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SHOOTING THE WORLD AS IT HAPPENS




PHOTOGRAPHY IS NOT A CRIME.


Dive into the global phenomenon that’s turned news media on its head and incited revolt a round the world! Esteemed journalist and blogger Carlos Miller covers the dynamic story stretching from JFK to the Arab Spring and beyond. Packed with inspirational case studies and in-depth profiles of leading citizen journalists. The assertive skills and technical knowhow taught in this handbook make it an essential part of every activist’s toolkit. Grab your camera and join the cause!
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THE RISE OF CITIZEN JOURNALISM
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OCCUPY WALL STREET, NEW YORK, 2011


FOR THE FIRST TIME IN HISTORY, WE, THE PEOPLE, HAVE TRUE FREEDOM OF THE PRESS WHERE IT IS NO LONGER RESTRICTED TO THOSE WHO OWN THE PRESS. AND THAT IS REVOLUTIONARY CONSIDERING ALL WE NEED IS A SMARTPHONE, AN INTERNET CONNECTION, AND A DESIRE TO SHARE NEWS WITH THE WORLD TO MAKE AN IMPACT.


It could be a mundane photo from a local town hall meeting posted on Facebook, informing citizens of a controversial ordinance being passed. Or a shocking video of police abuse posted on YouTube, taking the internet by storm and earning you thousands of viewers, as well as a few extra dollars in your pocket. Or on-the-spot reports posted on Twitter or Instagram of mass demonstrations in city streets, providing uncensored views of political unrest as it unravels throughout the world.


This democratization of journalism that enables every man, woman and child to report the news, regardless of professional, educational, cultural or economic background is called “citizen journalism”—a phenomenon that has spread in popularity throughout the world over the past decade with the emergence of social media platforms and the increasing affordability and portability of digital cameras.


I prefer to call it “independent journalism” because citizen journalism is usually associated with amateur journalism. And by the time you finish this book, you will not only know how to get paid for your work, you will have more skills than many mainstream media reporters, especially with regards to obtaining public records and how to market yourself as an independent journalist. However, I will mostly use the term citizen journalism in this book because it is the term most commonly used since the turn of the century.


Many times, citizen journalism is accidental, a result of being at the right place at the right time. An example is Jānis Krūms’ picture of a US Airways plane that had plunged into the Hudson River in New York City on January 15, 2009. This image was retweeted thousands of times and it was printed on the cover of many newpapers. Other times, citizen journalism is more deliberate and organized, with citizens building online communities that rival the audiences of many traditional newspapers. This new form of journalism has given a powerful voice to the masses who up until recently were restricted to being the silent audiences for traditional media. In that regard, citizen journalism is also a form of activism, a refusal to stay silent in a world of constant upheaval.


And it couldn’t have come at a better time considering a handful of media companies control the majority of mainstream news companies after two decades of continuing corporate consolidation. But with that power necessarily comes responsibility and respect for the craft of journalism as well as an understanding of media laws and ethics, which is what you will learn in this book.


I spent almost a decade writing and taking photos for daily newspapers before launching my blog, Photography is Not a Crime, which started as a scrappy one-man blog covering a trial in Miami before it morphed into a multi-writer news site covering First Amendment abuses throughout the United States; a site read by lawyers, journalists, students, retirees, activists, photographers, judges, and police officers. I will show you that there is rarely a greater freedom than being able to self publish.





NATIONAL ELECTION, PARIS, 2013
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HISTORY OF CITIZEN JOURNALISM


(from JFK to Rodney King)
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8MM BELL & HOWELL ZOOMATIC DIRECTOR SERIES MODEL 414PD


NEVER HAVING WORKED AS A JOURNALIST BEFORE, ABRAHAM ZAPRUDER STOOD ON A CONCRETE PILLAR HOLDING HIS HOME MOVIE CAMERA AS PRESIDENT JOHN F. KENNEDY’S MOTORCADE CAME INTO VIEW. IT WAS 1963 AND THE 58-YEAR-OLD CLOTHES MANUFACTURER STEADIED HIS VIEWFINDER AS HIS RECEPTIONIST HELD HIS LEGS FROM BELOW TO KEEP HIM FROM LOSING HIS BALANCE.


When the president’s convertible limo came into view, Zapruder, a Russian immigrant and loyal democrat, panned the camera on Kennedy and his wife in the back seat, capturing the motorcade winding south on Elm Street. Zapruder heard a loud bang but thought it was just a car exhaust pipe backfiring. He filmed Kennedy hunching over and grabbing his neck, but figured the president was just playing to the crowd, merely acting as if he had just been shot. When the second shot rang out (really the third, but he didn’t hear the first), Zapruder filmed the president’s head exploding. In the ensuing chaos as the First Lady tried to crawl out of the presidential limo, bystanders ran for cover, and several professional photojournalists were too stunned to lift their cameras. Zapruder followed the scene with his camera, capturing what would be the most significant piece of evidence in the Kennedy assassination.


