
What to Do When the Press Turns on You

by Ron Smith, Executive Editor, Southern Turf and Landscape Press

^jv\ last month's MALTA News you were
(j/ told how topromote your business.
This month we continue withthe flip side
of the publicityissue; that is, how to handle
negative publicity.

Don't mess up.
Too often, especially in the past few

years, the green industry has been lam
basted as a plague on the environment, a
hazard to dogs and children, an expensive
waste of money, a wart on society's pudgy
little nose.

We all know that such claims are un

founded and that the reverse is closer to
the truth. The green industryimproves the
health and well-being of humans, animals
and the environment.

We don't cause warts. Numerous stud

ies show that to be the case.

So how do we fight negative news? Re
member myadvice last month about get
ting to know the news people in your area?
If it's important to knowthem to improve
chances of getting positive publicity, it's
imperative to know them well when the
manure hits the mower blades.

I remember hearing an old song,
probably from the late forties or early
fifties — I know it only through old
movies and from my mother singingit to
me when I wasvery, very little — I
think BingCrosbysang it. I'll quote the
first few lines.

"You've got to accentuate the posi
tive, eliminate the negative, latch on to
the affirmative and don't mess with Mr.

In-between."

That's how publicity in the green
industry must work. The first part is ac
centuating the positive.

If we do a good enough job of telling
the good things about our industry all
the time, we stand a much better chance
of defusing potentially negative press

when it comes along. Ifwebecome recog
nized for our good work and take time to
promote the advantages of well-maintained
landscapes, golfcourses, parks, etc., we've
done a lot to plant the right seeds in the
public's mind and will have an easier time
convincingthem that the negatives are not
sobadas theyare made out to be, or maybe
not even true.

We also should have created,bynow,
an atmosphere ofmutual trust and cooper
ation with local news outlets. And, hope
fully, those contacts will ask us to respond
to negative reports.

Then we have to have our facts in or
der.

We should always be armed with the
advantages that turfand other landscape
materials provide.

We should know how wildlife thrives on
golf courses and how large, landscaped turf
areas act as watersheds to replenish
groundwater resources.

Reporters can

getaggressive,

pushyand
downright arro
gant. Try to stay
in control ofthe

interviewand

don t antagonize
the reporter...

Post Oak Farms
POST OAI\ |

FARMS
Tim and Ginger Miller

located on Kt. 78

5924 Lexington Rd.
Rayle, Georgia 30660

(706) 274-3458

Visitors are Welcome!

SPRING BEDDING PLANTS:

Impatiens, Vinca
Begonias, Setcrecea

and Perennials!

Bedding plants are available in 1801's and 606's
Baskets, Perennials, Annuals and late Pansies too
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Itnever pays to
anger someone
who buys ink by
the barrel.

We need to understand and have the

figures handy to back up the assertion that
turf pesticides, used according to labels,
pose no real threat to humans, animals or
groundwater.

Yet we can never make rash statements

such as: "I'd be willing to swim through a
pond filled with malathion." Someone will
demand that you do it.

Don't shoot from the hip.
Don't pop off and bluster about how

safe anything is. Just the facts, ma'am, as
Sgt. Friday used to say. Also important:
Who is authorized to speak for your com
pany? Do you want the technician you
hired last Friday to answer a reporter's
questions regarding the toxicity and safety

Now there's an economical, long-lasting way to control fire
ant problems in potting media. It's Fireban*1.5G insecticide

Approved for use in the USDA/APHIS Quarantine
Programs, Fireban is a soil incorporated material that
can be used in a tiered rate program to treat soil media.
You select the length of the certification period
required and adjust the rates accordingly.

Media treated with Fireban is approved for
use in containerized and balled and burlapped
nursery stock that is to be certified for
interstate movement from quarantine areas.

For more information,
contact your local chemical
supplier today. ,

Fireban

1996Uniroyal Cln-nik.il £• By. Inc. Always rcaii -uui fallow la
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of Dursban, 2,4,-D or Roundup? Probably
not.

Designate a news spokesperson, or sev
eral, or make certain everyone understands
that no one talks to reporters but the
owner or manager. Make certain all em
ployees understand your press relations
policy. And those who are authorized to
speak should know how to deal with the
press, how to answer hard questions or de
fer them if they don't know the answers.
And make sure all other staff members un

derstand, unequivocally, that if reporters
ask them anything, they refer them to man
agement, politely, but with no doubt that
they will answer no questions about your
business in particular, pesticides in general,
or anything at all regarding the safety of
landscapes.



Failure to comply with that regulation
should result in severe penalties. That pol
icy, by the way, ought to be spelled out in
your labor manual and it should be ex
plainedbefore employment. Every
employee should know the procedure for
handlingreporters' questions. It's manage
ment's job to assure that is the case.

So, how do you deal with negative
questions? I've always found the truth to be
the most effective way to deal with difficult
issues and I've often wondered whypoliti
cians' press people didn't understand that
as well.

