalists and legal 
experts. In this exclusive conver-
sation, E&P Reports dives into the 
case with publisher Wyatt Emmer-
ich and press freedom advocate Seth 
Stern to explore what this means for 
the future of local journalism—and 
why every newsroom should be 
paying attention.

Editor’s note: The Clarksdale 
Board of Mayor and Commissioners 
has voted to drop its lawsuit against 
the Press Register.

Announcer: This is E&P Reports, 

a podcast from 
Editor & Publisher 
magazine, the 
authoritative voice 
of news media 
since 1884, serv-
ing newspapers, 
broadcast, digital, 
and all forms of 
news publishing.

Mike Blinder: 
And greetings once again. I’m 
Mike Blinder, publisher of E&P 
Magazine. As always, we kick 
off by urging those listening on a 
podcast platform to click that follow 
button—and then scream from the 
rafters that your friends should 
follow us as well. Those watching 
on our YouTube channel, please 
subscribe. Either way, if you do 
that, you’ll get updates every time 
we upload this weekly vodcast 
series dedicated to news publish-
ing, which we call E&P Reports. 
Censorship in America is not just 
a theoretical threat anymore. It’s 
happening in real time. Just days 
ago, a Mississippi judge ordered the 
Clarksdale Press Register to remove 
an editorial from its website. The 
piece didn’t challenge the tax itself 

See CLARKSDALE Page 9

SUBMITTED
Editor & Publisher
February 24, 2025

Blinder Stern Emmerich

Calling newsroom 
professionals to be 
contests judges

TPA needs judges for the Arkansas 
Press Association’s newsroom contest.  
The judging will take place in April.

APA members have judged TPA’s State 
Press Contests and now it is time for 
our members to reciprocate.

Please sign up to judge at tinyurl.com/
JudgeArkansas today!

J
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James Carlyle East
James Carlyle East, aka Jim 

East, died on Feb. 14, 2025, age 81. 
He was born on June 5, 1943 to 
Raymond Harless East and Otley 
Dawson East in Pulaski, Va. He is 
preceded in death by his parents; 
his oldest brother, Douglas Daw-
son East; sister-in-law Agnes East 
and his much-loved dog, Patches. 
He is survived by his son Britt 
East, Britt’s mother Vickie Kilgore; 
brother Raymond Early East (Car-
oline); niece Jennifer Raye East 
(Paul Busick) and three great-niec-
es Katie, Abby and Ellie. 

East was a consummate news-
paper man; ink was in his blood. 
He loved sifting out the story and 
reporting it, but mostly he was 
interested in people. While he re-
ported on the big stuff, East didn’t 
limit himself to just the big story.

“He kept looking for the story be-
hind the story — the story that gets 

missed.” said Min-
dy Tate, executive 
director of Frank-
lin Tomorrow and 
former editor of 
the Review Appeal 
and the William-
son Herald. “He 
was interested in 
everyone.”

He was known 
for his accuracy and unbiased 
reporting. Many remember when 
East slid into the homeless com-
munity and lived there for seven 
weeks to get the story behind the 
story of homelessness. 

East worked as a reporter and 
editor in several large publications 
from Bristol, Tenn., to Pittsburg, 
Cal., Opelousa, La., to Charlottes-
ville, Va., and on to The Tennes-
sean in Nashville. He reported on 
state and national events, but he 
preferred the hometown news me-
dia. His Back Porch column in the 

Tennessean was where Williamson 
Countians went to learn “every-
thing Williamson County related.”

East had many facets: report-
er, community leader, mentor, 
good friend, “brother,” confidant, 
friendly competitor and storyteller 
— and he had stories, from pres-
idents to local politicos, scandals 
and even good deeds. 

“The whole of Jim East is more 
than what you saw,” said William-
son County Mayor Rogers Ander-
son. “Jim would hold court at the 
CY Market in Grassland.” 

It was a chance to talk about 
life, the community and of course 
politics. 

“He was very conservative, but 
he was a yellow dog Democrat,” 
Anderson said. “He would give 
me the other side of the story. You 
need to know the other side. He 
would say, ‘If you get me mad, I‘ll 
get the Democrats after you — all 
four or five.‘”

Lisa Carson, an attorney with 
Buerger, Moseley & Carson, was 
16 years old working at CY Market 
when she first met East.  Years 
later, when she was an attorney, 
“We bumped into each other at a 
governor’s event and our [35-year] 
friendship began. We argued and 
bickered like a brother and sister. 
He would pretend to be cynical 
and gruff, but he really wasn’t.”