It would also go down as the very first citizen journalism video to go viral. Immediately after the shooting, Zapruder gave a copy of his film to the U.S. Secret Service, then sold full rights to the film to Life magazine, who paid him $150,000, which would be around a million dollars in today’s currency. Life magazine published 31 black-and-white photos in its weekly issue, then nine color photos in a special memorial issue two weeks later. The Zapruder film has since been featured in various movies, including Oliver Stone’s JFK and In the Line of Fire starring Clint Eastwood; it can be found on a multitude of YouTube accounts. The 26-second clip was captured on an 8mm Bell & Howell Zoomatic Director Series Model 414PD, a top-of-the-line model at the time, even though it was unable to record audio. Zapruder had purchased the camera a year earlier for more than $200 (more than $1,500 today) and had planned to use it to film his grandchildren. He never picked up another camera for the rest of his life.


Then there is George Holliday, a plumber by trade, who was awakened one night in 1991 by the sounds of police sirens and helicopters outside his Los Angeles apartment. He grabbed his brand new Sony Handycam analog camcorder, which was still in the box, and began recording several LAPD officers beating a young black man relentlessly in what became known as the Rodney King video. Holliday dropped the video off to a local news station who paid him a measly $500.


The video ended up being aired on news stations throughout the country, which led to the trial of four police officers, and major riots in Los Angeles when they were acquitted. The Rodney King video is considered to be the birth of modern-day citizen journalism, especially with regards to documenting police abuse, but at that point, it was still dependent on “old media.” But that all changed at the turn of the century when a group of anti-capitalistic activists bypassed the media altogether by launching their own news site called the Independent Media Center.
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RODNEY KING BEATING, LOS ANGELES, 1991


Indymedia, as it is commonly called, was launched in November 1999 to report on the activism surrounding the World Trade Organization Ministerial Conference in Seattle, giving readers a different perspective than what was being reported by the mainstream media. Today, Indymedia has websites based in cities throughout the world.


But it wasn’t until after the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks that the general public discovered the power of citizen journalism. Smartphones had yet to be introduced, so only a tiny percentage of citizens were carrying cameras at any given moment, mostly as hobbyists, tourists, students or professionals. One of them was Carmen Taylor, a tourist visiting New York City from Arkansas, who was sitting on a ferry with her Sony Mavica photographing the skyline as the second plane struck the second tower. She snapped two photos; one of the plane about to strike the tower, the second of the tower exploding. After stepping off the ferry, she showed her images to bewildered officer workers who were trying to figure out what had just taken place when a man suggested she use his email at his office to send the photos to a local television station. The Associated Press ended up buying the photo rights, where they ran in numerous publications throughout the world the following day. Over the next few days as the dust settled, witnesses and survivors began posting personal stories and photos on the internet, mostly through existing blogs or blogs they had created in the wake of the attacks, further planting the seeds of citizen journalism.
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GAY RIGHTS RALLY, MIAMI, 2008
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WISCONSIN STATE CAPTIAL PROTEST, 2011


Citizen journalism continued to emerge over the next few years with the introduction of cell phone cameras along with the introduction of Facebook, YouTube and Twitter. Not since the invention of the Gutenberg Press in the 15th century had there been such a significant impact on the world of mass communications. At first, most professional journalists ignored this phenomenon, writing it off as a bunch of amateurs producing subpar content. But the media couldn’t ignore the impact citizen journalism made with the videos from the 2009 New Year’s Day police shooting of Oscar Grant (see here) or the 2010 Arab Spring uprisings in the Middle East (see here) or the 2011 Occupy Wall Street protests (see here). Today, there is little doubt that citizen journalism can be just as powerful, influential, and credible as the largest media company in the world, if not more so.
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WORLD TRADE CENTER, MANHATTAN, SEPTEMBER 11, 2001





THE CASE FOR CITIZEN JOURNALISM
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1906 CARTOON OF MUCKRAKERS ON THEIR CRUSADE


THROUGHOUT THE 20TH CENTURY, AMERICANS CAME TO TRUST THE MEDIA AS THE FOURTH ESTATE, THE EVER-PRESENT WATCHDOG OVER GOVERNMENT AFFAIRS DOING ITS BEST TO KEEP POLITICIANS HONEST. BUT THE MEDIA TODAY IS FAR TOO INSTITUTIONALIZED TO BE A TRUE VOICE OF THE PEOPLE, SO AMERICANS ARE NOT NEARLY AS TRUSTING OF IT AS THEY USED TO BE.


