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A

Free Press
Viewpoint

News media must
critique own work

It may seem strange to see “the media” criticizing itself, but
just about everyone should recognize how poorly handled the
coverage of the Boston Marathon bombing was.

Covering breaking news is never easy. You are dealing with
inaccurate information, because nobody ever knows all the
facts right away. You are also dealing with officials in govern-
ment and law enforcement whose first instinct usually is to
withhold information.

This leads news organizations to go elsewhere looking for as
much information as they can, usually in the name of getting
the story out there first. There has been a disturbing trend of
using social media — websites such as Facebook and Twitter —
as a substitute for real news gathering. The problem is, these
sites are a poorly regulated free-for-all where anyone can say
anything.

Hoaxes perpetrated each day by social media users should
be reason enough not to trust any reports posted there. A few
hours after the bombing, photos circulating on the social site
Reddit caused people to pin the attack on an innocent person.
A few days after the bombings, the Associated Press’ Twitter
account was hacked and posts were made saying the White
House had also been bombed. It hadn’t. You could fill the
Grand Canyon with the number of celebrity death hoaxes put
on Twitter each year.

But the national news organizations and most especially the
partisan talk shows will insist on using these as sources. This
leads to mistakes and inaccurate reports that can cause real
harm.

As a result of this, the only news reports you can trust are
those from about two weeks after a major incident.

Relying on unreliable sources is probably the cardinal sin of
journalism. You need to have real reporters doing real report-
ing: observing events, talking to people at the scene, verify-
ing information with officials. We understand this is difficult.
Most big-city newspapers have felt the economic squeeze over
the past few years and have reduced their staffs. But for big,
developing stories, it is essential to get someone there to verify
everything. Do not take social media at face value. Do not re-
peat anything until you know its a fact.

When the Northwest Kansas Technical College had its mi-
nor scabies outbreak a few weeks ago, a Wichita television
news station sent a reporter to Goodland. Whether or not you
think this story should have been important enough for that, it
shows a willingness on their part to send a real person to the
scene to get the truth.

That’s what should happen. If something is happening, send
a reporter. You need trained journalists on the ground to talk to
people and observe for themselves what is happening. Do not
rely on “crowdsourcing.”

As they say in the military, “There’s no substitute for boots
on the ground.”

— Kevin Bottrell
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Remember last year’s weird weather?

They say it might snow tonight.

I know it’s May; so do “they.”

But hey, it’s northwest Kansas, and there’s
no such thing as normal weather here.

We have weather, and it’s all weird.

Last year, it was all hot, at least until it
turned off cool in August. Warm spring. More
100-plus-degree days than anyone could re-
member. Most summers, we only get a couple.
Last year, we got ’em by the dozen.

Remember?

This spring, at least, it’s all snow. We’ve
hardly had a thunderstorm, and tornado “sea-
son” is nearly past. And they say it might snow
tonight. May 1!

OK, it’s only a 20 percent chance as this is
written. By today, the whole forecast might
change. Weather forecasting is partly the art of
honing your predictions as more data comes
in.

And then comes the weather, and the fore-
caster hopes it makes us forget what he or she
called for. It’s an interesting game.

Weather itself is not a game, however.

Weather makes us hot or cold. Either one
costs money. Weather makes crops grow, or
not. That can cost farmers big money. Weather
can tear up the town and leave us in tears. It
can freeze us or bake us, blow us away or ice
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us over.

We get all that here on the High Plains, and
often in the same month. Sometimes in the
same week. It was just a little more than a
week ago the last time it snowed, right? And
this weekend, the temperature soared into the
80s.

I don’t know about you, but I got my shorts
out to mow the lawn. (The lawn mower shot
craps, but that’s another story. I had plenty of
other chores waiting.)

Weather fascinates us, probably because we
usually have absolutely no idea what it will do.
Oh, the forecasters take a stab at it, but really,
it’s just an educated guess. Weather doesn’t of-
ten do what you think it will.