“He had a fascinating life, [but] 
he was always interested in other 
people’s lives, but he wasn’t a gos-
sip and could keep secrets,” she 
said. “He wasn’t into Jim East 101.”

After East retired from the Ten-
nessean in 2002, he went to work 
as the news editor at the Review 
Appeal. East and Tate took the 
Review Appeal from twice a week 
to six days a week, she said. 

Nancy Williams was a feature 
editor for the Murfreesboro Daily 
News Journal in 1982 when she 
met East. He was hired to be a 

reporter after UPI folded. 
“I thought it was so odd to have 

a reporter who was the Eastern 
manager of the UPI [office in 
Nashville],” she said.

She learned reporting was his life.
“There’s never been a funnier 

person; and he could tell a story,” 
Williams said. “He was an incredi-
ble journalist, with high standards 
for getting the facts. He trained 
and mentored so many young 
journalists.”

East was also the local press 
secretary for Geraldine Ferraro, 
the vice presidential candidate 
running with presidential can-
didate Walter Mondale in 1984.  
Ferraro was the first woman nomi-
nated for vice president by a major 
political party. They ran against 
and were defeated by Ronald Rea-
gan and George H. W. Bush.

Williamson Herald, 
Franklin, Tenn.

Feb. 20, 2025

Obituaries

East

editorial—why this shift, and why 
no transparency? I believe the 
community appreciates us holding 
officials accountable.

Blinder: I’m glad to hear that. 
Now, Seth, I don’t even have to 
ask this question—Freedom of the 
Press Foundation clearly sees this 
judge’s action as a violation of the 
First Amendment. Do I even need 
to ask? I mean, you guys agree on 
that, correct?

Stern: Yes. Thanks for the soft-
ball. I definitely agree with that.

Blinder: Okay. Now, what prec-
edent does this set? One thing we 
constantly report on at E&P is that 
when one state caves on a certain 
issue, others tend to follow. One 
judge’s ruling can create a ripple 
effect. There’s increasing legal pres-
sure to dampen the press from all 
angles—through courts, lawsuits, 
and more. If you were a small 
publisher right now, would you be 
scared? Should you be afraid to run 
the next editorial just to avoid this 
kind of hassle? Am I right or wrong? 
What’s the perspective from Free-
dom of the Press Foundation?

Stern: Well, I hope the prece-
dent this sets is that if you bring a 
frivolous complaint like this, or if 
you’re a judge who rubber-stamps 
a motion like this, you will face na-
tional, local, and even global back-
lash. It’s going to backfire. This is 
what’s often called the Streisand 

Effect—named after a legal action 
Barbra Streisand took, which ended 
up drawing far more attention to 
the issue she wanted to suppress. 
Nobody outside of Clarksdale 
was thinking about this editorial 
before, but now it’s national news. 
The very issues that were local are 
now under a national spotlight. 
That’s the precedent I hope this 
sets. I also would have hoped that 
this kind of backlash was already 
established after the Marion 
County Record case, where local 
authorities with a grudge against 
a newspaper tried an unconsti-
tutional stunt, and it backfired 
spectacularly. You can see similar 
cases in Atmore, Alabama, and Los 
Angeles, where officials pursued 
journalist Ben Camacho for pub-
lishing public records that the city 
itself had provided him under a 
public records request. I hope that’s 
the precedent we set—that officials 
who try to silence the press will 
only bring more attention to the 
very issue they wanted to suppress. 
On the other hand, you’re cor-
rect—it can also create a chilling 
effect. Struggling local newspapers, 
already scraping by, might decide 
to self-censor. Even if this lawsuit 
and restraining order are quickly 
overturned, it’s still a massive has-
sle. Legal fees, distractions for the 
newsroom, and the awkwardness 
of continuing to cover officials after 
a public legal fight all take a toll. 
Yes, you could absolutely see other 

small newspapers looking at this 
and thinking, Maybe I should pull 
some punches. Maybe I should be 
extra cautious about what I print 
from now on.

Blinder: Final question—this 
isn’t a huge newsroom, right? 
Clarksdale is a small community, 
and I assume the Press Register is a 
small operation.

Emmerich: Yeah, four employ-
ees, maybe five.

Blinder: And some stringers, I 
hope, or other contributors?

