THE CHIEF JUSTICE’S MEDIA AND THE COURTS FORUM

Friday, May 25, 2001

University of North Carolina School of Journalism

Minutes
Opening Remarks:
Dean Richard Cole (UNC School of Journalism) and




Dean Gene Nichols (UNC School of Law)




Chief Justice I. Beverly Lake, Jr. (The Supreme Court of North Carolina)

The Floor was opened to nominations for a recording secretary.  Amanda Martin was nominated and unanimously elected to serve.

Committee Reports
Education Subcommittee 

Sue Wilson, Chairman

The subcommittee met Friday, April 27, 2001.  Discussion took place of the various education needs for parties involved in the judicial process.  The main issues seem to be lack of knowledge of judicial roles and the judicial process for media representatives.  Cathy Packer and Amanda Martin were given the assignment of creating a bibliography of existing educational materials to be distributed by court personnel to reporters.  One solution is regional educational programs involving journalists, attorneys and court personnel in conjunction with their conventions.  The Subcommittee also considered and recommended the designation of a statewide public information officer who could assist judges presiding over particularly high-profile trials.  Chief Justice Lake endorsed the suggestion of a Public Information Officer for each court who would be available for reporters’ questions when they don’t understand what has taken place in the courtroom.

Improving Relationships
Chief Judge Eagles, Chairman  

The Committee made the following suggestions for improving relationships:

* Consider having the Senior Resident Superior Court judge designate someone within each district to talk to the media on the record (but not quotable) to talk about status of cases.  Such designations must be limited to truly significant cases.  They shouldn’t be trial judges but maybe a clerk. 

*Concerned that neither judges nor media understand the limitations or ethical constraints imposed by the judicial code of conduct, court rules, etc.  Suggest compiling a resource book for every judge and every media person that would include copies of the professional code of conduct, judicial codes of ethics, rules about cameras in the courtroom.

*Continuing Education Program with speakers on topics. 

*Ought to be some involvement of copy editors because the “beat” reporter doesn’t write the headline or subhead of a story and concern when the heading/subheading bears little resemblance to the story.

Much discussion followed regarding the above suggestions and trust between judges and reporters.  Building an outside relationship in order to bring about trust is important, but this brings up many ethical questions.  Overall the judges felt that a spokesperson, a law clerk or someone familiar with the law, would be the most beneficial for them and would allow the judges to focus on the actual trials.

Substantive Issues
Jack Betts, Chairman

The main discussion of this committee centered on the Virmani case.  Hugh Stevens gave a summary of the case.  It was agreed that the result of Virmani was good but the process is a problem as far as time and money.  There is also a civil/criminal case discrepancy and the issue of asking one judge to rule over another. There is concern of the Chief Justice’s League that trial judges aren’t as aware of current decisions as they could be because of their time constraints.  Hugh Stevens reported that a bill had been introduced to amend the rules of procedure to allow intervention by an interested party if a court closure is threatened but that it did not pass out of the House before the crossover deadline.  The consensus was that the committee should pursue the issue further and come up with recommendations for the fall meeting.

Other issue:  Access to court file when it’s in a judge’s possession.  Not a significant problem.  Again affirmed the earlier suggestion of a Public Information Officer.

Growing issues regarding the Internet:  Discussed NC Court of Appeals not putting unpublished decisions online.  Ultimately agreed needed better understanding of the Court of Appeals practices of publishing some and not publishing others.  Judge Eagles was invited to the next meeting to discuss those issues.

Cameras in the Courtroomtc "Cameras in the Courtroom"
Mark Prak, Chairman

Looking to improve the rule while not really changing it.   One key issue:  dealing with the case management component of this and who speaks for the media in this and how.  Hoping at a later time to come with a thoroughly vetted rule.  Do need a district court judge’s perspective.  It was felt that the discussion about a Public Information Officer is on the right track. 

The judges are mostly concerned about the effect cameras have on jurors, e.g., that the public sees/hears more than jurors and might influence a juror’s decision.  With more media coverage, sequestering jurors may become more commonplace.  They also feel a concern for jurors having time to process their whole experience before cameras and microphones are put in front of them.

Where to go from here?
Jack Betts’ committee will continue thinking on Virmani and bring recommendations.  Also will continue to consider the question of published and unpublished decisions of the Court of Appeals and how that changes in era of instant Internet access.

Mark Prak’s committee will continue discussions and report back to the group with recommendations.

There being no further business, the meeting was adjourned.
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