I know modern forecasting is a science. I
have friends who are weathermen. But it’s an
inexact science, even with computer programs
that help make the predictions. (One problem

with those is there are dozens of them, and no
two agree on the average day’s forecast. The
forecaster is left to make his educated guess
among them.)

Me, I’ve given up trying to figure the weath-
er out. I know it’ll be crazy, and that’s enough.

Oh, I still read the forecasts. Otherwise, how
would I know it’s supposed to snow tonight?
But you can’t focus your life on the weather
doing what it’s supposed to do. Make plans
that way, and you can waste a lot of time.

Will it snow? It probably has snowed here
in May before, but I’'m not qualified to make
a prediction. The one thing I do know is that
Cynthia put the snow shovels away Sunday. In
my book, that all but guarantees snow tonight.

(She’s put them away twice before this
spring, by the way. An eternal optimist, that
woman.)

So if I was going to bet, I'd bet on snow.
And hope I can find a shovel in the morning.
It’ll be time for hot days and thunderstorms
soon enough.

Steve Haynes is president of Nor’West News-
papers. When he has the time, he’d rather be
reading a good book or casting a fly.

Bill sent to

An update on the bills sent to the governor
for signature at “turnaround’:

The House and Senate passed a measure ad-
dressing sovereignty concerns if federal agents
attempt to confiscate firearms, accessories or
ammunition manufactured and possessed in
Kansas.

Originally, the bill required state and lo-
cal law enforcement officers to arrest federal
agents acting on orders of superiors. It was al-
tered to block arrests and gave local and state
prosecutors authority to seek court orders pro-
hibiting out-of-state agents from taking Kan-
sas-made weapons.

Both houses also agreed to a bill creating a
four-year glide path to imposition of a law re-
quiring state and municipal buildings to have
metal detection or trained guards at entries or
lift any ban on people with concealed-carry
permits from entering with a weapon.

Public schools, correctional facilities and
jails would be allowed to retain policies pro-
hibiting concealed handguns on the premises.
A school board, university chief executive or
community college president could authorize
licensed employees to carry concealed hand-
guns at work.

There were so many bills introduced per-
taining to public schools this year it will take
several articles to highlight them. Today, I'll

governor Covers gun regs
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cover the governor’s “Read to Succeed” pro-
posal.

The House and Senate passed HB 2140, a
substantially amended version of the original
bill. The measure provides that beginning in
the 2016-2017 school year, districts that have
a higher percentage of students scoring in the
lowest achievement level on state reading as-
sessments will have to adopt a policy for pos-
sible retention of certain students in first grade,
rather than third grade as proposed by the gov-
ernor and adopted in some other states.

The bill also creates a grant program to as-
sist struggling readers in the early grades, a
task force to study reading interventions and
a recognition program for schools demonstrat-
ing the most improvement in fourth grade
reading results.

Whether the bill is signed and then funded
remains to be seen. It certainly has drawn at-
tention to how important it is for students to

learn to read, and I would hope parents and
schools continue to focus on reading and its
importance.

As of April 22, the governor had signed 120
bills into law.

Rep. Ward Cassidy of St. Francis represents
the 120th District in the Kansas House of Rep-
resentatives, covering the northwest part of
Thomas County (including Colby), plus Deca-
tur, Rawlins, Cheyenne, Sherman and Wallace
counties. This is his second term in the Legis-
lature, and he is chair of the Education Bud-
get Committee and vice chair of the Education
Commiittee. Send e-mails to ward.cassidy@
house .ks.gov.

Where to write, call

State Sen. Ralph Ostmeyer, State
Capitol Building, 300 SW 10th St., Room
136-E., Topeka, Kan. 66612,

(785) 296-7399 Ralph.Ostmeyer@senate.
ks.gov

State Rep. Ward Cassidy, (120th
District) State Capitol Building, 300 SW
10th St., Room 151-S, Topeka, Kan.,
66612, (785) 296-7616
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