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Local congressman attempts to boost quality journalism through

legislation
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By Nick Marnell

Feeling that quality local
journalism is crucial to a
strong democracy, Rep. Mark
DeSaulnier introduced a
House Resolution April 3 that
would allow local news out-
lets to band together to nego-
tiate terms of product distrib-
ution and compensation with
major online platforms like
Facebook and Google. The
Democrat, whose 11th District
includes Lamorinda, said that
using social media is not the
way to learn about democ-
racy and he stressed that
newspapers fill an important
role in the furtherance of
democracy - especially with
their coverage of local news.

“I worked in Contra Costa
County and I raised my kids
in Contra Costa County,” De-
Saulnier said. “When I was
first elected to the Concord
City Council, there were local
reporters there every day.
The sexual harassment of one
of my colleagues was uncov-
ered by a local newspaper re-
porter.”

How times have changed.
According to the Pew Re-
search Center, Facebook out-
strips all other social media
sites as a source for news, and
Facebook and Google control
the vast majority of online re-
ferrals for news and the bulk
of digital advertising revenue,
while revenue for news pub-
lishers has plummeted by $31
billion since 2006. Over the
past 15 years, 1,800 local pa-
pers have closed or merged,
and in the Bay Area alone,
newspapers have seen a drop
from about 1,500 journalists
to fewer than 300. Public offi-
cials are enjoying freedom
from the press, not exactly
what James Madison had in
mind.

“Companies bought the
papers, sold the iconic build-
ings, outsourced the printing
and laid off the journalists,”
DeSaulnier said. “The papers

that have survived have very
little local news content.” He
recognized the San Francisco
Chronicle as one of the few
major market newspapers
that has not abandoned its lo-
cal news efforts.

“We promote and inspire
civic discourse and we are
here to make sure there is an
informed electorate and to
keep those in power account-
able. The local politicians, po-
lice, city officials — those are
the people who are most di-
rectly affecting our lives,"
said Audrey Cooper, San
Francisco Chronicle editor in
chief. "I think there is a lot of
great journalism happening
in the (Bay Area), including in
Lamorinda. But people need
to support it with their eye-
balls, attention and money,
because nothing else is going
to keep our democracy
strong.”

Publishers have long
complained that online plat-
forms like Facebook and
Google love the newspapers
for their content, but the plat-
forms contribute nothing to
the cost of gathering the con-
tent. And while publishers
agree that the platforms are
necessary for content distrib-
ution, there is no way to
meaningfully negotiate poli-
cies and practices to help lo-
cal news organizations. “In
this digital world, where con-
tent is being shared for free
on social media while the
platform makes a profit, it’s
only fair to let news organi-
zations share in ad revenues,”
DeSaulnier said.

Not everyone believes the
congressmarn’s actions are
purely altruistic. “Newspa-
pers generally have lost the
public trust. They did it all by
themselves. They are a busi-
ness like any other now,” said
Moraga attorney Larry Pines,
who has been critical of this
newspaper, especially its 2018
Moraga storm drain fee mea-
sure coverage, which he felt
was biased in favor of the
town's position in promoting
its annual property tax mea-
sure. “The congressman’s
proposed special protection
amounts to a waiver or ex-
emption from well-
established antitrust laws. It
amounts to shameless pan-
dering to the same biased
protectorate that routinely
feathers his bed in his local
communities.”

DeSaulnier responded by
again stressing the need for
strong local news. “America
relies on a free and open
press to serve as a watchdog
for our communities and the
country. Thanks to a robust
press America learned
Richard Nixon was a crook

and that the Bush Adminis-
tration failed to adequately
respond after Hurricane Kat-
rina,” DeSaulnier said. “Local
and national newspapers

shine light on the truth and
protect our democracy.”

The congressman’s bill —
the Journalism Competition
and Preservation Act — awaits

a hearing in the House Judi-
ciary Committee before ad-
vancing to the House Floor
for a vote.

Gehling named MOFD
battalion chief

Lamo archive

Steve Gehling

The Moraga-Orinda Fire Dis-
trict rounded out its roster of
chief officers in April with
the elevation of Steve
Gehling to battalion chief,
training division. Gehling
and battalion chiefs Matt
Nichols, operations and
communications, and Jerry

Lee, emergency medical and
support services, report di-
rectly to Fire Chief Dave
Winnacker.

Gehling, a 10-year MOFD
veteran, will supervise all
training programs for the
district, including the record
keeping, certification qualifi-
cations and the coordination
of multi-company training
drills. “I want to improve the
frequency and consistency of
our training program, so our
personnel have the skill sets
to handle whatever is thrown
at them on a daily basis,”
Gehling said.

“We’re excited to have a
youthful and energetic bat-
talion chief who is passionate
about training as the pri-
mary way we prepare for
emergencies,” Winnacker
said.

— N. Marnell
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| surrounded by nature. Located near schools,
restaurants and services, it has easy access
to I-80 and Orinda BART.
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