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In a long career of unsuccessfully tilting at windmills, no joust has been more 
frustrating than my recent foray against the St. Louis Board of Police 
Commissioners.
People don't get it. So the cops are no longer allowed to talk with reporters. 
Big deal. It's sort of like when Mark McGwire wouldn't talk to the local press, 
right? 
Wrong!
This is about a public agency that is no longer public. Consider that when you 
read a story in this newspaper that says something like, "Two bodies were found 
in St. Louis overnight, police said," they probably didn't. Say it, I mean. The 
police. A public relations person said it.
This is an agency of the government managing the news. I don't blame the public 
relations people. They're making a living, and following the instructions of 
the chief. I don't blame the chief. He's young and ambitious, and this job is 
probably not the end of the line for him. I blame the police commissioners who 
have allowed this.
Imagine if these same commissioners were in charge of the court system, and the 
circuit attorney wanted to run for higher office and therefore wanted no bad 
publicity. So the circuit attorney could ban the public and the press from the 
courthouse, and at the end of each day, a public relations person would give us 
whatever news the circuit attorney deemed appropriate. "Five people pleaded 
guilty in circuit court yesterday for charges ranging from forgery to murder, 
prosecutors said."
In the bad old days of a couple of years ago, there was actually a press room 
at the police station. The reporter assigned to that press room spent most of 
his or her time talking to police officers. Most often, the reporter would 
write stories about crimes, arrests and investigations. Sometimes, though, 
officers would tip the reporter off to something else. That was the case in 
September 2007 when Bill Bryan, who worked for this newspaper, wrote that 
thousands of dollars in cash had been stolen from the evidence vault in the 
basement of police headquarters.
That is not the kind of story a public relations person would give us.
Oddly enough, at the very time our commissioners have agreed to shut off the 
news, many other departments have decided to go in the exact opposite 
direction. They are opening things up.
Perhaps you have seen the reality show "The First 48." Homicide detectives take 
the viewers inside investigations. Viewers go to the crime scenes and eavesdrop 
as the detectives talk among themselves. Viewers are there for the arrests. 
There are even cameras inside the interrogation rooms.
These departments obviously feel that if citizens understand what the 
detectives do, they'll appreciate their work. Participating departments include 
Cincinnati, Dallas, Detroit, Kansas City, Louisville, Las Vegas, Memphis, 
Philadelphia, San Antonio, Phoenix, Tucson, Minneapolis and Birmingham, Ala.
Meanwhile, the St. Louis Police Department has initiated a new policy in which 
a public relations person sits in on interviews. In other words, officers are 
no longer allowed to talk to reporters unless a public relations person is 
present to monitor the conversation.
Here is the way the chief public relations person for the department, Erica Van 
Ross, justified the new policy in an e-mail to this newspaper last week. "The 
main one, in my eyes, is that due to the shortage of reporters in the media in 
general, there is often a shortage in originality. When you do a story, the TV 
stations call and want to do the same story or ask questions about the same 
story and vice versa. It is extremely helpful for us when we know what was 
said."
Is that perfectly clear or not?
At any rate, it's the new policy. It works wonderfully for the chief. For the 
public's right to know what's going on inside a public agency? Not so well.
Also, there is a matter of context. Did you know that one reason for a rash of 
violence a few weeks ago was that a drug kingpin was shot, and there were a 
number of retaliatory shootings? Probably you didn't. The public relations 
people do not include that kind of information in their daily reports. I 
happened to hear it from an ER doc. "You probably know that already," he said, 
and I told him I didn't. I explained that information is being managed very 
tightly these days in the St. Louis Police Department.
For that, we have the commissioners to thank. They are Todd Epsten, Bettye 
Battle-Turner, Vincent Bommarito, Julius Hunter and Mayor Francis Slay.
They ought to be very grateful that nobody gives a damn. 