Emmerich: Oh, yeah.
Blinder: Are they scared? Are 

they feeling nervous? 
Emmerich: I think our publisher, 

Floyd, has been scared. Clarksdale 
is a rough place. There are deeply 
entrenched gangs, and the murder 
rate is atrocious. It’s a scary place. 
He’s been intimidated, and he’s even 
asked me at times if I could find 
him another job somewhere else. 
But he’s a dedicated newspaperman. 
He’s in his sixties, and he’s been 
doing this his whole life. I admire 
him. I keep telling him, Don’t let 
them run you out of town. Don’t 
give them the satisfaction. I’m really 
glad he refused to back down be-
cause it forced me to stand firm, too. 
And I commend him for that. Now, 
I think all the national support has 
heartened him. He knows he’s not 
alone in this fight. He’s got a whole 
nation of people standing up for 
the First Amendment, ready and 
willing to help. That’s been the best 

part of this—seeing the immediate, 
visceral, national support for us.

Blinder: Let’s stay local for a 
second. What about the advertising 
community? Has the mayor put 
pressure on your biggest advertis-
ers? Have you lost any business?

Emmerich: Oh, yeah. It’s been 
a struggle. The mayor and his 
supporters even started a compet-
ing newspaper to try to put us out 
of business. First, they attempted 
a boycott—that didn’t work. Then 
they launched their own paper. 
But hey, that’s part of the game. 
It’s a free market. They can do 
what they want. I do feel like we 
have strong community support, 
though. And almost miraculously, 
the paper is profitable. I mean, 
we’re not raking in big money, but 
we’re making a little.

Blinder: All right, so this is not 
the end of the story—this is just 

the beginning. And I promise our 
listeners and viewers that E&P will 
continue reporting on every aspect 
of this case so the entire industry 
can learn from it. We’ll see where 
it goes. Wyatt Emmerich, publisher 
and owner of the Clarksdale Press 
Register and Emmerich Newspa-
pers, and Seth Stern, Director of 
Advocacy at the Freedom of the 
Press Foundation—I want to thank 
both of you for fighting this fight, 
for keeping us updated, and for 
kicking off what will likely be 
months of reporting to come.

Emmerich: Thank you, Mike. 
And thanks, Seth. I appreciate it.

Stern: Thanks for having me on.

This discussion, originally pub-
lished online Feb. 24, 2025, by Edi-
tor & Publisher, is republished here 
with E&P’s permission. Visit their 
website at editorandpublisher.com

CLARKSDALE  from Page 8



Newspapers in Tennessee 
are once again under fire at the 
State Capitol in regard to Public 
Notices. TPA continues to fight 
against bills that may eliminate 
or reduce public notices in our 
newspapers. When we talk to 
legislators at the State Capitol, we 
continue to inform and remind 
legislators that our newspapers 
place public notices in print, on 
the newspaper website and on a 
Statewide Public Notice Website 
www.tnpublicnotice.com.

To that end, we have created 
a new Public Notice Awareness 
campaign. We need your help 
promoting our Statewide Public 
Notice website. Both our 2024 
and 2025 Public Notice Aware-
ness Campaign ads are available 

on the TPA server. Contact Robyn 
Gentile at rgentile@tnpress.com 
to get the link to the TPA server. 
See one of the three sizes for the 
2025 ad displayed on page 7.

If you need a different size 
of ad that will better fit your 
newspaper or website, please let 
us know and we will prepare 
one for you. Send a note to TPA 
Executive Director Mark Millsap 
at mmillsap@tnpress.com.

Also, please continue using 
the Public Notice ads from 2024 
when you can.
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Mountain Mule Packer Ranch brings Christmas presents to Embreeville

As a string of pack mules marched 
up the wet pavement Sunday, 
dozens braved the cold to watch 
from the Embreeville Volunteer Fire 
Department.

Over two months ago, the animals 
carried essential items — food, water 
and medical supplies — into hard-to-
reach communities across Western 
North Carolina in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Helene.

Now, the same mules were 
bringing a bit of Christmas magic — 
Legos, baby dolls and other toys — 
to families impacted by the storm’s 
devastation in East Tennessee.

“We knew we wanted to do a 
Christmas event for the kids,” said 
Michele Toberer, owner of Moun-
tain Mule Packer Ranch in Mount 
Ulla, NC. “We’ve done a lot of relief 
work up there in that Eastern side of 
Tennessee and then all through the 
North Carolina mountains.”