However, things were much different in the early 1900s with the muckrakers, who exposed corruption and called for big business reform in their newspaper and magazine exposés. And that watchdog style of journalism continued into the 1950s with CBS broadcast journalist Edward R. Murrow going on a crusade against Senator Joe McCarthy, leading to the downfall of the Red Scare perpetrator who had destroyed the careers of thousands of Americans suspected of having communist views.


Media influence was so strong that in 1968, CBS newsman Walter Cronkite, dubbed “the most trusted man in America,” was credited for changing public opinion of the Vietnam War when he reported there was no foreseeable way for the United States to emerge as victors, which is believed to have led to President Lyndon B. Johnson dropping out of the race.


And it became even stronger during the early 1970s when Washington Post reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein forced the resignation of President Richard Nixon by exposing the Watergate Scandal, leading to a sharp increase in journalism school applicants throughout the rest of the decade.


With the introduction of cable news in the 1980s and with many cities still having two newspapers (although this had been declining steadily since the introduction of television news), the field was wide open for aspiring journalists who wanted to make a difference.


However, that all started changing in the ensuing years when the Federal Communications Commission began loosening restrictions on media ownership where companies were eventually allowed to buy newspapers, television stations and radio stations within a single market, leading to a drastic reduction in competition among news companies, and a significant reduction in investigative journalism.


In 1980, 50 companies controlled 90% of the American media. By 2013, six companies controlled 90 percent of the media, meaning the muckrakers of yesteryear would be unable to rail against big business because big business would never publish their articles. Unless, of course, these muckrakers turned to the internet as independent journalists.


The truth is, citizen journalism is a throwback to the pamphleteers of the 18th century who shaped the opinion of American colonists leading up to the Revolutionary War.


Even as newspapers became more established in the 19th century, they remained opinionated, divisive and partisan where before, they were mostly unified in overthrowing the British monarchy and creating a new government.


It wasn’t until newspapers began expanding in circulation and in advertising in the latter part of the 19th century that they started becoming objective in order to appeal to as many people as possible, which makes sense from a business perspective. However, today’s mass conglomeration of media companies has created a monolithic monopoly on the industry, resulting in an institutionalized and impersonal style of journalism that has become way too predictable.


Citizen journalists, on the other hand, are providing thought-provoking analysis, hyper-local stories and unfiltered videos of real issues affecting real people.
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THOMAS PAINE, WITH RIGHTS OF MAN





THE CASE AGAINST


(& why it’s wrong)
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THE BEST THING ABOUT CITIZEN JOURNALISM IS ITS INDEPENDENCE AND LACK OF HIERARCHICAL MANAGEMENT. BUT THAT COULD ALSO BE ITS WORST ATTRIBUTE, ESPECIALLY IF THERE IS NO TRANSPARENCY INVOLVED. WITH NO EDITORIAL OVERSIGHT OR PROFESSIONAL GUIDELINES, AND AT TIMES NO JOURNALISTIC ETHICS AND INTEGRITY, CITIZEN JOURNALISTS CAN OFTEN BE RECKLESS AND DANGEROUS WITH THEIR REPORTING, EITHER INTENTIONALLY OR UNINTENTIONALLY.


In 2008, an anonymous commenter on CNN’s iReport site for citizen journalists reported that Apple CEO Steve Jobs had been rushed to the hospital following a heart attack—a report that turned out to be false. Nevertheless, the rumor spread like a virus throughout the internet, causing Apple’s stocks to plummet within an hour. Even after Apple had publicly denied the rumor and CNN had removed the post, the news continued to spread via social media. It caused such a huge drop in stock that the United States Securities and Exchanges Commission launched an investigation to see if the false report was a deliberate attempt to manipulate stock. It turns out that it was just an 18-year-old man who said he was bored and wanted to have some fun.


Then in 2009, a pair of conservative activists named James O’Keefe and Hannah Giles teamed up to produce a series of undercover videos aimed at the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), a non-profit organization that conducted voter registration drives in low-income neighborhoods. O’Keefe and Giles posed as a pimp and prostitute as they secretly recorded ACORN workers appearing to advise the couple on how to avoid paying taxes while hiding their illegal activity. The videos were aired on Fox News, causing several employees to lose their jobs as well as millions of dollars to be lost in funding, forcing the organization to file for bankruptcy.


But then investigations by attorney generals in several states determined the videos were heavily edited and had included false and misleading information. An ensuing investigation by the U.S. Government Accountability Office determined ACORN workers had not misused government funds or participated in criminal activity as purported in the videos. O’Keefe and Giles ended up paying $150,000 in a settlement to one of the fired workers whom they had secretly recorded because they had violated California’s eavesdropping law.


