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JOURNALISTS’ RIGHTS TRAMPLED AT RNC

NANCY DOYLE BROWN – The group that’s assembled here today represents Twin Cities journalists, independent media makers and others who care deeply about press freedom. We have brought with us the support of more than 50,000 Americans to deliver St. Paul mayor Chris Coleman a message: Mayor Coleman, journalism is not a crime. 

Last week, journalists and citizens of St. Paul, Minn., gathered at St. Paul’s City Hall to demand that charges be dropped for all journalists arrested while covering the Republican National Convention. Nancy Doyle Brown of the Twin Cities Media Alliance led the charge that delivered more than 50,000 letters collected by nonpartisan media reform group Free Press.

BROWN – Over the past week, journalists have been detained and arrested, subjected to raids, pepper-sprayed and more simply for showing up to work. These have been dark days for press freedom in the United States.

PROTEST CLIP – This is the police, you are under arrest, put your hands on your head.

Journalists were in St. Paul to report on the RNC – both inside the Xcel Center and out in the streets. But even before the convention began, police were intimidating journalists. Reporters with I-Witness Video, a New York-based video collective, were held at gunpoint during a “pre-emptive” raid aimed at disrupting protesters. During the convention, journalists were swept up in mass arrests with protesters and bystanders, detained for several hours to several days, and had their equipment confiscated. Some were roughed up by police. Democracy Now’s Amy Goodman, Sharif Abdel Kouddous and Nicole Salazar also attended the petition drop. All three were among those arrested. Salazar filmed her own arrest.

NICOLE SALAZAR ARREST CLIP – COP: Get out of here. NS: Where are we supposed to go? COP: Get out of here. NS: No, I can’t see. Press! Press! COP: No! Get down on your face. On your face! NS: I’ve got my…COPS (yelling): Get down on your face. NS: screams in pain.

SALAZAR – I was telling them that “I’m press, I’m press, please let me pass.” But instead of letting me pass and following the crowd, they instead came right after me and slammed me into the car, at which point I think my camera came back and hit me in the face. Two cops were also behind me and they pushed me through that row of cars into the next area of the parking lot and slammed me to the ground and said “get your face on the ground. And one of the officers, I think he was trying to drag me, he was grabbing my leg. And the other officer put his boot on my back and was pressing me to the ground.

Also among the arrested were two filmmakers from Pepperspray Productions  -- Joseph La Sac and Lambert Rochfort. Rochfort, who was also arrested during the 2004 RNC, says that independent journalists aren’t taken as seriously as mainstream journalists – and are seen as more of a threat.

LAMBERT ROCHFORT – Journalists who are independent, who aren’t like, you know affiliated with a big, corporate news outlet and who are choosing to cover things that the state would rather not get media attention, such as, you know, protests tend to be targeted by the police because they see us as a threat to their ideology. I mean, we’re putting out media that’s contrary to what they want people to know about and believe.

But mainstream journalists were also arrested. Among them, Associated Press photographer Matt Rourke, a reporter from the St. Paul Pioneer Press and several other local journalists and photographers. Mike Bucsko of the Minnesota Newspaper Guild was appalled by the heavy-handed treatment of journalists. 

MIKE BUCSKO – The convention happens inside and outside – it’s an event. And if journalists are not free to do their jobs, then the democracy is not served.

Jason Barnett of The Uptake, a group of citizen video journalists said those reporting on an event should not be arrested for “unlawful assembly.”

JASON BARNETT – The police would say “disperse,” and you’d have 10 minutes to disperse or whatever. And the assumption is that, if you’re a journalist, you know, from the police, that you’re supposed to disperse. Well if you disperse when they tell you to, then you’re not covering the story. The journalists really are supposed to stay there at that time.

PROTEST ARRESTS CLIP – COPS: Back up. Back up. [Concussion bombs] PROTESTER 1: Are we going to die by firing squad, what? COPS: On the bridge. PROTESTER 2: We’re trying to leave peacefully. How can we leave? [Concussion bombs]

Geraldine Cahill of The Real News was arrested with her videographer. She gave this report.

GERALDINE CAHILL – Caught on the bridge with us on Thursday evening were reporters and camera operators from a local Fox news channel, KARE Golden Valley, WCCO, CBS’s local station and KDFW. This is the fine that we received while covering the protest last Thursday along with 300 hundred people arrested on the Marion bridge. The charge reads, “unlawful assembly.” One officer told me while I was sitting on the bridge that the media can imbed themselves with police and not get into trouble. Does this sound familiar? So much for the Fourth Estate.
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