For Toberer, who owns the ranch 
alongside her husband Michael, 
picking just one location for the 
holiday relief effort proved difficult. 
After an individual from Erwin 
reached out to the ranch, the Tober-
ers decided to add a second stop after 

their Saturday appearance in North 
Carolina.

“She kind of explained the 
situation there and felt like it was 
something that would really be 
appreciated by the kids and families 
there,” she said. “We’re just excited 
that she reached out to us because it 
was already on our hearts to do an 
additional event. It gave us a good 
opportunity to be able to bless more 
families.”

To prepare for the event, the ranch 
added a wish list portal on their 

website, inviting families to submit 
clothing sizes, desired toys and other 
potential wants on behalf of their 
children. Additionally, unwrapped 
toys, books, stockings and other 
items were on hand to give to all 
children who stopped by, whether 
they submitted a wish list or not.

“I would guess that there are 
probably 1,500 gifts at least,” Toberer 
said. “We have family bags. I would 
say each family easily has anywhere 
from six to 40 gifts, depending on 
the size of the family. All kids, I 

would say, have at least three or four 
toys.”

A nationwide effort, Toberer said 
the majority of the gifts were bought 
off their Amazon Wish List by indi-
vidual donors.

“It added up to being quite a bit, 
especially doing both states,” she 
added. “It was a little overwhelm-
ing as all of the numbers kind of 
doubled, but we remind ourselves 
often what a great thing it is. We’re 
so excited.”

That afternoon, the Embreeville 
Volunteer Fire Department could be 
described as “standing room only” 
as families poured in to pick up their 

bags, filled with wrapped presents 
and other needed items. The ranch 
offered pizza, hot chocolate, Christ-
mas treats and visits with Santa 
Claus to those in attendance as well.

As the New Year quickly ap-
proaches, the Toberers’ know that 
recovery will only continue for 
affected communities. With that 
in mind, the two have plans in the 
works that will allow them contin-
ue serving those impacted in the 
months to come.

“We’re going to be announcing 
that soon,” she said. “(It’s) definitely 
a way that we can continue helping 
for the long-term.”

GRACE TEATER
Johnson City Press
December 16, 2024

“My professors were saying, 
hey, take a break. Like, this is a 
devastating event. Take a break,” 
they said. “And I just looked at 
them and was like, no.”

Walker is currently living in 
the basement of a friend’s house, 
whose family now refer to them as 
their “adopted kid.”

“I hopped right back into it. 
There was a project that was due 
two weeks after the flood hap-
pened, and I got it done and in 
on time,” they said. “I’m taking it 
more as an empowering tool, rather 
than something to hold me back. 
I’m using it to push my drive and 
. . . I want to prove to myself and 
others that I’m able and capable.”

After completing all their final 
exams Wednesday, all that is left 
is to cross the finish line at Satur-
day’s commencement.

“It definitely feels like the 
closing of a good book,” Walker 
said. “It’s just going to be like 
culture shock, I guess . . . this is 

like almost 18 years of our lives 
that we have put into studying, 
and to think that walking across 
the stage is to seal the deal (and) 
you’re done is wild – it’s surreal.”

The next chapter
On Saturday, Dec. 16, Walker 

was to graduate ETSU with a bach-
elor’s degree in digital media with 
a concentration in animation, their 
parents and sister proudly watch-
ing from the stands. They have 
been accepted into the Master of 
Fine Arts program at ETSU, which 
begins in the spring, where they 
will continue studying motion 
capture and feature animation.

Eventually, they hope to teach 
the next generation about ani-
mation, and they have already 
recognized how their experience 
with Helene will shape them to be 
a better educator.

“This is going to make me a 
stronger teacher,” they said. “So 
kind of using it to, one, under-
stand other people more, and two, 

I guess, humble me as a person in 
that way. That’s how I’m kind of 
saying it’s going to make me more 
human, because I’ve experienced 
this disaster.”

Walker hopes that sharing their 
story will encourage others to be 
more open about their own Helene 
experiences, something that is 
essential to healing.

“It shouldn’t be a taboo subject 
to talk about, and I feel like a lot 
of people are treating it like that,” 
they said. “I think it’s important 
for people to express what they’ve 
gone through, in order for other 
people to know that they’re not 
standing alone within it.”

Moving forward, Walker said 
that they and their community 
will continue to make progress 
toward recovery, although it will 
not happen overnight.