If something bad happens — a chemical
spill, for example — provide the basic in
formation. The truck wrecked, some chem
ical escaped the tank, we had a cleanup
crew on hand within minutes and have

removed the material and made certain

that no residue remains. No one was in

jured; the public was not in jeopardy, be
cause the pesticide is not easilyvolatized,
or whatever, and we got it out of the way
immediately. We're looking into the cause
and we'll let you know. Any more ques
tions?

That's how I'd like to handle questions,
but, in this litigious society, I'd take one
more step first. Talk with your attorney if
there is any potential for liability and dam
ages. He may suggest delaying responses
until you have a better understanding of
what happened.

I don't answer legal questions. But as a
journalist, I see red flags when folks refuse
to answer simple questions and when folks
say, "No comment," we assume immedi
ately they are guilty as sin.

"No Comment" sets off warning bells
and flashing lights. Any reporter worth the
ink he uses for his by-line will assume that,
since you don't want to talk about it, you
must be guilty of some heinous crime.

Whenever possible and prudent, the
best way to thwart his overactive imagina
tion and get the Pulitzer look out of his
eyes is to tell what happened. Don't wait
for him or her to make headlines with a

piece of fiction. Provide facts. But be aware
of liabilities and consult an attorney before
admitting guilt or responsibility. Youdon't

want to convictyourself in the press, espe
cially if you're not guilty.

Don't get ambushed.
If a reporter asks for a comment on

something you're not familiar with, or
something that can't be answered in a two-
paragraph summary or a 30-second sound
bite, ask for time to get the material
together. Then make a factual report, with
as little personalobservation as possible.

Remember, just becauseyouexplain
something in 100 words doesn't mean that
all 100 of those carefully chosen words will
make their way into the final report. In
fact, words 1-10 might be exactly as you
spoke them, but then there's a gap up to
about, say word number 56, and without
the intervening 46 words, what you read is
not exactlywhat you meant. Have you ever
heard this:

Be careful with
personal obser
vations. Stick to
the facts. Don't
wax eloquent...

Hardin's Wholesale

Florist Supply
Potted Plants •>£iit. Flowers

Florist Susies
,Wholesalers of Fresh Flowers,,
•; Potted Plants, Foliage Plants,

FloristSupplies,' Silk &Dried Flowers

Premade Arrangements in Fresh or Silk

Quality Merchandise
Excellent Service • Low Prices

CALL TOLL FREE;

1-$Q(^7g||i226
We S>!$^^

255 W. Bowman Menu?/Liberty, NC 27298
(910) 622-3035*T7&C (910) 622-5443
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I know you believe you
understand what you think
I said, hut I'm not sure
you realize that what you
heard ain't what I meant.

Quotes get confused. They also get
abused. Comments out of context can be

made to prove just about anything a re
porter wants. And some reporters will do
that to fit the stories they want to write.

Be careful with personal observations.
Stick to the facts. Don't wax eloquent on
controversial topics.

Remember, too, the 10,000 times a
lawn care operator applies a chemical
correctly and safely is never news. The one
time someone makes a mistake, however,
becomes headline. Reporters can get ag
gressive, pushy and downright arrogant.
Try to stay in control of the interview and
don't antagonize the reporter. Be polite,
respectful and as forthcoming as possible.

It never pays to anger

someone who buys ink by

the barrel.

But don't put up with poor journalism.
If you feel you are being manipulated, mis
quoted, abused, or treated rudely, contact

the reporter's supervisor. It's your right to
be treated with respectand it's your right
to be quoted accurately. Most news outlets
are interested in accuracy and should re
spond to complaintsof poor journalism.

Don't let a badlywritten or poorly re
ported article pass unchallenged. Make
management aware of the errors and offer
to supply the correct information. Again, if
you have developed a relationship with the
editors beforehand, the process is much

®easier.

Reprinted from MALTA News, October, 1995.

AGRONOMIX
Vitamin Based Fertilizer Supplement

Improves Plant Quality
Utilizes Nutrients

Root Stimulant
Water Soluble

0 0 0

For more information call or write:

VITech Enterprises, Inc.
441 Lawn Avenue #10

Palisades Park, NJ 07650
(201)302-9465 Fax:{201)302-9468

Flowering Tropicals
Plus.. .

Annual Plugs • Spring Plants
Perennials • Seeds • Bulbs

Foliage • Ferns • Landscape Liners
For A Complete Price List Call:

CURT SMITH
#404-299-1997

Beeper #404-415-9158Ttma
Mwtl

In a Nutshell

Do good work.

Promote your ac
complishments.

Know your news
outlets.

Be careful with com
pany publicity policy.

Don't make mis
takes.

And never
antagonize a re
porter ...

... especially me.

535010th Ave. N., Suite B
Lake Worth, FL 33463

407.433-3157

Fax: 407-433*3952
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