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Purpose
Provide guidance and the recommended procedures to convey information to news media organizations. Ensure staff provides accurate information on City programs, services, incidents, and events to the media and public in a timely and transparent manner.
Introduction

The news media play an important role in helping the City provide information to the public on City programs, services, events, and issues. This policy relates to all media interactions, including media releases, advisories, statements, interviews, press conferences, and information requests. Media organizations include newspaper, magazine, television, radio, and Internet news agencies. 

Reporters and photographers should be treated with courtesy and diplomacy in all interactions.  While some reporters have covered City issues for many years, other reporters may be new to the City organization and need help understanding services, programs, and operations.  Transparency is fundamental as media representatives and the public have the right to access any document or file related to the City organization, in accordance with parameters of the California Public Records Act.  

The news media have a legal right to observe, photograph, and record any event or person in a public area, unless their presence will interfere with emergency operations or the area is a crime scene.
Roles and Responsibilities

1. Department Communication Staff:  Each department should handle media inquiries and issue media releases, in accordance with City policy and department procedure to respond to media requests. Whether formal or informal, the procedure should reflect the department’s unique needs and interests, staffing arrangements, and the nature of media requests and news announcements. Instructions and contact information to assist media during weekends, holidays, evenings, or other off-duty times should be covered in a department procedure.  

Department staff are responsible for the following duties:  
a. Preparing media releases and organizing press conferences related to services, incidents, events, project updates, achievements, and educational efforts affecting their department;  
b. Providing information and responding to requests from news reporters for information and interviews related to department issues.  

2. City Administrator’s Office: The City Administrator’s Office oversees implementation of the Media Relations Policy. Specifically, the City Administrator’s Office is responsible for the following:
a. Providing guidance to department staff to ensure City news and announcements are accurate and conveyed in a timely manner; and
b. Assisting the news media with inter-departmental or citywide information requests.

3. Personal Points of View:  All employees have the right to their personal points of view regarding City issues.  However, personal views may conflict with the official policy and direction of the City.  Conveying personal views to a news agency through the City’s official media release template, letterhead or stationary is prohibited.  If a City employee chooses to share personal views on or off duty with a news agency and also identifies himself or herself as a City employee, he or she should include language which states the views set forth do not represent the views of the City. 

4. Responding to Media Inquiries:  Staff is encouraged to respond to media inquiries as soon as possible to help reporters receive information in a timely manner.  Employees are encouraged to review the Best Practices to Respond to Media Inquiries.

5. Responding to a Public Record Request: If a news agency requests information and refers to it as a public records request, the response must adhere to the California Public Records Act. Employees should review the City’s guidelines on how to respond to a public records request and understand the required timeframes for a response. To comply with the Public Records Act, a response must be prepared promptly. Upon receipt of a public records request from a news reporter, notify the Department Head, City Clerk Services Manager and the Assistant to the City Administrator so they are aware of a pending public information request. In some cases, similar information has been gathered for a separate request.
Issuing a Media Release or News Announcement

6. Issuing a Media Release: Media releases should be prepared to help inform the media, and thereby the public, about new programs or services, facility openings, significant service changes, major project updates, community events and workshops, achievements, emergency incidents, public education topics, tips, and general advice.  On certain occasions, it may be appropriate to issue a media release or statement in relation to more controversial or sensitive issues.  

7. Message Approval: Staff should exercise judgment to determine whether to issue a media release in the above-mentioned areas, as well as more controversial or sensitive topics. Media releases should be authorized by a Department Head or designee, in accordance with a department’s procedure for preparing and approving media releases.  

8. Official Media Release Template:  The City’s official media release template should be used by all departments to issue announcements to the media. The template was designed to be easy to read on computers, phones, and other devices and limit the file size. The City seal is featured at the top of the release and should not be removed or modified without authorization. As media representatives and staff members change, the template with pre-populated recipient information will be updated accordingly. Additional names should be added to the template, as needed.

High Media Interest Items

9. High Media Interest Issues: Occasionally, certain program, policy, or operational issues will generate a high level of media interest, warranting a more coordinated response from staff. Examples include allegations, accidents, deaths, lawsuits and court decisions. If an incident or controversy is anticipated or already underway, the City Administrator’s Office should be notified as soon as possible. 

10. Spokesperson: Generally, it is recommended that the best qualified person in a department should respond to reporters. Typical spokespersons could include the following individuals:  

· Mayor, Councilmembers, City Administrator, Assistant City Administrator, or Assistant to the City Administrator
· Department Heads and Assistant Department Heads
· Public Information Officer or designated department communication staff 

11. Coordinated Response: Coordinating the response for a high media interest news item is important to ensure information from multiple departments and agencies is considered and there is a unified and efficient approach to address questions and concerns. To respond to a significant news event, the City Administrator’s Office may convene a rapid response team to identify a spokesperson, share information, and clarify roles for affected departments. A coordinated response helps news reporters confirm the accuracy of information and get details more quickly.   

12. Information Role During Disasters: In an emergency situation, City emergency staff coordinate response efforts and prepare public information from the Emergency Operations Center. The Assistant to the City Administrator or a designee coordinates staff to prepare and disseminate public information, often in conjunction with the County of Santa Barbara and other agencies. Public information officers in the Fire and Police Departments serve as field liaisons with the media, answering questions, participating in press conferences, and escorting reporters in disaster sites. Procedures are outlined in the City’s Emergency Operations Center Activation Plan.
image1.png