“We’ll find hope in the little 
things, and we’ll keep finding 
things that remind us of this event 
as well, but that’s just going to make 
us different and stronger people,” 
they said.

HELENE from Page 6

TPA MEMBER COVERAGE SHOWCASE: Johnson City Press

Photos by Grace Teater/Johnson City Press

Mountain Mule Packer Ranch delivered Christmas presents to the 
Embreeville community.

Seen here, a volunteer helps sort through the family Christmas bags.

TPA Public Notice Awareness campaign  
underway with new ads for 2025
MARK MILLSAP
TPA Executive Director
March 3, 2025

Please see the Public Notice 
Ad sample on page 7.
Visit tnpress.com to 
download the ad packages.



Ashkhen Kazaryan is Freedom 
Forum’s new fellow for the First 
Amendment. She is a tech policy 
expert specializing in digital free 
speech, artificial intelligence, and 
the intersection of constitutional 
rights and technology. Kazaryan 
has a Master of Law degree from 
Yale Law School and is completing 
her doctorate in law at the Law 
School of Lomonosov Moscow State 
University. 

Your career has had a particu-
lar focus on tech policy and free 
speech. What do you think are 
the biggest issues in this area of 
the law currently?

There are quite a few, but I’ll 
give you three. First, repeated 
government attempts to regulate 
online speech are justified in 
their eyes by the scale and global 
nature of the internet. This is 
further complicated by constant 
innovation such as recent develop-
ments in the generative AI space. 
Constant innovation and new 
mediums for speech raise novel 
legal and ethical dilemmas we, as 

a society, need to address.
Second, the ongoing debates 

around Section 230 remain central. 
As the law that “created the inter-
net,” Section 230 enables platforms 
to moderate content responsibly 
without the chilling effects of ex-
cessive liability. Efforts to reform or 
repeal it risk overly moderating or 
significantly restricting user-gener-
ated content, which could stifle the 
diversity of voices and innovation 
that define the open web.

Third, the balkanization of 
the internet risks fragmenting 
the global digital landscape as 
countries impose conflicting reg-
ulations on content moderation, 
data localization and platform 
governance. This trend threat-
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Five 1A questions with new Freedom Forum Fellow Ashkhen Kazaryan
Freedom
Forum

Ashken Kazaryan

ens the internet’s openness and 
interoperability, creating isolated 
digital ecosystems that stifle free 
expression and limit innovation.

Governments have always 
struggled to regulate new tech-
nologies in a way that doesn’t 
violate the First Amendment. 
Do you agree? If so, why do you 
think this is the case?

I agree! Governments have 
always struggled to regulate new 
technologies without running 
headfirst into the First Amend-
ment. New technologies disrupt 
traditional concepts of communi-
cation and expression. From the 
printing press to broadcast radio, to 
the internet and generative AI, the 
government has seen an oppor-
tunity to reassert control through 
laws or regulations. Time and 
again, these attempts have been 
struck down in court, with history 
showing that the First Amendment 
remains a robust shield against 

efforts to curb free expression, 
regardless of the medium.

What is the most common 
misperception Americans have 
about the First Amendment?

A common misconception is that 
the First Amendment grants free 
speech to a platform or audience. 
In reality, it protects against gov-
ernment suppression of speech but 
does not require private platforms, 
organizations or communities 
to host or amplify any particular 
viewpoint. Freedom of speech is 
not the freedom of reach!

You’re a Broadway theater fan 
– and musical theater, of course, 
is brought to us by the First 
Amendment. What’s your favorite 
show and why?

It depends on my mood. If I’m 
sad, it’s “Into the Woods.” If I’m 
in a good mood, it’s “Chicago.” 
Right now, I’m mostly listening to 
“Wicked.” Not only is it an inter-
national cultural phenomenon, but 

it also carries a powerful message 
about the dangers of government 
propaganda and how narratives 
can be manipulated to serve those 
in power.

How do you exercise your First 
Amendment rights?

I exercise my First Amendment 
rights by speaking up about issues 
I’m passionate about and by diving 
headfirst into debates that matter. 
I also love using those same rights 
to share my hot takes on movies, 
football, and soccer, arguing about 
this year’s Oscars contenders and 
NFL playoff odds until I physically 
lose my voice. Freedom of expres-
sion isn’t just a principle, it’s woven 
into the way we connect, argue and 
live every single day!