In 2012, as Hurricane Sandy tore through New York City, an unconfirmed report began making the rounds on Twitter that the New York Stock Exchange was flooded with three feet of water. The tweet ended up reported on television by CNN and The Weather Channel, naturally sending out a panic wave with investors throughout the country. The report, of course, turned out to be false, prompting the networks to correct themselves and blame the inaccuracy on the chaos of the storm. The truth is, there is plenty of bad citizen journalism out there, some of it meant to deliberately mislead, most of it just a result of sloppy reporting and editing. By the time you finish this book, you will have the skills, ethics and legal knowledge that will ensure you’re not one of the bad ones.





THE ROCKAWAYS, QUEENS, NEW YORK, 2012
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THE ETHICS


[image: Image]


WE ARE LIVING IN AN AGE WHEN ANYBODY CAN PUBLISH ANYTHING ON THE INTERNET AND CALL THEMSELVES A JOURNALIST. AND WE’VE SEEN COUNTLESS EXAMPLES OF THESE SO-CALLED JOURNALISTS OVER THE YEARS WHO END UP MISLEADING PEOPLE WITH THEIR STAGED VIDEOS, MANIPULATED PHOTOS OR FABRICATED TWEETS THAT END UP MAKING THE ROUNDS ON SOCIAL MEDIA PLATFORMS FOR DAYS, SOMETIMES WEEKS.


Many times they do it for kicks, but many times they do it to meet their personal agenda. But once it has been revealed that they have deliberately misled people—and it almost always happens—then they lose credibility as truth-tellers. And that’s the last thing you want as a citizen journalist. After all, journalism is foremost about reporting the truth. Even if it’s the truth as you see it, which may be different than the truth somebody else sees. This is where transparency comes in.


Transparency vs. Objectivity


For more than a century, journalists have been encouraged to remain objective in the stories they report as they present both sides of an issue, allowing the reader to decide. Maintaining a sense of institutionalized neutrality makes sense from a business perspective because it allows news companies to report the news without having to take an actual stance, which could turn off advertisers and governmental sources. But nobody is truly ever objective. We all have our opinions. We all have our biases. And we all see the world through our own experiences. Besides, some cable news networks don’t even come close to remaining objective while claiming otherwise. And although most news companies and organizations maintain very straightforward ethical guidelines, it’s not difficult to find reporters who break them. That is why transparency is much more credible than objectivity. And this mostly comes in the form of disclosure.


If you have a personal agenda to your reporting, then disclose it. If you are associated with a certain politician, then disclose it. If you are receiving money or freebies from businesses in exchange for promotion, then disclose it (which is actually required by the Federal Trade Commission). And if you make a mistake, which we all do from time to time, own up to it. Otherwise, you’re not only ruining your credibility but making it more difficult for other those citizen journalists striving for credibility.


CARIBBEAN FESTIVAL, MIAMI, 2013
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Staged or Manipulated Photos


In 2012, Swedish photojournalist Paul Hansen photographed a group of men carrying the bodies of two Palestinian children through the streets of Gaza, who were killed during an Israeli air attack. The photo, which he named Gaza Burial, ended up winning the 2013 World Press Photo contest for best photo.


But the photo immediately came under scrutiny by critics throughout the world who accused Hansen of combining several frames in order to get that perfect shot, which would be a huge ethics violation and grounds to have his prize revoked. However, an independent forensics examination eventually determined the photo was retouched within the acceptable boundaries of photojournalism and Hansen was allowed to keep his prize.


However, there have been several other professional photojournalists who have been disqualified from contests when it was discovered they had digitally removed objects or people from their photos in order to make for a better composition. Photojournalism is about capturing what you see with the naked eye, not what you wish you would have captured had there not been that annoying distraction. Cropping a photo to remove unnecessary distractions is pretty much always acceptable, as is adjusting basic toning and lighting levels to allow viewers to better evaluate the scene (after all, cameras are not always as competent at capturing images as the human eye). You also want to avoid shooting staged or recreated photos, as tempting as it may be. Or if you do decide to shoot a staged or recreated photo, then be sure to disclose that important detail in the caption. But doing so would be a painstaking reminder that you missed photographing the original incident, so it’s best to avoid that altogether.
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PALESTINIAN RALLY, MIAMI, 2008


Undercover Videos


Some of the best (and worst) journalistic work has come to light because of undercover videography. We mentioned James O’Keefe (see here) and his undercover work on ACORN. The truth is, he has done a whole series of similar videos against his political opponents. He might believe he is doing the right thing by exposing (or creating) questionable statements for the benefits of his ideology, but he has been written off in the journalistic community as being highly unethical with very little credibility. However, he also has a very strong fan base who believe in everything he does.


There are also many animal rights activists who resort to undercover videos to expose abuse within farms that have led to animal cruelty charges against farm employees. In turn, the farming industry has lobbied for the introduction of laws that prohibit these types of videos. But the National Press Photographers Association (NPPA) was one of 70 organizations to lobby against these so called “ag-gag” bills, which they deemed a crackdown on whistleblowers.
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