This Q&A commentary was 
originally posted on Feb. 5, 2025, 
at freedomforum.org. It is repub-
lished here with permission of 
Freedom Forum.

Job Posting
Statehouse Reporter, 

Nashville
Six Rivers Media

Six Rivers Media, a fami-
ly-owned newspaper company 
in Eastern Tennessee, is looking 
for an ambitious Statehouse Re-
porter to cover state politics from 
the heart of Tennessee’s capital. 
Position based in Nashville.

The ideal candidate is an ag-
gressive journalist with a strong 
sense of accountability report-
ing, investigative skills, and the 
ability to explain complex policy 
matters in a way that resonates 
with our audience. 

Bachelor’s degree in Journal-
ism, Political Science, Commu-
nications, or a related field.  2+ 
years of reporting experience, 
preferably covering government, 
politics, or public policy. 

Multimedia skills (photogra-
phy, video, social media engage-
ment) are a plus. Competitive 
salary and benefits package. 

Submit resume, cover 
letter, and three to five clips 
showcasing your best 
political or investigative report-
ing work to Rob Walters, at 
rwalters@sixriversmedia.com

Deadline to apply: March 21
Full job posting at tnpress.com 

Job Posting
Newspaper Editor
The State Gazette, 

Dyersburg

The State Gazette, a commu-
nity newspaper in Dyersburg 
serving Northwest Tennessee, 
seeks an experienced, hands-on 
newspaper journalist to help 
lead and direct our newsroom 
operations as editor.

The successful candidate 
will manage the day-to-day 
operations of our newsroom. 
Duties include reporter story 
assignment, writing, editing, and 
photography. This position is re-
sponsible for our online product 
and specialty publications.

Qualified candidates will have 
three to five years newspaper 
experience, with a minimum of 
two years supervisory expe-
rience. They must be able to 
deliver in-depth reporting and 
coach others.

We offer a competitive salary, 
paid vacation, paid holidays, a 
company-matched 401K, major 
medical insurance, life, and den-
tal insurance.

Send resume to: Reece Terry, 
Group Publisher, 1607 South 
Harper Road, Corinth, MS 38834 or 
email: rterry@paxtonmedia.com

Full job posting at tnpress.com 

Job Posting
General Manager

Marion Tribune

Immediate opening for an ex-
perienced General Manager with 
sales, editorial and leadership 
experience for a small newspa-
per located in Jasper, TN. The 
successful candidate will direct 
and manage the comprehensive 
day-to-day activities and ensure 
the achievement of revenue 
goals and expense budgets 
attained. This position will ensure 
that the individual newspaper 
remains the primary and most 
relevant source of information in 
the market while supporting the 
community they serve. 

General duties include:
Direct, manage, execute  over-

sight of advertising sales strategy.
Coach and manage employees 

for continued success.
Create and maintain relation-

ships with the community.
Set goals and promote all new 

initiatives.
Qualifications:
Bachelor’s degree or equiva-

lent in related field.
Well-developed oral and writ-

ten communications abilities.
Please send resume and salary 

expectations to resumes@lcs.net.
Full job posting at tnpress.com 

	 ROP:	 Networks:
January 2025	 $41,102	 $5,502
Year* as of Jan. 31	 $83,819	 $13,873

* The TPS  Fiscal Year runs Dec. 1 through Nov. 30	

Tennessee Press Service
Advertising Placement 

Snapshot

FREE WEBINARS FOR TPA MEMBERS
OnlineMediaCampus.com

Using AI to Summarize Public Meetings
March 13, 2025 @ 1:00 PM CST

Email rgentile@tnpress.com for the free TPA member code.

Have a job opening?
Submit your newspaper’s job openings to be posted to tnpress.
com by emailing them to: rgentile@tnpress.com.

If space and timing work out, abbreviated descriptions may 
also be listed in The Tennessee Press.
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White House statement, however, 
claims only to be acting against 
the spread of misinformation: the 
AP’s failure to use the new name 
for the Gulf.

Another argument journal-
ists may present is that the First 
Amendment rights of free press 
and free speech must include a 
right to freely gather the news.

In 2009, during the Obama 
administration, the White House 
attempted to make a U.S. Treasury 
Department official available to a 
group of reporters in the network 
pool except for Fox News, a mem-
ber of the pool. The administra-
tion rescinded its decision after the 
other networks in the pool said 
they would not participate if the 
White House blocked Fox News 
from the interview.

If AP files a lawsuit challeng-
ing the White House position, 
the courts will need to decide if 
“content or viewpoint discrimina-
tion” is involved, and whether a 
“right to gather the news” protects 
news media access to events, press 
conferences and briefings. Such 
a ruling likely will set out how 
and under what conditions media 
access can be limited in ways that 
are acceptable under the First 
Amendment — the size of the 
briefing room, for example.

The few press room access 
incidents during Trump’s first 
term, including a high-profile 
2018 dispute involving then-CNN 
reporter Jim Acosta, were resolved 
around non-First Amendment 
considerations: due-process issues, 
including adherence to established 
press room rules, or lack of suffi-
cient time for appeal of a decision 
that reduced or removed access 
to events and places within the 
White House.

A 1977 court case involving 
White House access and due 
process for reporter Robert Sherrill 
of The Nation magazine was an 
underlying factor in resolving 
the Acosta incident – and may 
well play a role in the ultimate 
resolution of the current dispute 
involving AP.

In Sherrill v. Knight, the U.S. 
Court of Appeals for the District 
of Columbia Circuit ruled that the 
First Amendment limited the right 
of the White House to arbitrarily 
deny a press pass to a journalist. 
The court said because the White 
House had opened the opportunity 
for reporters to be credentialed 
and thus be present at briefings 

and such, it had obligated itself to 
establish and follow specific proce-
dures for the issuance and denial 
of such passes. Sherrill had been 
denied White House credentials 
several times over a decade. He 
decided after the appellate ruling 
not to apply again. The case never 
reached the Supreme Court.

The three-judge appeals court 
said, “White House press facilities 
having been made publicly avail-
able as a source of information for 
newsmen, the protection afforded 
newsgathering under the First 
Amendment guarantee of freedom 
of the press, requires that this 
access not be denied arbitrarily or 
for less than compelling reasons.”

According to a Q&A posted by 
the White House Correspondents’ 
Association, “The White House 
Press Office issues hard passes to 
journalists who regularly cover 
the White House. These passes 
allow access to the White House 
campus, without having to apply 
for a temporary pass each day. 
To get a hard pass, journalists 
must submit an application to the 
White House Press Office and un-
dergo a background screening by 
the Secret Service, which protects 
the President and is responsible 
for security at the White House. 
This process can take several 
months. The hard pass is not 
required to cover events or press 
briefings, but since it allows jour-
nalists to enter the complex with-
out permission ahead of time, 
it’s an important convenience for 
those who regularly cover the 
White House.”

However, with the White 
House’s decision to take over 
management of the White House 
press pool, this process will likely 
change.

During press conferences, 
custom has generally determined 
which journalist or organization 
the White House official recogniz-
es first during the question period 
of press conferences. Recognition 
after that was at the official’s 
discretion.

In 2006, the U.S. 4th Circuit 
Court of Appeals upheld an order 
by then-Maryland Gov. Robert L. 
Ehrlich instructing state officials 
not to speak with two Baltimore 
Sun journalists. The decision 
said the ban was just the “rough 
and tumble” of public debate. But 
the appeals court’s decision was 
predicated on the fact that other 
reporters for the newspaper were 
not covered by the order and thus 
could gather and report freely – 

unlike the current White House 
decision, which has been applied 
to an entire organization. The 
court also noted that the reporters 
had attended several government 
events where space was not lim-
ited, and the press were generally 
invited. Ehrlich also exempted 
from his order any state or federal 
legally required responses to Free-
dom of Information requests.

In 1974, speaking at the Yale 
University Law School, then-Su-
preme Court Justice Potter Stewart 
said that “so far as the Constitu-
tion goes,” the press is free to “do 
battle” with the government, but 
“there is no constitutional right to 
have access to particular govern-
ment information, or to require 
openness from the bureaucracy.” 
The Constitution, in other words, 
establishes the contest, but not the 
resolution, Stewart said.

Who decides who is a journalist?
The First Amendment’s 45 

words note that it protects 
“freedom ... of the press.” A firm 
definition beyond these words, 
and the authority to make such a 
decision, has vexed lawmakers. 
The concern is that any wording 
beyond “everyone is a journal-
ist who says they are” either is 
limiting by naming only certain 
people, organizations or methods, 
or grants official recognition that 
could be withdrawn at the whim 
of the government.

In the last Congressional term, 
the PRESS ACT, a proposed shield 
law providing protections for jour-
nalists and confidential sources, 
used this definition: “A person 
who regularly gathers, prepares, 
collects, photographs, records, 
writes, edits, reports, investigates, 
or publishes news or information 
that concerns local, national, or 
international events or other mat-
ters of public interest for dissemi-
nation to the public.”

Under this definition, AP’s 
reporters are no doubt journal-
ists, but this doesn’t necessarily 
play a decisive part on whether 
a First Amendment violation has 
occurred.

Can the government compel a 
news organization – or anyone 
– to use specific wording or 
report only in a certain way?

No. The First Amendment pre-
vents government from requiring 
speech just as it prevents govern-
ment from limiting speech.

In 1943, in the Supreme Court 

decision in West Virginia State 
Board of Education v. Barnette, 
Justice Robert H. Jackson wrote 
that freedom of speech protects 
the right not to speak as much as 
it protects the freedom to express 
ourselves. Jackson wrote, “If there 
is any fixed star in our constitu-
tional constellation, it is that no of-
ficial, high or petty, can prescribe 
what shall be orthodox in politics, 
nationalism, religion, or other 
matters of opinion or force citizens 
to confess by word or act their 
faith therein.”

Courts may be asked to decide if 
the White House decision violates 
that “fixed star.”

When do access rules to any 
governmental event or place 
violate a journalist’s First 
Amendment rights?

Journalists have the same First 
Amendment rights regarding 
access to government officials – 
no more and no less – as the rest 
of us, and such rules are ground-
ed in the concept that the press 
represents the public in holding 
the government accountable and 
reporting on policy, practice and 
performance, not as a special or 
separate class. The government 
has the right to deploy reasonable 
time, place and manner restric-
tions – such as the size of the 
press contingent given the size 
of a room involved or for demon-
strable security purposes, for 
example.

But multiple court decisions 
through the years require the 
government to justify limits of 
any kind on First Amendment 
rights. As noted in AP’s letter to 
the White House, those rulings 
say officials cannot limit those 
freedoms because they disagree 
with the viewpoint or content of 
what journalists – or anyone else 
– write, say or post. The nation’s 
founders provided such strong pro-
tection based on the principle of 
the “marketplace of ideas,” where 
the test of truth is acceptance by 
the public, not by government 
edict.

The Trump White House argues 
AP’s refusal to use Gulf of Amer-
ica is spreading misinformation. 
Court decisions regarding speech 
and free press limits have required 
proof of “irreversible harm” such 
as a direct and immediate threat 
to national security, not simple 
disagreement or misinformation.

Historically, such constitutional 
collisions over free press rights 

involved attempts to silence the 
press, not the issue of forcing it to 
say something. The most famous 
attempt at restraining what a free 
press may report is New York 
Times Company v. United States 
(1971), the Pentagon Papers case 
in which the Nixon administration 
tried to bar two newspapers from 
publishing a classified Pentagon 
document on U.S. actions in 
Vietnam. The government’s case 
didn’t succeed there, the court 
said, because it failed to show 
“clear and present danger” to the 
nation.

What are other First Amendment 
implications in these incidents?

Congress and the courts have 
rejected various attempts by the 
government to license journalists 
in a manner that requires licenses 
for lawyers or doctors. The rea-
sons such proposals have not been 
adopted are similar to those that 
prevent government from deciding 
without limit what qualifies as a 
religion, a political party or “good 
speech.” The First Amendment 
puts such things beyond the reach 
of our elected representatives to 
eliminate the possibility of cen-
sorship or control under the cover 
of issuing or withdrawing such li-
censes. That position extends back 
to colonial times and earlier, when 
the British crown used licensing 
power over printers in just that 
manner.

Also worth noting: The White 
House may use what President 
Theodore Roosevelt more than a 
century ago called its “bully pul-
pit” to publicly criticize AP’s style 
decision on the Gulf.

Ultimately, the courts – the 
traditional forum for determining 
how far and when First Amend-
ment protections apply – may be 
the only way to resolve the matters 
of access or compelled speech. 
And as has also happened in the 
nation’s history, the standards, 
exceptions or limits determined 
in this relatively focused dispute 
could well have larger implica-
tions on issues as far-ranging 
as free expression rights for all 
and what constitutes presidential 
authority.

Gene Policinski is a senior 
fellow for the First Amendment at 
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